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Prologue

 


Wrapped in her huge
fur coat, face hidden below the soft hood, she marched angrily
along the street. She hadn't realised it was freezing until she got
outside, but she was too proud to go back. Slamming the door was
her final word in their latest argument.

Ever since the text
message arrived, she had tried to get him to talk about it, to come
up with a plan to make this problem go away. How could he be too
arrogant to admit they were in trouble? He didn't want to be told
he should have listened to her in the first place. So they just
ended up yelling at each other. When he said everything was fine
she wanted to believe him, and probably could have if there wasn’t
so much fear in his eyes.

As she strode through
Battersea Park, her phone rang again. He’d been calling every
couple of minutes since she left, and was no doubt getting angrier
and angrier when she didn’t answer. It was one of their worst
arguments. He totally freaked out when she said money wasn't
everything, and she wanted to stop working. And when she screamed
that she planned to leave London, he looked like he was going to
throw something at her. It wasn't just the text message, or the
heat of battle, prompting these threats. This damp, cold city
wasn't exciting anymore.
Her life used to feel sophisticated
and special. But lately it just felt lonely.

She crossed back over
Albert Bridge, turned away from the wind,
and rubbed her nose to warm it. She could picture him pacing the
apartment, shoulders hunched, phone pressed against his ear,
cursing her for not answering. He hated it when he lost control of
her, when she wasn't doing what she was told. She would stay with
Katie tonight, give him time to calm down and start thinking about
how he might fix things.

As she glanced at her phone, he rang again. This
time she answered, and said abruptly: 'I'm not coming back tonight
Danny...'

'Where are you? Just come home babe.'

'No, I'm tired of this. I'm so
stressed out and...' Her outburst was interrupted by the sound of
the intercom bleep in the
apartment.

'Did you forget your
key?'

'No, I told you, I'm
not coming back tonight.'

Through the phone,
she could hear the speaker next to the door crackle, and could just
make out a male voice saying: ‘I’ve got a delivery for the
penthouse’, and louder, her boyfriend replying, ‘Ok, I’ll buzz you
up’. Then he was back on the line.

‘There's a delivery.
Are you expecting anything?’

He sounded tired and
tense. Maybe she should go home, and try to make up. She heard his
footsteps cross the foyer, and the clunk of the deadlock clicking
open. Then she heard two sounds in quick succession. The first was
the crack of a gunshot, deafening through the phone. The second was
the clatter of his mobile hitting the floor. Her heart seemed to
turn in her chest, and her hand trembled, as she heard two voices
echoing in the apartment.

‘Where is she?
...Check the bedroom... She isn’t here.’

She could hear them
stamping on the polished floorboards. Finally the door slammed, and
then there was an eerie silence. She screamed into the phone for a
few seconds, but he didn’t reply.

She stood momentarily
frozen to the spot. Was there any chance he was still alive? She
couldn’t risk going back to check. She focused on her phone, ready
to call an ambulance. But she didn’t want anyone to know who she
was. She didn’t want people asking questions. She threw the phone
away from her as hard as she could. It ricocheted off the bridge
railing and splashed into the water, hardly noticeable in the vast
Thames murk. Then she turned, and staggered towards a phone box.
Barely able to control her panic, she dialled 999, and gave the
operator the apartment’s address. There was nothing more she could
do for him. She had her purse, and the clothes she was wearing. She
had to run. First she would warn Katie. Then she would
disappear.


Chapter
1

 


At first I thought
the bank had made a mistake. Some processing error or
administrative glitch, which sent this letter to the wrong
customer. I even checked if it was actually addressed to us. Maybe
the postman put it in the wrong mail box? But of course he didn’t.
It was addressed to Sandra Goddard, my mother, who had lived in
this house for twenty years. The postman knew that, and apparently
the National Australia Bank did too. It just didn’t make any sense.
How could mum be defaulting on a mortgage, when she owned this
house outright for over ten years? I vaguely remembered the day she
and dad celebrated their last mortgage payment. I must have been
about thirteen, as dad left before my fourteenth birthday. At least
mum got the house, fully paid for.

The huge red letters
LATE PAYMENT screamed at me from the top of the page. I heard mum
come inside, and start unpacking the groceries. She jumped as I
confronted her in the kitchen, waving the bank’s notice in my
hand.

‘Mum, what the hell
is going on with this letter?’

‘I’ve told you before
not to open my mail.’ From her expression, it was obvious she
quickly worked out what the ‘letter’ was about, and wasn’t planning
on discussing it with me.

‘But what’s going on?
You never pay anything late! And why do you need a mortgage?’ I was
surprised to see that mum looked more scared than angry.

‘Ellen, it’s none of
your business. Just forget about it!’ she said
repressively.

‘But if you don’t pay
a mortgage on a house, they take it away from you! I live here
too!’

‘For god’s sake, it’s
not going to come to that. I’ll sort it out.’

‘I should have known
you’d be too proud to tell me about it. You love this house. How
could you risk losing it? And why do you need the money
anyway?’

‘Just leave it
Ellen’.

She side stepped
round me, determined as usual to avoid a confrontation by leaving
the scene. I heard the front door close and the car
start.

 


Money was something
that was never discussed in our family. After dad left, I always
suspected things were a bit tight. It wasn’t like we could ever
afford a new car, or an overseas holiday. I don’t think dad ever
paid any maintenance; back in those days I suppose it was easier
for fathers to get away with disappearing, and forgetting they ever
had a family. Mum wanted to spend as much time with us as possible.
So she found a job as a teacher’s aide, where she worked school
hours, and had plenty of holidays. After a while, we never
mentioned dad anymore.

For a moment, I
wished I had never gone to the letterbox. Or been curious enough
about the letter to open it. But as usual, I was bored, and the
postman arriving was the first interesting thing that happened all
day. How sad was that? Having seen it, I couldn’t just ignore it. I
sat in stunned silence for a while, and then tried ringing mum’s
mobile about five times, hearing it go straight to voicemail. Mum
was a smart woman, a little rigid in her views sometimes, but
certainly never silly about money. Had something changed? My mind
raced over different possibilities. Did mum have a gambling habit?
She was always a bit neurotic: did this make her susceptible to
addiction? Had she taken out a loan to cover a debt to someone? Had
she just been spending the money without me noticing? What if
someone tricked her into giving them thousands and thousands of
dollars? Was she losing her mind? She was only 54. How much money
were we talking about? And why had I been left totally in the dark
about this?

Then on top of all
this, came the final blow: my feeling of guilt. I never moved out
of home because I needed mum. She was there for me through all the
ups and downs of my piano career, if you can call a failed attempt
at fame a career. She always encouraged me to keep going. Even if
it meant going without things herself, to save up for the entry fee
for another competition or the next interstate trip. When I gave
up, after 15 long years of trying, I wasn’t in any state to move
out. Even if I wasn’t close to nervous breakdown half the time,
popping HP’s to get out of bed in the morning, I couldn’t afford to
move out. Simple as that. I was pathetic. Mum cared for me, paid
all the bills, bought all the food, looked after the house. And all
the time, she was worrying about some mortgage which she obviously
couldn't afford to pay, while I lounged around like a lazy,
miserable freeloader. My measly income as a piano teacher didn't go
very far, and mum always said she was happy for me to live rent
free until I could afford to contribute. But why didn’t she ask me
for help when she couldn’t pay the mortgage? I didn’t earn much,
but she never even asked. Did mum think I was so selfish I wouldn’t
want to help? And why hadn't she told me about the mortgage in the
first place?

After a couple of
hours passed, in which I kept my mind distracted by playing an
entire book of Beethoven’s Sonatas, I heard mum’s car pull into the
drive. I had no idea what mood to expect her to be in. She looked
surprisingly fine as she walked in, and sat on the sofa. I finished
the piece, hoping she could enjoy a short recital before having the
inevitable conversation with me.

‘I’ve always liked
that one,’ she commented, which she said so often I couldn’t think
of anything I played that she didn't like. I turned around on my
stool, inviting her to tell me what was going on.

‘What would you like
for dinner? I’ve defrosted some chops but we could have them
tomorrow if you don’t feel like them now. It’s a bit hot for
chops.’

‘Mum, don't worry
about dinner. Why have you taken out a mortgage and stopped paying
it? We could lose the house...’

‘Darling, it’s not
your concern. Please don’t stress. I’m going to sort it
out.’

‘So you're not going
to tell me what you used the money for? You’ll just wait until the
day they come to take the house, and then tell me I have to find
somewhere else to live?’ Tears welled in my eyes.

‘Don’t be so
melodramatic Ellen! I’ve got a bit behind on a mortgage which was
used for something that doesn’t concern you. It’s my business, and
I’ll tell you about it when I’m ready.’

Was she serious? How
is worry about losing your home melodramatic? Was it mum’s pride –
or did she think I was too much of a mess to be able to deal with
whatever it was?

‘What are you going
to do when they come to take the house? Ask them not to? Because it
will be too late by then. What's wrong with you?’ I could no longer
keep the anger out of my voice.

Mum was finally
starting to lose her composure. ‘It won’t get to that, I
hope.’

‘But mum, can’t you
even tell me how much it is? You obviously haven’t been able to
afford it so far, so what’s going to change between now and
tomorrow?’

Mum shrugged, and her
head dropped. She didn’t even have words to convince herself now.
And to my dismay, she started to cry.

‘Please tell me
what’s going on. How much money do we need?’

‘Ellen, I promise it
will be ok. I can see you're upset I haven't told you what’s been
happening, but, well, you know how things have been with you, and I
didn’t want to make it worse. I promise we won’t be
homeless.’

‘Let me help
you.’

Mum nodded. I was
finally getting somewhere.

‘Can you at least
show me the paperwork?’ She nodded again, and surprisingly, got up
from the sofa to fetch it.

 


She handed me a manila
folder labelled ‘mortgage’, and left me to read it. There were only
few sheets of paper inside. On top was an official contract, with a
lot of jargon and terms and conditions. It was dated
1st November 2008. Almost 3 months ago! On the second page
there was a section, filled in by hand, showing our address under
the heading of ‘secured asset’. Then the maximum loan amount was
written under ‘mortgage facility’. It said $20,000. I felt a small
sense of relief. Surely the payments on a $20,000 loan weren’t
really huge? There were only three monthly statements, and I
flipped through them. It appeared mum had been paying $155 for the
first month. Not so much money really? I looked at the most recent
statement. The repayments on this were $530 a month. They almost
tripled since November! No wonder she couldn’t afford them. That
was a huge chunk of her pay. It took me a lot of muddling through,
and laying the statements in order side by side, until I worked out
the loan amount increased over the last 3 months from $20,000 to
$50,000, and then more recently to $80,000. I also worked out
exactly how much was due to stop the threat of repossession- $610.
Definitely not enough money to lose your house over. But also more
money than either mum or I had.

I knew immediately
what I would do to get this money. That would at least keep the
bank from taking the house. I knew mum would feel bad about how I
was going to raise the funds. And I thought I might feel even
worse. So I decided to do it before I told her, and before I lost
the nerve to act. Then and there, I listed my piano for sale on
eBay. I set the reserve at $5,000 because similar looking baby
grand pianos seemed to be selling for about that much on the site
already. My plan was to pay back the debt, and then have enough
left over to keep paying the mortgage until we worked out how else
to pay it.

Mum and I named my
piano Picasso because we thought he was beautiful, even if he did
take up most of the space in our front room. I spent more time with
him than any other creature on the planet, other than mum of
course. And, sad to admit, I thought of him as my friend. Sometimes
I talked to him, telling him how I was feeling, or got angry at him
when I was mad. I won him in a young performers’ competition when I
was 17. I was absolutely sure I‘d won as soon as I finished my
final piece, Schubert’s Sonata
in B-flat major, D. 960. I
must have practiced that sonata hundreds of times in the weeks
leading up to the competition. Mum knew every single note. She
would sit and listen to me practising, wincing when my finger
missed a beat or when a flat turned into a sharp. As I played the
final triumphant bars that night at the competition, I risked
looking out over the audience, and saw her with her chin resting on
her clasped hands, willing me to play it perfectly. I wasn’t
surprised when the judges announced me as the winner. I was so sure
of myself back then. I thought I was destined to win every prize.
Destined to win scholarships, get prestigious recording contracts
and perform with famous orchestras. That’s why it took so long for
my faith to waiver, and eventually come crashing down around my
ears.

I didn’t get out of
bed for a month after I finally came to terms with the fact I
wasn’t going to be a solo pianist. I might be good, but there were
always people who were better, or luckier, or in the right place at
the right time. The final realisation came when I was eliminated in
the semi finals of the Sydney
International Piano
Competition. I knew the great
concert pianists had already made it by the time they were my age.
I got close, but not close enough. The adjudicator’s critique of my
performance was the final blow to an already flimsy hope. I
remembered her words like it was yesterday: ‘Miss Goddard obviously
has an impressive talent. Her recital was very well executed, and
technically brilliant. However, it lacked a certain quality, a
heart, you may say.’ I didn’t even have time to hate her, because I
was too busy hating myself. Mum and I spent days discussing what
she meant, how I could manufacture a solution for this ‘heartless’
problem. You see, people had said this to me before. Did I need to
look like I was enjoying myself more? Or try to connect with the
audience better? But no matter how much I practised playing with
‘heart’, I couldn't convince myself anything changed. So I gave
up.

It was the darkest
time of my life, those first few days after realising there was no
point going on. I woke up every night at 3:00 am and spent hours
trying to get back to sleep, my mind full of hatred and hurt at my
ruined dreams. It wasn’t like someone I loved died. It was worse
than that. I felt like I had died. The person I planned to be had
died, and with that realisation, my will to live disappeared. The
weeks that followed were like a muddy dream, filled with days of
tears, the occasional meal, sleep, and sulking. Mum put up with all
this. I lost a lot of weight, and sure, I wasn’t exactly looking
after myself. Showering and brushing my teeth were completely lost
from my daily routine. But the thing that worried mum most was my
lack of speech. The day she demanded I go to the doctor with her,
she claimed I hadn’t said a word for three days. The doctor put me
on HP’s. My prescription was for anti depressants but I hated the
word ‘depressed’ so I called them Happy Pills.

After a while, the
HP’s started to work a bit. It wasn't that I felt happy, but the
deep, hollow misery was blunted. One day I got out of bed, and said
to mum that I had to do something with my life. I couldn’t become
an invalid at the age of 24. So I made do with the only career
choice I had left - piano teacher. When I finally felt brave enough
to leave the house, and people asked me how my piano playing was
going, I brought out the old line ‘those who can do, those who
can’t teach’, so as to give them a laugh, and show I was coping
fine. But I wasn’t fine and I’m still not fine.

I slowly realised I
had spent most of my life hiding behind my piano playing. It was
like my talent was such an important part of me, I never bothered
to become anyone except ‘Ellen the amazing pianist’. And without
that, who was I? I’d never been very sociable. I’d never been
extroverted, or even what one might call friendly. But I could wow
people by playing beautiful music, which made me happy. I pictured
people who knew me listening to me play, and feeling proud they
were part of my life. But why would anyone want to know me if I
wasn’t a pianist? What else did I have to offer them apart from
that? And now I didn’t see anyone. Except mum and my students. I
guess my students couldn't come anymore, now I was losing Picasso.
But that was tomorrow’s problem. Today mum’s problem took centre
stage. It had been hanging over her all this time, and I was too
self centred even to notice. It was amazing how the sudden threat
of homelessness put life into perspective.

I felt a bit better
for knowing how much we owed. But I still had absolutely no idea
how we came to owe it in the first place. And it dawned on me that
mum didn't tell me what the money was for, because whatever it was,
she knew I wasn’t going to like it.


Chapter
2

 


When she left her
family, she told them she was going to find a better life. Her
mother was devastated to see her leave so young, but she had no way
of stopping her. There wasn’t enough money to keep her at school,
and her younger brothers and sisters needed mothering more than she
did. She could hardly believe her luck when the man came to their
house, and offered her a job as a nanny in London. Was it really as
easy as that to move to another country? With a job in England, she
would send them as much money as she possibly could. Her friends
were so jealous she was going to London. That’s where the
celebrities lived; that’s where people had a chance to make it big.
But when she arrived, the job wasn’t what she thought at all. She
told him she'd never done anything like it before. He didn’t seem
to mind though, and was hardly listening when she checked to make
sure he knew how old she was.

‘You are beautiful,
Veronica. You are going to be a huge star,’ was all he
said.

The first scene they
shot wasn’t as bad as she thought it might be. There was only one
man, and it didn’t last long. They told her what they wanted her to
say, and what they wanted her to do. It almost was like acting,
sort of. Her English wasn't great, but luckily they didn't care.
They seemed pleased it was the first time she had had sex. She
would never admit to her family she lost her virginity this way.
But you had to lose it somehow, and wasn’t this quite an exciting
way to do it? It hurt a lot, but she knew it probably would; a
friend told her the first time was always like that. The man was
experienced at least, and he didn’t make her feel uncomfortable.
She even felt proud of herself at the end, when he told her how
well she had done, how many great shots they got. It gave her
enough confidence to feel she could get through the second scene
only two days later. Different hotel room, same crew, different
actors.

These men weren’t as
nice as the first man. They were rough, and hardly said anything to
her. One threw her all over the bed, changing positions every few
seconds, making the sex disjointed and painful. And the takes all
seemed to last forever too, much longer than she was comfortable
with. There were at least three men in each scene, each one with
more energy than the last. She tried to make it look like she was
enjoying herself. She tried to ignore the pain searing up her
thighs, and making her stomach hurt. She didn’t want to make them
angry if she didn’t perform.

She felt sad at the
end of that day, and the sadness hadn’t gone away since. The man
who hired her let her stay in his apartment, and
sometimes took her out to bars. But he also expected something in
return. She thought he might have liked her to begin with, but it
soon became clear he was only interested in sex. Whenever he
wanted. Sometimes he told her she was doing well in the films, but
she felt something wasn’t right. Why did he let the men be so
rough? Not just rough, but cruel. One slapped her really hard in
the face and the crew didn't even react. Another one tied her
wrists behind her back and threw her on the floor. She almost cried
out in pain, but managed to stay professional, even though her leg
was bruised and sore. Then the man she was staying with
disappeared, but luckily she had a key to his place, so she stayed
there alone. No one ever said where he’d gone, but the work kept
going. Other men were organised to deliver her to the set. She
hated it more and more each time.

She didn’t know who
to turn to about how she felt. Nearly everyone she met in England
seemed wrapped up in themselves, and not at all interested in her.
She managed to make one friend, a girl she overheard speaking her
language at the grocery store. She didn't tell her what she did for
a living though; she was too embarrassed to explain. Then there was
a girl on the set of the film one afternoon, to whom she spoke for
a little while, admitting she wasn’t enjoying herself. The girl,
Molly was her name, was getting her makeup done at the same time
for filming in another room. She was older, and seemed really
friendly, motherly almost. She wished she could talk to her again
now. But she hadn’t seen her since then, and that was months ago.
At the time she told herself if this girl was ok with the filming,
maybe she was just immature. Maybe this was what it was like to be
a real actress.

Today she overheard
them say it was the final scene, so at least she could look forward
to having a break for a while. She had been brought to a different
hotel as usual, but something seemed strange. There were usually a
crew of three or four on the cameras and the lights, a lady doing
makeup and a couple of younger guys who ran errands and bossed her
around. But today there were only two men whom she'd never seen
before. They told her to do her own makeup, and didn’t even give
her anything to wear. Usually they gave her lingerie; expensive
lacy pieces that made her feel grown up. But she was only wearing
plain white briefs and a black bra today. Was this ok for the film?
When she went into the bedroom, she could see Big Ben from the
window. Maybe she could do a tour of London once she was paid, and
explore this city she was living in.

While one of the men
was organising the lights, the door opened and another man strolled
into the room. Unlike the other two, he was wearing a suit; she
thought he was perhaps the boss. She had never seen him
before.

The man with the
lights said: ‘We’re almost ready to go, Jared.’

The newcomer had a
smile on his face as he opened the mini bar, and took out a bottle
of champagne. ‘We’ve nearly finished.
Let’s celebrate before we start. Lance, Ian, do you want some
bubbly?’ He poured four glasses of champagne.

Then he said to her: ‘I’ve got a special treat for
you. It will make this one better than the others.’

She didn’t know what he meant by this, but could
sense it was not a good idea to disagree. He handed her three small
tablets, and watched closely as she obediently put them in her
mouth and took a small sip of champagne. She hated the taste of
alcohol, and hardly noticed the bitter taste of the pills as they
slid down her throat. The three men gulped their champagne, and
then got down to business.

The scene started
much like the other scenes. Jared stood in the corner, and watched
as one of the men filmed. The third man positioned her on the bed,
and then striped down to his underpants. Usually there were lines
to say, but she hadn't been given any today, and the man seemed to
want to get started with the sex straight away. She tried to look
pleased as he started to rub her breasts and put his fingers inside
her. But unlike other times, she was finding it hard to concentrate
on how she was performing. A dark cloud seemed to be forming in her
mind, making the room more muted; everything seemed slow and grey.
Just as she felt her eyelids close, she was shocked awake by the
man tearing her underwear off in a violent rip. He used one hand to
hold her down, and the other to pull on the cotton. The elastic
burnt her skin as it snapped. His fumbling hand tore at her bra,
breaking the straps, and leaving red marks on her shoulders. Tears
welled in her eyes. She had hoped this scene wouldn’t be as rough
as the others, but it looked like it was going to be even
rougher.

She knew she
shouldn’t struggle, but she couldn’t help it when he forced her
legs apart, and started pushing himself inside her. He drove in
hard and deep, with more force than she could bear. The pain was
worse than it had ever been before. And even though her head felt
fuzzy and dazed, this didn’t stop her feeling like her insides were
being torn apart. He thrust so hard her head was slamming into the
backboard of the bed. She cried out in pain, no longer caring what
they thought of her performance. She just wanted it to end. She
could see Jared standing in the corner behind the camera man,
completely ignoring her eyes pleading with him to make it stop. The
man started clawing at her breasts, leaving scratches down her
chest and stomach. No one seemed to mind her crying and pleading.
Even with her mind jumbled, she could tell they wanted her to be
desperate. They wanted her to look like she was trying to get
away.

The cameraman was
close to the bed now, and seemed to be focusing in on her, enjoying
her anguished despair. Just when she thought it might be about to
end, the man on top of her seemed to get another wave of energy,
and attacked her with renewed force, throwing her body into a new
position, and twisting her legs towards him like she was a doll.
She felt clumsy and heavy as she tried to escape his grip. As he
changed position again, this time pushing her back against the top
of the bed with a sickening crunch, she finally saw Jared move
towards the bed. How could he watch her go through this? When he
lent in to speak to the cameraman, she heard his words: ‘Get on
with it, he’s almost done’.

Get on with
what?

She struggled even
harder, trying to force the heavy body off her. But she was wedged
between the man and the bed head. The
harder she struggled, the more force he used to thrust into her.
The pain got so bad she almost wished she could black out, to make
it go away. She tried to scream but his hand was over her mouth.
And just as she thought she couldn’t bear it any longer, both his
huge hands closed around her throat. She couldn’t get any air into
her lungs, and everything did indeed start to go black.

The cameraman moved the camera even closer to her,
zooming in on her face. She could see Jared still standing in the
corner, motionless. His face was devoid of concern, and even had a
glint of satisfaction that repulsed her. Tears streamed down her
cheeks and she tried to open her mouth enough to bite the man’s
wrist, but he was too strong; she couldn’t move her jaw. She didn’t
want them to have the satisfaction of looking into her eyes, so she
closed them, and clenched her mouth shut. Her head felt ready to
explode; the pressure was unbearable. And then it was over.

 



Chapter
3

 


Mum avoided me for
the rest of the day. She was sick of me asking about the mortgage,
and I think she was also worrying about how she was going fix
everything, since she was clearly out of ideas. I tried to go to
sleep early, but my mind wouldn’t let me rest. Part of me wanted to
storm into mum’s room, and demand an explanation. The other part
wanted to run to the computer, and cancel the auction. I did
finally fall asleep, but my dreams were full of dark
imaginings.

I slept in as usual,
having no real reason to get out of bed. Eventually curiosity
motivated me to drag myself to the computer. Mum was outside
gardening, the clip of her secateurs as she deadheaded the roses
audible through the study window. I sat staring at the auction for
a while. There were a few people watching Picasso, and one person
had already put in a bid. I felt better knowing we would have a
solution to the immediate problem - some cash. I was so engrossed
in watching my piano disappear, I didn’t hear mum walk into the
room, and peer over my shoulder.

‘What are you
doing?’

She knew as soon as
she saw the screen what my plan was. She stared at me with a look
of such pained horror that I jumped out of my chair, and wrapped
her in a hug. Mum wasn’t expecting my suddenly intimate embrace,
and almost toppled sideways. As we righted ourselves, she started
to protest.

‘Darling, you can’t
sell Picasso. It’s like selling part of the family. I just can’t
let you do it.’

‘I can get at least
$5,000 for him. That would pay the mortgage for quite a while. When
you’re ready to tell me what the hell happened to the $80,000, we
can talk about what we need to do once this money runs
out.’

Finally mum looked
defeated; the mention of the exact amount of the debt rattled her.
She knew we needed the money.

‘But your students.
You start a new term next week. What will they play when you teach
them?’

I hadn’t thought that
far so I just shrugged.

The tension in the
house was so thick, I sat outside on the back lawn to eat my
breakfast, hoping the cool breeze might help me to breathe easier.
Mum came outside, and stood for a while as if deciding whether to
speak or not. Eventually she sat down, making an effort to be
cheerful, even though the stress was seeping out of her like
sweat.

‘Why don’t we go for
a walk at the park? Then I can explain what’s been going
on.’

‘So you’ve decided to
tell me after all?’

‘What with you
selling Picasso, I know it’s too late to keep this all from
you.’

I nodded in
agreement, and we both went inside silently to get changed. For me,
it meant throwing on a t-shirt and a pair of old cargo pants. Mum
always took much longer to get ready, so I passed the time by
playing a few of my favourite piano pieces, aware of having to make
the most of my time left with Picasso. I ended up with the last
movement of the Schubert B flat sonata I‘d won him with, which was
appropriate, since it was the last of Schubert's ‘Last
Sonatas’.

Mum looked just as
she always did after cleaning herself up from gardening, with her
freshly applied mask of makeup. Even when on school holidays and
facing a crisis, she still saw no reason to dress down. I'd
cheerfully wear track pants every day for the rest of my life, but
mum thought that was vulgar. She dressed carefully each day in a
dress suit, or short sleeved shirt, skirt and cardigan, stockings
and sensible heels. Her slim, short frame had been the same size
for my entire life, and some of the clothes she wore were nearly as
old as me. Her long fair hair was always carefully wrapped into a
bun, the flyaways plastered to the side of her head with hair
spray. I never understood where she found the motivation. Or why
she felt the need to look like a librarian.

We barely spoke on
the way. On our last long walk, mum told me she too was mourning
the loss of my career as a pianist. My first reaction was outrage.
How dare she tell me she was sad? How was that meant to make me
feel better? But as she kept talking, I realised she wasn’t sorry I
failed. She was just sorry I wasn’t going to be happy. She wanted
me to live my dreams as much as I did. I felt then that mum and I
were in this together, and maybe everything would be ok. The day
after, I finally worked up enough courage to place an ad in the
local paper for people wanting piano lessons. Eventually I had a
couple of enquiries, and two students soon became three, then five
and then eight. It wasn't exactly a full time job, or even part
time really, since the lessons were only half an hour each a week.
And it wasn't the job I wanted; it was just the only option I
seemed to have.

I hoped after
teaching my first lesson, I would feel some satisfaction at guiding
a new pupil around the piano. But I hated it. I absolutely hated
it. I had no patience with my students. I had no concept of how
difficult it was for a beginner to play the piano. And to top it
all off, I didn't even care if my students never got any better.
Listening to them clumsily prod and trip over the keys just gave me
a headache. I looked forward to the end of each lesson, so I could
go back to my bored stupor. All these students would have to be
called this afternoon. How embarrassing to cancel their lessons
because I didn't have a piano. But we had nothing else of real
value to sell, so I had done the only thing possible. Sold the
goose that laid the golden egg (if you could call $25 for a half
hour lesson a golden egg).

 


I stood by the car
waiting for mum to get out, but she seemed to be stalling
again.

'I can see how
difficult this is, mum, but how bad can it be?’

I’ve never been a
patient person and now I was getting to the point where I wanted to
shake her and see if the words just tumbled out. Eventually she
stepped out of the car and started walking so briskly, I had to
trot keep up.

‘Ok Ellen. A few
months ago, I got a very strange email from an address I didn’t
recognise. At first I thought it was spam, and I almost deleted it.
But luckily I didn’t, because god knows what would have happened if
I had.’

Visions of Nigerian
email scams, and suckers sending thieves their bank account details
over the internet, flooded into my mind. Please don’t tell me mum
had fallen for something like that?

‘Can't you tell it
any quicker ...’

‘Yes, yes, I’m
getting there. So, the email was from an address I didn’t
recognise.’

She’d already said
that.

‘What did the email
say?’

Much to my surprise,
she'd brought a prop. She pulled a sheet of paper out of her pocket
and handed it to me. She had printed the email.

The first thing I
noticed was the subject line: ‘Ob La Di Ob La Da’. And I
immediately knew, just as mum must have, who this email was from.
The message was short, but the implications of what it said caught
in my throat: ‘Except it doesn’t. I need somebody. Not just
anybody’. To anyone other than my mum and me, this message would
have been meaningless spam. But I could see what mum saw. It was
from my sister Sophie. And she was in trouble.

My mind was racing at
a hundred miles an hour. Mum could tell I had cottoned on. We both
stopped walking.

‘Ob La Di Ob La Da,
Life goes on, Bra, La-la how the life goes on.’ I spoke the words
in a monotone; it wasn’t the moment for song.

Mum nodded. ‘And she
needs help.’

‘Help, I need
somebody, help, not just anybody, or else her life won’t go on.’
More Beatles lyrics.

Mum nodded again,
this time more slowly.

The email had been
sent from a nonsense address, tpjk67@hotmail.com, on the 15th
October last year.

‘What happened when
you wrote back? How could she have known your email address? You
haven't had one for long’.

Mum was now red in
the face, her forced calmness disintegrating.

‘When you put my name
in a search engine on the internet, my email address comes up as
the contact on my book-club's website. That’s how she must have
found me. When I replied, the email bounced back. It said the
address didn’t exist. But it did exist because it was right there.
I must have tried it 20 times, and it just kept bouncing back. I
asked her where she was, what was wrong, how could I help? But the
message just kept coming up that there was a permanent error, from
some mailer daemon.’ Mum’s voice started to shake. She sounded
shrill and panicked as she recounted her frustration.

‘The account must
have been deleted after she sent the email,’ I said. ‘But why
didn’t she tell you where she was? How were you meant to help her
if she didn’t give you any details?’

‘I can only imagine
she meant to write more at a later time, but couldn’t. Or someone
else could see what she was writing, and she didn’t want them to
know where she was. There has to be some reason.’

Trust mum to give
Sophie the benefit of the doubt. So like a mother to look past her
child’s faults. My fear for Sophie was suddenly replaced by an
extraordinary irritation only a sibling can feel. What the hell was
she doing? We hadn't heard from her for seven years. And suddenly
this cryptic email showed up out of the blue, asking for help, but
not providing us the means to give it. It was completely useless.
Why contact us by email anyway? She knew where we lived. It was her
home too once. We still had the same phone number we always had for
god’s sake!

Mum seemed to be lost
in thought, but there was more to tell. About the money, for one
thing. She took a deep breath and went on talking.

‘I decided right away
I couldn’t just ignore the email. But I felt so lost, I didn’t know
what to do. I couldn’t tell you about it because you would have
been so worried, and you were already very upset about, well you
know, things.’ She paused, while we both contemplated the
understatement of the century. I hadn’t left my cave (bedroom) for
a month around the time it was sent. No wonder I failed to notice
mum getting stressed about an email from Sophie.

‘Anyway,’ she went
on,’ I did some research. I found a private investigator who was
willing to help me find her. You must understand Ellen, I couldn’t
just do nothing. You do understand don’t you?’

Of course I
understood, but I was still trying to come to terms with what it
must have been like for mum for the past few months. I didn’t know
what to say.

‘The private
investigator, Liam Kingsley, has done a wonderful job. He really is
very good. Whatever trouble she is in, I know she is still alive
Ellen. He is sure of that. She doesn’t seem to stay in the same
place for very long. But she’s definitely still alive. I really
feel he is getting closer to finding her.’

Relief rushed through
my veins. I didn't want to admit there was a possibility Sophie was
dead. She wouldn't send an email like that unless something was
drastically wrong, and the email account disappearing was not a
good sign.

‘Is she still in
London?’ I asked.

The last time we saw
Sophie, she was 20 years old and getting on a flight to Heathrow.
Mum didn’t want her to go, and I remembered them arguing about it.
Sophie never forgave mum for ‘letting dad leave’. I could see she
wasn’t to blame, and I recognised how hard she worked to look after
us after he left. But Sophie had to take her rage out on someone
and mum copped all her anger. She told us she was going to be a
famous actress, and dad would be sorry when he found out his
daughter was a star. Then he would return to us. That was her plan.
To lure him back.

 


I remembered I
thought Sophie was the most beautiful person ever. And she used to
be my friend, before all the yelling and crying. She had huge green
eyes, and long black eyelashes. Her hair was such a dark brown she
told people it was black, just like dad’s. I remember she used to
spend hours and hours in her room dressing up, putting on mum’s old
clothes and swanning around in high heeled shoes. She always had
The Beatles blaring from her stereo. Sometimes she would let me
come in, if I promised to help her put makeup on.

But everything
changed between us after dad left. We never spent any time
together, because I was scared of her. When I was practising the
piano, she would turn her stereo up even louder to drown me out.
And she would tell me I was just a frumpy nerd, with a piano as my
only friend. She wasn’t far wrong.

She promised to call
when she got to London, but she never did. Mum and I had one
postcard from her, a couple of months after she left. It was a
photo of London Bridge, and it read: ‘Hi Mum and Ellen, I’ve got an
audition for a play in the West End. Told you I was going to be a
star! I’ll send all my loving to you xx’.

I remembered mum
saying at the time: ‘Pity she doesn’t write home
everyday’.

I didn’t understand
then how sad mum was that she never heard from Sophie. I always
assumed Sophie had become some sort of West End stage star, not big
enough that we ever heard of her, but well known and loved, so she
didn’t need a family anymore. We were all the way back in Adelaide,
and she was living a real life in London.

As time went by, I
asked about her less and less, because I could tell mum didn’t want
to talk about it. She didn’t want to admit her eldest daughter had
left us, just like dad. Eventually we never spoke of Sophie at all.
Sometimes I wondered where she was, and what she was doing. But
most of the time this day dreaming was jealousy and resentment. She
was off living her exciting London life, and she never even
wondered what was going on with us. I guess I tried to make up for
it by being really good at the piano.

But now she was back
in our lives. I felt a mixture of worry and anger. Especially
because I suddenly understood where all the money had gone. It was
spent trying to find her! And that spending meant we almost lost
our house, the one she was so desperate to leave as soon as she
could. And now I’d gone and sold my piano; as she put it, my only
friend.

 


Mum was so lost in
her own thoughts she wasn’t listening to me anymore. Maybe she was
remembering Sophie, like I was.

‘Mum, hello, is she
still in London?’

Mum shook her head.
She looked scared to speak, as she could see the anger rising in
me.

‘No, she was in
London for a long time. Liam managed to work out that she flew to
Sydney recently.’

Unbelievable. She had
come back to Australia, and was only a two hour plane trip from
home, yet she didn’t feel it necessary to get in contact with us?
What had we done to deserve this?

‘So you’re telling me
you’ve paid this private investigator $80,000 to find Sophie, and
he hasn’t managed to do that yet?’

I felt very hostile.
Sophie was still missing, and this Liam person had $80,000, which
is a shit load of money to be given for three months’ work, even
with expenses. Who the hell was this person?

‘I can see you are
hurt, Ellen. You are hurt I didn’t tell you about this when it
happened, and you have always felt hurt that Sophie disappeared
from our lives. But there are lots of things you don’t know, and
Liam is doing a good job.’ Who was she trying to convince? ‘When we
get home I’ll show you all the correspondence I’ve had with him
since I gave him the job. Then you’ll know as much as I do. He
keeps me regularly updated via email.’

‘Mum, I want to meet
with this guy. Or at the very least speak to him. I think it’s time
I got a lot more involved in this...situation.’

The look on mum’s
face gave away her amazement that I was offering to help. It
reminded me how weak she must have thought I was; what a hopeless
invalid she had for a daughter. But this was no time to feel sorry
for myself. If ever there was a time in my life to get it together,
it was now.

We had hardly gone
far by this time, but after what I had discovered, I just wanted to
turn around and go back to the car. Mum powered forward though,
determined to finish the walk. Thankfully she didn’t try to ease my
anxiety with chat about the weather, nor did she mention Sophie
again. I knew I shouldn’t blame mum for her part in all this.
Sophie was her daughter too, just as much as I was. And mum made
plenty of sacrifices for me.

 


When we got home, she
went to the computer, and opened an email account I had never seen
before. I thought of her sitting there as she often did in the
evenings, waiting for me to turn the TV on, or play the piano, and
checking for any news of Sophie. I always thought she was playing
computer solitaire. She must have been terrified when she thought
something had happened to Sophie. No wonder she just handed over
whatever money she could get.

Mum left me to it
with the emails, just as she had done with the loan statements. I
felt like she was starting to relax a bit; maybe she was relieved
she didn’t have to keep lying to me. And with the mortgage sorted
for the time being, she could concentrate on this not so secret
search for my sister.

Before I read the
emails, I had a couple of other things to do. I checked how
Picasso’s auction was going. It finished in an hour, and the bids
were up to $5,800. Hopefully there would be a bidding war right at
the end, and we could get over $6,000.

Next I called all of
my eight students. I forced myself to do it straight away, or I’d
put it off forever. The parents of the children didn’t seem too
fussed when I said I wouldn’t start the term for another month. And
the two adults were also, slightly worryingly, quite happy to put
off their lessons. I felt guilt and relief as I hung up from my
final call, acknowledging I was quite glad to take a longer break
from my very new career. This was also not a good sign. But I had
other things to worry about now, and with this chore over, I was
ready to find out exactly what this clever little Liam had
discovered.

 



Chapter 4

 


Someone had betrayed
them. Sydney was now as dangerous as London. It was three months
since Danny was killed. Three months, a flight to Sydney, and 12
hotel rooms. Then, two days ago, Sophie glimpsed a man who kept a
short distance behind her as she shopped for groceries. He looked
like a tall, skinny, scabby faced teenager, with outdated sun
glasses, and an oversized suit. His hunched stride and huge feet
made him look like a weasel or a rat, maybe a mixture of the two.
He wasn’t doing a great job of staying hidden; at one point she
slowed down so much that he overtook her, and then stopped to tie
his shoelace to let her pass again. She was into a shop and out the
back door before he even had time to stand up. She had almost
laughed to herself that they sent such an amateur to watch her
movements. But what did she know? Maybe he was armed, and
over-confident. She was glad to have lost him, in case his orders
weren’t just to watch. Maybe he was the one who killed Danny. Her
stomach wrenched at the thought.

So now it was time to
run further away. Katie would go first; no point exposing both of
them at once. Last night was the first they had spent together in
Sydney for weeks. They had chosen a hostel close to Central
station, from where they would make their escape. Katie had been
scared, but resolute, when she left moments ago. Charlie was
strapped to her front, gently clawing at her chest, enjoying the
rhythm of her steps.

But as Sophie watched
her friend cross busy George St from the hostel window, she could
see almost immediately, with a lurch of fear, that Katie and her
son were being followed. It was the sunglasses she spotted again
today. And the hurried walk, standing out in the crowd of wandering
shoppers. As Sophie picked up her phone to warn Katie, she could
see that in a few seconds she would be out of view. Even from this
distance, the bulge in the front of the baby sling was noticeable.
Anyone else might expect it to be a bottle or an extra nappy. But
rolled into this pouch was $2,000 in cash, the key to Katie's new
life, and a mobile phone with a new number that only Sophie knew.
She saw Katie's hand reach into the front of Charlie's sling as her
phone started to vibrate. She answered it after two
rings.

'What is it Sophie?'
She sounded as panicked as Sophie felt. A phone call hadn't been
part of their plan, so Katie could tell something wasn't
right.

'Don't look around,
but the ratty sunglasses guy is following you.' Sophie left the
window as she spoke, and headed out of the hostel.

'Shit! How the hell
did he find us this time?'

'Just keep going,
Katie. I'll be right behind you.'

'Are you sure I just
shouldn't turn back? We can get a room somewhere else and maybe...
maybe he'll lose us, and I can get to the station
tomorrow.'

'No. You're on your
way now. He can't know where you’re going. Just walk a bit faster
and don't look back.'

'Where are you
Sophie? I'm shitting myself.'

'Just keep moving.
You're not far away now. You don't want to be late. The train only
leaves twice a day.'

Sophie started
jogging to catch up with the man. As she spotted him weaving around
a group of slow moving tourists, she realised he wasn't alone.
There was another man with him, who looked more confident, and
stronger. He kept pointing ahead of them, making sure they could
both still see their prey. They seemed to be purposely keeping a
short distance between themselves and Katie. But they weren't
backing off.

'I can see the
tunnel. As soon as I get down there, I'm going to run. I'll call
you back from the station. Don't follow me Sophie. I don't want
them to find you too.'

Katie rang off, and
Sophie felt a rush of relief. Katie was going to make it onto the
train, and they'd never find her. Sophie had discovered, on a map
in the hostel, the pedestrian tunnel under George St that led
straight into the station. The men wouldn't know about it,
hopefully. Katie would literally disappear under Railway Square,
and would be far away before they worked out where she had gone.
She was proud they had plotted Katie's escape so easily. Their old
lives kept them immune from the stresses of waiting in line for a
bus that didn’t arrive, or having to spend money getting from one
place to another; Danny had always ensured they were driven
everywhere. Now they had to fend for themselves.

Sophie knew it was
probably best to hide now herself; to run to the flat she had
rented outside of the city. But she couldn't bring herself to stop
following. She wanted Katie and Charlie to get on that train, and
it felt wrong to walk away before she knew they were safe. As she
came to a busy cross road, a row of traffic blocked her way, and
she lost site of the two men. She was only 50 meters from the
tunnel herself now, and no longer felt invisible. As she darted
towards the entrance and down the escalator, the mobile phone she
was still clutching started to ring.

'Are you on the
train?'

'No, I've got my
ticket, but the train isn't ready to board yet. I'm on the
platform. Is there any sign of them?'

'No, I lost them. I'm
in the tunnel. You're going to be OK, Katie. Give Charlie a hug for
me. I'll see you in a few weeks. Text me when you‘re on your
way.’

'Ok. Thanks Sophie.
You look after your...'

Katie stopped talking
mid word, and the sudden silence made Sophie's heart
stop.

'What is it?' she
asked.

'They're on the
platform. Shit. They've seen me. I'm going to leave
Charlie...'

Sophie could hear
Katie's panicked breathing into the phone; she must have been
running. She started sprinting herself along the tiled tunnel,
towards the train station. As she reached the entrance, her eyes
scanned the timetable, desperately searching for Katie's platform.
Platform four. She bolted in the direction of platform four, and
when she got there, all she could see was a small group of people
sitting on a bench, waiting for the train’s doors to open. Where
was Katie? Where were the men?

A flash of movement
caught her eye at the end of the platform. Katie was dashing out of
the public toilet. She no longer had Charlie strapped to her front,
and the look of terror on her face made Sophie freeze. The two men
barrelled through the door after her, chasing at full speed. As
they both caught up to her, they each grabbed one of her arms, and
she started thrashing her legs around like a crazed animal. Within
an instant, her feet were off the ground, and with a synchronized
toss, both men let go and she was sailing through the air. The men
kept moving and Sophie lost site of Katie for a second, her eyes
searching for a crumpled body on the platform. But then a loud wind
cracked and rumbled, and a train swept through the station on the
opposite side of the platform from Katie's stationery train.
Sophie's hand snapped to her mouth as she heard the blare of the
train’s horn, mixed with the screams of two women. Katie was under
that train.

Sophie shook as she
ducked down behind the gate to the platform, hiding from the two
men as they hurried away. People were running from everywhere
towards the sounds of the screaming. Sophie felt her insides were
melting, as she dragged herself up to stand and watch the scene.
Katie was under that train. Sophie wanted to scream and cry, but
this instinct was smothered by an overriding fear of someone
spotting her. She hurried down the platform, careful not to look
towards the fussing and yelling where Katie lay. She didn't want to
see what the train had done to her friend. She just needed to find
Charlie. He must be in the toilet.

She slammed open the
door, and could instantly hear him whimpering, the sound echoing
around the empty tiled space. He was in the last cubicle. Katie
must have somehow managed to lock him in there, and climb out
herself. Sophie used the toilet in the cubicle next door as a step
so she could drag herself over the partition. His sling was clipped
around the cistern, keeping him safely sitting on the toilet lid.
His little arms reached out as she picked him up, and clipped him
to her front. Then she mustered as much calm as she could, and
strode out of the toilet, along the platform and out onto the
street. She promised herself Charlie would never hear what happened
to his mummy. She didn't want him haunted by a memory she knew
she'd never be able to forget. It was all her fault. How could she
ever forgive herself?


Chapter
5

 


I wanted to read the
emails from the private investigator in private, so I printed them
all, including the responses from mum. As I got comfortable on my
bed with the pile, I wondered who this Liam Kingsley was. Where did
mum find him, and what was his experience? How old was he? And how
much did he charge? He had already taken way too much money, given
the lack of results so far.

The first email was an
enquiry from mum, sent on the 20th
October. She gave him a brief outline
of the help she needed, and asked if either he knew of someone in
London who he could recommend, or if he would be interested in the
case himself. Liam’s response was a bit over the top, and it was
obvious he was desperate for the job. He couldn’t have been rushed
off his feet with other cases, as he emailed back almost
immediately, offering to take the case himself, at $300 a day plus
expenses. He signed the email Liam Kingsley LLB. If he had a law
degree, then why wasn’t he a lawyer? He sounded like such a suck
up, I disliked him immediately.

I did a quick
calculation on my mobile phone, and, assuming his daily rate stayed
at $300, the $80,000 spent so far could have accounted for about
nine months of work. He took on the case exactly three months ago.
So how had mum spent so much money? Was he making up fluff about
looking for Sophie, when he was actually conning mum? The numbers
just didn’t add up. And worse, this was only his second case since
he’d given up law. Terrific. Inexperienced and
expensive.

But mum seemed
desperate for help and took him on anyway. I felt even more
miserable as I read her directions to Liam about keeping the case
secret from me, because I’d ‘been through a hard time recently’,
and she didn’t want to 'burden me with this problem’.

I seriously didn’t
like the sound of this Liam guy. He signed his email ‘Green but
keen’. How sad was that? I couldn’t help worrying that he was a
complete fraud. Every word seemed too smarmy to be real. Maybe the
reason he hadn’t found Sophie, and had wasted so much time on the
case, was because he was completely incompetent. My mind was
spinning with just how much money mum had poured into his account.
I pictured him sitting by a pool in Bali, sipping cocktails,
putting them on his hotel bill, and charging mum for every minute
of it. And the fact that he hadn’t even had to speak to mum, or
meet her face to face, just made it easier for him. My heart sank
as it occurred to me we only had Liam’s word for it that Sophie was
in Sydney, and still alive.

It became clear as I
read mum’s next email that she was more desperate than loser Liam.
She needed to believe he would help her, because she was frantic to
save Sophie, and had no other options. She gave Liam basic
information about Sophie, including photos and details of the last
post card we received from her. She also forwarded the email she
got with the jumbled cry for help. There really wasn’t much else to
tell.

I pictured a list of
things mum could write to describe her second daughter, me. She
would be able to tell someone what I ate for lunch yesterday, and
what I watched on TV on Tuesday nights. She could tell them when I
last went to the dentist, and when my driver’s licence was due for
renewal. She could tell them how big and strong my hands were from
all the piano playing, and how self-conscious I was about them. And
how little I cared about clothes, wearing the same old pants and
jumpers for years until they fell apart. And she could tell them
what dramas and triumphs I had lived through, my best and worst
hours.

I felt sad that she
knew so little about Sophie; it reminded me how much we both lost
in our lives. Dad disappeared, literally never heard from again
from the day he went for a beer at the pub, and never came back. He
left mum a note which she never brought herself to show us. If he
hadn’t, we would have assumed he was missing, and mounted a search.
But this was the last thing he wanted. He wasn’t missing. He knew
where he was, and he knew where we were. He just didn’t want those
two places to be the same. And so it would seem with Sophie, at
least until three months ago. She hadn’t been missing, just absent.
Some families talked to each other every day, even when they were
scattered all over the world. Not us. In our family, if you chose
to disappear, you were not followed. But it still hurt me and mum
too much to admit to ourselves, let alone to each other, that for
seven years, Sophie hadn’t needed us in her life. Not until
now.

I looked at the photo
mum sent to Liam. It was Sophie’s year 12 school portrait. Even
with her face unenthusiastically posing, with a smile so slight it
could be mistaken for a scowl, she was just as stunning as she had
always been. She was one of those people who always looked
attractive. Even in her school uniform, with thickly applied
makeup, and purposely tousled hair, she was more photogenic than I
had ever been in my life. I wondered if she still looked like this
girl in the photo. If she was still stunning, and making men fall
in love with her without even speaking to them. Maybe if she had
stuck around a bit longer, some of her charisma would have rubbed
off on me.

About two months
after Sophie went to London, soon after we got the one and only
post card from her, I asked mum if she knew her address, as I
wanted to send her a letter. I had a bit of a crush on my new piano
teacher, Thomas, and I wanted Sophie’s advice about it. Actually,
it wasn’t a crush. I was completely and utterly in love with him,
in an obsessive and devoted way that at age 17, I had no idea how
to handle. He was 26, and I thought he was the most gorgeous,
brilliant person I ever met. He was good at the piano, great even,
but like me, never made it to a professional level. But when he was
teaching me, he still believed he could make it, and his ambitious
drive fuelled such a desire within me, I was probably practising
mostly to impress him. I was his best, and most committed student,
and since I had five lessons with him a week, he was my world. I
dreamt one day he would be in love with me, and we would travel the
world as famous pianists together.

I couldn’t possibly
tell mum how I felt. So I wrote a letter to Sophie to see if she
had any ideas about how to explain all this to Thomas. We hadn’t
been friends in the years before she left; maybe it was my attempt
at an olive branch. And besides, who else could I ask? She had
boyfriends for as long as I could remember: the first one when she
was about 12 years old. Some of them lasted a while, others we only
met once. She never seemed to get too emotional about any of them,
treating them like fleeting hobbies. But I was sure she would
understand how I felt when I explained the agonising pain in my
heart, that wouldn’t go away until Thomas and I were wrapped in
each other’s arms. With the letter written, and just in need of an
address, I was upset to hear mum didn't have any idea where Sophie
was living. I kept the letter in my diary and continued to build up
a romance with Thomas in my mind.

A few weeks later,
drunk with hormones and frustrated at the lack of progress, I tried
to kiss him during one of my lessons. I was in the middle of
Chopin’s Fantasy Impromptu, which, naturally, I found terribly
romantic. When he leant over to turn the page of my music, I
stopped playing mid bar, turned my head, and tried to plant my lips
onto his. I honestly expected him to kiss me back, and for us to
live happily ever after. But he was mortified, and jerked his head
back so fast that he fell off his chair. The sudden realisation at
what I had done made me burst into tears, and run from the room. I
never saw Thomas again. I got a new teacher, and to this day I
still cringe at the scene I caused. He must have thought I was a
complete nut case. I never tried kissing anyone since then. Trying
to forget about Thomas, I went back to Liam’s emails.

Something lurking at
the back of my mind resurfaced as I read on. Mum never mentioned
anything about going to the police. Why didn’t she try that first?
Just as I wondered about police involvement, so had Liam. Mum told
him she tried contacting police here, and in London, and had got
nowhere. They weren’t interested in a 27 year old
runaway.

Mum’s next few emails
were panicky requests for an update. I felt irritated. Why hadn’t
he stayed in regular contact as he promised? Maybe mum thought it
would take just a couple of days to locate her, and was surprised
that, after a week, she had no news at all. It was like when you
expected someone to be on time, and then you realised they were
running late, and you started to wonder whether they were coming at
all. If Liam couldn’t find her in a few days, was he ever going to
be able to find her? He still hadn’t after three months.

Liam’s responses were
full of apologies. He had organised for a friend who worked in IT
to track the email Sophie sent, to see whether he could locate the
computer it was sent from. He also contacted the Australian Embassy
in London. Someone there was able to confirm that Sophie entered
the UK on the 13th December 2002. Big whoop. We knew that. But he
did add that her two year working visa had expired, and they had no
record of her applying for another one. There was no record of her
leaving, either. Since she had presumably been living in the UK as
an illegal immigrant, he expected she would have kept a low
profile, and not applied for credit cards, paid tax ,or done any of
the other activities which would make her easier to find. This was
bad news.

The IT guy worked out
the email was sent from a computer that didn’t have a fixed IP
address. It was all gobbledygook to me. Apparently the internet
service provider was able to track down a group of computers that
were using this IP address; they were in an internet cafe in
Lambeth, London. And guess what? Liam decided he needed to go there
to continue investigating! And guess who paid for his flight? And
his hotel, and other expenses? Eating up the cash as much as he
could, no doubt. He said he wanted to have a look around
Whitechapel, where Sophie sent the postcard from... seven years
ago! As if she would still be there! What did he expect? That she
visited the same post box every day for seven years? No wonder mum
had to get the mortgage. She would never have afforded all this
expense otherwise.

I was getting more
and more angry as I read through the next few emails, sent as
updates from London, with less progress made every day. He visited
the internet café, and showed the people who worked there the photo
of Sophie. Someone thought they might have seen her, but had no
idea where she lived. What use was that? We knew she had sent the
email from there, so of course she had been there. He also
canvassed the surrounding area, asking as many people as possible
if they had ever seen her, again to no avail. There seemed to be so
many wasted hours of work, with each dead end costing mum literally
hundreds of dollars. Some of his emails didn’t even tell mum
anything, other than that he hadn’t found Sophie yet. Some
explained the work he was doing, expressing the view that he felt
it was all useful, but not yet fruitful. How could it be useful but
not fruitful? That didn’t make any sense.

He was basically
trying two avenues – one her present whereabouts, the other her
past. He tried all the hospitals in case she had been bashed up. He
tried all the missing person agencies. He tried the cafés in the
area where the email was sent from. He also tried to trace her from
when she first arrived. He went to all the theatrical agencies, to
see if she was ever on their books. This was especially time
consuming, as there were many agents, and most didn’t keep good
records. But eventually he found one that did have a record of her.
They even had a glamorous publicity photo on file. The agent told
him she had a few auditions, and did some work as an extra, but he
said he’d told her she should use her looks for modelling, rather
than acting. Liam then went to the film studios to see if any of
the camera crew remembered her.

It was becoming clear
I was wrong about Liam not working on the case. And I had to
concede his perseverance did pay off in the end. One of the
cameramen was very chatty, and suggested that if Sophie was
interested in acting, she might have hung out with a lot of other
aspiring actors in a café in Soho called Backstage. When Liam
showed her photo there, most people didn’t remember anyone from
that long ago. But finally the girl behind the counter suggested he
speak to the previous owner, an old Greek guy, who sold the café
four years ago, but worked there during 2002.

Apparently he was
quite difficult to track down. But when Liam eventually found him,
he recognised the photo of Sophie at once. Not because she came
into the café a lot, but because she worked for him for six months.
She started off hanging out there, trying to find out when
auditions were on, and to meet other actors. When a job at the café
came up, she took it. The old Greek said she didn’t turn up to work
one day, and he never saw her again. But he heard rumours about
what she was up to. Apparently this information was enough to help
Liam narrow down where Sophie might be. He told mum she was
probably living somewhere in Lambeth – which was where the internet
café was.

I had to admit Liam
had done quite well to get that far, but wasn't it was mostly just
luck? Ask enough people, and eventually someone would be of some
use, even after all this time. And this particular email puzzled
me. It started with a complete gush of enthusiasm, but by the end,
the details were so thin, it didn’t even explain what Liam found
out. Just that he would keep looking in this area, back where he
started. Why fill mum in on every single piece of information he
used to get to the café owner, and then not explain what the
information was that he got out of him?

I quickly read on to
the next email, to find out what this man had told Liam. But
surprisingly, although he said the man was correct, he didn’t say
anything else. What were these ‘rumours’ and where did they lead
him? I expected to see an email from mum asking for more
information, but strangely there wasn’t one. She just wrote back
that she was glad he was getting somewhere, and to keep up the good
work. And even more strangely, there wasn’t another email from Liam
for a whole week, even after mum sent a couple checking he was
still on track. I needed to keep reminding myself that mum still
trusted Liam, and I hadn’t finished reading everything yet. But I
found his next email even more mysterious than the one
before.

Liam told mum that,
by knocking on doors, he had managed to find someone else who’d
employed Sophie. This woman didn’t trust Liam to start with,
wanting him to explain why he was looking for Sophie. He said it
was as if she knew Sophie’s whereabouts was valuable information.
She said she could help him, but only if he paid for the
information. And not at a cheap price. £5,000! I was stunned.
That’s about $10,000! And to make things worse, Liam chose this
moment to ask for payment for himself, which amounted to over
$15,000 including expenses. This was so much further out of control
than I ever thought it could be. Mum obviously didn’t hesitate to
do what Liam asked, taking out the extra $30,000 on the mortgage.
What a complete sham! How did mum know this woman even existed? How
did she know Liam wasn’t keeping the money for himself?

Since Liam still
hadn’t found Sophie, I already knew if this woman did exist,
whatever she told Liam hadn’t led him to her. When Liam worked this
out for himself, his emails became even more uninformative. There
were two possibilities that could account for this, neither of
which filled me with any hope for Sophie. The first was that he
hadn’t actually found out anything, hadn’t even been trying, and
had taken the $10,000 extra for himself, so he could have a
relaxing holiday in the UK. The second was that he was working hard
to do whatever it took to find Sophie, but was incompetent, and
didn’t know nearly as much as he was suggesting.

There were only a
handful of emails still to read, which worried me even more, as
these were spread out over the last two months. What the hell was
he doing all this time that made it impossible for him to keep mum
updated? He hadn’t even confirmed what sort of trouble Sophie might
be in, or suggested any reason why she sent the email.


Chapter
6

 


Much to my dismay,
the remaining emails were just as uninformative. And not long after
he handed over a huge chunk of cash to some unknown woman, he
wanted more! He obviously realised he wasn’t revealing enough, so
he made up some dodgy excuse like he couldn’t say too much in case
it put mum in danger. What sort of danger could he put mum in? He
said he used the information from his paid informant to locate
another person, who also wanted money for information. This person
claimed to know exactly where Sophie was living, having helped her
get to Sydney. But Liam hadn’t found Sophie in Sydney yet, so how
much use was this information? And the worst part; he gave this
person £15,000!

Unbelievable. I was
now more sure than ever that Liam was conning mum. Was he just
keeping all this money for himself? Whenever I felt frustrated, I
usually bashed something out on Picasso, playing as fast and as
furiously as I could. But it was too late at night to do that. And
anyway, I would have to get used to living without that
escape.

Like clockwork, mum
did as Liam asked and sent the extra money, which was then handed
over to this ‘mystery person’. I cross checked with the mortgage
payments, and could see mum had increased the mortgage by $30,000
at this time. Once mum had written back with news of the money
transfer, Liam sent an email saying he was flying back to
Australia, straight to Sydney. If Sophie was where he had been told
she was, why hadn’t he be able to give mum a phone number? Or even
a postal address, so she could write a letter? Mum hadn’t asked for
either of these things when she replied, just saying she was
pleased Liam was now so close. I guess she thought she had been
patient for so long, it was worth waiting a couple more days to
hear that Sophie was safe. But I felt no surprise whatsoever when I
read the final email Liam had sent, exactly two weeks ago,
explaining that Sophie wasn’t at the address he’d been given. I
felt so out of my depth. I just couldn’t understand what Liam was
thinking. How could he take all of mum's money, and still pretend
he was working on the case?

Before I went to bed,
I checked on the result of Picasso’s auction. I had raised $6,200.
It seemed like nothing compared to the $80,000 already spent. No
doubt a bill would come from Liam soon, asking for thousands more
dollars for his fee. I felt so sorry for mum; did she suspect he
was cheating her? I can't imagine she would have sent all that
money if she had? She never even asked for proof these people who
demanded money existed, or proof they knew Sophie. Mum’s worry was
clouding her judgement, but it wasn’t clouding mine. After tossing
and turning for hours, fantasising about taking revenge on Liam, I
finally fell asleep.

 


I could hear mum in
the kitchen when I woke up, busying herself making breakfast. My
distraction device was Picasso; hers was household
chores.

‘Mum, I finished
reading all the emails last night. I’m really worried about Liam, I
think he might...’

Mum spun around to
face me, with a look of disappointment and anger that I wasn’t
expecting. I also wasn’t expecting a raised voice.

‘You always look for
the worst in people. Can’t you see how hard he’s been
working?’

It wasn’t like mum to
attack me like this, and it left me feeling even more worried about
her state of mind. The last thing I wanted was an argument, so I
ignored her comment and forged ahead, keeping my voice
even.

‘I know you must be
worried about Sophie, but he’s taken so much money, and still
hasn’t found her.’

‘That doesn’t mean he
won’t.’

‘Haven’t you even
considered he might be a con man?’

‘A con man? Whatever
gave you that idea?’

Mum slumped down on
the kitchen chair, exhausted by this small amount of
confrontation.

‘It’s a lot of money
mum, and nothing in the emails proves he has done any of the things
he says he has.’

‘He wouldn’t lie that
Sophie is alive. He just couldn’t.’

I avoided arguing
with mum over this one. I didn’t want to admit to myself, or her,
that Sophie was scared for a reason, and whatever it was, it could
have caught up with her since she sent the email.

‘I was thinking I
might email Liam, and see what he’s up to. Then at least I might
get a better idea about what he has found.’

‘Ok, but I don’t want
you accusing him of anything. He’s been looking for your sister for
months. He’s given up his whole life. If you can’t appreciate that,
please don’t make him feel that I can’t either.’

Mum was right in a
way. There was no point in approaching Liam with anger. My best
strategy was to be charming and polite, grateful even. Once I
worked out exactly who I was dealing with, I could start to uncover
who the real Liam Kingsley was.

I logged onto mum's
email, and I sent a short note to Liam explaining who I was, that I
was now aware of the situation, and I would like to know what was
going on. I sent him my mobile phone number, and asked him to ring
me. Much to my surprise, my phone rang within minutes of me sending
the email.

‘Hello, Ellen
speaking.’ Charming and polite, easy peasy.

‘Hi Ellen, this is
Liam Kingsley.’

With even the few
words he had spoken, it was obvious he was trying to be charming
and polite too. Or maybe he wasn’t trying, maybe this was what he
really was.

‘As I said in my
email, I have recently become involved in what is going on with you
and my mum, I mean, that you have been looking for Sophie.’ I
started pacing the room, trying to keep a confident air so I
sounded completely in control.

‘Yes, the case is
ongoing. It has been much more difficult than I thought it would
be.’

I felt like saying he
probably had no idea how difficult it was going to be, since by his
own admission he was ‘keen but green’. But I was still trying to
keep my hostility hidden, so I bit my tongue.

‘So, can you tell me
any more about what has been going on? I’ve seen all the emails you
sent.’

There was silence on
the other end of the line, long enough to raise my suspicion that
his mind was searching for something to make himself sound like he
had been genuinely looking for my sister, when he had actually been
sitting on the beach in Sydney.

‘It would be fair to
say there have been a lot of things going on that I have, for
particular reasons, been leaving out of the email updates to your
mother.’

That was obvious. I
thought for a moment he was going to confess. He wasn’t easy to
rattle was he? He kept going, speaking with such hesitation that I
wondered if he was nervous about talking to me.

‘The situation has
become far more complicated and dangerous than I anticipated. I
don’t want to speak about it all on the phone, but it is probably
quite good timing you have got involved at this point.’

Here we go, try to
flatter me to take the attention off his crimes. ‘Oh, why is
that?’

‘As I said, I don’t
want to say much over the phone, but it so happens I have to come
home to Adelaide on Saturday – that’s tomorrow. Maybe we should
meet up in person. I would have come before, but your mum said no
contact except by email.’

‘I would be more than
happy to meet up with you. I have lots of questions to
ask.’

‘No doubt you do.
I’ve got your address. Should I drop round at about 12:30? I fly in
at 12:00, so I could come straight from the airport.’

‘I’ll be here.
Waiting for my piano to be picked up.’ Oops, the hostility slipped
out after all. Of course I would be home. When wasn't I
home?

‘Piano?’

‘Don’t worry about
it. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Yes, I look forward
to it.’

Was that relief I
heard in his voice? Did he want to tell me what was going on? I
hoped so. I was amazed he was suggesting we meet up. I assumed he
would never have agreed if I asked him straight out. Maybe he just
made up that he needed to be in Adelaide, so he could make sure his
income was safe?

Mum was happy to hear
Liam would be visiting in person the next day, but she also
admitted she was a bit worried that he would ask for his account to
be paid. I told her not to worry about it for now, but couldn’t
help feeling anxious myself. She hadn’t paid him for so long that
his wages now added up to thousands of dollars. The money I got
from Picasso was to be used to pay the mortgage, not be given to
Liam. He had been paid more than enough already.

 


I had the rest of the
day to kill. I needed to busy myself with something, and not dwell
on my anger at Liam, my worry and annoyance at Sophie, and the
imminent departure of Picasso. Mum obviously didn’t want to discuss
the search for Sophie; it was so like her to avoid talking about
problems. And while it was understandable, what with how stressed
she must have been, it also made me feel really lonely, knowing all
this information and not having anyone to dissect it with. I wished
Liam was arriving sooner.

I was tempted to sit
at Picasso and say my final goodbyes with our favourite Mozart, but
when I went into the living room, mum was taking her turn to bid
the piano farewell. She was carefully cleaning and polishing,
buffing and waxing each key, making his shiny black top sparkle
like glass. So I did something I hadn’t done for years; I went into
Sophie’s bedroom.

Unlike Sophie, mum
preferred everything to be in its place, so the room didn’t look
anything like it did when Sophie lived here. Mum had packed up all
her things and put them away neatly in every possible storage
space. Her double bed was still where it always was, in the corner
under the window, taking up most of the room. But now it had a
plain quilt cover, suitable for the guests we never had. The only
other pieces of furniture were a large built-in cupboard, made of
dark wood, stretched across one wall, and a big desk and chair
which were bulky and mismatched. The posters of The Beatles were
gone; there were still chips in the paint where mum had peeled off
the Blue Tack. The room seemed bigger when Sophie was here, either
because I was smaller then, or because her things were always
strewn all over the floor and the bed, on top of the desk and
spilling out of the cupboards. Maybe a bit of both.

I remembered the
closest mum and I got to talking about Sophie since she left was
about four years after we last heard from her. Mum was cleaning my
room and commented on how little space I had, not even room for
anything other than a bed and the built-in wardrobe. She suggested
I might like to move into Sophie’s room, since it was so much
bigger than mine. I quickly refused, hoping she wouldn’t mention it
again. Sophie’s room was her room; what would she think if she came
home to find me in it? I must have still been hoping she would come
back, not yet ready to admit she was gone for good.

The cupboards were
still full of her clothes, and the shelves above packed with old
school books, novels and even toys. You only had to glance at the
rack of dresses, now hanging neatly, to see Sophie was a
‘colourful’ person. Not ‘colourful’ in the sense of using bad
language or being gay or whatever, but literally colourful. One of
the dresses had splashes of yellow on top of pink and blue flowers.
Another was white, with pinstripe lines of every colour imaginable.
Sophie always made her clothes look like they were the height of
fashion or she was setting a new trend. She mostly bought them with
her pocket money at op shops; mum certainly didn’t buy them for
her. And I had a recollection of her sewing, to make them fit, or
to take up a hem. She probably could have been a fashion designer
if she wasn’t so set on becoming an actress. I never asked to
borrow her clothes, even when we were still friends. I simply
couldn't pull them off.

I sat down at the
chunky desk chair and traced my finger along the grooves where
Sophie had doodled. She was always good at finding anything to do
other than homework. She didn’t doodle like most teenagers did,
with I luv michael
or school sux. Her
doodles were mostly the lyrics to The Beatles songs, and quite
amazingly lifelike drawings of John, Paul, George, and Ringo. Mum
always thought she would grow out of her love for The Beatles, but
Sophie’s preoccupation passed through the description of ‘phase’,
and turned into ‘obsession’. She didn’t just dabble in things; she
turned them into her passion, letting them grab hold of her and
drag her through the mundane parts of life. I guess I did this with
the piano, so maybe we were more alike than I realised.

More out of boredom
than in an attempt to go through Sophie’s things, I wriggled open
the drawers on the side of the desk, and flicked through the piles
of paper and envelopes. Mum really was a hoarder. She must have
gone through all this stuff and decided it was worth keeping. There
was everything from report cards, to invitations to eight year
olds’ birthday parties, to stories written in the semi-illiterate
scrawl of a five year old. Near the bottom of one of the drawers
was a large envelope, with thick cardboard mounted photos inside.
They were Sophie’s class photos throughout her entire time at high
school. I stared at the rows and rows of faces; most were
strangers, but a few I recognised. The girl standing next to Sophie
was Tina Gianopoulos, Sophie’s best friend. Suddenly an idea sprang
into my mind; Facebook!

Back before I became
a virtual recluse, one of my friends invited me to join Facebook. I
had heard of it many times since. Even my youngest piano student,
Alice, who was only 13, was a member, and talked about it all the
time. I remembered telling her I wished she spent as much time
practising piano as she did updating her Facebook profile. I had,
so far, never bothered to sign up. What was the point of
‘networking’ with people if you couldn’t bear the thought of them
asking about your life? If anyone I knew saw me on Facebook, their
first question would be ‘so how is your piano stuff going?’ and my
response would be... to log off! But this could be my best chance
to get in touch with Sophie. Liam didn’t seem to be getting
anywhere. Maybe I could be some use.

I hardly ever used my
email account. There was no point, when I never contacted anyone.
It didn’t take me long to scroll through my old emails to find the
one inviting me to join. Within moments, I was officially part of
the Facebook universe. I typed Sophie’s name into the search,
wondering for the first time whether it was possible she married
and changed her name. Much to my amazement, there were over 2,000
Sophie Goddards; I had forgotten Facebook was an international
site. I scrolled through the photos for what felt like hours, but
was probably only minutes, and none of them were my sister. There
were a handful of profiles that didn't have a photo, but the
profiles said they lived in the US so were very unlikely to be
Sophie. Determined not to hit a dead end so soon, I decided to see
if I could find Tina Gianopoulos. Just because Sophie lost touch
with me and mum, didn't mean she had ditched all the people from
her past. I grabbed the school photo from the bedroom to check the
spelling of the last name and typed this into the Facebook search.
Thankfully there was only one result, but the photo only vaguely
resembled the teenage Tina in the class photograph. I clicked on
the 'send a message' button underneath the tiny photograph, and
wrote 'Hi Tina, are you the Tina Gianopoulos who left Marryatville
High School in 1999?' As I clicked send on the message, I wondered
if she would remember me. I was just Sophie’s annoying little
sister to all her friends, but my name would still ring a bell with
Tina, wouldn't it? I sat back deflated, all the excitement now
drowned out by impatience. I had only just started investigating,
and was already learning it wasn't as easy as it looked. I had no
tolerance for the whole one step forward, two steps back
thing.

 


‘Mum, have you heard
of Facebook?’

Mum was still
polishing Picasso. She didn’t look like she was doing a chore; she
appeared to be enjoying herself.

‘Yes, I have heard of
it. I read an article about it in the paper a while ago. What about
it?’

‘Oh, I just thought
I’d join up, do some fishing around to see if Sophie was on there.
I couldn't find her but then I thought we might be able to get in
contact with someone who went to school with Sophie, to see if they
have heard from her since she moved to London.’

I tried to play down
my self-congratulatory tone. I had been tempted to tell mum I was
amazed Liam hadn’t thought of it, but mum wasn’t reacting well to
insults to Liam. She straightened up, stretching out her
back.

‘That’s a great idea,
love. I’m sure it couldn’t hurt.’

‘What do you mean, it
couldn’t hurt?’

Mum went to say
something, but then stopped herself, a sure sign she was trying to
come up with a less confrontational way to explain something to
me.

‘You’ve read the
emails Liam sent. This search for Sophie isn’t just based on
curiosity, or my wish to be reunited with her.’

‘Of course it’s not,
mum, I know that, as well as you do. But how could it hurt for me
to send an email to a girl she knew 10 years ago?’

Mum sighed and
started to rub her temple with the side of her hand. ‘Liam
explained that he doesn’t want to endanger us as well. I just don’t
want you to get too involved. I’m worried sick about Sophie as it
is.’

If I were to be
honest with mum at that moment, she would have got very angry with
me. She didn’t realise how much I doubted Liam. She hadn’t caught
on that I thought he was a total liar, who was stealing as much
money as he could. But last time I came close to suggesting this,
mum looked like she was going to snap. So I stayed off the subject
of Liam.

‘Mum, what on earth
could happen to us in little old Adelaide? I have absolutely no
idea what this danger is, or how it relates to Sophie, so I find it
really difficult to take it all seriously.’

‘I can see
that...’

‘And apart from
everything else, I’m bored! Bored bored bored! I can’t just sit
around and pretend to be reading or watching TV, when all I can
think about is Sophie and Liam and the money and Picasso. It’s
driving me nuts!’

My voice had grown
louder and louder until ‘nuts’ was so shrill and drawn out that I
must have sounded like a four year old warming up to a tantrum. I
stood with my hands on my hips to complete the scene. Mum stopped
polishing again, and looked at me, her eyes asking me to speak
sensibly.

‘If you are finished,
maybe I'll play for a while?’

‘Would it help you to
calm down?’

‘You know as well as
I do it works every time.’

‘Ok then. I’m
finishing up anyway. Why don’t we put together a rehearsal schedule
like we used to, and I can choose all my favourites?’

Mum’s favourites were
the same as mine, so it sounded like an excellent send off for
Picasso. And a time consuming diversion to fill the rest of the
morning for me.

Before I sat down on
the stool, mum lifted the lid to empty out the contents, since the
stool would be going with the piano. There were some old music
books I had forgotten about, along with some loose sheet music, an
electronic metronome, and an old broken piano wire that was
replaced a couple of years ago. Mum neatly packed all the books
onto the shelf along with the hundreds already stored there. While
her back was turned, I coiled the wire up, and put it in my pocket.
It was the only piece of Picasso I could hang onto.


Chapter
7

 


Vince poured himself
a glass of red wine as he waited for his visitors to arrive. They
were five minutes late already. He hated waiting. This was their
first visit to his beach house. They were no doubt unused to the
dirt road that took them out of the town, winding around the back
of the sand dunes which kept each house secluded. He had known as
soon as he saw this house it was where he would live in Australia.
He couldn’t buy it; it wasn’t for sale. If it was, he would have
paid cash for it immediately. But he could lease it, and that would
have to do. He didn't know how long he would be working in
Australia, but his business interests were growing so fast, it was
hard to think of a good reason to leave. And from all accounts,
things in London were moving along nicely as well.

This house made him
feel right at home. It wasn’t just its private location he
appreciated. The deck leading straight onto white sand dunes was
handy. The private beach beyond made him feel safe. As if he could
share his secrets with the sea and no one else. The towering glass
panelled walls, tinted to provide protection from the sun, made it
feel like a fortress. He could see out, but no one could see in.
Exactly how he liked to live. The giant, sparsely furnished living
area was at the centre of the house, the open first story gallery
making it visible from every other room. And the master bedroom was
ample space for Melissa to inhabit. She could stay out of his way,
and he could stay out of hers. As long as she wasn’t needed for
something. The house made him feel powerful and secure, which meant
it was worth its weight in gold.

He wouldn’t let his
visitors use unfamiliarity with the location as an excuse for
lateness. All his employees quickly learnt no excuses were
tolerated. It was better just to apologise when at fault, and say
nothing more.

When the car arrived,
he could hear it was driven in a panic. He watched through his
glass walls as it skidded to a halt, leaving a cloud of sand behind
like a rally driver throwing up dust. His visitors scurried to the
front door, and knocked quickly; he could almost feel them
quivering through vibrations in the floor. This was exactly how he
liked visitors to be; firmly on the back foot, unwilling to
contradict him. Before he got up to open the door, he yelled to
Melissa to go upstairs into their bedroom. If there was one thing
he hated it was when his visitors perved at his girlfriend. She
lived in a bikini whilst at the beach house, not by her own choice,
but by his. She was already half way up the stairs by the time he
ordered her there. She knew as soon as she heard the car he would
be having a ‘meeting’ she was not to be present at.
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