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            Praise for Hannah Fielding’s first novel, Burning Embers:

            ‘An epic romance like Hollywood used to make …’

            Peterborough Evening Telegraph

            ‘Burning Embers is a romantic delight and an absolute must-read for anyone looking to escape to a world of colour, beauty, passion and love.. For those who can’t go to Kenya in reality, this has got to be the next best thing.’

            Amazon.co.uk review

            ‘A good-old fashioned love story … A heroine who’s young, naïve and has a lot to learn. A hero who’s alpha and hot, has a past and a string of women. A different time, world, and class. The kind of romance that involves picnics in abandoned valleys and hot-air balloon rides and swimming in isolated lakes. Heavenly.’

            Amazon.co.uk review

            Praise for The Echoes of Love (winner of the Gold Medal for Romance at the 2014 Independent Publisher Book Awards):

            ‘One of the most romantic works of fiction ever written … an epic love story beautifully told.’

            The Sun

            ‘Fans of romance will devour it in one sitting.’

            The Lady

            ‘All the elements of a rollicking good piece of indulgent romantic fiction.’

            BM Magazine

            ‘This book will make you wish you lived in Italy.’

            Fabulous magazine

            ‘The book is the perfect read for anyone with a passion for love, life and travel.’

            Love it! magazine

            ‘A plot-twisting story of drama, love and tragedy.’

            Italia! magazine

            ‘Fielding encapsulates the overwhelming experience of falling deeply, completely, utterly in love, beautifully.’

            Books with Bunny 

            Praise for Indiscretion (winner of Gold Medal for romance at the IBPA Benjamin Franklin Awards and Best Romance at the USA Best Book Awards):

            ‘A captivating tale of love, jealousy and scandal.’

            The Lady

            ‘Indiscretion grips from the first. Alexandra is a beguiling heroine, and Salvador a compelling, charismatic hero … the shimmering attraction between them is always as taut as a thread. A powerful and romantic story, one to savour and enjoy.’

            Lindsay Townsend – historical romance author

            ‘Rich description, a beautiful setting, wonderful detail, passionate romance and that timeless, classic feel that provides sheer, indulgent escapism. Bliss!’

            Amazon.co.uk review

            ‘I thought Ms. Fielding had outdone herself with her second novel but she’s done it again with this third one. The love story took my breath away … I could hardly swallow until I reached the end.’

            Amazon.com review

            Praise for Masquerade (winner of Silver Medal for romance at the IBPA Benjamin Franklin Awards):

            ‘Secrets and surprises … Set in Spain in the 1970s, you’ll be enveloped in this atmospheric story of love and deception.’

            My Weekly

            ‘Hannah Fielding writes of love, sexual tension and longing with an amazing delicacy and lushness, almost luxury. Suffused with the legends and lore of the gypsies and the beliefs of Spain, there is so much in this novel. Horse fairs, sensual dreams, bull running, bull fighters, moonlight swims, the heat and flowers and colours and costumes of the country. A superb read.’

            Amazon.co.uk review

            ‘Masquerade contains the kind of romance that makes your heart beat faster and your knees tremble. This was a mesmerising and drama-filled read that left me with a dreamy feeling.’

            Amazon.co.uk review

            ‘This engrossing, gorgeous romantic tale was one of my favorite reads in recent memory. This book had intrigue, mystery, revenge, passion and tantalizing love scenes that held captive the reader and didn’t allow a moment’s rest through all of the twists and turns … wonderful from start to finish.’

            Goodreads.com review

            ‘When I started reading Masquerade I was soon completely pulled into the romantic and poetic way Hannah Fielding writes her stories. I honestly couldn’t put Masquerade down. Her books are beautiful and just so romantic, you’ll never want them to end!’

            Goodreads.com review

            Praise for Legacy (final book in the Andalucían Nights Trilogy):

            ‘Legacy is filled to the brim with family scandal, frustrated love and hidden secrets. Fast-paced and addictive, it will keep you hooked from start to finish.’

            The Lady

            ‘Beautifully written, and oozing romance and intrigue, Legacy is the much anticipated new novel from award-winning author Hannah Fielding that brings to life the allure of a summer in Cádiz.’

            Take a Break

            ‘In the vein of Gone With The Wind, this particular book is just as epic and timeless. Written with lively detail, you are IN Spain. You are engulfed in the sights, sounds and smells of this beautiful country. Great characters … and a plot with just enough twists to keep it moving along … Start with book one and each one gets better and better. I applaud Ms. Fielding’s story telling skills.’

            Amazon.com review

            ‘Flawless writing and impeccable character building. Legacy takes the readers on a journey through the passions and desires that are aroused from romantic Spanish culture.’

            Goodreads.com review

            Praise for Aphrodite’s Tears (winner of Best Romance award at the International Book Awards, National Indie Excellence Awards, American Fiction Awards and New York City Big Book Awards):

            ‘For lovers of romance, lock the doors, curl up, and enjoy.’

            Breakaway

            ‘With romantic settings, wonderful characters and thrilling plots, Hannah Fielding’s books are a joy to read.’

            My Weekly

            ‘The storyline is mesmerising.’

            Amazon.co.uk review

            ‘An intriguing mix of Greek mythology, archaeology, mystery and suspense, all served up in a superbly crafted, epic love story.’

            Amazon.co.uk review
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            Harmony is pure love, for love is a concerto.

             

            Lope de Vega

             

            You know my faithfulness to you, never can another

own my heart, never – never!

             

            Ludwig van Beethoven

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE

         

         Nice, 2012 

         
             

         

         When she woke up that morning to the dazzling blue sky of Nice, Catriona Drouot had no idea that the past was about to catch up with her. No premonition, no sense of something momentous waiting to happen. As far as she was concerned, this was simply another routine day. She certainly had no inkling that the meeting fated to take place in the next hour would set in motion a train of events that was to change her life irrevocably for the second time in ten years.

         She hurried down the hill of Vieux Nice, the old town of the Riviera’s capital where she lived with her mother and her nine-year-old son in a beautiful house at the foot of Castle Hill, and from where there were breathtaking panoramic views. She had overslept, after poring over some paperwork into the small hours, and was late for her first appointment at the clinic. L’Esperance Drouot was a small, though highly acclaimed, psychology practice, set up four years earlier with her business partner and best friend, Marie-Jeanne Berger. Now the clinic was rapidly establishing itself as one of the most respected of its kind in Nice. Catriona specialized in a variety of psychological disciplines but, above all else, it was music therapy that fascinated her most and was closest to her heart; somehow using music to alleviate other people’s suffering eased the pain of the frustrated musician within her.

         Ten years before, at eighteen, she’d had much grander ambitions – those of becoming an international opera singer – but life had other plans for her. Then, because she could not live without music, she had decided to divert her passion in another positive direction. She had become an authority in the field of music therapy, with respected research papers and books to her name. As a result, her clients came from all corners of the globe to seek her help and advice.

         Catriona pulled the scarf up higher under her chin. It was a spring morning, with more than a touch of mistral, despite the bright sunshine. She made her way through the maze of narrow cobbled streets bordered with tall pastel buildings, their faded blue shutters shut tight against the fierce gusts. Catriona had always thought those streets, which daylight scarcely penetrated, felt much more Italian than French – and not surprisingly, given that Nice was reunited with France only in 1860; Garibaldi had been born here and Catriona’s mother Marguerite had often enjoyed pointing out that the great general had been baptized in the parish church of Saint Martin-Saint-Augustin, where Catriona herself had been christened.

         Although the wind had died down a little, the newly washed linen, threaded from balcony to balcony high above her head, flapped in the breeze so loudly that one could only just discern the shrill patois of the chattering women as they gossiped in front of their doors, an occasional sleeping dog at their feet, or the similar babble of another group as they queued outside the bakery for warm croissants. She loved the hustle and bustle of this typical Provençal city with its colourful markets of flower, vegetable and fish stalls from which the local people bought their produce.

         As Catriona entered the clinic, Nicole, the young receptionist, came quickly over to her, seeming slightly flustered.

         ‘Bonjour, Docteur Drouot. There’s a lady in the waiting room. She’s been here since the clinic opened this morning and …’

         ‘Bonjour, Nicole, I know I’m late.’ Catriona gave her a brisk smile. ‘No need for coffee today,’ she added. ‘If you could just bring in my first patient, I’ll get started.’

         ‘That is what I was about to say … le petit Jean’s mother called to let you know that he’s sick and won’t be able to keep his appointment.’

         ‘Oh, so who were you talking about?’

         ‘An elderly lady sitting in the waiting room. Not one of our clients, I think. A foreigner, Italian maybe. When I told her this week’s appointments were all booked – that was before le petit Jean cancelled – she said she would stay here until you saw her.’

         Catriona raised an eyebrow. ‘I see, a determined lady … Well, in that case, she’s in luck. Has she filled out a form?’

         ‘She refused, saying you would understand once she had spoken to you.’

         Catriona sighed. ‘Okay, just give me a few minutes to open my mail, then send her in. And I will have that cup of coffee, please. The lady can be filling out the form in the meantime.’

         Nicole nodded. ‘By the way, Marie-Jeanne is back. She cut her holiday short … was bored, she says … couldn’t stay away, apparently.’

         Catriona smiled. ‘Ah! That’s good news. It’s been so hectic this past week without her. Thanks, Nicole,’ and with her light but energetic step, she hastened down the corridor and spiralled up the staircase to the first floor, where she had her office.

         Catriona was tall, her body slender and supple, innately graceful. Her features had a delicacy that was faintly deceptive: she was not quite as vulnerable as she seemed, yet her hazel-brown eyes, a little too big for her face, had an occasional sadness, as if something haunted her, added to which her long, delicate throat made her seem fragile. Still, the feature that turned heads whenever she went by was the colour of her long, abundant silken hair. It was a rich dark brown, close to the colour of polished chestnut, and when she wasn’t wearing it in a neat bun at work, it fell in loose waves down her back. Even during clinic hours, in her elegant suit with her hair tied back, there was a natural warmth about her, and her charm was purely feminine.

         Although the pale yellow room Catriona had chosen for her office was not the largest in the clinic, it was the most cheerful. South-facing, the sunshine streamed in through the wide bay window when the striped silk voile curtains were pulled back, and you could see beyond the small garden all the way to the Mediterranean. There was nothing clinical or austere about the room, nothing to remind the patient that he or she needed treatment. The walls were adorned with photographs of renowned concert maestros and conductors, and Catriona had endeavoured to render a feeling of comfort and warmth, with tan vintage bijou armchairs positioned opposite her desk. A compact library cabinet on the right-hand wall held biographies of her favourite composers and a collection of antique leather-bound music folios, which she bought at auction whenever she had the opportunity. On a low table to the left was a variety of small musical instruments – a violin, guitar, glockenspiel and assorted woodwind instruments – that she sometimes used with children to break the ice during the first interview.

         Catriona sat down at her walnut desk and began flipping through the small pile of mail. A moment later, Nicole brought in her cup of coffee, then it was Marie-Jeanne’s turn to pop her head round the door.

         ‘I’m back, like a bad penny,’ she announced breezily. ‘A holiday from hell, which started off when I lost my luggage! But I’ll tell you all about it over lunch.’

         ‘You’re never very good at holidays.’ Catriona grinned up at the other woman. ‘In any case, it’s good to see you. I can’t say that I’m not relieved to have you back. We’ve been so hectic and I don’t think it’ll slow down for a while. We’re in for a busy period.’

         ‘Excellent! I need to get my teeth into something after lolling about with nothing to do on the Seychelles beaches. Anyway, I’ll let you get on.’

         ‘I’ll see you later.’

         Catriona gulped down her coffee. No time today to savour every sip; nevertheless, she was glad to feel the welcome effects of the caffeine. She went back to the small stack of letters. A large yellow courier envelope caught her attention. Frowning slightly, she slit it open with an antique silver penknife and extracted the contents – a much smaller, handwritten off-white envelope. A spasm of shock made her stomach muscles clench as she recognized the address and the crest that adorned the upper left corner: a black-and-white coat of arms depicting a crowned golden eagle owl holding a key in one talon and a sword in the other, belonging to the Rolando Monteverdi family. Echoes of a voice deeply seductive, intriguingly foreign, floated hauntingly across the mists of time, seeping into Catriona’s memory. With trembling hands, she opened the letter, her eyes darting to the signature: Calandra Rolando Monteverdi, a famous name in the world of opera though she had long retired from the stage.

         Catriona had never had the privilege of hearing the diva sing live but she owned many recordings of Calandra’s glowing performances. Before her marriage to Viscount Vittorio Rolando Monteverdi, the young soprano had been Isabella Lombardi, yet her rapid rise to stardom soon left that name behind. Because of her beautiful voice, the press, and very soon everybody else, nicknamed her ‘La Calandra’ – ‘lark’ in Italian – and thereafter the prima donna was known only by that sobriquet. Yet Calandra herself was not the reason why Catriona paled at the sight of the illustrious name; just seeing ‘Monteverdi’ on the page conjured up painful memories, the scars of which would haunt her, she thought, for the rest of her life.

         She was just about to begin reading the letter when there was a knock at the door. Catriona swore under her breath – this must be Nicole with the determined foreigner who wouldn’t fill out any forms. Damn it! Now she would have to wait until the end of this meeting to know what the disturbing missive disclosed.

         ‘Come in.’

         The new patient walked in and Catriona sucked in a breath. The woman was tall and straight, still beautiful for her age, Catriona thought as she met the emerald-green eyes that surveyed her expectantly.

         ‘I wrote you a letter.’ The older woman’s gaze flicked to the paper still clutched in Catriona’s hand. ‘I see you’ve received it. I am Calandra Rolando Monteverdi.’

         Catriona quickly got to her feet and shook the woman’s hand, which was covered by a black kid glove. ‘Yes, I know who you are. Please have a seat.’ She tried to keep her voice even as she struggled to recover from her second shock that morning. Keeping her gaze level, Catriona sat down, leaning back in her chair to give a semblance of composure.

         The elegant woman slid into one of the armchairs opposite and peeled off her gloves. ‘I must apologize for turning up without an appointment but I thought it would be quicker this way.’ She smiled that coaxing diva smile that was once part of her charm in the days of her prime. ‘And honestly, I didn’t think I would be able to wait for your answer. You see, this is quite a pressing case. I’ve waited too long already, and he’s not getting any better …’ She was agitated, talking all at once so that Catriona couldn’t get a word in edgeways. ‘He’s already tried to commit suicide, you see …’

         Catriona’s mind stumbled to keep up. ‘Suicide? Who are you referring to?’

         Calandra tossed her head irritably. ‘My son, of course. Umberto Rolando Monteverdi, the great concert pianist and composer.’ Her glittering eyes narrowed almost accusingly as they fixed on the young woman in front of her.

         A cold hand gripped Catriona’s heart. No, it couldn’t be … Fate couldn’t do this to her!

         ‘You must have heard of him, even though he hasn’t given a concert for four years since he became blind,’ Calandra stated imperiously.

         Catriona had read about the accident that had robbed the virtuoso of his sight, but nothing about a suicide attempt – the family must have kept that from the press. The gossip columns had long ceased to detail the many women who passed through the life of the young composer – evidently his womanizing days had been curtailed by this sudden blindness – and yet if the press had found out that Umberto Rolando Monteverdi had tried to kill himself, he would have instantly been front-page news again. ‘Yes, I heard of that terrible tragedy,’ she said quietly.

         The diva, barely listening, went on relentlessly. ‘You must save him. I’ve read all about you, I know you are the one person who can help. A doctorate in music and one of the best music therapists in Europe. Not only do you have experience with patients suffering from depression but you also work with blind children, I’m told. You even know how to teach Braille so they can read an orchestral score. Am I right?’

         Catriona tried to control the trembling in her voice. ‘I see you’ve done your homework on me, signora.’

         Calandra gave a brusque nod. ‘Of course. An old singing friend of mine had heard of your work, which led me to research your qualifications. Which are, I may say, impeccable. It seems you are uniquely placed to help my son.’ Calandra’s alert eyes continued to study Catriona, who could detect a thread of anxiety lacing the diva’s confident stare.

         Catriona paused before continuing. ‘Yes, music therapy can have a significant effect on depression. In some cases, it has been remarkably successful, but nothing is guaranteed. My technique does try to strengthen the mind and even heal the body. It is all about unlocking the creative spirit in the patient.’

         ‘Umberto is a musician. I’m sure that, above all people, you can do something to help him.’

         For a moment a vision swam into Catriona’s mind of the old house, Les Platanes, where she had first heard those exquisite strains of piano music floating in through her bedroom window late at night.

         She cleared her throat before she answered. ‘Where is he living now?’

         ‘He’s at our home in Torno, on Lake Como. At first, when we thought he might get his sight back, his spirits revived. He had even started to write a new concerto. Then we found out that he would be blind for life, and he’s been slowly deteriorating once more. You are our last hope.’

         ‘So, will you be moving to Nice?’

         Calandra looked perplexed, a frown creasing her haughty demeanour. ‘Nice? His home is in Torno, I tell you. You can’t possibly expect him to move to Nice. Umberto left Nice a long time ago.’

         Now it was Catriona’s turn to look confused. ‘But my clinic is here.’

         ‘Be that as it may,’ Calandra waved the thought away with a graceful hand. ‘I have come to ask you to move to Torno.’

         Catriona tried to keep outwardly cool despite the turbulence going on inside her. ‘But …’

         ‘You will be handsomely remunerated.’

         ‘It’s not a question of money. My business … my family … You’re asking the impossible.’

         ‘Nothing is impossible, Dottoressa. I am aware that you have a son and a mother in your charge. We can relocate all of you without any difficulty.’

         Catriona’s eyes now rounded in disbelief. ‘You can’t expect me to disrupt my whole life for just one case.’

         Reaching into her bag, Calandra took out her purse. Her long fingers dipped deep inside it and she produced a small photograph that she laid on Catriona’s desk.

         The young woman took the picture and, almost fearfully, looked down at the image. Her hand began to shake. It was a photograph of Umberto and herself, taken ten years ago. She could hardly bear to see how young and radiant she looked, how happy and alive, and in a fleeting instant she was there at Le Beaumont Club restaurant in Saint Paul de Vence; she could sense him, feel him next to her and even catch hints of his aftershave, Armani’s City Glam, which still had the power to conjure up painful memories whenever someone wearing it passed her in the street.

         ‘It’s you, isn’t it? You were very young then,’ the diva murmured, invading Catriona’s cherished but sad reflection.

         ‘Yes. Where did you find this?’

         ‘When I went to pack up Umberto’s house in Villefranche, after he’d decided to sell it following the accident, I found it in a stack of other photographs. It struck me because you looked so young and innocent … and you both seemed so happy.’

         Catriona’s usually golden complexion was now creamy white, her lips trembling slightly as her eyes finally tore themselves from the photograph and met the now softened gaze of Calandra.

         ‘As I said, your qualifications are only part of what convinced me that you are the right person to help my son.’

         It took a lot to shake Catriona’s customary composure but this situation had certainly succeeded in doing so. With an acute effort she regained her equilibrium and gave a small nod. ‘I see,’ she whispered, emotion still choking her.

         ‘You knew Umberto, although I don’t know to what extent. Intimately, no doubt, judging by this photograph.’ Calandra searched Catriona’s stunned face as she spoke. ‘So, when I began looking into your work and saw your picture in a newspaper article about your clinic, I remembered the snapshot I had seen at the house. You’ve hardly changed despite the years.’ A small smile curved her lips.

         ‘I thought that maybe you could be the one to cure his depression. He’s already tried to take his life once, and now seeing him becoming more and more self-destructive …’ A haunted look crossed her face. ‘That’s why I decided to come here myself to meet you in person and try to convince you to take on his case. Or at least to give it a try for a few weeks.’

         Catriona’s head was throbbing suddenly. For a moment she looked away from Calandra’s pleading expression and stared silently at the trees outside the window. Across the sweeping lawn a stand of tall birches shivered and bowed restlessly under the onslaught of the wind. Catriona could see the Mediterranean glinting in the distance, its usually serene surface agitated and troubled – a reflection, it seemed to her, of her own mood. Little whitecaps contrasted sharply with water that was even bluer than the Côte d’Azur sky but, for once, the breathtaking beauty of the scene failed to soothe her.

         Aware that the woman in front of her was waiting on tenterhooks for an answer, Catriona shifted in her chair. Finally, she looked up at the mother of the man she had once loved … the man she still loved but could not bring herself to forgive. She heaved a deep sigh and rubbed her forehead in a weary, resigned gesture. ‘I honestly don’t know, I have responsibilities …’

         ‘You are widowed or divorced presumably, you have no husband?’

         Catriona shot her an uneasy glance. ‘Yes, I’m a widow, but I have other obligations. My son’s at school, I simply can’t uproot him. I’ve got a business to run too.’

         Those bright green eyes looked at her levelly. ‘As you said, I’ve done my homework, Dottoressa. You’ve left your son with your mother before so that you can pursue your studies. You still do on occasion, so you can attend conferences. Regarding your business, I have no doubt that the sum I will pay you for, let’s say, three months, you would have difficulty earning in one year.’

         Catriona was fighting for self-control, her hands clasped tensely together. ‘I have clients who need me and a partner who works with me on several projects.’

         ‘No one is indispensable, Dottoressa. From what I hear, your partner is perfectly capable of holding the fort and keeping your clients happy while you’re away. Anyway, you will have the funds to employ a temporary replacement. All I am asking for is three months of your life to save that of a virtuoso, who still has so much to offer to the world and who dearly needs your help. In this particular instance you are indispensable.’

         Viscountess Calandra Rolando Monteverdi rose and held out her hand. ‘I will not take up any more of your time, Dottoressa. I leave you to your conscience. You will find my contact details in the letter I sent you. Buona giornata, good day.’ With that, she turned on her heel and left the room.

         With a sinking feeling, Catriona stared at the grains of sand filtering slowly down through the hourglass on the desk in front of her. She was faced with a choice that would finally decide her fate, a choice that pitted her heart against her conscience. As if overwhelmed by an invisible outside force, her pale cheeks suddenly burned, her light-brown eyes blazing almost black.

         There was unfinished business between Umberto Rolando Monteverdi and herself. Over the past ten years she had tried to exorcise him from her body and soul through rigid self-control; she felt as though her whole being had been in one position for so long that her body was cramped, her blood supply almost cut off, making her numb inside. Now destiny, uninvited, had come knocking on her door. The diva’s visit had set the blood coursing through her body and the pain and elation of it was terrifying.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

         

         Ten years previously – Nice, 2002 

         
             

         

         Les Platanes had been sold. It had been empty ever since Catriona de Vere and her mother had moved to Nice when she was eleven and moved into Les Charmilles, the house next door. Up until then Catriona had spent her childhood growing up in the wilds of Norfolk, with its chalk downs and still waters, a remote location where few of her friends were within easy distance. When Sir William de Vere, Catriona’s English father, had died in the spring of 1997, her mother Marguerite, who had never taken to the English weather, decided to leave Norfolk and move to Nice, her native home.

         Les Platanes had from the very first day attracted Catriona’s curiosity. It was a handsome, two-storey belle-époque house, built of pinkish-red brick, with white shutters and completely surrounded by terraces. A high wall enclosed the grounds, encompassing a large square garden at the back, kept in pristine condition season after season by a couple of gardeners whom Catriona glimpsed from time to time, even as the house itself remained unoccupied. Old plane trees, their wide spreading branches laden with dark palmate lobed leaves, cast their welcoming shade in the summer; in winter they were pruned back to tall and contorted bare stumps, which in the moonlight resembled eccentric-looking giants.

         She remembered when she’d first found out more about the house. It was one morning, after they’d been living at Les Charmilles for a few years. Catriona, by then a teenager, was passing by the gated entrance of Les Platanes on her way to a singing lesson when she saw one of the gardeners coming out of the property and locking the gate. On impulse she stopped and smiled.

         ‘Bonjour, Monsieur.’

         Turning, the old man lifted his cap and smiled back at her. ‘Bonjour, Mademoiselle. Que puis-je faire pour vous? Good morning, Miss, what can I do for you?’

         ‘I’m curious. Why is this beautiful house always closed?’

         ‘It is still for sale, Mademoiselle.’

         ‘For sale? Who owns it? And why hasn’t it sold? It’s so beautiful.’

         The gardener pocketed his keys and slung his bag of tools over one shoulder. ‘It belongs to Ronald Heiss. You know, the famous American actor found dead on his yacht last year. It’s been on the market ever since. People are afraid to buy it now.’

         Catriona’s perfectly arched eyebrows drew together. ‘Surely people aren’t so stupid? Such a magnificent house …’

         It appeared that the gardener was all for a bit of juicy gossip. He came closer and lowered his voice. ‘It’s believed the house is cursed.’

         ‘Cursed? What do you mean? Why?’

         The old man came closer still, so much so that Catriona could smell the garlic on his warm breath. ‘The number of owners, or members of their families, who’ve died shortly after buying this building is suspicious, to say the least. Shocking, in fact.’

         Catriona’s eyes widened.

         ‘Yes, Mademoiselle, it’s true. The first to die was the infant son of the first owner, the great Italian architect Giovanni Morelli. In the fifties … meningitis, it was. That was followed by the suicide of his wife, Claudia. A couple of years later, the Spanish bullfighter Manuel de la Cueva was found dead in his bath, murdered. Then the beautiful actress Maria Pia Gasman died in a car accident. A sad and terrible history this place has – and now that nasty business of the American found dead too.’

         Catriona shivered and gazed up at the mellow brick and closed pale shutters of Les Platanes. It was as if the villa was asleep. ‘It looks such a peaceful house.’

         The old man glanced at her with amusement before turning to lock the gate. ‘Ah, Mademoiselle, il ne faut pas se fier aux apparences, do not be fooled by appearances.’

         ‘Thank you. Er, I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.’

         The gardener smiled. ‘Jeannot, Mademoiselle. Jeannot Bonnet.’

         ‘Au revoir, Jeannot, et à bientôt.’

         ‘Au revoir, Mademoiselle …?’

         ‘Catriona.’

         ‘Au revoir, Mademoiselle Catriona.’

         Thereafter, although Catriona had regarded the house with a mixture of fear and respect, its gruesome background neither lessened her awe of its beauty nor her interest in it; in fact, her fertile teenage imagination conjured all sorts of images of the past lives led behind its elegant walls. On long summer evenings, she often sat on the veranda outside her bedroom and contemplated the fine proportions of the house next door – its mien changing with every shift of light and shadow – and wondered who the next occupants might be.

         While smaller, it was true that Catriona’s house was just as grand and beautiful in style as Les Platanes. It was one of a cluster of smart villas built on the flank of the mount, a prestigious residential area of Nice known as Mont Boron. From there they could see down to the Port of Nice and beyond to the whole of Villefranche. In the distance you could just make out Monte Carlo and Bordighera on the Italian coast. The luscious green of the fifty-seven hectares of forest acted as a separating wall between Cap de Nice on the western tip of the peninsula and Villefranche-sur-Mer, the small town to the east, and the rich parkland gave this sought-after quarter a rural feel while being not too far from the centre of the town and the sea.

         Les Charmilles had been the Drouots’ holiday home when Marguerite was a child. The greyish-blue villa with its turquoise shutters and wrought-iron balconies was surrounded by a handsome garden, with beech trees and graceful pins parasol that were indigenous to the area. The garden was a profusion of beautiful roses and oleander bushes, centred by a fountain where birds came to drink. Catriona had always loved it, but now its charms seemed to pale in comparison with those of the house next door. Les Platanes was intriguing – her dream, her secret … a strange, wild, contradictory place. One day perhaps she would own it, she told herself.

         Catriona had taken to her new life in Nice like a duck to water. Enrolled at Le Collège Privé Sainte-Marie-de-Chavagnes, the teenager soon left her mark in the subjects of music and languages, taking up Italian since she was already fluent in English and French. But it was through music that Catriona’s creative imagination really took flight. From an early age in England she had learned the piano and violin and quickly progressed with these in her new school in Nice. However, Catriona’s teachers, having soon noticed her unusually beautiful voice, had suggested to Marguerite that she send her daughter to a singing teacher to develop her voice. Everyone agreed that this was where her true gift lay, and that way the young girl had the opportunity to embrace a career in opera if she wanted to take her talent further.

         By the time Catriona reached sixteen, she had joined Le Conservatoire à Rayonnement Régional de Nice, the regional music and dance conservatory. Singing now her principal study, she was preparing for a competition that would grant her entrance to the Conservatoire National Supérieur de Musique et de Danse in Paris. So far, Catriona had won every level of the competition. Now, there were only two finalists competing for the prize of a place and she was working long hours to ensure her victory – admission to the coveted conservatory that would, hopefully, launch her career in the world of opera.

         So, on this spring night of 2002, having practised her singing for a couple of hours before dinner, Catriona went to bed early, too exhausted to even pick up the book on her bedside table. She was in the habit of reading a few pages to unwind and make her drowsy before turning off the light, but tonight she could scarcely keep her eyes open.

         She was woken out of a sound sleep by the insistent blare of wild music. It was usually so quiet in this part of Nice, with only the roar of the surf against the rocks and muffled traffic noises drifting occasionally from the road a quarter of a mile away to break the stillness. The sudden, unexpected intrusion into the quiet night made her sit bolt upright in bed, her heart pounding, her mind disorientated. She looked around the shadowy room. Had she left the radio on inadvertently? She would never have put on music like that: a strident, pounding rock beat that hurt her musical sensibilities as much as her ears. She listened carefully. The sound seemed to be coming from outside.

         Catriona jumped out of bed and went to one of the three windows, peering out at the night-cloaked municipal tennis courts to the left of the house, thinking that the music might be coming from midnight hooligans with a loud CD player. This had happened occasionally in the past – once her mother had had to call out the police – but tonight the terracotta-coloured expanse was deserted.

         She then went to another window, pushed open the long shutters and stepped on to the veranda. There it was: Les Platanes was ablaze with light. Dressed only in thin cotton pyjamas, shivering in the cool night air, she hugged herself tightly and stared at the house. The curtains had been pulled open and she could see several people milling about inside and out on one of the wide terraces.

         Suddenly the music stopped and she could hear loud voices raised in laughter and shouted conversations. It must be a party, she thought, now completely awake and fascinated to see who could be occupying the house that had been empty for so long. She gazed out into the darkness, trying to get a better look at the people, but the house was too far away and all she could make out were dim, moving shapes. There did seem to be a lot of them, though.

         Then some music began again but it was different this time. Someone was playing the piano: Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’. It had once been likened by the German poet Ludwig Rellstab to the effect of moonlight shining on Lake Lucerne, and to Catriona tonight it suggested the silvery orb shining on the Mediterranean. Entranced, the eighteen-year-old musician listened with a beating heart to the liquid notes that floated to her through the night, a mesmerizing melody that held her in its charm long after it had ceased to play. Although she was cold, Catriona waited a little longer on the balcony in the hope that the pianist would grace his or her audience with another piece but instead it was the rock music of before that blasted through the open windows again. Heaving a disappointed sigh, she went inside and returned to bed. Soon after, the noise ceased as abruptly as it had started.

         The next morning when she passed by the house on her way to the Conservatoire she gazed up with an even greater interest. However, it was exactly the same as it had always been: shutters closed, utterly silent, seemingly uninhabited. There was no sign that the night before it had been animated by a crowd of people and that haunting piano playing. Had she dreamt it all? No, she remembered it quite clearly. It had been real enough.

         For the rest of that day Catriona was distracted, unable to chase from her mind the plaintive sounds of the ‘Moonlight Sonata’, so masterly executed. She was impatient to return home. Curiosity and her vivid imagination had already painted pictures of the occupants of the house and, more specifically, of the pianist with magic fingers.

         The sun was setting when the bus dropped Catriona at the Mont Boron stop, a five-minute walk to her home. Although she had a driving licence and an old Deux Chevaux car her mother had given her for her eighteenth birthday, most days she preferred taking the bus even though it was an almost forty-minute ride to the Conservatoire. The traffic during rush hour in and out of the Provençal capital was quite heavy and it meant she could enjoy the view or read a book during the journey.

         As she reached Les Platanes Catriona noticed that the gates were ajar. She walked slowly towards them, closer than ever before, and stood for a long time staring up at the stunning edifice in the setting sun. There was absolutely no sign of life. She sighed somewhat impatiently at the realization she would probably never know what this house was like inside. But why shouldn’t she? she asked herself defensively. After all, the gates were open, weren’t they? They had never been left open before. What if someone had broken in? She was still wondering whether she should go in to investigate when suddenly she heard the sound of music. That decided her, and curiosity won over prudence. She went in, letting the slow, delicate and plaintive piano strains guide her steps.

         The music was clearly audible now. Although it bore shades of Chopin, it was not a piece Catriona recognized. A few seconds later it stopped abruptly, the discordant sound of someone bringing their hands down hard on the keys ending the strangely poignant melody. Catriona was surprised, as much by the angry disruption of the piece as its sudden cessation. Cautiously, she mounted the steps to the terrace and tiptoed round the curve of the building. She was just about to peep around the side of an open French window when she almost bumped into the man who was coming out of it.

         ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing? Who are you?’

         Caught unawares, Catriona was almost scared out of her wits by the angry voice that accosted her. She looked up to face her interrogator.

         In the silence of that moment her impression was that a foreign sculptor had made this man and then stood him in the wind and the sun, allowing them to weather his face into a dangerous attraction. He was perhaps in his mid-twenties and very tall, his lean frame making his height not apparent at first glance. His dark hair was windblown into a fashionably wild look. The very bright emerald-coloured eyes staring down at her were glittering with anger but riveting in his bronzed face, the contrast somehow increasing the threat he emanated as he towered over her.

         Catriona swallowed hard, not sure how to handle this, but she knew instinctively that, in the blink of an eye, her pleasant, peaceful existence had been shattered. Still, the man’s strong, chiselled face with high cheekbones and aristocratic mien, was familiar. It wasn’t a face one forgot … where had she seen him? Recognition lurked at the edges of her brain, but how could she possibly think straight with him looming over her like that?

         ‘I was walking,’ she offered hurriedly. ‘I heard music … the house has been closed for years …’

         ‘So, you came to spy on me.’ He spoke with a strong Italian accent.

         ‘No. Why would I want to do that?’

         ‘What else would you call it?’

         ‘I was curious, that’s all,’ she exclaimed, recovering a little from her fright. ‘I’m sorry, I thought the house was unoccupied.’

         ‘Well, it’s not. I live here now,’ he declared flatly.

         Catriona let out a breath with a gulp. ‘Well, now I know.’

         ‘What is your name?’ he asked casually.

         ‘Catriona … Catriona de Vere.’

         ‘Sounds like a stage name.’

         Was that amusement in his voice?

         ‘Well, it isn’t,’ she said.

         ‘Do you live around here?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘There.’ Catriona pointed to the grey-blue house with its turquoise shutters.

         ‘So, we’re neighbours, eh?’

         ‘Yes.’

         He glanced at her again. ‘Girl of few words, aren’t you?’

         She flushed, her creamy skin colouring slightly. ‘Yes.’

         ‘I see.’

         She was about to turn to leave when the man caught her arm, his eyes narrowing with a sudden gleam. ‘So, what d’you do with yourself in Mont Boron, Caterina de Vere?’

         Her cheeks blazed as she pulled away from him. ‘Nothing that would be of any interest to you.’

         He laughed, his green eyes dancing. ‘Try me.’

         She turned and he caught hold of her arm again.

         ‘Not so fast! You can’t run away like this.’

         This time she tried to wrench her arm from his grip. ‘I really have to go.’

         His dark brows arched mockingly. ‘Why so nervous?’

         ‘I’m not nervous,’ she snapped, struggling to get free of him.

         ‘I’m not about to make a pass,’ he drawled. ‘No need for your pulses to flutter.’

         Catriona stared back at him, her face icy, though an unnerving heat passed through her skin where he was touching her. He was far too handsome for his own good, and too confident into the bargain. ‘My pulses would never flutter for you,’ she said scornfully. ‘You’re not my type.’

         His bright mocking gaze held hers intently. ‘Famous last words,’ he said with a sudden grin and let go of her arm.

         Catriona took a step back. ‘My God,’ she sighed, rolling her eyes, ‘you ought to buy a suitcase to carry your ego around, the weight must be killing you!’

         His laughter rose again, untouched by her sarcasm, but Catriona had already turned away and she hurried down the steps, moving with a natural agility across the garden and out of the gate, pursued by the memory of the stunning-looking but obnoxious stranger and his disarming emerald eyes.

         Then just as she was reaching her doorstep she remembered where she had seen him. Only that morning his photograph had been plastered on posters all over the walls of the Conservatoire, announcing his upcoming piano concert. She had read about him in gossip magazines and broadsheet newspapers but had never heard him play. Until now she hadn’t given him any thought at all, preoccupied as she was with her own life and dreams. His name was Umberto Rolando Monteverdi, a rising star in the world of classical music and the son of the famous opera diva, Calandra. With a name like that, no wonder the man had such an inflated ego.

         To say that Catriona lived in a world of her own would not have been quite correct. Yet, growing up over-protected in many ways, the young girl had got used to withdrawing into a world where she found her freedom – a world of music, from which she came back refreshed, enlivened and somehow fulfilled. It hadn’t actually been her intention, but Marguerite de Vere had made sure that her daughter was so shielded from the realities of life that at the age of eighteen Catriona was still innocent, unaware of the pitfalls of love, ignorant of the harsher aspects of life. Because of this, among her feelings of indignation and scorn at the arrogance of Umberto Rolando Monteverdi there lurked the undercurrent of something thrilling and novel that spoke to her wilder side and pushed away all coherent thought.

         As Catriona ran up the steps that led to her front door her pulse, contrary to what she would have liked to admit, was racing. With trembling hands, she put her key in the lock. A wave of irritation swept over her as her mother called out predictably, ‘Is that you, Catriona? You’re rather later than usual, I was worried.’ Now all she wanted was to get to her computer to look up the new virtuoso.

         ‘Yes, it’s me, Maman,’ she answered, rushing up the wrought-iron staircase that led to the first floor and her bedroom.

         As she slid into a pair of jeans and a smooth, winter-white cashmere sweater her gaze moved to the open window and fell on the dark shape of Les Platanes that loomed in the gathering shadows of nightfall. The brick walls that usually appeared so softly charming seemed massively defiant this evening. The light was on in the room facing the terrace where she and the pianist had had their argument, a pool of ghostly radiance in the dusky twilight, and suddenly she wished that this first encounter with the budding composer had not turned out the way it had.

         She had been trespassing, he was quite right to be angry. She had heard about stars hounded by fans and the paparazzi. Of course, that’s what he’d meant when he said: ‘You came here to spy on me’ – he’d taken her for a journalist.

         ‘Catriona, dinner’s ready,’ her mother called out.

         ‘Coming!’

         It was Sidonie the cook-housekeeper’s night off, so Marguerite and her daughter were having their meal in the warm Provençal kitchen that formed the heart of the house. The room had a homely, rustic feel that Catriona loved, its baked-earth colours highlighted in the warm terracotta marbled worktops and stone floors. When her mother was away on business Catriona always ate with Sidonie, sitting at the chunky beechwood table on folding French chairs whose simple beige-and-cream-coloured seat covers made the room feel even more relaxed. Close to the large central island were high dressers, hand-carved in solid oak and painted in matt cream, displaying china on their shelves, where a number of cookery books were also stacked.

         Catriona loved cooking. When she was younger she often spent her afternoons baking or concocting savoury dishes while listening to Sidonie’s merry chatter – she would either gossip or recount legends from her native Corsica. Now, unfortunately, with the long hours needed to practise her singing for the upcoming competition, Catriona didn’t have much time to pursue such hobbies.

         ‘You came in later than usual, ma chérie,’ her mother said as she ladled soup into the bowl Catriona was holding out to her. ‘I was rather worried. There was a bus accident the other day on the airport road.’

         ‘Yes, I was delayed at the Conservatoire,’ she lied. She doubted Marguerite would approve of her sneaking over to the house next door uninvited, and getting caught red-handed by the new owner. Particularly when that owner was Umberto Monteverdi. An image of the dark and dangerous-looking musician swam into Catriona’s vision; she placed her steaming bowl on the table and stared down into it as though the contents held something entirely fascinating – anything to avoid her mother’s gaze.

         Although Catriona and her widowed mother were close, and an easy-going and charming relationship existed between the two of them, Catriona, being an only child, was very private. Discussing matters of the heart was something that she and her mother seldom did and, anyway, Catriona had neither the time nor the opportunity to discover the opposite sex. This was uncharted territory for her and the exploration of such a mysterious landscape was an adventure yet to be embarked upon for the teenager; and one which her mother would have delayed as long as possible if it were within her power.

         Marguerite de Vere, perhaps as a result of being an only child whose parents were emotionally absent from her life, was an odd combination of self-sufficient career woman, who wanted the same independence for her daughter, and over-protective mother who couldn’t quite let go. Her own mother and father had died shortly after she had married Sir William and she was a wealthy woman in her own right. Having no siblings, she had inherited everything from her parents, who were from the rich haute bourgeoisie. Both had been wrapped up in their careers – her father a renowned cardiologist and her mother a talented cellist who had played professionally for the French National Orchestra and was often away on tour. The young Marguerite had seen little of them while growing up.

         At twenty-four, the intelligent and deceptively energetic Marguerite had been physically similar to Catriona, delicately pretty with a slight figure. However, the dark-haired, brown-eyed young lawyer had not inherited her mother’s gift for music. Marguerite had ideas of her own. Very down-to-earth, she had studied international law and had met her future husband while on secondment at the commercial section of the French Embassy in London.

         Sir William was considerably older than Marguerite and they had married within a year. His young bride had immediately become pregnant but returned to work at her English law firm quickly after Catriona’s birth, pursuing her career with characteristic zeal and efficiency until her husband’s death, the summer before Catriona was due to go to boarding school. Faced with such a momentous upheaval, with typical decisiveness Marguerite decided to pack their things and leave England. She had never had the heart to put her daughter through the English public school system and, taking a two-year sabbatical, devoted her time to Catriona while they settled into their new life in France.

         Despite having money, bringing up her child single-handed was a lonely business. Yet Marguerite was no stranger to loneliness and if she cocooned Catriona a little more than she intended while she was growing up, it was no doubt due to her determination not to echo her own mother’s apparent indifference. Like many fragile-looking women, Marguerite had a strain of toughness that disagreeably surprised anyone who challenged her most treasured convictions, the strongest of these being that her one child was distinctly more remarkable than anyone else’s.

         Now, mother and daughter were sitting at the table with their soup, talking about their respective days, Marguerite cutting into the warmed baguette bought by Sidonie that morning. The local boulangerie was owned by the housekeeper’s cousin, which meant that the kitchen of Les Charmilles had no shortage of fresh bread and pastries, most of which Sidonie managed to consume herself quite happily.

         ‘I think Les Platanes has finally been sold,’ Marguerite remarked as they started on their main course.

         Catriona felt her cheeks sting with bright pink as she feigned surprise. ‘Les Platanes? Mon Dieu! I thought the old place would fall down before someone actually bought it.’

         Marguerite buttered them both some bread. ‘It’s in quite good repair, I think. The garden has always been attended to meticulously. One of the gardeners came to borrow some of our topsoil this morning.’

         Catriona kept her eyes fixed on her cassoulet, the rich, slow-cooked casserole they always had on Sidonie’s night off, the recipe for which had been handed down through generations of Marguerite’s family. It was made with meat, pork skin and white beans in a thick tomato sauce and was a speciality of the South of France.

         ‘Oddly enough, it’s a musician who’s bought it,’ Marguerite went on.

         Catriona felt her cheeks deepening to an even brighter pink. ‘Yes?’ she managed to say.

         ‘He’s well known … a promising new composer. Italian, I can’t remember the name now. I thought we might invite him to our next drinks party … a fresh face.’

         ‘Your cassoulet tonight is the best you’ve ever made, Maman,’ Catriona declared, trying to change the subject.

         Her mother gave her a pleased smile. ‘Have some more.’

         ‘No, thank you, I’ve already had two helpings.’ She stood up to clear the plates away.

         ‘To come back to our new neighbour. On second thoughts, it might not be such a good idea to invite him after all. The gardener said that he had a party last night. A wild bunch, by all accounts. Apparently, they threw their cigarette butts in the garden. The place was a real rubbish tip when he arrived this morning.’

         ‘How disgusting and rude! Good idea, let’s keep away,’ Catriona agreed quickly.

         ‘You surprise me. I would have thought you’d be excited about having a fellow musician as a neighbour.’

         ‘Not if he’s throwing wild parties and keeping people awake.’

         Marguerite’s brown eyes were darker than her daughter’s but no less penetrating. ‘Were you disturbed by their party then? I must admit that I was so exhausted last night, it would have taken a crashing thunderstorm to wake me.’

         Catriona turned to put the dishes in the sink. ‘I … What I meant was, he must be a rather inconsiderate type, judging by what you said.’ Inconsiderate was one word to describe him, she thought to herself. Add to that arrogant, presumptuous, overbearing, too tall, smugly handsome …

         ‘Well, perhaps it was a one-off.’ Marguerite took a final sip of her red wine. ‘If he’s some kind of star then I suppose the odd party now and then is to be expected. I do wish I could remember his name. Anyway, it’s a marvellous coincidence to have another up-and-coming musician living next door.’

         Catriona laughed. ‘Maman, really, what do you mean? I’m hardly in the same league. You said he’s a well known composer, I’m still a student.’

         ‘Be that as it may, ma chérie, Madame Haussmann has great hopes for you.’

         ‘I know, Maman, and that is very encouraging. But like my friend Sophie says, it’s not all slog and brilliance. There are so many other factors at play. You have to be in the right place at the right time, with the right people around.’

         ‘And that’s exactly what I meant, ma chérie. Maybe we should pay a courtesy visit to our musical neighbour.’

         ‘That is not what I meant, Maman chérie. It’ll do my self-respect much more good if I succeed on my own. Don’t fret, Maman.’

         Catriona was grateful that her mother always supported her musical aspirations, wanting her to pursue her studies and have a glittering career. Yet she was also aware that for all of Marguerite’s determination in her own life to be self-sufficient, she appeared to have a blind spot where Catriona was concerned.

         Marguerite smiled at her daughter’s earnest expression. ‘Well, peut-être you’re right. After all, there is something about you. And you may still be only a student, but when you sing, you have a quality that …’ Her eyes filled with pride, ‘… carries your audience away. Something one can’t teach, I’m sure. It’s a special aura that transports the listener into another world.’

         Catriona went up to her mother and gave her a big hug. ‘I love you, Maman. You’ve always been my backbone. Honestly, without your encouragement, I don’t think I would have come this far.’

         They had some fruit and a cup of coffee, did the dishes together and then Catriona was able to retire to her room at last. Her eyes went straight to the open window and to Les Platanes. The lights were off, the shutters closed. The house lay as seemingly deserted in the night as it had always been – until yesterday – and if it wasn’t for the conversation she’d just had with her mother at dinner, she would have thought the whole appearance of a raucous party at Les Platanes had been a figment of her imagination. Still, there was also the fact that she had now met the new occupant of the house, and she couldn’t get her disturbingly attractive neighbour out of her mind.

         Although Catriona wanted to see what she could find out about the composer on the internet, it was quite late and she needed to get up early in the morning so she climbed into bed. It took her a long time to get to sleep and even when she eventually dozed off, she was troubled by bizarre dreams infused with intangible images and a strange feeling of malaise.

         Her first thought when she woke the next morning was of Les Platanes and her pianist neighbour. She looked out of her bedroom window but the house presented the same lonely and uninhabited aspect that it had all these years. On her way to the Conservatoire, she turned to the gates in the hope of glimpsing the old gardener but there was no one around.

         At the Conservatoire, she headed straight for one of the posters advertising the young composer’s concert and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was to take place the following week. She hadn’t missed it.

         On her way home that afternoon she went by L’Opéra Nice Côte d’Azur, the city’s opera house, to buy two tickets for the event. She would invite her student friend Sophie, who also had a passion for music though she wanted to teach rather than perform.

         Acquiring tickets for Umberto’s concert was almost impossible, the man at the box office informed her. ‘Everyone wants to hear the new maestro play, they don’t care what they pay. I’m not sure there’s any left.’ He peered at his screen, then raised an eyebrow. ‘Seems like you’re the lucky one today, Mademoiselle.’

         A cancellation had just occurred and Catriona was able to secure two excellent seats. She thanked the man and, as she did so, spied the shelf at the back of the booth. It was stacked with CDs of the young composer’s music that had just come out. The box office man winked. ‘I guess you’ll be wanting one of these too? It’s his first. I’ve had a lot of young ladies buying these. Not just the young ones either.’

         Catriona gave a deliberately casual pause. ‘Yes, I think I will.’ He had played Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’ so beautifully and the fluid notes of that other unknown piece she had heard him play as she was creeping on to the veranda had also caught at her heartstrings. The man grinned at her conspiratorially as he put a CD in a paper bag and handed it over. Catriona shot him a haughty look and hurried away, irritated by his assumption that she was one of the crowd of fawning girls – that wasn’t it at all, she was simply interested in his music.

         It was a balmy late afternoon and Catriona decided she’d windowshop for a while; the spring sales were on and she wanted to buy a new dress for the concert. She rang her mother to tell her she would be late.

         She visited Rue Paradis in the Carré d’Or quarter – a real paradise for designer junkies. The fashionable Masséna zone pietonne was a popular walkway, not only renowned for its exclusive shops selling haute couture but also for its exquisite boutiques, where creation and elegance were expressed at a more reasonable price. Its nightlife also made it a key destination, with lively entertainment in the outdoor cafés, bars and restaurants, as well as strolling musicians and pavement artists adding colour to the festival atmosphere.

         Here, almost immediately, Catriona found the dress she was looking for. It was a Paul Jordan tiered mini dress and the opulent red-and-green floral print on a black ground epitomized the acclaimed new designer’s romantic aesthetic, so the boutique’s attentive assistant informed her. Youthful yet sophisticated, the Italian-made design was cut to a loose fit from thin silk and its flirty, multi-layered skirt gave Catriona a flattering drop-waist silhouette that was sexy and feminine. She realized that she had just the right coral earrings, pendant and charm bracelet to match it.

         ‘You should try these sandals with it,’ the shop assistant told her. ‘They’re just made for that dress.’

         Catriona had to agree with her. The high heels were crafted from black leather and satin embroidered with roses in red and green. Black adjustable ankle straps kept the shoes perfectly in place.

         Delighted with her purchases, Catriona decided to call it a day and go home, although it was not yet seven o’clock and the shops would be open well into the evening. Just as she was approaching the bus stop she saw a blond and wiry figure she recognized. Jean-Jacques, a friend of hers she’d met through Sophie, was coming out of the boulangerie. Though nice enough, he had always shown an interest that Catriona wasn’t entirely comfortable with.

         ‘Ah, Catriona … ça va?’

         ‘Oui, oui, et toi … en forme?’

         ‘Oui. It’s been a long time, where have you been hiding?’

         ‘I’m preparing for the entrance competition for a place at the Paris Conservatoire.’

         The young man whistled admiringly. ‘That’s sounds hard.’

         ‘Hard, but worth it. What about you?’

         ‘I’m coming to the end of my articles with Emile Salomon et Frères. Hopefully, they’ll offer me a place.’ He stared at her speculatively. ‘We should get together one evening.’

         ‘Yes, of course.’

         He laughed. ‘You always say that and then you disappear for months! I’m putting you on the spot. Let’s fix a date now.’

         She smiled politely. ‘I promise that I’ll ring you once I’ve had a look at my diary.’

         Jean-Jacques didn’t press her further and he walked away with studied nonchalance after they had said their goodbyes. A moment later, Catriona turned to see if her bus had arrived and she swore under her breath. The No.14 was across the road, its doors about to close, the last passenger having just stepped aboard.

         ‘Oh, I’ll miss it!’ she groaned. The next bus was at seven-thirty. Without a second thought, she leapt out into the road, her arm raised to attract the attention of the bus driver.

         There was a grinding of brakes and a sleek red sports car swerved violently to avoid her. She jumped back on to the pavement, the colour draining instantly from her face. The driver of the Maserati stopped dead, backed his car a few metres and climbed out to confront her.

         Heart beating and trembling, despite the shock of the moment she recognized the man who had been on her mind the whole day. His angry expression shifted only slightly as he saw her. ‘Aaah! Little Miss Curious … we meet again, eh? Do you realize I nearly killed you? You stepped off the pavement without looking, almost under my wheels. If I wasn’t a damned good driver, I’d have left you in a dozen bits!’

         Catriona’s feeling of guilty self-reproach dissolved under this tongue-lashing. She felt her spine bristle with antagonism. Admittedly she was at fault but he had no right to shout at her in the street like that, and with such insufferable arrogance.

         Her golden-brown eyes were stormy as she glared back at him. ‘You were driving too fast, we don’t expect lunatics to come down the road at eighty miles an hour. You’re not on a motorway here, you know. Don’t you realize you’re in the centre of town?’

         ‘I was barely doing thirty,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘Have you ever driven a car, Mademoiselle? If you have, you should know that drivers depend on people doing the sensible thing, like looking before they step into the road!’

         She glanced down the road to see the bus receding into the distance. ‘Now I’ve missed it!’ she said furiously. ‘I’ll have to wait another half hour for the next one.’

         ‘At least you’ll get there in one piece,’ he observed disagreeably.

         Catriona turned away, her head held high, and began to walk down the road. She cursed under her breath, feeling the weight of her shopping bag on her arm, and her spirits sagged at the thought of this unpleasant second encounter with Umberto Rolando Monteverdi.

         Just then she felt a hand on her arm. Turning, bristling and ready for a further argument, she was surprised to see her adversary smile. ‘I’ll drive you home. Come on, why don’t you get in the car?’ He cocked an eyebrow. ‘After all, we’re heading in the same direction, aren’t we?’

         Catriona almost refused, her mood defiant, but then she spotted the figure of Jean-Jacques walking back up the street. He’d clearly witnessed the whole episode and must be thinking this was the perfect opportunity to speak to her again. She cursed inwardly.

         ‘Fine. You can drive me home, thank you,’ she said curtly.

         Umberto opened the door of his car and gestured for her to get in. He climbed into the driver’s seat, immediately buckling the seat belt. He glanced at Catriona. ‘It would be a good idea to do your belt up,’ he suggested, indulgent amusement dancing in his eyes. ‘My being a lunatic, as you pointed out.’

         ‘You don’t need to tell me, I was going to do it,’ she answered defensively, ignoring his quip. Yet she had to admit she would have forgotten to do so entirely, so disturbed was she by the aura of the man sitting beside her.

         She watched appreciatively as he drove, unable to avoid admiring the way his long, capable fingers that knew so well how to coax music from the piano were equally adept at handling the wheel. Suddenly she was shocked to realise she was imagining what else those hands were skilled at.

         They drove out of the city centre in silence, neither of them speaking during the first mile or two. Catriona sat motionless in her seat, intensely aware of the silent, authoritative figure beside her. To the unworldly eighteen-year-old he seemed so much older than her, a man not a boy, and the thrill of that realization made her feel suddenly grown up. Slowly, they climbed the long, gently sloping carriageway, pines, cypresses and ilex growing on the wooded slopes on either side. There was not much traffic. They began to eat up the distance, very soon passing the bus that had left her behind. The car moved like the wind but was luxurious and smooth in its speed. Catriona had never ridden in one of these low sport cars and always thought they looked so uncomfortable – she was used to her mother’s spacious BMW or her own small Citroën.

         Umberto gave her an arrogant quirk of a smile. ‘You’ll be home before the bus at least.’

         They were now facing glorious views: on one side the whole of Nice stretched out below them; on the other, beyond the city, low rolling hills undulated in the distance, dim in the twilight of the setting sun. Stone walls separated villas and open spaces from the road as the car wound its way up and down the terraced landscape towards Mont Boron. They passed large gardens big enough to accommodate private orchards. Here, lemons hung pale and innumerable in the thick groves, their branches so close to each other that it seemed as though they were embracing. Even the trees, like the Mediterranean people themselves, seemed happiest when clustered together jovially, Catriona thought, smiling to herself. Women, vague outlines in the orchards’ under-shadow, were still picking the bright fruit, moving about slowly as if under the sea. There were heaps of lemons stacked in wicker baskets under the trees, glowing like primrose-yellow smouldering fires. Catriona had never really noticed their beauty before.

         Umberto had brought down the car’s soft top and a fragrant breeze played through Catriona’s hair, mingling the sweet scent of mimosa and jasmine from the gardens with the sharper zest of the lemon groves. It was getting dark now; on the steep terraces high up above the sea the cliff houses seemed to be nearly on top of each other in places. The evening shadows sloping down from tall gates and garden trees – olives and medlars, mulberries and almonds – accentuated the feeling. The car glided through the dusk; over the brow, down the cobblestone streets between the houses, and across the side of the naked hill they went.

         To their right, Umberto pointed to the horizon above La Baie des Anges, where a red sunset mingled with curdling dark clouds and some gold. ‘Look at that! A concerto of colours, vero?’

         Catriona nodded, unable to speak as emotion welled up in her, a lump forming in her throat. Everything looked so much more beautiful this evening and she knew it had much to do with the presence of the man sitting so close, making her heart pound so alarmingly.

         ‘The Bay of Angels,’ he mused in a low voice, as if talking to himself. ‘A beautiful name. La mer de Nice est la mer azure des dieux, faite pour porter les Vénus et les Amphitrites, the sea of Nice is the blue sea of gods, made to carry the Venuses and the Amphitrites.’ He turned to Catriona, his green eyes sparkling like the distant waters. ‘Théodore de Banville wrote that. Do you know the legend attached to it?’

         She cleared her throat. ‘No, I don’t.’

         ‘Well, there’s actually more than one legend.’

         ‘Will you tell me one?’

         ‘Cela me fera grand plaisir, that will give great pleasure. It is said that after Adam and Eve were kicked out of Paradise and they were standing outside the locked gates, looking at their new hostile surroundings with nowhere to go, they heard the sound of rustling wings. They glanced up and a band of angels were flying overhead, motioning to them. They watched the angels, who flew across the waters and then began to hover over a glorious bay, in front of an expanse of land as lush and beautiful as the forbidden Eden they were no longer allowed to enter so they stopped and made their life in this magical place. That is how the magnificent bay down there was named La Baie des Anges.’

         Catriona glanced sideways at the finely chiselled profile, the sleek angle of cheekbone, the jut of the strong chin. Was he himself angel or devil? Or perhaps some magnificent combination of both? He was certainly a man one would find hard to forget.

         She tore her eyes away and swallowed hard. ‘That’s a lovely story.’

         He glanced at her and grinned. ‘So, are you going to tell me what you do with yourself in Nice, Caterina de Vere? That is, when you are not trespassing or stepping under cars?’

         He had remembered her name, she noted with a skittering of her pulse, though he had translated it to Italian and made it his own. ‘I’m a student at the Conservatoire.’

         ‘A fellow musician, eh?’ he said, his Italian accent strong and lilting. For a split second he took his eyes off the road to glance at her again and the intensity of his emerald green irises made Catriona think that she had never seen anything like it before.

         She looked away shyly. ‘You’re very kind, but I’m hardly a fellow musician. I know who you are.’

         ‘So, you were coming to spy on me yesterday?’

         She tried to remain calm. ‘No. I’ll admit that I was curious to know who our new neighbours were because ever since we moved here the house has been empty. But when I saw you I knew your face was familiar, and it’s only when I left that I realized who you were.’

         ‘So, what do you think of my music?’

         She hadn’t had the opportunity to listen to his music yet, but Catriona was not about to admit that. ‘I’ve bought your first CD. Does that answer your question?’

         Umberto raised his dark eyebrows and gave her a disarming grin. ‘Umm, not sure, actually. It seems to me a little evasive, but I won’t dig.’ That made them both laugh. ‘So, what instrument do you play?’

         ‘The piano and the violin, but I’m majoring in singing. I’m hoping to become an opera singer.’

         He gave her a sidelong look. ‘An opera singer? That’s quite ambitious. You’ll have to sing for me one day. Are you any good?’

         The directness of his question threw her. ‘I … I’ve been told that I’ve got potential,’ she said, embarrassed in case he thought her conceited. ‘I mean, I’m not afraid of hard work. I know it’s not easy and I realize that even talent and hard work often aren’t enough to make a career of it.’ She knew she was gabbling now but Umberto unnerved her so much she couldn’t help herself. ‘Hopefully, I’ll be lucky. That’s an essential ingredient of success, isn’t it?’

         He let out a bark of laughter. ‘So, I’ve just been lucky, is that it?’

         Catriona’s face reddened. ‘Oh no, that’s not what I meant …’

         Umberto threw her a glittering look. ‘Maybe you could become my muse. What d’you say?’

         Was he mocking her? Catriona smiled demurely and quickly changed the subject. ‘I loved the way you played the “Moonlight Sonata” the other night.’

         ‘Is that a subtle way of telling me it kept you awake?’

         She coloured a little and laughed. ‘No, no! It’s just at night it’s so calm that the breeze carries any noise.’

         ‘That’s not good. I’ll make sure the windows are closed next time when I’m practising, I would hate to wake the whole neighbourhood.’

         ‘Oh no, please don’t!’ Catriona exclaimed with such fervour that he turned and looked at her in that strange, intense way he had, which had made her stomach flutter more than once on their journey.

         ‘You are very beautiful,’ he said suddenly. ‘The sweetness of your soul shines through your face … your voice, too, Caterina de Vere, the opera singer.’ He laughed softly and, unexpectedly taking her hand, placed it under his on the wheel so that she felt the warm, strong clasp of his fingers. A delicious dizziness engulfed her whole body, a tingling she had never experienced before. Her eyelids lowered and for a few moments in the velvety smothering darkness she gave herself up to her rioting senses.

         There was a bend at the corner of the road and then the car slowed to a crawl. ‘We’re here,’ Umberto murmured, releasing her hand. He drew up outside her house, then turned to stare at her lazily.

         ‘As we’re neighbours, you must come in and have a glass of wine. It’s from our family vineyard outside Milan.’

         Confused and more than a little alarmed at the effect he was having on her, Catriona tried to react naturally, giving him a pale smile. ‘Thank you, I’d love to, really I would, but my mother will be waiting and I wouldn’t like to worry her.’

         ‘Yes, of course, you mustn’t do that. Quite right, another time.’

         ‘Yes, well … I’d better be off,’ she repeated unnecessarily.

         Catriona reached for the door handle. She fumbled with it a moment and Umberto bent across to help her, his lean face inches from hers, his elbow brushing against her knees as he opened the door. Catriona told herself it was the chilliness of the air that explained the shiver now feathering along her spine.

         ‘Goodnight,’ she murmured, turning to face him, hoping he couldn’t hear the acceleration of her heartbeat. ‘Thank you for the ride.’

         Umberto inclined his head in a silent acknowledgement.

         ‘I–– you’re not cross with me, are you? I mean, for not … for not coming in for a drink.’

         Umberto smiled once more, a slow, enigmatic smile. ‘Goodnight, Caterina. Go on in, don’t catch cold.’

         The darkness in which she had been lost seemed to be in his eyes now, in those dilated black pupils and in those shining green irises fixed so brightly on her that she could see her own reflection in soft focus, cloudy and shimmering. In that one second, as Catriona stepped out into the night, the woman latent in the still-unscribed page of her young heart awoke, and she knew she would be in thrall to this man forever.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

         

         In the week that followed, Catriona could barely contain herself, so great was her anticipation of the concert. She hadn’t seen Umberto since the evening he had dropped her off in front of her house. Since then Les Platanes’ shutters had remained firmly closed and the house looked as secretive as ever.

         Throughout the days and nights leading up to the date of the performance Catriona thought of nothing but the pianist and her new-found passion. She went about feeling morose, bored and irritable. She was so distracted during her singing lessons that Madame Haussmann kept her back one afternoon after class, a worried furrow on her brow, asking if she was feeling ill or if anything was wrong at home. Was she tired? Had she been working too hard? This was not the time to slow down, she admonished the somewhat dazed-looking Catriona. Slackening now could cost her the much-coveted place she had been working so arduously to secure. Yet even while being chastised, Catriona could not stop the exhilarating feeling flooding over her at the mere thought of Umberto Rolando Monteverdi. He was handsome and charismatic, talented and sophisticated … dangerous and intriguing. For the first time, she felt that life had scooped her up in its arms and made her heart thump with dizzying excitement. He was life, and she yearned for more of this thrilling sensation.

         In the mornings, when Catriona woke up, Umberto was her first thought. Before anything else, she’d rush to the window to see if there was any sign of life in the house next door. In the evenings, too, he was her one preoccupation and she would hurry home from the Conservatoire in the hope that he would be back, practising his piano. The tension that swept over her during that week spread like wildfire through her blood as she spent her time constantly looking out for him.

         After dinner, on the pretext that she needed to get some exercise, she would run down to the street to see if any lights were on in the rooms that were not visible from the windows of her house. She felt faintly self-conscious, something of a voyeur, as she performed this nightly ritual, acting like one of those star-struck teenagers for whom she had always held a certain contempt. Still, why shouldn’t I be here? she asked herself defensively. Or anywhere else I choose to go? Somehow she managed to convince herself that she was just having a walk in the neighbourhood to unwind before going to bed.

         But Catriona’s jumpy and evasive behaviour was not lost on Marguerite. Busy with work, Catriona’s mother had not been home for dinner as often as usual but that didn’t stop her being alert to her daughter’s odd change of mood. After her sabbatical Marguerite had thrown herself back into her career and had set up her own shipping law firm when Catriona was thirteen, her own way of rising to the challenge of being a single parent. Since then she had proved amply that she could combine the roles of devoted mother and accomplished professional and, despite those years re-establishing her career, her awareness of her daughter never waned.

         Now she was quick to see that something was up with Catriona but although Marguerite interrogated her numerous times, her daughter hugged her secret passion closely to her heart, jealous of sharing it with anyone else. Instead, she fobbed off her mother with the explanation that she was getting more anxious as the time of the competition approached.

         The night before the pianist’s big concert Catriona hardly slept. She was beside herself with excitement at the thought of the next day’s event and at eleven o’clock she was still sitting on the veranda, ignoring the chill air and admiring the spectacular view of the moon playing on the sea. But this was not the only cause of her sleeplessness. As she gazed dreamily out at the ocean, inhaling deeply the tangy, fragranced air, it finally happened: she saw the red Maserati glide elegantly down the road, enter the gates of Les Platanes and pull up in front of the steps leading up to the house.

         Suddenly she no longer felt the cool of the night as heat shot through her. A large tree blocked her view so she hadn’t been able to see him but, minutes later, the lights went on in that same room she had heard him playing in before. The room that she had never set eyes on but which had become part of the world of her imagination. Holding her breath, she waited for the music to start.

         A few minutes more and there came to her strains of a melody she didn’t recognize, music unlike anything she had ever heard before. At first, it was so quiet that it might have been merely a sigh of the breeze or the far-off lapping of the sea on the shore. Then, without warning, it began to hum and swell like the ocean waves, growing louder, then louder still, until the notes seemed to leap across the garden, heading directly towards her. Catriona closed her eyes and now it was everywhere, falling out of the sky, surrounding her, embracing her in its powerful arms, clasping her against its throbbing heart. Then, as the music built and surged, she could almost imagine that the gates of Paradise had opened, giving passage to a chorus of angels like the very ones guiding Adam and Eve that Umberto had told her about, their moving limpid voices flooding the night with a melody that was sweet and sad, yet at the same time brave and bold. Oh, and beautiful, so beautiful! It filled her ears, her head, and touched the deepest recesses of her soul, filling her with such emotion that tears welled up in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks in an endless stream.

         There was one last mighty thunder of sound that shook Catriona to the core, and then it stopped. In a split second it had gone; the music had ceased, taking with it all the enchantment, the elation and the jumble of glorious feelings that had flooded her, leaving in its wake the most dreadful and desolate gulf Catriona had ever known.

         She sat there straining her ears, hoping the magic would start again, but soon the lights went off in the room and Les Platanes returned to its muted melancholy in the dark night.

         The next day went by on leaden legs until at last Catriona was dressing for the impatiently awaited occasion, gathering her excited thoughts. She would wait for Umberto at the end of the performance to ask for his autograph, determined to see him, to speak to him once more. There was nothing forward or sensual in her mind – somehow she had an overwhelming presentiment that she needed this last meeting as if she would be confronting her fate.

         Just as Catriona was slipping into her new pair of unusual high-heeled sandals, Marguerite came in. She smiled at her daughter ruefully. ‘You’ve become a beautiful young woman, ma chérie. I can hardly believe my eyes. Hier encore tu n’était qu’une enfant en Bermudas et de longues tresses, yesterday you were just a child in Bermuda shorts and long braids. I’m so proud of you.’

         Catriona went over to her mother and hugged her. ‘Je t’aime, Maman,’ she said simply.

         Marguerite stepped back to look at her with a more speculative gaze. ‘Is this a new dress? I’ve never seen you wear it. The cut is exquisite and that V-neck is really quite alluring. It’s very striking, not the sort you usually wear … it makes you look much older than your age.’

         That was exactly Catriona’s secret hope and she gave a self-conscious smile. ‘I fell in love with it. Don’t you think the coral jewellery you gave me for my birthday matches it perfectly?’

         ‘Yes, it’s as if it were made for it.’ Marguerite looked at her daughter quizzically. ‘Are you meeting other friends at the opera apart from Sophie?’

         Catriona coloured slightly. ‘No, just Sophie.’

         Marguerite paused as though she was deliberating on asking another question but had thought better of it. ‘Well, you look lovely, ma chérie, and I hope you have a wonderful time.’

         Catriona grabbed her black Dior cashmere cloak, which she had bought half price at last year’s Grande Braderie de Saint Tropez, and her black leather clutch. Then, after a peck on her mother’s cheek, she hurried down the stairs and out of the house.

         She drove through Nice in a state of elation. Her eyes were shining and she was trembling, praying that she would have a few minutes to talk to Umberto alone. What would she say to him? She hadn’t the faintest idea but she would find something … surely she would find something?

         She parked at the Cours Saleya car park, a short walk from the opera house. Sophie was waiting for her at the entrance.

         Catriona’s friend was tall, with jet-black hair that she had cut in a trendy bob, accentuating her modish style. Full of joie de vivre, she was a good friend to Catriona, who secretly admired her for her confidence and easy humour, not to mention her consummate skill at flirting with boys. As one of three children of divorced parents, it was Sophie’s good fortune to enjoy far more liberty than Catriona, which she exercised as frequently as possible. This also meant she’d had the opportunity to lose her virginity by the time she was seventeen, another thing that made Sophie more grown up in Catriona’s eyes.

         ‘Oh, you look fabulous,’ her young friend exclaimed, kissing Catriona on both cheeks. ‘Ta robe est superbe, your dress is beautiful.’

         Catriona beamed. She hoped that Umberto would notice it, too. ‘Thank you. You look lovely yourself, I love that pendant you’re wearing. The green is so brilliant.’

         Sophie glanced down at it. ‘It’s an emerald. My grandmother left it to me when she died.’

         Emeralds … the colour of Umberto’s eyes, Catriona thought as she reached out to touch the jewel lightly with her fingers. ‘An amazing colour,’ she whispered dreamily.

         Sophie linked arms with her. ‘Come on, let’s go inside. We don’t have long before the performance starts.’

         The opera house of Nice had an old grandeur that Catriona loved and she went to as many concerts and operas here as she could. The imposing nineteenth-century building was one of the most beautiful opera houses in France, a listed building with curved pediments and a glass and ornate wrought-iron awning covering the entrance, itself topped by six marble columns that framed the granulated stained-glass mullion windows.

         Looking up from the entrance, one could admire the top of the sumptuous north façade with its colonnade consisting of five bays topped by two pavilions, between which stood Raimondi’s statues of four of the Muses: Euterpe for music, Melpomene for tragedy, Thalia for comedy and Terpsichore for dance. Everything about its neoclassical style reflected both architectural and cultural prestige, so it was no wonder that the opera house attracted a cosmopolitan audience.

         Catriona and Sophie went straight to their places in the stalls. Catriona wanted to be as close as possible to Umberto and so it was lucky that the two cancelled tickets had been for seats in the middle of the first row, with an excellent view of the stage.

         Arranged in a horseshoe, the auditorium was a sumptuous assault on the senses. Fitted out in typical Italian style, the vibrant red and gold of its classic baroque decor was warm and plush, if slightly over the top. The upper galleries consisted of three entire rows of gilded boxes, giving the impression of a honeycomb, separated by pillars and decorated with composite capitals and medallions representing Shakespeare, Goldoni, Corneille, Beaumarchais and Schiller. Catriona always thought how intimate the boxes looked, each one its own little lounge furnished with draped red curtains, but as they were oriented towards the room rather than the stage she and Marguerite never bought seats anywhere but the stalls.

         Catriona looked around her, feeling her excitement rising. The theatre was packed. Hundreds of beautifully gowned women and tuxedoed men sat awaiting the entrance of the virtuoso. The atmosphere was saturated with wealth and opulence. Under the monumental crystal chandelier of six hundred lights, the parures of the bejewelled ladies shone with the brightest lustre. The women, Catriona realized, by far outnumbered the men in the auditorium, such was the lure of the handsome and gifted maestro they had heard so much about.

         The light in the main theatre dimmed, the heavy red curtains rose and a figure stepped on to the stage amid thundering applause. The beam from the spotlight held him in its harsh brilliance. There he was finally, the handsome tuxedo-clad pianist who had held her mind captive these past days and nights. Catriona could see Umberto clearly: that perfect profile and the long agile fingers of his elegant hands which moved so quickly over the keys they were almost invisible. He sat at the magnificent ebonized grand piano, a Lilliputian figure in the middle of the huge illuminated platform, and it struck her that a setting like this would surely intimidate all but the most outstanding of musicians. But Umberto seemed totally at ease.

         The first haunting, sensual notes began and Catriona recognized it at once: the piece she had heard the night before. The man with the magic hands soon had his audience captivated and Catriona felt as if she were floating, once more lulled into a distant world by the rhythmic melody. Her heart was like a trembling leaf carried by the wind. The world around her might just as well not have existed, so urgent and all-absorbing was the music.

         Catriona watched Umberto, never taking her eyes off him, seeking, sensing, clinging to him with all her being.

         The music was rising tempestuously around her as he plunged and swooped up every scale with the power of an eagle, catching the octave leaps like easy prey; Catriona’s longing followed him, passionate, helplessly in thrall to the man and his music. She had to exert all her self-control to force herself to sit there, so powerful was her urge to run up to the stage and put her arms around him. Her feelings were a mad chaos of awe and frustration. There were only a few metres separating her from the stage, yet it was impossible to reach him. Catriona drew a long breath; she was only a fan, he was a big star … but she was here at least. That was all that counted.

         The huge auditorium was hushed and still as the plaintive melody drew to its final crescendo. At the staggering last cadence, the notes hanging in the air for mere seconds, Catriona felt as if every bone in her body had turned into water. Amid thunderous applause, Umberto leapt from his chair and went to the front of the stage. He smiled that incredible smile. ‘Merci, grazie, thank you,’ he called out, bowing low. He looked more attractive than ever and Catriona felt the sheer longing of the hundreds of women who were packed into the opera house, caught helplessly in the snare of the musician’s charisma. The applause continued, louder and louder, extending to a standing ovation. ‘Encore! Encore!’ they shouted, whistling and stamping their feet as single red carnations flew through the air and on to the stage.

         Bowing to the request of his audience, Umberto sat down once more at the keyboard of the grand piano and, as the languorous opening strains of the next piece floated gently into the room, Catriona recognized Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’. Her heart gave a skip. Was it possible that he’d chosen this for his encore because he knew she’d heard him play it? She blinked away these foolish thoughts. Of course it was a coincidence. But whatever the truth of it, the rest of the auditorium was as seduced by his talent as Catriona, and Umberto’s audience listened enthralled until the moment the last notes died away. Then the applause erupted louder than ever. ‘Bravo! Bravo!’

         The performance was finally over.

         ‘That was fabulous,’ Sophie breathed as the lights went on. ‘He’s very charismatic, don’t you think?’

         Catriona nodded, almost too dazed to speak at first. ‘Yes … very.’

         Sophie lowered her voice. ‘The woman next to me was fidgeting in her seat. Her eyes were riveted on him.’ As they both got to their feet, she added: ‘I’m starving. Shall we have dinner somewhere?’

         Catriona hesitated just for an instant. She had already rehearsed her reply in her head. ‘I wish I could but I promised Maman that I would be back immediately after the concert. You know how she worries, especially at night.’

         Of course this was a little white lie: Catriona had other plans. She intended to go to Umberto’s dressing room to ask for an autograph and didn’t particularly want her friend to know about it.

         ‘That’s a shame but, yes, you ought to get back in that case. Where are you parked?’

         ‘At the Cours Saleya car park.’

         Sophie raised her eyebrows. ‘So far away? I came early and got a place at the Conservatoire.’

         Catriona had guessed Sophie would choose to park closer to the opera house and was relieved that this would mean they would have to go in separate directions when they parted.

         Sophie grabbed Catriona’s hand and began gently jostling them through the sea of people heading into the foyer. ‘I’ve parked quite close to the exit so, if I hurry, with any luck I’ll be able to get out before the crowds.’

         They separated at the theatre’s front door and, after kissing her friend goodbye, Catriona dived inside again, pushing back through the throng. She knew where the artists’ dressing rooms were and, as she hurried to the first-floor landing, in her longing and desperation to get there she felt like one of the ill-fated Greek lovers in the murals gracing the walls of the foyer. Thisbe choosing death rather than life without Pyramus, the fruit of the mulberry tree stained forever to honour their forbidden love. Wasn’t it a force as powerful as that gripping her now? Somehow Umberto had cast a spell that was transforming her, body and soul, her innocence craving a knowledge only he could provide. She reached the top of the stairs, her emotions gathering into the steady excitement of anticipation, like the intense notes of the music she had just heard.

         At the door of Umberto’s dressing room a queue of fans waited, eager to see the maestro, to touch him and talk to him as she was intending to do. A wave of disappointment flooded over her. She chided herself for her naïvety. After all, Umberto was a star, it was natural that he would have a following. She was better off waiting for him outside the theatre, where she would have a greater chance of catching him alone.

         So, as the evening air suddenly cooled to a fresh breeze, Catriona stood outside the theatre in the shadows, waiting for Umberto to appear. Everyone else had left and by now the lights were being turned off. It must have been almost an hour later that she heard steps … at last! They came closer and closer. Shaking, she leaned further back into the shadows against the wall. Was it Umberto? Then she heard more steps, the rustle of silk dresses and laughter. Yes, it was him, but he was not alone: a noisy group surrounded him.

         ‘The audience was in the palm of your hand. You’ve demolished your public here, Umberto. Now, it’s New York!’

         Umberto laughed. ‘Not so quickly, Jean-Michel. Let’s read the reviews tomorrow. Some of these critics are merciless.’

         ‘I wouldn’t worry,’ said a sophisticated-looking redhead as she took the pianist’s arm and sidled up to him. ‘You were sublime. I’ve never heard you play so well.’

         Catriona could only see the woman from the back but she looked near to Umberto’s age and was dressed exquisitely in a shimmering, figure-hugging gown and fur stole.

         ‘You’ve always been too indulgent, ma chérie.’

         ‘L’amour est aveugle, love is blind, the saying goes, n’est-ce pas, mon amour? Isn’t that so, my love?’

         ‘Oh là là, tout de suite les grandes declarations, suddenly the great declarations,’ the man called Jean-Michel mocked.

         They were too far now for Catriona to hear Umberto’s answer.

         She was numb with disillusionment, so numb her mind had almost stopped functioning as if there were a void in her brain. She walked like an automaton for an hour along the Promenade des Anglais, facing the sea. Overhead were countless great stars, their light so active it was as though they were alive in the sky. One in particular blazed above the open sea, giving Catriona a dejected pang in her heart because she was used to seeing it hang just above the roof at Les Platanes so close to the moon. That same star had kept her company all through those long nights, when she had sat on her veranda in the hope of seeing Umberto – and to that star she had entrusted the secret of her longing.

         Swish went the sea beneath the promenade as she walked briskly, holding her cape tightly around herself as the mounting mistral whistled mournfully in reply. The air felt colder now that the wind had whipped up. The seagulls that wheeled above the eddying tide during the day had now returned to their nests. Near a bench, a ragged beggar girl was nursing her baby and tending to a grimy, fat infant boy. She stood a yard away and gazed at Catriona with her big, dark eyes. Catriona went up to her and gave her a couple of euros. ‘Merci, mademoiselle. Que le bon Dieu vous protège,’ came her grateful blessing.

         Far along the coast the feeble flash of a lighthouse appeared at intervals. Out from the ridges of sand in the less deep waters at the entry of the port, in the momentary gurgling of the waves one could hear the eerie almost-human sob of a bell-buoy as it rang and whistled, rising, rolling and sinking in the waves. Catriona might have continued to walk aimlessly if the strident sound of her mobile hadn’t brought her back to reality. It was Marguerite.

         ‘It’s past midnight, ma chérie. The concert finished at ten, I was worried.’

         Catriona sighed quietly. ‘I’m on my way, Maman. I stopped to have something to eat. I’ll be home in the next half hour.’

         Most of the time Catriona was perfectly content with the love and care lavished on her by her mother. Yet sometimes, like tonight, the over-protectiveness of Marguerite irritated her. The golden cage Catriona had lived in since birth, and especially after her father died, was beginning to suffocate her.

         She was eighteen. Other girls of her age came and went freely, she thought testily. Most of them had even had their first sexual experience and were no longer virgins. When they told her she didn’t know what she was missing, Catriona just shrugged: her music was her world, her passion, and as long as she could play the piano and sing, she was happy. Yet now, suddenly, another passion had muscled in to her dreams, intruding into her world. A strange sort of overwhelming feeling which, although exulting, was frightening because it was so alien to everything she had known.

         All the lights were on at Les Platanes when Catriona arrived home and music was blasting out of the windows. The house that was normally mute was tonight singing at the top of its voice, celebrating Umberto’s success. She looked away from the lit-up windows and shadowy figures inside, trying to block out the sound. Her hand was not entirely steady as she entered the key into the lock of her front door.

         ‘Catriona?’ her mother called out from the living room as the door banged behind her.

         ‘Oui, Maman.’

         Marguerite’s face blazed with relief and delight as Catriona stepped into the room. ‘Did you have a nice time, ma chérie?’

         ‘Yes, the concert was wonderful … a great success.’

         ‘They’re really celebrating next door.’

         Catriona forced a smile. ‘I noticed as I came in. Very jolly indeed.’

         ‘It’s a good thing they’re not often here. I couldn’t live with this noise going on every night.’

         Catriona nodded sagely but she wasn’t in the mood to make conversation tonight; besides, she already felt guilty about the lies she had told so glibly. Innocent white lies, perhaps, that didn’t harm anyone. Still, she had never lied to her mother and she was afraid to stay in Marguerite’s company any longer in case she ended up spinning herself into a web of more untruths.

         Marguerite frowned. ‘Is everything all right, ma chérie?’

         It was clear to Catriona that she was probing, knowing with a mother’s instinct that something unusual had happened in her daughter’s life.

         ‘I’m fine, Maman. It’s been a long day and I’m just a little tired.’

         Her mother’s dark, intelligent eyes, which habitually saw through the various characters that stood before her in the witness box, flickered over her daughter. Marguerite shook her head. ‘Why do I have this distinct feeling you’re keeping something from me – for all the wrong reasons?’

         Catriona was saved from answering as Sidonie barged into the room. ‘Ah, Catriona! Home at last!’ she exclaimed. ‘Would you like something to eat? I’ve made a delicious soupe au pistou.’

         Catriona knew that even if she was hungry, she couldn’t be seen to be eating if she’d apparently already done so. She smiled weakly. ‘Thank you, Sidonie, but I’ve already had dinner. Keep me some and I’ll have it tomorrow.’

         The housekeeper shrugged. ‘I’ll make you some fresh tomorrow,’ she offered and then sailed out again.

         ‘Are you keeping something from me?’ Marguerite persisted.

         Catriona sighed. ‘Non, Maman.’

         ‘Then what’s wrong with you? You don’t look happy, it’s not like you.’

         Catriona rolled her eyes upwards. ‘Nothing. I’m just very tired, I didn’t sleep well last night.’ She went up to her mother and put her arms around her. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll go up to my room now and I’ll tell you all about the concert tomorrow.’

         ‘Avec ce vacarme et ce boukan je doute que tu trouveras le sommeil, ma fille, with this din and racket going on, I doubt you will get any sleep.’ Marguerite stood up. ‘I’ll get you some earplugs. I have so many of them. At least long-haul flights have one advantage.’

         ‘I don’t need them, Maman, thank you. I’m sure I’ll sleep as soon as my head hits the pillow.’

         ‘As you wish, chérie. You sleep well.’ Mother and daughter hugged and kissed and, finally, Catriona was able to run away to the sanctuary of her bedroom.

         There, she immediately crossed to the window and opened the shutters. She stepped outside and took a deep breath. With her delicate hands pressed to her heart, as if their ineffectual touch could still that heavy beating in her chest, she stood looking into the darkness at the floodlit house. There were people milling in the garden, shadowy figures of men and women, some holding hands, others locked in an embrace. Lovers – oh, how she envied them! Where was Umberto? Was he one half of one of those amorous couples silhouetted in the shadows under a tree? His loving arms intertwined, perhaps, with those of the gorgeous redhead?

         From time to time when the music stopped she’d hear peals of laughter in the distance. Oh, she could very well imagine him moving around – tall, confident, charismatic – amid all that laughter and talking, the king of the evening!

         The party was still going strong when fatigue finally caught up with her an hour later and she collapsed into bed.

         That night, Catriona dreamt that she had gatecrashed the party and that she was joining in with the alcoholic merriment. She’d fallen into a fit of hectic gaiety – drinking and drinking, singing over-emotional songs with the other guests, totally giving in to an urge to dance and rejoice without restraint – so completely unlike herself in reality. Then suddenly she felt as if something either cold or blazing hot had been laid on her heart. She stopped short: he was there. Umberto was there, standing in the alcove of the window from which he had appeared to her not so long ago, gazing admiringly at her with an expression of desire, sending her entire body into a state of turmoil. At last, she thought, he was looking at her with all the unconsciously passionate force of his being, and she trembled so much that the glass she held in her hand and was raising to him fell to the ground with a shattering crash.

         She woke up, sitting bolt upright on her bed with a throbbing headache, panting and wet through with perspiration. Still dazed by the power of her dream, she sank back against the pillows and didn’t move for a couple of minutes. Then, taking stock of her surroundings, her eyes drifted straight to the open window and met with the stark darkness of the night.

         Slowly, she slid out of bed and went out on to the veranda. Les Platanes was shrouded in shadows, mute and forbidden once more … as inaccessible to her as the bright star that shone above it. Still disorientated, she returned to bed and went back to sleep.

         Catriona awoke to bright slats of watery sunshine illuminating the bed through the half-drawn persiennes. To her relief, the throbbing ache that had plagued her in the middle of the night had gone and she sprang out of bed and opened the shutters wide. It was a beautiful morning. The birds were singing with what seemed to her an almost Eden-like rapture. In the distance the sea was as calm and smooth as an ornamental lake, glittering under a limitless azure vault. Although the sun was shining from a cloudless sky, the air was still bracing at this hour.

         Catriona noticed immediately that there was life at the house next door. Windows on the ground floor were open and staff were sweeping the terraces, vacuuming carpets and moving furniture around. Outside, gardeners were tending the grass and generally tidying up the place.

         She did not linger any longer at the window. Gone was her gloomy mood of the previous night, which had been replaced by a vigorous optimism, and she was washed and dressed in no time. Today was another day. Besides, ignorance was bliss, she reasoned. Perhaps Umberto hadn’t been one of those amorous couples in the garden last night. It was perfectly possible, especially if he was having to play host at his own party. He might even be unattached and, if she never tried to find out, she’d never know. What had she to lose?

         Marguerite was already sipping her coffee and reading a copy of Le Monde when Catriona burst into the kitchen, beaming and full of energy.

         Her mother lifted her head and smiled. ‘Bonjour, ma chérie. Did you sleep well?’

         ‘Like a log, thank you, Maman. Bonjour, Sidonie,’ she said, helping herself to a warm croissant the housekeeper had brought in fresh from the boulangerie on her way to work.

         ‘Bonjour, Mademoiselle Catriona. Will it be coffee or hot chocolate this morning?’

         Catriona’s crystalline laugh filled the kitchen. ‘Definitely hot chocolate today.’

         Marguerite eyed her daughter over the newspaper with a wry smile. ‘I prefer to see you in this mood than in the state of mind you were in last night.’

         ‘You worry too much, ma p’tite Maman chérie.’

         Marguerite glanced at her watch and sprang up. ‘I must be off. Are you driving or taking the bus today?’

         ‘I’ll take the bus.’

         ‘I’ll see you tonight. Try to be home on time for dinner, and then you must practise your singing. I’ve noticed you’ve been neglecting it of late and the competition is round the corner. You’ve only got two weeks.’

         ‘Yes, all right, Maman, but don’t stress. I promise to practise seriously from now on. I’ve been tired lately … it must the change of weather,’ she added lamely, not knowing how else to explain her distraction.

         No sooner was her mother out the door than Catriona picked up her briefcase. She was excited as she’d decided to stop at Les Platanes and have a chat with the old gardener. She hadn’t spoken to him since the house had been bought. Maybe she’d learn something about Umberto or get a glimpse of him. Maybe, if she was lucky, he’d come out while she was there and they would talk, or he’d give her lift like the other day … so many possibilities!

         ‘I must be off too,’ she said as she placed a kiss on the housekeeper’s chubby red cheeks.

         Sidonie’s eyes went to the clock on the kitchen wall. ‘A little early, aren’t you? It’s twenty minutes till your bus.’

         ‘Yes, but it’s such a beautiful morning. I’ll take my time instead of rushing to the bus stop,’ Catriona answered quickly, avoiding her gaze. She wasn’t in the habit of being deceitful and this new evasiveness she was practising at home made her uncomfortable. But she couldn’t help it – her preoccupation with the young maestro was all encompassing and much stronger than any other feeling.

         An unbridled elation swept through Catriona as she left the house. She was indeed in luck. The gates of Les Platanes were open and a small garbage truck piled high with large black sacks was parked in front of the house. The gardener was just coming out as she passed the gates.

         ‘Bonjour, Mademoiselle.’

         Catriona offered him a friendly smile. ‘Bonjour, Monsieur. You seem very busy this morning.’

         ‘Yes. The new owner keeps us on our toes.’

         ‘I take it there was a big party last night.’

         The old man shook his head disapprovingly. ‘A wild lot, they are. The house and garden were a real tip when they’d finished with it.’

         ‘Who’s the owner?’ Catriona asked innocently.

         The gardener made a vague gesture with his hand. ‘Oh, some foreign rising star with a long, unpronounceable name. The son of that singer, Calandra.’

         ‘Oh yes, I remember now, my mother told me … a well known pianist, I think.’

         He raised his eyebrows in sudden recollection. ‘Yes, that’s it.’

         ‘Lives alone?’

         ‘He doesn’t live here. Uses the house for parties.’

         Catriona frowned. ‘Strange … are you sure? So, where does he live?’

         ‘They say he has a small house on the sea in Villefranche. That’s where he actually lives when he’s in France. Les Platanes is only for giving these big parties. It makes sense, I suppose. I wouldn’t want that sort of guest at my home. But I think – that is, from what I’ve understood – his real home is somewhere on the Italian lakes.’

         ‘Does he have a family?’

         The old gardener shook his head. ‘Don’t know. Doesn’t seem like it. No one’s mentioned a wife … probably leaves her behind in Italy.’ He laughed. ‘Don’t blame him, with the goings-on that happen at these raves.’ He took off his cap and scratched his head. ‘I’ll tell you something though, he’s not short of female company so either he’s not married or he’s one of those misbehaving types,’ he added with a conspiratorial wink.

         Catriona glanced at her watch. ‘I must go,’ she said reluctantly, ‘or I’ll miss my bus.’

         ‘It was nice talking to you again, Mademoiselle Catriona.’

         ‘You too. Au revoir, Jeannot.’

         Catriona hurried away but by the time she got to the bus stop she’d missed her bus and had to wait half an hour for the next one, which made her late for her piano lesson.

         It was not a happy Madame Haussmann who greeted her when she arrived at the Conservatoire. Her singing teacher was a tall, thin woman in her mid-seventies with a sturdy posture, short white hair, gnarled hands and pointed features. Her small, sharp, grey eyes now fixed on Catriona with frustrated concern.

         ‘I don’t know what’s going on with you, Catriona,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I thought you were serious about this competition. What’s come over you? The way you’re carrying on, Françoise will win the place in Paris. You don’t realize how lucky you are to have been chosen in the first place. You’ve done well to have come so far in the competition. So many young people are just as gifted as you are – some even more so – and would give anything for this opportunity. You’ve worked so hard up until now, I really don’t understand.’

         Madame Haussmann’s disappointment was palpable. She had immediately seen her student’s potential, which is why she had decided to enter her for the Saint Cecilia contest. Catriona was instantly contrite. At once she knew that something infinitely precious was slipping away from her with tragic speed.

         ‘I’m sorry, Madame. I missed my bus – it won’t happen again, I promise.’

         Yet her tutor was not to be distracted from her full rebuke. ‘It doesn’t pay to be over-confident in this game. If you continue with this laid-back attitude you’ve had of late, that place might just be snatched away from under your nose.’

         ‘I will work doubly hard until the contest.’

         ‘I’m pleased to hear it,’ Madame Haussmann replied dryly and then she handed her some paperwork.

         ‘Here are some forms and all the details about the contest. The Conservatoire requires you to fill these in,’ she said, pointing to the various documents.

         Catriona examined the papers thoughtfully and then, without raising her head, she asked in a low voice: ‘What are my chances? Have I blown it by relaxing a little these last weeks?’

         ‘Two weeks ago, I would have said the odds were on your side. Just now, I wouldn’t like to hazard a guess. Of course, there are many factors involved …’

         ‘Such as?’

         ‘For one thing, we don’t yet know who the judges will be. Distinguished in their own field, bien sur. Some will be the Conservatoire’s own teachers, but not all. I’ve always found that different people are looking for different qualities.’ She bit her lip, her brow furrowed.

         ‘Honnêttement, to be honest, the margin between Françoise and yourself was quite wide a few weeks ago, but I heard her yesterday. She sang the Marriage of Figaro “Voi Che Sapete” aria brilliantly. I would say that she’s almost caught up with you. Still, you sing with emotion. With Françoise, it’s all about technique.’

         Catriona glanced up nervously. ‘And what do the judges prefer?’

         ‘The singing specialists on the panel are, quite legitimately, looking for technical excellence. The other professional musicians, those brought in from outside, may look for something more original … something musically arresting. At the end of the day you can never tell because each of them is entitled to his or her own tastes.’

         Catriona let out a pensive sigh and then caught sight of the details about the competition day. ‘Guest appearance by Silvana Esposito to introduce the competition,’ she read out. Her eyes widened. ‘I think I read about her in Classica magazine.’

         Madame Haussmann nodded. ‘Ah yes, very talented! Silvana Esposito is the up-and-coming protégée of the great Calandra. I’ve never heard her sing but if Calandra has taught her, she must be good. We shall see.’ She shuffled some music sheets.

         ‘Now, let’s begin. Start your warm-up exercises while I find the piece I want us to work on, something with plenty of coloratura. All that idling means we’ll need to concentrate on rebuilding vocal agility. Let’s not waste any more time.’

         
            * * *

         

         During the following weeks Catriona strove to concentrate on her singing. Her chosen piece was a classic from the soprano repertoire, the ‘Un Bel di Vedremo’ aria from Madam Butterfly, the heartbreaking melody perfect for her expressive voice. She had been practising with the help of recordings and now, every evening after dinner, she went through the aria again and again, trying to perfect every phrase. She was so tired and so worried that she had jeopardized her chances by neglecting to practise that she dismissed from her head all thoughts of Umberto and her infatuation. It helped that Les Platanes’ shutters remained determinedly closed. She took it as a sign that he must have left Nice and that most probably their paths would never cross again.

         As Catriona went through a veritable hell of conflicting hopes and fears Madame Haussmann didn’t make it any easier, demanding a rigour that was unrelenting and accepting nothing but excellence in her student’s performance. A good many tears were shed in the privacy of Catriona’s bedroom when she suddenly felt overwhelmed by the task at hand. Bitterly she remonstrated with herself for her previous lack of discipline. How could she have allowed her foolish daydreams over Umberto to distract her, particularly when now he was nowhere to be seen? Thinking of the impending performance she had to give, her confidence began to desert her and Catriona thought she would never win.

         ‘There’s no need to panic at this stage,’ the old professor told her in a disagreeable but oddly bracing way whenever she sensed that her pupil was wilting. ‘People who succumb to nerves during this final phase seldom reach the top. Endurance is an essential part of becoming an artist. You have that quality, if you put your mind to it.’ This acted as a spur for Catriona to take up the challenge. She practised the Madam Butterfly aria with renewed determination and most of the time she remained cheerful.

         Everyone at home as well as at the Conservatoire spoke of little but the upcoming contest. Catriona was interviewed by Le Journal des Arts and the TV channel ARTE; her fellow students flocked around her excitedly, generous in their good wishes. Marguerite was more supportive than ever, although Catriona could see how nervous her mother was, and Sidonie made sure she cooked all her favourite dishes to make sure Mademoiselle Catriona was well fed and in the right frame of mind while she was practising.

         A week before the competition Marguerite announced that she had to go away for a few days to deal with a shipping incident in Guadeloupe. She often took on arbitration cases, some of which demanded she fly to the other side of the globe. She tried to control her travelling so as not to be away from her daughter for long periods; however, once she committed to a case, her schedule was driven by arbitration hearing dates and Marguerite’s time was not her own.

         ‘It shouldn’t take long,’ she reassured Catriona. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be back for the performance and in the meantime Sidonie will take care of you.’

         But the night before the great day her mother rang from Guadeloupe to explain that the case was much more serious than she had at first thought and she wouldn’t be able to attend the contest after all. Catriona could hear the uncharacteristic anxiety in her mother’s voice: she was mortified at letting her daughter down, but this was a difficult litigation with millions of euros at stake for one of her best clients.

         Catriona tried to hide her disappointment. She knew that her mother would have done her best to be there for her if she could and that this was a case of force majeur. Instead of a warm hug from Marguerite before bed to quieten her nerves, she received a bracing call from Madame Haussmann, who rang to make sure her student was having an early night and to tell her that she had nothing to worry about.

         ‘Don’t forget to stay away from chocolate, peanut butter, milk or any sort of dairy product. That is just about the worst thing you can eat before performing,’ she warned, before wishing her good night.

         Catriona was touched by the call and it did manage to calm her nerves. She was in a better frame of mind after that and so she had an early dinner and made sure she did a few scales before she went to bed.

         
            * * *

         

         When she awoke next morning, Catriona was immediately aware of the most frightful sinking of the heart. Any confidence she’d ever possessed seemed to have drained away, leaving her to wonder what insane impulse had prompted her to engage in this appalling gamble. Wouldn’t she have been better off waiting another year and then going through the official examination, like most students of her age? She would have had more time to work on her technique and would have been mature enough to handle it.

         At the morning rehearsal, Madame Haussmann was complimentary about her singing. No doubt her teacher knew from experience that it would be fruitless to change a thing now, on the day of the competition, and to make any new suggestions would likely have a detrimental effect. Once or twice she stopped her student, made her try a phrase or two again, but Catriona could see that the usually demanding old tutor was happy.

         As Catriona was leaving, Madame Haussmann placed an arm around her shoulders.

         ‘Catriona, I seldom offer praise until a performance is safely over but, because this is a competition that’s so important to you, I’m going to tell you that in my judgement – which is a very good one – you are well suited to the role of Madam Butterfly.’ She nodded to herself as if deciding to impart a secret piece of information. ‘In fact, of all my students, you are the only one who could do the role full justice.’

         Catriona was almost incredulous. ‘But how? I’m totally inexperienced and sick with nerves.’

         Madame Haussmann released her with pat of the hand. ‘You’re right to be nervous, you wouldn’t be an artist if you were not. But your very inexperience is one of your advantages in this role. You’re portraying a young woman who is naïve, unknowing, bewildered. This alone of course would not be sufficient if you didn’t also possess a unique sense of musical expression and impeccable vocal technique.’

         Catriona gave a shaky little laugh. Unconsciously, she squared her shoulders. ‘You mean that? You really think I could win against Françoise?’

         ‘If I had thought otherwise, dear child, I would not have encouraged you to enter,’ Madame Haussmann replied drily.

         Catriona took a deep breath and smiled at her tutor. ‘I will succeed,’ she declared resolutely.

         After that she felt almost tranquil for the rest of the day and when it was time to go to L’Ecole de Musique de Saint Cecilia for the competition, she was fired up and ready to take on the challenge that lay before her.

         In the afternoon, Marguerite called to wish her good luck and to tell her that although she knew that Catriona would win, it wasn’t the end of the world if she didn’t. The most important thing was that she’d done her best, her mother told her. ‘Just think yourself into the part, ma chérie. Tonight, you will not be Catriona but Madam Butterfly.’

         A few hours later, with just minutes to go before she went off to the concert hall, Catriona was in her room, zipping up her dress. When she surveyed herself in the long cheval mirror she was amazed at her own transformation. Her gown was a warm yellow, cut in simple and subtle lines from cascading chiffon that she and Marguerite had bought after she’d been chosen as one of the two finalists. Its sunny colour reflected its golden tones on her already tanned skin. The long, elegant dress was of Grecian inspiration, crafted with a wrap-effect front and nipped in at the waist. The fluid design had a full skirt that moved gracefully when Catriona walked and the deep V neckline revealed just enough cleavage to be seductive without being too provocative.

         For the occasion Marguerite had lent her daughter a simple, classic Zolotas necklace in hammered twenty-two-carat yellow gold with matching earrings, which added the last glamorous touch to Catriona’s outfit. Slipping into delicate gold stiletto sandals, she glanced once more at her reflection in the mirror for reassurance. The alarm clock on her bedside table showed 6.50pm: still five minutes left before the taxi arrived. Taking a deep, steadying breath, Catriona left her room.

         Sidonie went into raptures when she came down the stairs.

         ‘Ah, Mademoiselle Catriona, your mother would be so proud of you! A young lady. One day, not too far away, you’ll be wearing a wedding dress when you come down these stairs,’ she said, her voice choking with emotion. She went to give Catriona a hug but stopped herself in time. Not wanting to put a hair out of place, the old housekeeper merely rubbed Catriona’s arms warmly and touched her cheek.

         Catriona laughed. ‘I’m only eighteen, Sidonie! Much too young to be married.’

         Sidonie squeezed her hand. ‘Ah! Amour, amour, quand tu nous tiens … When love gets hold of you, when it knocks at your door, age is not important. Nothing else matters then!’

         Love? For a few seconds Catriona’s thoughts flew back to Umberto: where was he? Would she ever see him again? She wished he could see her in this beautiful gown. Still, she quickly chastized herself, now was not the time for such flippant thoughts. She was so near to her goal yet anything could go wrong so she must not get distracted. With the end in sight, her whole being needed to be concentrating on her performance.

         She gave Sidonie a big hug, causing the housekeeper to chuckle with delight, before setting off to meet her fate.

         
            * * *

         

         Backstage in the hall was crowded and the atmosphere tense. Technicians were holding microphones, trailing wires. As Catriona entered, she saw Monsieur Lasalle, Françoise’s teacher, standing with his pupil off to one side, obviously giving her a pep talk. Françoise, who looked very striking in a red tape à l’oeil gown, turned and caught Catriona’s eye and they both exchanged sickly smiles, trying not to hate each other.

         Catriona moved on, peering at the various people huddled around as she looked for her own teacher. She made her way quickly through the musicians tuning up and chatting, some of whom smiled at her encouragingly. Then, just as she had paused beside one of the violinists, thanking him for wishing her good luck, her arm grazed a figure moving quickly in the opposite direction.

         ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—’ But all Catriona caught in response was a pair of grey eyes flashing in irritation, a long mane of red hair and the sweep of red silk as a stunning figure flounced past, barely sparing her a second glance before she headed towards the door leading to the stage.

         As Catriona stared after her, realization dawned as to who the young woman was. A hand grasped her arm and Madame Haussman’s voice confirmed it: ‘Silvana Esposito. She’s about to do her opening appearance.’ The teacher was dressed in a beautiful long pale-grey organza gown and her grey eyes twinkled with an excitement that Catriona had never witnessed before. Clearly the old tutor was in her element amid the pre-performance frisson of anticipation. ‘The hall is filling up splendidly,’ she told Catriona. ‘Come and see for yourself. There’s a convenient peephole at the side of the stage.’
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