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      Walking around Edinburgh in late July, you’ll likely feel the first vibrations of the earthquake that is festival time, which
         shakes the city throughout August and into September. You may hear reference to an ‘Edinburgh Festival’, but this is really
         an umbrella term for six separate festivals all taking place around the same time.
      

      
      The best-known and oldest of these is the Edinburgh International Festival. The festival was founded in 1947, when Europe
         was recovering from World War II. Festival founders believed that some event was needed to draw the continent together and
         ‘provide a platform for the flowering of the human spirit’.
      

      
      In recent years, the festival has drawn as many as 400,000 people to Edinburgh, with acts by world-renowned music, opera,
         theatre, and dance performers, filling all the major venues in the city.
      

      
      Edinburgh festival time can fill almost any artistic need … Edinburgh in August is an experience you are unlikely to forget!

      
      – The New York Times

      




      
      
      One

      
      The confetti was a bit of a mystery. Two weeks after the wedding and the multicoloured flakes still kept appearing in every
         room of the flat. Sometimes they materialised in force under the new king-sized bed or piled up in small drifts behind the
         television in the sitting room; other times no more than a single fragment floated delicately on toaster thermals around the
         kitchen. At first, despite the need to vacuum every room on a daily basis, its presence had given Tess a warming sense of
         fulfilment, a constant reminder of everything that had happened on her Big Day. But now, as she pulled the polo-necked jersey
         from the top shelf of her wardrobe and a fresh flurry drifted down on to the polished floorboards of the bedroom, she felt
         it was all becoming a bit of an inconvenience and, like thawing snow, it had been around too long.
      

      
      Tess had a sneaking suspicion that it was Allan who was to blame for it all. She had visions of him tiptoeing about the flat,
         sprinkling the tissue petals around like love dust so as to keep the spirit of their wedding day alive. But when she had broached
         the subject on the previous morning as he stood stark-naked shaving in front of the full-length bathroom mirror, he had rather
         disappointingly denied the whole idea. ‘Nice thought, angel’ – mouth to the left as he scraped away at the right cheek – ‘but
         I’m afraid it’s not been me’ – chin pulled down for more scraping under nose – ‘probably like sand after being on a beach,’
         – turns to look at newly wedded wife with perfectly formed shaving-foam goatee and gesticulates with razor in hand – ‘you
         know, you find it between your toes and in your belly button and other places for days afterwards.’
      

      
      
      That had been enough for Tess. The thought of ‘other places’ had cut any notion of romantic frivolity from her mind.

      
      Seated on the edge of the bed, Tess pulled on her brown leather calf-length boots, wrestled the legs of her jeans over them,
         and then got up and walked over to open the wooden shutters on one of the room’s tall sash-framed windows. Her spirits, which
         had been flying at Learjet height since the wedding, sank a little when she looked out on to another grey day in the Scottish
         capital. She could tell by the movement of the leafless trees just visible up by Heriot Row and by the way the pedestrians
         on the pavement below walked up Dundas Street clutching their coats closed at the neck, that the wind was coming from the
         north, sweeping cold and unguarded across the Firth of Forth. Spring is a season that’s lost its reason, she thought to herself.
         The beginning of May and it could as well be February. An icy draught sought out a space at the side of the ancient window
         frame, surrounding her with a chill that made her shiver and clasp her hands under her armpits. It was about the one thing,
         being married, that she – regretted, having to leave her cosy little tenement block flat in West College Street and move here
         to Allan’s great barn of a place, situated in the infinitely smarter New Town.
      

      
      Tess picked up her mobile from the bedside table and thumbed a couple of buttons. She held it to her ear as she pulled on
         her woollen jacket and shouldered the strap of her laptop case. When Allan eventually answered, his greeting was unintelligible
         through a mouthful of food.
      

      
      ‘It’s me,’ Tess said, picking up her keys from the table in the hallway.

      
      She heard Allan swallow. ‘I know. Your name came up. Sex Maniac.’

      
      ‘It does not say that!’

      
      ‘No, you’re right. It says Mrs Goodwin.’

      
      The name change was something else Tess was having difficulty getting used to. Back in her schooldays, her jotters had been
         covered with the test autographs of soon-to-be-famous Tess Hartley, but now her pen found it impossible to flow from the s of Tess to the G of Goodwin, and her signature had taken on the appearance of that of an incompetent forger.
      

      
      ‘That’s nice,’ she said with a smile, as she double-locked the door of the flat and began descending the stone steps, the
         clipping heels of her boots echoing up the chilly stairwell.
      

      
      ‘So, where are you?’

      
      ‘Sitting in a traffic jam on the M8, twenty miles from Glasgow.’

      
      ‘What time did you leave this morning?’

      
      ‘Six-thirty. I would have woken you but you were out for the count, so I just gazed hungrily at you and left. Are you still
         in bed?’
      

      
      ‘No, I’m on my way out.’

      
      ‘My word, that’s a bit keen, isn’t it? It’s only just gone seven-thirty.’

      
      ‘I know, but I’ve got to be up at the Hub early. Alasdair’s calling in from Budapest at eight.’

      
      ‘What’s he doing there?’

      
      ‘Sounding out some dance company he thinks might fill an empty slot in the programme.’

      
      ‘What gives with Sarah then? I thought she liked hogging the morning phone calls with the great Sir Alasdair Dreyfuss.’

      
      Tess smiled wryly as she pulled shut the heavy entrance door and walked the few steps down on to the pavement. Allan was right.
         Sarah Atkinson, the marketing director of the Edinburgh International Festival and her own immediate boss, liked to be the
         one who liaised with the director, especially when he was on one of his incessant scouting missions abroad.
      

      
      ‘She’s down in England, having a meeting with the Royal Shakespeare Company,’ she replied, glancing down Dundas Street to
         see if there was a bus in sight. A double-decker, resplendently dull in the Edinburgh corporation colours of maroon and dirty-white,
         stood at the traffic lights. ‘What time do you think you’ll be home?’
      

      
      ‘Sevenish.’

      
      ‘Fancy something to eat out?’

      
      
      ‘No, I fancy you.’

      
      Tess felt a loved-up glow swell in her stomach. ‘I know it. But that doesn’t answer my question.’

      
      ‘OK, we’ll eat out. Hey, looks like the traffic’s starting to move. Better get off the phone. See ya, angel.’

      
      ‘OK, see you tonight.’

      
      Tess slipped her mobile into the pocket of her jacket and boarded the bus, waiting for an elderly grey-faced gentleman dressed
         in a creased pinstriped suit and carrying a weary-looking leather briefcase to clear the stairs before she climbed to the
         upper deck and jolted into a seat, as the bus took off.
      

      
      It hadn’t been the best time to get married, what with Allan just getting a promotion and her working all hours at the International
         Festival office, but then again it had almost come down to a ‘make or break’ situation. If anyone were to ask her, she would
         say they’d been together for just over three years, but in truth that was a bit of a generalisation. Their relationship had
         always blown hot and cold, even to the extent that for a four-month period two years ago they had taken a complete break from
         each other. During that time, they slalomed into affairs and crashed out of them, coming back together to lick their wounds
         and begin to piece together the shaky confidence they had in each other. Those on-the-side flings were easy to forgive. The
         one Tess had the following year was not, yet even though it rocked their boat quite forcefully, it never succeeded in capsizing
         it. And that was the danger. It was Allan who said their relationship had become too comfortable, almost verging on the platonic,
         and that neither was doing the other any favours by continuing to live without any form of commitment. So he proposed to her,
         and Tess had agreed without even giving the question any thought. It seemed the most natural thing to do. It was just they’d
         never got round to doing anything about it.
      

      
      In the same way that they’d never got round to organising a honeymoon. After the wedding, they’d both taken a couple of days
         off work to move her belongings into Allan’s flat, but neither felt it the right time to head off on holiday. Maybe she would get on to the Internet this morning, if there was no urgent
         business to attend to once she’d spoken to the director, and see if she couldn’t book a couple of weeks in September after
         the festival had finished. Right now, on this cold, raw day, she fancied somewhere sunny and warm, somewhere that sounded
         exotic, with white sandy beaches and palm trees and a blue sea that merged into the sky on the horizon. She smiled to herself
         and nodded decisively. Yes, somewhere like Barbados would just fit the bill nicely, thank you very much.
      

      
      As the bus took the lights on Queen Street and edged its way slowly up the slope, Tess rubbed the sleeve of her jacket on
         the steamed-up window and gazed out at the sight of Edinburgh’s citizens walking to work. Men and women dressed alike in formal,
         colourless clothes, adding to the general drabness of the day, but apt apparel for those who earned their daily crust in the
         city’s many financial and legal institutions. It never ceased to amaze Tess that a city that seemed to wallow in a state of
         such stolid lugubriousness for most of the year should, for three weeks in August, suddenly behave as if its water supply
         had been spiked with amphetamine. But she knew only too well that this dichotomy had existed since the festival’s inception
         in 1947, and even though it was now regarded as one of the foremost artistic and cultural gatherings in the world, it had
         only been in the past ten years that the opinion of the archetypal ‘Edinburgh citizen’ had really changed towards the event.
         Up until then, it had been viewed as a dreaded yearly inconvenience when taxis were impossible to find and restaurants were
         crowded out. Little was made of the cultural kudos the festival brought to the city, nor of the extra revenue generated for
         its businesses and householders by the thousands of visitors who came for those three late summer weeks every year. There
         was no doubt in the minds of everyone who worked in the International office that the favourable change of opinion was due,
         in no small part, to the present director, Sir Alasdair Dreyfuss, but he himself would be the first to deny it, being as reticent about promoting his own sizeable achievements as he was about using the ‘handle’ of his recently awarded knighthood.
      

      
      Tess got off the bus and began to walk up Lawnmarket, the uppermost stretch of the Royal Mile. This was where she felt comfortable,
         the Old Town, with its small-windowed buildings of ancient, gnarled stone, its cobbled streets, its more youthful and exuberant
         inhabitants, its seedy but atmospheric public houses, its tacky tourist shops, selling everything from ghost tours to tartan
         ginger-wigged tammies, CDs of wailing Gaelic love songs, weaponry – the genuine article, of course – used by the Highland
         clans to fight the Jacobite cause in 1745; claymores so blunt that they would hardly give a clumsy sword dancer a bleeding
         toe, and studded-leather shields that bore not even the faintest scratch of a Redcoat bayonet. Every weekday morning, Tess
         made the journey from the New Town and it never ceased to give her a frisson of excitement to be back in her old stamping
         ground.
      

      
      Crossing over the street, she entered the warm, aromatic interior of a Starbucks café, one of the few insurgent establishments
         in the street. As she took her place in the queue, two away from being served, the entrance door crashed shut behind her.
         Everyone in the chrome-strewn place looked up, clasping hands to rattling cups in saucers, deactivating jaws on half-eaten
         blueberry muffins to stare at the door, expecting the logo-ed glass pane to come crashing to the ground. When nothing happened,
         the stares were shifted to the young man with the frenzied mop of dark curly hair that spilled on to the shoulders of his
         far-too-large blue serge overcoat. He stood in front of the door breathing heavily, his hands held up as if surrendering,
         his eyes tightly closed and a pained expression on his face.
      

      
      ‘Sorry … sorry … sorry.’ He opened up one eye and surveyed his scornful audience. ‘Sorry?’

      
      Tess decided to help him out. ‘That was some entrance, Lewis,’ she said with a smile.

      
      
      The young man took a couple of steps towards her. ‘It was your fault, Tess,’ he said quietly to her in a lilting Welsh accent.

      
      ‘What d’ you mean, my fault?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I was just about to go into the Fringe office when I saw you get off the bus, so I’ve just had to run all the way up
         the High Street to catch you.’
      

      
      Tess stared at him blankly for a few seconds, scanning through her memory files to work out if she’d forgotten an appointment
         or to make a telephone call. Lewis Jones was her direct contemporary in the marketing team of the Fringe, one of the seven
         independently organised festivals that were run under the conglomerate title of the Edinburgh Festival. Although their events
         were managed separately, each office still liaised closely on city issues and the general organisation of the Festival.
      

      
      ‘What was so urgent?’

      
      Lewis shrugged. ‘Nothing, really. I just wanted to ask how married life was treating you. I haven’t seen you since your big
         day.’
      

      
      Maybe it was just the accent, but Tess was always aware of Lewis’s disarming quality of being able to make people feel sorry for him.
         Right now, she felt like patting him on the head like a little boy and telling him not to get himself so worried – which was
         ridiculous, really. Not only did she know that Lewis was just shy of his thirtieth birthday – almost her twin, in fact – but
         also that he was a very shrewd operator, helping to coordinate in his laid-back-to-almost-horizontal way the logisitics for
         nearly two thousand performers during the three weeks of the Fringe.
      

      
      ‘It’s – very exciting,’ Tess replied with a nod of affirmation. ‘I strongly recommend it.’

      
      Lewis sighed. ‘No one on the horizon for me, I’m afraid.’ He stepped in front of Tess when the girl behind the counter asked
         for the next order. ‘Here, let me buy you a coffee and we can have a chat.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t, Lewis, sorry. I’ve got to be in the office in less than five minutes for a telephone call.’ Tess turned to the girl behind the counter. ‘A cappuccino to go, please.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, well, never mind,’ Lewis said sombrely. As soon as the girl had slapped the lid on the paper cup and put it on the counter,
         he picked it up and gave it to Tess. ‘Here you are, this one’s on me. You’d better get going up the road.’
      

      
      Tess shot him a smile. ‘Thanks, Lewis. See you around.’

      
      If Lewis said anything in reply, she didn’t hear it. She left the coffee house at speed, and with one hand clutching the cup
         and the other preventing the laptop case from thumping against her side, she ran as fast as her tottering boots would allow
         her up Lawnmarket, a Cinderella figure whose sole objective was to be at her desk before the bells of some nearby clock tower
         struck out its eighth peal.
      

      
      The offices and headquarters of Edinburgh International Festival are housed in a converted church at the very top of the Royal
         Mile, the building having lost its ecclesiastical name along with its pews and pulpit and been ‘rechristened’ the Hub. Pushing
         her way through two sets of swing-glass doors, Tess hurried along the central passage, at one time the aisle of the church,
         with the Hub café behind a long glass partition to one side and the International Ticket Office on the other. She took the
         staircase two at a time, past the bright-red wall with its random shelves of sculptured figurines, and as she stopped momentarily
         on the upper landing to catch her breath, she heard the telephone ringing in her office. She ran in and reached across the
         desk for the receiver, simultaneously ridding herself of the coffee cup and allowing her laptop case to fall from her shoulder
         on to the ground with an ominous thump.
      

      
      ‘International office, good morning.’

      
      ‘Good morning, Tess. It’s Alasdair.’

      
      ‘Oh, morning, Alasdair.’ Tess stretched out the telephone cable with her free hand and walked around the desk to her seat.
         ‘I’m sorry, have you rung before?’
      

      
      ‘No, I left it a little later just to give you the chance to get into the office.’

      
      
      Tess couldn’t tell from his tone whether he had said it with any seriousness, but nevertheless she felt her face pulse with
         nervous embarrassment. Her boss, Sarah Atkinson, was never late for her early morning telephone call with the director.
      

      
      ‘So, how’re things in Budapest?’

      
      ‘All right. The dance company is good, but I don’t think the choreography is up to scratch, so I’m not going to risk booking
         them for this year. I’ll maybe see if I can’t fix up some sort of collaboration with Hans Meyer for next year. He’ll be coming
         to direct the Rombert at any rate.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing you want me to do from this end, then?’ Tess asked, tapping the point of a ballpoint pen expectantly on her desk
         pad.
      

      
      ‘Not for this project,’ the director replied, ‘but listen, when I was flying out here, I noticed in the newspaper that Angélique
         Pascal is playing at the Barbican this Thursday. I know it’s a bit early for publicity, but seeing she’s going to be the International’s
         star turn this year, try tracking her down and organising an interview, and then give Harry Wills a call at the Sunday Times. There’s every probability you’ll get stalled by Albert Dessuin, her manager, but give it a go.’
      

      
      Tess jotted the names down on her pad, but it was only as a reminder. Both names, especially that of the young French violinist,
         were well known to her. ‘Anything else?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I want you to ring up Jeff Banyon at the Scottish Chamber Orchestra and ask him if it’s definitely Tchaikovsky they’re
         going to be doing for the fireworks at the end of the festival. If not, then we’ll have to change our theme to accommodate
         whatever they’ve chosen. Now, do you have anything else for me?’
      

      
      Tess searched the top of her desk for any messages others might have left for the director. ‘No, nothing at all.’

      
      ‘All right. I’ll be back in the office tomorrow late afternoon, if all goes well with Air Paperclip. When does Sarah get back?’

      
      ‘This afternoon.’

      
      ‘OK, let her know I’ll speak to her first thing tomorrow morning. Bye, Tess.’

      
      
      Tess replaced the receiver and whistled out a breath of relief. She really liked the director but had always felt quite in
         awe of him. He had an unsettling manner that could be taken as being ice cold if one did not understand the constant pressure
         he was under, and coming up to working at her third festival in the International office, she felt only now that he treated
         her as an integral part of the team. Yet the story could have been completely different if he’d ever discovered what had happened
         over the course of the previous two festivals.
      

      
      Her affair with Peter Hansen had been clandestine, exciting, and fired by the creative energy that thrummed through the city
         at the time of the festival. Peter was one of Denmark’s top artistic directors, brought in by Sir Alasdair Dreyfuss on a two-year
         contract to direct a number of theatrical productions, and it had been the director himself who had given Tess the job of
         chaperoning the man. In his mid-forties, Peter was famous, charismatic, and a practised seducer, and Tess, having just become
         involved in her first festival, had been flattered by his attentions, and soon accepted her energetic sessions in one of Edinburgh’s
         five-star hotels as part of her duty. She and Allan had been going through one of their ‘cool’ periods, and even though they
         were still seeing each other quite regularly, there was never a question of him finding out about it. There was always the
         excuse of a reception or a dinner she had to attend, or a late-night tour of the city’s nightclubs, entertaining the visiting
         classical performers. So, when the second year came round, both she and Peter took up where they had left off, and Tess knew
         at every moment of their affair that it was underhand and dangerous, not least because Peter Hansen just happened to be one
         of Sir Alasdair Dreyfuss’s oldest friends, and that for the past five years their respective families had joined together
         for skiing holidays in Norway.
      

      
      It had all come to an abrupt end a week before the end of the previous festival. She arrived at work one morning to find a
         note on her desk from Sarah Atkinson saying that Peter Hansen had rung to say he had no further need for her services and
         that he would be leaving for Copenhagen the following night, immediately after the final performance of the play he had been
         directing. Tess tried to contact him on his mobile phone, but he never answered. In time, she came to understand that her
         usefulness to Peter had run its course and that he had simply been using her as a form of diversion, just as he had probably
         done with a plethora of stupid, gullible young girls in cities where he had been working throughout the world.
      

      
      Sir Alasdair Dreyfuss never found out about the affair. If he had done so, there was no doubt in her mind that she would have
         been thrown out of the International office without her feet touching the ground. But Allan had found out. It was her own
         fault, really, walking around in a gloomy daze and bursting into tears for no apparent reason. So when he eventually asked
         her what was wrong, she told him everything. It could have all ended there. That’s what she was expecting, but instead dear,
         sweet Allan simply pulled his snivelling wreck of a girlfriend close to him, heaved out a long, painful breath and said, ‘We’re
         going to have to stop doing this to each other, Tess. We can’t sustain a relationship when we’re constantly ignoring the basic
         rules of trust and fidelity between us.’ And just when she thought her own selfish stupidity had cost her the love of the
         one person for whom she had really cared, he said, ‘Our only chance of survival is to get married. What d’you think?’
      

      
      And she’d accepted without hesitation.

      
      Tess jerked her head to break away from her thoughts, realising she had been sitting staring at the telephone ever since she
         had finished her call with the director. She leaned over and picked up her discarded case from the floor, unzipped it and
         placed her laptop on the desk. As it was booting up, she glanced at her watch and decided it was too early to start trying
         to trace the whereabouts of Angélique Pascal and her manager. Consequently, she thought it as well to wait until nine o’clock
         before making any of her telephone calls.
      

      
      Which gave her all of forty-five minutes to do a Google search on ‘Barbados Holidays’ and look for a September booking for her much-delayed honeymoon.
      

   



      
      Two

      
      Due to an inadequacy of space in the rented industrial unit on the outskirts of Cheltenham, the offices and storage facilities
         of the Exploding Sky Company had recently been moved to a block of outmoded farm buildings deep in the rolling countryside
         of the Cotswold Hills. Even though it was a transaction that had stretched the relationship with his bank manager to near
         breaking point, Roger Dent, sole proprietor of the company, was extremely thankful at that particular moment that he had undertaken
         the move, if only for the soothing vista of sheep quietly grazing with their lambs in the verdant pastures outside his window.
         He sat slumped in a high-backed swivel chair at his desk, open-mouthed with jet lag, hardly aware of the fact that Cathy,
         his wife and personal assistant, had succeeded in turning the once dark and smelly piggery into the company’s new stately
         office during the two weeks that he had been away. White-painted windows now replaced the cobwebbed jute sacks that had once
         flapped in the open frames, hardboard floors were laid and carpeted, and the walls, now lined with plasterboard and resplendently
         fresh in Dulux ‘Magnolia’, were hung with photographs that displayed some of Roger’s most triumphant moments: the darkened
         silhouette of Blenheim Palace lit by a blinding shower of green and silver cascading from its roof; the huge shimmering palm
         tree of illumination that arced above the barge on the River Thames, catching in its brilliant rays the frontal elevation
         of the Houses of Parliament and the stolid, square tower of Big Ben; and the largest of them all, an aerial shot that showed
         a night sky emblazoned with incandescent spirals and trailing meteors that fell earthwards in flames of red and gold on to
         the battlements of Edinburgh Castle. These, and the countless other photographs still packed away in removal boxes, were testament to his skills as a master pyrotechnic.
      

      
      Roger was brought out of his soporific state by a coffee mug being placed with a clatter on the desk in front of him and a
         kiss being planted on the side of his bearded face. He closed his mouth and turned to watch with heavy eyes as his wife came
         to lean her denim-ed bottom on the desk beside him, her arms folded across the front of a faded blue cotton shirt and a concerned
         smile sliding her mouth to one side.
      

      
      ‘You look all in.’

      
      Roger stretched his legs out under the desk and ran a hand over the top of his thinning hair. Even though he was yet to reach
         his mid-forties, he no longer had the wherewithal for the ponytail that had, at one time, trailed down his back, covering
         the ESC logo on the back of his navy-blue sweatshirt, a garment which he wore, along with a pair of heavy-duty cotton chinos,
         as his constant uniform.
      

      
      ‘I am,’ he replied, mid-yawn. ‘There was a problem with the plane in Shanghai, so we were four hours late in boarding.’

      
      ‘What time did you get back here?’

      
      ‘Six-thirty this morning. I didn’t bother coming to bed. Thought I’d just disturb you.’

      
      ‘That was very considerate of you,’ Cathy said with a smile. ‘So, tell me, how did the trip go?’

      
      ‘All in all, really good. We … had a couple of “red tape” problems, which I suppose is the norm for China, but we did manage
         to visit the factories in Beihai and Hengyang and they got pretty excited about the new material we’ve ordered from them.
         We spent two days on the test ground with this new lad from the research department in Hengyang and I have to say that some
         of the new multishot batteries he’d come up with were just mind-blowing.’ Roger took a hefty slurp of black coffee. ‘Talking
         of which, have you seen Phil this morning? I have to remind him to send an e-mail off to that lad this morning.’
      

      
      ‘He’s with Danny in the storeroom, getting the gear ready for the weekend.’

      
      
      Roger eyed Cathy for a moment, then leaned across his desk and opened his diary. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sakes, I’d forgotten about
         Cardiff. Looks like we’ll have to be back on the road tomorrow to get that one set up.’
      

      
      Cathy pushed herself away from the desk. ‘Well, I’m afraid the best news I’m saving for last. Jeff Banyon from the Scottish
         Chamber Orchestra called this morning to find out how you were getting on with the Tchaikovsky piece for the festival.’
      

      
      ‘What did you tell him?’

      
      ‘I told him that you and Phil were working on it and that everything was going well.’

      
      Roger snorted out a laugh. ‘That’ll be right. We haven’t even made a start to it.’

      
      Cathy gave her husband’s hair a ruffle. ‘Don’t worry. You always say that some of your best displays are the ones you’ve left
         to the last moment.’
      

      
      As she moved over to the door of the office it opened with force, and a short, well-built man with blond hair and eager blue
         eyes walked in. He encircled Cathy’s waist with powerful forearms, picked her up off the ground and twirled her around.
      

      
      ‘Hi there, Cathy. Good to see you, babe,’ he bellowed out in a thick Australian accent. He dropped her with little care back
         to her feet, moved over to the desk and gave Roger a solid slap on the shoulder. ‘How’re you feeling this morning, Rog?’
      

      
      Roger did not reply, but turned and fixed his right-hand man with a caustic glare.

      
      ‘Not very well, actually,’ Cathy replied for her husband, ‘which makes me slightly wonder why you’re so chirpy?’
      

      
      Phil Kenyon planted his sizeable backside on top of the desk, covering Roger’s diary in the process. ‘Oh, I never get jet
         lag,’ he said cockily. ‘Comes from all those years of flying back and forth to Oz.’
      

      
      ‘Bully for you,’ Roger mumbled quietly, giving his diary a sharp tug to free it from captivity.

      
      Phil leaned over, his annoyingly fresh face only a foot away from Roger’s scowling features. ‘Not feeling our best today, are we, Rog, mate?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t bait him, Phil,’ Cathy said warningly. ‘It’s not the best idea when he’s in this kind of mood. In fact, I think I might
         just leave you both so that I don’t have to clean the blood off the new carpet.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Rog wouldn’t hurt me, would you, mate?’

      
      The remark was met with a short disparaging laugh from Roger. ‘I’d happily take you apart if we didn’t have work to do.’

      
      As Cathy closed the door behind her, Phil pushed himself upright and jumped off the desk with a purposeful clap of his hands.
         ‘So what’s on the cards today?’
      

      
      ‘The Tchaikovsky piece for the Edinburgh Festival. We’ve got to start programming it.’

      
      Phil’s smile changed to a joyless grimace. ‘Oh, man, that’s a tall order.’ He let out a heavy breath. ‘Oh, well, we’d better
         give it a go, I suppose. Where d’you put the CD they sent us?’
      

      
      Roger’s energy levels were sufficient only for a finger to be pointed towards the row of filing cabinets against the wall.
         Phil walked over to them, selected a drawer and pulled it open. He retrieved the CD and returned to the desk, picking up a
         chair in passing and thumping it down next to Roger. He placed the disc in one of the CD players that were stacked to one
         side of the desk and sat down.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ he said, pulling forward a thick block of lined paper. ‘Ready to make a start?’

      
      Roger shook his head slowly. ‘You know, Phil, I’m not really looking forward to trying to get this one programmed. With all
         those quiet passages, I just don’t see how it’s going to come together.’
      

      
      Phil wrote, ‘Tchaikovsky, Edinburgh’ at the top of the page, and then dropped the pen on the desk and turned to his boss.
         ‘I always seem to get an appalling attack of déjà vu when you say that kind of thing. Listen, mate, you’ve been doing the
         Fireworks Concert in Edinburgh for over twenty years now, and every year is more spectacular than the one before. I can’t think of any reason why this one should be an exception to the
         rule.’ He picked up the remote and pressed the ‘play’ button for the CD machine. ‘So what d’you say we just chill out and
         get on with the job in hand?’
      

      
      Roger laughed quietly. ‘Were you born an optimist?’

      
      ‘Na, mate, I was born in Wagga Wagga,’ Phil replied, sticking his tongue in his cheek as the large floor speakers resounded
         with the opening bars of the classical piece.
      

   



      
      Three

      
      When the telephone rang, Lewis Jones made no immediate attempt to answer it. At this time of the year, it was almost certain
         to be some theatre company or comedy act leaving it to the last to book into the Fringe rather than anything to do with marketing.
         There were other people in the office whose jobs it was to handle such calls. However, when it continued on, he stopped reading
         through the gruesome forty-word description of Nick Cardean’s forthcoming act, ‘Four Weddings, Four Funerals and Four Acid
         Baths Somewhere-in-Between’, got to his feet and looked over the partition that gave him a little privacy in the cluttered,
         open-plan space. There were eight others working in the Festival Fringe office at that time and each was engaged in a telephone
         call. So, with a resigned shrug, Lewis sat down again and picked up the receiver.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Fringe office.’

      
      The man on the other end of the line spoke with a distinct North England twang, his words flowing out at a speed only matched
         in extreme by their inaudibility.
      

      
      ‘All right, let’s just go through one thing at a time,’ Lewis interjected as the man avalanched him with information. ‘What
         was the name of the performer again?’
      

      
      The noise in the office was only a low hum of voices, but nevertheless Lewis had to push a finger into his uncovered ear to be able to hear what the man was saying.
      

      
      ‘So it’s Rene Brownlow, is it? … No, I don’t need to know what kind of act it … oh, it’s comedy, is it? … Yes, I’m sure she’s
         very funny – look, could you just hang on a mo’ and I’ll see if I can find her name on the database.’
      

      
      Someone in the office had nicked Lewis’s mouse mat, so he had to slew the mouse halfway across the slippery surface of his
         desk before he got the arrow on the icon at the top of his computer screen. He typed in the name, thumped on a key and the
         name appeared.
      

      
      ‘Right, I’ve got Rene Brownlow, care of Andersons Westbourne Social Club, Hartlepool. That’s the one, is it? … OK then … Well,
         it looks like you’ve paid the registration fee of twelve pounds, but nothing else.’
      

      
      That set the man off like a train on a downhill stretch, his explanation gradually picking up speed until it was both unstoppable
         and incomprehensible. Lewis, however, managed to ascertain from it all that a venue had been booked in West Richmond Street
         (cheap, he thought to himself, but a comedian’s graveyard down there), that money was coming from different sources and that
         it had all been very complicated to coordinate.
      

      
      ‘I can understand all that,’ Lewis cut in loudly, hoping that volume might scare the man silent, ‘but in the monthly bulletins
         we sent out to you, it does say that to secure your place and get your name in the programme you have to pay three hundred
         quid before the end of April – and now it’s two weeks into May.’
      

      
      The man stuttered out some lightning-fast excuses, and then careered off sideways into a non sequitur about someone being
         ‘very hard done by’ and ‘life dealing her a cruel blow’.
      

      
      ‘Could you just hold it a moment?’ Lewis asked, holding up a hand, a pointless and ineffectual action when trying to halt
         such a barrage of unseen verbosity. Hearing the man still speaking when he pressed the ‘hold’ button, Lewis got to his feet
         and once more peered over the partition. Everyone was still engaged in telephone calls, so he plumped on interrupting Gail at the next desk, waving a hand semaphore-like to try to attract her
         attention. She didn’t see it.
      

      
      ‘Gail, give us a help here, will you?’ he whispered loudly to her.

      
      Gail swung round in her chair to face Lewis. She asked her caller to hold the line before clamping her hand over the mouthpiece.
         ‘What is it?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got some fellow from Hartlepool here who hasn’t paid up the three hundred pounds yet.’

      
      ‘Has he got a venue?’ Gail asked.

      
      ‘Seems so.’

      
      ‘And has he got the money?’

      
      ‘Apparently.’

      
      ‘Well, just tell him to get it here by tomorrow latest, along with his act description. We won’t be finalising the programme
         for another two weeks.’
      

      
      Lewis gave Gail a solid thumbs-up, sat down at his desk and put the receiver to his ear. ‘Hullo? Right, the story is this.
         If you get a cheque and an act description to us by tomorrow, then you’ll be all right … yes, better to do “next day delivery”
         … Not at all, glad to be of help … no, I’m not Indian, I’m Welsh … that’s all right, don’t give it another thought … goodbye.’
      

      
      Standing at the bar in Andersons Westbourne Social Club, known in all parts of Hartlepool as Andy’s, Stan Morris replaced
         the receiver on the payphone and shovelled the remainder of the change off the dog-eared telephone directory into his cupped
         hand. He let it cascade with a jangle into his trouser pocket, and then turned to smile at the four men that eyed him expectantly.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ the smallest of them asked, his face wrinkled up to stop his bottle glasses from falling off the end of his snub nose.
         ‘What did she say?’
      

      
      ‘It was an ’e,’ Stan replied importantly, clearing a path for himself through the eager band by holding the palms of his hands together like an old-fashioned diver. Everyone fell into
         step behind him as he headed back to the table in the corner of the sparsely furnished bar, where seven pints of beer in varying
         stages of consumption and a scattered set of dominoes awaited them. Wooden chairs were shifted back noisily on the linoleum
         floor as they resumed their seats. ‘I thought ’e was Indian,’ said Stan, taking a sip from his glass, then carefully wiping
         his mouth with a folded handkerchief he kept stored in the breast pocket of his tweed jacket, ‘but ’e was Welsh.’
      

      
      ‘Bugger ’is nationality,’ exclaimed the little man with the glasses, taking a pinch of Golden Virginia tobacco from a greasy
         leather pouch and dexterously rolling himself a twig of a cigarette, ‘what did ’e say about Rene?’
      

      
      Stan shot a haughty look at the man. ‘I was merely telling ye that, Skittle, as a point of interest.’ A universal groan went
         round the table. ‘All right, the man said we were still in time as long as we got a cheque in the post tonight and sent it
         “next day delivery”.’
      

      
      A murmur of relief greeted the news.

      
      ‘For a moment, I thought ye’d blown it,’ said Derek Marsham, whose long face, sunken cheekbones and down-turned mouth gave
         the impression that he suffered constant and immeasurable unhappiness.
      

      
      ‘I beg your pardon, Derek,’ Stan retorted. ‘What d’ye mean by that?’

      
      ‘Well, ye prattle on so, ye do. It was a bloody wonder the man understood one word of what ye were saying to ’im.’

      
      Stan puffed out his cheeks and pulled himself upright in his chair. ‘I’ll have ye know, Derek my friend, that at one time
         I was an accomplished after-dinner speaker. Sought after the length and breadth of Yorkshire, I was, and never before ’as
         the allegation been made that—’
      

      
      ‘Come on, lads, this is getting us no place.’ The voice abruptly stopped Stan’s protest, and four faces turned to look at
         the man sporting the short denim jacket with the turned-up collar. Even though Terry Crosland, in his mid-fifties, would have been younger than his companions by at least ten years, his long
         dark sideburns and Teddy-boy quiff seemed to put him in a distant and bygone era, while the others, who kept what was left
         of their hair barber-short and garbed themselves in cloth caps, mufflers and belted raincoats, were timelessly fashioned as
         their fathers and grandfathers would have been before them.
      

      
      Stan Morris composed himself once more, but not before he had given Derek a sharp look of contempt. ‘I quite agree with ye,
         Terry. Well spoken, that man.’
      

      
      Terry rubbed his hands nervously on the legs of his jeans. ‘What I think we should be discussing is … OK, so we’ve got the
         money together, but don’t you think it’s time we told Rene what we’ve been planning?’ The suggestion brought about a rumble
         of agreement. ‘Also, there’s another three months before the festival, so ’ow’s about we put the motion before the committee
         that we keep raising the money for ’er, because we can’t send ’er off up to Edinburgh flat broke.’
      

      
      Norman Brown cleared his throat and leaned forward to enter the circle of discussion for the first time. ‘That’s a good point,’
         he said, clutching a hand to his arm to stop the shake of developing Parkinson’s. ‘Our Maisie lives up Clavering way and ’er
         kids go to the same primary school as the Brownlow kids, and she says that the Brownlows took out a mortgage on one of those
         newbuilds just before Gary Brownlow lost ’is job with Daiwong Electrics, so they’re just about skint …’
      

      
      Norman tailed off, silenced by the hardened stare on Stan Morris’s face. ‘Thank ye, Norman,’ he said, a condescending smile
         twitching his cheeks momentarily. ‘I think we know that, otherwise we wouldn’t be bothering to do all this for Rene.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Norman Brown quietly and shrank back out of the circle.

      
      ‘I don’t mind going up to see Rene and telling ’er what’s been planned.’ It was Terry who spoke, just after he had shot a
         wink at disheartened Norman to give his fragile confidence a bit of a boost. ‘I ’ave to ’ead up toward Clavering any road this evening to do a paint job, so it won’t be that much out
         me way.’
      

      
      Stan Morris, who sensed that his commanding action in dealing with Norman’s stupidity had brought proceedings back under his
         control, knocked a fist on the table. ‘I think that’s a very good idea. Much better to break the news to ’er in the comfort
         of ’er own home, rather than when she’s all caught up pulling pints behind the bar ’ere. Everybody in agreement that Terry
         should take this on?’
      

      
      The assembled company nodded their approval.

      
      ‘Right, then,’ Stan sang out, taking a ballpoint pen and a notebook from the inside pocket of his jacket. ‘So what we ’ave
         to do now is come up with a forty-word description of Rene’s act.’
      

      
      Skittle squinted at Stan through his glasses, a quizzical expression on his face. ‘’Ow the ’ell can we do that when we don’t
         know what she’s going to be saying?’
      

      
      ‘We have to use our imagination then, don’t we, Skittle,’ Stan replied in a schoolmasterly voice. He flicked a thumb over
         his shoulder. ‘We’ve all heard ’er up there on that stage every Thursday night for the past six months, so we have a fair
         inkling of what ’er act’s going to be about.’ He creased open his notebook with the side of his hand. ‘Right, then, I’ll start
         the creative ball rolling. What about “’Ilarious comedienne from ’Artlepool”?’
      

      
      ‘That’s only four words,’ droned sombre Derek Marsham.

      
      Raising a long-suffering eyebrow, Stan threw the pen down on the table and crossed his arms. ‘Ooh, I can tell this is going
         to be a long afternoon.’
      

   



      
      Four

      
      In the small sub-office of the Sunday Times in Edinburgh, Harry Wills opened the top drawer of his desk, took out a square of Nicorette chewing gum, unwrapped it with
         one hand and popped it in his mouth. At the same time, with the receiver jammed in against chin and shoulder, he continued to write his own form of shorthand on the spiralled notepad, sometimes interspersing
         the text with longhand words for which, in his thirty-odd years in journalism, he had never worked out abbreviations.
      

      
      He clicked the top of the ballpoint pen and dropped it on the desk. ‘Thank you, Monsieur Dessuin, for your time. I think that’s
         all I need to ask. You said you were going to be at the Tower Hotel until tomorrow, is that right? … just in case there’s
         anything else I need to know … good … well, thank you again … goodbye.’
      

      
      Harry thumped the receiver down on its cradle in frustration and then briefly read through his spidery jottings before lobbing
         the notebook on to the desk and, with an angry groan, leaning his considerable bulk back in the old wooden armchair with force
         enough to make it creak violently in protest. There wasn’t a story there at all. Not that it really surprised him that much.
         He had been trying to get a personal interview with Angélique Pascal for two years now, ever since she had become the ‘great
         new discovery’ after winning the coveted Prix du Concours Long-Tibaud at the Conservatoire in Paris, but never had he been
         able to get further than speaking to her manager and mentor, Albert Dessuin. He laughed quietly to himself and shook his head
         resignedly. Well, at least he knew he wasn’t alone in his failure. It was a well-known fact amongst all his journalistic colleagues
         that Dessuin kept the young French violinist under such a tight rein that her existence could at best be described as reclusive.
      

      
      Heaving himself out of the chair, Harry walked over to the window and gazed down on to the sun-striped lawns of Princes Street
         Gardens. This year, he thought to himself, right here in Edinburgh. With Pascal being located in the city for more than a
         week when she performed at the festival, there would never be a better chance to get that interview.
      

      
      On the fifteenth floor of the Tower Hotel in London, Albert Dessuin also stood gazing out of the window, his picture-postcard
         view being no less spectacular than that of Harry Wills in the northern capital city. Small cutters and sightseeing barges
         plied the murky waters of the River Thames, appearing and disappearing under the majestic span of Tower Bridge. His mind,
         however, was not focused on the view. He stood with an elbow resting in one hand, the other playing with the collar of his
         cashmere polo-neck sweater. His thin lips were pursed and his eyes twitched rhythmically behind the gold-framed spectacles
         that were seated firmly on his long, thin nose. He was listening intently to the strains of the violin that drifted in through
         the closed door of the adjoining room, as it played through the first movement of Sibelius’s Violin Concerto in D Minor. With
         every downbeat, he jerked his head, making the high cockscomb of jet-black hair pulse as if powered by an electrical current.
         Then, in an instant, he threw up his hands, simultaneously clicking his fingers, and strode over to the door and pulled it
         forcefully open.
      

      
      ‘Angélique, what are you doing?’

      
      The girl stopped playing instantly. She turned to look at him, her large brown eyes beneath the straight fringe of short dark
         hair eyeing him with uncertainty. She dropped the violin from her shoulder and began twisting the bow back and forth in her
         fingers.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ she asked hesitantly.

      
      ‘I can tell from through here in my room that you are not concentrating. You are missing so many beats.’

      
      The girl’s full mouth broadened into a wide smile. ‘I know. I was looking out of the window. It is so beautiful out there
         with the sun glinting on the river. Have you seen all the boats?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I have,’ replied Dessuin with little enthusiasm.

      
      ‘Oh, Albert, I love London. It is such a wonderful place. I am going to come to live here one day.’

      
      ‘Pfoo! Why would you want to live here?’ Dessuin snapped. ‘Paris is so much more superior. It has better shops, better restaurants,
         nicer people.’ He moved across the room to the girl and dismissed the idea with a light backhanded brush to her shoulder.
         ‘You are mad to even think about it.’
      

      
      
      A sparkle of excitement glinted in her eyes. ‘Maybe one has to do mad things at some time or other.’

      
      ‘Of course, but not at this time. You are twenty-one years old and you are very fortunate that together we are being able to cut out an excellent career
         for you, and that is what you should be concentrating on right now’ – he put a hand under her violin and guided it back under
         her chin – ‘starting with you getting those downbeats right.’
      

      
      Angélique lifted her bow to the strings and with a gentle dip to her head, closed her eyes and began to play. After the opening
         three bars, she stopped abruptly.
      

      
      ‘I heard you talking on the telephone. Who was it?’

      
      Dessuin shrugged his shoulders. ‘Some journaliste from Scotland. Now keep playing.’
      

      
      Angélique bit at the side of her mouth and tapped her bow on the strings of the violin. ‘Why don’t you allow me to talk to
         the press? I’m quite capable of doing so.’
      

      
      Dessuin narrowed his eyes at the girl before fixing her with an insincere smile. He draped an arm around the shoulders of
         his protégée. ‘Of course you are, but it is so much better for you to do what you are best at, and I will do likewise.’ It
         may have been his imagination, but as he planted a protective kiss on the side of her head, he felt pressure on his hand as
         if she were drawing herself away from him.
      

      
      ‘Your mother has been on the telephone,’ she said quietly.

      
      Dessuin dropped his arm from her shoulder. ‘When was this?’

      
      ‘About an hour ago.’

      
      ‘Why did you not tell me?’

      
      ‘Because you were away from your room at the time.’

      
      Dessuin nodded slowly. ‘And what did she say?’

      
      Angélique played a merry trill on her violin. ‘She thinks she is suffering from flu again,’ she said lightly. ‘She wants you
         to call her.’
      

      
      Dessuin turned and strutted over to the door of his bedroom. He opened it, and then turned to glare angrily at Angélique.
         ‘You know, my mother has been very good to you. You should have more respect for her and not be so mean about her fragilité.’ His rebuke was met with a blank stare from the young violinist. ‘I think you are a very cold person sometimes, Angélique.
         I am going to call her now, and then I am going out to get some fresh air.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, can I come too, Albert?’ Angélique asked breathlessly. She hurriedly placed the violin and bow down on her bed and moved
         towards him. ‘I know I should not have been so flippante about your mother. I am sorry. Please, when you speak to her, tell her I was asking after her.’
      

      
      Dessuin huffily shrugged his shoulders. ‘I suppose you could come, but are you sure you are ready for the concert tonight?’

      
      ‘Albert, you know I can play Sibelius with one hand tied behind my back.’

      
      ‘Five minutes ago, it sounded to me that you were.’

      
      ‘You don’t mean that.’

      
      ‘Most certainly I do, and if you play it like that tonight, you will make yourself a laughing stock.’

      
      Dessuin could tell from the look on Angélique’s face that he had succeeded in casting doubt in her mind. He decided to push
         her a little further. ‘And what about Mozart in two days’ time? Your reputation would be shot down in flames if you screwed
         up in Vienna.’
      

      
      The enthusiasm that Angélique had displayed visibly drained from her being. ‘Maybe I should stay and do a bit more practice.’

      
      He smiled at her. ‘A good idea. Anyway, it’s cold outside. We don’t want you getting a chill like my mother, now, do we?’
      

      
      Angélique stood watching as Dessuin closed the door behind him, then turned and picked up the violin from the bed. She closed
         her arms around it, holding it hard to her chest, feeling its shape press against her small firm breasts. It was her comforter,
         her friend these days, almost her only friend. Since leaving the Conservatoire two years ago, she had hardly seen any of her
         old acquaintances, and certainly she had not had the time to make any new ones. The routine had been constant. One hotel room
         after another, one concert hall after another. Of course, she understood what Albert was always telling her, that she had
         been blessed with a supreme gift of music and that it was her duty to share that gift with all the people of the world who
         did not possess it. But the pressure was becoming intense. She wanted a break from it all. She wanted to go out once more
         to the cinemas and to the bars in Paris with her friends from the Conservatoire, and she wanted to go home to Clermont Ferrand
         to visit her family and spend time with dear Madame Lafitte. Oh, how she missed that wonderful woman!
      

      
      Without relinquishing her hold on the violin, Angélique sat down on the edge of the bed and blew out a long breath to steady
         the wave of nausea that flooded up from her stomach. She knew only too well, however, that the cause of this was not the onset
         of such an illness from which the dreaded Madame Dessuin constantly claimed she was suffering. This was worse, and had begun
         to take place more frequently over the past two months. It was brought on by the unthinkable realisation that she, Angélique
         Pascal, was beginning to feel bored of playing this wonderful instrument. How could she ever entertain such an idea when there
         were those who clamoured at the box offices of the great concert halls to hear her play? How could she tell such a thing to
         Albert Dessuin, the man who had nurtured her through her days at the Conservatoire de Paris and who had given up everything
         to become her manager and counsellor? And what would she ever be able to say to Madame Lafitte?
      

      
      Angélique kicked off her shoes and lay down on the bed, pulling her legs up so that her ankles rested against the curve of
         her narrow-hipped bottom. As she nestled her head deep into the pillow, a tear slowly trickled down her cheek and was immediately
         absorbed by the white linen pillowcase.
      

      
      ‘Hullo?’ The voice on the telephone sounded weak and quavering.

      
      ‘Hullo, Maman. It’s Albert.’

      
      ‘Oh, Albert, mon cher, why have you not called me before now? Where have you been?’ A pathetic cough followed.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry, Maman. I did not know you had called until a moment ago.’
      

      
      ‘Do you mean the girl never gave you the message?’ Suddenly there seemed to be strength in the voice.

      
      Dessuin rested an elbow on the dark-stained desk and rubbed the palm of his hand against his forehead. For eight years, Angélique
         had been living with him and his mother in their capacious apartment in the quinzième district of Paris, and still she could hardly bring herself to call her son’s young protégée by name. ‘I have been away from
         my room, Maman, and Angélique has been practising for the concert tonight. It was not her fault.’
      

      
      ‘I am not feeling at all well, Albert.’ The voice changed for the worse once more.

      
      ‘So I understand. Have you called the doctor?’

      
      ‘Pah! The doctor knows nothing. Anyway, he is too busy even to visit a sick old woman.’

      
      ‘In that case, you must send Simone round to the farmacie for some paracetamol.’
      

      
      ‘Albert, it is Tuesday. Simone only comes for two hours on a Tuesday. She has left already.’ Another feeble cough sounded
         down the line. ‘When are you coming home, Albert?’
      

      
      ‘I cannot be back in Paris before Friday, Maman.’

      
      ‘Ah, mon Dieu, Friday! I may very well be on my deathbed by then, if I have not gone before.’
      

      
      ‘Maman, that is ridiculous,’ Dessuin said irritably. ‘You are as strong as an ox.’

      
      ‘How would you know how I am feeling?’ Again the strength in the voice returned. ‘You have never considered how I am feeling.
         If that had been so, you would never have left your teaching job at the Conservatoire to fly around the world with that girl.’
      

      
      ‘Maman, I have talked to you countless times about this.’

      
      ‘You were never able to make the grade, were you, Albert? You are only doing this because you see in her the talent that you lacked. Don’t forget that if it had not been for my contacts, you would never have got that job at the Conservatoire.’
      

      
      ‘That is most unfair, Maman.’

      
      ‘Pah! What age are you now? Thirty-seven years old? And you are going to be content to follow this girl around the world like
         a lapdog for the rest of your life?’
      

      
      Dessuin did not reply, but leaned back in his chair and wound the telephone cord tightly around his fingers. He let out a
         short silent laugh. ‘Isn’t it strange how you always seem to sound so much better when you get angry?’
      

      
      There was a moment’s silence.

      
      ‘Albert,’ the suffering in the voice had returned, ‘I am sorry to say such things to you. It must be the fever. I do feel
         quite delirious.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I suggest you take yourself to bed with a cup of hot lemon and a shot of cognac, and if you are feeling no better by
         Friday, I will take you to see the doctor.’
      

      
      ‘You are a good boy, Albert. I know that. Mon seul fils, et je t’aime beaucoup.’

      
      ‘Et je t’aime aussi, Maman. I must go now. I have things to do. I will call you tonight.’
      

      
      Dessuin replaced the receiver and sat for a moment focused on the letterheading of the Tower Hotel, stacked neatly with its
         matching envelopes in the leather stand at the back of the desk. He then leaned slowly forward and clenched his hair with
         both hands, squeezing tighter and tighter until the pain brought tears to his eyes. Why was it so much part of her very nature
         to belittle those who were closest to her? She had acted exactly the same with his father as well, so much so that the man
         had often been driven to vent all his pent-up emotions in an irrational rage that had left neither Albert nor his mother physically
         untouched. He had too vivid memories of his puny young arms braced against his bedroom door, jarring like shock absorbers
         against the power of his father’s shoulder as he tried to gain entry, desperately reaching out a foot to hook round a chair
         so that he could jam it under the handle. And when his father would eventually calm down and Albert could hear him muttering to himself as he stolidly descended the stairs, Albert would then lay himself down
         carefully on his bed, fold his aching arms across his chest and feel the comforting coolness of the linen pillowcase against
         his throbbing, bruised face.
      

      
      He knew it had never been his father’s fault, but when, in his last year at school, he returned home one day to find an ambulance
         and two police cars outside the house and was then told by a gruff police inspector that Guillaume Dessuin had locked himself
         in the attic bedroom and had subsequently taken his own life with the revolver he kept as a souvenir from the last war, Albert’s
         desolation was tempered by an overwhelming sense of relief. He had now escaped the violent reach of the unfortunate man.
      

      
      Yet as the months went by thereafter and his mother’s silent chagrin finally lifted from her sad, embittered being, Albert
         found himself becoming the new and unwitting target for her verbal abuse, now more vitriolic than ever before. And it soon
         came to him that Guillaume Dessuin, through his actions, had inflicted on his only son a wound more permanent than any received
         during those regular beatings. He had succeeded in doing something at which Albert himself was forever destined to fail, and
         that was to rid himself of the very cause of so much misery in his life.
      

      
      Abruptly, Albert stood up and strode over to the minibar, the memory of his troubled youth and the matriarchal ball and chain
         he dragged through his adulthood being too prevalent in his mind. He took out two small bottles of whisky, poured their contents
         into a glass and drained it in two gulps, feeling his body give out an involuntary shiver at the immediate impact the alcohol
         had on both his throat and his brain. In that moment, he became aware that no sound was coming from the next-door room. He
         moved across to the adjoining door and opened it quietly.
      

      
      Angélique was lying fast asleep on the bed, her stockinged feet curled up under her bottom and her violin clutched like a comforting teddy bear in her arms. It was a sight that made Albert smile despite his melancholy mood. He had watched that
         girl grow up, becoming more attached to her than she would ever know, and he knew only too well what that particular instrument
         meant to her. It was her childhood, her passion, her fairy-tale world to which she used to escape from the impecunious and
         uncultured lifestyle of her family in Clermont Ferrand. And, over the years he had witnessed it gently coaxing from her one
         of the most truly remarkable talents he had ever had the pleasure of hearing. Oh, how easy life would be, he thought to himself,
         if one needed only to take one’s solace from a shapely piece of veneered wood with a few steel strings attached to it.
      

      
      Dessuin soundlessly pulled the door closed and turned once more to raid the minibar of its anaesthetising contents.

   



      
      Five

      
      The shutters in the drawing room of the house in Clermont Ferrand were always kept closed during the summer months to protect
         the antique furniture from the sun, especially the lacquered top of the grand piano, which stood at an angle in the large
         bow window, squatting like a giant toad on its turned-out legs. It was covered with a white lace cloth upon which sat a weighty
         stack of music scores and the large blue Limoges terrine in which Madame Lafitte always kept an abundant supply of Nestlé’s
         plain chocolate secreted under its patterned lid.
      

      
      So efficient were the shutters that it was always impossible to see anything in that room, even at ten o’clock on a summer’s
         morning when the sun was high enough to clear the trees that lined the rue Blatin and hit the front of the house full-on.
         But if one entered quietly when nobody else was about and took care not to bump into anything, it was actually possible to
         smell one’s way around the room, which turned out to be so much more exciting than actually being able to see it. Starting on an anti-clockwise course, the fireplace came first with its
         acrid reek of cold, unswept chimney; next the long bookshelves, which gave off a heady whiff of leather; round past the grand
         piano, which was always sweet with beeswax; feel one’s way to one side of Dr Lafitte’s high-sided armchair with the rich aroma
         of hair oil on its linen head cloth; then along the smooth-fronted sideboard, which gave off first the obnoxious tang of spent
         pipe tobacco, followed by the fading bouquet of potpourri; and then, finally, journey’s end came by the small Louis XV chair
         nestling beside the door, which ponged of Madame Lafitte’s two elderly Pekineses.
      

      
      It was during one of these unsighted sojourns, when the perpetrator had decided to widen the search for new discoveries behind
         the grand piano, that a foot came into contact with some form of solid object, causing it to sound off a muffled reverberation
         in protest. After a moment of thumping heartbeat, during which ears were sharply attuned to the possible approach of footsteps,
         small hands were used to explore the shape of the object. First curvaceous around its base, then into a narrow waist, then
         some smaller curves before its lines ran parallel to the top. Imagination could not help in any way to understand what the
         box contained, and that was not to be of any satisfaction to one so curious. Accordingly, ten little fingers sought to break
         the sacrosanct spell of darkness, gripping hard at the edge of one of the tall shutters and pulling it open to allow the narrowest
         sliver of light to fall upon the box and upon nothing else. The little girl in the shapeless cotton dress and dirty plimsolls,
         who now revealed herself for the first time to her inanimate acquaintances in the room, knelt down in front of the box and
         slowly undid the three spring catches on the lid, and then carefully, oh, so carefully, she opened it up.
      

      
      She did not touch its contents. She just gazed at them, so mesmerised by what she saw that, after an unknown quantity of time,
         she felt no discomfort from kneeling on the hard parquet floor, nor was she aware of the commotion that had started outside the room.
      

      
      ‘You try upstairs, Marie. I will look for her down here.’

      
      A door on the opposite side of the hallway groaned open on unoiled hinges before being closed immediately with an echoing
         bang, and then the door to the drawing room was opened and a light turned on.
      

      
      ‘Angélique? Are you in here?’

      
      As she stood by the door, the woman, who, despite her advanced age, was tall and upright and elegantly turned out, her grey
         hair pinned in a circular plait to the back of her head, was puzzled by the crack of light that showed through the shutters.
         She walked over to the window and let out a cry of surprise when she came across the little girl huddled on her knees behind
         the piano.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Angélique, what a fright you gave me,’ she said, clutching a hand to her white-bloused heart. ‘What are you doing in
         here, little one?’
      

      
      The little girl looked up at the old lady, her face radiant with delight. ‘What is this?’ she asked, pointing at her discovery.

      
      The lady was so warmed by the child’s expression that any thought of reprimand quickly melted from her mind. ‘That, Angélique,
         is a violin.’
      

      
      ‘Is it very special?’

      
      The old lady smiled. ‘That one is, yes.’ She held a finger up to the little girl. ‘You wait right there. I must tell your
         mother I found you.’ She walked over to the door and called out, ‘Marie?’ into the hallway.
      

      
      ‘I have not yet found her, Madame Lafitte,’ a panicked voice sounded out from some distant point on the upper landing.

      
      ‘She is down here in the drawing room, Marie, so calm yourself.’

      
      Madame Lafitte walked back to the bay window, placing her long, graceful hands on the back of a low armchair and pushing it
         on squeaky castors to where Angélique remained as instructed, her face no more than ten inches away from the instrument. The old lady sat, tucking in her grey worsted skirt under her legs and shifting her knees demurely to one side. She reached
         down and lightly moved a thumb over the strings. The tone of the violin was muted by the thick green baize that lined its
         box.
      

      
      ‘It was given to me by my father many years ago,’ Madame Lafitte said, as if beginning the telling of a fairy tale. ‘He was
         a very kind and generous man. I had not long started playing the violin when he came home with it one evening. “Lillian,”
         he said to me, “if you want to be a really excellent violinist, you need the assistance of more than just a good teacher.”
         So he gave me that case, and I, like you, opened it up and just stared at it in wonderment.’ She reached down and pulled the
         violin case towards her. ‘Of course, it is only a small one because I was very young at the time.’
      

      
      ‘How old were you?’ the little girl asked, briefly taking her eyes off the violin to look up at Madame’s kindly wrinkled face.

      
      Madame Lafitte laughed. ‘Oh, now that is difficult. Not as young as you, at any rate. What are you now? Six? Seven?’

      
      ‘Six and a half.’

      
      ‘Well, I think I was probably about ten, and—’

      
      Madame Lafitte was interrupted by the arrival of a heavy tread and the sound of an unhealthy wheezing in the room. In the
         doorway stood a large woman with a wild tangle of brown curls adorning the top of a very red and very round face. Her figure,
         which resembled that of an all-in wrestler, was encased in a sleeveless floral overall that looked large enough to double
         as a two-man tent and under which, judging from the expanse of bosom revealed, she wore little other than an overloaded, flesh-coloured
         brassiere, the straps of which were almost lost in the pudginess of her shoulders. Below the bivouac, her thick legs were
         sheathed in black calf-length stockings that ran amok with ladders, while her considerable weight was borne by a pair of battered,
         woollen bedroom slippers.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Madame,’ she gasped, as she rocked her way over to the piano. ‘I am so sorry. I cannot understand what she was thinking
         of. She knows this room is interdite.’ She placed her fists on her wide hips and frowned angrily down at her daughter. ‘Angélique,’ she boomed, her voice suddenly taking on the force and volume
         of a Marseillaise fishwife, ‘you come out from behind that piano and apologise immediately to Madame.’
      

      
      Seeing the fear on the little girl’s face as she got to her feet and quickly backed away as far as the bay window would allow,
         Madame Lafitte held up a hand. ‘It’s all right, Marie,’ she said in a calming voice, ‘no harm has been done. It is good for
         little girls to be so inquisitive.’
      

      
      ‘But not here in your house, Madame. That is unforgivable. She can be as inquisitive as she likes in her own home, but not
         here at my work.’
      

      
      ‘And how much more work do you have to do this morning?’ Madame Lafitte asked, trying to steer matters away from Angélique’s
         trivial misdemeanor.
      

      
      ‘I have yet to finish off the polishing in Dr Lafitte’s study, Madame, and then if I might leave the dining room until tomorrow,
         I would be very grateful. I have to be home to make lunch for all my family.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Madame Lafitte asked quizzically, knowing that the three Pascal sons and elder daughter laboured alongside their father
         in a furniture factory on the outskirts of the city. Marie Pascal had been working in the house for nearly eight years, and
         consequently Madame Lafitte knew that Angélique’s birth had been a bizarre mistake, remembering well the woman’s surprise
         and shock on discovering that she was pregnant fourteen years after her previous confinement. ‘Why would they be home on a
         Wednesday? Do they not all have lunch in the canteen?’
      

      
      Angélique’s mother flicked back her head. ‘Of course, that is usually the case, Madame, but today, they are all on strike.’

      
      Madame Lafitte clicked her tongue. ‘Oh, not another strike. How long is this one going to last?’

      
      The housekeeper threw out her hands. ‘Je ne sais pas, Madame. I hope a very short time, otherwise there will be no food in the house for me to cook for them.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Marie, you get yourself off home when you have finished the study, and while you are doing that, I shall keep Angélique here with me so that she does not feel the need to carry out
         any more of her explorations.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, you need not trouble yourself. Angélique will come to sit quietly at the kitchen table and wait for me to finish my work.
         She has been—’
      

      
      ‘Marie,’ Madame Lafitte cut in sharply, ‘I am very happy to have Angélique with me here. We are going to have a little talk
         about the violin.’
      

      
      Marie frowned. ‘The violin, Madame? Angélique would not know what such a thing is.’

      
      ‘In that case, I would like to explain it to her.’

      
      With a shake of her head and a low muttering to herself, Angélique’s mother turned and headed towards the door, running a
         yellow duster she had taken from the front pocket of her overall along the full length of the sideboard before departing the
         room.
      

      
      Madame Lafitte smiled conspiratorially at the little girl, who had waited for her mother to leave before sinking to her knees
         in front of the violin once more. Angélique watched with wide eyes as the violin was taken from its case and the bow unclipped
         from the lid. Madame Lafitte placed the violin under her chin and plucked at each of the strings, turning the small wooden
         pegs at the end of the fingerboard to tune the instrument.
      

      
      ‘Oh, my word, it has been so long since I have played. My fingers are not so nimble nowadays and also the violin is quite
         small for me, so you must be ready to excuse a great many mistakes, Angélique.’
      

      
      The little girl watched as the old lady straightened her back, held the bow lightly against the strings, and then began to
         play. Immediately the dark, soulless room was warmed by the sweetest sound that Angélique had ever heard. She stared open-mouthed
         at the hand that moved effortlessly over the strings, at the fingers that quivered to make every note resound more beautifully,
         and at Madame Lafitte’s face, which suddenly seemed to have become so much younger than before. Oh, it’s like magic, Angélique
         thought to herself; this is the most special thing I have ever discovered.
      

      
      When Madame Lafitte eventually finished playing, she laid the violin and bow across her knees and smiled at Angélique. ‘Well,
         that wasn’t so bad, was it? Not so many mistakes after all.’
      

      
      ‘Do you always have to pretend you’re sleeping when you play?’ Angélique asked.

      
      Madame Lafitte laughed. ‘No, my dear, I close my eyes to concentrate. One has to try to become part of the music, and if you
         are not looking at other things, like the piano there, or even at you, then you are not distracted.’
      

      
      ‘If I closed my eyes, would I be able to play?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Would you like to have a try?’

      
      With a gasp of amazement, Angélique jumped to her feet. ‘Am I allowed to?’

      
      ‘Of course you are. The violin might still be un peu grand for you, but let’s see if we can’t play a note or two. Come here and stand beside me.’
      

      
      When the violin was placed under the little girl’s chin, her face was at such an angle that she had to peer sideways to look
         at the strings. Madame Lafitte bit at her lip pensively. ‘Now, that does not look very comfortable.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s very comfortable,’ exclaimed the little girl, terrified the old lady would take the violin away from her.

      
      ‘All right, then.’ She put the bow in Angélique’s free hand and raised the girl’s arm so that the bow rested on the fourth
         string of the violin. ‘We are only going to use this string, so that is the one the fingers of your other hand need to press,
         tu comprends?’

      
      ‘Oui.’
      

      
      ‘Bon. So let us start with that finger, which we call your fourth finger, and now gently move the bow across the string.’
      

      
      Angélique did what she was told and the violin emitted an ear-piercing screech. The girl let out a shrill laugh. ‘That sounds
         like the noise our cat makes when Papa stands on its tail by mistake!’
      

      
      
      Madame Lafitte smiled. ‘In that case, we must immediately stop the suffering of your poor cat! Come on, we shall try encore une fois.’

      
      The note, this time, came out almost perfect.

      
      ‘That was wonderful, Angélique. Well done, you. Now what I want—’

      
      But Angélique had already begun to play again, this time with her eyes screwed tightly closed, and when she repeated the note,
         she mirrored the technique of the quivering finger that she had seen Madame Lafitte use. It resounded exactly as the old lady’s
         had done. So Angélique pressed her third finger to the string and pulled the bow back across it, and again the lower note
         came out as pure as the last. And then she moved to the second finger, and after an initial screech, she readjusted her little
         wrist and the note once more came out perfect.
      

      
      The old lady did not try to stop her, but watched the girl’s tenacity with fascination. ‘All right, now let’s try the next
         string over. The same thing again.’
      

      
      The bow and the fingers moved together to the next string, and following one false start, three perfect notes were sounded,
         the playing hand arched just as it should be to avoid coming into contact with the fourth string, and then, without prompting,
         Angélique moved back to that string and played the three original notes again.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to try the second string now?’

      
      Angélique did not reply, nor did she open her eyes, her fingers feeling instinctively for the next string. Madame Lafitte
         could tell from the expression on the girl’s face that this was indeed an effort with fingers as short as hers. She managed
         almost immediately one clear note before the moment was broken by the sound of the drawing-room door being forcefully opened.
         Angélique’s mother entered the room, pulling on an enormous raincoat.
      

      
      ‘That’s the study finished, Madame. Again, I am sorry about my daughter’s behaviour and I can assure you that it will not
         happen a second time.’
      

      
      
      Madame Lafitte did not give her a reply, but with a gentle smile took the violin from the little girl. She could tell, in
         that second, that a spell had been shattered, and she saw the longing in Angélique’s eyes as the violin was replaced in its
         case.
      

      
      ‘Marie, why is Angélique here today? Why is she not at school?’

      
      ‘There was a holiday today, Madame. Oh, I cannot tell you how sorry I am that I brought her. In future, I will—’

      
      ‘I would like you to bring her here at any time that you possibly can, schooldays or not.’ She turned and looked at the housekeeper.
         ‘Would you be able to do that?’
      

      
      Angélique’s mother was perplexed by the request.

      
      ‘Madame? ‘I’m not sure what you—’

      
      ‘It’s very simple to understand, Marie. Would somebody be able to bring Angélique to my house every day and then fetch her
         later?’
      

      
      ‘May I ask why?’

      
      ‘Because I want to teach her the violin.’

      
      The housekeeper let out a short laugh. ‘The violin? Ah, Madame, it is very kind of you, but you don’t want to bother yourself
         trying to teach my daughter—’
      

      
      ‘Marie, what I do in my own time is my affair. So, the question still stands. Can someone bring Angélique to my house every
         day and then collect her at a later time?’
      

      
      Angélique’s mother shrugged her huge shoulders. ‘There are six of us in the house. I suppose someone can walk her round, but
         it would depend on the shifts that the others work.’
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter. Anytime. I am always here.’

      
      ‘Very well, Madame.’

      
      Madame Lafitte put her arms around Angélique, who had come to stand enthralled beside her. The old lady planted a kiss on
         the side of her short dark hair, before whispering in her ear, ‘I think, Angélique, my dear, that one day you will become
         an exceptional violinist.’
      

      
      And so it was that Madame Lafitte became the most important person in Angélique Pascal’s young life. It was she who gave Angélique her lessons until the ability of the ten-year-old outshone her own; it was she who arranged and paid for the teacher
         who continued to nurture her extraordinary talent, and together with whom Madame Lafitte put out a search for a full-size
         violin that had the same resonance and playing style as the one Angélique had been using, eventually tracking one down in
         a backstreet shop in Munich that held a scant but exceptional stock of stringed instruments, and subsequently purchasing it
         with little regard to its enormous price tag; it was Madame Lafitte who set up the interview and audition for the thirteen-year-old
         at Le Conservatoire National Supérieur de Musique et de Danse de Paris; and it was she who mollified the stupid prejudices
         of the Pascal family and made them understand that her attendance there would have no detrimental impact on their lowly finances,
         and that Angélique’s future promised much more than working in a furniture factory in Clermont Ferrand.
      

      
      It was Madame Lafitte also who accompanied Angélique to Paris for the first time, the girl holding tight to her hand as they
         rode below the streets of the city on the Métro before emerging at La Porte de Pantin station in front of the inspirational
         white structure of the Conservatoire. Then, having watched Angélique being taken off for her audition, carrying the new, but
         equally treasured violin, the old lady had sat alone in the echoing foyer, drinking a cup of coffee whilst keeping the fingers
         of her free hand tightly crossed, watching the music students struggle along the corridors with bulky instrument cases and
         the leotarded dance students who sat in the chairs around her, chatting to their friends as they effortlessly stretched their
         legs into positions that would be unachievable for mere mortals.
      

      
      It was a full hour and a half before Angélique eventually returned to the foyer, accompanied this time not by the young public
         relations woman but by a tall bespectacled young man wearing a dark-green corduroy suit. When they reached the perimeter of
         the seating area, he put a hand on Angélique’s shoulders and spoke to her. The girl smiled at Madame Lafitte and pointed a
         finger in her direction. Settling Angélique in a chair, the man bought her a bottle of orange juice from an illuminated dispenser next to the wall, gave it to her along with
         a reassuring smile and approached the old lady.
      

      
      ‘Madame Lafitte?’

      
      ‘Oui, c’est moi,’ she replied, struggling to raise herself out of the awkwardly shaped chair.
      

      
      ‘Oh, please, don’t get up,’ he said, reaching down to her an elegantly shaped hand that bore the hallmark of a musician. ‘I
         am sorry that we have taken so long with Angélique. My name is Albert Dessuin and I am a teacher of the violin here at the
         Conservatoire.’
      

      
      Madame Lafitte shook the hand and watched as the young man lowered himself into a chair on the opposite side of the table.
         She could not bear to wait for news of the audition.
      

      
      ‘Monsiuer Dessuin, can I ask how Angélique got on?’

      
      Dessuin leaned forward in the chair, resting his elbows on his knees and linking his hands together in front of his chin.
         ‘Madame Lafitte, all I can say is thank you for bringing Angélique to the Conservatoire.’
      

      
      The old lady felt her heart give a huge thump, and tears immediately sprang to her eyes. She opened up the blue leather handbag
         on her knees and extracted a white linen handkerchief. ‘Oh, I am so pleased you said that. She has a wonderful talent, n’est-pas?’

      
      ‘I certainly believe it, and that is why we felt the need to discuss at length her future here.’ The young man dropped his
         hands from his chin. ‘Madame, I have had a word with the directeur of the department and asked if he would allow me to take Angélique under my wing. I truly feel that I can make something
         wonderful out of this talent.’
      

      
      The old lady shook her head slowly. ‘I have always believed this,’ she said quietly, almost to herself, ‘from the first moment
         that I allowed her to lay hands upon that violin.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, it is your violin. I wondered, because it is certainly a most beautiful instrument.’
      

      
      ‘No, Monsieur Dessuin, I was talking about a small one given to me by my father many years ago. I shall always have that one in my house as a keepsake. The violin she is using now I bought
         for her.’
      

      
      Dessuin smiled at the old lady. ‘Then, what a wonderful gift you have made to her.’ His face became serious. ‘Now, Madame
         Lafitte, what I want to say about Angélique is that I feel that one so young, and one who has – how can I put this? – has
         not had a great deal of experience of the outside world, should not be put into the system of staying by herself in a students’
         residence.’
      

      
      Madame Lafitte nodded. ‘This has been one of my great worries, also.’

      
      ‘Good, so I hope that the suggestion that I am going to make, which has been approved wholeheartedly by the directeur, will be acceptable to yourself as well. Madame, I live with my mother in a very large apartment here in the quinzième district, and we have customarily lodged some of the younger students from the Conservatoire. The girl who is with us at
         present is now of an age to move into the students’ residence, which means that Angélique could take over her room. It would
         be a most beneficial arrangement for her because it would facilitate my supervision of both her music tuition and the educational
         studies that she will receive here at the Conservatoire.’
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