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Chapter One


Milan, Italy.


 


Everyone who saw Cosima Esposito sing at La Scala that night knew that they had witnessed something truly special. The little American soprano with the enormous voice had given a performance that would go down in opera history. She had sung a Tosca to rival that of any of the great divas: Maria Callas, Joan Sutherland, Montserrat Caballé. Now Cosima Esposito had established herself firmly in their ranks. But even as the audience, stunned for just a moment by the drop of the curtain on such magic, erupted into rapturous applause, Cosima could not enjoy her triumph.


 ‘Someone help me up, for fuck’s sake.’


 While the audience had seen Tosca jump hundreds of feet from the forbidding walls of Rome’s Castel Sant’Angelo, Cosima had actually fallen just four feet from some cardboard-clad scaffolding onto a very big crash mat, had landed awkwardly and somehow managed to get tangled up in the voluminous skirts of her late-eighteenth-century costume. Eventually, two stagehands had to haul her to her feet, at which point her co-star, Nolan O’Connor, who was looking considerably more composed despite being covered in blood, joined her. He’d had a little more time to gather himself since he met his stage death ten minutes earlier in front of a firing squad as Tosca’s ill-fated lover, Mario Cavaradossi.


 Nolan offered Cosima his arm.


 ‘Fuck you.’ She refused his offer of gentlemanly assistance and stormed ahead of him to the front of the stage. The chorus had already taken their bow. It was time for the principals to step forward. Out in the auditorium, the audience were wild with appreciation.


 ‘Come on, Cosi.’ This time Nolan grabbed for her hand.


 ‘Get off.’ She shook herself free again.


 ‘We’re supposed to be lovers,’ said Nolan.


 ‘We’re supposed to be married,’ Cosima hissed. She had married Nolan O’Connor at the tender age of twenty-one, full of youthful conviction. Seven years later, it appeared that he was getting the itch. Earlier that day, Nolan had failed to meet Cosima for lunch after she finished a morning of interviews for an Italian press eager to know more about this beautiful rising star, with young Liz Taylor looks, who had a voice like syrup onstage and a heavy Noo Yoik accent when she was off it. Nolan didn’t get her message, he said. He claimed he was in the gym with his phone switched off. Cosima was certain she knew otherwise.


 ‘Where the fuck were you this afternoon? Where were you, Nolan? Admit it. You were with that violinist, weren’t you? The one with the pierced tongue and the very bad taste in other women’s husbands.’


 ‘I told you I was working out.’


 ‘And I’m telling you, you were fucking the fiddler.’


 ‘Just smile and take your fucking bow,’ said Nolan, squeezing Cosima’s hand so tightly that she winced as the big green stone on the engagement ring he had bought her cut into her hand. 


 When the curtain rose on that evening’s principals, the audience saw nothing but love and magic, but as the curtain closed again, Cosima returned the favour of Nolan’s horribly hard squeeze by slapping him right across the face with her free hand, not caring that the entire company was assembled behind them watching with prurient interest. Though she was only five feet two inches tall, the force of the unexpected blow had Nolan reeling.


 ‘You’re a bitch,’ said the horrified tenor.


 ‘And you’re a total shit,’ Cosima responded. ‘You just can’t keep your dick in your pants for one minute! You ought to be castrated!’


 ‘I’d still sing better than you if I were a castrato,’ Nolan retorted. ‘You sing like a fucking crow.’


 ‘Oh!’ 


 It was the worst thing he had ever said to her. Cosima’s voice was her life. To hear Nolan tell her she couldn’t sing onstage and in front of so many people was worse than his constant infidelities.


‘How dare you!’ Cosima flew at her husband and co-star, fists flailing.


 The other members of the company backed away discreetly while the stage manager signalled that the curtains should not be opened again though the audience were far from finished with their standing ovation. The poor conductor had to scuttle on in front of the closed drapes to take his bow alone.


 ‘That’s it,’ said Cosima as she flounced from the stage. ‘I want a fucking divorce.’










Chapter Two


Juliet Hunter was in the audience at La Scala that same evening. But while Cosima Esposito and Nolan O’Connor’s marriage fell apart behind the sumptuous velvet curtains, Juliet’s big romance was only just beginning. 


 Juliet was in Milan on business. She was accompanying Christopher Wilde, her new boss in the private banking division of the Anglo-Italian Bank. The visit to La Scala was business too. Anglo-Italian had a permanent box at the opera where it entertained important clients with the best seats in the house and all the champagne they could drink. A night at the opera had exactly the kind of top-class cachet that impressed the bank’s high-net-worth clientele. It suggested a degree of sophistication that would hopefully be attributed to the bank’s investment strategies as well.


 That evening, Juliet and Christopher were hosting Russian billionaire Evgeny Belanov and his young wife Nadezdha. Nadezdha Belanov was a genuine fan of the opera and was quite delighted to have the chance to see Cosima Esposito sing. She explained to Juliet that she had followed the diva’s progress from the very beginning, when New Yorker Cosima made her debut at the Met as Mimi in La Bohème and the critics announced that a star had been born. Evgeny Belanov had never been anywhere near an opera house until he met the stunningly attractive Nadezdha, but since then he too had become quite fanatical. Cosima Esposito was one of his favourites as well. Seeing the hard-man Belanov so transported by Esposito’s stellar performance as Tosca, Juliet and Christopher were both pleased and relieved. The Belanovs thanked them profusely for the opportunity to see such a wonderful singer in action. 


 Client entertainment usually made for a long evening, as customers tried to claw back something of the vast fees they paid the bank by eating their body weight in caviar and steak. To that end, Juliet had booked one of the best restaurants in Milan for after the performance, but Nadezdha Belanov begged off. She said she had an early start. She had to fly to Romania to visit an orphanage endowed by her charitable trust. Her husband said he would escort her home. The Belanovs took their entourage of eight assorted cronies and bodyguards with them.


 ‘Well, she is quite a new wife,’ said Christopher, when Juliet expressed surprise that everyone had bailed out of dinner because Nadezdha had made her excuses. In fact Nadezdha was Belanov’s fourth wife, coming after his childhood sweetheart (left behind in a Moscow slum the minute the Soviet Union crumbled), the Aeroflot stewardess and the former lap-dancer from Kent, who was now one of the wealthiest women in the world thanks to her record-breaking divorce settlement. Unlike her predecessors, Nadezdha had money of her own. She was the daughter of one of Russia’s richest families, thirty years Belanov’s junior and educated in England and the United States. She had model looks and rocket scientist intelligence. Belanov was clearly head over heels. He was proud to tell everyone that his new wife had real class.


 Juliet shook her head. ‘All those divorces. Expensive business. It’s a wonder he’s got any money left at all.’


 ‘Ah yes,’ said Christopher. ‘But Belanov’s a true romantic, you see. And who wouldn’t render themselves penniless for a shot at real love?’


 Juliet was surprised to hear Christopher say that. He had always seemed such a pragmatic sort of man. She was even more surprised later that evening when he told her he thought he might be falling in love with her.


 


When she heard his declaration, Juliet gave an astonished little laugh. Christopher studied her face anxiously as he waited for her more considered response. 


 He need not have worried. Christopher Wilde had enchanted Juliet on her very first day at Anglo-Italian. 


 Juliet had been head-hunted to join Anglo-Italian from another private bank, where it was widely thought that she had the potential to reach the top. Though she shared her former colleagues’ belief in her abilities, Juliet couldn’t help but be nervous as she joined the Anglo-Italian team. She knew there would be those among her new co-workers who wondered whether she merited her big ‘transfer fee’. After all, she was still in her twenties and looked younger still with her boyishly short blond hair and perfect peachy skin. She was used to having to show ID when she tried to buy a bottle of wine. She knew that it would take a while to convince her new workmates that there was steel behind her soft exterior, so she had gone the power suit route for her first morning at Anglo-Italian. She’d followed all the usual advice about firm handshakes, looking people straight in the eye, projecting ultimate confidence and then . . .


 Christopher strolled in. Christopher Wilde. The mys­terious ‘CW’ who had been copied in on all the corre­spond­ence regarding Juliet’s appointment but who had been too busy to attend any of her interviews. She had envisaged him as yet another middle-aged man of distinctly middling appeal, but he looked like a model in his charcoal Zegna suit and Bulgari tie. He was the kind of guy you see in an ad for Patek Philippe watches with his thick hair greying so elegantly at the temples and his broad, perfect smile. He had great teeth of course. He was in his late thirties then. At the top of his game. 


 But even as she was taking in his indisputable good looks, Juliet had also clocked his wedding ring and determined just as quickly to turn off the tap of attraction. They were to be colleagues. He was married. It could be no more than that. Despite that resolve, she couldn’t help blushing whenever he complimented her on anything, even though he was more likely to compliment her on a spreadsheet than her hair or her outfit. 


 One glass of champagne more and Juliet might have admitted there and then that she had long since fallen in love with Christopher too. Instead she gathered what sense she had left and said, ‘Oh, Christopher. Don’t be silly.’ The worst thing she could do was admit to sharing feelings he would deny when he sobered up.


 ‘I’m not being silly,’ he said, reaching across the table and taking her hand between both of his. ‘I was attracted to you the moment I saw you. I can still remember what you were wearing on your very first day at Anglo-Italian.’


 ‘Tell me,’ she said.


 ‘That red suit. With the sleeves that don’t look long enough.’


 He was right. 


 Juliet laughed. ‘Bracelet sleeves is what they’re called.’ 


 ‘Quite daring, I thought. The red. Marked you out at the very beginning as someone who would prove to be a force to be reckoned with.’


 ‘Really?’


 ‘Oh yes. And it made your bum look magnificent too.’


 Juliet tutted but it was a playful tut, encouraging him to carry on.


 She looked at her hand, sandwiched between Christopher’s. She found she liked the contrast between them. Her hand small and fine and manicured, with polished nails like the inside of shells from a Caribbean beach. His hands so large and undeniably masculine. A bear’s paws by comparison.


 ‘I thought you were going to be a ball-breaker,’ Christopher smiled. ‘But there’s so much more to you than that, right? I quickly came to realise you’re not just a talented businesswoman, you’re a truly kind person as well.’


 ‘Thank you,’ said Juliet.


 She thought that perhaps she should pull her hand away, but at the same time she wanted him to go on. It had been a long time since anyone had properly flirted with her. Even if he was someone else’s husband, she could enjoy the compliments, couldn’t she? Things didn’t have to go any further.


 The restaurant staff was circling the room. They were too professional and polite to interrupt the romantic moment by announcing that they wanted to close, but no matter how quietly they went about their business, Juliet and Christopher couldn’t ignore the fact that it was getting late and the waiters just wanted to go home.


 ‘Can I get you anything else?’ asked the waiter who had been looking after them that night. Christopher shook his head and the look of relief on the waiter’s face was unmistakeable.


 ‘I suppose we should leave,’ said Juliet, finally wriggling free of Christopher’s grip so that he could put the bill on his company credit card. 


 


They were staying in the same hotel, of course, though their rooms were on different floors and Christopher’s was slightly bigger as befitted his higher status in the bank. Still Juliet had been happy enough with hers. Back in London she lived in the tiny flat she’d bought five years earlier. Every thing about her first home was beige. Tentative. Beige carpet, beige walls, beige upholstery. Not tasteless but definitely without taste. It didn’t reflect the woman she felt she was becoming. She was secretly fond of the swagged curtains and gilded mirrors that the Italians did so well.


 However Christopher was not about to let Juliet retire to her comfortable boudoir. He insisted they had another drink in the hotel bar, stringing the evening out for as long as they could. But soon it was two in the morning and even the barman was yawning.


 ‘Time for bed,’ said Juliet.


 Christopher grinned at her. Juliet shook her head.


 Since leaving the restaurant, they had not continued with the conversation about their attraction for each other. They’d spoken of everything but . . . however the unspoken subject had coloured every sentence, until the atmosphere between them was soft pink with the beginnings of love. 


 ‘Just one more drink,’ Christopher pleaded. ‘And then I promise I will let you go.’


 ‘The barman wants to close his till.’


 ‘The mini-bar in my room is always open.’


 Christopher’s hand crept along the zinc rail and sought out Juliet’s fingers again.


 


Before she knew it, Juliet had agreed to one more drink, a nightcap, from the mini-bar in Christopher’s room. He poured a mini-bottle of brandy into a glass for her. He had a whisky. He turned on the stereo. Low and atmospheric. The hotel made much of the music that was played in its bar. There were frequent guest spots by famous DJs and a compilation CD was found in every bedroom. It was the kind of music that encouraged slow-dancing, long looks, making love . . .


 On agreeing to go to Christopher’s room, Juliet had told herself that she would leave within half an hour but now she knew that a kiss was inevitable. And she wanted it. She watched Christopher’s lips move as he recounted a childhood memory for her. She had never felt so attracted to anyone. She had long since put aside the fact that he was her boss, and a man with a wife and two children. Her body had taken control.


 And god, it felt good to surrender. It had been a while since Juliet went to bed with anyone. Ages since she’d even shared a passionate kiss. Concentrating on her career had left her with little time for love. In the past few years she’d had only a couple of short-term flings with fellow bankers who ultimately found her drive intimidating and even unattractive. Christopher wasn’t threatened by Juliet’s success in the least. His lips were soft and gentle as he pressed his mouth against hers. How could she possibly resist?


 Giving in to the moment, Juliet closed her eyes and parted her lips.


 


The kiss quickly became more passionate. They were hungry for each other – ravenous – and now that their appetite had been unleashed, there was to be no holding back. Christopher’s hands roamed the beautiful curves of Juliet’s body. She did not protest as his hands soon moved beneath her clothes. Within moments she was helping him to unfasten the zipper on the blue dress she suddenly realised she had picked out with the subconscious hope of impressing him. As she lifted her arms to pull the dress off over her head, Christopher was already kissing her flat, toned stomach. His tongue traced the edge of her white silk knickers. His fingers sought out the clasp of the lace-trimmed bra that showcased her bosom so perfectly and unleashed it to find that Juliet’s nipples were already puckering and hardening with undeniable arousal.


 While Christopher devoured her neck with kisses, Juliet worked at getting him out of his clothes, desperate to feel his bare skin upon hers. Christopher stripped off his trousers and soon they were both completely naked. Juliet pressed her body against his, luxuriating in the feel of skin on skin.


 The new lovers looked deep into each other’s eyes, eager to read permission to take this all the way. Juliet gave a tiny nod and a smile that made Christopher break into a grin. He kissed her again, while his fingers tiptoed down to the place where her fine long legs came together. He found her clitoris and stroked it carefully. Juliet moved her pelvis up to meet his hand, willing his fingers to stray inside her. She knew she was already wet. He smiled more broadly when he felt it.


 When the teasing of Christopher’s fingers became too much to bear, Juliet begged him to enter her. She knew that he was ready. She could already feel his penis pressing hard against her thigh. All she wanted now was to have him inside her. Juliet wriggled her hand down between their hot bodies and sought out her lover’s erection. 


 Juliet guided Christopher towards her pussy. Their eyes remained locked on each other’s as he gently pushed into her and began to move. With each thrust she felt herself opening up to him, pulling him deeper. He never took his eyes off hers, so that she felt as though their minds were making love as well as their bodies. Juliet abandoned herself to the sensations he aroused in her, feeling an orgasm build inside her like the unfurling of a long-dormant flower. As Christopher came, he begged her to hold him more tightly and called out her name.


 


Next morning, waking early next to Christopher, her boss and now her lover, Juliet was too dazed to be regretful. Still she was grateful when he rolled over and gave her a squeeze that reassured her he wasn’t horrified to find her in his bed. 


 ‘Good morning, beautiful,’ he murmured.


 And back in London, in the taxi, all the way from Heathrow to the bank’s office in the City, Christopher held Juliet’s hand. From time to time he cupped her face and kissed her. Juliet felt sure that everyone would know what they had been doing. Christopher’s kisses had left her pink. His lips were darker than she had ever seen them, but as they walked into the lobby of the Anglo-Italian building Christopher was cool and unruffled as ever. He nodded at the receptionist and ushered Juliet into the waiting lift.


 ‘One last kiss,’ he said, as they were between floors.


 Juliet obliged him.


 ‘I have to see you again,’ he told her. ‘Outside the office. What are you doing tomorrow night?’


 ‘Nothing,’ she said. She hardly bothered to make plans with her friends anymore. Her career took up so much of her time.


 ‘Then you’re “working late” with me. All right if we go back to your place?’


 Juliet hesitated. But before her brain could kick in with all the obvious objections, they had reached their floor – the sixteenth – and Christopher was striding ahead towards his office, tossing greetings and instructions to his underlings as he went.


 ‘You’re all red,’ said Juliet’s PA, Michaela. ‘You must have caught the sun in Italy.’


 ‘Yes,’ said Juliet, as she watched Christopher pause by the water-cooler. ‘Forgot to pack my sunscreen. Silly me.’ 


 


 It was silly to say the least, getting involved with a married man. Juliet knew that. But she hadn’t felt anything so strongly in a long time and that throwaway line as they left the opera house, about people rendering themselves penniless for a shot at real love, had stuck with her. Maybe, she convinced herself, just maybe, Christopher Wilde might turn out to be every bit as foolishly romantic as Evgeny Belanov.










Chapter Three


A year after Cosima’s astounding performance at La Scala, the official recording of the evening was still riding high in the classical music charts. John Heywood, head of music (in fact the only teacher of music) at The Downey Road School in South London, had ordered the CD for the school’s paltry music library. And that was where Mercy Campbell found it.


 That week’s assignment for the GCSE music class was for the pupils to listen to a piece of music they had never heard before and write about how it made them feel. Most of the class cheated, writing five hundred words on the latest single by the kind of rap stars who sang about sex, money and death and left their listeners feeling strangely inadequate and angry. Only Mercy did something genuinely different. 


 Mercy wasn’t exactly what you would call academic. Most of her written work was returned to her covered in pencil scribbles (the school having decided that red ink was too demotivating), but in music Mercy Campbell excelled. 


 Singing was in her blood. Her mother, aptly named Melody, told Mercy that she had musical talent even in the womb. 


 ‘All through my pregnancy, I felt driven to turn the radio on the moment I woke up. And then you would start bouncing around. I thought you were going to be a dancer.’ She gave Mercy an affectionate up and down, taking in her daughter’s generously rounded figure. ‘But I guess your lungs are too big.’


 Mercy laughed. It wasn’t meant as an insult, she knew. She was the image of her mother at the same age. 


 And what her mother said was true. Mercy couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t have music in her head and in her heart. When just a toddler, her mother would dress her up in a white dress and matching crocheted cardigan and carry her proudly into church, where Mercy would be passed like a rugby ball from mother to aunt to grandfather and cousin yet still remain perfectly content so long as she could hear the singing. What the infant Mercy liked best was to lay her baby head against her grandmother’s chest and feel the vibrations as Connie hit the high notes. Her grandmother could have been a star, everyone told her. She had been approached by one of Phil Spector’s people back in the 1960s. But Connie sensed that the road to stardom would also be the road to ruin and remained instead an anonymous mother of five with a voice that could lift the whole congregation up to heaven.


 Mercy soon developed a voice of her own. As soon as she could stand she joined the other children at the front of the church and sang out as hard as she could. By the age of twelve she was a regular soloist. 


 The school she attended might have been the end of it all. There wasn’t much inspiration to be found at the Downey Road comprehensive, though brave and idealistic rookie teachers kept turning up and trying, imagining themselves like Michelle Pfeiffer in Dangerous Minds or Hilary Swank in Freedom Writers. And one of them got through to Mercy at least.


 Mr Heywood recruited Mercy for the school choir as soon as he heard her sing. And he was endlessly encouraging. So when he announced the new music assignment, Mercy headed straight for the music library to find something that was truly new to her.


 She had never heard Puccini’s Tosca. She knew nothing whatsoever about it. If she was honest, what really attracted her to this new recording, made at La Scala, was the photograph on the CD case. Looking every bit the diva, Cosima Esposito gazed into the middle distance. Her beautiful dark eyes and the dignity of her expression intrigued Mercy Campbell, who had no idea that Cosima’s expression was actually one of despair as the soprano considered her upcoming divorce proceedings. Mercy signed the CD out.


 Mr Heywood nodded approvingly when Mercy told him the name of the piece of music she planned to write about.


 ‘You ever listened to Puccini before?’ he asked her.


 ‘I heard that song about football,’ she replied.


 Mr Heywood smiled. ‘ “Nessun Dorma”. Well, I would advise you to listen to this piece a couple of times before you make your judgement. First listen to the music. See if you can guess what’s going on. Then read the libretto.’


 Mercy raised her eyebrows questioningly. 


‘The words,’ Mr Heywood explained. ‘They’ve got the Italian and the English translation inside.’


 ‘It’s in Italian?’ Now Mercy was nervous. 


 ‘You’ll cope,’ said Mr Heywood. 


 


Back at home, Mercy slipped the CD into her mother’s player and listened. It was hard to find a time to listen to the whole thing at once. Interruptions were frequent. Her mother wanted to do the vacuuming. Her little brother Francis, just ten years old, wanted to watch something on TV. But eventually, Mercy was able to hear the whole thing and found herself transported by the story of the talented but jealous singer Floria Tosca, her lover, the principled artist Mario Cavaradossi and their doom at the hands of the evil Baron Scarpia. 


 Love, jealousy, intrigue. It wasn’t hard at all to write the assignment.


 


At the end of the year, Mercy won the school music prize. She was given a voucher with which to buy herself a suitable gift to be presented at the annual prize-giving ceremony. Mercy chose a CD of Cosima Esposito’s performance of Tosca. 


 The following Christmas, when it was clear that her daughter was developing a passion for opera, Melody presented her with a pair of tickets to see Tosca at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden. They were the best she could afford on her income support but still Melody was horrified to discover that she had inadvertently bought standing places in the amphitheatre. She had to lean against the wall, unable to look down on the stage for fear that vertigo might overcome her. Mercy wasn’t all that keen to spend a few hours in such a precipitous position either, but it didn’t matter so much to her. She didn’t need to look. The music and the singing sounded just as good with her eyes shut. Though when she could bring herself to open her eyes, what she saw was even more magical.


 Mercy knew in that moment what she wanted to be. And when it came to her interview with a careers officer four months or so later, just ahead of Mercy’s GCSEs, she did not hesitate to name her dream job.


 ‘I want to sing opera. I want to be a soprano.’


 A soprano? Mrs Andrews, the careers officer had never heard anything like it. Certainly not at a school like Downey Road. She looked at her file on Mercy Campbell. She looked at the poor marks in English and Maths. The laughable grades in the sciences. The E in history. The school hadn’t even bothered to enter Mercy for a GCSE in French or in Spanish – the two languages available to the brightest kids. A large coffee stain obscured the music teacher’s glowing report. She closed the file and met Mercy’s soft brown eyes in that sweetly pretty face. 


 ‘Well, singing is a lovely hobby,’ Mrs Andrews said. ‘I imagine you get a lot of pleasure out of it. Now I see you’ve had a Saturday job at McDonalds for the past two years. You know they have a management training scheme . . .’










Act One










Chapter Four


Five years had passed since that night at La Scala when Cosima Esposito finally gave up on her marriage to Nolan O’Connor. The subsequent divorce had been relatively speedy. There were no children involved, thank goodness. Not much property either, since she and Nolan had both been living the peripatetic lives of professional performers when they met and had not had time to put down proper roots since their wedding, so busy were both their careers. It was really just a matter of undoing the ceremony so that Cosima could take back her own name on her bank statements and credit cards. Fortunately, she had not changed her name for stage purposes. 


 So, Cosima stepped away from her marriage relatively unscathed in material terms, but Nolan’s endless infidelities had not done much for her self-esteem. 


 Why had it gone so wrong? Perhaps they had married too young. Cosima had been just twenty-one; Nolan only two years older. Cosima’s mother had warned her that people change a great deal in their twenties. Was that what had happened? Had they simply grown apart?


 Nolan is just an idiot, said her friends. Any man should be proud to be with Cosima Esposito. Already in her short career she was one of the world’s greatest divas, and destined to go on to greater things.


 ‘But he told me I sing like a crow,’ said Cosima whenever Nolan cropped up in conversation. She would never forgive him for that. It wasn’t just the throwaway comment her friends imagined. When he made that analogy Nolan knew he was striking right at Cosima’s heart. Only a few days earlier, she had shared with him her concern about her ability to hold the top notes in her range. ‘I can hear a croak in my voice,’ she had told him. ‘Like a magpie’s call. Or,’ she shuddered, ‘like a crow’s.’ After seven years during which they had practised together and in front of one another almost every day, she had trusted Nolan to tell her the truth about her fears absolutely. He had assured her that nothing was wrong with her voice. His careless retraction of that assurance – onstage and using her own frightened analogy – was more significant to Cosima than if a thousand musical directors had told her the opposite was true. That moment saw the death of her trust in him. 


 Five years on, Cosima still heard that vicious comment in her head at least twice a day. Her friends had come to recognise the look that passed over her face when it happened and stopped trying to convince her to forget it. Maybe, thought some of them, the horror of the ‘crow’ comment had actually spurred Cosima on to greater things. Her career had certainly gone from strength to strength since Nolan made that stupid jibe.


 But Cosima swore she would never forgive him. It hadn’t helped that a year ago, four years after the divorce, she discovered that another guy had been cheating her too. This time, however, the material damage was much much worse. It transpired that Cosima’s financial manager had been channelling money from her accounts, leaving her almost penniless and with an enormous outstanding tax bill to boot. The accountant had robbed half his clients and gone on the run. He’ d been evading the police for months; it was thought that he was probably in Costa Rica. He had met, through Cosima ironically, a beautiful Costa Rican ballerina, who had stolen his heart. It was almost certain he had stolen Cosima’s money to impress that very girl. Such were the stupid things that men would do for love.


 And thus Cosima was near financial ruin. But if she thought about it properly, she would have to admit that the rest of her life was on the up. At last she stepped out of her self-imposed purdah and had recently become romanti­cally involved – albeit tentatively – with a new man. A good man. Though he was also a very successful tenor, Andrew Fleetwood had none of Nolan O’Connor’s notorious ‘artistic’ tendencies towards drinking and fucking too much. And then there was work. The critics still loved her. The audiences loved her. The world’s opera houses were clamouring to have her heading up the bill. All she needed was to get the IRS off her back . . .


 Cosima was thinking about exactly that when the phone rang.


 ‘Cosima!’ It was Duncan Strange, Cosima’s exceedingly camp English agent.


 ‘Hello, Duncan,’ she said. 


 Cosima loved her agent. He had recently managed to secure a very nice little deal for Cosima to promote a top French jewellery line – Martin et Fils, part of the Domaine Randon group of luxury goods companies. Though the fee itself wasn’t incredible, Cosima had been delighted with the job, which involved a day-long photo shoot and the promise of the most fabulous jewels in the world on loan to wear whenever she made a public appearance.


 ‘Mr Randon is very pleased with the way the photo shoot turned out,’ Duncan reassured her now. ‘I have to say, Miss Esposito, you do look especially beautiful in diamonds.’


 ‘Thank you.’


 ‘And emeralds and pearls,’ Duncan continued. ‘And the shots of you in those ruby chandelier earrings!’ He gasped. ‘With your ebony hair. Sweetheart, you look like a goddess! Simply ravishing. I don’t know how they’ll chose which shot to use in the ad campaign when every one is just so wonderful.’


 By the time Duncan had finished singing Cosima’s praises, she was practically purring, which, of course, had been Duncan’s intention. Because what he had to say to her next might not go down so well. Not at all.


 ‘Sooooo,’ he drawled.


 Cosima knew from that one, drawn-out word, that he was about to ask her something that might be considered a favour and that it was probably the kind of favour that costs the giver dear.


 ‘What is it, Duncan?’ Cosima’s tone of voice was intended to let him know that while she was open-minded and would do whatever she could to accommodate him, she was not to be taken advantage of. ‘Are you going to ask me to do a charity gig for that cats’ home you’ve been getting involved with?’


 ‘Gosh, no,’ said Duncan. ‘It’s a paying job.’


 ‘OK. Let me have it.’


 Cosima sat down and made herself comfortable. She had high hopes for what would come next. She knew of several opera stars who had been asked to do private performances in the Middle East for eye-bleeding sums of money. Millions for just an hour or so’s work. Was she about to be offered a gig like that? She would do it in a heartbeat, even if it meant a week in the desert, risking her voice with the heat and the dust.


 ‘The good news is, I’ve had a call asking you to do a six-week tour of the opera houses of Europe, reprising your fabulous Tosca. I know there’s no role you like better. And the money is sensational,’ he assured her. ‘As befits a sensational singer like you.’


 ‘So what’s the downside?’ Cosima cut to the chase.


 Duncan took a deep breath. He knew of no two words that could make Cosima Esposito lose her poise more quickly and he was about to utter both of them. He muttered them at high speed. ‘The downside is they’ve already signed Nolan O’Connor . . .’


 ‘What?’


 Duncan was right. The mere mention of the Irish tenor was enough to send Cosima ballistic. She unleashed a string of four-letter words that made her agent hold the phone away from his ear. Cosima railed on O’Connor for what seemed like an hour. Then she railed on the concert promoters for signing him. She was particularly upset that they had approached her ex-husband before they approached her. She then railed on Duncan. She was mortally offended that Duncan had not told them where to stick their offer to her from the start. For heaven’s sake! They had asked Nolan first? Didn’t Duncan agree that Cosima was by far the bigger star?


 ‘Of course I do. Darling, darling . . .’ he tried to break into her rant. He didn’t dare tell her that her arch-rival, another soprano, Judith ‘Judy’ Shephard, had originally been cast in the role she’d just been offered. Especially since Judy had coined Cosima’s nickname: ‘Miss Piggy’, while they were appearing opposite each other as Mimi and Musetta in a particularly fraught production of La Bohème. ‘These people . . .’ Duncan sighed. ‘What can I say? They don’t know how opera works. They went to O’Connor ahead of you because he’s the man, I suppose. They thought it was important to cast the male lead first. It’s straightforward sexism.’


 That sent Cosima into another rant. ‘The opera is called Tosca, Duncan. Tosca! Floria Tosca is the leading role.’


 Half an hour later, she was still shouting and Duncan was no nearer to knowing whether he could go back to the tour organisers and tell them Cosima was on-board or not. Eventually, when she had settled into quiet sobbing, he tried once more.


 ‘The money is really very good.’


 He finally named the figure. And while it wasn’t quite as much as Cosima might have anticipated for a sheikh’s birthday party, it was enough to make her pause and ask, ‘Say that again?’


 ‘For six weeks,’ Duncan reminded her. ‘Just six weeks when you’ve got absolutely nothing else in the diary.’


 ‘Those six weeks are my vacation time,’ she pouted into the phone. ‘I thought we agreed I deserve a good rest. I’ve had a busy year.’


 ‘You’ll be doing a maximum of two performances a week. If you take this job,’ said Duncan, ‘it will be like a six-week holiday in Europe, with the added advantage that at the end of it, you’ll be able to pay off the IRS and rent yourself a lovely little place in the South of France next time you have some time off.’


 ‘Hmmm,’ said Cosima.


 Duncan could tell she was thinking about the whole thing more seriously.


 ‘Tell me who else is on-board.’


 Duncan ran through the provisional cast list the touring company had given him. Cosima murmured approvingly at most of the names. The respected baritone Donald Law would be singing Baron Scarpia. And Karl Strindberg, the musical director, was someone for whom Cosima had a great deal of time. If Nolan hadn’t been involved, she would have given her consent in a heartbeat. But Cosima hadn’t seen Nolan in the flesh since the day their divorce came through, six months after the night she told him she wanted out of their marriage. The thought of seeing his smug, fat face again was not a pleasant one. It was so unpleasant that she wasn’t even sure several hundred thousand pounds could sweeten the pain.


 ‘Meet me for lunch at Da Silvano,’ Duncan suggested, naming Cosima’s favourite Italian restaurant. ‘We can talk about it properly there.’


 


Over lunch he played up the positives. Wouldn’t Cosima love to spend some time in London and Paris? A night at La Fenice in Venice had been planned. Hadn’t she always wanted to sing at La Fenice? Wasn’t Venice Cosima’s favourite city?


 ‘In the summer?’ She wrinkled her nose as though she could already smell the dirty brown water.


 ‘I will get you a suite at the Cipriani. With air-conditioning.’


 Duncan continued. He talked rhapsodically about summer nights in Verona, where Romeo and Juliet played out their tragic love. Cosima had never sung in the amphitheatre there. 


 ‘It’s really something,’ Duncan told her.


 Cosima had to agree. She had visited Verona several times. But still she wasn’t persuaded that the tour was worth her while.


 ‘I promise you five-star luxury all the way. Hell, I promise you six-star!’ he laughed.


 Cosima pushed a last mouthful of panna cotta around her dish. 


 ‘I want to be in a different hotel from Nolan in every single town,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to have to see his face unless we’re onstage together.’


 ‘Your wish is my command. Does this mean you’re saying yes?’


 ‘Duncan,’ said Cosima. ‘I have no choice. You know I need the money.’


 She knew that Duncan needed his twenty per cent too. The vet’s bills for his three rescue cats were ridiculous. It would have been cheaper to send three children to private school.


 ‘You won’t regret it, I promise,’ Duncan told her. ‘You are going to have the summer of a lifetime.’         


 ‘You can stop the BS,’ Cosima told him. ‘I’m just doing it for the money. Full stop.’


 


That evening, Cosima had a date with Andrew Fleetwood, who had an evening off from his critically acclaimed run in La Bohème at the Met. She told him about her summer plans. If he was jealous at the thought that she was going to spend most of July and August with her ex-husband, he didn’t show it. Instead, just as Duncan had done, he played up the positives. All the best theatres in Europe. The best hotels. The best people turning out to watch. It would be wonderful. 


 ‘And I can come with you for most of it,’ he said. ‘I’m free from the fifteenth of July. Won’t that be great?’


 Cosima nodded. Andrew’s presence had certainly made New York more fun of late. But that night, as she tried and failed to go to sleep, Cosima wondered whether she had made a big mistake. She needed the money, no question. But was she ready to take the stage with Nolan again? After all the heartache he had caused her, she so wanted to believe that she was over him and yet, five years after the end of their brief but tempestuous marriage, she still thought about him every day. At some point every twenty-four hours she would find herself having an imaginary conversation with him, berating him, screaming at him, or, more often lately, simply quietly begging to know what had gone wrong. It didn’t matter how many times she tied to convince herself that theirs had been a ‘starter marriage’ and would certainly not be her last chance to get love right.


 In the bed beside her, Andrew stirred. Cosima propped herself up on one elbow and looked down into his sleeping face. Andrew Fleetwood was a good man. She knew that he loved her and she cared for him deeply in return. He was handsome, funny and kind. He had already told her that he would never be unfaithful, having divorced his wife after she had an affair. Cosima could trust Andrew Fleetwood implicitly. She should have been glad that he would be able to accompany her to Europe and yet . . .


 ‘Stupid girl,’ Cosima berated herself under her breath. Of course she should be happy that she had this tour to take care of her money worries and that Andrew was planning to go to Europe with her. She knew she would appreciate his support. Nolan would inevitably have a woman in tow after all, if not a different girl in every town. Andrew’s presence wouldn’t be a problem. Why should it be? It wasn’t as though she and Nolan ever had a snowflake’s chance in hell of getting back together again. Five years should have been enough to put him behind her. Cosima just had to approach the tour as a job. That’s what it was. Just a singing job. With her ex-husband.


 The man she was absolutely not still in love with. 










Chapter Five


Five years at the Anglo-Italian Bank passed by in a flash. Juliet had risen effortlessly through the ranks by working hard and giving her job one hundred and fifty per cent. She was satisfied that her success had nothing to do with her continuing extra-curricular relationship with Christopher Wilde. Though they had been together for five years, their affair was still as secret as it had been the day they consummated their feelings for each other in Milan. However Juliet was confident now that it wouldn’t always be that way. 


 Juliet was often able to spend a couple of nights a week with her lover. Conveniently, the fact that the bank’s headquarters were in Milan meant that she and Christopher were often expected to be in Italy on a Wednesday morning to brief their Italian counterparts on business in the London office. That meant flying out to Milan on a Tuesday evening, where they would book into the hotel (separate rooms of course, though only one bed was ever slept in), then go for dinner and chat like any couple who had been together for five long years before going back to the hotel to make wild passionate love like a couple who had known each other for less than a month. 


 If Christopher’s wife Caroline had guessed that her husband was having an affair, she gave no hint of it to him. Perhaps she knew but didn’t care. From time to time Christopher even joked that his wife might be having a Tuesday night affair of her own. He wouldn’t know. They led increasingly separate lives, he told Juliet. He claimed that Caroline only bothered to speak to him when she wanted money for gym membership, or new shoes or the endless lunches she took with her hideous Botox-fiend friends. Their fifteen-year marriage, which had started in haste when Caroline became accidentally pregnant, was over in all but name. Christopher was just waiting until the children were a little older. As soon as the youngest was in secondary school, he would tell Caroline he was leaving. The youngest was in his final year at prep school now. Juliet looked forward to the very near future with excitement and some trepidation when she considered the inevitable fall-out of Christopher’s divorce.


 It would be tough but Juliet was sure they would make it. She had helped Christopher through one catastrophe already, when his older brother Nat, an auctioneer, was jailed for manslaughter. What a horrible affair that was. Nat had been fighting with a business associate on Hammersmith Bridge and, after throwing a few well-aimed punches, he had tossed the hapless bloke over the barrier and into the drink. Problem was the poor bloke couldn’t swim. And even if he had been able to swim, his busted ribcage would have made it difficult to beat the Thames at high tide. 


 Christopher was devastated when Nat was sent to prison. He worshipped his charismatic big brother who stood up for him during his horrible early years at Eton. They had drawn closer still after the death of their father. When Christopher left Oxford with a first class degree in PPE, he moved to London and into Nat’s flat.


 ‘I got lucky far more often than I should have done, thanks to Nat,’ Christopher confided to his mistress. ‘The flat was always full of girls mooning over my bro. Some of them had to console themselves with me.’


 Nat Wilde’s natural charm had helped him to stratospheric success in the auction houses, where he regularly persuaded people to part with the equivalent of a small country’s GNP for exquisite old masters or potato prints by the darlings of contemporary art. But his personal life had not gone so well. His wife Miranda stripped him to the bone in their divorce, leaving Nat pining for the lifestyle he had once enjoyed and willing to do anything to raise his living standards again. It was that which had led him to indulge in a spot of fraud with the chap he eventually tipped off Hammersmith Bridge. 


 After the court case and Nat’s subsequent imprisonment, the rest of the family had cut off the former golden boy. Christopher, however, visited his beloved brother in jail every week. Religiously. He told Juliet that the only appointments he would never break were his nights with Juliet and his visits to Nat in Wandsworth. Juliet was intrigued by the thought of Christopher’s brother. Apparently, he was doing very well behind bars.


 ‘It can’t be any worse than school,’ Christopher assured her.


 


That weekend saw Juliet turn thirty-three. Since her birthday was on a Saturday, and Saturdays were when Christopher had to take his sons to their various sporting practices, she was unable to see him. But he had sent roses from Moyses Stevens, the smart London florist. Five dozen of them. Juliet didn’t have enough vases in her house for all the blooms. And he had promised her that when they went to Milan for the next board meeting, he had a very special surprise in store.


 He certainly pulled out all the stops. He booked the ­restaurant where he first declared his love for her. He’d ordered champagne. Vintage Clos Des Larmes by Champagne Arsenault. 1996. The very best of recent years. And then he had pulled out her real birthday gift. Juliet’s heart leaped as she recognised the thick white cartridge paper and blood red wax seal that whispered ‘Cartier’. She unwrapped the gift carefully, not wanting to ruin the paper. She would keep it all; she kept everything Christopher gave her. She still had a daisy he’d plucked from the grass of Ludgate Circus, during an impromptu picnic shortly after they confessed their love. She’d pressed it between the pages of her diary. But this was more significant than a daisy. Inside the paper was the red box trimmed with gold. And inside the box . . .


 Juliet gasped when she saw the bracelet inside. It was from Cartier’s Trinity collection. Three interlocking bangles in three colours of gold with the centre bangle glittering with pavé set diamonds. Christopher lifted it out of the box and told her the significance of each differently coloured circle. 


‘White for friendship. Yellow for faithfulness,’ he gave a rueful smile. ‘Well, you know that you are the only one in my heart . . . And finally, pink for love.’


Juliet held out her hand so that he could slip the bracelet onto her wrist.


‘I wish that this could be a ring,’ he said. ‘But I promise it won’t be long now. Jamie will be moving schools in September. I’ll make sure he’s settled in and . . . well, I’ll have to wait until after Christmas of course but . . .’


Juliet put her finger to Christopher’s lips. 


‘Let’s not talk about this now,’ she said. ‘We’re celebrating my birthday. I just want to be happy tonight. And I am happy, here, right now, with you.’


Christopher looked relieved to change the subject.


‘Do you like your present?’ he asked her.


‘I love it,’ she assured him. ‘I will wear it every day.’ 


 


All through the rest of dinner, they had held hands across the table. They walked back to the hotel with their arms around each other and stopped to kiss a dozen times, like a pair of teenagers unable to do anything more. Inside the hotel room, Christopher took Juliet by the hands again and led her to the bed. They lay down upon it together, still kissing as they started to undress. Juliet ran her hands appreciatively over Christopher’s chest. She caressed the smooth skin of his shoulders and his back as they pressed their bodies together and kissed some more. He tasted so good to her and she had the sensation that she grew more beautiful with every kiss.


 


Juliet was naked except for the bracelet. The secret lovers paused to admire the glitter of the diamonds against her peach-white skin.


 ‘I can’t believe someone as beautiful as you could love me,’ said Christopher.


 ‘Believe it,’ said Juliet.


 That night, they made love with such passion that Juliet couldn’t possibly have believed anything other than that they would spend the rest of their lives as one. Their bodies fitted together so perfectly. Never had Juliet felt so fulfilled by making love. They had shared so much pleasure and so many secrets over the past five years. Theirs was more than just a run-of-the-mill affair.


  ‘You’re my soulmate,’ Christopher told her, as they lay curled around one another in the darkness. ‘I promise we’ll be together one day.’










Chapter Six


A couple of days later, back in London, Christopher went to visit his brother in prison. Christopher was surprised to see that Nat looked somewhat better than he, Christopher, was feeling. Nat was even sporting a light tan.


 ‘Exercise yard is a sun trap,’ Nat explained.


 ‘You look like you’ve been to bloody St Tropez,’ said Christopher.


 ‘And you look like you’ve been to hell and back,’ Nat observed. ‘What’s the matter with you? Why the long face? Wife making demands? Mistress been giving you hell?’


 Christopher sighed. Nat was the only person he had told about his clandestine relationship with Juliet. It seemed safe enough. Nat was tucked away inside one of Britain’s most high-security prisons. He wasn’t going to get drunk at a family barbecue and spill his little brother’s secrets for a long while yet. And Christopher desperately wanted someone to confide in. There were times when he felt he was going mad, juggling his family life and this much greater passion.


 ‘The market has been all over the place in the past three days,’ was Christopher’s answer to Nat’s latest question, however.


 ‘I thought your investment method was foolproof?’ said Nat.


 Christopher frowned. He knew that while he had always worshipped Nat, Nat was also a little jealous of him. Before Nat went to prison, even when times were good, Christopher had netted at least five times as much a year. 


 ‘It’s serious,’ said Christopher. ‘My bonus is going to be half what I expected. I’m having a difficult year.’


 ‘You mean you’re down to your last Jag?’


 ‘It’s not quite so serious that I would ever swap the Aston for a Jag,’ Christopher managed a smile. ‘But I need to pull some money from somewhere and quickly.’


 ‘Before the mistress moves on to a bigger fish.’


 ‘It’s not like that. Juliet . . . she . . . she’s not in it for the money. That much I do know.’


 Christopher’s mind drifted to a picture of Juliet on the bed in the hotel in Milan, with that bracelet around her wrist. That bracelet had cost him more than twenty grand. It hadn’t seemed like too great an extravagance at the time, but when he got back to London the following day, his wife had greeted him with some very unwelcome news. News that could cost him a fortune.


 ‘Look,’ said Nat. ‘There’s someone I think you should meet. He was here with me last week. He was on a murder charge but managed to get out thanks to some police cock-up over the evidence. I only wish the plod had been as sloppy when they were investigating me. Anyway, I helped him get through his time here and he said that I should look him up if I ever needed a favour. Or if there was a favour I could do for him. He’s a businessman. Got all sorts of investments. I think you might be able to help one another.’


 ‘Who is he?’


 Checking that the screws were occupied elsewhere, Nat leaned forward and whispered a name to his brother. 


 ‘James Dean.’


 ‘Like the actor? That’s a made-up name, right?’ 


 ‘I didn’t ask. He seemed a little tetchy on the subject. Anyway, give him a call and tell him that I sent you. His company is called Foxtrot Oscar.’


 ‘You mean FO, for fuck off? Sounds like he was pulling your leg, Nat.’


 ‘No. He’s the real deal, all right. Look, give him a call. I said I would make sure you did.’


 ‘Thanks.’ But Christopher had no intention of following up Nat’s hot tip. In the recent past, Nat hadn’t exactly shown himself to be a good judge of character when it came to choosing business associates. It was a supposedly foolproof scam that had led to the fight that landed him in jail. But Christopher could see that Nat was enjoying the feeling that he might be able to help his little brother out and there were few pleasures to be had within the walls of HMP Wandsworth.


 Visiting time was almost over. Christopher handed over the cigarettes that he brought along every week. Nat didn’t smoke but the cigarettes helped him keep on the right side of the hardest men on his block. Nat took them gratefully. 


 ‘Next time I want to hear more about that mistress of yours.’


 ‘Sure,’ said Christopher. Though he didn’t know how much longer she would be on the scene. And that made him sad.


 


Christopher was still preoccupied when he got back to the family home in Wimbledon that evening. As he pulled into the drive of the six-bedroomed, common-side mansion, he sighed to see that a light was burning in every window. Naturally, every window was clad with curtains costing thousands of pounds. And of course Caroline had gone ahead and bought herself that new Porsche Cayenne. It was sitting on the drive, next to the Mercedes estate she had yet to get rid of, meaning that Christopher had to park his Aston Martin on the street. He was not best pleased. He didn’t see why his wife needed the Porsche. Not yet. But Caroline Wilde did not know the meaning of economy. And when she was in the mood to shop . . . Jesus. That woman got personally signed birthday cards from a grateful Al Fayed.


 ‘Oh. You’re back,’ she said when Christopher walked into the kitchen. It wasn’t much of a greeting. Not even a ‘hello’. 


 ‘I suppose you’ve been to see that ridiculous brother of yours again. While I have been trying to cook supper for the boys without retching into the pan.’


 ‘I’m sorry,’ said Christopher reflexively. 


 ‘But that’s you all over, isn’t it, Christopher? Thoughtless.’


 ‘I didn’t know you weren’t feeling well,’ said Christopher.


 ‘Jesus, Christopher. Don’t you remember how bad it was the last time?’


 Christopher hadn’t thought about it. 


 ‘Well, you’ll just have to cook for yourself because I need to lie down before I fall down.’


 ‘Is there anything I can do?’ Christopher asked. ‘For you? Massage your shoulders?’ he suggested.


 Caroline snorted. 


 ‘Empty the dishwasher,’ she said.










Chapter Seven


The best laid plans . . . Having found her inspiration in Cosima Esposito, Mercy Campbell had believed that everything was possible, especially as she learned more about the soprano’s life. Contrary to what Mercy expected, Cosima had not grown up in a world of privilege where visits to the opera were as common as a visit to the flicks. According to her website, Cosima had hardly known her father and she hadn’t had a formal music lesson until she hit fifteen. Everything Mercy read about Cosima made her dream seem a little easier to achieve, but now she decided that Cosima must have had something extra. A better support network. More luck. 


 After the careers interview in which the careers officer pooh-poohed her ambition and instead flagged up the management opportunities in the fast-food sector, Mercy felt her bubble begin to deflate. And unfortunately, pretty much everyone she encountered from that moment on was similarly sceptical about her chances of achieving her ambition. Everyone except Mr Heywood, that is. But alas, when Mr Heywood told Mercy about the colleges that could help her to hone her talent for music it didn’t take much research to reveal that the cost would be beyond her family’s means. Even staying on at school to take a music A Level was out of the question. Mercy’s father had left home before she was born, coming back into her life only for the three weeks it took for him to father Francis and clear out Melody’s savings. Mercy’s mother had raised her children on benefits and the proceeds from the occasional badly paid cleaning position. Mercy knew she had to shoulder her family responsibilities and get a full-time job.


 And so, four years on, Mercy was no nearer to being an opera diva than she had been when she accepted the school music prize. Instead she had followed the careers officer’s advice and parlayed her Saturday job experience at McDonald’s into a place on their management-training scheme. She gave up on that scheme after a row with her supervisor and since then she had drifted from job to job, taking whatever work she could get. She had stacked shelves in all the local supermarkets. She had collected money in a multi-storey car park until she was held up at knifepoint and quit. She had handed out newspapers outside tube stations, a particularly terrible job. The people she tried to hand the papers to were rarely grateful. Sometimes they were downright rude, shoving the paper back at her so hard, you might have thought she had tried to hand them a turd. When a particularly charming member of the public, pressed his chewing gum into her hand, Mercy decided she wanted a job that involved a great deal less contact with the public.


 But with just one GCSE, in music, unskilled work was all that was available to her. And that was how she ended up at City Clean Stars.        


 


This must be what it’s like to be a ghost, thought Mercy on her first day in her new job. In the pale blue overall with the gold-stitched ‘City Clean Stars’ logo on the back, Mercy was invisible. She had arrived five minutes early to be signed in and given her instructions by Hazel, who headed up the City Clean Stars team at the Anglo-Italian Bank. Hazel hadn’t been what you could call friendly. She had barely looked at the new girl – the fifth new girl in a fortnight, as it happened – just handed her a clipboard and a locker key. 


 ‘Your overalls are in there. What’s your name again?’ she asked.


 Mercy was used to repeating her name. ‘Mercy. As in kindness and compassion.’ She trotted out the line her mother had repeated to her all through school. 
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