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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 . . .’
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