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    Maude Laurent has made a decision: she wants to sing opera, and she wants to be a pop singer. With Matt and Cordelia Tragent by her side, she visits London, Berlin, Prague, and Milan to establish her place as an opera diva. But new challenges await her return to New York as she tries to save her uncle’s record company and relaunch her pop career. It will take all of Matt’s love and all of her family’s support to face them.
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    Prologue


    


    On a calm August evening in the beautiful gardens of Versailles, bathing in the golden dusk of a regal sun setting over the whispering trees, a girl with wide and dreamy brown eyes, chocolate brown skin, and dark hair lay in the grass, her head resting on her palm. Musical scores had slipped from her hands and were scattered around her, lying next to a gleeful, chirping bird.


    The little bird’s song couldn’t rouse her from the lovely daydream she’d painted with a silver brush.


    Dreams of grandeur and exquisite refinement filled her mind. In two days she was to begin her European tour. London, Berlin, Prague, and hopefully Milan. All these beautiful European cities would be hers for the taking.


    She would be accompanied by Ms. Tragent. Or, as she preferred to call her teacher these days, Cordelia. Her dear teacher was leaving the National Academy of Arts to follow Maude on her classical tour as her manager.


    Maude rolled over in the grass with a smile on her face.


    Matt was coming as well. Unlike two years ago when she’d prevented him from following her on tour, he would be with her this time every step of the way. They would work on songs for her new album, when she wasn’t busy becoming a classical diva.


    A diva. In the classical world, being a diva was the ultimate distinction. Becoming an opera princess was difficult, but a diva was more than a queen—she was an empress. She would have to succeed in every single European city she stepped in.


    Succeeding at the Opéra Garnier in Paris was a first battle won, but Milan was the ultimate step on the classical ladder.


    And then she’d return to New York and fight another battle.


    She would go back and repair her damaged pop career. She would step back into a world that had shunned her ever since the scandal involving Thomas Bradfield.


    Maude pushed the thought away but a lingering unease wouldn’t subside. Would the pop world allow her to come back? It had to. Her Uncle James was counting on her.


    Most importantly, she wished to fulfill the dream of bringing classical to pop music. Whether she failed or succeeded, the ride to the top would be an exciting one.


    Maude rolled over in the grass again and sighed a sigh filled with the deepest, truest contentment. Battles would be fought, challenges would be overcome.


    Tomorrow.


    Today, she was just content being lazy.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 1


    


    When Maude stepped out of St. Pancras station one early August morning, she immediately jumped back as a black London cab whisked past her and stopped behind a long line of black taxis waiting in front of the station. A family of four hurried to the vehicle and hurled their luggage inside the trunk.


    Even though Maude had grown up in a small town in northern France, she had never travelled in Europe before and the image painted in her head was far from the truth. Of course she didn’t expect horse-drawn buggies like in the many BBC movies she’d watched, but she envisioned something different.


    Or maybe she had expected horse-drawn buggies. It couldn’t be entirely farfetched to expect at least one carriage, could it?


    What she loved about Europe—or the little she’d seen of it—was how the modern befriended the ancient. In Paris she could stop by a McDonald’s on her way past a castle like the Louvre, built in the twelfth century.


    Matt left Maude to her daydreaming. Being practical as he was, he hauled his luggage into the next cab before turning to Maude.


    When he saw the look on her face, he knew something was wrong.


    “What is it?” he asked gently.


    “I thought it’d be different,” Maude admitted.


    “We’ve barely set foot in the city,” Matt pointed out, grabbing her luggage, seeing as she was too busy being disappointed to get in the vehicle.


    “But where are the horses?”


    Matt’s grey eyes laughed before he did, but his laughter was one of genuine disbelief. He’d travelled extensively, but he’d forgotten that before being discovered and swept off to New York, Maude had lived most of her entire life in one place: the small town of Carvin in the north of France.


    “You’re kidding, right?”


    “Of course not,” Maude answered staunchly.


    “The horses are where they’re supposed to be,” he answered with an amused smile. “Stuck in the nineteenth century. Like you once were, when all you played was Beethoven.”


    Maude sighed. Perhaps every interesting bit of European culture was stuck in the nineteenth century, and she’d been born in the wrong age.


    Matt managed to dim his broad, amused smile.


    “Carriages aren’t important. What’s exciting is we’re travelling together for the first time.” Matt softly kissed the top of Maude’s head.


    She smiled. He was right, of course.


    “I’m glad you’re coming on my tour,” Maude agreed with a sweet smile. She opened the door and prepared to take the front seat on the right.


    “Um, Maude, I don’t think you want to sit on the driver’s lap.”


    The cab driver, a round and jolly man with graying hair, jeered. He wouldn’t mind.


    Maude turned away and sat in the back with a howling Matt.


    “I forgot. The British drive on the left,” Maude shook her head. “I didn’t know it also meant the driver’s seat was on the right.”


    “This trip’s going to be fun,” Matt laughed.


    He gave the driver their hotel address. The vehicle began its journey, driving past a grand red building safeguarding timeless and countless knowledge within its walls.


    “Easy for you to say, you’ve been all around the world,” Maude said, tearing her gaze away from the building.


    “I have, but I’ve never been to London with you. So don’t hold it against me if I find everything you do cause for laughter.”


    Maude pouted for an instant before turning to him with a vengeance.


    “I read on the Internet you were kicked out of a British hotel for misbehavior. Maybe you’re not as aware of British conduct as you say you are,” Maude responded.


    “I won’t remark on the fact you’ve been cyberstalking me again,” Matt paused, waiting for Maude’s grimace which invariably came. “But that was one of the proudest days of my life.”


    “I’m an opera singer now. I’ve lived in a castle for the past year, and I’ve learned the art of etiquette. So you can’t expect me to get thrown out of hotels.”


    “Maybe not,” Matt agreed. “But then, if you absolutely want to fit into that world, if you want to be an opera diva, you’ll have to throw a tantrum or two.”


    “I don’t throw tantrums, Mathieu Beauchamp.”


    Few things exasperated Matt more than being called by his full name.


    “You could’ve fooled me,” he answered, ignoring her quip. “I remember door slamming and haughty glares back when we first met.”


    “You deserved them.”


    Maude raised her head to show him she hadn’t lost one bit of her pride since the good ole days. She stole a sidelong glance at him from the top of her mock haughtiness and couldn’t help but smile.


    “You’re something,” Matt acknowledged with a shake of his head. But he said it with more admiration than she’d ever seen, and she snuggled in his arms and peered through the window.


    Tourists with bewildered looks and sprawled-out maps, white-painted signs reminding foreigners to “Look Left” when crossing the street, red, fiery, friendly buses with two levels. A Scotsman on his way back home, wearing a kilt and walking with arched legs. A kilt!


    Horse-drawn carriages or not, she was going to love London.


    


    *****


    


    “Maude, you’re late,” was Cordelia Tragent’s greeting once her student and nephew had entered the halls of the prestigious Jumeirah Hotel.


    A doorman standing rigidly at the entrance moved only to take Maude’s luggage, leaving her to incur her teacher’s wrath.


    “I’m not late, the Eurostar was,” Maude explained. She never had any luck with transportation. At least this time around she still had her luggage, unlike her disastrous experience when she’d first arrived at the Academy.


    “Or were you out strolling in the streets of London with my nephew here?” She threw her nephew the stern look she usually reserved for her students.


    He was her pride, the apple of her eye, and the only pop singer she could tolerate. Yet if the apple of her eye was going to make her artist late, he’d have to get used to incurring her wrath as well.


    “We haven’t been out strolling, Aunt Cordelia. I’m a New Yorker, I never stroll,” was Matt’s flippant response.


    Having spent the last few years in Manhattan had transformed this former Parisian into a real New Yorker, and Matt had adopted the city as his own. Yet being back in Europe with Maude held its charm.


    Ms. Tragent ignored her nephew’s cheery demeanor and turned an irate glare to her student.


    “Go straight to your room and change,” she ordered. “In thirty minutes we’re headed for the Royal Opera House. You’ve got to meet your new coworkers. Don’t just stand there! Go shower and hurry.”


    Ms. Tragent pushed her student to the elevator with a strength that frankly surprised Maude. The hotel employee behind the counter raised an eyebrow and shook his head. French tourists never learned the art of discretion.


    Matt followed them but was cut short by Ms. Tragent.


    “You’re not coming.”


    “Why not?”


    “This is work, Mathieu. Go occupy yourself elsewhere.”


    Maude looked at him with sorrowful eyes, but Ms. Tragent didn’t waver, and Matt shrugged.


    “Fine, call me when you’re . . .”


    But Ms. Tragent had pushed Maude inside the elevator, pressed the button to the sixteenth floor, and waved a sharp hand to her nephew as the doors closed.


    Once alone in the elevator, Ms. Tragent faced Maude with a grim, set face.


    Her lips moved, and when they did, it was to speak her mind. Why else would Cordelia Tragent ever take the pains of speaking if it wasn’t to say the most disagreeable things to her listener?


    “Maude, you have to know what awaits you. You tend to glide along through life, but this is reality. You aren’t here as a tourist, you most certainly aren’t here to admire the city. You’re here for one thing only. Work.”


    “I don’t consider singing work. At least I don’t consider it torture.”


    “Have you already put the past year out of your mind?”


    The last year had been rough, what with etiquette classes, fighting off extremely well organized bullies, and acquiring more and more technique. All that hard work had eventually paid off. If the result of work was a positive outcome, did that not erase the painful memories and leave only a shining aura of success?


    Maude possessed the ability to ignore the pain and to cherish the beauty of the things not only surrounding her but also those influencing the course of her life.


    “I remember this past year very well,” she replied with a wistful smile.


    “If you ever want to succeed, you’ll have to put aside many things.”


    “I’m sensing the many things you’re referring to involve Matt.”


    The elevator doors opened. Maude waited for her teacher to step out before exiting. Cordelia Tragent accordingly waltzed out of the elevator and led Maude to her hotel room.


    Upon entering, Maude discovered a room unlike what she’d expected. For her first time in a four-star hotel, she’d imagined gold and marble and canopy beds. Instead she discovered a cozy room without gold or marble or anything of the sort, but beige carpet, a king-size bed with half a dozen pillows, and a full minibar.


    With Cordelia’s ushering, she hurried to take a shower, grabbed a random outfit, and returned back to the hotel’s lobby.


    Matt had left. If he could benefit from the leisure of not having his aunt hovering over his shoulder, she was satisfied.


    The polite receptionist behind the lobby’s counter called a taxi, a conversation Maude understood not without difficulty. Used to the intonations of the American accent, she came to the humiliating realization that she understood the British accent as poorly as she understood Chinese.


    Her humiliation grew as she remembered that her English classes in Carvin had mostly been oriented towards English culture, not so much towards American. They’d learned to spell “mom” as “mum” and “color” as “colour,” yet nothing prepared her for the inevitable and embarrassing “Whhaaat??” she inelegantly shrieked every time a kind, insular Englishman pronounced a sentence containing more than two words.


    “Maude,” Cordelia rubbed her ear with irritation. “Would you quit yelling ‘whaaat’ every time someone speaks?”


    They entered the dark taxi. Cordelia sat in the front seat, but it wasn’t far enough to escape Maude’s unnerving French reflex.


    “All the driver said was he was going to take a short cut, Maude.”


    “Oh,” Maude slumped into her back seat. “I knew he said something about a cut.”


    She glued her face to the window and observed the day-to-day life of her fellow Londoners. For citizens of a capital, she thought they looked pretty relaxed, nothing like in Paris, where people hurried past each other. People were less stressed, and few cigarettes hung from pouty lips, unlike in Paris, where smoking was a national pastime.


    When they arrived at Covent Garden, Maude and Cordelia exited the taxi and made their way through the crowded streets in the direction of the Royal Opera House.


    They were soon slowed down in their progress by a crowd gathering around a street artist putting on a magic show. The young man, wearing an ordinary striped blouse and a hat, stood on a cardboard box and harangued the crowd with all the eloquence of a starving artist who knows his next meal depends on how satisfied his crowd is.


    “All right! Ladies and gentlemen, this is the last trick. Prepare to be completely wowed! When you see this trick, you’ll never be the same again! You’ll never watch another magic trick like mine.”


    Maude stopped, eyes wide open with anticipation. Ms. Tragent pulled her forward. The young man pulled back his black hat, rolled up his sleeves, and held out a water bottle.


    “Do you see this water bottle?” The bottle seemingly had no magical aura, but Maude nodded energetically. In his hands, the water bottle could certainly become an extraordinary object, perhaps grow wings and fly away or levitate. Anything was possible.


    Ms. Tragent huffed angrily but couldn’t make her way through. Her irate glares were invisible to the crowd intent on watching the magic trick. She nevertheless grabbed Maude and pushed her way through. They couldn’t afford to make the company wait.


    Maude dragged her feet, her eyes glued to the magic show, wishing he’d hurry up or she wouldn’t be able to see the trick’s unraveling.


    Nothing seemed to hurry the street magician. His ambition was to make the trick last as long as possible and build an enormous amount of suspense.


    “Ladies and gentleman, this trick will absolutely amaze you!” he cried out as he opened the bottle.


    “We know, we know. Just do it already,” a man muttered next to Maude.


    She silently but wholeheartedly agreed.


    The actor’s voice drifted further and further as Ms. Tragent managed to make a way through the crowd. Maude craned her neck as Ms. Tragent’s grip pulled her forward.


    “You will see . . .”


    But Maude couldn’t see, and before she knew it, the man was out of sight. Ms. Tragent had managed to pull her completely away from the crowd.


    Maude snatched her arm away, saying between gritted teeth, “I can walk on my own.”


    Ms. Tragent didn’t hear her, instead pointing to the building in front of her.


    “Here we are.”


    Maude turned to the building with interest. Immediately disappointment filled the inner workings of her mind.


    She’d expected a building like the Opéra Garnier, but on the outside it looked just like any other white building.


    “I know what you’re thinking.”


    Maude was never surprised when Ms. Tragent read her mind.


    “Just wait until we get inside,” she said gently.


    Cordelia Tragent was not often known to be wrong. Unlike most opera singers she knew when she was young, instead of becoming anorexic, Cornelia Tragent had adopted another kind of diet. The menu was composed only of things that would assert her authority over others and humble pie was never at her table. Rarely in the course of her existence had she had to open her lips to the possibility of error or approximation. Cordelia Tragent reveled in her quick mind and her rapid intelligence. She might’ve set out to be an astronaut or a doctor or the first woman president of France. But what would be the use of such achievements, if there wouldn’t be a crowd of followers swooning at her unflinching greatness on a regular basis?


    Being useful to humanity was nothing to being adored.


    When she’d met Maude, she’d been struck with a strange sense of acquaintance and kinship. One she’d only ever felt for her baby sister, ever since the day she’d discovered her sibling had a voice she’d hidden from all. Isabella Beauchamp née Tragent had hidden her voice for a long time in order to let her older sister outshine her. But when Cordelia discovered it one windy afternoon, while her sister had thought herself alone, no jealousy had filled her heart, no envy had distorted the course of her affections. If anything, her love for her sister had hardened into an indestructible bond only music could create.


    When they penetrated the opera’s auditorium, Maude gasped with wonder as she gazed at the beautiful horseshoe-shaped auditorium. How could a plain façade hide such an elegant interior? If the rows of velvet seats could speak, they’d whisper the enchanted thoughts of thousands of enraptured audiences. If the polished stage could talk, it would tell—in amused but tender tones—of the erratic heartbeats of artists making debuts in the famed venue, of lovers’ quarrels behind the elegant red drapes, and of drama and passion taking place in the strange but uniquely charming, horseshoe-shaped auditorium.


    “Oh, Cordelia!” Maude whispered, reaching for her hand eagerly. “Words can’t describe how I feel at the moment.”


    Cordelia Tragent remembered the first time she’d entered the premises and forgave Maude her unnecessary bout of sentimentalism.


    “No time for oohs and ahhs. Follow me.”


    A group of people was already present on the stage, chatting or warming their voices. A man in a white blouse and beige corduroy pants neared Maude and Cordelia. He greeted them with a large smile and arms open wide.


    “It’s been too long,” Cordelia answered without a hint of warmth to match his greeting.


    Maude wondered if the two were friends or foes. With Cordelia it was always hard to tell her dislikes from her likes.


    “Maude meet Oscar Green.”


    “And you must be Maude Laurent!” he cried out. “I heard your rendition of Brangäne. It was brilliant! Just brilliant. I’m thrilled to be working with you.”


    “So am I,” Maude answered eagerly.


    Truth be told, she hadn’t heard of him before Ms. Tragent had talked to her about the brilliant British director whose first success at the Royal Opera House had been at the mere age of twenty-five. He was like a child star in the business, but unlike many child stars he’d managed to continue his successful streak. He’d grown accustomed to brilliance and success and was fond of them as one is fond of childhood friends.


    He took Maude’s hand in his and led her to the stage where she was soon greeted with warm smiles and nods.


    “This is Tara, our star who will be playing the lead character, Dido. Tara meet Maude who will be playing your sister, Belinda.”


    Maude greeted her, careful not to look too awed. She’d heard of Tara Obinje: the young soprano’s voice was something of a legend. It was said she’d been discovered at ten, singing in the shower, and that ever since that fateful morning she’d never spent a single day without singing for at least four hours. Sometimes she even responded in song during an ordinary conversation.


    “Hi, Maude. Welcome to Covent Garden,” Tara greeted her.


    Even when she spoke, her voice sounded like music. Maude wondered if her own speaking voice was that melodious. Probably not.


    If only she could speak with a British accent like Tara, instead of a French one, Maude thought with a tinge of regret.


    “And our Aeneas, Dido’s lover, known to us mortals as Christopher Riley.”


    Christopher made a bold step towards Maude, hand outstretched. Changing his mind, he took an abrupt step back, and almost knocked over Tara. Tara, embarrassed, moved away from a flustered Christopher. Christopher mumbled a few words, while Maude strained her ear.


    “What did you say?” she asked.


    Oscar Green stepped between Maude and Christopher and declared loudly, “He says he’s happy to meet you, too.” He turned away from Christopher. “Okay, people, gather around!”


    Maude glanced at Christopher, who still hadn’t gotten over his awkward greeting. Cordelia moved away from the stage, but her eye remained fixed on her student.


    After warm-ups, the singers rehearsed the first scene of Purcell’s chamber opera Dido and Aeneas, in which Dido, the mythical Carthaginian queen, tells Belinda her sorrows and her love for Aeneas, the hero who’s escaped the Trojan war.


    Christopher was a completely different person when he opened his mouth to sing. Full of assurance, he held his back straight, instead of drooping his shoulders, and his hands open, instead of balling them up in nervous fists. He was the perfect lead.


    Maude’s mind drifted back to the only time she’d been a lead in an opera. It had been a singular disaster, ending up with her running off stage. Though she knew she could handle it better with the maturity she’d gained as an artist, she wondered if anyone would ever give her a lead again.


    Tara was an outstanding lead.


    Could she ever measure up to someone like her? A second role was demanding as well, but at least she could still rely on the lead. Besides, she was a mezzo-soprano, and there were far more leads for sopranos than for mezzo-sopranos, especially in Italian and German opera.


    Dido would be her first English opera. Although baroque music wasn’t her favorite because of the strong presence of harpsichord, she loved the dramatic love story of the Carthaginian queen and the Trojan hero destined to found Rome.


    When the rehearsal was over, Tara came over to Maude with a pleasant smile.


    “Want to go out for drinks?”


    “I’d love to—”


    Ms. Tragent swooped in and took her arm.


    “Maude doesn’t have time. Her evening is already engaged elsewhere.”


    “Oh,” Tara said with a polite smile and turned from Cordelia to Maude.


    “Maybe next time.”


    Maude nodded, simply too angry to speak.


    Her evening was otherwise engaged? This was the first she’d heard of it.


    She turned to face Cordelia with a frown.


    “We’re working on your character this evening.”


    “But we’ve been working for hours.”


    “You’re in great need of improvement.” Cordelia’s eyes blazed.


    Maude couldn’t understand why her teacher was angry with her. She should be the angry one!


    “You’re not giving it your all. Your mind is elsewhere.”


    Maude’s frown deepened. “That’s not true.”


    “Don’t challenge me, Maude. I have better things to do this evening, yet I’m willing to work with you some more. Don’t make me regret it.”


    Maude bit her lip, but said nothing.


    After everyone had gone, Maude and Cordelia remained.


    “Your character is Dido’s sister, Belinda. You’re too shy. Now I know this is your first time at Covent Garden, and yes, it’s intimidating. But your shyness is rubbing off on your character. Don’t let your feelings influence your character’s.”


    Maude nodded, forcing her mind to listen. But she was tired, Cordelia’s voice sounded like a lullaby, and she was willing to doze off.


    “Maude, are you listening?”


    “Yes, my character needs to have a life of her own.”


    “Very well, sing your solo.”


    When Maude and Cordelia finally left the opera house, the late summer sun was setting after a long day. Maude was happy to be able to get some fresh air, but she didn’t want to return to the hotel right away.


    “May I walk back to the hotel?” Maude asked.


    “You’ll get lost,” was Cordelia’s curt response.


    “Getting lost in a new city is a wonderful feeling,” Maude mused, tired.


    “You’re tired. We’re going straight to the hotel. Matt is probably waiting for you.”


    Maude repressed a smile, but didn’t make a very good job of it. It was strange talking about Matt with Cordelia, his aunt. Maude couldn’t figure out if Ms. Tragent approved or disapproved of the relationship, but she sure didn’t make things any easier by working with Maude from dawn until sunset.


    Yet when they arrived at the hotel, Matt was nowhere to be found. He’d left a message for Maude telling her to meet him in Chinatown to drink bubble tea, but Cordelia’s scowl dissuaded Maude.


    As soon as her head touched the pillow, Maude was gone. And this was her schedule for the following week. Work and more work, so much that she wondered if she’d ever see anything in London besides the inside of the Royal Opera House.


    After a harrowing week, Maude awoke early and went to Matt’s door. After she’d knocked, Maude heard a thump and a growl, before Matt appeared at the door.


    “You were sleeping?” Maude asked sweetly.


    Matt growled, but Maude remained undaunted.


    “If you want us to have breakfast alone, it’s now or never, before Cordelia’s awake.”


    Matt nodded, “Give me five minutes.”


    He shut the door. Coming back ten minutes later, he appeared more or less his usual self.


    “So my aunt’s driving you crazy, huh?” he asked as they headed for the dining room.


    “I have no idea what’s gotten into her. She’s always been intense, but this is too much even for her.”


    “The way things are going, you’re never going to see London.”


    “Or any Londoners. She’s repeatedly refused to let me get a drink with Tara Obinje. Matt, I’m so angry at Cordelia.”


    “Why don’t you tell her?”


    “She doesn’t listen to me. She’s intent on making my life solely about music.”


    “I’d have thought that would please you.” Matt grinned. He remembered all too clearly when Maude had arrived in New York and had spent most of her time making music. Not once had she ventured out to discover the city. Until he’d stepped in, of course. He loved music just as much as Maude but had always seen the importance of having a life.


    “I like working, I just want some time off now and then. And we have to work on new songs, remember? For my album? This isn’t how I imagined this tour. Uncle James always encouraged me to take a break.”


    “I’ve started working on songs,” Matt admitted. If he waited for her to have a break, they’d be back in New York without a single lyric to their new album. “Okay, listen, you’ve got to make up some sort of excuse. Say you’re sick or something. Tell her you’re sick after your rehearsal with the company.”


    “I don’t know if I can act convincingly.”


    “You’re a performer, aren’t you?”


    “True, but Cordelia sees right through me.”


    “You only think she can.”


    “I’ll do my best. Can we go sightseeing this evening?”


    “Of course, but first you must deceive my aunt.”


    “Ah Maude, there you are!” Cordelia called out as she entered the dining room.


    “Yes, here I am,” Maude replied wryly.


    So much for breakfast alone.


    “Whatever you do, don’t eat the bacon,” Maude said while Cordelia perused the menu. “I thought it tasted a little funny.”


    She winked at Matt who glanced quickly at his aunt to make sure she didn’t catch Maude’s winks.


    While Cordelia called the waiter, Matt leaned over and whispered, “You’re the worst actress.”


    “Didn’t you know that?” Maude asked, raising her hands in defense.


    


    *****


    


    When Maude arrived at Covent Garden, only Christopher was present rehearsing.


    “Hi, Christopher!”


    Christopher nodded and stared at his shoes.


    He sang wonderfully—why couldn’t he say a simple hello?


    Soon after, Tara arrived and greeted them cheerfully.


    “Hi, Maude! How long did you and Ms. Tragent stay here last night?”


    “Pretty late,” Maude admitted.


    “I’m not surprised. Everybody knows how Tragent gets when she finds a new protégée.”


    “Really?”


    Why hadn’t she heard that? Why hadn’t she been warned? Although the many uncompromising sessions she’d had with Cordelia in New York should have been an indication.


    “You’ve got to slow down a little, or you’ll be too tired for the real performances.”


    “I kind of have plan for that. I’ll tell her I’m sick.”


    Tara laughed. “Who gave you that idea? Never mind, it won’t work.”


    “I’ve got to try something.”


    “Okay, but if that doesn’t work, let’s try something else.”


    Tara laid out her plan, and Maude shook her head.


    “I don’t want to get hurt.”


    “You won’t. We’ve got amazing props here.”


    “I’ll try my plan first, and if it doesn’t work, we’ll try yours.”


    When rehearsal was over, Maude rubbed her stomach.


    “Ow, Cordelia, I don’t feel too . . .” Maude closed her eyes and rubbed her tummy.


    She brought her hand to her mouth, holding back imaginary nausea. When she opened her eyes, Cordelia didn’t look concerned or worried.


    She watched, unaffected by her student’s rather convincing performance.


    “I don’t care if you’re dying. You’re still rehearsing for the next few hours.”


    “Please, I don’t feel good.” Her stomach chose that moment to grumble not out of sickness but out of hunger, which was perfect timing.


    Ms. Tragent heard it and pursed her lips. “You’re not going anywhere. What if you get sick on the big day? Will you go back to the hotel and cry?”


    Tara appeared from behind the scenes and marched angrily in Maude’s direction. Maude had never seen Tara angry, not even as Dido. She was frightening.


    “Maude, did you spill grape juice all over my sweater?” Tara asked furious. She held up her sweater, making the violet stain visible to all.


    “No, I didn’t.” She’d never even seen the sweater.


    “Yes, you did! After I specifically told you not to leave your stuff near mine.”


    “I didn’t do that,” Maude insisted.


    “Stop lying. I know you did, just tell the truth, or I’ll only be angrier.”


    “I didn’t.”


    Tara grabbed Maude by the collar, mumbling quick curse words.


    “Aarrgh, I hate you.” Tara punched Maude in the face, and a resounding crack resonated throughout the theater.


    Cordelia ran to Tara. “Are you crazy?” she yelled. Cordelia rarely lost her cool, but seeing Maude punched in the face . . . and hearing that dreadful sound, well.


    “Don’t you dare touch my artist again, do you understand?” Cordelia said menacingly.


    “Tell your artist to stay away from my stuff.”


    “I’m bleeding,” Maude said, dazed. She touched the corner of her lip.


    “Maude, go to the hotel right away. Put some ice on that. I’m going to have a talk with Tara, and I’m calling Oscar Green right now.”


    “Please don’t be angry with Tara,” Maude implored, but Cordelia waved her off.


    Maude hurried out of the theater. Once she was outside, she found Matt at the exit.


    “Did it work? Are you free? What happened to your face?”


    “My stunt didn’t work, but Tara helped me.”


    “By making you bleed?” He handed her a tissue and surveyed Maude’s messed up face.


    “It’s fake blood.” Maude took the tissue and erased any evidence of deceit.


    “She helped me without my having to ask. She gave me a fake punch. She even got Christopher to make a punch sound behind the scenes. She’s awesome!”


    “She really is. Come on, let’s go!”


    Matt never lost a minute. And he didn’t want his aunt to come out and find out about their elaborate hoax. He enclosed Maude’s hand in his. When she looked into his eyes, she thought he was worth all the trouble.


    They crossed the square, and Maude stopped.


    “Wait, there’s someone I want to see,” Maude said mysteriously.


    “Who?” Matt asked, curious. She’d only been in London a couple of days, and she’d made new friends outside the opera?


    “He’s not far from here,” Maude answered.


    She took him to the middle of the square, but even before they reached it, Maude could hear: “Ladies and gentlemen, this last trick will amaze you. This trick will change your lives.”


    Her magician was back! Same hat, same box, but a new T-shirt.


    “You want us to see a magician?” Matt asked, incredulous.


    “Not any magician. This guy does incredible things with water. I couldn’t see his final trick because your aunt pulled me away, but now I can.”


    “I’m not sure we should stay in the vicinity of the opera. My aunt could come out any minute.”


    “Don’t worry, she’s too busy murdering Tara. We’ve got a little time until she finds a spot to hide the body,” Maude answered, matter-of-fact.


    She focused all her attention on the trick. The magician held out his bottle of water just like the previous time.


    “Do you see this bottle? Now look!” He poured water in his right palm. Maude waited excitedly for the rest of the trick.


    He closed his palm and explained, “The water will go from here,” showing his right palm, “will go through here,” showing his torso, “and all the way to here,” indicating his open left palm.


    Maude jumped up and down with excitement. Would he make the water stop in thin air? Would he make a wave? Would he create a tiny ocean in the palm of his hand? Maude’s imagination was running wild.


    “Okay, ladies and gentlemen, if you enjoy this trick, don’t forget to leave a tip.”


    Maude was ready to give him half her fortune if he created a wave.


    “Look!”


    The magician opened his right palm turned it over, and water fell from the previously empty hand.


    “That’s it?” Maude shrieked while the rest of the crowd cheered.


    Maude couldn’t understand why everyone was clapping! She’d expected him to part the Red Sea, and all he’d done was move a drop of it.


    Her face, transfixed in disappointed shock, prompted Matt’s laughter.


    “What did you expect?” he asked.


    Street magicians had ceased to amaze him about the same time he’d learned Santa Claus was an elaborate scheme to make children be good.


    “Not this!” Maude mimicked the magician and turned over her empty hands.


    Her magician’s trick was boring. After all that hype! He wouldn’t be receiving half her fortune after all.


    “He’s a street magician, Maude, not a wizard from Hogwarts,” Matt said between peals of laughter.


    Maude grumbled that he should probably have gone to Hogwarts instead of wasting her time, and they left.


    “Come on, I’ll get your mind off the magician. I’ll take you to a magical place.”


    They left Covent Garden and hopped on one of London’s shiny red buses.


    “Race you to the top!” Maude yelled, receiving surprised looks from the other passengers.


    She raced through the narrow staircase. Matt tried to pull her back to slow her down but only grasped thin air. Maude was too quick. She arrived at the top. Laughing, she slumped happily in the nearest vacant seat and waited for Matt to catch up, which he did in no time. They sat on the first bench, facing the plexiglass window as wide as a movie screen, the city flashing before their eyes.


    When they hopped off the bus, Matt took Maude to a bakery.


    “Is this the magical place you were talking about?” Maude asked. She didn’t know who to trust anymore. Men and magicians were prone to exaggeration.


    “Just wait, you impatient little monkey.”


    Matt paid the baker, and they left with fresh bread under their arm.


    “So we went to a bakery in the middle of London. I’m beginning to doubt your judgment.”


    “This is a good bakery at least. Not like the one you took me to in New York.”


    “The building was rusty, but the food was good, mind you. Where are we off to now, Sherlock Holmes?”


    They walked in silence until they reached the entrance of St. James’s Park.


    The park was composed of beautiful patches of green earth. Walking through them one by one, the couple delighted in enjoyment after enjoyment, and were soon surrounded by rich and varied fauna. Squirrels raced up and down in the trees, black and white swans glided peacefully in the lake’s pure waters. Little ducks abandoned the lake and hobbled to them on crooked feet, quacking loudly for attention and for the bread they soon received from a merry Maude.


    “They look like you did walking in heels for the first time,” Matt joked.


    Maude laughed at the memory. “I have come a long way. I can wear any kind of heel now.”


    “Ah, you say that, but you’re in sneakers at the moment.”


    “I wouldn’t go walking around town in heels. Are you crazy? I’d have to stop every five minutes, and we’d never visit anything.”


    “You really are different,” Matt mused.


    His grey eyes rested kindly on her, but that didn’t keep Maude from retorting with gusto, “Matt, just because you dated world-famous models who never walked without heels, doesn’t mean every girl is like that!”


    “You’ve never asked me questions.” He spoke softly, feeding the most timorous duck of the lot.


    “About what?” Maude asked.


    “My past relationships.”


    Maude attempted to feed a ruddy little squirrel with a fat behind. But he scurried away without a second glance at her.


    “I don’t need to,” she answered.


    “Because you trust me?” Matt asked hopefully.


    “Because it’s all over the Internet,” Maude answered with a wry smile. “Seriously, I’d rather not hear the details. The past is the past; the present and the future are the only things I care about.”


    At that moment, a funny-looking duck with crazy eyes and ruffled feathers made a beeline for Matt, savagely chasing the other ducks away.


    “Aargh,” Matt yelled as he escaped the mad duck.


    Maude, of course, laughed. “It’s a zombie duck. He’s a zombie!” she shrieked.


    They laughed, but ran away from the duck nevertheless, and continued their stroll a bit further.


    “Don’t you love the simplest pleasures?” Maude asked as Matt caught his breath.


    “I do. And I know you do, which is why I brought you here. But Maude?”


    “Mmh?”


    “You do realize, once we’re back in New York, you will have to forget about simple. You’ll have to rebuild your career, and you can’t hide.”


    “I’ve thought about it,” Maude answered solemnly. “I’m ready for all that, or at least I will be. I’m willing to go to every party, give every interview, wear any kind of stiletto to help Soulville. I’ve got what it takes.”


    “Good.”


    “What about you?”


    “What about me?”


    “Are you ready too? You’ll be going back to your old world.”


    “I’d kind of already got back in, you know with . . .”


    “Rebecca. I know.”


    “I’ll do anything to put your pop career back on track.”


    Maude smiled a grateful smile. “How about a song? We’ve got to start working on one now, while we have a little time. How about a song about London?”


    “Or Paris? Oh yeah, done that.” Matt joked. “You can’t write songs about capitals.”


    “Why not? Or how about a song about ducks?”


    “Someone already beat you to it.”


    “Oh well, we’ll think of something,” Maude gave in.


    “We’re too happy; we won’t find anything meaningful to talk about.”


    “I know you think good songs are about pain, but songs can be about feeling good too.”


    “Okay, I dare you to find me a great song in the next fifteen minutes about feeling good.”


    “There’s Nina Simone’s ‘Feeling Good.’ ‘I Got You (I Feel Good)’ by James Brown. ‘Happy’ by Pharrell Williams. Aretha Franklin’s ‘Dr. Feelgood.’ And you wrote something about ‘Livin’ the Life,’ didn’t you?”


    “What I meant was for you to write a song about feeling good,” Matt corrected, ignoring her remark about his song.


    “Your song was really profound,” Maude continued. “It went something like ‘I’m livin’, I’m livin’, I’m livin’ the life, yeah, I’m livin’, I’m livin’, I’m livin’ the life, huh.’”


    “I thought you said the past was the past?”


    Maude ignored him and sang his lyrics swaying her hips until she got tired of singing the same lyrics over and over again.


    “Okay, okay, I’ll stop if you tell me what you’re working on.”


    “It’s a song called ‘By Your Side.’ I wrote it for you.”


    “And . . .”


    “And I don’t know if you deserve to listen to my song right now.”


    “Please, please sing the song.”


    I’ll stand by your side


    When no one else cares


    I’ll stand by your side


    When no one else dares


    Through thick and thin


    Through frown or grin


    Don’t fret, don’t sigh


    I’ll always be by your side


    


    “Matt, I . . .” The words caught in Maude’s throat, and she looked down, embarrassed. Was it so hard to say the words she’d wanted to say ever since that day at Versailles, when they’d shared a kiss in the gardens? She’d said I love you plenty of times in operas, songs, arias, and in dreams. But saying the words aloud to the boy and hoping he’d reciprocate was a different affair entirely.


    “I think we should head out of the park,” she finally said. “The zombie duck is heading our way again.”


    Matt’s eyes questioned her, disappointed, and then he asked, “You want to leave the park now?”


    “Yes, we should probably head back to the hotel.”


    The sun had disappeared when they arrived back to the hotel. Only the city lights glinted.


    It was a definite break from Ms. Tragent. Maude felt nothing but elation. She turned to Matt, and his eyes were already on her.


    “How are you liking London so far?”


    “I love . . . it. I love London. How about you?”


    “I like discovering London with you. I just wish you didn’t have to get punched in the face every time we want some time alone.”


    “It was a fake punch. And forget about that. We’re in one of the most beautiful cities in the world.”


    Maude made her way discreetly back to her room, but it wasn’t necessary. Ms. Tragent was nowhere to be found. She had left word for Matt that she was dining out and that Maude needed rest after a particularly hard day.


    Matt led Maude to her door and kissed her ever so softly.


    “Sweet dreams.”


    When Maude entered her room, her fingers remained on her lips where Matt had kissed her.


    She snapped out of her dreamy mood, rushed to her bed, turned on her computer, and called her cousin Jazmine on Skype. Her cousin’s face had barely appeared on the screen when Maude proceeded to blurt, “Jazmine! Help! How should I tell Matt I love him?”


    Jazmine knew Matt better than anyone else. She’d figure out the best time and place for this huge milestone in their relationship.


    “Don’t say a thing,” Jazmine admonished.


    “Seriously, help me out,” Maude pleaded.


    “I am helping you out. Cynthia agrees with me on this one.”


    The eldest Baldwin daughter appeared and waved happily. Cynthia was famous in the Baldwin/Williams family for giving the soundest advice. No doubt she wouldn’t agree with Jazmine. They never saw eye to eye on anything.


    “I agree with Jazmine,” was Cynthia’s final decree. “Matt hates girls who get clingy and start saying the L word. He’s never said it back from what I’ve gathered.”


    “Remember the fiasco with Stella Madison?” Jazmine slapped Cynthia’s arm playfully. “He ran away as fast as he could.”


    Cynthia nodded. “And gorgeous Tiana Henderson. She was dead gone on him. He broke up the minute she said ‘I love you.’”


    “What if I can’t help saying it?” Maude asked dejectedly.


    “Wouldn’t it be worse if you said it, and he didn’t answer back?” Jazmine asked bluntly.


    Maude pictured the moment—the awkwardness, the discomfort—and decided her cousins were right. If the Baldwin sisterhood council decided the move was risky, she wouldn’t challenge their position. She longed to see her relationship grow but not to the point of risking everything. It didn’t matter if Matt was emotionally immature. She would never say anything to pressure him into returning feelings he didn’t have.


    She would keep her secret at any cost. Matt would never discover how much she loved him.


    “You’re right, he doesn’t need to know,” Maude decided finally.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 2


    


    “Maude! Oscar can’t stand seeing you stiff as a broom in that corner,” Oscar, the irascible director, cried out with exasperation.


    Maude still wasn’t used to hearing Oscar speak of himself in third person. Nor was she comfortable with his constant mimicry and gesturing. It was supposed to enable his extreme and prolific creativity.


    “Can’t you think a little? I know you have only two neurons, as we all do, but you must still use them.”


    Oscar considered most people mentally impaired—including himself—with the only difference being he used his inadequate wits more efficiently, an evident demonstration of his undeniable prodigy and superiority. And everyone else’s mediocrity. Never mind that Maude had far less experience than he did in the classical world. She had to deal with his irrational impulses without complaint. It was astonishing that he’d never envisioned a career as a performer because every sentence, every rebuke was a theatrical performance.


    “When you cry out to Dido, Oscar wants to see you walk past this cushion, understood?” Oscar marched to the cushion, stomping as loud as he could. When he got there, he held up the cushion for Maude to see.


    Small men were the worst: propelled by a never-ending quest for regard that only made them appear as overcompensating quacks. Oscar was no exception. He had a wife, two kids, and all the love he needed in the world. Yet it could never make up for the height he wished he’d had. And he made others pay for it.


    “Maude!” he barked. “I feel like I’m trying to catch fish with my hands.” He thrust out his hands and slapped his arms violently against each other.


    “How will I ever catch fish with my hands?”


    Maude couldn’t answer his question because she couldn’t honestly make any sense of what he was saying. Did he have it in for her? Not at all. He was just about the same with everybody, from the Queen of England to the bustling busboy. With all her might Maude refrained from laughter, but it was rather hard. Since she had to submit to an endless one-man show, wasn’t she entitled to laugh? Maude decided the best way to deal with his enraged gestures was to laugh about them later, which she did heartily, whenever she remembered his threats of terrible retributions.


    It was strange. Now that she’d proven herself, she saw life in a drastically different way than she had when she’d arrived in Versailles at the Academy not so long ago. Even though new challenges lay ahead, and she knew there was still a lot to be done, she didn’t want to stifle life. Everything was a new joke, everything a new delight. Even though her choice of profession demanded so much, Maude still wanted to enjoy her time spent working.


    The real difference between a job and a passion wasn’t the hard work put in. It was the amount of enjoyment that accompanied the toil. If some enjoyed working in offices, which wasn’t often the case, good for them. She’d spend the rest of her life enjoying her life in the realm of music: theaters, opera houses, and studios. If she had to listen to Oscar’s wild roars and rants, at least she could take it with the lightness of one floating on the voluptuous cloud of her passion. It was funny. Even though Ms. Tragent might have accustomed her to a high level of severity, Oscar was something else entirely.


    Different, in every way, was Christopher. Not a peep ever escaped his lips except when it was absolutely necessary for him to speak. Ever since the first attempt at a hello, he’d never said a word to Maude again, and Maude had quite given up on the idea. Nobody ever spoke about Christopher, so she didn’t know what his issue was.


    But one day, she found out.


    It was the third week she’d been in London. She’d arrived earlier than everyone else with Ms. Tragent. When she’d headed towards the dressing rooms, she heard noise. Was it a voice? A croak? Shreds of isolated sentences.


    “W-w-would y-y-you l-l-like t-t-to g-g-go out with me someday?” The voice stopped and started over. “W-would you like to go to the movies?”


    Stammers, stumbles, and curses.


    Maude crept towards the ajar wooden door and peered inside. There stood Christopher in front of the looking glass.


    Still unaware of her presence, he coughed violently and resumed his speech with slow uncertainty and a dreadful stammer. It sounded like a car having trouble starting. Where was the beautiful voice he used when he sang? If Maude had heard him for the first time that day, she never would have imagined he could be a wonderful tenor with a rich, thrilling voice. Shoulders slumped, feet pointed in, and wearing a harried look when he opened his mouth, he reminded her of the zombie duck she’d seen in St. James’s Park.


    But then another question arose in her mind. Who was the girl he wanted to ask out? She hadn’t noticed any lingering stares. He avoided the female gender like the plague. He still hadn’t managed to say hello to Maude in the two weeks they’d known each other. It couldn’t be her. But then who? Tara was gorgeous. Melanie, another member of the main cast, was as kind as a caring governess and had the eyes of a doe. She even seemed to like his awkward manners. Whoever the girl might be, Maude was determined to help Christopher.


    “Christopher, are you okay?”


    Christopher yelped a savage cry and jerked his head to face Maude, then jerked it back to the mirror. He peered at Maude’s reflection. He couldn’t look at her directly.


    “It’s okay, you don’t have to look at me if you don’t want to. You don’t even have to speak.” Maude had an idea. “Why don’t you sing to me instead? Here, let me go first.”


    You’re in love


    Is it not true?


    You wish to tell her


    What she means to you


    


    Your tongue falters


    Your lip quivers


    


    Your breath halts


    Your heart stops


    


    I know the feeling


    From where I stand


    I know the feeling


    Believe me, I understand


    


    Christopher took a deep breath.


    I'm in love with a girl


    A person from the cast


    Who doesn't hear me,


    Who doesn't see me


    As more than Aeneas


    


    Maude's smile widened.


    Then make her hear you


    And she'll love you.


    


    He turned away in anguish.


    Ever since I was born


    I’ve carried this curse


    I fumble, I stutter


    


    Maude replied


    Except when you sing in verse!


    


    There is the solution


    There is the answer


    


    You’re a man with talent


    And gifts galore


    That any girl could love and adore


    


    Christopher's eyes lit up.


    Do you believe what you say?


    Could I find love someday?


    


    “I’m certain,” Maude reaffirmed. “Is this person in the main cast?”


    Christopher who'd remained facing the mirror, swung around, and walked to Maude. He stopped before her and sang with much emotion.


    


    She is, she is!


    


    Maude smiled. “Then I can help you.”


    


    *****


    


    When Maude returned to the Jumeirah at the end of the day, Matt waited for her next to a doorman disgruntled at the sight of a young man sitting on the steps of fashionable hotel. Had he uttered his somber thoughts, Matt would have responded that wasn’t the worst he’d done in a hotel and to leave it at that. Matt, however, wasn’t preoccupied with disgruntled doormen, waiting only for the arrival of the girl he’d waited over two years to call his. He watched from afar as she turned the corner of the street and approached him, bathed in the dimming evening’s sunlight, her sunflower-patterned dress whishing around her, a wide-brimmed hat half covering her face but unable to hide her faint, lopsided grin.


    She came up to Matt and kissed him with the merriness of a summer day.


    “Your aunt is held back. We have the entire evening to ourselves. And there is one promise you have to keep.”


    “Which one?” was Matt’s natural response.


    “How many promises must you keep?”


    “I make tons of promises. I can’t remember them all.”


    “I see,” Maude said slowly. “You speak before you think. And you give your word with flippancy. I gather you aren’t to be trusted,” Maude commented with laughter.


    “I always keep my promises once I’m reminded of them,” Matt argued.


    “Then you must take me to the London Eye.”


    “But the sun is still out. It’s better after nightfall.”


    Maude frowned, “Is that how you keep your promises?”


    “I didn’t say we couldn’t go. Let’s have a picnic in Hyde Park in the mean time.”


    Maude’s eyes lit up, and Matt caught himself wondering anew, as he had so often before, if Maude and the sun weren’t a single being.


    Choosing edibles for the picnic was difficult. All the grocery shops closed early, much to Maude’s surprise.


    “I thought the French were known for being lazy,” she’d said when she’d noticed most stores closing at seven sharp.


    Matt had roared with laughter and had declared it was probably a general European trait. After having lived so long in New York, the punctuality with which the French and the British closed their shops always amazed him. During the end of summer, when the sun wasn’t tucked in before ten, the inhabitants of these queer parts of the world were left to fend for themselves and could only depend on zealous, hardworking immigrants, who kept their shops open most of the night and most of the day without rest.


    Maude and Matt had just managed to slide through the doors of a nearly closed one pound shop, much to Matt’s discontent. Even to Maude, the British food choices were odd. It was cheap, everything was one pound. Could she expect to eat like a queen for one pound?


    “Coronation chicken sandwich?” Matt read on the sandwich Maude had lifted before his eyes. “No way. The sauce is yellowish or greenish. I don’t even know.”


    “It’s either a coronation chicken sandwich or this puke-colored sandwich.”


    Not even the trained artistic eye of Turner could have distinguished the color of that sandwich.


    “We’re in England, we can’t leave without eating a coronation chicken sandwich.”


    “Yes, we definitely can.” Matt argued. “We can’t leave without eating fish and chips, I can agree with that. But coronation chicken sandwiches? What’s up with the name? You’ll be eating those alone.”


    “But what if this greenish sauce kills me? You’ll let me die alone?” Maude looked up with the sorrowful eyes of an ailing person on their deathbed asking to be granted her dying wish.


    “If we’re both in excruciating pain, who’ll take you to the hospital?” Matt ignored Maude’s comical expression and put the sandwiches back in the refrigerator.


    “If we’re a couple, we have to eat this sandwich together. It’ll be like jumping off a cliff holding hands, like in those American teen movies.”


    “I don’t know which movies you’ve been watching these days, but eating a questionable sandwich is nothing like jumping off a cliff.”


    “Okay, and what about Romeo and Juliet?”


    “What about them?”


    “They couldn’t live without each other and here you are telling me you’d let me eat this sandwich alone when you know its questionable color could mean the death of me?” Maude shook her head sorrowfully, her eyes betraying her laughter.


    “Romance in this day and age is dead.”


    “You’re crazy, you know that?”


    “I’m crazy! But you’re the one to refuse to eat this proof of our everlasting l—” Maude stopped and checked her sentence. She’d been about to say “love” as a joke but couldn’t bring herself to do so.


    “Everlasting?” Matt nudged her, but Maude slipped the sandwich back on its refrigerated shelf.


    “Maybe you’re right, this sandwich is better off uneaten.”


    “Oh come on!” Matt exclaimed. “After that speech and all that bravado, this is to be the result? Fine, Miss Maude. You win. We’ll take two coronation chicken sandwiches, and we’ll both taste them, and end up at the hospital with worms in our stomachs.”


    Maude laughed as he threw the sandwiches in the basket. She went to the juice aisle, carefully analyzed the different choices on offer, and seized a bottle with a label proclaiming “High Juice.”


    “Maude, we’re not drinking that,” Matt warned with a funny smile.


    “It’s just juice. Mango juice. And it looks delicious.”


    “It doesn’t look like juice, it looks like some sort of syrup.”


    “Mathieu Beauchamp, are you going to second-guess every culinary choice I make?”


    Matt raised his hands in protest. Maude ignored him, grabbed a bag of chips, a cheap tablecloth, and cups, then headed for the cash register.


    Hyde Park in the evening had one of the most peaceful atmospheres Maude had ever experienced. Late joggers ran after work, running either to escape their tedious lives or to stay in shape. A few isolated boats floated on the river. Squirrels chased each other, nuts, and tiny creatures in the grass, unseen to the preoccupied human eye. Tourists from Saudi Arabia chatted in large family groups, laughed, and strolled over the impeccably mowed grass. They crossed over the Serpentine Bridge into Kensington Gardens and walked along the Long Water. But when Maude reached the statue, she’d found the perfect spot. Peter Pan made this green expanse seem like the middle of Neverland: only dreams and enchantment were allowed, no grown-up worries. Just peace.


    Maude sat, her summer dress sprawled around her, and helped Matt lay the food on their tablecloth. They each unwrapped their coronation chicken sandwiches, peered at each other to see if the other would fail to meet the challenge, and when neither did, Maude took a large bite and Matt took a moderate bite.


    They chewed, swallowed, and glanced at each other again.


    “It isn’t too bad, now is it?” Maude asked.


    “Feast of kings,” Matt answered wryly with a peculiar look on his face. It wasn’t a look of disgust, or repulsion. Quite the contrary. Matt didn’t think it was a bad sandwich at all. In fact, he rather liked it. But it would never do, to admit to the girl he was dating she was right. If there was one thing a girlfriend loved above everything, it was to know that she’d been right all along.


    Maude wasn’t fooled.


    Matt, usually quite voluble about his dislikes, munched on, much to Maude’s astonishment. Maude shifted her position and wore a look of deep penance.


    “I’m sorry I made you eat the sandwich,” she apologized. “Really, I know you must find it quite disgusting. I won’t have you forcing down that sandwich.”


    She stretched out her hand. With the look of one guilty of having made her boyfriend eat a poisonous fruit, she entreated him to give her his half-eaten sandwich.


    Matt, who was quite happy about his sandwich, thought fast. It would never do to let Maude know he found the sandwich not just delicious, but positively divine. How could two simple slices of bread with a few slices of chicken and a bizarre yellowish sauce make him crave more with each bite? He just needed to convince Maude he was taking no pleasure whatsoever in swallowing the best sandwich he’d eaten in a long time.


    “I wouldn’t dare make you eat that sandwich.” Matt shook his head. “We’re in this together. If you eat your sandwich, I’ll eat mine.”


    “But I know you hate it,” Maude insisted.


    “Really, I’d do anything to prove that we’re together and that we stick together.”


    Maude giggled a little, involuntarily. “You mean to tell me that the only reason you’re eating this sandwich is me.”


    “Yes,” Matt answered. Only the smallest amount of guilt made its way to his gut, but he erased the feeling with a hearty bite.


    Maude opened her bottle of high juice before replying.


    “I’m touched.” And with that she took a full swig from the bottle. She immediately spit it out.


    “Euh, this isn’t juice at all!”


    “I told you, Maude,” Matt laughed. “It’s some sort of syrup and I think you need to add water. Lots of it.”


    “But it’s called high juice! It’s juice! And it looked so good,” Maude moaned.


    “I guess the ‘high’ part cancels the ‘juice’ part.”


    “I’m guessing you’ll want to drink some too.” Maude offered him the bottle.


    “Why would I ever do that?”


    “Weren’t you just talking about solidarity and being a couple?”


    “That was then.”


    “Matt, you loved that sandwich, didn’t you?”


    Matt fought a smile but couldn’t win.


    “I won’t say I disliked it.”


    Maude had too much class to say “I told you so,” but her hearty laughter said it all.


    


    *****


    


    Going to the London Eye at night was a spectacular experience. The giant Ferris wheel was unlike anything Maude had ever seen. Instead of two passenger seats, huge cabins filled with tourists rotated high up in the sky and slowly back down. Matt had reserved an entire private bubble—there were no gaping tourists present apart from Maude.


    Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament, Westminster Abbey, and all of London blinked back to a delighted Maude. She and Matt stood alone in their bubble.


    Matt had something to say to Maude that could no longer wait. But Maude spoke first.


    “Don’t you think love is a beautiful thing?” she asked. “Today I found out Christopher’s problem. He stammers, and he’s in love.”


    “With who?”


    “With someone from the cast but I have no idea who. He didn’t tell me. He can’t find the courage to tell her.”


    “Her? You mean you,” Matt scoffed.


    “I don’t think so,” Maude answered, slightly irritated that Matt was dampening her enthusiasm.


    “Maybe you don’t, but it’s obvious you’re the one he loves.”


    Maude was irked that he used the word “love” to describe a feeling someone else felt towards her—when that word seemed to mean nothing to him.


    “I’m not the one he wants,” Maude protested. “I just happened to stumble on his secret. I think we’re becoming good friends, and I want to help him declare his love to the object of his affection.”


    “He’ll be declaring his love to you in that case.”


    Matt walked to the other end of the cabin and turned his back on Maude.


    “At least he will,” Maude muttered angrily.


    “What did you say?”


    “I said guys and girls can be friends.”


    “You mean like you and me? Or Thomas and you?”


    Recollecting Thomas angered Matt further.


    “Or rather Cedric and me,” Maude pointed out angrily.


    “Cedric liked you,” Matt insisted.


    “He did not and you’re . . . you’re just jealous!”


    “Jealous? I’m not. I don’t care about Christopher. Do whatever you want. But you’ll see if I’m wrong.”


    “Maybe you are, maybe you aren’t,” Maude replied, her expression softening. “It’s sweet that you should think every guy I encounter is bound to fall in love with me. Perhaps like Helen of Troy, I could start a war. I, however, don’t care one bit about the other girls who fall for you.”


    “Weren’t you jealous of Rebecca?”


    “Of course I was. Before you’d told me you still cared for me. I had no reason to believe there was any hope of you still wanting me.”


    “I thought my feelings were very plain. I thought everyone could see them. I was sure you knew how I felt, but that you didn’t feel the same. There was Thomas, then Cedric. You appeared to like every guy except me.”


    “You should’ve said something sooner,” Maude replied gently. She walked to him, lessening the distance between them.


    “The day we spent discovering New York. I wanted to tell you back then. I didn’t see you as a friend.”


    “Really. Back then?” Maude asked. “Might have been too soon. I only realized I liked you the night of the Summer Dance. But why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I realized you knew Thomas. And he said he liked you. And then you two sang, and I thought there was something. While you and I had been fighting, you’d gotten close to Thomas. I’d missed my chance ever since our first meeting.”


    “In the subway?”


    “Yes,” Matt laughed. “If I could do things differently, I wouldn’t have mocked you in the subway. But then, I didn’t know we would be working together, and I never really knew why you took it so strongly.”


    “Because you reminded me of Luc,” Maude explained. “The guy who constantly made fun of me and played pranks on me back in Carvin.”


    “The guy Lexie Staz interviewed?”


    “Exactly.”


    “I’m nothing like him.”


    “I know that now, but back then, when you spilled coffee on my brand new coat, I was furious. I’d never had a coat that pretty before. Ever. And you didn’t apologize but made fun of me instead. All I saw was a replica of Luc, when I was set on leaving Carvin behind. I wanted a clean slate, a new beginning, and you brought back the old life with a vengeance.” Maude sighed. “I shouldn’t have held a grudge for so long. You were obviously very different from Luc, and I realized that soon enough, but you just kept getting on my nerves after that.”


    “You’d ruined my jacket and burned my skin when you threw that coffee in my face. Yet, I still liked you.”


    “That just makes you a masochist,” Maude laughed.


    “If you could change one thing, what would it be?”


    “I’d change more than one thing. But maybe . . . yes, when I think of it . . . Maybe, the night of the National American Music Awards ceremony. I wish Lindsey hadn’t interrupted our conversation.”


    “It really wasn’t much of a conversation at that point,” Matt replied, amused. “If I remember correctly, you were about to kiss me.” Matt leaned towards her, his eyes full of laughter.


    “If I remember correctly, you were about to kiss me,” she corrected with a smile. When she kissed him, it didn’t matter who had tried to kiss whom two years ago at the awards ceremony. All that mattered was that moment when their lips met, in a silver bubble of the London Eye, where the city winked back at them. Every kiss was a new promise, every stolen moment spent together made up for lost time.


    Coming back to earth was a difficult thing to do, but the London Eye continued its route back down, and the couple left the premises though not without buying a souvenir picture. When they came back to the Jumeirah Hotel, their calm and lovely evening came to an abrupt halt.


    Ms. Tragent waited for them in the entrance hall.


    “Maude, when I sent you back to the hotel, I meant for you to come straight back, not for you to dally around with Matt like you were on holiday.”


    “Aunt Cordelia,” Matt began with an irritated frown.


    “Maude,” Ms. Tragent said, ignoring her nephew. “This is your first performance at the Royal Opera House. Do you really want to take the risk of ruining this chance just because you want to spend a couple of hours in a red bus?”


    “Of course not, Cordelia,” Maude protested. “But I have been working hard.”


    “Not hard enough. She’s just like your mother, Mathieu. All that wasted talent.”


    “Mom worked hard, and you know it. What you couldn’t stand was that she abandoned your world, and she did so without your permission.” Matt glared at his aunt, but she didn’t flinch.


    “I gave her my blessing. I can’t stand a person who isn’t fully committed to the arts.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I told her she had to choose. Either your father or opera. I’m guessing she asked your father for his permission, because she chose him.”


    “You never told me that,” Matt said. His face was filled with shock. “You always made it seem like my father made her choose. But it was you!”


    “I told her she couldn’t do both.”


    “Why not? You preferred she abandon every chance at happiness.”


    “Opera is happiness, and if she couldn’t see that, she didn’t deserve this life.”


    “A lot of opera singers, male and female, have careers and family lives,” Matt protested. “Do you really want Maude to end up as cold and bitter as you are?” he cried out.


    “Matt!” Maude cried.


    Cordelia’s face had blanched, drained of all its vitality, but her manner remained poised.


    “He doesn’t mean what he’s saying.” Maude clutched Cordelia’s stiff arm. It was cold as ice.


    “I meant every word,” Matt reaffirmed.


    “Mathieu, Maude, good evening. Maude, I’d like to see you first thing tomorrow at the opera house.” She lifted her head and walked away, only a slight tremor in her lips indicating her distress.


    “You will apologize to your aunt,” Maude ordered, her eyes burning from the horror of what had just been said before her.


    “I’ll do no such thing,” Matt answered dejectedly. “This is between her and me. It’s a family issue.”


    “It’s not merely that. I’m your aunt’s student, and I’m your girlfriend. So that puts me right in the middle.”


    “What do you want? Do you want to have to pretend, to sneak and hide all the time? Or would you rather spend time with me in broad daylight and not have to get punched in the face every time you want some free time?”


    “I respect Cordelia a great deal very much. Even though it kills me, I think I should follow her advice for now. It’s in my best interest. I’ll continue working at her pace until we get to Berlin. Then I’ll slow down. But my London debut has to be spotless, Matt.”


    “All right, whatever you wish,” Matt grumbled.


    “Matt,” Maude coaxed.


    “I’m sorry. You’re right, of course. I would never want to stand in the way of your debut. You know I support you in every way. It’s just . . .”


    “What?”


    “I don’t think Aunt Cordelia wants us to be together.”


    “No girl is good enough for her nephew.”


    “No, in this instance, I fear no guy is good enough for you.”


    “But you’re her nephew. You’re the person she loves most.”


    “She loves opera more. And you’re opera.”


    There was an undeniable truth in what he said, and Maude couldn’t argue.


    “I’ll show her nothing will stand in my way. When I succeed at the Royal Opera House, she’ll have to reconsider her position.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 3


    


    “Maude! You’re supposed to walk past Dido from behind, not in front of her!”


    Oscar hopped on stage, and the miming and exaggerated movements began once more. Oscar’s gestures were more erratic than ever, now that the first performance was approaching with astonishing rapidity. Maude had been in London four weeks now and had become more or less accustomed to Oscar’s crazy behavior.


    The last days before the performance the singers rehearsed nonstop. Matt was their only audience, but he and his aunt had ignored each other since their terrible fight. Maude tried unsuccessfully to appeal to Cordelia’s love for her nephew, but her teacher remained adamant in her request for an apology, one her nephew refused to give.


    Maude preferred to spend time with Christopher to prepare his personal performance—one he would give at the end of the first public performance to the mysterious girl he loved.


    Every time Maude mentioned the topic, Matt would put on an amused smile that irritated Maude. Once she’d decided a person was her friend, she would stand by the notion until it was completely shattered. She hadn’t believed Rebecca had betrayed her until her friend had told her so. She hadn’t believed Matt had sold her story until she’d thought she’d heard his admission of guilt via his conversation with Lexie. Christopher was now her friend. She wouldn’t believe otherwise unless he declared his love for her on bended knee. The fact that she’d craved friendship in her early years made her particularly loyal to the acquaintances she’d made over the last years.


    If ever the possibility of Matt being right tiptoed in her brain, she immediately shooed it away with force. She was right. Matt must be wrong.


    The evening of the first performance at the Royal Opera House, Maude fidgeted endlessly. No one could calm her down. Matt was nowhere in sight, and all she could think of were the mistakes she’d made in the last rehearsal. Ms. Tragent had been particularly angry, displaying a bitterness that was only partly due to her student. Yet Maude saw each blunder as a personal sin. When Matt walked in her dressing room, Maude was the only one left in it. She paced to and fro until Matt stood before her.


    “The press has arrived?” she asked anxiously.


    “They have,” Matt answered cautiously.


    “Why am I nervous? I’ve done this before! I sang Brangäne, I sang Amneris.”


    “This is the first time you’ll sing an opera as a professional,” Matt explained. “It’s normal to be afraid. It’s the first stop on your European tour.”


    “If I screw this,” Maude began. She glanced in the mirror. Her face was drawn. “I should’ve studied harder. I should have spent every single minute rehearsing instead of visiting London. I—”


    “Maude, listen to me. You did spend every hour here. Believe me, the couple of hours we spent in Hyde Park were nothing compared to the hours you’ve spent rehearsing. You’re ready.”


    “What if I’m not? What if I mess up? Cordelia will kill me. She’ll say I’m not committed enough, not serious enough.”


    “You’re not doing this for her. You’re doing this because you love it. You’re doing this for the people in that room.”


    “You’re right, you’re right,” Maude acknowledged with a nod.


    “Do you know what will get you through this?” Matt asked with a mischievous smile.


    “What?”


    “Remind yourself that no performance can ever be worse than the Cenerentola.”


    Maude laughed and as she did the pressure decreased. She remembered her performance and the humiliation she’d felt, the humiliation she still felt, though it had very much been subdued by time. The moment she’d stood, rigid as a pole, facing a crowd, and had fled like a coward. Oh, the horror! Cowardice was the one sin she would never be accused of committing again.


    “Thanks, Matt,” she said.


    By the time his arms had encircled her, her nervousness had vanished.


    “Maude, it’s time to go,” Cordelia called from the other side of the door.


    Maude squeezed Matt’s hand and exited the dressing room with a step much firmer, now that she wasn’t pacing. When she faced the crowd that evening, the beauty of the opera called out to her more strongly than ever before. She couldn’t fail in such sumptuous surroundings. In the crowd were faces of very attentive, very alive human beings, who were counting on her to help them forget, at least for a couple of hours, the tribulations of their lives. She held the magic of the evening. She and Tara and Christopher—and what a feeling. Making people happy or sad. What an outrageous amount of power she was given! She would put it to good use.


    And she did.


    At the end of the performance, the crowd was subjugated. Matt, in the very first row, clapped harder than anyone else in the room. Behind the scenes, Cordelia’s countenance had somehow lost its strictness. Instead her face was appeased.


    Each singer went one by one before the audience to receive well-deserved praise. For the final round of applause, the entire cast rounded up and gave a collective bow. Christopher was the first to straighten back up. He glanced at Maude and gulped. His time had come. Maude nodded to him. She would finally know his loved one’s name.


    Christopher stood still, then advanced to the edge of the set.


    “A song f-for t-the one I love.”


    He turned around swiftly and missed the astonished stares coming from the audience. Astonishment was quickly enough replaced with anticipation and curiosity.


    But Maude grew uncomfortable as Christopher walked towards her with a smile. Behind him, in the front row, Maude saw Matt nod with an I-told-you-so face.


    Christopher stopped before Maude, took her limp hand, and squeezed it.


    “Th-thanks, M-Maude,” he said.


    He then turned to Tara, standing next to Maude, and bent down on one knee and began singing.


    You, the apple of my eye


    I’ve worked by your side for weeks


    Seeing you made my knees weak


    


    Tara gasped and took a step back. Christopher, though he noticed her shock, found the courage to continue.


    My life, my love


    All belongs to you


    My heart, my love


    I’ll make your wish come true


    Just say the words


    Please say the words


    Say you’ll have dinner with me


    


    Christopher’s song was beautiful. He sang with such conviction, with such passion.


    Tara, after her initial surprise, was charmed, was thrilled, and in fine succumbed. With a slow smile she said, “Yes, I’ll have dinner with you, Christopher.”


    Maude and the entire audience clapped vigorously. Maude was relieved. Relieved Christopher wasn’t in love with her, relieved he’d found the courage speak out about his love for Tara, and so relieved Tara had responded favorably.


    Maybe she had what it took to become an astounding matchmaker.


    The courage Christopher had found also gave Maude the courage to tell Matt what she’d been longing to tell him for the last four weeks. She wouldn’t say it in front of a gathered crowd, that’s for sure. But later in the evening she’d find a way.


    The evening was still young, and the cast had been invited to the house of Duke of W—. It was a great honor, and Maude appreciated it as such. Arriving in the splendid surroundings made her realize just how far she’d come. Her year at the National Academy of Arts had groomed her for such occasions, and it was with little unease that she found herself surrounded by people of rank.


    She, Maude Laurent from Carvin, chatted amicably with a group of people that included a charming young man, a very kind duke, who went by the name of Edward.


    He knew the effect he had on women. It wasn’t just the title, it was everything else. His impeccable vest, the twirl of his incredible mane. His dark eyes couldn’t tear themselves away from the young, pretty mezzo-soprano who had taken his breath away from the first notes of Belinda’s solo.


    “Really, Ms. Laurent,” the Duke began. “You must allow me to compliment you. Your voice is unlike anything I’ve ever heard before. Your expressions, everything was simply excellent.”


    “Thank you so much. Would you please tell this to Cordelia Tragent? I owe everything to her, and maybe she’ll be a bit more lenient where I’m concerned if you tell her all you’ve just told me,” Maude replied pleasantly.


    In truth, she was slightly embarrassed. She usually avoided responding to such avid expressions of admiration. They were touching, but also a great distress when too pronounced. She preferred to shake off the feeling by speaking lightly. She thought of how horrified Madame de Valois, her former etiquette professor, would be, if she knew Maude would behave with flippancy in such elegant company.


    “What do you think about our beautiful city? Is it to your taste?”


    “I love it very much. Tastes perfect to me.”


    “Would you consider living here? Residing here permanently when you’re not on tour?” He looked at her earnestly, as if his next question would be determined by her answer.


    “I guess,” Maude answered cautiously, wondering what he was getting at. “If I can manage to understand British accents. It’s very difficult for me. You must be horrified by my accent as well.”


    “Not at all, not at all, Ms. Laurent.” He smiled at her with such kindness and charm, Maude found herself smiling in return.


    When she did, it was as if Edward had been handed the moon.


    “You’ve got the loveliest smile.”


    Ms. Tragent arrived just in time to prevent Maude from forming a light reply.


    “You’ll make my student blush, Edward,” Cordelia said. “She’s still new to this world. You wouldn’t want to scare her off.”


    Very quickly, newcomers joined the discussion and complimented Maude on her excellent British debut. Across the room, Matt discussed music with a classical musician but couldn’t take his eyes off Maude. She was radiant with happiness in her gorgeous, grey chiffon gown. She greeted all with a smile, trying to hide her shyness, but Matt could still make it out, as if he could read the depths of her soul.


    His eyes followed her from across the room, and hers would occasionally find his, and when they did, no one else was present in the room but these two. No duke, no count, no distinguished lord could make Maude remove her gaze from the only boy she’d ever loved.


    The moment she could escape from Edward, she walked to Matt with a lazy step. He grinned at her and spoke before she did, before the words he knew she wanted to say would be pronounced.


    “You were right, I was wrong.”


    “Was it that hard to admit?”


    “It wasn’t, but then you can’t blame me for thinking it natural that every guy should fall for you just as I did.”


    “I could kiss you right now, but then I’d be condoning your outrageous behavior, and it would be a very bad start to our relationship, wouldn’t it?”


    “All I know is, I would never do what Christopher just did. Can you imagine? Saying those words is hard enough without having to do it in front of a thousand people.”


    “By those words, you mean ‘I love you?’” Maude dropped her eyelids, visibly embarrassed.


    “Well, yes. I wouldn’t be caught dead making a declaration in front of all those people.”


    Maude wasn’t too thrilled to hear his reluctance at the idea of saying the words she’d wanted to say for some time.


    “I don’t think the words are so awful they can’t be pronounced in front of people.”


    “Maude, you’re the most discreet person I know. You’re telling me you’d want a public display of ‘I love you’s?’”


    Maude would have detested a grand display, but she still wished to hear the words, and she viewed Matt’s dismissal of Christopher’s gesture as a general reluctance to say those longed-for words.


    “Forget it, Matt. You’re right as usual. Better never say the dreadful words.”


    Maude shook her head angrily and walked away quickly enough that she didn’t hear Matt murmur under his breath, “They’re not dreadful words, they’re just difficult to say to the one who’s destined to hear them.”


    Matt left the party, but not before throwing a long glance in Maude’s direction.


    Maude resumed her evening, which was pleasant enough. She didn’t ridicule herself or Ms. Tragent, making only small, pleasant remarks about the opening, and holding in her nervous excitement. She knew she would have to wait until morning when the first reviews of her performance would be published.


    Before leaving the party Cordelia spoke to Maude.


    “You did well for your first evening, Maude.”


    “Thanks, Cordelia. It means a lot coming from you. Will you speak to Matt? I know I could do all this even without him. But he helps me in ways only he knows.”


    “You’re so young, Maude. But one day you’ll realize that women can’t have it all.”


    “Why not? Maybe our conception of ‘all’ is ill conceived. But if by all you mean that I have to choose between love and ambition, I don’t think they’re incompatible. If they were, I would have to give up not only Matt, but also all the people I love, the Baldwins, the Williamses, and you. Yet you are all a part of what makes me strong. If I had to live without love once more, I don’t think I could bear it. You’ve never been deprived of it, which is perhaps why you’re so keen on giving it up. Although I rather agree with keeping all these things in balance, I don’t believe it would be healthy to starve one in favor of the other.”


    Cordelia’s face remained a stone wall, but Maude’s words sunk deeper into her than the young girl could imagine. Her silence was acquiescence and her mind drifted to a time, to a love that might have been . . .


    Maude thought her teacher’s silence meant reproof, which is why she persisted and asked her teacher the following question.


    “Oh Cordelia, have you never, ever loved another person who made you feel like you could be a better person, that you could be the best person in the world just for them?”


    Cordelia was thrust out of her reverie and wondered how her student had managed to see inside her mind. She was still astonished at how quickly she’d grown fond of Maude, to the point where she was allowed questions no other student had ever dared to ask her before. Even though she hadn’t missed the fact Maude had mentioned her among the people she loved, Cordelia was too reserved to express the feelings she reciprocated in full. Instead, she snapped at Maude.


    “Maude, you have no business speaking to me in this manner.”


    “You mean asking a simple question.”


    “There’s nothing simple in that question and you know it. It’s as simple as me asking when you’ll tell my nephew you love him. Have you never thought how hard it might be for him to express these feelings? It’s a family trait.”


    Maude gave her a disobliging glare but didn’t refute her. Mentally, she cursed her obvious feelings that only the object of her affection refused to see. Instead, she dropped the subject entirely with Cordelia, and they left the party.


    The next morning the first reviews were out.


    Maude, Cordelia, and Matt bought the main newspapers and huddled in Cordelia’s room, which had been deemed a suitable headquarters for the purpose of their task.


    They started with the Guardian:


    A very nice production. Tara Obinje did not disappoint as a heart-throbbing Dido. Christopher Riley was nice as Aeneas, if perhaps too nice for the heart-wrenching character. The surprise of the evening, however, was Maude Laurent as Belinda. In her debut at the Covent Garden, Maude Laurent astonished with her maturity and self-possession, both perfect for the role she sang and for the spirit of the opera. Having seen her in Paris, I can attest that every performance is a new improvement. She shines in secondary roles and gives them a new something. By the time she sets foot in Milan, she should be a full-fledged opera singer. The question remains as to her capacity to hold an entire opera as a lead singer.


    


    It was a very nice article, quite adulatory; Cordelia’s outright smile said it all. Maude was in seventh heaven, and Matt wasn’t far behind.


    “I knew you’d do a great job,” he congratulated. Their spat the evening before was forgotten, and Maude squeezed his hand to prove it, in case there was any lingering doubt in his mind.


    The following articles were, if anything, more gratifying, so much so that Cordelia allowed Maude to have the remainder of the morning to rest, reminding her that she still had another week to prove her worth in London, before throwing her out of her bedroom.


    Matt and Maude faced each other in the hallway.


    “I’m sorry about yesterday,” Maude began.


    “Don’t worry about it. But I do want you to understand that I don’t think the words are dreadful, it’s just—”


    Maude saw he was uncomfortable and refused to prolong his discomfort. She stopped him.


    “I get it. We don’t have to talk about it for now, okay?”


    “You don’t want to?” he asked, disappointed.


    “I don’t think there’s any rush. Let’s avoid this talk altogether.”


    “Okay. But since you’ve got the morning off until around noon, we can have lunch together and eat those famous fish and chips you’ve been longing to try.”


    “I’m totally for that . . . but . . .” Maude hesitated. “I thought, maybe, you’d much rather eat a coronation chicken sandwich, since you like them so much.”


    


    *****


    


    The remaining evenings of Dido and Aeneas were as great a success as the opening. Each evening the Duke of W— showed up with a bouquet for Maude.


    Maude received each graciously.


    Maude was sitting in her dressing room the evening of the final performance when she heard a strong knock on the door. Maude answered, “Enter,” thinking it would be Matt, but instead Edward stood there, without the bouquet she’d been accustomed to receiving. She was relieved to find him empty handed for once.


    He approached Maude with two great strides.


    “Ms. Laurent, I cannot stay silent any longer!” he cried out.


    “What’s wrong, Edward?” Maude asked alarmed. She rose to greet him, but he begged her to stay seated.


    “Please, please. Don’t say a word, let me say what I have to say.”


    Maude nodded and waited with tense anticipation. She was expecting a terminal disease or a near-death experience, but what Edward had to say had nothing to do with those grave circumstances.


    “Ever since the day I met you, I knew you were the only person who could ever make me happy. I’ve watched your performance each evening for a week. Your music has touched me. When we spoke, I felt the deepest connection—I know you must have felt it. If you would agree to make me the happiest man, I would strive forever to make you the happiest woman on earth.”


    Edward kneeled on one knee and presented her a tiny jewelry box that left no room for guessing as to what its contents were. Before he opened it, Maude stopped him.


    “Please, don’t, Edward.”


    He gently removed her fingers from the box and proceeded to open it carefully.


    It was quite a stone. A family heirloom passed on from generation to generation. Maude took one look at it and wished Edward hadn’t opened the box. He slipped the ring around her finger, and she, too astonished to push him away, let him.


    It was heavy but suited her well enough, she thought.


    She shook her head and came back from her thoughts.


    “I can’t accept this.”


    “Of course you can.”


    With pleading eyes, he closed her palm in his.


    “No, I can’t. I could never be the right one, Edward. I don’t reciprocate the feelings you’ve so beautifully described.” She spoke softly, but to him it was as if she’d yelled loud enough to shatter every single window in the opera house.


    “I’m sorry. I have to ask. Is there someone else?”


    Maude hesitated, but wanting to put him out of his misery, she answered frankly, “There is.”


    “Does he love you?”


    It was a tough question to answer. Matt had never said anything about love.


    “I love him,” she whispered, eyes downcast.


    “I see.” He withdrew his hand.


    Maude removed the ring and gave it back to its owner.


    “I hope, Ms. Laurent, that he realizes how lucky he is.”


    He quietly arose and with shoulders slumped he exited the dressing room.


    Maude remained alone and pensive, musing on the incongruity of her first marriage proposal coming from a duke no less!


    Matt entered her dressing room and found her staring at her hand, dazed.


    “Are you okay?” he asked concerned. “Did something happen?”


    Maude rose from her seat and glanced at Matt. He didn’t need to know about a proposal she’d turned down without hesitation. They were leaving London the next day, and she’d never see the Duke again. It would be pointless to say anything about the matter.


    “Nothing’s happened,” Maude said quietly. “Nothing at all.”


    


    *****


    


    Maude’s stay in London had come to an end, and it was with great regret that she left the city.


    Maybe there had been no horse-drawn carriages, but her debut had been a success, she’d helped Christopher find love, and she knew only good things would come in the future.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 4


    


    Maude, Cordelia, and Matt arrived in Berlin in early October, but this time, there were no reservations, no four-star hotels.


    They were staying with a family, some of Cordelia’s oldest friends, who lived not far from the Brandenburger Tor. Driving along Unter den Linden and arriving at the illuminated monumental gate at night was magical.


    The Roland-Brandigers were a kind couple. The wife, Coraline, was French while her husband was German. The couple had no children and got along very well, agreeing on almost everything except for one apple of discord. They both had a passion for history, but fought incessantly over one hero.


    “Really Matt, Maude, you must agree that Napoleon is the greatest historical figure of all time.” Dieter Roland-Brandiger peered at Maude with insistent eyes, hands crossed in a semi-supplicating gesture. “You can’t be French if you don’t think so.”


    Before either Matt or Maude could answer, Coraline Roland-Brandiger exclaimed, “Don’t listen to him. You can perfectly well be French and hate Napoleon, which is my case. I dislike the man thoroughly. All he is really remembered for are wars all over Europe—because he had the ego of a giant but the height of a dwarf. Dieter makes the mistake of believing that he is more French than I because he loves Napoleon more than I do.”


    “You two still haven’t gotten over this overrated debate about Napoleon,” Ms. Tragent remarked with annoyance.


    They were her friends, but she’d listened to this argument for over twenty years. She shouldn’t have been surprised when it came up once more. Every time she told herself she’d sleep in a hotel instead, but each time she succumbed to her friends’ entreaties and remained in their house during her entire stay in Berlin.


    “He did create several of our still existing legal codes,” Maude put in, thinking aloud.


    “Ah!” Dieter exclaimed triumphantly, while Coraline narrowed her eyes.


    “He reestablished slavery in the French colonies!” Matt exclaimed with disdain.


    “Eugh, true,” Maude agreed.


    It was obvious that like many other people, Maude could be won over, her opinion remained to be convinced. Each Roland-Brandiger seemed delighted by her presence, but Cordelia decided she didn’t want to witness this new performance of her friends’ eternal debate.


    “Dieter, Coraline, I do think Maude should get some rest before her big day tomorrow.”


    “Very true, you’ll be working at the Deutsche Oper, am I right? On Hans Feuerbach’s new and modern production of La traviata.”


    “Modern?’ Cordelia asked sharply. “He assured me it would remain classical.”


    “He changed his mind. Everyone’s been talking about it; they fear it will not be well received.”


    “It won’t,” Cordelia decided resolutely. “The public wants more traditional productions, especially for La traviata. I don’t want Maude receiving tomatoes for her Berlin premiere. Besides, I’ve been after the critic Frederic Schroder to come. He’s your best shot at getting a lead in Milan. He’ll never come now,” Cordelia lamented.


    “Cordelia, we should at least see what his production is about. Don’t you think?” Maude asked.


    Cordelia’s gaze did not waver when she said, “We’ll see tomorrow. But if I hate it, you’re out.”


    The next morning, Dieter and Coraline’s incessant debate about Napoleon awakened Maude. Dieter belonged to the Society of Napoleon Worshippers. It was an international society with a small, but very active branch in Germany. That evening his Society would reenact the Battle of Leipzig with a twist ending.


    “But Dieter, Napoleon lost the Battle of Leipzig,” Coraline intervened. “Why would you want to celebrate that?”


    “Aha! But we’re having an alternate ending!” Dieter said mysteriously.


    “But that wouldn’t be historically accurate.” Matt said.


    This whole debate was more fun than he’d anticipated. Dieter and Coraline were each convinced of the futility of the other’s view. And Matt enjoyed watching them sort out their arguments like weapons in an endless war.


    “That’s beside the point,” Dieter shrugged off Matt’s remark. “We would be happy to have you join. There’s still one spot left as a personal aide-de-camp to Napoleon. We had a last minute dropout.”


    “You don’t say,” Matt muttered. Louder he said, “Sure, why not? Role-playing with an alternate ending. I’m in.”


    Maude walked in the room just in time to hear Matt’s enthusiastic participation and rolled her eyes. He’d look ridiculous in a period suit. But maybe she’d manage to snap a shot and blackmail him into doing anything she wanted. Or else Jazmine would have a nice laugh and Matt would never live it down.


    The breakfast table was enjoyable, what with Dieter and Coraline’s great knowledge of the opera scene. Next to history, opera was their favorite subject of conversation, and one that never ever gave them cause for disagreement. Their main subject was how wonderfully Cordelia sang.


    Cordelia was never satiated with praise. She found it always well deserved.


    “Cordelia’s last performance in Berlin was in 2005. It was memorable,” Coraline clasped her hands together with delight. “You were opposite Arnaud Joly. You two were quite the couple at the time.”


    Maude glanced at Cordelia in wonder and noticed her pursed lips.


    “We always thought you’d make a great couple in real life, too,” Dieter added with a raised eyebrow and a wide smile.


    “Dieter!” Coraline cried out with a disapproving glare.


    “What? He was infatuated with Cordelia back then. It was plain to see.”


    Maude and Matt stared at Cordelia in surprise. It was the first they’d heard of a possible love affair.


    “Don’t look at me like that. I would never have settled for Arnaud Joly. He was immature and cocky if you ask me. He’d barely graduated from the National Academy of Arts,” she said stiffly.


    “Every young soprano was wild about him, but he only had eyes for Cordelia,” Dieter explained with a mysterious air.


    “Dieter, that’s enough,” Cordelia interjected. “Don’t put any nonsensical notions in my nephew’s and Maude’s heads.”


    “I heard he might be a part of Hans’ Feuerbach’s production. He might participate as a consultant.”


    Cordelia’s face remained stony except for a slight quiver in her brow, a tremor not even Maude noticed. “I hadn’t heard,” she said slowly. “But if that’s the case, good for him. Maude,” she continued. “Are you ready to leave?”


    “Yes, Cordelia. Strange to think I might have called you Cordelia Joly if you’d married Arnaud Joly,” Maude laughed.


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Cordelia answered. “I would never have taken my husband’s name,” she stated proudly.


    And with a swift rise from her seat, she left the table, quickly followed by an amused Maude, an astonished Dieter, and an approving Coraline.


    


    *****


    


    The Deutsche Oper Berlin was different from the Royal Opera House, with a more modern façade and a more sober design. Yet Maude treasured it as highly. Entering any opera house for the first time was a miracle to her.


    Cordelia stiffened as a man approached. He was in his thirties, with glossy black hair and a dimpled chin, and he carried himself with a very upright stature. His features weren’t remarkably handsome, but were striking nonetheless, and his height gave him an imposing air. He greeted Cordelia with a cold handshake before turning to Maude.


    “You must be Cordelia’s new protégée. I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said.


    “Maude meet Arnaud Joly,” Cordelia said curtly. “Since he didn’t take the pains of introducing himself, I gather he expects you to know his name.”


    Maude’s jaw dropped.


    “You’re Arnaud Joly?”


    “I am. And from your countenance I’m guessing Cordelia’s mentioned me. Only in a bad light, to be sure,” he said with a curt smile. His eyes rested on Cordelia with a softness he could hardly shield.


    “No, no!” Maude cried out quite in vain, while Cordelia answered promptly, “I did.”


    Maude glanced from Cordelia to Arnaud and back again. They had forgotten her presence and were engaged in a silent match she understood only poorly. What Maude was certain of was Cordelia’s lack of indifference. Her teacher must have had a history with that remarkable man.


    “Coraline and Dieter mentioned you might be consulted for this production.”


    “I’ve withdrawn.”


    If his eyes were any indication, the cause of his withdrawal was blatant.


    “Very well then, I’ll take Maude to meet the rest of the staff. Good day, Monsieur Joly.”


    “Good day, Cordelia.”


    Maude noticed the use of her teacher’s first name and grinned to herself. If Arnaud Joly called Ms. Tragent by her first name, he must have been close. Only a happy few, amongst them Maude now, could call Ms. Tragent by her first name.


    Maude had a million questions, but Arnaud Joly had already walked away, and Cordelia had resumed her crisp walk towards the stage. In a matter of minutes, Maude had been introduced to the rest of the cast. There was Alexandra Wiseman, the beautiful diva who played Violetta, and the common-looking Trent Bernhard, who played Alfredo. Maude would play Flora Bervoix, yet another confidante.


    Would she ever be given a lead role? Would she ever be ready? She was growing confident she wanted just that: a lead role in a grand opera.


    This version of La traviata would take place in the 1960s, an ambitious decision. But as the director explained his choices to Maude, it became clear to her that this version of the opera held a lot of promise. Unfortunately, Cordelia didn’t see the same potential.


    “But don’t you see,” Maude argued while they made their journey back to the Roland-Brandiger house. “It’s going to be amazing!”


    “A blonde Violetta?” Ms. Tragent scoffed. “This isn’t a Marilyn Monroe movie. No way are you staying in that production.”


    “Cordelia, with all due respect,” Maude started cautiously but firmly. “It’s my decision, not yours.”


    Cordelia’s lips closed into a tight, angry line. She said nothing more during the entire ride home and neither did Maude.


    When they arrived back at their hosts’ house, the entire household was turned upside down by the reenactment of Napoleonic battles. Maude and Matt managed to escape the madness by slipping through the backdoor.


    The evening air was cool, and they walked hand in hand in silence down Unter den Linden until they reached the subway. The yellow and gray subway cars of the U-Bahn were peaceful, as were the people inside. The passengers entering the subway waited patiently for the people leaving to dismount from the train. It was very different from the Parisian Métro, where people pushed inside before everyone had gone out. Only once they were comfortably seated did they speak.


    “Cordelia doesn’t want me to take part in this production,” Maude explained sadly. “She doesn’t like the modern take on it.”


    “You know how rigid classical musicians are. I’m not surprised she’s against it.” Matt answered. “What are you going to do?”


    “I’ve already made my decision. I’m doing it,” Maude declared with a decided face.


    Matt nodded slowly and asked, “Are you sure?”


    “You don’t think it’s a good idea?” Maude asked sharply.


    “There’s a better chance this opera will get poor reviews. If you receive bad reviews just as you’re beginning to launch your career in opera, it could damage your career. It’s a high risk.”


    “I realize that, but I like his idea. It’s lively and full of color. I want to be a part of it. I don’t want my career to be dictated solely by choices about which opera will be well received or what’s popular or not. If that were the case, I’d have stayed with Alan Lewis. He managed my pop career by thinking only of what would make me more famous or would sell more albums. Needless to say, it was a complete failure.”


    “If that’s how you feel, then go for it,” Matt answered. He squeezed her hand. “Being an artist is all about taking risks.”


    “Thanks, I appreciate your support,” Maude replied.


    “I’ll always have your back. Which is why I must warn you about something. Someone.”


    Maude’s mind instantly went to Edward, but she puzzled at how Matt could have learned about his proposal. Nobody had been present, and she hadn’t told a living soul . . .


    “Are you listening to me?”


    Maude snapped out of her thoughts.


    “Sorry, I was elsewhere.”’


    “I was talking about Julia Tanand. She’s a new pop singer who’s all the rage and her style is very similar to yours.”


    “How similar?” Maude asked.


    Matt took out his cell phone and showed her a video of Julia’s first single, “Moonlight.”


    “She’s a pianist, too,” Maude mused.


    “We never actually see her play, but it seems she’s the one who recorded the piano. They’re calling her the new Maude Laurent,” Matt said finally.


    Maude closed the video and turned to Matt.


    “Thanks for the warning. But we’re in Berlin. Not New York. So let’s make the most of it.”


    Discovering Berlin with Matt was a new magical charm. Maude tasted the famous currywurst for the first time. Or as Matt called it, “the German Hot Dog”.


    “You can’t just buy it anywhere though. It has to be well done.”


    Maude, impatient as she was, bought it from the first vendor she met in the street, not heeding Matt’s advice. She wrinkled her nose, and of course, Matt mocked her.


    “You hate it, don’t you?”


    “It’s just not so great,” she admitted cautiously.


    But when she tasted currywurst in a real restaurant, she decided next time she’d follow Matt’s advice.


    Matt took her to the Berlin Wall, where he gave her a crash course on street art, which she loved. But when it was time to practice what she’d learned, Maude refused.


    “I can’t spray a wall!”


    “Why not?”


    “Because I don’t know how to draw. My painting skills are worse than my acting,” she acknowledged mournfully.


    “You don’t have to draw. Just write anything!”


    “Anything?”


    Maude took Matt’s spray can and commenced her art, after making Matt promise he wouldn’t look before she’d finished.


    She wrote: Der Love Doktor war


    Matt turned around.


    “No way!” he exclaimed.


    “You weren’t supposed to turn around!” she cried out.


    “No way you’re finishing that.” He grabbed for the can, but Maude jumped away, laughing. But then her laughter was gone and so was Matt’s.


    A police car was headed their way.


    “Time to go!” Matt yelled.


    He moved to grab Maude’s hand, but Maude had already started running. He ran after her, but Maude was a fast runner. She ran blindly, her heart racing in her chest. They managed to sneak into an alleyway and hide behind a garbage can. They waited with bated breath until they were sure the car was out of sight before they heaved a sigh of relief.


    “Thanks for waiting for me,” Matt laughed.


    “Street art is a cold world. It’s each man for himself,” Maude answered laughing. “Each woman for herself,” she corrected.


    “My first thought was for you, but you were already gone.”


    “Ah, you’re too soft for this world,” Maude declared with a genuine smile of amusement.


    “Did you ever hear of the time I was arrested in Berlin? It was for art,” he said proudly.


    “I don’t keep up with all your misdemeanors,” Maude responded, rolling her eyes. “But I’m not surprised. You waste way too much time waiting for others. You’ve got to start running right away.”


    “Oh, so now you’re the expert. You’ve had to run from the police before?”


    “I watch TV.”


    “Yes, Maude you really are a hard-ass criminal. What was the rest of your sentence? Der Love Doktor war means the Love Doctor was . . . so, what was the rest? What did you have to say about the Love Doctor?”


    “You’ll never know now, will you?”


    “I’m guessing, Der Love Doktor war wunderbar. The Love Doctor was amazing,” Matt offered.


    He never understood why Maude held such a strong opposition to the same song that had driven millions of girls wild. It was an obligatory song at each concert. He knew Maude had heard it live when she’d attended his concert with Dorothea earlier in the year. But it had done nothing to change her opinion of the song.


    “Which song of mine do you like, Maude?” he asked ever so seriously.


    Maude noticed the change in his tone and peered at him with equal seriousness. “I don’t hate ‘Love Doctor,’” she said, “I find it quite funny. As for your music, generally speaking, I’m definitely into it. Besides, I already told you what I thought about your music. Great first album, the second one not so great. The third was nice, but your last one was awesome. Truly. I listened to it in secret at the Academy even when I shouldn’t have.”


    “I wanted us to write a couple of songs on the album together, but Alan refused.”


    “I wish we could have. It would have been an honor to participate in the making of your album,” Maude declared. “I know you’ve been used to girlfriends telling you what you want to hear. Rebecca was a die-hard fan, and I can’t imagine the others. But you can’t expect me to tell you that I love all your songs, just like I can expect the absolute truth from you when it comes to my music.”


    “And the truth about the Love Doctor . . .”


    “It’s supposed to be cool, but it’s just too damn funny.”


    “I wouldn’t want you to be any different or to purposely flatter my ego.”


    “I could never flatter your ego just to please you. But you can flatter mine if you like.”


    


    *****


    


    The next rehearsal was very interesting. Maude awaited it with great anticipation. The director’s vision was becoming clearer, or in the eyes of some, more extravagant.


    Everything screamed 1960. Violetta was a new Marilyn Monroe, and everything else was wild, red, and flashy. Maude interpreted the role of Flora, Violetta’s friend and confidante. No matter how much Maude tried to hate the production, she couldn’t. It was too much fun. Most of the crew were seeing it as a suicide mission and having the time of their lives. After rehearsals, they’d all go out to dine, and Maude would accompany them.


    This time Cordelia didn’t say a thing.


    “Come on, Maude, you must have had at least one marriage proposal by now. Or perhaps you do not want your boyfriend to know about it,” Alexandra remarked. She’d taken off her Marilyn Monroe wig and had bright red hair underneath. They were sitting in a café with Matt, Alexandra, and the rest of the main cast.


    “I haven’t,” Maude lied.


    Alexandra laughed. “With a pretty face like yours you’ll be turning men down once a month. Sorry, Matt, but it’s true.”


    Matt snorted but didn’t answer.


    “Have you ever worked with Arnaud Joly?” Maude couldn’t help but ask.


    “I wish, but he’s very selective. I heard he really wanted to work on this version of La traviata . . .”


    “Until what?”


    “Until he heard you were to be in it.”


    “What?” Matt exclaimed. “How could he refuse to work with Maude?”


    “He’s got nothing against Maude—but Cordelia Tragent . . .”


    “What happened between these two?” Maude asked.


    “Nobody really knows. All anyone knows is that Cordelia broke his heart. That’s what it comes down to.”


    “He couldn’t stand the thought of seeing her again?” Maude asked. But he’d seemed more than pleased to see Cordelia.


    “Yeah, I don’t even think he’s still in Berlin. He’s most certainly left the city.”


    


    *****


    


    The day of the first performance arrived quickly. Maude had the jitters but the rest of the crew were calm.


    And they had a lot of fun. La traviata was a mix of sad and very amusing songs. Maude had a tremendous time. They gave it all they had, but they couldn’t prevent the couple of boos they received.


    The next day a listless Maude asked Matt to read the newspaper while Cordelia insisted she read the reviews herself. It was to be her punishment for refusing to heed the advice not to participate in the disastrous production.


    Everyone is plain, the red everywhere is blinding. The only saving grace is Maude Laurent who plays Flora and did so brilliantly.


    —Fritz Sorger


    


    Maude jumped up and down. A compliment from a terrible review. Even Cordelia was impressed.


    “I’ve got to say, it is good and appropriate to get a good review when the production is great, but getting a great review when everyone else stank is quite a feat. This is very good Maude, very good indeed.”


    “Prague, here we come,” Maude yelled, raising her fist.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 5


    


    Cordelia Tragent excelled at a great many things, but the Czech language wasn’t one of them. Although she'd asked their taxi driver to take them to the National Theatre, they were dropped off in the middle of the bustling Wenceslas Square, much to Maude’s delight.


    Wenceslas Square was full of animation and lined with cafés where people sipped large mugs of Pilsner or equally huge but more expensive fruity cocktails. Small white trucks sold enormous red sausages and drinks to customers who then gathered around the many street artists performing along the square under the watchful eye of the bronze statue of Saint Wenceslas.


    That afternoon a group of singers dressed as Native Americans sang rhythmic melodies. Maude stood next to Matt and listened to their songs all the while munching on a big red klobásy—a Wenceslas sausage she’d just bought.


    When a song ended, she turned to walk away and bumped into a small, bald, yet youthful man in an orange tunic, holding up a sign and chanting words in a language Maude didn’t understand. Maude apologized, but her apologies were lost in the chants the man murmured. She looked around puzzled and realized she was in the middle of a procession, among a dozen men all dressed in orange. They smiled at her with kindness and continued chanting.


    Matt drew her back and laughed.


    “Do you want to convert?” he asked. “It’s a Krishna procession,” he explained.


    But Maude had already wandered back to the nearest white truck to buy another sausage.


    “We need to find the National Theatre.”


    Cordelia came up to Maude looking grim. She stared at Maude munching on her sausage and wondered where the girl found room to store so much food.


    “I’ve got exactly what we need,” Maude answered after having swallowed the last of her sausage.


    She dug a book titled How To Learn Czech in Three Days out of her leather bag and flipped through the pages until she found what she was looking for. She walked up to the first stranger she met and asked “Kde je National Theatre [where is the National Theatre]?”


    Unfortunately, the stranger replied sheepishly, “Désolé, je suis Français [sorry, I’m French].”


    Maude didn’t give up, however, no matter how much Matt laughed, or how much Cordelia sighed impatiently. Her nose stuck in her book, she continued to ask with gusto and a lot of patience “Kde je National Theatre?” She might have received an answer had she known how to say National Theatre in Czech. But she didn’t and most of the people she asked had no clue what she was talking about. She might have thought to pose her question to members of the younger generations, who spoke remarkable English, but instead she only asked kindly old men and women, who were pleasant enough to stop but couldn’t give her directions in English.


    Thus they wandered in the city for so long that Cordelia wondered if it wasn’t a part of Maude’s scheme to discover the new European capital she’d just set foot into.


    And perhaps it was.


    With old-fashioned tramways and colorful façades from the baroque period and the Renaissance in the Staré Město, the city’s Old Town, Maude felt like she was walking through a Disneyland decor.


    But she wasn’t.


    She was in the astounding city of Prague.


    They finally reached the National Theatre. What a grand monument it was.


    Cordelia silenced them as they entered the opera house. They were instantly greeted by a tall, elegant woman with hair like silver, tied in an elegant French braid.


    “Ms. Tragent, I’m very glad to see you here again in our beautiful city,” she said.


    “What’s wrong, Theresa?” Cordelia asked instantly.


    Maude looked at her sharply. Why was Cordelia speaking so curtly? More so than usual?


    “She can’t sing here.”


    “Why is that?”


    “There was a misunderstanding. Maude will be singing in the Estates Theatre.”


    “That’s not what we’d agreed on!”


    “I know, but we gave her spot to a rising Czech soprano. You know that we prefer Czech operas in the National Theatre. Rigoletto is Italian. It will be best in the Estates Theatre.”


    “We’ll see about that.” Cordelia turned swiftly and headed for the exit.


    Maude and Matt hurried after her.


    “What just happened?” Maude asked. “Won’t I be singing? What’s wrong with the Estates?”


    “You’ll be singing only in front of tourists, Maude. The National Theatre is the real Czech opera. The Estates is for stupid tourists!”


    “Hey!” Maude exclaimed, closing her book. She wasn’t a stupid tourist.


    “I don’t mind singing in front of stupid, er, I mean, tourists.”


    “You don’t understand. You need to sing in the National Theatre, or it doesn’t matter how good you are, your experience in Prague will amount to nothing.”


    Maude remained silent but mulled over Cordelia’s words. Would it always be this way? Making the right career move. She’d forever have to walk on eggshells.


    “Don’t worry, there is no way they’ll make you sing at the Estates Theatre. Take a taxi to the hotel. I’ll be busy.” Cordelia took out her phone and dialed angrily.


    Matt and Maude hailed a taxi. When the driver asked them for their destination, instead of indicating the name of the hotel, Maude answered, “Muzeum Antonína Dvořáka [the Dvořák Museum].”


    “Don’t you want to stay outdoors? Do you really want to spend the afternoon in a museum?” Matt asked. He’d rather have spent the day outside. He’d only been to Prague once and wanted to make the most of his second visit.


    “Dvořák is one of the most famous Czech composers, Matt. We can’t leave Prague without visiting this place.”


    The Dvořák Museum was away from all the touristy areas, a lovely, white, two-story house surrounded by trees. There were only a couple of visitors and none lingered. There wasn’t much to see, but it wasn’t the quantity of exhibits that made the museum special, but rather the quality of the display. Maude contemplated with sheer reverence the ancient white Petrof piano displayed in the main room. Once the museum keeper wandered away, she sat on the bench and touched the rusty keys with her fingertips. She would never be a professional classical piano player, but never would she walk by a piano of this stature and not feel an instant link, a strong longing to play. She couldn’t, of course, and she resisted the urge, lest she be thrown out of the museum.


    “Hey, Maude. Did you read what the information note says about Dvořák’s trip to the United States?” Matt bent closer and read aloud. “He was expected to meet a monumental challenge: to create an American national music. Dvořák saw the main sources for the creation of an American national music as lying in the music of Black and Native Americans. His opinion gave rise to a wave of uproar. Imagine that!” Matt exclaimed.


    “So few European composers went to the New World at the time,” Maude mused. “Dvořák was a bridge between two worlds: the old European world and the New World in America.”


    “Just like you,” Matt acknowledged with admiration.


    She tore herself away from the piano and went into the next room, which was empty except for two headsets hanging on the wall near a small open window. She put on a headset and was soon joined by Matt who put on the second one. They were both struck by the beauty of Dvořák’s Symphony No. 9 in E Minor, Op. 95, “From the New World” at the exact same time. They sat in silence on the bench in front of the open window. A tall tree hovered, its branches scratching against the window frame. The air was dampening, and the sky had turned a light shade of grey. They heard thunder rumbling afar but were lost in the beauty of Dvořák’s music. When the New World Symphony ended, they listened to a setting from the Humoresques, a lovely light piece for piano and strings.


    It was there, in that little room that Maude and Matt fell indisputably and wholeheartedly in love with Prague. After listening to all of Dvořák’s most famous pieces, Maude broke their awestruck silence.


    “We’ve got to add Dvořák to the new album one way or the other.”


    Matt agreed, and they spent the next hours alone in that little room, composing music and thinking of ways to introduce Dvořák in their new pieces. Thunder struck, rain fell, but the two musicians remained sheltered in a musical haven.


    When the rain stopped, the sun broke out, the museum was closing, and they were kindly ushered out. Matt and Maude much preferred to explore the city rather than go back to the hotel.


    They raced up Petřín Hill until they were out of breath and stopped midway to take pictures of the magnificent view of the city. They ran back down. Maude hadn’t brought the right shoes, but she raced Matt and overtook him nevertheless. They went back down, passed a monastery and the German embassy, and in a small street found a restaurant called U Magistra Kelly. They had no idea what the name meant, but after making sure they served traditional dishes, they took a seat outside, and Maude tasted her first goulash. Meat, bread, and sauce. It was simple, cheap, but so delicious, and Maude gobbled it up.


    When she asked for more, the bartender looked at her with a strange expression.


    “Are you sure?”


    Matt laughed.


    “I don’t think he’s used to such an appetite,” the man sitting at the table next to theirs said with a smile.


    Maude didn’t see why she wouldn’t have another plate and asked for more.


    “I’m Fred and this is my wife Carolina. We’re from Berlin. Where are you from?”


    They chatted with the German couple, and Maude gushed about how much she’d loved Berlin. She even attempted a few phrases in German.


    “Mein Name ist Maude [my name is Maude],” she said with enthusiasm. “Or ich heisse Maude [I’m called Maude].”


    “Obviously you speak English because had you been only French, you would never have pronounced the ‘h’ in heisse,” Carolina laughed.


    Maude was flattered that her accent had been positively commented upon.


    “Why are you here?” Carolina asked as she took a spoonful of goulash.


    “I’m an opera singer,” Maude replied, not without a bit of pride.


    “Are you singing at the National Theatre?” Frederic asked with great interest.


    “Apparently not. I’ll be singing at the Estates Theatre even though my teacher will move heaven and earth to make me sing at the National Theatre.”


    “It could be a great opportunity,” Frederic conceded.


    “I see the Estates as an opportunity as well. Mozart himself conducted in it,” Maude argued pleasantly. “I’m just happy to sing anywhere. Do you like opera?”


    “Opera is our life,” Carolina said with a wide smile, and Frederic agreed with a vigorous nod.


    After Maude had finished her second goulash, they said goodbye to the kind couple. When they left the charming restaurant, the night had fallen, and they headed back to the hotel. Upon arrival, they were met with Cordelia’s grim face.


    “You’ll be singing at the Estates Theatre. Maude, I’m sorry.”


    


    *****


    


    Rigoletto was an opera that Maude liked tremendously; working on it everyday for two entire weeks was a pleasure. The only thing dampening her enthusiasm was the nonchalance the rest of the crew displayed. They showed no interest in the quality of their roles because, as they often repeated, “Only tourists would be watching.”


    Her character was usually played by a contralto and was a sort of nemesis or evil rival of the main character. She decided in her heart of hearts that she would do her best for her public.


    On opening night, she peeked through the curtains. There weren’t many people, and most of them were taking pictures of their surroundings. Many tourists were Asian and American, but a lot were also French. Prague had undoubtedly become the new favored destination for the French middle class.


    The opera began, and Maude sang and performed with all heart. It was a fun experience to play an opera without any outside pressure to do her utmost best, which she did nevertheless.


    At the end of the performance, they all received a frank ovation, but Maude was beaming, proudest of all. Her gaze stopped at the middle row, and her lips parted in surprise. The German couple she’d met at U Magistra Kelly were seated and clapped with apparent pleasure. But when Maude searched for them after she left the stage, they were nowhere to be found.


    The next day Maude was awakened by a sharp knock on the door.


    Cordelia greeted her with a warm smile, one Maude hadn’t seen in a long time.


    “You didn’t tell me you knew Frederic Schroder?”


    “I don’t know him.” Maude scratched her eye sleepily. She had no idea what her teacher was accusing her of again.


    “He knows you,” Cordelia replied. “And he loved your performance.” Cordelia thrust the newspaper she’d been holding and pressed Maude to read it.


    Maude scanned the article, her eyes still heavy with sleep.


    I met Maude Laurent by chance in a small restaurant in Prague, and she was the funniest young girl I’d met in a long time. After having my share of tempestuous divas, her down-to-earth nature is very refreshing. And her singing is even better. Maude Laurent not only has incredible talent, her love for singing surpasses everything. Where some might have scorned the Estates Theatre as a lowly venue for tourists, Maude gave it her all and reminded us of the true meaning of the word ‘diva.’ Maude Laurent took my breath away. The only thing she needs now is to be given a lead role in Milan.


    


    “Maude, you have no idea what this means,” Cordelia said impatiently.


    “It means I met a critic in a restaurant where I was gobbling everything in arm’s reach,” Maude laughed.


    “You have no idea who this man is. He’s it. Now you’re it. If I don’t get a call today for a lead role for you today in Milan, my name is not Cordelia Tragent.”


    And as certain as Cordelia was named Cordelia Tragent, Maude received a call that same day for the lead to Così fan tutte.


    She was going to Milan.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 6


    


    Maude’s first real taste of Milan wasn’t the taste of refreshingly sweet gelato, it wasn’t the taste of steaming spaghetti, it was another sort of taste, the one Milan was most known for. Fashion.


    Walking along the Via Monte Napoleone—with a small thought for Dieter when she noticed the name—was like walking in a fashion show. She was certain she’d seen supermodel Naomi Campbell, but Matt said otherwise. Not one car on that street was a cheap Volvo. Instead, Lamborghinis followed one another like they were the main attraction in a fancy car show. Prada, Gucci, and Versace shops seemed to glare at each other across the tiny street, while the wealthiest shoppers spent their yens, euros, and dollars without counting.


    Maude couldn’t stop to shop; Cordelia was in a hurry to get to La Scala.


    Maude had been offered a lead in an opera.


    This was nerve-racking to say the least.


    She was to play Dorabella in Così fan tutte, the famous opera by Mozart. Many first-time experiences awaited her. Her first opera by Mozart. Her first lead as a professional opera singer. The role of Dorabella was usually sung by sopranos, not by mezzo-sopranos, which would be a new challenge. Maude was glad her first opera at La Scala would be an amusing one. Games played by jealous lovers, testing the love of Dorabella and Despina—that was a lot more fun than a dramatic German opera.


    “Do you think, like Mozart, that all women are the same?” Maude asked Matt, adding, “I mean, women could say that of men as well. Just because Dorabella and Despina fall in love with ‘other men’ when their lovers are out of town does not mean all women do.”


    “I think Mozart must have just come out of a heartbreak when he composed this opera,” Matt suggested carefully. “Of course, you are like no other girl I know.”


    “You, on the other hand, are like every other man who thinks he can settle a discussion with a member of the opposite sex by paying them a compliment.”


    “See, just my point. Not every woman would’ve noticed that.”


    Maude rolled her eyes but dropped the topic, fortunately for Matt and the rest of his sex.


    They waited for Cordelia outside the opera house, but when they’d stood still for half an hour, they wondered what was taking her so long. Maude was dying to enter La Scala. She wondered if it was more or less magnificent than the Opéra Garnier. For sure, the façade wasn’t very impressive. But then, neither was the outside of the Royal Opera House. The interior, however, had been astounding. Perhaps La Scala was similar: a quietly elegant exterior, but extraordinary on the inside. She thought she’d never seen a more beautiful opera house than the Garnier, but La Scala was known throughout the world for being the place that could make or break a career. To be singing there so early in her blossoming career was an opportunity she couldn’t recover from. She would’ve pinched herself, if she thought it would produce any effect.


    A surprise awaited her anew when Cordelia finally appeared.


    “You’re the understudy,” Cordelia said, coming out and banging the door behind her.


    “Auntie,” Matt sighed, “You really should get your facts straight. This is the second time there’s been a misunderstanding.”


    “Is it my fault that the great Barbara Lammermoor has decided to grace us with her presence?” Cordelia fumed. “She’s taking the role of Dorabella. It was a last minute decision. I’m so sorry, Maude.”


    “It’s fine, Cordelia. It’s an honor to be her understudy.”


    Maude fought between disappointment and despair. She didn’t want Cordelia to feel any worse than she already did. The dream had been too good to be true. Singing her debut at La Scala wouldn’t happen that year. But, oh, how excited she’d been! She would never, ever dream of singing at La Scala again! Life was too cruel if it saw fit to not only juggle with her emotions, but also drop the ball over and over again. She had to seize rein of her feelings. She had to see this through. At least she’d meet the grand Barbara Lammermoor. It really was an honor to be her understudy.


    In truth, as Maude rapidly found out, it wasn’t as much of an honor as it was a punishment. Barbara was a full-blown diva—in all the worst respects. Her demands were sky high, and everyone had to meet them. Not even the director could escape running around, out of breath, to meet his diva’s impossible requests. One moment she wanted gelato, the next she screamed for a cappuccino. And she could scream. The pair of lungs she’d been gifted with served not only for the pleasure of ardent operagoers, but also to belittle and ridicule all those surrounding her on the other side of the curtain.


    Only one person could make her listen to reason even somewhat. He walked into La Scala one dreadful November morning.


    “Arnaud Joly,” Cordelia muttered under her breath.


    Mr. Joly entered the opera like it was his home. Perhaps it was, as he’d spent most of his career directing in La Scala. Cordelia’s pulse quickened slightly, but she soon forced it back to its normal pace. Arnaud Joly would never see her quail before him.


    “I didn’t know you were to work on this production,” Cordelia said in lieu of a greeting.


    “It was a last minute thing,” Arnaud responded simply. “You need me. By you, I mean the production, of course.”


    “You mean they needed you to contain Barbara’s ill humor. You’ve always had a way with the ladies.”


    “Not all the ladies. You were always the one that got away.”


    “Here I go again. Getting away. From you,” Cordelia answered crisply, as she began to walk away. “Don’t mistreat my student, Arnaud Joly. Or incur my wrath.”


    Arnaud Joly would have incurred many things for the sake of Cordelia Tragent. He even was willing to tolerate Barbara’s demands in order to catch a closer glimpse of Cordelia. He’d heard of Maude Laurent before he’d met her in Berlin. She was Cordelia’s protégée, and in their world, you didn’t have someone like Cordelia hovering over you if didn’t possess loads of talent. And Maude did. Passion as well.


    Maude was on stage practicing with Barbara, trying not to snap her neck in two. She had noticed Cordelia and Arnaud speaking to each other but couldn’t make out what they said. How she wished she could read lips!


    “Maude, you silly girl. You aren’t watching me. You have to watch my every move, or this is all useless,” Barbara complained. She tied her luscious dark hair in a ponytail and pursed her lips.


    “You’re too green. You’re not learning enough from me. Pay attention, okay?”


    Maude counted to ten and reminded herself that she loved what she did. Barbara, on the other, loved only herself. Her emotions and whims controlled her and everyone surrounding her. But when Barbara noticed Arnaud Joly, her irascibility dissolved as quickly as it had appeared.


    “I brought you your San Pellegrino.” Diana, a singer from the choir, produced a green bottle of sparkling water.


    Barbara waved her off with a smile on her face. Diana, too enraged to speak, opened the bottle and gulped it down to calm her nerves.


    “How is our dear Dorabella?” Arnaud asked, his arms held out, wide open.


    Barbara swiftly pushed Diana out of her way, making the latter spurt water out of her mouth, and collapsed happily in Arnaud’s arms.


    “I’m feeling much better now you’re here, mon joli.” She laughed joyously, with the satisfaction of a spoiled child.


    Everyone else around her let out a breath they had no idea they’d been holding; they’d become so accustomed to living in a kind of apnea for days now.


    “Now, whenever you want something, anything, don’t turn to Diana or Maude or the director. You come directly to me for anything.”


    Cordelia snorted with contempt, and Arnaud smiled. Maude glanced back and forth from Cordelia to Arnaud. Was Arnaud Joly attempting to make Cordelia jealous? Was it working? It couldn’t be. Maude knew for sure that her teacher was beyond any petty feeling. Her teacher might have her (many) faults, but she was a superwoman. Superwomen weren’t jealous. They flew above all pettiness, never once caring what silliness occurred beneath their golden wings.


    Cordelia did look jealous. When Maude realized she was witnessing her beloved teacher subjected to a most unwelcome and severe bout of jealousy, Maude’s surprise gradually subdued, replaced by unabated tenderness.


    Cordelia Tragent loved Arnaud Joly. Arnaud Joly loved Cordelia Tragent.


    And Maude Laurent could definitely work with that.


    


    *****


    


    When Maude left La Scala that evening, she was content. The role of Dorabella had finally become fun. Arnaud’s magic was working overtime. Not only was the exquisite Barbara happy, but Arnaud’s presence also revivified most of the rest of the crew’s sullen spirits. Maude wasn’t sure, but she thought she might be getting special treatment from Arnaud. He would correct her kindly and glance at Cordelia most obviously when he did so. Cordelia fought not to smile, and she fought so well and so bravely that Arnaud was certain his attempts at winning himself over to Cordelia’s good side were in vain.


    Maude and Matt walked around the lovely Italian scenery. The moon shone over the grand Duomo where tourists were gathered.


    They sat in a restaurant and ordered spaghetti with clams and stared at each other to their hearts’ content.


    “We’ve got to do something about Cordelia and Arnaud,” Maude said when she finally broke the silence.


    Maude was no exception to the general rule that women who are happily in love seek to sharpen their matchmaking tools by finding a soul mate for every single person in their vicinity.


    “Nuh-hun. No way I’m messing with my aunt’s love life,” Matt objected.


    “It’s for her own good,” Maude insisted.


    “Was that how you felt when she meddled in yours?”


    Maude bit her lip, but reason didn’t hold her down for over a second.


    “It’s not the same.”


    “How is it different?”


    “She did it to separate us. We’ll be doing it to bring them together. Her and the love of her life.”


    “I don’t appreciate the use of first person plural in the present context,” was Matt’s reply.


    “But you agree he’s the love of her life.”


    “I don’t know, Maude. I heard she’d broken his heart something dreadful. That’s what Dieter told me. Everybody knew he was madly in love with her, but she didn’t want to enter a serious relationship.”


    “But what if she’s ready now?”


    “Don’t you think Arnaud has moved on by now?”


    “Did you? Did you move on after we ended things?”


    “Arnaud’s had years to get over her!” Matt cried out.


    “Can one ever get over a love so strong? I think not. Cordelia is too proud to admit it, but I’m sure she would be open to a relationship now.”


    “What’s your plan?” Matt finally gave in.


    There was no use deterring Maude from a goal she’d set her mind to attain.


    “I’m not saying I’ll join in your mastermind scheme. But two heads are better than one.”


    “It’s the simplest plan ever,” Maude explained happily. “Sometimes, I believe, less is more.”


    “If only you could truly abide by your own words.”


    


    *****


    


    It really was the simplest plan. Maude texted Cordelia telling her she didn’t feel too good and could she please come and fetch her. Then, she texted Arnaud telling him the same.


    They both hurried to the opera house and were soon confronted with the truth.


    Maude was nowhere in sight.


    “Really, Arnaud, using Maude to get my attention. How low even for you.”


    “I didn’t put Maude up to this,” Arnaud replied. “I guess once she’s got an idea in her head, she doesn’t think it through fully. I now know why you two get along beautifully.”


    “Meaning what?”


    “Meaning you never once stop to think of the consequences of your actions. You never hesitated to tear my heart to shreds and for what, Cordelia?”


    “For my career!” Cordelia spoke, eyes ablaze. “I don’t regret leaving you if it meant I could have the career I wanted.”


    “What you’ve never understood, even though I’ve repeated it a thousand times in the past, is that I would never have turned you away from it. Your talent, your voice, your incredible charisma, all these things drew me to you in the first place. I would never have attempted to thwart that.”


    “Maybe not consciously, but at some point, you would have wanted marriage and children. And you wouldn’t be the one carrying them. I would! And then what? I would have settled for a life as merely the wife of Arnaud Joly and the mother of his children? Like my little sister. Never!”


    “I could have given up my career if you’d asked. If you’d wanted me to stay at home, I would have. I would have done anything, Cordelia. But you made me do the one thing I begged you not to do. You demanded I walk away. And when I couldn’t, you did.”


    Cordelia closed her eyes and breathed in deeply.


    “It was harder for me,” she finally said.


    “I doubt that,” Arnaud spat out. “Don’t you remember the harsh words you spoke that day. ‘A young fool.’ Weren’t those your words?”


    “I needed you to hate me,” Cordelia whispered hoarsely.


    “You hated yourself and you hated me for loving you.”


    “It worked didn’t it? You got a tremendous career, and all the young sopranos wanted to console the one whose heart had been broken to pieces by Cordelia Cruella.”


    “Ha! Now you spite me for having moved on!”


    “Just because I wanted you to move on doesn’t mean I was happy about it!”


    “What about now?” Arnaud asked. “What do you want now? Do you still love me? If you’ve ever loved me, Cordelia Tragent, you owe me the truth right here and now. What do you want?”


    


    *****


    


    “Maude Laurent, you get out of bed this instant!”


    Cordelia rapped on the door so roughly Maude felt sure it would burst open. If she pretended to sleep, Cordelia would probably tear the door down.


    “I’m coming, Cordelia.” She opened the door to behold a furious Cordelia.


    “Don’t call me Cordelia when I’m angry with you!”


    Maude gathered her scheme hadn’t gone as she’d hoped.


    “What’s wrong, Ms. Tragent?” She asked innocently. But Cordelia’s red-hot glare squelched her intention to wiggle her way out.


    “How dare you? You’re a month old, and you think you’ve got all the wisdom in the world to manage my affairs?”


    “A month old?” Maude squeaked. “I am nineteen-years-old. Even if I were a month old, I would still have to be blind as a bat not to see what is going on between Arnaud Joly and you.”


    “And what’s that? What is it that your dimwitted mind has deceived your eyes to see?”


    “I see he’s trying to make you jealous and that you’re responding to it.”


    Whether Cordelia flushed out of embarrassment or anger, Maude couldn’t guess. Perhaps a bit of both, but her voice didn’t tremble when she said, “I don’t care what you see. I make my own decisions. When I ended things with Arnaud, I ended them for good. And no silly schoolgirl scheming will make me change my mind.”


    “Does he love you?” Maude asked quietly. Too quietly.


    “What does it matter?”


    “It matters because if he loves you and you love him, only one thing is holding you back.”


    “And what is that?”


    “Pride!” Maude cried out. “You’re proud as a peacock Cordelia Tragent. I may be a month-old, but I love you enough to tell you the truth.”


    “Now you’re a fervent defender of the truth?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “You’re so eager to talk about love tonight. Why don’t you tell Matt how you really feel about him? All this tiptoeing about all over London, Prague, Berlin, and Milan. What are you waiting for? The right time? You’ve had all the free time in the world ever since we worked things out. The right place? You’re in it. Why don’t you tell him how you feel?”


    Maude bit her lip nervously. Then, she broke into a huge smile.


    “What are you smiling about, child?”


    “We are too alike. That’s what is making me smile.”


    Cordelia’s face softened.


    “You’re the second person to say so this evening.”


    “I don’t know if I should take that as a compliment.”


    “It’s the highest compliment you’ll ever receive.”


    “Maude, I love you as if you were my own flesh and blood. There, I’ve said it. You and Matt are the closest thing I’ve had to children. You’re even better because I never had to carry or raise you, thank heavens. May I add, you’re the second person tonight to whom I’ve said the three magic words.”


    Maude squealed and jumped up and down.


    “So you and Arnaud are together?”


    Cordelia nodded.


    “So you’re not mad at me for interfering with your love life?” Maude asked, full of hope.


    “Do that again, and I’ll disown you.”


    Maude’s face fell, and then she brightened up again.


    “That means I’m in your will. How much will I get?” she asked.


    “Nothing,” Ms. Tragent replied, scornfully. “Because I will live forever.”


    


    *****


    


    On opening night, only serenity filled the depths of Maude’s soul. She had every reason to be exempt from the usual jitters because she wasn’t singing. Only Barbara was, and she was in a good mood, which was quite a rare occurrence.


    Until she ran into Cordelia Tragent and Arnaud Joly kissing behind the scenes. That instant Barbara saw her dreams with Arnaud crumble to the ground. She, the great Barbara Lammermoor, had lost—and to Cordelia Cruella no less.


    No force on earth could hold Barbara down.


    “No way am I singing tonight! No way! Do you hear me? To think I opened my heart to this despicable man!”


    Everyone tried to calm her down, even Arnaud, who futilely tried to keep Cordelia from gloating. Barbara locked herself in her dressing room and refused to come out. Only five minutes before the show, Maude had had it.


    She banged the door so loudly, Cordelia-style that Barbara felt compelled to answer.


    She opened the door ever so slightly.


    “What do you want?”


    Maude pushed past Barbara and slammed the door shut.


    “Listen, you ungrateful diva. You are lucky. You are so LUCKY! Do you know how much I wanted to sing Dorabella tonight? No, you don’t. Because you don’t know that I was supposed to have this role. I was supposed to debut at La Scala TONIGHT. So you are LUCKY. You better go out there and sing beautifully for the audience, or you’ll have to answer to me. Understood?”


    Barbara nodded, got up from her seat, and headed for the door. But before crossing the threshold, she turned mournfully to Maude and said, “I didn’t know you were to have my part.”


    Then, she walked out.


    Maude loved the atmosphere of La Scala. Its elegance was hushed compared to the ostentation of the Opéra Garnier, but equally delightful. Little lanterns shaped like thrushes lit every balcony, each covered in carmine fabrics. The imposing chandelier illuminated the room with rose-shaped lights shining over the rows of ardent opera lovers.


    The first act went well but during the second things began to happen.


    Dorabella sang one of her famous solos, but it wasn’t heartfelt. Inevitably, the crowd booed her. Barbara looked back and forth between the stage and the audience. Then, she lifted her skirts and stormed off the scene.


    Maude watched in horror as Barbara left the scene furiously. Despina was singing, but it would soon be Dorabella’s turn once more.


    “Go!” Arnaud Joly yelled to Maude.


    “What?” Maude choked. He wanted her to go on stage! But Barbara would be back in a minute. She probably just needed to go to the bathroom. She couldn’t possibly be running off stage definitively.


    “You’ve got to go now.”


    “But I’m not dressed!” She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt! She couldn’t possibly go on stage. She’d be booed right off.


    “Maude Laurent,” Cordelia cried out. “You go now. Do you hear me? Now.”


    Maude nodded.


    Maude went.


    She stumbled onto the stage and faced the crowd. The same crowd that had just booed Barbara off the stage. And she sang.


    If her voice quivered on the first note, it didn’t for the rest of the song. And she remembered how much she loved singing. Her courage arose amidst the worst possible conditions.


    What she received at the end of that opera was not just a standing ovation.


    She was an opera diva.


    But a kind one, unlike Barbara Lammermoor.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 7


    


    The whole Baldwin household was in complete turmoil. Maude was coming back home in sixteen hours, and nothing was ready. The welcome-home cake hadn't been delivered, the decorations weren’t properly hung, and James had only half of his cooking done. Victoria ran up and down the stairs to make sure Jazmine had cleaned her side of the room and not wandered back to her bass. And Cynthia, well, Cynthia Baldwin was nowhere to be found. Probably busy with some lawyer mischief. Elder Williams was present, sitting calmly while everyone else ran.


    Just six little hours before Maude and Matt's arrival—the cake looked amazing, not a speck of dust could be seen, the banners were hung, but still no Cynthia. She'd only sent a cryptic, hurried text message to her mother: “will be there. Surprise.” Well, Victoria read the message with one glance. If Cynthia said she'd be there in time for the surprise party, she'd be there. Cynthia was stable as a rock. No bad surprise could come from her eldest daughter.


    Less than fifteen minutes before her dear niece’s arrival, everything was ready, and Victoria could finally breathe.


    When the taxi appeared, driving slowly in the cold January snow, everyone hurried to their posts. And when Maude arrived, opening the door tentatively to the house that would forever welcome her, the Baldwin clan yelled, “Welcome home!”


    They didn't need to. Maude knew exactly that here she was at the heart of everything good, all the best things the world had granted her. Matt felt just as pleased to see his name on the lopsided banner Ben had hastily set up. There would always be a place at the Baldwin table for him, ever since he'd lived with them a couple of years ago. Nevertheless, he always appreciated their welcome home with the same intensity as the very first year the tradition had been decreed. Maude beamed with pleasure, before being engulfed in an overwhelming Baldwin hug. Cynthia hadn't arrived yet, but the effect of her absence was diminished by the never-ending flow of questions Maude and Matt were subjected to.


    “How was your flight home?” “How was Milan?” “Have you and Matt written new songs for your upcoming album?”


    Maude answered a few dozen questions before she had a chance to sit down.


    “When will I be going back to the studio, Uncle James?” was Maude’s first question.


    James laughed. “You’ve just come off the plane, and you’re already thinking about Soulville.”


    “I’ve never stopped. Matt and I have been working on a couple of songs. We could start recording a few immediately and—”


    “Hold your horses, Maude. First, there’s a meeting Thursday to discuss your new album and your comeback. Your publicist will be there and me and some members of the board and . . .”


    “And tons of people who are going to help me figure out how to undo the mess I’ve made,” Maude acquiesced.


    She wasn’t undaunted. Not completely. If that’s what it took, then that’s what it took. It was only when she sat in her seat on the cozy sofa that the front door slammed. Maude jumped up in surprise. Door slams were custom in the big household, but none of this force had been heard since Cynthia had broken up with Peter tempestuously merely three years ago. Maude listened and wondered whose unexpected, hurried footsteps in the entrance hall it could possibly be. She heard two pairs. Cynthia appeared first, ran into the living room, out of breath, and paused with a huge smile on her face.


    “Cynthia!” Maude cried out, springing to her feet.


    “Maude! You’re here! I’m so happy everyone is here. The world is such a wonderful, wonderful place when the entire family is reunited at the exact right moment for me to announce . . .” Cynthia paused and hid her hands behind her back.


    But not fast enough for Maude not to notice the suspicious glint coming from her left hand.


    “I’m getting MARRIED!” Cynthia screamed.


    No one said a word. To be fair, no one had had the slightest knowledge that Cynthia Baldwin was in a relationship. Maude thought perhaps the family had hidden Cynthia’s relationship from her as she was in Europe but from the astounded look on their faces, they’d been kept in the dark as well. The identity of the mysterious fiancé was unknown to all.


    “Are you sure you’re engaged?” was Jazmine’s question.


    Cynthia looked flushed. Maybe she was feverish and had only imagined she was engaged.


    “Cynthia Baldwin, please explain what is going on?” Victoria ordered sharply.


    Cynthia nodded, still pleased, and not at all cooled by the chilly atmosphere that met her news.


    “Come in, come in, come in,” she called three times to the corridor, like Faust inviting the demon Mephistopheles into his home. The second pair of footsteps Maude had heard resumed its walk, less in a hurry than Cynthia’s, and when the fiancé appeared, Maude gasped.


    “Who’s this?” Ben asked.


    “I’m Daniel. Daniel Lewis.” Daniel turned to Maude with a shy smile.


    But to expect support from her was a crazy idea. Maude turned away from him with anguish. Cynthia was marrying him!


    “Lewis?” James asked, puzzled. “Are you—”


    “Alan’s son.” Victoria answered. Her face was calm, but her eyes were ignited with fury.


    As for James, once his suspicions had been confirmed, his face was instantly marked by the deepest disapproval. There weren’t many people James hated. In fact, he’d vowed never to hate anyone. He’d always held hate with contempt, considering the sentiment, if not a sin, most certainly a weakness he never wanted to suffer from. Had anyone asked James whom he hated, he would have answered with a simple shrug. But he would have named one person as the single human being he disliked the most, the person he would have gladly punched in the face.


    That person was none other than Alan Lewis.


    “You’re marrying Alan’s son?” Jazmine asked in disbelief. “Oh man, I never, ever want to hear anything said against the boys I’ve dated.”


    “So does that mean we’re going to be one big happy family?” Ben asked mischievously.


    “Absolutely not,” Victoria answered, rising from her seat with the air of a wounded warrior on a battlefield. “Cynthia, what is the meaning of this? We haven’t heard from you in days, you were nowhere to be found to prepare Maude and Matt’s coming home party and now you come back here with this,” her hand pointed stiffly to Cynthia’s embarrassed fiancé.


    “I’m sorry I couldn’t help,” Cynthia began.


    “Sorry?” James cut in. “You haven’t even greeted your cousin yet. You just barge in here and tell us you’re getting . . . getting married?”


    “Dad, I’m sure Maude doesn’t mind.” She turned to Maude, who looked away quickly and rather too stiffly to corroborate Cynthia’s words. Cynthia frowned, more with hurt than anger. Maude preferred to remain in displeased silence.


    “I’m-I’m sorry,” Cynthia began again. “I thought you would be happy for me,” she choked.


    “We are,” Jazmine said with a faltering smile. “We’re just surprised that’s all. So many new changes in such a short period of time. But this is great news! Congratulations, Cynthia! And Daniel,” she added as an afterthought.


    Cynthia beamed.


    “Will your name be Cynthia Lewis from now on?” Ben asked.


    “Women can keep their names, Ben,” Cynthia said at the same time as Victoria said, “It will not, because this marriage isn’t happening. There is no way our family is going to have anything to do with the Lewises.”


    “Hey!” Daniel cried out. “Please, this is my family you’re talking about.”


    “We know they’re your family,” James retorted. “We know what they did and so do you. How Alan blackmailed my best friend into voting me out of the company, how he took over and ousted me out of the company I’d built. How he ruined Maude’s career! You are just like your father!”


    “He is not!” Cynthia cried out.


    “He put you in charge of the legal department when you were barely old enough to drink!” James thundered.


    “I would ask you not to insult me or my father in my presence, sir,” Daniel said, his face as white as a sheet.


    “I would ask you to step out of my house,” James replied.


    “Dad!” Cynthia exclaimed with horror. She looked around for support, but Ben could only support her in silence, because he was the youngest of the family and his say was never taken into account. Jazmine rushed to her sister with sympathy, and Matt gave her a brave smile. Maude wouldn’t look at Cynthia. No support came from that part of the room.


    “Very well, I will leave for now,” Daniel answered regretfully. “I’m sorry, Cynthia.”


    “I’m coming with you,” Cynthia answered, throwing a disappointed, sorrowful look in her cousin’s direction.


    “Cynthia, don’t leave,” Jazmine asked softly.


    “If my fiancé isn’t welcome then neither am I.” The word fiancé was new to Cynthia’s vocabulary, but she used the word’s singular importance to give her the strength to oppose her family.


    Her words held a ring of finality in them, and Maude winced. This was not how her coming home was supposed to go! She’d been looking forward to seeing her family, her Baldwin family. Not her family and future family-in-law. Now her family would be tainted forever. The Lewises would be a part of it. Alan Lewis would be part of her family.


    Oh, if only she had stayed in Europe!


    Europe was far away, but Cynthia seemed further still with each decided step she took, as she walked hand in hand with Daniel towards the exit.


    The rest of the family soon dispersed. Elder Williams remained seated. Once they’d all gone, he turned to Maude. Before he had a chance to say anything, she spoke.


    “I’m glad you came,” she said softly.


    “Maude,” he said one word, but the sorrow in his eyes said it all. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry like I’ve never been before in my entire life. If you knew how I wish I hadn’t turned my back on you when you were a baby. If you knew the demons that torment me day and night.”


    “I don’t want you to be tormented,” Maude replied, taking his wrinkled hand in hers. “I just want you to understand that prejudice will lead us nowhere. I can’t hate you. I don’t hate you, which is why I want you to know that I forgive you. I won’t tell Aunt Victoria you knew of my existence from the start. No one will know. Not because I fear the consequences, but because you’ve suffered enough. I forgive you Elder Williams.”


    Elder Williams wept bitter tears and together Maude and her grandfather turned a brand new page in their relationship.


    


    


    *****


    


    Maude’s homecoming had been chaotic to say the least. But she wasn’t going to let that spoil her week. She still had to prepare for her big meeting.


    It was strange being in the room she’d shared with Cynthia and Jazmine without Cynthia in it anymore. Jazmine was messier than ever, now that her older sister wasn’t there to order her to clean her mess.


    “Seriously, Jaz, your mess is on my side of the room now,” Maude grumbled, picking up Jazmine’s sweater from her bed and throwing it to her cousin’s side.


    “You’re just in a bad mood because you’re jetlagged,” Jazmine laughed.


    “I am not in a bad mood, but as I am jetlagged, I’d appreciate having a bed to sleep in. One that’s not covered in your mess.”


    “I see, now that Maude’s been in five-star hotels she can’t appreciate the simple pleasures of her Manhattan home.”


    Maude giggled. “It was mostly four-star hotels. It was nice. I never had to cook or make my bed. I can see how Matt’s become accustomed to luxury.”


    “You’ve changed, Maude,” Jazmine acknowledged with a smile.


    “I haven’t,” Maude replied.


    She never wanted to become a stuck-up diva.


    “It’s not a bad thing,” Jazmine explained. “The Maude I knew before shrank away from luxury and from any sort of special treatment. Now, I believe, you accept the good things of life gracefully. Perhaps Europe has tamed you. Or Matt.”


    Maude threw a pillow in her cousin’s face.


    “Matt hasn’t changed me, nor I him.”


    “Oh really? Matt’s been to our house every day this week. He’s never visited this much. You guys are so funny at the dinner table: ‘Matt, can you pass me the salt please?’ ‘Maude, can you pass me the pepper, please?’” Jazmine mimicked her cousin and Matt with such evident enjoyment she didn’t see the second pillow coming at her.


    “Really? Is asking for salt and pepper such a big deal? Maybe you need to spice up your life.”


    “It’s not what you ask for, it’s how you ask.” Jazmine sat up and adopted a deep, husky voice. “Maude, can you pass me the salt?”


    “Matt doesn’t speak like that.”


    “Okay maybe not, but you’re both trying so hard to appear normal that it’s just amusing to watch.”


    “He’s been over because we’ve been working on songs. He can’t just leave without dining now can he?”


    “Isn’t that what his Creation Room is for? To create music?”


    “He told me he was remodeling so we can’t work over there for now.”


    “Remodeling? Can’t be that. Matt only changes that room to add a new trophy or a new poster of him. It’s like a sacred shrine. He rarely alters it. Whatever is going on in that room, it can’t be that.” Jazmine repeated.


    “Maybe he’s got to get rid of roaches,” Maude suggested. “I’ll know tomorrow at any rate. We’re both going to the board meeting in the afternoon, but we want to work on our songs tomorrow at the crack of dawn.”


    “Either that or you can’t stand being apart for more than a couple of hours.”


    “Of course I can,” Maude answered.


    “Maude, you are too serious for your own good. Just tell me, how was it when you told him?”


    “Told him what?”


    “That you loved him?”


    “What? I thought you said I shouldn’t.”


    “I did, didn’t I? I never thought you’d listen. You’ve never listened to any of my advice before.”


    “I have followed your guidance on this one. You’ve known him the longest.”


    “That was before I saw the two of you together. I’m surprised you haven’t told him yet.”


    “It’s not easy, Jaz. Especially because I can’t help but wonder why he hasn’t said it already. I’ve had a duke tell me he wants to spend the rest of his days as my husband yet I still haven’t—”


    “What do you mean by a duke?” Jazmine interrupted.


    “Didn’t I tell you?” Maude asked. “I’m quite sure I must have mentioned it in a phone call.”


    “I would’ve remembered. Now tell me all about it.”


    Jazmine and Maude never stopped finding new things to catch up on. Maude had been gone for a year and a half, and they’d never interrupted their correspondence, but neither email nor Skype was anything compared to the pleasure of chatting incessantly through the night in person. And Jazmine could talk.


    “You could have been married to a duke no less? Wait till our parents hear what they’ve only narrowly escaped. They might appreciate Cynthia’s fiancé a little more.”


    Maude didn’t say a thing, but her silence spoke volumes.


    “Cynthia was right!” Jazmine realized with a tone of reproach. “You’re not thrilled about her marriage, either!”


    “Can you blame me?” Maude asked.


    “No, of course not. I know how much you hate Alan, but maybe his son’s different.”


    “I don’t think he is.”


    “If Cynthia loves him, that’s enough for me. You should be happy for her. She’s getting enough grief as it is from Mom and Dad. Dad’s pissed. I think he’d even have preferred Peter Longarm to Daniel. But, well, that ship’s sailed.”


    “Now we get both ships in our harbor. Not one is better than the other if you ask me.”


    “You’ve got to understand one thing. You can’t choose the people your loved ones fall in love with.”


    “I’m not choosing! Obviously!”


    “You absolutely wanted me to go out with that actor Jason Taylor just because you loved his role of Leonardo di Angelo in Vampire Love! You hated Cynthia and Peter together, then you hated Peter and Harriet, and now this.”


    Maude pushed aside the guilt she felt welling up in her chest.


    “Cynthia can marry Daniel if she wants. Just don’t expect me to be happy about it,” Maude grumbled.


    “I see there’s at least one thing that hasn’t changed: your damn French pigheadedness.”


    


    *****


    


    Returning to Soulville was one of the most exhilarating experiences Maude had had since her coming home. The Baldwins were one thing, but Soulville was her home as well. It was her musical paradise and she was glad to be in it once more.


    She couldn’t wait to enter Matt’s Creation Room, so her disappointment was paramount when she only met with a locked door. These days Matt’s Creation Room was known to many as only a locked door. To Maude, however, the door had never been closed. Not even when Adrianna had taken over the room and transformed it into a gym room. Maude had always been welcome in Matt’s room, something many of his ex-girlfriends had writhed about.


    Not today.


    She didn’t wait long before Matt showed up with a smug smile.


    He found her sitting on the floor, legs lazily sprawled out, a music sheet in her hand.


    “Locked out?” he asked as he gave her his hand to pull her up from the floor.


    “Let me guess: no girlfriends allowed?”


    “That’s right. Is Violetta jealous of your girlfriends?”


    “Not the others. They never came in here. She is a little jealous of you. Which is why I made a few changes.”


    He took out his key and opened the door to the room.


    Maude walked in. The sun was just rising, and the room was bathed in light. Not one inch was hidden, and Maude could see with her own eyes that Matt hadn’t just made a couple of changes. Where there once had been only posters of him, there were now posters of her as well. Posters from her first tour, pictures of her in Europe, in Milan, in Prague, and onstage in London.


    There was her Best Album trophy right next to his.


    “Matt, this is . . . I don’t know what to say. But I can say this. Violetta will be all the more jealous of me now.”


    “Which is why you get to call this room Alfredo.”


    Maude instantly understood the reference, but preferred to play.


    “Alfredo’s. Is that a café in Milan?”


    “No, silly.”


    “Or is it a reference to Violetta’s lover in La traviata? But they’re star-crossed lovers. Isn’t that kind of ominous?”


    “It isn’t at all.”


    “So this is now the Violetta and Alfredo Room.”


    Maude went to the piano and noticed that that too had changed.


    “A Petrof piano!”


    “You were just so infatuated with the Petrof piano in Prague, I thought you’d like to have one.”


    “Matt, this is wonderful. Thank you so much.”


    “Glad you like it!” Matt answered with a pleased smile. “We’ve got work to do. The meeting’s less than four hours away, and we’ve got to work on our songs.”


    Maude sat at her brand new Petrof piano and that is where the magic began. It was as if their spirits were one under the dancing morning light.


    “Maybe we should say ‘I could never find a love so true’ instead of ‘I never thought, I never knew . . .’”


    “Okay but not with that note at the end. A lower one instead of a higher one, like this.”


    Anyone listening in on their conversation might have considered them crazy, Maude thought, and would probably not have understood the wonderful frenzy of writing a song with a person who completed her with such pristine perfection.


    After hours of work that felt like minutes, they made their way to the conference room, where her uncle was already seated along with other members of the board.


    “Hi Maude. I’m Kat, your new publicist,” a perky girl with rosy cheeks greeted her.


    “I guess you’re here to determine the best possible plan to evade talking about my past scandal.”


    “Maude’s career has had a couple of setbacks, but in this business there are always ways to bounce back,” Kat said. “As long as it’s well done. Which is why we’ve planned an aggressive publicity campaign around your new album. Here’s the schedule.”


    She handed her a sheet of paper with dates for parties, interviews, and guest appearances.


    “TV appearances and interviews. Yes, they may seem daunting because we all know at least one question will be asked.”


    “Why I entered a fake relationship?” Maude inquired flatly.


    Maude sometimes wondered how she’d ever agreed to Alan Lewis’ ridiculous scheme. Parading around with Thomas Bradfield as a couple had no doubt improved her sales in the short term, but in the long run she’d lost so much more than money. Her reputation, her fans’ trust. Could she ever regain what she’d lost?


    Kat nodded.


    “We’ll prep you extensively on how to answer these inevitably awkward questions. Of course there’s another one that will be asked. About you and Matt.”


    “No one knows we’re together yet. We were in Europe, and we were pretty discreet.”


    “But you’re back in New York now and all this secrecy will be gone,” Kat declared. “It would be best if you made it official, if you take control of when and how you announce this piece of news. Honestly, the sooner the better. But what you need to decide is how public a couple you want to be. Needless to say, this is a real relationship, and its publicity could help launch your new album, especially as you’re working together again.”


    Matt and Maude glanced at each other.


    “Could we wait a little before announcing anything? We just got back. At least, I want to face the consequences of the first scandal before dealing with this. I’ve always wished to be judged on my music alone, not who I’m with.”


    “I agree with Maude,” James put in. “Dealing with everything at the same time would be too risky.”


    He still had difficulty believing his little niece was dating Matt. Now Cynthia was talking about marriage. Where had time gone?


    “And the degree of publicity?” Kat persisted.


    “I think that’s something we need to discuss,” Matt intervened.


    “Maybe for now we could talk about the album.” Maude agreed.


    “Wait, one more thing. There is another big elephant in the room. Julia Tanand.” Kat declared with gravity.


    “What is there to be said about her?”


    “She’s just like you on so many levels, Maude. She’s French, she plays the piano, and she’s also a pop singer with a classical background.”


    “There is nothing to worry about. She can play her music, and I play mine.”


    “People will inevitably compare her to you and ask you what you think of her.”


    “There is nothing to say. Her music’s nice, but she uses only two different harmonic chord patterns in her songs. For someone who’s been playing since the age of five, she could play something a little more complicated.”


    “You can’t say that. You’ll sound like you’re jealous.”


    “I’m not jealous of her. I’ve got way better technique.”


    “Now you sound like you’re bragging.”


    “Well, it’s true. I’m sure even she acknowledges it.”


    “Not really. Do you want to hear what she says about you?”


    “I’d rather not. It will be awful and taken out of context so I’d rather not know.”


    “Fine, I’ll just let you find out when one of the paparazzi shouts it out at you,” Kat grumbled.


    “I’m sure it can’t be that bad. She and I are in the same boat: we want to bring classical music to pop.”


    “Very well, Maude.” Kat turned to James. “You didn’t tell me just how stubborn your niece is. I should have known she’d be the kind of person who sees the best in people, just like her dear uncle.”


    James cleared his throat and then winked at his niece, who smiled back.


    “About the album . . .” James began.


    “We’ve written a couple of great songs!” Matt jumped in enthusiastically. “And all with a classical theme. We’ve decided to go even deeper actually.”


    “More classical, more piano, more technique, and the album will be separated in two parts,” Maude added.


    “We’ve were greatly inspired by Dvořák when we were in Prague. We’ll start the album with a piano intro, have an interlude in the middle, and at the end there will be an outro.”


    Matt and Maude explained their project with such enthusiasm that it caught on very quickly with the rest of the team. They played a couple of the songs they’d worked on, and it was decided then and there that the album, with some work, would be a great one.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 8


    


    “So, Maude, how is it to be back in New York? Are you happy, are you regretting Europe?”


    Maude was seated on the couch at The Tony Bartlett Show, and her seat was a most uncomfortable one. Not so much because it was as hard as a rock, but because Tony Bartlett wore the smile of someone with a secret only he knew about.


    Maude didn’t like it one bit. She was waiting for the other shoe to drop, and she knew it would come in the form of a question she’d been drilled for the last week to answer as truthfully as she possibly could. For now, at least, she only had to answer a simple question, which she could do without too much pain.


    “I’m thrilled to be back in New York. I’m in no hurry to leave any time soon.”


    “You were quite a sensation in Europe. Your classical career really took off. That’s pretty amazing. Isn’t it weird to be back in the pop world?”


    “Not at all, I—”


    “I mean you kind of ran away from the pop world when everyone discovered you’d lied about your relationship with Thomas Bradfield.”


    Maude gulped.


    “I wouldn’t say I ran away. I felt it was the right move in my career at the time, and I haven’t regretted it. But I feel I have more to do in pop music as well. I can’t turn my back on this world.”


    “Even if it’s turned its back on you, ever since you admitted to faking a relationship with another performer.”


    “I don’t—”


    “Why did you do it?” Tony asked. “Really, didn’t you think anyone would notice? Or were you simply thinking of selling more albums?”


    By then Maude had had enough of being interrupted. If only he’d let her speak her mind without interrupting her. What was the use of asking her questions if she couldn’t answer them?


    But he kept at it. At that moment Maude forgot all her publicist’s warnings and said, “What do you think, Tony?”


    “Excuse me?” he asked surprised.


    He wasn’t used to being asked questions. Only he held the coveted position of interrogator.


    “What do you think? You must have an opinion on the question like everyone else in the room and all the viewers watching. So, what do you think?”


    Tony recovered from his initial astonishment and scratched his chin with a smile.


    “Oh, I love guessing games. All right. Let’s do this. You lied and cheated everyone because you were in fact very much in love with Thomas Bradfield and thought it was the only way to get him.”


    Maude peered at him incredulously. She exploded in hysterical peals of laughter.


    “That’s what you think?”


    “No, wait! Okay, that’s not it. You wanted to make more sales obviously!”


    “Time’s up, Tony! I get to answer, and you must listen for once. Honestly, I hadn’t planned any of it, but I followed the advice of a person I wish I’d never met. Thomas is a great friend, but unfortunately our friendship will be tainted by this sordid story. I will never do such a thing again.”


    “What were the most annoying things about playing the role of devoted girlfriend?”


    “The hardest part was betraying our frank friendship.”


    “The kiss on the rooftop. How was it kissing him when you had absolutely no feelings for him?”


    Maude felt trapped, but she’d deviated from the original plan and now just had to keep at it.


    “It was a turning point, I guess.”


    It had been the moment Matt had given up on her.


    “Did any real feelings develop? Was there no chance of something real growing out of something fake?”


    Maude thought Thomas’ avowal of his love for her but quickly brushed the thought away.


    “We never envisioned ourselves as anything other than friends.”


    “Well, while you were away, your classical angle was stolen by someone else.”


    “I heard,” Maude laughed, relieved to have escaped the tough line of questioning.


    “What do you think about Julia?”


    “I think it’s great that she loves classical. We’re both in the same boat if you ask me.”


    “But that’s not what she thinks, now, does she?”


    Maude paused before answering. What had Julia said about her?


    “I think everyone is entitled to their opinion,” Maude answered with caution.


    “Julia told everyone if she met you she’d give you a few words of advice remember? So we’ve decided to invite Julia tonight. Everybody, a warm welcome for Julia.”


    The crowd applauded while Julia made her entrance.


    Julia wasn’t shy, as she’d supposedly admitted in one of her interviews. She was smaller than she appeared in her video, but she wore incredibly high heels to compensate. Her jet-black hair was in a fake, messy hairdo she’d spent hours perfecting. Though wild, not one strand of her hair wasn’t where it was supposed to be. Her red lips puckered with vain joy as she met an agreeable crowd and took her seat next to Maude. Instead of sitting on the other empty sofa, she sat on Maude’s and pushed her a bit to the side in the process.


    “Hello, Julia,” the host agreed. “Tell us. What would be your advice to Maude?”


    Julia turned to Maude with a smile, then her red-painted lips parted and she began. “Apart from not having fake boyfriends you mean? Yes, I do have advice for Maude.”


    Maude fought hard to keep a calm demeanor. But really, who did Julia think she was? Maude had never even spoken to her and just a couple of months ago Julia Tanand had no musical existence. Sure, they were the same age, but Maude had been in the business a lot longer than her. Maybe not a lot longer, but a couple of years more, at any rate. What kind of advice could Julia, a mere baby in the eyes of Maude, have to say?


    “You’re too stiff on your piano. You need to relax. I’ve seen your live performances. There’s something missing. You need to be cooler, jazzier. Classical is nice, but you need to make it fun, like I do. And your piano solos are way too long. Of course I love classical, but not everyone’s been to a fancy school like yours. Your audience could quickly become bored with your elaborate technique.”


    Maude wondered when elaborate technique had become a slur. To her it was a compliment. But before she could speak a word, Tony broke into the conversation.


    “That’s some advice Julia gave Maude.” He turned to the crowd and addressed them directly. “What do you think? Don’t you think Julia is right?”


    Maude hadn’t been expecting an impromptu survey while she was present on the show. What shocked her the most, however, was the answer Tony received from the crowd. The audience not only yelled their approval, they clapped, nodded, and took away Maude’s confidence with each whoop.


    Less classical? They agreed with Julia? They did! She hadn’t seen a single prompter tell the crowd to applaud. They’d done it spontaneously. It couldn’t be.


    Her smile faltered just a little, but inside, her heart had dropped to her stomach, and she felt ashamed. She rallied bravely and replied, “I see the crowd agrees with you, Julia. I thank you for your honesty.”


    Thanking someone for publicly humiliating her. How she’d grown and learned the art of swallowing her pride when all she wanted to do was jump at Julia’s throat—to attack a girl she’d only met five minutes prior.


    “All I can say is this: my new album is on its way, and I think it will be a pleasant surprise.”


    Could it be that Julia was right? Soulville needed this album to be a major hit. What if too much classical prevented that? Sure, she’d sold a decent number of albums the last time around. But maybe “Betrayed but Not Broken” would have peaked at number one if she hadn’t insisted on adding so much classical, so much Beethoven to the song. It wasn’t too late. So what if she’d have to temporarily give up on her dream to bring classical and pop together. Maybe she could hold off until after her sophomore album was a hit. Until after Soulville was out of its financial crisis. A crisis she’d largely participated in, what with her scandal. A scandal she was still paying for. As was her uncle.


    Soulville was her home. Soulville meant everything to her. Even before she’d known the Baldwins were her family, the first place of solace she’d found was inside the walls of the fourteen-story building in Times Square. She’d sacrifice anything.


    “In fact, you’ll love my new album. I’ve decided to go for less classical more pop. Less piano, less classical, less technique. So I’m sure you’ll all love my new sound.”


    The crowd shouted in agreement, Julia beamed, and Maude’s heart broke to pieces.


    


    *****


    


    “Less classical? Less piano? Less technique?”


    Matt paced around the Creation Room. A poster of Maude frowned in his direction, following him around the room.


    The real Maude frowned as well.


    “Is there anything worth listening to in the album you’ve described?”


    “Of course there is,” Maude said sheepishly. “I’ve asked Bob to rework our song with a more pronounced pop sound. I have it right here. Just listen to what we could do. Give it a shot.”


    She put the CD in Matt’s portable computer. Music blasted from the speakers.


    It was loud, with a beat, but no soul. Not Maude’s soul anyway.


    “I hate it,” Matt said simply.


    His words stung Maude more than she thought they would. She and Matt saw eye to eye musically most of the time. She knew he wouldn’t look kindly on the fact she wanted a more pop album. She hadn’t expected him to hate her music. And to Maude, hating her music meant hating her as well. She and her music were one.


    “You hate the song?”


    “Yes,” Matt reaffirmed.


    “You barely listened to . . .”


    “I know it sucks. Listen to that awful beat. Only fake instruments. You’re not putting our lyrics on that music.”


    “Yes, I am.”


    Maude wasn’t crazy about the music either, but she didn’t hate it. It was different from her usual sound, but it was still clean and harmonious. It wasn’t all bad. It wasn’t hateful or awful.


    “It’s different,” Maude argued.


    “You’re out of your mind. You’re scared, that’s it. And you’re taking it out on the album.”


    “I want this album to succeed, Matt. There’s too much at stake.”


    “And you’d rather release a mediocre album than one you stand by.”


    “It’s not mediocre.”


    “It’s not you.”


    “You’re a pop artist. What are you complaining about?”


    “Your sound. It’s important for you to have your own voice. Now you just want to sound like everyone else. Your uncle won’t agree to this.”


    “He will, if we both stand by this.”


    “Don’t count on it.”


    “Fine, Matt! You know, what forget it. I’ll be reworking the other songs of the album tomorrow, and you don’t have to be there, if you don’t want to be.”


    “Good. I won’t be there to see this train wreck.”


    “Fine.”


    “Fine,” Matt answered.


    “And you can forget about our dinner tonight.”


    “It was completely erased from my memory thanks to that awful song you just forced me to listen to.”


    And with that Maude walked out of the Creation Room, slamming the door behind her, as she’d long been accustomed to doing in her early days at Soulville—during the period some might have considered her Dark Ages.


    But Maude’s evening had taken a turn for the worst, and when things go bad, they’re bound to continue in that direction. She returned home to find her uncle James and aunt Victoria in their best attire. Victoria wore a lovely red dress and James a fancy tuxedo.


    “Are you two going out?” Maude asked. She closed the front door behind her and took off her boots.


    “No, actually, we’re having company.”


    They glanced at each other guiltily. Maude couldn’t think of why. She headed for the living room and there was her answer. Sitting on her beloved sofa was Alan Lewis, his son Daniel, and a mousy-haired woman who could only be his wife. Cynthia stood next to Daniel and held his hand lovingly.


    Maude groaned. Was there any chance she might slowly step back into the hallway and out the door? She attempted it, but failed miserably as she bumped into James. He shook his head. The Lewises hadn’t missed her entry anyway, but the definite “no” she read on Victoria and James’ faces put a firm stop to her desperate but futile retreat.


    “I’m going up to change,” Maude mumbled.


    She fled past the Lewis family and hurried upstairs. She found Jazmine in the bathroom and locked the door behind her.


    “What’s going on?”


    She leaned against the door for support and closed her eyes. When she opened them, Jazmine was two inches from her face, trying to assess the urgency of the situation.


    “We didn’t tell you because we knew you’d freak out and find an excuse not to come,” she answered with a sheepish grin.


    “You’re ambushing me!”


    “Totally. Mom and Dad are trying to be pragmatic. They love Cynthia, Cynthia loves Daniel, and now he’s going to be a part of this family. So we’ve got to try to make everything work.”


    “Why?” Maude asked in despair.


    Why should they make things work? Wasn’t leaving things in a messy status quo more pleasant? Better on her nerves?


    “Because that’s what families do. Cynthia reminded Mom of how Grandpa hadn’t wanted Dad as a son-in-law. That was the end of it. Mom decided to invite the entire Lewis clan to dinner. Cynthia will undoubtedly make a great lawyer if she’s convinced Mom to invite Alan to dinner.”


    “I can’t go down there.”


    “Yes, you can. Remember when you were in Carvin, and you were lonely, and you wished you had a family?”


    Maude nodded.


    “This is it,” Jazmine replied bluntly. “Now put on a pretty dress and a smile and come downstairs with me.”


    Maude accordingly put on a pretty dress. It wasn’t her best dress. Not even close, but Alan deserved neither her best dress, nor her second best. He could settle for something she’d just dragged out of the closet. It was a little wrinkled, but she wouldn’t pass the iron on it. No way.


    She went down the stairs, dragging her feet like a child about to be whipped. In Maude’s eyes, having dinner with the Lewises wasn’t that different from corporal punishment, but the latter did seem a more enviable form of torture at the moment.


    “Hello, Maude,” Alan greeted.


    He wore his eternal smirk, and Maude’s fist curled as it often did at the mention of his name, the sound of his voice, or anything related to the man. And he was to enter the sacred circle of her close acquaintances! What a farce! What next? She’d have to call him Uncle Alan? Maude shuddered.


    Then she glanced at the apprehensive Cynthia, biting her lip and sending her silent pleas with her big, sorrowful, brown eyes. Maude sighed, and her heart melted just enough for her to erase any sign of disagreeability from her face.


    “Hello . . . uh, Daniel,” she said. She didn’t have to greet Alan; greeting his son was the best she could do.


    Cynthia loved Daniel, but no one said anything about Cynthia loving Alan, which was just as well.


    James, Victoria, and Cynthia were pleased to see Maude making an effort. Jazmine and Ben were making silent bets on how long it would all last. Ben had little in the way of pocket change and his only way of doubling it was through frequent bets with members of his family. Though the youngest, he understood the inner workings of his family like no one else. Maude’s addition to the family hadn’t altered his uncanny knack for sensing when a family war would erupt.


    For once, however, he appeared to be wrong. As the two families sat down to begin their meal, things were strangely calm. Mrs. Lewis complimented Victoria on her culinary skills before Victoria cut her off without a trace of rudeness and kindly pointed to her husband, the only cook responsible for the splendid dinner. Maude remained quiet during the entire dinner but listened carefully to everything Alan said.


    Everything about him irritated her. But Daniel and Cynthia made tremendous efforts to divert the conversation away from Alan or anything related to Soulville. Maude noticed this and was grateful. Every now and then Daniel would squeeze Cynthia’s hand, as if they gained strength from each other. Maude would look away, feeling as if she were intruding on their intimacy, but she wasn’t blind to these subtle gestures of affection. They were quite similar to the ones she shared with Matt.


    She didn’t want to see them on Alan’s son. If only Alan weren’t Daniel’s father. If only she didn’t know for certain that Daniel was the spitting image of his father!


    But the repeated gestures softened her heart. Her cousin was in love. In fact, Maude should have seen it coming. She should have noticed the way her cousin had looked at Daniel when they’d met him by chance in Paris last year.


    “So have you set a date?” Victoria asked pleasantly.


    If there was indeed one thing to be said about Victoria, it was her pragmatism regarding her children. Though she blew up in a huffy fury very rapidly, her anger could just as suddenly calm down, leaving space for profound meditation that would eventually allow her to see that her children’s best interests was of the highest importance.


    She’d fought with her father for years after she’d married that “no good musician” as Elder Williams called James. She refused to follow in her father’s footsteps and her pride in being so drastically different from the man who’d raised her always forced her to choose pragmatism over blind rage.


    “We were thinking about a summer wedding,” Cynthia said tentatively.


    Her eyes shone with such love and shyness at the same time. Only a heartless snowman could have remained immune to Cynthia’s timid but happy disposition. Maude’s heart was well and alive, thus she gave in.


    “I think that would be lovely,” she put in. It was the first sentence she’d uttered since she’d greeted the Lewises.


    “That would be around the same time of the release of Julia’s album,” Alan replied. “And a couple months after yours,” he added.


    “How do you know Julia’s release date?” James asked. “It hasn’t even been made public yet.”


    “I know that because . . .”


    “Because it has been released quite recently,” Daniel put in quickly.


    “No, it hasn’t,” Maude insisted. “Alan, how do you know?”


    “I know, because I work for Glitter,” Alan replied proudly. “And I’m the one who launched Julia’s career.”


    Daniel slumped in his seat, and Cynthia glared at Alan, but not as forcefully as Maude and James.


    “You’re the one behind this blatant Maude copycat?” James said.


    “I wouldn’t say copycat. Julia has far fewer classical influences, but well, I guess you can say that the whole classical meets pop thing was inspired by Maude. We decided that the concept was quite nice but needed polishing.”


    “Polishing! All of her songs sound like Maude’s. Only worse,” Jazmine put in.


    “You’re the one who told her to say those things about me to the press. About wanting to give me advice.”


    “Exactly. But I didn’t think for one second that the crowd on Tony’s show would react so strongly to Julia’s suggestions. That was all chance!” Alan said triumphantly.


    “Alan, you are . . .” Maude couldn’t finish her sentence, but Victoria finished it for her.


    “You are not welcome in our home. After everything you’ve done, you come here tonight, while we are making efforts . . . and you sabotage everything. You came here purposefully to tell us your influence in Julia’s career. You little scum.”


    “Hey!” Daniel cried out.


    “Did you know?” Maude asked Daniel.


    “I did,” he answered defiantly. “But I didn’t have anything . . .”


    “Daniel has nothing to do with this,” Cynthia pleaded.


    “He did draft the contracts between Glitter and Julia, so . . .”


    “Dad, just stop,” Daniel shouted. “Stop talking please.”


    “Why should he stop when he’s still got plenty to say? Like how you and your father are one and the same,” James bellowed. “You participated in his scheme to throw me out of my company.”


    “I didn’t agree with that,” Daniel argued in a pleading voice.


    “You didn’t deserve that company. I could have done great things in Soulville.”


    “Like force my niece to go out with that song thief?” James shouted. “Alan get out of my house, NOW!”


    “And don’t ever come back,” Victoria completed.


    “Mom, Dad, no!” Cynthia cried out.


    But it was too late. Alan gathered his things with the smile of someone having accomplished what he came for.


    “I guess we’ll see each other at the wedding then,” Alan said as a goodbye.


    Victoria scowled as she watched Alan, his meek wife, and their son leave.


    Maude ran upstairs and refused to be disturbed but that didn’t keep Cynthia from entering the room.


    “Maude, I didn’t know,” Cynthia began in a pleading voice.


    “At this point, I don’t even care,” Maude answered. She pretended to flip through the pages of her magazine. “I don’t want to see anyone in his entire family ever again.”


    “They just need a little getting used to.”


    “That’s not it and you’re just pretending that everything is okay when it isn’t. Don’t you see the harm you’re causing?”


    “I do, but you know what? Maybe it’s my right. I’ve been a good daughter, a good sister, and a good cousin. I deserve to be happy. And had I been an evil daughter, an evil sister, and an even worse cousin, I’d still deserve to find the one person that I want to share my life with. I have never questioned the choices that you’ve made with your relationships. I never thought Thomas was great, but you seemed to like him once.”


    “I wasn’t marrying him.”


    “I’m not marrying Alan. Unfortunately, by a fault that is not mine, Daniel is his son.”


    “His spitting image. He knew about Julia and didn’t tell us or you. It just goes to show how little you can trust him.”


    “That is untrue. I haven’t told this to anyone, but Daniel caught me stealing in his father’s office. He could have denounced me, but he didn’t. Those same documents I stole were the end of Alan in Soulville. Daniel’s silence allowed me to save you and the company.”


    “Really?” Maude asked.


    Cynthia nodded. “I trust him. He feels guilty for betraying his dad and Alan doesn’t know. That’s why Daniel is trying to make it up to him. But I would trust Daniel with my life. Maude, you of all people must know how it feels to love someone without restraint. You love Matt. And he loves you.”


    “I don’t know about that.”


    “You don’t know because you haven’t told him. Because you’re scared.”


    “All the girls who told Matt they loved him ended up dumped.”


    “Those girls weren’t you.”


    “Even Rebecca? She was with him for a while and he never said the words.”


    “Maude, I could sit around and try to convince you to put yourself out there, but unless you decide to do it, there’s nothing I can do.”


    “I’m sorry I was so awful with Daniel. Alan, however will never be a part of my family.”


    “It’s best that way. And I never wanted you to consider Alan family, as long as you can find place in your heart for Daniel.”


    “I will,” Maude promised.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 9


    


    Maude’s first single leaked online.


    Ever since Maude’s appearance on Tony’s show, everybody’s been waiting for her new album and comparing Maude and Julia. They’re both French, the same age, same passion for classical music but different approaches. And while Maude’s it was great to see her explain her side of the scandal caused by her fake relationship with fellow singer Thomas Bradfield, nonetheless that interview left us with new questions.


    What about her new album?


    We’ve got answers. Yesterday, a demo for her next single was leaked online. The song is called “By Your Side” and let’s just say, Maude’s got a whole new sound.


    Well, Maude promised “less piano, less classical, less technique”—she didn’t lie. Did she also mean less soul?


    Honestly, it’s as if Maude took away everything that made her unique and settled for far less.


    I don’t know about you, but I prefer the old Maude. What happened to her in Europe?


    —Lexie Staz, Hollywood Buzz


    


    Maude read the article twice, and when she finished reading it, she went over to the computer that sat carelessly on her bed. She turned it on and searched for her song on the Internet.


    Sure enough, “By Your Side” was online. And from the looks of it, the comments weren’t good.


    This stinks. Why can’t her album be more like her first?


    


    What’s wrong with her? I thought she was some classical diva or something?


    


    Where’s the piano in all of this?


    


    Maude seethed. Alan was behind this. He wouldn’t rest until he’d destroyed her career. He wanted her out of the way. All that mattered was the career of his precious Julia. Maude wasn’t going to stand there and do nothing. But her song? How could she ever release such a thing? Matt had been right and she had been very wrong. Probably. There were some good comments. And the song wasn’t even fully reworked. The rest of the album would do well. Julia’s music sold well and she was more pop than classical.


    “Maude, will you get off that computer,” Jazmine admonished, as she entered the room. “Matt will be here any minute now. Remember that party you two are attending? You’d better up your game big time.”


    “Why? Don’t I always look great?” Maude asked with a fake pout.


    “Yeah, but don’t you know at least a gazillion of his exes will be present at that party?”


    “Sorry?” Maude shut her computer and faced Jazmine.


    “It’s supermodel Opal Bellario’s fortieth birthday party. Much of the guest list is comprised of models and we both know how many supermodels Matt dated.”


    “I don’t know the exact number,” Maude grumbled. She jumped out of bed and ran to her closet. “I don’t have anything to wear. I’ll never be ready in time. Matt will be here any minute now.”


    “That’s the least of your worries. You two are going to the party together yet you still haven’t come out as an official couple.”


    “And?”


    Jazmine sighed. “Oh, Maude. Sometimes you are just oblivious to the ways of the world. Just get ready. You’ll find out for yourself soon enough.”


    Maude shrugged. She was intent on finding something decent to wear to a party full of supermodels.


    Matt arrived and waited patiently in the living room. He heard frequent cries of “Ouch, you’re pulling my hair too hard,” and “Stop being a baby!”


    Maude whined, “I preferred when Cynthia did my hair!”


    Jaz retorted, “Then just make up with her already and I’ll be happy to leave her the wide-tooth comb.”


    Despite shrieks indicating an uncommon amount of brutality in the Baldwin household, the result was stunning. When Maude descended the staircase dressed in a creamy white gown, Matt remained in astounded and appreciative silence.


    Maude cleared her throat and said with a little laugh, “I just threw something on.”


    They both laughed, and he answered, “You look lovely.”


    Maude looked up at him, feeling like the most beautiful woman alive. He helped her put on her coat, and they walked outside, where a car awaited them. Once comfortably seated, Matt cleared his throat.


    “By the way, at this party there will be a lot of people.”


    “I’m aware of that. That’s usually part of the concept of a party.”


    “Yeah, but I mean . . .”


    “There will be a lot of your exes,” Maude completed. “I’m aware of that as well.”


    Matt looked relieved, but not wholly so.


    “We said we’d wait before telling people we were together. I just want to make sure that’s still what you want.”


    Maude looked at him sharply and inhaled deeply. Did he want their relationship to remain secret? He’d never been too enthusiastic about keeping their secret. Why would he want to now?


    “Maybe we should think about announcing it next week. Unless, there’s a reason you wouldn’t want that.”


    “Not at all,” Matt laughed a nervous laugh. “Next week is . . . fine.”


    Maude looked out the window uncomfortably and preferred not to ponder Matt’s hesitation. The rest of the drive to Opal Bellario’s penthouse was silent and pleasant, with just the slightest hint of discomfort.


    Upon their arrival at the penthouse, Maude realized that Matt had been right about there being “a lot of people.” Since the beginning of her career, Opal Bellario had never been known to refrain from lavishness. It would never be said that she would be stingy for her fortieth birthday. She glowed with haughty beauty. She looked around at her party and saw her past and future achievements. She’d had it all—all thanks to her own self, the power of her beauty, and also her brains, without which she would never have become the uncommonly shrewd businesswoman she now was.


    Maude gazed at her with wonder as she greeted her. She wondered if she’d ever exhibit the same strength that emanated from Opal. Posters of her new Dior campaign were everywhere, and the entire world could see the strength coming from her.


    “Matt and Maude coming together?” Opal greeted. “Are you two an item now?”


    “Oh no!” Maude quickly answered.


    “We’re just both representing Soulville tonight.” Matt added, prompting Maude to wonder anew how much he wanted to keep this secret.


    “Right,” Opal said with a twinkle in her eye. “You might be singing a very different tune by the end of the evening.”


    Maude puzzled slightly over Opal’s enigmatic declaration, but before she could ask why, Opal had turned towards the next brilliant object in view, a dazzling jewel presented to her as for the one that had dazzled so many during her twenty-year career as a model. The party had moved on.


    Maude and Matt were quickly surrounded by Matt’s acquaintances. Maude had by now mastered the art of appearing at ease. She deported herself with grace and could enjoy such an evening without feeling like a country bumpkin anymore. All in all she could find enjoyment in her surroundings and still question the need for ostentation—all the while partaking in it without the slightest feeling of unease or guilt.


    “So Matt, how has your love life been since your breakup with Rebecca?” Edgar took a sip from his glass of champagne and raised his glass only after he’d drank half the small flute.


    “Yeah tell us, Matt,” Lina, a tall and radiant model asked. “How is your love life going? Good thing Rebecca’s out of the picture. She never deserved you. An opera singer, please,” she said, throwing a quick, knowing look in Maude’s direction. “You aren’t seeing anyone these days, are you?”


    Maude was silently enraged and even more so when Matt answered without the slightest hesitation.


    “No, absolutely not.” One glance at Maude and he added, “But I’m not looking for anyone else. I’d rather be on my own for now.”


    “Maybe we can be alone together sometime,” said a voice coming from behind Maude.


    Maude was about to answer that being alone meant being alone, but as she turned around to answer, her reply remained stuck in her throat, and her jaw dropped. Tiana Henderson was the one who’d spoken. And she was stunning, perhaps more so than on posters or in videos. Her skin was a flawless, dark, rich brown. She towered over Maude and Matt both but seemed oblivious to Maude’s presence as she greeted Matt.


    “The entire female population wept when the Love Doctor went steady with that red-haired screecher.”


    Tiana kissed Matt on both cheeks and lingered ever so softly on the last peck.


    “Good thing you’re single again.”


    Matt took a step away from Tiana but couldn’t help but smile at her exaggeratedly feline maneuvers.


    “Really, Tiana, I’m not looking for company these days. And Rebecca was an opera singer, not whatever you just called her.”


    “Whatever she was, everyone knew you two wouldn’t last,” Lina said.


    She refused to be put on the side just because Tiana was there. But then Tiana did tend to eclipse everyone else around her. She had a way of ignoring others that made them suddenly become invisible.


    “She was into you, but you, not so much.”


    Matt cleared his throat with embarrassment and Maude looked away, too angered to speak.


    “What have we here?” another stunning, tall and graceful young woman said.


    Stella Madison, another one of Matt’s famous exes.


    “Are my eyes deceiving me? Are Matt and Tiana back together?”


    Maude answered, “No, they’re not,” but her reply was drowned by Stella’s hysterical shrieks.


    She dived in Matt’s direction and gave him a hearty kiss on the cheek.


    “It can’t be. Last I’d heard, Matt was heartbroken over that classical girl and had become a hermit. If Tiana can have him, he’s fair game. I get to throw my hat in the ring.”


    Maude didn’t even know what to respond to that. Matt and Tiana had been consecrated king and queen right before her eyes. And she was to stand there, like an idiot. She was trapped. She couldn’t announce they were in a relationship now. Not when Matt had been so obviously uncomfortable with the idea. She now understood why. And she couldn’t stand there, either.


    “Excuse me, I’ve got to go,” she said angrily. But no one paid attention to her, not even Matt it seemed. He was surrounded and couldn’t get a word in edgewise.


    Maude ran outside to the balcony and leaned both hands against the railing. The city’s beauty couldn’t calm her that evening. But Maude’s escape hadn’t gone completely unnoticed.


    “Maude.”


    She’d hoped he’d followed her but he hadn’t. Someone else had.


    Edward, the Duke of W— stood before her as elegant and kind as before.


    “Hello?” Maude meant it as a greeting, but it came out as a question, seeing as she had no idea why he was here.


    “Hello, I’m so happy to see you.” He took a couple of steps in her direction, a happy grin sprawled across his face. “You look exquisite tonight. Every other night as well, but I mean, you’re beautiful.”


    Maude smiled wanly but was grateful nonetheless for the compliment.


    “It looks like rain,” he added. “Would you like us to go back inside?”


    “No, I’d rather stay here. It’s calmer.”


    “I like quiet entertainments as well. This isn’t really my scene. But my little sister insisted we go upon invitation.”


    “Your sister is here?”


    “She is, and I would love for her to meet you, as would she. She’s heard so much about you.”


    Maude’s face grew warm and she bent her head ever so slightly. She didn’t know that by doing so the moon’s beam fell ever so softly on her and that she was the loveliest nocturnal creature the Duke had ever encountered, even counting all those he chanced upon during solitary walks in the woods of his ancestral property. He wondered if Maude and the moon weren’t one. Calm, stately, and the queen of stillness. To be sure, the Duke knew nothing of Maude’s temper.


    “I was hoping to run into you while I was here.”


    “I’m glad you’re here,” Maude answered frankly. They chatted amicably for a while until the duke asked, “Have you ever wished your answer had been different that night?”


    Maude looked up at him, knowing full well which night he meant. She hadn’t thought about that evening in a while, but the memory of being the object of an ardent declaration of love was far from unpleasant, especially as Matt had never expressed anything similar. Still, somehow the Duke’s declaration only reminded her of how she wished to hear the same words from another. In no way did she appreciate his declaration, as heartfelt as it had been, on its own, as an independent source of feeling. It would always be linked, in Maude’s eyes, to what she longed to hear from Matt.


    “No, she hasn’t.”


    Maude turned around and faced Matt. But he wasn’t the Matt she knew, his face was paler than ever, like on the dreadful night she’d told him they could never be friends.


    “Matt? Are you?” the Duke asked puzzled. He glanced at Maude, and the truth dawned upon him. “He’s the person you’re with.”


    Maude nodded, then shivered. When had the night decided to take such an icy turn for the worst?


    The Duke, respectful and dignified as ever, bowed his head. “I see. I hope you realize just how lucky you are.”


    And with that he withdrew.


    “I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Matt said quietly.


    “Really?” Maude scoffed. “I find that hard to believe. You were perfectly happy with your Tianas and Stellas and Linas and Arias and Barbaras and any other name you can think of that ends with an ‘a.’”


    “I thought you said you didn’t care about my past!”


    “Not when your past is very presently in my face. Sorry, in your face.”


    “You know I don’t care about them. Quite unlike you and the Duke!” he blurted out. “Get this, Manhattan, I’m competing with a freaking duke.” Matt yelled to the skyline.


    “Well so am I, because we may not have kings and dukes here, but models are the closest things to royalty in Manhattan. When did you find the time to date all of them? Oh right, you changed girlfriends every week,” Maude laughed a dry, angry laugh. “You didn’t even set the record straight to any of these girls. You said nothing about being in a relationship.”


    “Because you told me not to! This evening again you reiterated your silly request for secrecy when I was sure this was going to happen!”


    “You’re the one who seemed uncomfortable with the thought of telling everybody next week!”


    “Because I wanted everyone to know tonight!”


    “Well, you could have just said that!”


    “I’ve wanted everyone to know since the beginning. But you’re all, ‘No, I want everyone to concentrate on my music not my love life.’”


    “I want everyone to know right now!” Maude shrieked. “This is the most awful day. First, Alan leaks my demo—”


    “Alan didn’t leak the demo, I did,” Matt said, like he was announcing the weathercast.


    “What?”


    “I thought you knew!” he cried out.


    “How could I know you were the one behind this . . . this mess?”


    “The only mess is that song!”


    “Quit criticizing the song!”


    “I’m not the only one! Everyone else thinks so!”


    “Not everyone else, Matt. And you had no right . . .”


    “I had every right because you’re stubborn, and unless you saw it for yourself you wouldn’t have believed me when I told you this direction you’re taking is wrong. You told me once not to expect you to love all my songs but to expect honesty. I will return the same courtesy, and I refuse to falsely flatter your ego. I love you, Maude, but you can’t expect me to agree with you, especially when you’re making a huge mistake!”


    Maude remained quiet and turned fully to face him.


    “What did you say?”


    “You know perfectly well what I said. And just because you’re incapable of saying three little words . . .”


    “I’m incapable?” Maude replied, angrily. “You’ve never given an indication that you were in any way interested in saying those same words. Jazmine! Cynthia! Everyone! They all warned me you never said them and that any girl who dared to do so was destined to end at the bottom of your long, very long might I add, list of exes.”


    Matt took Maude’s shivering hand and pressed it warmly, his eyes brimming over with the sweetest tenderness.


    “I love you, Maude Laurent. I’ve loved you since the moment you poured that cup of coffee all over me and berated me in French and I haven’t stopped since. I could say that I love your smile, your laugh, and your sunny disposition. But the truth is I love you more when you frown, when you glare, when you’re mad as hell like you are right now. Love is too feeble a word to express how I feel. I love and need you in my life and I’d rather you be angry with me everyday until the day I die than to not have you by my side.”


    Maude desperately fought not to smile, and she answered very solemnly, “It wouldn’t do for me to smile now that you’ve said you prefer my frowns.” She shook her head lightly and looked up at him. “You’re forcing me to say this with the sternest face possible, but I will say it with the most sincere heart. I love you, too, Matt.”


    The words were said, the secret was out, and saying the words had been a lot less frightening than either had thought. When they headed back inside the penthouse, the rest of New York’s upper crust discovered the truth. It was said that Tiana broke one of Opal’s ice sculptures out of fury and despair, while Stella gulped down an entire slice of cake without removing the frosting. These events, however, were never properly attested and remain mere hearsay.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 10


    


    After much debate about Matt and Maude’s relationship, the truth is finally out! The couple was photographed kissing at Opal’s birthday party.


    “They’re not going to last,” a close friend of the couple confided. “Matt isn’t over Rebecca yet. She crushed his heart to pieces.”


    Maude will have a hard time living up to Rebecca, who Matt was with for a year, his longest relationship to date.


    The couple is also working on Maude’s album, due to be released early spring. Let’s just hope this isn’t another publicity stunt to increase Maude’s sales. Though it seems Maude must have learned her lesson by now. 


    Lexie Staz, Hollywood Buzz


    


    Maude lay aside the newspaper and faced Matt in the control room of Studio A.


    “First of all, you weren’t with Rebecca for a year. You were with her for six months, and you didn’t tell the press you’d broken up. But of course, no one can know that. Why is it that my fake relationship gets busted but yours doesn’t?”


    “Because you were with Thomas Bradfield and nothing good could come of that.”


    Maude rolled her eyes but added, “We’ve been together for over seven months now, but nobody knows that I’m the person you’ve had your longest relationship with, right?” She inhaled deeply and smiled. “But I don’t care. I’ve turned over a new leaf and I don’t care what the media says anymore.”


    “Of course you don’t,” Matt answered jokingly.


    It had been a long time since Matt had cared for these sorts of rags.


    “I’m serious,” Maude insisted.


    “I know you are,” Matt acknowledged with an amused grin. “The old Maude would have run away right after reading the end of this very article. You’d have said something like ‘Matt, we can’t be together, or everybody will think I’m with you just to sell more albums.’” His high-pitched voice was up to par and met with Maude’s laughter.


    She went into the other room to record the piano part for “By Your Side.” As she sat on the bench and began playing, she thought about how right this all felt. The classical element of the song was strong, beautiful, and irreplaceable. How had she ever imagined stripping her music of such a vital element? How had she imagined depriving her album of its soul? Once again she’d let her fear take over. It wasn’t for selfish reasons, but it still had sidetracked her.


    Matt had helped her see what it really meant to be a musician. She had no idea how the public would react to her new album, how they’d react to “more piano, more classical, more technique,” but she was ready to take a risk and find out. True musicians had a duty to make music they loved, no matter the consequences.


    The heart she poured into her piece was as overwhelming as the love of a parent for a newborn child. When she finished the piece, she knew she had given it all she had.


    


    *****


    


    Going to parties and events had become Maude’s new pastime. Promoting her unreleased album was tiring but a whole lot of fun, especially with Jazmine and Matt as companions. Jazmine and Matt’s friendship had strengthened with their shared love of the French girl who had erupted into their lives merely three years ago. What Jazmine had once feared would mar their relationship had instead cemented a stronger bond. Distant seemed the day when she’d asked Matt to stay away from Maude for fear he would hurt her.


    But all was forgotten now that Maude, her dear cousin, and Matt, her best friend and surrogate big brother were the new It Couple.


    That evening they were all to attend a party at Glitter Records hosted in honor of Lindsey Linton’s new album. Matt had initially hesitated on going, what with Maude and Lindsey’s troublesome rivalry. But Maude insisted, as did Jazmine, and Matt gave in.


    Lindsey Linton had only half enjoyed Maude’s departure from the pop scene. With no one to torment, she found life lacking. Julia wasn’t even worth the bother. Meanwhile Maude had become a force to reckon with and was therefore invited to the release party.


    Besides, Maude’s album would soon be released, and Lindsey wished to show her album off first and make everyone forget about the release of Maude’s single the following week.


    “So, Maude, how’s that boring album of yours coming along?”


    Maude had expected a jab from Lindsey, but this wasn’t Lindsey’s doing. Julia had spoken, hiding her dislike of Maude no longer.


    “My boring album?” Maude repeated with a sigh. What had she done now to deserve Julia’s glaring antipathy?


    “Didn’t you tell the press I was supposedly one of your biggest influences?”


    “You are. You’re everything I don’t want to be. A one-hit wonder.”


    Maude had a ready retort, but Lindsey stepped in the melee.


    “The only one-hit wonder I see around here is you, Julia. So why don’t you go and scurry back to the little, dark hole you came out from?” Lindsey said.


    Maude couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Lindsey defending her. She had to be in the midst of the most unrealistic hallucination.


    Lindsey turned to Maude with a sly smile, while Julia huffed and walked away.


    “Don’t get used to this. It’ll never happen again. I find Julia to be twice as annoying as you are. You know what they say: the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”


    “So we’re friends now?” Maude asked with a smile.


    “I wouldn’t say that.”


    “I don’t see Julia as an enemy at any rate. No matter what you say, Lindsey, I’m quite sure that deep down inside, you like me.”


    “I like competing with you. In fact, I enjoy it so much that we should go ahead and make another bet.”


    “I’ve learned from my mistakes,” Maude answered. She remembered all too well the disastrous consequences of the previous bet. “There’s no way I’m betting against you.”


    “Really? Our singles will be released on the exact same date. We’ve got to make a bet. However, if you don’t believe in your own music . . .”


    “What would be the object of the bet this time?” she asked more out of curiosity than out of competitiveness.


    “Which one of us will reach the best spot on the Billboard 200 on our first day. My last singles have always hit number one in their first week. Yours have only peaked at number three.”


    Maude didn’t want to take another risk. But could she really allow Lindsey to taunt her again. She wasn’t even sure her single would peak at number three. How could she guarantee a number one? If she lost, Lindsey would have her do anything she wanted. On the other hand, it couldn’t be worst than when she dared Maude to kiss Thomas on national TV. Her relationship with Matt was solid. There was nothing to worry about.


    “Fine!” Maude finally decided.


    She was no coward after all and she believed in her song. The two girls shook hands on it.


    When a week later Maude’s single “By Your Side” reached number one in the Billboard 200, Lindsey didn’t cry, she didn’t lament. For once, she smiled. If Maude was number one, she’d beat her the next time. Because that’s what true rivals were for.


    

  


  
    


    


    Epilogue


    


    Cynthia and Daniel were married in a quiet ceremony in spring in Central Park, surrounded by their family and friends.


    Maude and Jazmine were bridesmaids, and as they watched their beloved sibling and cousin walk down the aisle, they teared up but didn’t blatantly cry so as to not embarrass the bride.


    Maude looked around at her beloved family with its new additions. Life had been good to her.


    She’d succeeded in her European tour, she’d saved her uncle’s company, she’d finally told Matt she loved him, and her album was on its way to going platinum.


    She’d always have to face new challenges but with love and family she would meet them all valiantly.


    After all, she was Maude Laurent.


    She never ran away from a challenge.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    The French Girl Series


    


    A French Diva in New York is the fourth book in the French Girl series.


    If you haven’t read the first book in the series, A French Girl in New York is FREE on Amazon. If you wish to receive exclusive news about the French Girl series, don’t hesitate to join my newsletter


    If you wish to tell me how much you’ve enjoyed the book, please leave a rating on Goodreads, or like my Facebook page, follow me on Twitter or send me an email at annaadams333@gmail.com


    


    More books by Anna Adams


    Lindsey Linton is sick of being a sweet-faced Disney star and is willing to burn every bridge from her past to become a famous pop star. And now that she’s signed with Glitter Records and is working with her longtime celebrity crush, pop singer Matt, Lindsey is determined to win him over. But will burning bridges enable her to achieve her goals or will she only end up badly burnt?


    


    


    Extract from Burning Bridges (a short story featuring characters from the French Girl series)


    Glitter Records rules the music industry. Of course, there’s Soulville Records, its legendary rival.


    Who would want to go there? If a singer desires with every fiber of his or her body to be a star, to build an empire made of platinum, Glitter is the place to go. Marble floors, amiable hostesses, light everywhere, and great snacks. Nu-hun, can’t think of snacks. It’s a bad habit.


    This is my first day, and I’m filled with the unshakable certainty that I will love it here. Already, I know beyond any reasonable doubt that I will soon rule the place.


    I haven’t made it three steps inside the building before hearing a man’s voice calling my name.


    “Lindsey!”


    I turn around and plaster my legendary fake smile.


    “Alan Lewis,” I say. Alan walks to me with a stack of papers, his head shaped like an egg, still as bald as ever. He says I’m the cause of his massive hair loss. But with the money he’s been making off of me, he could easily afford a hair transplant. He’s been my agent for the last four years, and he promised he’d make me a star. Obviously he’s on the right track, which is why he’s still my agent.


    “How are you feeling?” Alan asks.


    I don’t answer this question because it’s a dumb one. I can’t feel anything but fine, great even. Alan only ever asks me questions to which he’s already got the answers. Which is why I rarely ever respond. The less I communicate with this jerk, the better.


    “I’m asking out of concern,” he continues in a falsetto voice. “Knowing you and your huge crush on Matt,” he adds, slyly.


    I glare at him. How does he know that?


    “Don’t patronize me, Alan. If you do, you risk losing this mutually beneficial relationship we’ve had for four years now.”


    Alan scowls, but doesn’t object. He knows what we were to each other. Nothing more than an agent and his most lucrative client.


    “Very well, Lindsey. Let’s avoid speaking to each other, and follow me. Matt’s waiting for us in his creation room.”


    I am finally going to see Matt’s creation room. Everyone’s heard of his room, but very few have been allowed inside. Matt’s very private that way.


    I am to venture inside forbidden territory. It takes all my self-control to refrain from squealing. I never thought this day would come.


    We reach the thirtieth floor, and my heart is pounding as loud as a concert of African drums. I look gorgeous, there is nothing to worry about. In a month of extensive training with Adrianna Florandini, Alan’s niece and a supermodel, I’d lost most of my baby fat. Matt could not look at me and not find me stunning.


    We reach Matt’s creation room. But when Alan knocks, no one answers. I push Alan aside and knock again with more insistence.


    No use.


    “I’m not in there.”


    I don’t need to turn around to know whose voice it is, but I turn around anyway.


    Right there, in front of me, stands Matt. He is even better in person…


    *****


    


    End of the extract! Want to know more about Lindsey and Matt’s first meeting?


    Burning Bridges is available on Amazon.


    

  


  
    

    About Anna Adams


    


    Born in France, raised partly in the United States and in France, I grew up loving stories in French and English. I currently live in Paris where I pursue my studies as a Law student.


    


    I'm the author of the French Girl series. When I’m not writing, I enjoy traveling in Europe and dream of going to Asia and Africa.
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