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  PROLOG


  Indianapolis, 1970


  The massive front door swung open. Hot air gushed into the sleet-thick night. “Come in, come in,” the voice welcomed from behind the door. “‘Walk into my parlor,’ as the saying goes.”


  Wendy Cook hurried into the house, peeking timidly around the door as she did, to be sure she hadn’t rapped the wrong knocker. The high, clear voice that greeted her was so distinctive.


  “What a night!” Wendy lamented. “I would have called you and canceled if I’d thought to get your phone number, but …” Wendy glanced at the piece of cream-colored paper in her hand and the address neatly scripted across it. She shrugged and stared blankly and stuffed the paper in her greatcoat pocket.


  “I’m glad you came,” her hostess replied, closing the door. “Let me take your coat.”


  As the woman stored the coat in a nearby closet, Wendy studied the unfamiliar surroundings. To her left, a handsomely decorated living room glowed in lambent firelight. The hiss and crackle of the fire reminded Wendy of how cold she had recently been, first riding in the bus and then walking the last four blocks to the house. Ahead of her was a solid, old, handcrafted staircase. To her right, she could make out two straight-backed chairs, an ornate music stand and the back end of an enormous grand piano.


  As Wendy gawked at the well-appointed rooms her hand went automatically to the plastic rain bonnet that covered her platinum-blond, bouffant hairdo. She tugged the two ends of the cap, and it snapped into a long, accordion-pleated rectangle.


  “Can I take that as well?” her hostess inquired.


  “No, no. I’ll hold it, Miz F,” Wendy answered, clutching the bonnet nervously. “Your place is really beautiful.” Wendy’s enthusiasm exaggerated the nasal twang of her accent.


  The owner of the house accepted the compliment with a slight upward curve of her mouth. Wendy marveled at the way her hostess controlled her body, and the way in which she could say so much by saying so little. Wendy’s eyes focused professionally on the other woman’s coiffure, noting with dismay that her customer had taken all the teasing out of it. She looked beautiful nonetheless. Thin, long-necked, long-fingered, with hazel-green eyes and lovely pale cheeks. Her eyebrows arched high, punctuating a patent air of intelligence. Such a woman had to know what she was talking about; that was the reason Wendy had finally decided to accept the strange invitation.


  “I moved to the Midwest because people told me it would be drier than the East Coast,” the hostess revealed, at the same time straightening a mirror on the wall next to the closet.


  “Well, it ain—isn’t as dry as a desert,” Wendy chirped, her hands working hard on the plastic bonnet, “but it’s drier than the hills I grew up in.”


  “Kentucky?”


  “Tennessee.” Wendy found herself looking at her own image in the mirror. Her emerald eyes narrowed critically at the damage the rain cap had done to her hair. A line of black roots showed along her crushed part. Several drops of melting sleet glimmered on her porcelain cheeks. She wiped them away.


  “How did you come to live in Indianapolis?” the hostess asked.


  “Oh, I saw this ad in a glamor magazine for a beauty school up here. They let me pay ’em back after I graduated.”


  “And you came all the way from Tennessee alone?”


  “I did.”


  “That was quite brave. Are you still completely on your own?”


  “Yes, Miz F,” Wendy affirmed. She used a Miz and an initial with all her customers. The initial was easier than remembering an entire last name, and the Miz solved the dilemmas of following changing marital statuses. “Completely on my own.”


  “I see.” The woman gestured toward the music room. “Shall we begin?”


  “I guess so.” Abruptly, Wendy giggled.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Miz F.


  “This is crazy. I know I cain’t sing. You never heard me, and you say I might be a great singer!”


  “It’s my art,” Miz F declared calmly, setting her hand gently on Wendy’s shoulder to guide her forward. “Three hundred years ago, the Italian singing masters said ‘He who can speak correctly and breathe correctly can sing correctly.’”


  Wendy sighed. “I cain’t,… can’t even speak correctly.”


  “They weren’t talking about grammar or accent,” Miz F assured, sweeping past Wendy and placing herself on the piano bench.


  Wendy stared at the piano. It was enormous. The grand pianos she had seen on television or in the movies were either ebony black or snow white; this one was cream-colored, with subtle gold detail work.


  “You’ve come all this way. You’ll at least try, won’t you?” Miz F coaxed.


  “Okay,” Wendy agreed, relieved she had remembered to spit out her gum before knocking on the door. “Do you know ‘Fever’?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Really?” Wendy exclaimed, amazed. “Peggy Lee’s song? I’d kill if you could teach me to sing like her!”


  “That’s impossible,” Miz F said, patiently. “Your voice is too high. From listening to you speak, I’d guess you’re a coloratura soprano. Like me.” She smiled warmly at the nervous hairstylist. “Why don’t we just sing a few scales?”


  Wendy obliged, tentatively mimicking the Do-Re-Mis the other woman picked out on the keyboard. Miz F’s fingers inched blindly up the white keys while her eyes fixed on Wendy’s jaw, neck and midsection. She nodded with pleasure as Wendy matched each pitch exactly. On the eighth pitch, Wendy’s voice began thinning out, and by the eleventh it was a squeak.


  “See?” Wendy apologized. “That’s as high as I can go.”


  “Not if you relax and breathe deeper,” Miz F instructed. “Like this.” Miz F stood, breathing in slowly and deeply. She sang the note Wendy failed to reach and glided upward a full octave.


  “Wow!” Wendy enthused, dropping her rain cap. “Are you somebody famous?”


  “Once,” Miz F said, simply.


  Wendy’s eyebrows knit in confusion. She glanced around the room, for a material clue to her hostess’s cryptic reply. But there were no photographs, no posters of performances, no award plaques. Then Wendy laughed. “You make it sound like so long ago. You can’t be much older than I am.”


  “How old are you?” Miz F asked.


  “Twenty-six.”


  “I’m older,” Miz F said.


  A sudden whistling sound in the near distance made Wendy jump.


  “It’s my tea kettle,” Miz F told her. “I put it on when I heard you knock. You’ll have some with me, won’t you.”


  Wendy watched with a slack jaw as the woman glided quietly from the room through a rear archway. Despite Miz F’s gracious attitude, Wendy felt as nervous and confused as she had standing out in the sleeting night. Who was this new customer who sang so beautifully, who insisted that Wendy had great singing potential just by listening to her speak, who tested her without even hearing a song? Why were there no photo albums or magazines lying around? Wendy had been in furniture showrooms with more personality. Other than her magnificent voice, the only indication that the woman had been a serious singer was her huge, old grand piano.


  “Let’s sit in the living room.”


  Wendy whirled around. She had not heard the other woman return, holding a crowded tea tray. “I cain’t pay you for lessons, Miz F,” she blurted out. “I just finished payin’ for beauty school, an’ I got all these other—”


  “I’m not interested in money,” Miz F assured, moving past Wendy toward the hallway. “It’s warmer in the living room. I’d like to have the piano in there in the winter, but the heat would dry out the sounding board. Crack it.”


  “Oh,” Wendy managed, following.


  The living room had a long, French Provincial couch facing the fireplace, with a delicate coffee table in front of it. “This is herbal tea,” Miz F disclosed. “I take it without milk or sugar.”


  “That’ll be fine with me,” Wendy said, guessing.


  Miz F set down her tray, poured a cup and handed it to the wide-eyed hairstylist. “What I am interested in is living on,” the singing teacher declared. Before Wendy’s eyebrows finished rising she added, “That’s what all great teachers hope to do through their students—to achieve immortality. I was right; you have the quality of voice that can do that for me.”


  “You mean I’m good?”


  “You’re great. Potentially.”


  Wendy beamed. She sampled the tea and found she liked it. “And you’d teach me for free?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Even though I don’t know anything about opera?” Wendy put herself on the opposite end of the couch. “I mean, I couldn’t promise you I’d like singin’ that kind of music.”


  “You will. It’s what your sinus cavities, your throat, the width of your rib cage were meant for.”


  Wendy giggled. “I feel like some kind of laboratory specimen.”


  “The perfect singing specimen,” Miz F corrected. “Perfect.” She stood and walked to a bookcase set into one wall. She studied a row of wizen-spined books and pulled one out. “This volume’s two hundred years old, and it describes your physical qualities to the letter. Here, read it! You’ll have to know everything in this book and the others on that shelf.”


  Wendy stifled a yawn as she accepted the book. “Excuse me. I guess I’d better be going soon.”


  Miz F stepped back from the couch. “You replied to that ad in the glamor magazine because you wanted to escape to a better life, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “That was an escape from the swamp to the land. I’m now offering you wings. Once you have inside you what I have you’ll be wealthy, you’ll travel the world. You’ll be immortal.”


  “Sounds wonderful.”


  “And men. You’ll have all the men you could ever want. You do like men, don’t you, Wendy?”


  Wendy felt hot blood rising to her cheeks. “Sure I do.”


  “Then what do you say?”


  Wendy blinked twice. “What have I got to lose?” she replied, her speech just slightly slurred.


  “Exactly.” Miz F raised her delicate hand and pointed her long forefinger. “Just read that one passage, and then you can go home.”


  “Okay,” Wendy replied.


  Miz F moved unhurriedly to the music room, sat at the piano and played a Chopin nocturne. When she had finished, she returned to the living room. Wendy Cook lay with her head lolled back on the couch, eyes closed and lips parted. The ancient singing book lay open on her lap, and the tea cup lay overturned on the oriental carpet, the last of its contents soaking into the fibers.


  The flames danced merrily in the fireplace. Miz F stared down at the sleeping hair stylist. Her pupils gleamed brilliant red.


  “Perfect,” she proclaimed.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Regensburg, Germany, 1986


  Jack Horn darted out from between the parked cars and sprinted across the cobblestoned street. A Citroen van appeared from nowhere and splashed a wave of slush in his direction. Jack jumped onto the curb, cursing. He shook what water he could off his shiny, black patent leather pumps and hurried on toward the shelter of the opera house.


  Tonight, Regensburg was living up to its name—Rainy Fortress. The rain was icy cold, and mixed with sleet, yet the entire town seemed to glow brighter than usual. Drawing his greatcoat tight to protect his tails, Jack wondered why. Most of Regensburg’s inhabitants didn’t give a damn that the opera house was having an anniversary gala. The brewery’s two hundredth anniversary would be a more likely occasion to candle the populace’s windows. Regensburg was not the hub of the opera world. It wasn’t even a spoke. Jack knew too well that the Regensburg house lay out on Opera’s dark rim. The only reason so-called C-level houses like the one at Regensburg existed was Teutonic affectation, because Kultur was noble and an outward sign of an enlightened race—not because of high public demand.


  Jack passed through the stage door and shrugged out of his coat.


  “Schlechtes Wetter, eh, old chap?” a baritone voice echoed. Jack looked up. Nigel Waterlow, Esquire, was sauntering down the hall, dressed as Jack was in full evening tails but perfectly dry. Nigel was Jack’s usual dressing roommate; the opera house was too small to allow separate rooms for the lead singers. Most of the performers were foreign, half of those native-English-speaking. American, Canadian and English families were apparently less practical about guiding their children’s careers than the rest of the world.


  “Big night’s finally arrived,” Nigel continued, as Jack finished shedding his coat and shaking off the rain. “Could be a big night for you in more ways than one.”


  Jack knew what the lecherous tone of voice meant. He searched the Englishman’s face for verification and found the look of poorly disguised jealousy Nigel so often wore.


  “How so?” Jack obliged.


  “That new bird in the chorus. Roswitha. She’s made it known she’s got it bad for you. She’s perched in the Green Room right now, hoping you’ll arrive early.”


  Jack scowled. “She can’t be more than eighteen, Niggy.”


  “So?”


  “I’m twenty-nine.”


  Nigel’s eyes widened. “I’m thirty-three. You think a few years’ difference would stop me if she was willing?”


  “Haven’t you gotten past pure self-gratification yet?” Jack asked. “What would you talk to her about the next morning?”


  “Sex,” Nigel replied, as he drank in the handsome image of the house’s leading tenor. It wasn’t fair that the American sang well, acted better and also looked like the reincarnation of Errol Flynn. Nigel did a quick survey of Jack’s six-foot-one-inch frame, making sure that his envy of the tenor’s thin, athletic build was justified.


  “If you want her you have my blessing,” Jack said. “Tell her I’ve got a girl back home.” Jack turned in the opposite direction from the Green Room.


  “Slim chance,” Nigel muttered. “Oh, Horn!” Jack paused. “Not to worry; La Maestosa has arrived. Storm delayed her plane. Got in two hours ago.”


  Jack nodded and turned away. He had been too preoccupied to worry about the belated arrival of the evening’s guest diva.


  “Oh, say!” Waterlow exclaimed. “I have less happy news.”


  Jack stopped again, silently annoyed at once more being kept from his destination.


  Nigel stepped forward, soles clicking on the concrete floor. “I heard it just this afternoon, during rehearsal. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you now, think of it. May upset you for the gala, you being a Yank and all.”


  “Spill it, Nigel.”


  “We’re doing next year’s Madama Butterfly avant-garde.”


  “Shit!” Jack exclaimed, wearily. “Not another avant-garde production.”


  “What do you expect when the arts are wards of the State?” Waterlow asked rhetorically, up on the same soapbox he used every week. “We have two totally talentless Direktors conceiving the productions; both are here because they have political connections. So what if they’d have trouble directing traffic on a one-way street?”


  “Which one got Butterfly?” Jack asked.


  “Rudiger.” Waterlow sniffed his derision up his long, Anglican nose. “Because of his ‘revolutionary new concept.’ He’s going to show the ‘soullessness and decadence of America’ through commercial images. When Pinkerton carries Butterfly over the threshold, two McDonald’s Golden Arches will light up, on either side of the bamboo house. The second act, Butterfly sleeps on top of a giant doghouse, like Snoopy, with a dog collar around her neck. In the third act Pinkerton returns in a Cadillac—the biggest one Rudiger can find. He wants it either gold or pink.”


  Jack flung his coat against the wall. “I’ve got to get out of this house.”


  “Then you’d better hope some big agents attend tonight,” Waterlow counseled. “And sing like you’ve never sung before.”


  Jack scooped up his coat. “I will.” He stalked down the corridor into darkness, not bothering to turn on the hall lights.


  The lack of private space had long ago led Jack to seek out the old costume storage room, where he would warm up his voice before every important performance. Jack turned on the room’s light and shut the door. He stared at the shabby, marginally valuable costumes that would be thrown out in three or four more years, whether or not they were ever used again.


  Jack looked up at the single, yellow bulb and laughed bitterly. It was the perfect place to steel his mind for the coming vocal ordeal, the perfect metaphor. The entire Regensburg opera house was a dim, dead-end storage closet for marginally valuable singers, most of whom would be discarded in three or four years. A storage case where sixteen lead singers’ dreams slowly dried and crumbled to dust. Jack had been at Regensburg for two-and-a-half years. He had promised himself it would only be his stepping stone to European B then A houses and finally one day to return to the States to sing at the Metropolitan Opera. Empty promise. Auditions at other houses and with agents in three countries had gotten him nowhere. Nigel Waterlow’s dream was Covent Garden. Their Italian soprano, Maddelena Squillante, lusted for La Scala. Jack knew they’d never make it. They’d be replaced one day and, with nowhere else to go, end up working as waiters or salespeople, singing leads in occasional semi-professional concerts beside earnest, pitiful amateurs.-


  The only reason Jack hung on was that he was sure he had more than the others, just enough more to make the difference. But the others probably thought that of themselves too. Jack laughed again, this time softly, into the darkness. Tonight was his last chance to keep his dream alive. Because of the gala and Regensburg’s superstar guest, several important agents and impresarios would be in the audience. He needed to impress one. Just one.


  Jack forced himself to focus on all the important vocal concepts he had learned over the past decade. He ran through a half-dozen exercises, slowly increasing his range. Finally he belted a high C full voice. The phlegm loosened from his chords. He hawked and spit it into his white lace handkerchief.


  Then he felt the tickle. It was just barely there, like a tiny insect trapped at the base of his throat, the minutest beginning of the urge to cough. But it was there. Threatening. Beads of sweat popped onto Jack’s face. He reached out to a hanging rack for support, his eyes squeezed tightly shut.


  “If there is Someone out there,” Jack whispered, “help me. Please. Help me now, and I’m yours. Please!” He opened his eyes and stared into the gloom. He was still alone, but the tickle had disappeared.


  At eight o’clock the principal artists were called to the wings. The evening’s star, however, had still not made her appearance. She was supposed to have arrived that afternoon for a final rehearsal of the concert version of Mozart’s Magic Flute, but her plane had been delayed. At least she was now in the house. Without her, the two hundredth anniversary celebration of opera in Regensburg would have been a disaster; there was no one in the company who could sing the treacherously difficult role of the Queen of the Night.


  Maria Callas had been known as La Divina. Joan Sutherland had earned the epithet La Stupenda. The diva Regensburg had luckily engaged was called La Maestosa. Jack had heard that the name came as much from her physical beauty and majestic bearing as from her magnificent coloratura voice.


  Her name was Belinda Fausse.


  Miss Fausse had made a meteoric appearance thirteen years earlier, using Mozart’s fiery “Queen of the Night” to blaze into the operatic firmament. She quickly secured European bookings for the part that once would automatically have gone to Edda Moser. Long-time opera goers swore that her Queen was superior even to Lucia Popp’s. Jack had never seen the diva in person. He had heard both recordings of her Queen as well as everything else she committed to wax and tape. As he anticipated singing beside her, he felt the same visceral excitement he imagined his father would have felt facing Floyd Patterson in the boxing ring. His right hand climbed slowly, unconsciously, to his throat; the fingers and opposing thumb clamped and unclamped lightly around his windpipe. Suddenly he became aware of his hand and swung it forcefully to his side.


  At seven minutes past eight, as Jack listened in the wings to the noisy shuffle of the audience, the singers were given the cue to file on. Jack had been placed two seats to the conductor’s right, between comrades who would sing Pamina and Sarastro. Finally, Maestro Helmut Mols made his doddering entrance, with La Maestosa on his arm. The house applauded more thunderously than Jack had ever heard. They clapped and whistled and scudded their feet when Mols led the great coloratura to her seat.


  Jack leaned forward around the podium for a better view. Majestic was indeed the word. Belinda Fausse wore a form-fitting red dress set aflame with crystal beadwork. Her long nails and her lips were painted the same brilliant shade of red. She had made herself into the perfect concert version of the “Queen of the Night.” Her long, raven black hair framed a porcelain oval, in which were set a pair of sparkling, emerald eyes. But most startling was her youthfulness. The length of the woman’s career told Jack that she had to be nearing forty, and yet she appeared not older than twenty-five. Jack wondered if La Maestosa traveled with her own make-up artist.


  The applause died, and the singers took their seats for the overture. Jack stared blankly at the score in his hands, culling his mind one last time for the basics of his art. He stood as the overture ended; his character opened the opera. He planted his feet, one slightly in front of the other, and leaned forward, as he had been taught. He drew up his chest and toned his diaphragm. He used the pre-aria lines to calm himself and get the feel of his throat. When it came time to sing his first aria, “Dies Bildnis,” he felt he was ready. He listened to himself and heard sounds as good as any he had ever made. When he was finished, he counted twelve seconds of applause. A good sign.


  Then Belinda Fausse stood to deliver “Oh Zittre Nicht.” Maestro Mols beamed at her and raised his baton. The longstanding joke at Regensburg was that Mols was once convicted of murder but couldn’t be electrocuted because he was such a poor conductor. So it was with shock but not surprise that Jack realized Mols had set a tempo for the aria that was too slow. Nigel Waterlow caught Jack’s eye, showing that he, too, expected disaster. Unless the pace of the Queen’s stratospheric music was set quick enough, even the best coloratura would lack the momentum to turn through the sixteenth notes and trills at the end of the aria.


  Jack could not see the soprano without craning his neck, so he contented himself with listening. To his amazement, Fausse sang within Mols’s funeral dirge tempo and was brilliant. There was no strain and hardly any evidence of her breathing. The audience, which had been squirming and coughing, sat silent in beguiled rapture. The Queen of the Night was also the queen of the evening. Her sound filled the house without effort. Her diction was crystal clear, so different from the shrill imitators of her range whom Jack called “cluckaturas.” Most extraordinary was her intonation. She never slid from pitch to pitch or made the usual fine adjustments other singers made. Every note was a bullet fired squarely into the bull’s-eye. Her accuracy was unearthly, even on the quickest runs and vocal turns.


  The aria ended. The audience rose to its feet as a body. Jack began counting. Belinda Fausse acknowledged the applause for twenty seconds, making the standard coy gestures. Instead of ebbing, the applause grew louder as the audience made a frenzied effort to show her their love and admiration. At the height of the noise, La Maestosa delivered a pointed burst of words to the conductor, through a toothy smile. Jack knew her second aria would not be slow. The applause trailed off at just under seventy-five seconds.


  Unbelievably, the applause for Fausse’s performance of “Der Hölle Rache” was even wilder. As it rolled on and on, shaking the little opera house, Nigel leaned over to Jack.


  “What was it Shelley said in ‘Ozymandias.’ ‘Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’”


  Jack nodded.


  The opera ended, and the soloists filed on and off to take their bows. On their second appearance Belinda motioned two of the soloists ahead of her, so that she went on directly before Jack. He wondered why. She said nothing as they walked out under the intense glare of the stage lights. When they returned to the wings he heard her speak softly in his ear.


  “I’m obliged to dine with the brewery family tonight,” she said. “But I would like to talk with you tomorrow. Don’t turn, please. Is it possible?”


  “Yes, of course,” Jack said, fighting to stay calm. He had impressed her with his singing. She wanted to speak to him, perhaps about her agent handling him, and she obviously didn’t want his fellow singers hearing and pressing her for similar favors. “When?”


  “Not before noon,” Belinda answered. “Write down where I should meet you and slip it to me.”


  Ten minutes later Jack passed the diva a note, cutting into a long line of autograph seekers to do it. Belinda thanked him simply and offered a little smile. As he looked into her exquisite green eyes he briefly wondered if he would dare make a pass at her the next day. Just as quickly he dismissed the idea. Much as he was physically attracted to her, he could not risk offending the diva; Belinda Fausse offered the only open doorway out of the dead end closet that was Regensburg.


  So he wouldn’t seem anxious, Jack counted to ten before he opened the front door. When he did, he found Belinda Fausse standing in a sable coat and hat, her gloved hands clasped primly in front of her and a muffler wrapped around her neck and the lower half of her face.


  “Good morning!” the diva greeted, a plume of white vapor escaping through the scarf. “Or is it afternoon?”


  “Just barely,” Jack answered. He stepped aside to let her in and, at the same time, looked beyond her for her manager or perhaps one of the agents who had been in the opera house the night before. He was disappointed; she had come alone.


  The diva entered the house and looked around. “My, my!” she exclaimed. “I am impressed.” She stood in a long living room handsomely appointed with elegant furniture and expensive porcelains. A Staffordshire mounted soldier, a Ch’ing dynasty priest and a Meissen harlequin faced one end of the room, like the Magi arrived in Bethlehem. The focus of their adoration, however, was not a manger but rather a very grand piano.


  “Don’t be,” Jack replied, shutting the door. “I don’t live here. This belongs to a doctor and his wife who love opera in general and me in particular. They encourage me to practice here, and their Bechstein beats the clunkers at the opera house.”


  “Where are they?” La Maestosa inquired, unwinding her long scarf.


  “Out of town for the weekend. I have a key. I thought—since you wanted us to meet in private …”


  “Yes, this is perfect.” The diva pivoted to face Jack. In startling contrast to the previous night, she wore no makeup. More startling was the fact that she looked even younger without it.


  “May I take your coat, Miss Fausse?” Jack managed, tearing his gaze from her bright emerald eyes.


  “Belinda, please, Jack,” she answered, through a disarming smile. “I’ll be uncomfortable if we can’t use first names.” She shrugged out of the coat and handed it over, along with her scarf and hat. Underneath, she wore a simple yet expensive black dress, cut to display her perfect figure to best advantage. Her scent also jolted Jack’s senses, a perfume that was both subtle and seductive. Probably made exclusively for her in some Paris parfumerie, he thought, with a price tag of five hundred dollars an ounce.


  “First names are fine,” Jack said, delighted. As he draped the clothing over a high-backed chair Belinda moved toward the piano. “What did you think of last night’s performance?” he asked, hoping to direct the conversation smoothly.


  “I thought it went well. The townsfolk seemed pleased.”


  “And the out-of-towners?” Jack probed. “The professionals?”


  Belinda turned and looked Jack squarely on. “They thought it was exactly what it was: C-level singing and playing, albeit with gusto.”


  The rush of heat told Jack his face was flushing. “All the singing?”


  “Yes,” Belinda answered, simply, putting herself gracefully on the piano bench. “All the singing. Your singing, to come right to the point. If tenors had international ratings like tennis pros do you’d probably rank around two hundred-fifty.”


  Jack was shocked by her candor. She was saying exactly the opposite of what he had expected. He was as immobile as the porcelain harlequin, not knowing how to reply. He found he didn’t have to as the diva plunged on unabashedly.


  “Opera’s a museum piece,” she reminded him. “A damned costly spectacle that few care to support. Even those who enjoy it. Between jets and recordings, about a thousand singers can fill the world’s demand for good opera. That’s less than two hundred tenors who can make decent livings. The rest are merely surviving,” she continued, maintaining her unapologetic mien. “That describes you, doesn’t it?”


  “I don’t understand,” Jack managed. “Why … ?”


  “Why did I ask to speak with you?” Belinda showed both rows of perfect teeth. “Because, even though you’re singing at a C level, you have the raw material to be on top. Most of your fellow artists here actually sing much better than you, relatively speaking. They sing up to their potential—which is C.”


  “I still don’t—”


  “Technique,” Belinda interrupted, with emphasis. “The difference is technique. Yours is bad, if I may be perfectly blunt. So bad that it takes someone with my ear to be able to hear your potential through all the faults.”


  With her jet-black hair, her black dress, dark stockings and black shoes, she looked like an exquisite Grim Reaper, come to deliver the coup de grace to Jack’s career. He swallowed against the cotton bolls that blossomed in his throat. “Am I supposed to thank you now?”


  Belinda anchored her hands on either side of the bench and leaned forward with arresting seriousness. “Not now. But eventually I expect you to. Because I intend to help you. I can’t stand to see great potential wasted.”


  “You’ll help me?” Jack asked, fighting with himself to believe her words. “How?”


  “It won’t be easy with my schedule, but we’ll manage.”


  Jack’s impulse was to rush to the seated woman, grab her hand and kiss it effusively. Mistrust stopped him. “Why? You must have heard a dozen other singers with as much potential. Why me?”


  Belinda laughed. Considering the effortlessness of her singing voice it
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