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CHAPTER ONE: GETTING READY FOR THE LESSON
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... dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah

Nine o’clock in the morning! What a freaking time to be playing the Moonlight Sonata!

... dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah

Stuck here sitting at my family’s Steinway piano, morning sunlight streaming through the gold-embroidered swags of our bespoke curtains practicing Beethoven’s homage to moonlight!

... Moonlight lapping on still water...

... Dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah... 

... The full moon shining down on a tranquil lake... 

That’s what my new piano teacher’s set me for my first lesson! The Moonlight Sonata Op. 27 in C #! The simplest sonata in the classical repertoire!  A piece I could play when I was three years old! I haven’t even met my new teacher yet and I hate him already!

... dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah...

Just because he’s the world famous Herr Maxim Steinhammer, the foremost virtuoso of our day, doesn’t mean I have to play this childishly easy stuff again and again and again, does it? I’M A VIRTUOSO TOO! I’ve performed in front of big audiences too! I’ve played in Carnegie Hall and l’Opera in Paris. I’m the youngest eighteen-year-old ever to win the Prix d’Or! I have an upcoming concert with the Philharmonia Orchestra in a fortnight. One day I’ll be be a million times more famous than Herr Maxim Steinhammer!

... dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah  dah dah dah...

I’ve a good mind to tell Mama to phone and cancel him!

“Don’t frown so, pet!” Mama’s standing over me as usual making sure the maestro’s instructions are carried out to the letter. It was Mama who booked my lesson with the nasty ogre. “You don’t look nice when you scowl so fiercely!”

I’ll scowl as much as I want! I’m stunning whether I’m scowling or not scowling! I’m ‘nice’ no matter how much hot resentment is coursing through my body. I’m not only talented, I’m beautiful too! Which is more than you can say for Herr Maxim. I’ve got film star good looks and a stunning body. Everybody says so. Fans swoon when I play Chopin, women fans as well as male fans. While Herr Steinhammer’s a total fright. Have you seen seen his publicity pictures? The man’s totally hideous.

I won’t go! I’ll make Mama cancel my lesson! I simply can’t face the thought of sitting with such an ugly brute for an hour.

“Softer, darling. Play gently, Constantia. Herr Steinhammer says he wants you to play with feeling!”

“Go away, Mama! I can’t stand it!”

“Just three more repetitions, pet. As slow as you can. Largo Maestoso. Herr Maxim says you’re always in a rush. He says your Deutsche Gramaphon ‘Songs Without Words’ was ‘a high speed train wreck.’”

DAH DAH DAH  DAH DAH DAH  DAH DAH DAH  DAH DAH DAH

A high-speed train-wreck? I’ll play as fast as I like. It’s not up to him. He plays fast! Herr Steinhammer can take the most difficult music and play it at a hundred miles an hour without missing a single note! The Devil’s blessed him— he’s as ugly as the Devil— with extra long fingers and powerful hands just made for pounding out thunderous chords or making the back row audience of the biggest auditorium in the world hear a note on the edge of silence. That doesn’t mean he can bully me! I could play the Moonlight Sonata when I was three freaking years old!

DAH DAH DAH  DAH DAH DAH  DAH DAH DAH  DAH DAH DAH

“Please, Constantia. Calm down, cherie. You know what Herr Maxim’s like!” My mother’s the daughter of a Polish prince and even she’s scared of Herr Maxim Steinhammer! “They say he can lose his temper so easily!”

Know what he’s like? I’ve seen him! On record covers! On TV! At Madison Square Garden. Everybody’s seen him! Ugly as sin. A complete fright of a man. Built like a steel rigger more than a musician. Dark smoldering eyes. That cruel, devouring mouth. The big hands. An ogre’s bushy black beard.

I cry out: “Well he’d better not try and lose his temper with me!”

“Hush, pet. Quiet, Constantia. Don’t say so. I’m sure your lesson will go very well. There’s so much Herr Maxim can teach you! With the Philharmonia coming up! I’m sure you’ll really enjoy your lesson once you get there. People say that Herr Steinhammer can be quite charming sometimes.”

“Oh yes! I’m sure he can be charming when he wants to!”

The most hideous man imaginable and he’s got women swooning all over him! Ladies young and old groveling at his feet! Supermodels. Celebrity actresses. Daughters of the nobility. Positively throwing themselves at him. Well not this daughter of the nobility, thank you very much.

People even say Herr Steinhammer has diabolical powers! Diabolical powers over women as much as over the keyboard. There are rumors that Herr Maxim has sold his soul to the Devil in return for his virtuoso technique and that when he plays the Moonlight Sonata he’s possessed by the Devil Himself. People whisper that only the Devil can play with such fire and power. Audiences claim to have glimpsed flashes of hellfire spark from the keyboard when he plays the last movement, but that’s just PR promotion stuff. It’s all smoke and mirrors. The man’s massively over-hyped. 

DAH! DAH! DAH!  DAH! DAH! DAH!  DAH! DAH! DAH!  DAH! DAH! DAH! 

Moonlight lapping on freaking water at nine a.m on a sunny morning when you’re dying to get out and go shopping, maybe a game of squash before lunch!

“Hurry up, Constantia! Your lesson’s at eleven!”

“Hurry up, Mama? It isn’t hurry up music!”

Luckily, a glimpse of my face in one of the many mirrors gracing our opulent drawing room reminds me of how beautiful I am, even more beautiful than usual this morning. An artfully tangled mane of silky blonde hair. Blue eyes of a lustrous brightness. Refined retroussé nose. Cherub lips of a juicy plumpness. The recent perfection of my voluptuous  teenage body. With the way I play and my fabulous looks I’m going to be ten times more famous than Herr Maxim one day, and the hideous brute just can’t stand it!

I smile back at myself in the mirror—playing this childish stuff you don’t need to concentrate— and there it is, my secret, my own stunning mystery, more powerful than any Devil worship rubbish, there in my face, my eyes, my lips, my hair, in every pore of my stunning body, in my heart too, my heart as unravished as my voluptuous limbs, my soul as untried, by even a single man, as my breath-taking body. You see, I intend to remain a virgin. I’m going to stay unravished till I’m the greatest virtuoso ever, far greater than Herr Maxim Steinhammer, which makes it extra galling that I have to grind out this...

... DAH! DAH! DAH!  DAH! DAH! DAH!  DAH! DAH! DAH!...

SLAM!

“Constantia!”

I shut the piano. I slam
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