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      1. Some Vocal Exercises

    


    The Pitford Independent Methodist Hall hadn’t known singing like it in many a long day, not since the people of that sorry Manchester suburb had poured their hearts into fervent hymns that kept their minds off poverty, disease, and the temptation of gin. For years, in fact, it had not known singing of any kind at all, and it was on account of its semi-derelict condition that the Northern Opera Company had been able to hire it so cheaply.


    “This is one place where you really might bring the house down,” Mike Turner had said to Gaylene Ffrench, as they rather glumly surveyed the rickety structure after arranging terms with the equally rickety old Independent Methodist caretaker.


    Economy was of the essence. The Northern Opera Company had been going for a year, shuffling between Manchester and Liverpool, and kept alive by a tiny grant from the Arts Council. The powers-that-be in the world of arts financing naturally channelled their big grants to London, on the principle of “to him that hath,” and they told Mike Turner, director of the fledgling company, that the organization would have to “prove itself artistically” before it could expect a larger share of the national cake. The phrase had been much discussed in the company, and Owen Caulfield, who had done most of the routine rehearsing during the first year, said that the required proof would be that the Prime Minister should choose to miss the Durham Miners’ Gala in order to attend a first night. Others said it would be when Birgit Nilsson expressed herself willing to sing Third Norn in the Company’s Ring. All were agreed that it would be a long process.


    The first new production of the season was to open on 15 September. It was to be Rigoletto, and Owen Caulfield was to be rewarded for the hard labor of the past year with the first new production of his own. Without liking him very much, the company as a whole was glad for him, and felt that the management was nursing up its own talent. Gaylene Ffrench, it is true, pointed out that in view of the sum they were paying their guest soprano the management had been forced to economize on a producer, but that was a Gaylene remark, and nobody took too much notice. The Pitford Methodist Hall was to be used for the early rehearsals, and the company meanwhile had opened its season with more performances of their successful Bohème of last year and a tragi-comic Lohengrin, for which they had secured sets and costumes from the long-defunct Carl Rosa Company. And Manchester was coming. Manchester was sobbing at Bohème, and sniggering at Lohengrin, but Manchester was coming. “I’m sure that’s not what they mean by proving ourselves artistically,” said Calvin Cross, as he took a curtain-call as Rodolfo, and gazed into the dark cheering depths of the Prince of Wales Theatre. And, sadly, he was right.


    It was Calvin Cross who, on a windy day in the middle of August, sang the first real notes in the Pitford Methodist Hall, other than a few chesty hoots that Gaylene Ffrench had let fly experimentally on her visit with Mike Turner. Calvin had the key, because he had lodgings only a few streets away, and when, on that first day of rehearsal, he let himself, Gaylene and Bridget Lander in, he surveyed the dim, cobwebbed interior which the local chars had been able to make little impression on, and with a strong sense of the inappropriate he expanded his lungs and sang to the most distant rafter:


    

      “Bella figlia dell’amo-o-ore.”

    


    It was a sweet tenor voice, and the hall, which in its time had made hollow, hungry voices sound strong and full, did its best for Calvin’s. It sounded very seductive indeed. He turned with a delighted grin to Bridget: “Splendid little hall,” he said.


    “Not so much of this Eyetalian,” said Gaylene Ffrench, stomping over to the far end of the hall and dumping down on a stray chair the bulging plastic bag that contained her sustenance for the day. “We’re doing the thing in English, guest star notwithstanding.”


    She undid the top button of her blouse, threw apart her arms, and bellowed, “Land of Ho-ope and Glory!” Then she put her hands on her hips, looked at the pair by the door with infinite self-satisfaction, and said: “If the hall’ll stand that, it’ll stand anything.”


    Gaylene was a strong, stumpy Australian lass, running rapidly to flesh, but with some brassy good looks that could go quite a long way in the hands of a capable makeup artist. She had an aggressive bust, and, off-stage, the stance of a suffragette about to heave a brick through a Downing Street window. She had dithered between singing and competitive athletics at school, but when she reached fifteen without making the big time at hurdling or swimming she had opted for the activity in which she would not flower and fade so fast. She was now at full bloom. In ten years’ time she would probably have put on so much weight that her Delilah would be ridiculous, and even as Amneris she would need careful costuming.


    At present it was her recent Carmen with the Welsh National that was fresh in everyone’s mind. Brazen, blatant, torrid and vulgar, it had had some critics reaching for their superlatives, and others simply reaching. She even claimed that one Nonconformist minister had preached a sermon against her somewhere in the valleys, but nobody believed her. It was as well not to believe Gaylene when she said things of this sort. In fact, it was rumored that when she said she had sung at the opening of the Sydney Opera House, this should be translated as meaning that she had been in the audience and had joined in the National Anthem. People reacted in different ways to Gaylene, most of them hostile, and her career since she came to England eighteen months before had not been unmarked by theatrical rows and upsets: she had once had her face clawed by the soprano soloist in Messiah, as they trooped off the platform, in full view of sections of the reverently applauding audience. Bridget Lander said she could stand Gaylene in small doses, but, as Calvin remarked, small doses was exactly what one never got Gaylene in.


    “I suppose we’ll be doing the third act today, will we?” asked Bridget.


    “Natch,” said Gaylene. “Most important act.” It was the only one she was in. “Owen told me in bed last night. Said we’d use nearly half the rehearsal time on that act—the others are more or less plain sailing, according to him.”


    “So much for my best scenes,” said Bridget ruefully.


    “Well, so what?” said Gaylene, putting her hands on her hips as she did when she wanted to let fly with an unpalatable truth, or untruth: “You’re only a stand-in. You’ll be out on your little pink ear as soon as Signora Spaghettini arrives.”


    “Giulia Contini,” said Calvin. “And Bridget will be singing in the January performances.”


    “That’s as may be. Don’t know that I’ll be in it myself by then. I had an offer from Germany today – they’re wild to get me in Carmen.”


    “Oh?” said Calvin, scenting a lie. “Which company?”


    There was a pause, which confirmed his guess.


    “Bonn,” said Gaylene finally. It was the town she had heard of most frequently in news summaries.


    “Not one of the major companies,” said Calvin. “Hardly worth learning the translation for.”


    The others started drifting in then. Owen Caulfield came, as usual, at full pace, with plenty of noise and bustle. Everything Owen did was a little too loud, a little too fast. Beneath a surface amiability there was a constant need to make his presence felt, his superiority acknowledged. The transition from blandishment to hectoring was too ready, and everyone waited for it, tense. He was medium-sized, lean, edgy, and greying before his years, and people wondered whether he would burn himself out before he really got anywhere. Though today was only a vocal run-through, which he was supposed merely to be sitting in on, he was impelled to organize everyone into his own sort of efficiency: little Mr. Pettifer, the repetiteur, was seated at the piano and told when he could start, the cast was bustled into positions around him, and when Owen sat down to listen everyone could feel him itching to produce them. Damn him, they thought: this is a vocal rehearsal.


    The early rehearsals were to be in Italian. Mike Turner, the company’s director, who was to conduct, was insistent on this. If they knew the Italian, this would smooth over the early rehearsals with Giulia Contini when she arrived, and in any case a thorough knowledge of the text helped singers to project the words of the translation. They would change to the English version when la Contini had been to a few rehearsals. So when Simon Mulley, the veteran Rigoletto, began the apparently commonplace dialogue with Gilda that begins Act III, he said: “E’l’amo?” and Bridget replied: “Sempre.” It is a simple word, set simply, but there was an immediate stillness. Even Owen seemed for a moment to stop planning moves and gestures and novel approaches and really to listen.


    No one in the company except Mike Turner had heard Bridget before. She had had a great success in a little-known Donizetti opera while still a student at the Guildhall School. It was on the strength of this and a few performances with semi-amateur groups that she had been engaged. She was to sing the tiny role of the Countess Ceprano, and to stand in as Gilda for the distinguished guest soprano until she arrived. Later, as Calvin had said, she would get her chance in the star role. What she would make of it could only be guessed, but even as she and Simon sang that huddled, almost surreptitious dialogue the voice was revealed as clean, pure, and wonderfully controlled. Calvin gave her a look of encouragement and admiration. Gaylene Ffrench gave her a look of quite another kind.


    The introductory dialogue began losing its muffled character as the Duke and Sparafucile entered, and Mr. Pettifer modulated unto a surprisingly sprightly account of the accompaniment to La donna é mobile.


    The action at this point of Rigoletto is one thing about opera that everybody knows. The Duke, lured to a lonely tavern kept by the murderous thug Sparafucile and his sister, Maddalena, is watched by Gilda, the girl he has seduced, and Rigoletto, the father who has sworn vengeance. He sings with a libertine cynicism of the fickleness of women, and the music reflects the speciousness and superficiality of his argument and his life: it is lilting, carefree, insincere. Calvin’s first shot was like most first shots: it was a nice enough sound, but a little heavy. When he finished with a passable flourish, Calvin made a scowl of dissatisfaction with his effort. As usual at moments when no underlining was needed, Owen felt he had to make things explicit: “You’re supposed to be a libertine Duke,” he said in that high tone which was meant to be bantering, “not a Conservative politician.”


    “OK, I know,” said Calvin. “It’s tough trying to sparkle so soon after breakfast. It’ll come, it’ll come.”


    “Take it again,” said Owen.


    Calvin allowed a moment’s pause.


    “Would you like me to try it again?” he said to Mr. Pettifer, trying to convey his opinion of who ought to be in charge of this rehearsal. Mr. Pettifer just smiled vaguely, and immediately began the accompaniment. A trace of roughness entered Calvin’s second account of the aria. When he finished, Owen sat hunched in his seat, his hand meditatively on his jaw, very obviously saying nothing.


    With the entry of Maddalena, the tavern whore, a new urgency enters the music. Maddalena has only a short time in this one act to make an effect, and Gaylene was a singer who would make sure she achieved an effect of one sort or another. The music was racy and seductive, and Gaylene, hands on hips, delivered it with a bouncy vulgarity, too loud. There was something else wrong too, for the voice didn’t quite suit the part: there was a suggestion of British Contralto about it, a touch of the Kathleen Ferriers. The listener felt that she might be better employed telling good tidings to Zion, though Gaylene did not in any other respect suggest a messenger of the Lord, and would not for a moment have accepted her unsuitability for the role of Maddalena if anyone had had the temerity to suggest it. It was a role in which the singer could give full rein to any blowsiness and vulgarity at her command, and Gaylene intended to give it plenty. Vocally she regarded it as her job, in this and any other role, to outsing the rest: Gaylene opened her mouth, and apparently without any physical effort she sang twice as loud as anyone else.


    “Gaylene, darling,” said Calvin as they finished the ensemble, “you are bellowing!”


    “I am not bellowing!” bellowed Gaylene. “Just try giving it a bit more go yourself.”


    “Either I am an elegant aristocrat, or I’m a coal-heaver,” said Calvin. “We’d better make up our minds right from the start. And Verdi thought he was an aristocrat.”


    “Well, I’m a whore,” said Gaylene. “And whores are loud!”


    “Physically, dear girl,” said Simon Mulley, in his quiet, polite way. “Not vocally.”


    “Cut the character analysis, will you?” said Owen. “That’s my business. Try it over again, and give it a bit more power, Calvin, and you try muffling it a bit, Gay.”


    They went through it again, Calvin effortlessly giving it a modicum more volume, his self-esteem tempting him to show that he could, and Gaylene giving full rein to her trumpet tones as before, only on the isolated phrase hushing it to a whisper, with a satirical glance at Calvin.


    Mr. Pettifer, the repetiteur, thought it tactful to go straight on into the quartet.


    

      “Bella figlia dell’amore,” sang Calvin, for the second time that morning, as sweetly and seductively as if he had imbibed honey and molasses with his mother’s milk. “Schiavo son de’vezzi tuoi.” The tone caressed the air, full of sex and mischief, full of delight and faithlessness. Perhaps it was inadvertence that made Calvin, in the course of these opening lines, turn toward Bridget. Whatever it was, the beauty of his singing didn’t prevent Gaylene hissing at him in a stentorian whisper: “It’s me you’re supposed to be bedding at this point, and don’t you forget it.”


    Without batting an eyelid, or turning a fraction in her direction, Calvin continued to the end, and Gaylene was too preoccupied with her own part to make further objections. After her skittish phrases, the pseudo-hesitations of the part-time whore—done in a somewhat flat-footed manner on this occasion—Simon Mulley, as Rigoletto, and Bridget, as Gilda, entered the fray. Now the rest could get a real idea of the quality of Bridget’s voice, as it floated with effortless power over the others’, framing their utterance and seeming to comment on them by its purity and beauty. The silvery sound, swelling and diminishing, soared to heaven at the climaxes with the sort of poignancy that makes audiences stop their breath and wish that time could be suspended.


    In spite of their preoccupation with their own singing, it gradually got through to everyone in the hall that what they were hearing was not a Mimi-voice. Mimi-voices are very nice, but while they are not exactly two a penny, Britain does rather breed them, as she breeds collies and football hooligans. This was something more. Now Bridget was singing Gilda, soon it would be Violetta, perhaps Leonora. Eventually—who could say? Every heart in the hall was suddenly gripped by the conviction that they were witnessing the small beginnings of a rather splendid career. Not every heart was affected by this thought in the same way, but most of them missed a beat as they thought of the splendors and dangers of such a career, and the ease with which such a voice could be driven to ruin. As the voices threaded the argument to its silly conclusion the singers around Bridget swung towards her and started applauding, Calvin grinning wildly, Simon Mulley, as usual, making something elaborate and formal of it. Raymond Ricci, who as Sparafucile had no part in the quartet and had been lounging over by the old pulpit, looking long, black and saturnine in a polo-neck sweater and tight cotton slacks, actually jumped into the air and clapped his hands over his head. And Mr. Pettifer, who might have been expected to have grown cynical in a lifetime spent coaching mediocre voices towards adequacy, beamed with pleasure and banged the lid of his piano in appreciation.


    It was the sort of demonstration that any rival singer with an ounce of intelligence would have made sure that she took a part in. Generosity is a very easy emotion to counterfeit. But Gaylene Ffrench was a child of nature. Emotions flitted over her face like captions in the silent cinema, and she could no more hide her irritations, her jealousies, her contempts, than a dog could hide its interest in a bone. On this occasion she looked in the direction of the little demonstration with ill concealed scorn, and said: “Oh, for Christ’s sake. This is a rehearsal, not a mutual admiration society.”


    Nobody took any notice, and the fact that nobody was in a hurry to get back to rehearsing gave Owen Caulfield, stirring uneasily in his chair by the wall, the chance to butt in with: “OK. Enough’s enough. Shall we get on now, then?”


    Somehow Owen often managed to touch a nerve in a way that Gaylene, with all her loud obviousness, never did. Simon Mulley turned on him.


    “This is a vocal rehearsal. As singers we are paying tribute to a fellow artist. The emotion which prompts this is not one that you would recognize or understand.”


    There was complete silence. Such defiance would normally be the occasion for one of Owen’s outbursts, a bout of shouting tinged with hysteria, followed by a little mock-penitence and a great show of making it up with everybody. But Simon was not an ordinary member of the company. The integrity of his artistic standards and the misfortunes of his career gave him a position of unique respect in any company. His life in opera had been marked by brief moments of brilliant success, followed by resignations, rows, withdrawals. To compromise, to accept the shabby, the routine, the second-best which is part of life in an opera house was difficult for Simon. To do something with less than full seriousness, to give any work he was in anything but his entire love and respect was impossible. He was now forty-five, a great artist who had never had a great career. He would stay in Manchester as long as he was convinced of the seriousness of the company. If he began to doubt that, he would go. This everyone knew. So after his outburst, which had a touch of the theatrical, which in Simon was not insincerity, but part of his character, Owen Caulfield was silent. He sat down, and once again buried his chin ostentatiously in his hand.


    After that, the rehearsal went smoothly enough. Gilda was killed, vocally, and put in her sack; Calvin managed the reprise of La donna with much more panache, but Bridget seemed a little damped by the battle of words earlier, and the final duet did not quite have the pathos and beauty all had been expecting. But when they broke up they were most of them moderately pleased with themselves. Calvin and Bridget stood talking by the door and looking out into the tentative sunshine, he leaning elegantly against the doorpost, and both entirely taken up with themselves, each other, and their music. Simon Mulley dragged a seat over by Mr. Pettifer, and they both went concentratedly over the moment of Rigoletto’s opening of the sack, wrestling with the music and its emotional implications. Raymond Ricci and Gaylene went into a close huddle in the corner where she had dumped her bags, but they were not discussing music.


    Owen was alone and unnoticed. It was moments like this that he feared, that set up inside him a panic sense that he had no existence, that presented him with a vision which he knew was not true, but which terrified him—the vision that he was nothing more than a noisy space. He stood irresolute in the centre of the Hall, half trying to look as if he were thinking and planning, half hoping that someone would call him in on their discussions. They were all being so damned musical, he thought—as if you could divorce it from the rest, from all those other parts of the pie in which he could legitimately plant his finger. Wanting to belong, incapable of belonging, Owen stood immobile for some minutes in the center of the Hall. Then, as if at a signal, all the groups began to break up and drift out. As they came out into the watery sun and the crunching grime of the streets, Calvin and Bridget, too absorbed to think of bidding farewells, drifted off in the direction of a Wimpy Bar.


    Owen turned to Gaylene. “Lunch as usual?” he said.


    “Jeez, you’re slow,” said Gaylene. “I take first comers, you know that.”


    And she put her arm around Raymond Ricci’s waist, and he—slim, lithe, sallow, and strangely Mephistophelean in his tight black garb—draped his arm around her shoulder, and they walked off down the shabby little street. Their bodies, intertwined yet ill-assorted, somehow seemed to work together, to form some sort of instant intimacy.


    Owen watched them go, and turned abruptly in the direction of his car. His face was quite blank.


  

    

      2. Mezzo Forte

    


    It was not until several days later, when things were well under way, and the shape of the production was already becoming clear, that Calvin and Bridget really got down to a concentrated discussion of their parts, and the way things in general were going. Bridget was in the kitchen of her ramshackle, roomy flat in Salford, cooking supper, and Calvin was stretched full length on the ancient sofa, relaxing after another successful performance of Bohème.


    “The trouble with Owen,” shouted Calvin, over the sizzling hamburgers (both he and Bridget had healthy, undiscriminating singer’s appetites), “is that he’s the typical dictator producer, but he doesn’t have any interesting ideas to impose. So it all amounts to much ado about nothing. All that energy, all that shouting, all that finicky concern with detail—and what is it going to come out like in the end? The same old Rigoletto everyone’s seen a thousand times.”


    “He hasn’t a great deal of imagination,” agreed Bridget, appearing at the kitchen door. “He’s got all the details worked out, every gesture, and he’s had one or two good ideas about the set. But it doesn’t add up to much yet.”


    “All this fiddling,” said Calvin, “all this regimentation, and in the end you’re back with the old Carl Rosa or something—the same old rep production.”


    “Of course, in the long run that may be all to the good,” said Bridget, to be fair. “It’s a production that’s got to last, and there’s bound to be changes of singers the whole time—as we all get our summonses to Covent Garden or the Met!”


    “I thought of La Scala for myself,” said Calvin agreeably. “Oh yes, I agree—it’s bound to be a bit workaday, but it doesn’t have to be so damned standard. I think if we went about it the right way we could do something about it.”


    “What, for example?”


    “Well, humanize these puppets. You know, just a few small touches could make all the difference.”


    Later, tucking in hungrily to their hamburgers, and periodically wiping the tomato sauce from around their mouths with the backs of their hands, they took the thing further.


    “I don’t go for the usual ‘cynical libertine’kind of interpretation of the Duke,” Calvin said. “There is that element, but you’ve got to remember his aristocratic background: he’s always had any woman he wanted, and he’s come to take that as a matter of course. I think he’s sincere, passionate even, in his love for Gilda—as far as it’s in his nature to be. When he’s had her, he goes on to someone else—as he always has done. He loves the girl, but he’s shallow, and naturally can’t transcend his background!”


    “If we were to do it like that,” said Bridget, “then Gilda wouldn’t need to be the usual bird-brained slip who falls for the first handsome face she sees. I could try to fill her out a bit, give her a bit of initiative.” She grinned as she said: “We could even try to show it as a clash between class behaviour patterns.”


    “Not in Owen’s production we couldn’t,” said Calvin. “You will be the silent-film heroine, and I will be the silent-film handsome seducer, if he has his way. But if we’re careful, if we just slip in a few touches, without making an issue of them with Owen, we should at least be able to make a start at humanizing them. It would be interesting to try, anyway.”


    They munched away strenuously for some minutes (“feeding my voice” Bridget called this to herself), and then she said: “One thing we can be sure of: whatever we do, Gaylene’s interpretation of Maddalena will remain … what shall we call it? Traditional?”


    “Christ, what a bag,” said Calvin. “I wish Bonn would offer for her Carmen. I’d whip round and raise the fare for her in a couple of shakes of her bosom.”


    “I must say,” said Bridget, “I thought when she came she was nervous and putting her worst foot forward. I now realize she was on her best behavior.”


    “You’re lucky you don’t have to act with her,” said Calvin. “You don’t have her clutching you to her bosom every other moment, whether called for or uncalled for, and brushing you sexily every time she passes you.”


    “I don’t think she’d bother to do that to me, even if I were acting with her,” said Bridget.


    “You do wonder,” said Calvin, “how she gets so many into bed with her. First Mike, then Owen, now Raymond. What do they see in her?”


    “That should be obvious to the shortest sight,” said Bridget. “But you notice she doesn’t seem to keep them long.”


    “She doesn’t want them long,” said Calvin. “She’s voracious for variety. It’s terrifying. It seems like she’ll be satisfied with nothing less than saturation coverage.”


    Bridget roared with laughter, wiped the crumbs from around her mouth, and they went on to other things.


    A conversation of a quite different kind occurred that same evening in Gaylene Ffrench’s apartment. She was leaning her massive contralto’s shoulders against the bedstead and a wall of pillows and tucking appreciatively into an enormous slice of cream cake. Her splendid breasts, flopping randomly around the rapidly emptying plate, were being watched with slightly sardonic fascination by Raymond Ricci, who had stretched his naked saturnine length in the opposite direction, and was leaning his oily Mediterranean head against the foot of the bed. He was smoking a long cigarette, and his eyelids were half-closed, giving his ordnance-survey consideration of Gaylene a cynical, amused, detached quality. Nobody, looking at them, would think that Raymond was very deeply involved. Come to that, nobody looking at Gaylene’s rapt concentration on her cake would think she was either. When she had finished it, she drew her finger methodically over the plate and sucked it. Then she said: “That was good!”


    “Thank you,” said Raymond Ricci.


    “Not that,” said Gaylene. “Big head.”


    “You hadn’t spoken since,” said Raymond. “So I thought you might be paying an unexpectedly generous tribute to a fellow artist.”


    “If that’s a crack about that Bridget girl,” said Gaylene, “you can pipe down. I don’t know what’s gotten into you lot: you’re all going out of your tiny pink minds about that young lady. Do her no good in the long run, you realize that, don’t you? Voices like that are two a penny in Australia.”


    “No, darling,” drawled Ricci, “not even in God’s own sun-baked, surf-riding, tennis-playing land are voices like that two a penny.”


    “They are too,” said Gaylene, her voice beginning to bray, as it did when anyone was foolhardy enough to contradict her. “What do you know about it, you pommie-wop? What counts is what you do with the voice, and if she’s not careful she’s going to take on all the big parts much too early, and end up as a singing teacher in Wup Wup. Mark my words.”


    “Perhaps you should warn her,” suggested Raymond, his heavy-lidded eyes watching to see if his humour got through. “That’s the sort of thing that needs to be done tactfully—you know, the sisterly approach. You’d do it very well.”


    His irony was lost on Gaylene. “Stuff that,” she said briefly. “Let her fry. I don’t owe that young miss any good turns that I know of.”


    Raymond stretched out his sallow length languorously, and scratched her ear with his big toe. “It’s you I’m thinking of, darling. You need to exercise a bit of discretion, or let’s say wholesome deceit, anyway. We all know what this business is like: it’s full of people elbowing their way to the top. The sensible ones put padding on their elbows. It softens the impact. With you, darling, one feels the hard bone in one’s ribs.”


    Gaylene looked at him for some moments, as if quite unsure of what he was trying to say. Then she screwed up her face, squared her obstinate shoulders, and said: “If a thing needs saying, I say it. Straight out. It’s the best way in the long run. And if you want to know the truth, I don’t go much for your super-subtle, snake-in-the-grass pommie-wop ways, so put that in your pipe.”


    This was the second time in the space of a few minutes that Gaylene had called Ricci a pommie-wop. Once she had got hold of a good line of attack or abuse, she rarely let it fall into disuse. Ricci was not greatly perturbed by racial sneers. He had a cat-like self-satisfaction, an utter assurance that he would come well out of any imaginable situation he might let himself get into, that made him quite unaffected by other people’s opinions of him or his methods. Still, the crudity of it irritated him. He was fond of his parents, who had brought him to Britain when he was very young, in the early fifties, had worked hard to build up an Italian delicatessen in the unpromising suburb of Birmingham where he had grown up, and who had surrounded his childhood with adoration and music. In so far as he acknowledged any loyalties, it was to them.


    And they returned it a thousand fold. He had a younger brother, a promising baritone, in the chorus of the Northern Opera, and his parents would travel miles to see any performance in which either of them was to appear. And when he thought about it, it seemed pretty ironic that Gaylene, who spent much of her professional life singing the works of Italian composers, should regard his ancestry as a matter for crude racial abuse. But then Gaylene never thought, and therefore could never connect. She merely reacted. He wondered how long he would be able to put up with her brazen egotism, how long it would be outweighed by the sexual pleasures of her company. Not long, he thought. Not very long.


    “Well, well,” he said, putting his head back on the mattress and letting his eyes rest on the dirty ceiling. “Do it your own sweet way. Batter your way forward, bruise the shins of everyone in sight, tread on everybody’s toes.”


    “I intend to, if necessary,” said Gaylene.


    “But don’t be surprised if you get knocks and bruises yourself in the process. This is a nasty profession and there’s no quarter given or asked: people climb over others, and then kick their faces down afterwards. Even the nicest of them know how to defend themselves.”


    “Do you think I don’t?” said Gaylene. “I can give as good as any of this little lot.”


    “Just don’t come to me for help, that’s all,” said Raymond.


    “You know perfectly well what I come to you for,” said Gaylene. “And it’s about time you provided some of it.”


    That Thursday, in the second week of rehearsals, the session at the Pitford Methodist Hall was to start with the baritone-soprano sections from the first act, and then was to go on to the inevitable third act, which to Gaylene’s gratification was being given all the prominence which she had prophesied—whether because it was (until the chorus scenes came to be prepared) the most complex scene, or whether because Owen wanted to win his way back to Gaylene’s bed, nobody knew. Owen was not the sort of person one asked to give reasons for his decisions.


    Vocally the Act I scenes went very well. Bridget and Simon were alone in the Methodist Hall, with only Owen and Mr. Pettifer. The lack of distraction was beneficial: the working out of all the problems of balance and emphasis in the duets went like a dream. Before that Simon’s “Pari siamo” had been intensely dramatic: Simon’s strength was drama, nuance, the stripping of hidden meanings. If he had a fault, it was that the line of the music tended to suffer. Here the line was less important than the vigor of declamation:
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