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The Beginning


1. The Charterhouse School


In the candlelight of the German Chapel the night before, their singing, thinks Harry, had been all of a piece with the gleam of rounded pew ends, the shadowy relief of the tracery and the sombre faces of the congregation. From his position in the choir stalls he could see the king, sitting in the front row, his face a mask of stoicism for the poor man suffered from piles. Beside him was a brace of crones, their sagging cheeks betraying the Hanoverian droop. Behind them sat the younger princesses, giggling and fidgeting, until shocked into silence by the clump and clatter of a falling prayer book.


Harry’s reverie manages to blot out the torpor of the classroom and the grind and groan of Mr Beaker, the master who taught the boys Greek. The alto, he recollects, how exquisite it had been as it lingered on a single note before taking off like a bird. Mr Gates, the choirmaster, liked their Tallis to be steady and slow, and that’s how it had been, like a cart carving tracks through soft ground. The dreamlike way in which the tenors came in is so vivid that Harry hardly notices Mr Beaker coming to a halt by his desk. Chalky fingers yank his ear to make him stand. Momentarily, the master looks disconcerted, for now his pupil is looking down on him.


‘Mr Walsh, my apologies for disturbing you.’ Exaggerated politeness by a bum brusher, Harry realises, never bodes well. ‘Please be so good as to go to the warden’s study. Explain to him, if you will, why you find it so disagreeable to pay attention in class.’ Harry sighs. Now he will be a trial, yet again, to his dearest Papa. As he approaches the warden’s forbidding doorway, he does not know that, in time, he will look back on this day in February, 1732, as one of the happiest of his life.


‘Doctor Walsh, we have tried every means to educate your son but the only resort left to us is prayer.’ Harry’s father has been hauled in from across the square for it is his misfortune that the rectory resides almost next to the school. ‘My advice to you is to take him home and give him a thorough beating.’


‘What have you to say, my son?’ asks the reverend. His tone is weary for these interviews have become increasingly frequent.


‘I try, Sir, I really do, but when I read or write, the words, they jump around the page so.’


‘What utter nonsense, Walsh, you simply lack application.’


‘But it don’t happen with a sheet of music.’


‘Ah music, yes, in that you excel. You must be proud of the fact that he sings for the Chapel Royal, Doctor Walsh.’ Like his faith, the reverend’s pride in his son is full of doubt. In any case, manifestations of boastfulness he regards as a sin. His need to temporise, however, is allayed by the warden’s next words.


‘Sadly, in every other respect, your son is a nincompoop and a dunce. We are going to have to ask him to leave the Charterhouse School.’


Harry looks down at the floor with an abject expression. He thinks he has just been expelled. The opening chord of one of Mr Gates’s organ voluntaries reverberates between one ear, which is red and sore still, and the other, then climbs to a thrilling crescendo. He is overcome with a desire to tear off his cap and gown, reach up to the gothic casement and cast them out. Why, he might even throw his arms round the warden and plant a kiss on the bristles that fur his pallid cheeks.


‘I think I must heed the warden’s words,’ says Doctor Walsh as they make their short journey home.


‘You mean beat me?’


‘No, my son, to do anything so barbaric would be impossible. Resort to prayer, I mean.’


‘Tell me, what will you pray for?’


He thinks awhile.


‘That you’ll make a success of yourself, I suppose. That you’ll always be loyal to your friends, yes loyalty, that is most important. And that one day, I pray, you will bring home a good and gentle woman to be your wife.’


‘I promise you, Papa, I will make sure your prayers are answered. I intend to become a famous singer.’ Harry links his arm through his father’s and laughs. All he can think of is that he has been expelled and that he is free. For good measure he adds, ‘And when I’m older I will bring home a wife.’


His father smiles at his callowness. The reverend is bookish, stooped and old beyond his years, such a contrast to his sturdy, straight-backed boy with his billowing brown curls and rosy bloom. Harry meets his smile; he knows that the promise he has made is fantastical and absurd. How to start? After all, he is only sixteen and as green as the weeds that sprout beneath the horse trough to the front of the house.


This notwithstanding, the good Lord, often so deaf to Doctor Walsh’s prayerful entreaties, on this occasion, hears him, and decides to reach out an unseen hand. It will barely be felt amidst the venerable pillars of St Bartholomew’s church in Smithfield, where the reverend presides. But its force will be more apparent at the choir of the Chapel Royal for it will positively propel them towards an unexpected destination. They will find themselves, not under the high vaults of a cathedral’s roof, or in the intimacy of the court chapel, but at the King’s Theatre, the epitome of elegance, home to the Italian opera.


Their journey starts with a chance encounter at the Philharmonic Society’s music rooms. Much to the regret of Mr Gates, at his choristers’ modest performance of a little-known oratorio by the name of Esther, the composer of this work will happen to be present. He is delighted; the music, after all these years, still so fresh, so full of memories of when he wrote it. An idea forms in his mind; he will stage it at London’s opera house where he is Director of Music. His play bills will promise a spectacle of massed choirs round his company of Italian singers. His ambition is to recreate the pomp and grandeur, no less, of King George’s coronation. Sacred music as entertainment. What a capital idea! It means that young Harry Walsh will find himself singing for the greatest musician of the age, George Frederick Handel.


2. The King’s Theatre, Haymarket


The clock on the tower of St Martin’s chimes the hour which tells Harry he is going to be late. It is his first day and the maestro is known to explode at the slightest provocation. As he runs, panting, through the doors of the theatre, the first person he sees is a blond fellow, Peter, Handel’s assistant. He remembers him from the coronation, even though he, like Harry, was a boy then and half the height he is now. Regrettably the choristers had enjoyed a joke at the assistant’s expense. He’d managed to tip Handel’s music bag between the choir stalls at the Abbey, shedding score sheets all over the floor. This welcome diversion from the tedium of rehearsing had caused the boys to laugh. Soon they’d all been snorting behind their hands, virtually peeing in their britches.


‘Hello, we’ve met before,’ says Harry as he tries to get his breath back. ‘Has Mr Handel started? I gather he gets awfully cross if one’s late.’


Peter doesn’t say a word. Instead he puts his head down and hurries past, out into the cold. Harry is surprised. Surely the paper-skulled ninny couldn’t be holding a grudge about what happened at the Abbey five years ago? Mr Gates emerges from the auditorium and looks relieved and harassed at the same time.


‘Ah, Walsh, you have arrived. Such problems with Bishop Gibson. He says the choristers can appear on stage so long as they stand still and do not act. To be frank, I’m surprised we’ve got this far, he and Handel, as you know, don’t get on. The only person the bishop hates more is the manager here.’


‘What about the Italian singers?’ Harry asks.


‘His restrictions apply to everyone, the Italian soloists included. You and John Beard, by the way, have solos, small ones, of course, and don’t worry, they’ll be in English.’


‘It’s exciting, Sir.’


‘Yes,’ he sighs. ‘Everyone is talking about Handel’s oratorio.’


It is little surprise that the bottle-headed bishop thinks he’s being taken for a gudgeon, Harry muses; when he and Handel used to clash during preparations for the coronation, it was always the composer who won.


‘Herr Handel,’ he would mew, ‘why such a large orchestra? So many singers; this is a place of worship, not a concert hall.’ Then he would brandish his Bible like a firearm. ‘Texts, sacred texts, I have chosen those that will serve well for your anthems.’


‘I have chosen my own,’ the composer would reply, pushing out his stomach and puffing up his wig. His secret weapon was always at hand - royalty - how they loved him. Harry remembers the mint new king, another George, followed by a line of stiffs, converging on the great man after the first run through of Zadok the Priest. His face, always red, was redder than ever, flushed with delight. Queen Caroline trilled, “c’était magnifique, solennel si magestrale”; the little princesses, Handel’s pupils, grabbed his hands; the young dumpling, Cumberland, tried to ignore the choir boys who had started to snigger. All you could see, amidst the silk waistcoats and hooped skirts, was a halo of powder from the maestro’s wig, lit up by a shaft of light slanting down through the stained glass. To a young boy he seemed so grand. There was the added fascination that his ‘w’s sounded like ‘v’s, his ‘th’s like ‘z’.


Mr Gates guides Harry into the auditorium and for a moment all he wants is to stand still and take in his surroundings. Carved pilasters climb upwards, like vines, searching out the domed light of the roof; gold painted boxes look down on the pit, one layer stacked onto the next like orderly Roman catacombs; gilt candelabra repeat a hundred times in the mirrors; on each side of the stage are the royal boxes. What must it be like when the candles are lit and the place crowded with people?


For the present time it echoes with the chatter of musicians who sit around in groups, their music cases strewn across the wooden benches of the pit. To one side a gorger with a fat stomach warms his voice, grunting and growling as if trying to eject a hard stool. Two women babble in Italian to each other, a maid in their wake. Without drawing breath, they remove their capelines, gloves and boissons; one then replaces her boots with dainty, high heeled slippers, the other dons a diaphanous buffon and pats her powdered hair. Their dress is so immaculate you would think they were going to a ball. The plumper of the two starts to flap her hands, to loosen the wrists, tilts her head from left to right, to release her neck, and gets into voice by panting like a dog. The other pulls out a mirror, contorts her face, then pinches her cheeks.


To the front of the pit sits a tall and beautifully coiffured man, his rouged face looking pained as he sips from a silver flask. An attendant is buffing his nails. At any moment Harry expects him to unfurl a set of wings and, with a flash of colour and an echoing screech, fly up to the gallery. He can only be Senesino, the most celebrated castrato in London.


In the centre of all this activity is the magisterial figure of Handel. He is doing no more than leaning over a score with a portly companion by the harpsichord, yet invisible strings connect him to everyone who is present; he it is who has pulled the company present together. He is dressed in green velvet with a flowing wig that would have been the fashion some time before Harry was born.


‘Come, we will start.’ he calls out, clapping his hands. The ‘we’ is ‘ve’, the ‘will’ is ‘vill’.


Harry finds his place next to close friend, Jonny Beard, and they grin at each other. The maestro takes the choir through the choruses then has Jonny sing his solo. When it comes to Harry’s turn he stops him mid-sentence.


‘Are you sight reading, Valsh?’


‘I am, Sir.’ It is a skill that all in the choir must master.


‘Your last note was wrong, read it correctly.’


They try again and this time the composer thumps the harpsichord. The chatter in the pit ceases; the two sopranos stop fussing over their toilette, their maid looks frightened; the plump gorger stops grunting; the nail buffer pauses and turns his head. Only Senesino remains oblivious.


‘Valsh, you are a semi-tone out.’ Mr Gates rushes up to him.


‘His score, it has an error,’ he explains.


‘Let me see, pass that to me.’ Handel glowers as the offending sheet is passed to him.


‘Why yes, it is Johann’s fault, my apologies.’ He smiles, then chuckles and shakes his head. ‘Fancy, the score, it has an error. We will try again.’ The background noise resumes.


Harry’s cheeks burn and blush and as soon as they are dismissed he whispers to Jonny that he cannot stay, for he needs to get home to the rectory. He makes for the stage door, not wishing to mingle in the foyer, and soon finds himself hopelessly lost in a maze of stone floored corridors. A large Roman pediment ambles towards him, followed by two, equally large, pillars and an ornamented balustrade.


‘Watch where you’re going, half-wit, you’ll be in the suds if I drop this,’ says a voice from behind the pediment.


Harry hears banging and timidly looks into what turns out to be a workshop. A beetle-browed man, hideous growths sprouting from his cheeks and forehead, is looking over panels depicting maidens and shepherds. One has a spillage of paint across it.


‘You,’ he shouts. ‘Come in. Are you the one who do this? I dock your pay, you realise that?’


‘Leave him be,’ says a man with a carpenter’s leather apron on. ‘He don’t even work for me.’


‘It was one of them screaming Italian buffoons you’re so fond of what did that. He said you bobbed him,’ says the carpenter’s mate.


‘I cheat no-one. He say he do screens by last week but no, he is late, then he ask more money, this I not pay, tell one of the men to make repair on this.’


‘Don’t you worry, Swissman, we’ll do your bidding.’


‘We’ll get it repaired, Mr Heidegger. Why you employ them bobtails, I dunno.’


Harry creeps away down the corridor. He has no wish to make his way back up to the stage for he knows that the Italian singers are rehearsing. Besides, he will probably get just as lost if he does. Instead, he puts his ear to each door and gently opens every one in turn, only to find empty dressing rooms. When he hears scuffling behind one of them he feels emboldened, by fear, to knock in the hope of being given instruction on the whereabouts of the stage door. There is no reply so he quietly pushes down the handle and inches the door open. A man’s buttocks, unclothed, are rhythmically moving up and down; only the naked thigh of the woman underneath him is visible, the rest of her is camouflaged by fabric. The man is a violinist, judging by the shape of the instrument case propped up against a chair. Behind the couch a mirror reflects back Harry’s solitary form, ghost like, afraid, peeping through the door. Both protagonists are groaning and the groans are getting louder and more urgent. Harry has never seen an act of intercourse before and would like very much to continue watching, but the corridor starts to echo with the sound of footsteps and a sort of low howling.


‘Barbaro, tiranno, mostro.’ Senesino lumbers into sight, his cheeks wet with tears, his form looking somewhat comic with the knees facing inward and the hips unusually wide.


‘Boy,’ he says on seeing Harry, ‘get me a glass of Modena. John Swiney, at the Three Crows, he keep a bottle for me under the counter.’


‘I will, Sir, if you indicate the way to the stage door.’


‘How can I work for him, he understands nothing, I cannot be subjected to humiliation day after day. Dio mi protegge da questo mostro. The stage door? Down there, to the right, keep going to the right. My special wine, not any wine, John Swiney, he will know.’


‘Mio caro, mio caro. Così terribile, non piangere.’


One of his compatriots has joined him and hugs and pats him as if he were a pet dog. He has his black hair slicked down and a tiny moustache running along his upper lip. When he sees Harry, watching, he waves him away with a flick of the hand.


At last he finds it, the door to the street. A ragged doorman, with a row of brown stumps where his teeth once were, looks out of a box.


‘What have we here? A gentry cove? Speak your business then.’


‘Mr Senesino, he needs refreshment. If I fetch it from across the road, will you give it to him?’


‘That rather depends on what I get ourovit.’ The doorman has a coughing fit, a miasma of noxious fumes fills the air. He leans over so the stumps are unpleasantly close to Harry’s ear.


‘The man-bitch. He may look like a French capon but women can’t keep away from ’im.’ He narrows his eyes, the better to impress upon the boy, who is leaning back from him, the wisdom of his words. ‘Women,’ he concludes, ‘they likes an odd dog.’


‘If I get his wine, you must give it to him. I’ll check on that tomorrow,’ says Harry.


‘So yus really is a gentry cull. Move yer kicksies, then, I’ll give it to him.’ His malodorous laugh manages to wash over Harry’s face before he escapes on his errand.


‘So Senesino’s had another little outburst,’ says the fellow behind the bar at the Three Crows, presumably John Swiney. ‘You’re new, aren’t you, lad? Welcome to the opera.’ His eyes twinkle and he smiles.


As Harry makes his way home he starts to remember the endless hours that they’d spent at the Abbey, rehearsing for the coronation. The cove with girly blond hair, Peter, had probably just started to work for Handel at the time. He would have been, like Harry, ten or eleven. He is filled with regret now at having been unkind to him. It had started because his chum, Jonny, sitting opposite, had been yawning his silly fat head off; what sport, Harry had thought, if he screwed up the cover of his score and threw it into his open gob. When it had landed, instead, on Peter, the young assistant had smiled shyly but then the incident with the music bag had happened.


‘What are you doing?’ his master had asked sharply, in the tone Harry had heard him use today. Peter’s face had gone red. He’d looked mortified then started to run, winding his way through the orchestra, which had yet to be banished to the organ loft, then down the nave. What toads he and Jonny had been. They had asked if they should go and fetch him back, mainly because doing so seemed more fun than sitting still. But when they’d opened the heavy west doors, all they could see, on that grey October day, was a collection of sedans, the bishop’s coach and the dismal hovels of Westminster.


‘Handel’s slave has found freedom at last,’ Jonny intoned which, for some reason, caused them great amusement at the time. As they walked back, up a side aisle, two bassoonists, like them, seeking escape from the tedium, were arguing.


‘You tap monger,’ one snarled, throwing a pair of dice across the floor, ‘give me back my rag.’


‘Me bung’s empty,’ said the other, holding his purse upside down.


‘Don’t bilk me.’


‘I ain’t, you fat cull, go on then, hit me, I can flash a rare handle.’


Harry had taken a pew nearby, hoping they’d start to fight. But also because he was thinking of the yellow haired boy. Before his scrolled up paper had landed on his head he was looking down and seemed to be counting the floor tiles. Why, he’d wondered? Then, before making his exit, he’d turned to look back at the choir and Harry could see he was crying. It’d made him feel queer because he hadn’t meant to upset the ninny.


As Harry trudges past the coachmakers’ on Long Acre he thinks how helpful it would have been, today, to have had Peter as a friend. Just at this moment he never wants to sing again.


At supper, his father sits across the dining room table while Samuel serves the soup. A young girl with bare feet, yet another stray from the village in Essex where his aunt lives, serves bread.


‘I cannot believe that my beloved son is to appear in a theatre like the King’s. What was your first day like?’ he asks.


Harry cannot bring himself to tell him that it was absolutely miserable.


3. Brook Street, Mayfair


Peter is waiting in the foyer for Mr Gates the next morning with a message to say that the choristers will not be wanted. But instead of disappearing and giving Harry the cut he catches his eye and smiles. It helps Harry’s courage which is sorely wanting; he is so relieved not to be singing. Peter comes over.


‘Do you want to join me upstairs and watch the soloists rehearse from one of the boxes?’


Once they are seated, and looking down on the scene below, Harry says, ‘Tell me who these people are. The pretty fellow Handel’s greeting, I came across him yesterday - what’s his name?’


‘That’s Heidegger, the manager of the theatre. The growths on his face, they’re lovely, aren’t they? He’s a rum bite on all matters to do with money. The man by the harpsichord, that’s Johann Christoph Schmidt. Handel calls him Johann. He copies all the maestro’s music.’


‘He got me into trouble yesterday.’


‘I know. I watched you rehearse.’


Harry can feel his cheeks getting red in the darkness.


‘I wish you hadn’t, my singing was awful. Don’t say anything about it, will you?’


‘It wasn’t awful. I think your voice is nice.’


‘Handel, he’s worse than a bum brusher, he can be so fierce.’


‘It’s his way of preserving order and decorum. He finds it’s often amiss in the society of musicians.’


‘The soprano Handel’s bowing to? She looks like one of Cinderella’s ugly sisters.’


‘La Strada. She’s known as “The Pig” for reasons that become clear when she starts to sing. Handel likes her because she’s a good set of bellows on her. Also, she’s less quarrelsome than his last prima donna, the lovely Cuzzoni.’


Handel is bowing to the gorger with the fat stomach.


‘Montagnana, the bass. Senesino’s missing, I see. Surprise, surprise.’


‘I believe he had an argument with Handel yesterday.’


‘He has an argument with him nearly every day. The maestro can be explosive at times. The Italians love that.’ Peter pauses then sighs. ‘I suppose I better be going. Errands, errands, there are always errands.’


‘Please don’t.’ Harry stammers. ‘There’s something I want to say. I owe you an apology, about what happened in the Abbey all those years ago. I felt awful about it afterwards it but I never saw you again.’


‘I stayed outside with the coachmen, I didn’t want to be seen.’ Peter looks at Harry with china blue eyes and a half smile, the same one he can remember from the coronation. After what seems like a moment of indecision he says, ‘I promised Sid and Nell an extra walk today.’


‘Sid and Nell, are they Handel’s children?’


‘Heavens, no, he’s not married. Sid and Nell are dachshunds; they come from Germany and are utterly and totally adorable. He would never marry.’


‘But he loves dogs?’


‘No, hates them, they belong to a neighbour, I’m the one who looks after them.’


‘Not married?’


‘He needs to leave himself free for his music.’ Peter raises his eyebrows and shrugs.


‘He sounds very particular.’


‘He won’t even have more than one maid in the house in case they quarrel; says it’ll be like being back at the theatre.’


‘He’s lucky to be able to choose; there are no women in our house because my mother’s dead.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Peter looks across the theatre then adds, ‘My mother’s still alive, but, in truth, I wouldn’t be too sad if she wasn’t.’ At that they both laugh and, for the first time, feel that the awkwardness between them has been broken.


‘I’ll walk back with you. I’d like to meet Sid and Nell, to take them for their extra walk.’


First Peter has to call by the stage door. Harry’s toothless friend leans out of his box.


‘Well if it ain’t Mrs Twaddle Poop trolling out with her gentry cove. A flat from the pricklouse left a suit for yer, says th’ maister needed it altering.’


‘Give it over then, bird-wit.’


He leans towards Peter and lowers his voice.


‘La Strada. Wouldn’t mind a bit of rantum scantum with a dell like that.’


‘To be sure, she harbours a great passion for you.’


The doorman guffaws. ‘Mort’s tits are nice. I’d lay a bet she enjoys being wapt.’ There is more choking and spluttering followed by a stench like a waste heap.


‘Never leave a note or anything with the doorman,’ says Peter once they are down the alley. ‘He’s one of Heidegger’s little spies.’


Peter leads the way to Hanover Square, a part of London that Harry has never been to before. There are wide pavements to either side of the thoroughfare, trees line them that are just coming into blossom, the façades of the houses are flat, and so neat and uniform. The streets bear signs that name them, and the house fronts are numbered. The place is a wonder.


‘You ought to see the houses near Charterhouse Square, they’re all so old. They lean into the road, bits of them fall off overnight. It’s smelly too; on a killing day at Smithfield the stench travels east to the City and far beyond and you can hear the animals cry out.’ A look of horror crosses Peter’s face and he begins to tap each set of railings as they pass. ‘This all looks so spacious, it’s quiet. There are no hucksters plying their wares.’


‘Handel was one of the first residents of Brook Street. The dust from the builders drove Betsy mad. She’s the housekeeper. She likes cleanliness and order. We all do.’ There is more tapping of railings.


‘There isn’t a jot of order in my home, just piles of dusty books belonging to Papa which he hopes one day I will open. We have an old barn one side of the courtyard in front of our house and every day, it seems, some country booby, looking for work, finds shelter there. My father, his heart is soft.’


Their conversation pauses as Peter leads them round to the kitchen door of one of the newer houses on Brook Street. Sid and Nell, who belong to a Mrs Pendleton, hurtle towards him, yapping their heads off. He kneels down and they dance around him like a pair of hop merchants. Once the maid has tied a dainty collar round each of them and taken charge of the altered suit, they follow the boys happily as they cut south down the side streets. In no time at all the houses give way to building plots and market gardens until the sward of Green Park appears. The boys step out across it to St James’ Park and trig along the canal, under the trees, prattling like a pair of buffleheads. Harry tells Peter about the warden, and Mr Beaker, and how he’ll never be a gentleman because he can speak neither Latin nor Greek. Peter reels off the names of the titled families that have taken leases in the new houses going up at the end of Brook Street. Because his companion looks impressed, he boasts that Lord Grosvenor’s square will be the mightiest in London.


‘Does Handel know all these people with titles?’ Harry asks.


‘He knows a good many.’


‘He’s so eminent, he frightens me.’


‘In a way he’s grand and in a way he isn’t. His manners are formal. He keeps his distance from all but a select few. I think it’s because he knows he’s a genius.’


‘Does it help the singers, knowing he’s a genius?’


‘Probably not which is why they don’t get on. Johann Christoph is more his sort. They were at the university together in Halle. You can just imagine it - “Come Johann, to ze Domkirk, and listen to zis fugue I just compose.” That’s students for you.’ Peter is bang up with the accent.


‘Have you always worked for him?’


‘I was bought up by my mother in a troupe of travelling entertainers.’


‘How splendid. A troupe of entertainers, that is exotic. You’re French, aren’t you?’


‘Huguenot. It was my uncle who secured a position for me with Handel. I write with a fair hand. He allows me to do his letters now.’


‘Did you live in a painted caravan like a gypsy before moving to Brook Street? Did Handel find you at the May Fair?’ Harry is laughing; he has a fund of questions to ply him with, about his father, his uncle, his mother. But Peter has begun to go quiet and look anxious. He hadn’t planned to walk the dogs at all, he tells Harry; he has neglected his duties.


‘Does that worry you?’


‘Just a little. I must pick up some proofs from the printers, then a wig that’s waiting on the maker’s block.’ He reprimands the dogs for chasing ducks, then asks Harry how many ducks he thinks there are and starts counting them. Harry, uninterested in this pointless game, joshes him and smiles. Peter fixes him with his blue eyes. He is not used to the foolery of boys. Harry shoves him again and gets the smile he wants. They both snigger. After the two exhausted dogs have been returned they walk together as far as Denmark Street which is where their ways part.


‘Will I see you again?’ Peter asks. It must be a change for him having performers at the theatre of his own age.


‘Of course.’


As Harry walks home he feels happy, for when he goes to the theatre the next day he will have a friend.


4. Music and Malice


‘Where did you go yesterday? I searched for you.’ Jonny Beard looks cross.


‘I met Handel’s assistant, you know, we came across him years ago at the Abbey. He knows everyone and everything, you’ll like him.’


‘Mm.’ Jonny is doubtful.


Handel and Peter have just come through the door and are joined by the man who Harry saw comforting Senesino two days earlier. Voices are raised, the composer throws up his hands and stomps towards the auditorium.


‘Who’s the rum gagger who upset Handel?’ Harry asks once he’s introduced Peter to Jonny.


‘Another of the Italians. An oily little paillard called Paolo Rolli. If Handel changes a single word of his libretto he says the entire work is ruined. As if we’d notice, the plots are all nonsense anyway. He was a friend of the other composer they had here, Bononcini. They were drawn together in mutual hatred of Handel.’


‘Hatred?’ Jonny looks shocked, being the good natured, amiable fellow he is.


‘Yes, it’s the clay from which life is formed in music circles.’


‘That’s stupid,’ Harry says.


‘It’s just something about music. It makes everyone so competitive. They’re either wracked with jealousy or denigrating each other with infamy and slander. Talking of which,’ Peter says as he glances up at the tall, lumbering figure coming through the door. ‘Don’t look now but someone has deigned to turn up. Now he’s the most spiteful of the lot. What he enjoys more than anything is a really good sulk.’


‘Is Senesino not a friend of Handel’s?’ Jonny looks shocked all over again.


‘Handel tolerates him because he can sing but, no, he’s not a friend. Look, I better go. Sit in the pit and I’ll join you.’


‘Do you like him?’ Harry whispers to his friend.


‘I think he’s a bit of a know-all,’ he sniffs.


Just as they enter the auditorium Handel raises his eyes and sees his castrato.


‘We are most honoured by your presence, Signor. Why, you are only a day late.’


Senesino is holding a handkerchief to his nose. He brings a chair onto the stage.


‘Go pick up my tonic,’ he calls out to Peter, ‘this climate is barbaric. I am succumbing to the cold.’


‘Peter, you will stay where you are. We will start at the second act.’


After this declaration of war, Peter hastens forward with the leather bag and pulls out the music with a flourish. He pats and prods it into shape so the sheets form a perfect line on the top of the harpsichord. Handel waits patiently, while he fusses and rechecks each one, then nods to a cove who stands in front of the orchestra. The cove nods to the strings so that every violinist lifts his bow in readiness. The maestro then nods to his page-turner who takes his place by the harpsichord, surreptitiously winking at Peter. Slowly, the composer raises a hand, takes a last look round to make sure that everyone’s eyes are trained on his, then brings it down. The music starts.


Senesino, who so far has ignored the activity going on below him, puts his handkerchief away and rises, reluctantly, from his chair. He straightens his coat, opens his mouth, pulls his lips around as if something is caught in his teeth, and looks into the distance. As the music goes quiet, his notes come out, clear and effortless, like a bird’s. His voice has the volume of a man’s and the clarity of a young boy’s; he improvises and ornaments while the harpsichord and oboe wind round his trills like silk ribbons. In the half-light Harry glances at Jonny Beard. His mouth is open, his concentration complete.


‘Will we ever be as good as that?’ he sighs after Senesino’s aria comes to an end. He feels almost stunned by what he has heard.


‘Even if we were it wouldn’t do us any good,’ says his friend. ‘The maestro is in love with the castrato voice.’


By the time Peter joins them they are sunk in gloomy introspection.


‘Ah yes, the castrato voice,’ he says. ‘Did you notice how Handel knows just how to tease his audiences with it? Don’t believe that guff about it sounding like the voice of angels. The man-boy sound is a titillation, that’s the truth of it.’


‘You seem to know a lot about it,’ Jonny sniffs.


‘I watch the audiences,’ he says. ‘Even the language, it titillates, it inflames people’s senses. When he composes in Italian, he’s Cupid, shooting darts through the thick skins of Society. They may be hardened and worldly but he manages to rouse them.’


‘Even when the conquering hero sings like a woman?’ Harry’s tone is sarcastic.


‘The aristocracy believe that to care about such trivia as what sex a person represents would mean looking like a tradesman.’ Peter sighs as if what he is saying is almost too obvious to mention. ‘Let’s face it, we’re all over the place, here at the opera, what with women playing boys and boys playing men. The nobs really like it. That titillates them as well.’


‘Are the band all foreigners like the singers?’ Harry feels depressed because Esther is an exotic departure for Handel, for the mere fact that much of it is in English.


‘Pretty well. The strings are both German and Italian, the strummer-in-chief, Carlucci, a good sort, is Italian. Horn players are always from Romania. His page-turner, that’s John Christopher, son of his friend, he’s one hundred per cent German though he sounds English.’


‘I thought I wanted to be a singer, I’m not so sure now,’ Harry says to Jonny as they leave. In three hours they must return for the first performance of Esther.


‘I crept into the footman’s gallery the other night and watched Flavio,’ he replies. ‘When Handel entered you should have heard the cheering and stamping. The applause, it was so ardent. He feeds on the glitter, the crowds, the fine company, the chatter and activity going on all around him.’


‘Maybe that’s why people become part of this circus and put up with all the back-biting and spite that goes with it. They need the adulation.’


‘Yes, maybe. Can you remain personable, and still be a singer?’ wonders Jonny. ‘It’s not just the conflicts that worry me, it’s the agitation at the thought of being on stage. At this moment I feel sick with fear.’


‘Me too,’ says Harry.


‘Why on earth, are we doing this?’


‘Because we vant to titillate.’ They start to laugh. Soon they are so helpless that they only just avoid falling into a pothole fashioned by the rain outside the theatre. They caper across the street, causing a calèche to swerve and nearly pitch the elderly article, sitting in it, out into the mud.


‘Valsh, you are semi tone out, read it again,’ shouts Jonny.


‘Signor, you are only a day late for your rehearsal.’


‘Madame Strada, you vant I titillate you?’


‘Next week I turn seventeen,’ says Harry, ‘then I will start to titillate, I will titillate everyone and everything.’


‘You’ll have to do something first if you’re serious about it.’


‘What’s that, get myself docked?’


‘No, you numbskull. Learn Italian.’










1732 (continued)


5. The Three Crows, Haymarket


It takes Harry a few moments to work out that Signor Rolli has just called Handel the Teuton Cabbage. This is his first Italian conversation lesson that his beloved father has agreed to pay for and it is taking place in the Three Crows.


‘So despite the maestro’s little excursion into English, this new oratorio, Esther - such a success, I am surprised - you want to learn Italian?’


‘I do, Sir, very much.’


‘I understand. It is, after all, the real language of song, the only one I should say.’


Harry thinks hard about what he can manage with his limited vocabulary.


‘Have you known Signor Handel long?’ he asks.


‘My dear Harry, I call you that, yes? I first met him when he was twelve, yes twelve, at the court of the Prussian king.’ Rolli intersperses what he says with a paraphrased version in English. ‘I was with my dear friend, Bononcini, who was a composer here, once, at the Academy Opera. He was destroyed by the forces ranged against him. Oh yes, destroyed would not be too strong a word, by the machinations of a certain party. Handel turned the king against him, made sure that he loved only his Teuton, his Cabbage, and ignored Bononcini. I am not talking about the current king for I have no contact with him. As you must know I am tutor in all things Italian to our dear Prince of Wales and he and his father, well, let us say, they do not consort. No, I am talking about the old king, the first of your Georges, a barbarian in every way except one. He loved the Italian opera.’


‘How was he destroyed?’ Harry asks although he has already heard gossip that Bononcini was forced into exile after claiming other people’s music as his own.


‘How? By libel and title-tattle, his confidence was undermined. Poor man. “My pretty tunes, they are so lacking in substance and depth,” he would moan. Sometimes, of course, he would go too far. “Just think,” he’d say, “there was a time when I was the genius, the wonder of the age.” I, for one, had no recollection of him ever being the wonder of the age, but in Potsdam, there is no doubt, he was a man of substance.’


‘And that’s when you and he met Signor Handel for the first time?’


‘Yes,’ sighs Rolli. ‘The boy, he had such a precocious talent. Bononcini, he was cruel, he set him a complex piece of music in an effort to undo him in front of King Frederick, but the ploy didn’t work, the young Handel played it effortlessly. Bononcini felt that his unkind act had come back to haunt him, that il Sassone was like, what you call here, a “bad penny”, always turning up. First it was at the mansion of the Duke of Chandos, then as Director of Music at the Academy.’


Swiney, the proprietor, chooses this moment to come by laden with plates of food.


‘Now, gentlemen, a treat for you, some steak and kidney pudding.’


To Harry, it looks delicious, but Rolli scowls at the brown gravy, oozing from pastry, and waves it away.


‘Don’t believe all he says, he’s a right bucheen,’ Swiney murmurs in Harry’s ear.


‘Poor Bononcini, he had to endure the caresses of a dreadful duchess in order to enjoy the hospitality of her London home. It was the one place, he always felt, where he would not bump into il Sassone.’


‘There must be some good to live in London.’


‘Living, not “live”. Yes, Harry, there must be. But what, I have always to ask myself? A free press? So they can write lies about us? So they can claim that we at the opera unman John Bull? That we are spies? Emissaries of the Pope? No, it cannot be this freedom that everyone talks about. Honesty, a lack of corruption? Certainly not, look at the Duke of Chandos. He paid for his mansion and his artists by creaming off supplies from the British army. Eh eh?’ Harry tries to compose some sort of a response but Rolli has not finished.


‘No, Harry, we Italians, Senesino and the like, we have a mission. It is to civilise the savages of this island.’ He takes a sip of wine, nodding at the sagacity of his words. ‘At times, how it makes us suffer.’ Then he looks wounded and stares out of the window. The heaviness of the duties resting on his shoulders seems to have upset him.


‘Who is that gentleman staring at you?’ Harry asks. Rolli looks in the direction indicated while his companion gestures to John Swiney to fill Rolli’s glass.


‘Oh him, he’s a seedy little bookworm called Pepusch. He’s of the same Lutheran stock as the Cabbage. He’s full of himself because of his success with the Beggar’s Opera, a vulgar burlesque he wrote with a popinjay called John Gay. Gay’s comedy is full of cheap jibes against the Italian opera and as to the man himself, he is quite insufferable. Pepusch, my dear friend, what a delight to see you. This is Harry Walsh, a singer with Handel.’


‘I gather that Senesino, amazingly, is still one of his singers as well,’ says Pepusch.


‘Yes, amazing indeed, for while Signor Handel has lofty ideas of the office and dignity of a composer he has a very low estimate of the office and dignity of singers.’


‘I take it you are not a castrato, Mr Walsh. The truth is that most Englishmen find the castrato voice funny, their sensibilities, you see, are crude. Is that not right, Rolli?’


‘I think it is beautiful,’ says Harry. Rolli simpers.


‘Signor Rolli, here, cannot forgive your compatriot, Gay, for making fun of them. As for the theatre owner who instigated the Beggar’s Opera, John Rich, as I keep explaining, he just wanted to make money, it was a commercial exercise, not a phrase you could apply to the opera.’


‘No, opera is not a commercial exercise, it is Art,’ says Rolli.


‘Although helpfully remunerative for the singers,’ adds Pepusch.


‘Do the Italian singers get paid well?’ Harry asks.


‘The sums are legendary,’ Pepusch assures him. ‘But the Beggar’s Opera certainly made Rich gay and Gay rich as the wits put it. So amusing. I, of course, just scribbled off an overture and picked the songs, it was a bit of fun, not what I normally do. I am, Sir, a serious musician, a founder no less of the Academy of Ancient Music.’


‘You must know Mr Gates, my chorus master.’


‘Yes, of course, a most honourable gentleman.’


Rolli interjects. ‘You are now so famous, Pepusch, you will, for ever, be associated with the Beggar’s Opera.’


Pepusch flushes. Just a little too archly, he says, ‘I hope I will be better remembered for the twelve cantatas that I wrote while with the Duke of Chandos.’


‘They were good days, were they not? At least, then, you composed works in Italian. Those wonderful gardens, with the peacocks and sphinxes, it was like being at Versailles.’


‘That is the past, it’s better to live in the present.’


‘Fine words for a founder of the Academy of Ancient Music.’


Across the road Harry catches sight of Handel entering the theatre in the company of Heidegger.


‘Signor Rolli, our performance of Esther tonight is our last. I must go for the show will start in an hour. Thank you for your patience, I hope that one day I will be fluent in your beautiful language. Mr Pepusch, I bid you goodbye.’


He hurries across the road to the King’s, intoning, ‘Italiana, la lingua della canzone’. Handel is in the foyer with his ugly friend, looking at a model of one of the sets. He calls Harry over and Heidegger glowers at him.


‘Ah, Valsh, our last night.’


‘I am sad, Sir, for I love singing here. I am trying to learn Italian. I’ve been in the Three Crows with Signor Rolli.’


‘Our dear friend, Rolli; how did you find him?’


‘He is bitter, Sir, as a bag of lemons.’


‘Malice is a language you must become fluent in if you are to be a musician.’


‘I am sorry to hear you say so.’


‘Your amiability is attractive, young man, it has a personality that comes through in your voice. But for your singing to develop character you must suffer. Conflict, torn emotions, doubt, fear, those are good for the voice. Am I right, Heidegger?’


‘He put paint on my screens,’ growls his companion.


‘I have a task for you, Valsh, the idea for another work in English is forming in my mind.’ The maestro is in the best of humours. His words open a hope in Harry’s heart that maybe he will be able to return to the King’s. ‘Two young upstarts, Thomas Arne and John Lampe, are putting on a masque I wrote many years ago while with the Duke of Chandos.’


‘They are pirates, it shouldn’t be allowed, especially since they make money,’ says Heidegger.


‘I want you go to the Little Theatre across the road and see it, then report back to me, tell me what the singers are like. Can I repeat the success we have had with Esther?’


‘Yes, Esther, it make a profit. We must try more shows like it.’ Heidegger is certainly in this business for the plate, thinks Harry, he’d frisk your purse if he heard it clink.


‘What is the audience’s reaction? You can be my spy.’


‘I would be honoured to be your spy, Sir.’ His next words are particularly pleasing.


‘Peter can accompany you if you like.’


‘We can both be your spies.’


‘No, I don’t trust his judgement; he is a little in love with the soprano, Susanna Arne.’


‘Is it your wish to stage this show?’


‘Possibly, if the Bishop does not ban me from using his choristers. He is sure that Heidegger and I, we are corrupting their morals. Alas,’ he chuckles, ‘for most, such a precaution is too late.’


The image of pounding buttocks plays in Harry’s head as it does almost every hour. His morals are more than ready to be corrupted.


‘Stay away from the paint,’ Heidegger mutters as he leaves. One of his facial growths looks inflamed and sore. Me and him, thinks Harry, we will never be friends.


6. The Little Theatre, Haymarket


Everything about the Little Theatre is seedy. It has no license to stage musical entertainments and the wooden staircase up to the higher galleries is an invitation to fire. The smell of sweat, once Peter and Harry find seats, is almost unbearable, and the press of bodies around them makes it hard for anyone to sit in comfort. They are near the ceiling, so few people hold candles, but smoke from the lower floors fills the air. The evening is still light outside but, inside, it is dark for there are no windows. The show seems to be wondrously popular, the place is packed. Within minutes it is not hard to see why. On the stage there is all manner of horsing around and lewd gestures. Handel’s story of virtue in peril has been transformed into a bawdy romp.


Polyphemus, the Cyclops, is suitably evil and has a good strong bass voice; Galatea, a very innocent looking Susanna Arne, is suitably naive; Harry is relieved to find that Acis is most decidedly a man. He swoons and sighs against a crude backdrop of such arcane prettiness that at any minute Harry expects a herd of singing sheep and a chorus of shepherd boys to burst onto the stage. When Susanna Arne starts to sing, the audience, who had been whooping and egging on the leering Polyphemus, becomes silent. Many, no doubt, are imagining enfolding her in their arms. The voice, simple and untutored, and the airs she sings, are most certainly an exercise in titillation.


Harry wants to lean over to his companion and point this out but, in the darkness, Peter’s features look ill at ease. His friend, he has found, is a martyr to sudden changes of mood; one minute he is full of wit, a positive chatterbox, the next he is silent. He can feel Peter’s leg being pressed into his and after a while can think of little else. He is conscious of sweat forming on his brow and his hands becoming moist and wonders if the pressure of Peter’s leg is, perhaps, intentional. He glances sideways; how fine Peter’s cheekbones are, and the nose, so neat.


Behind the two of them there is scuffling and a knee presses into Harry’s back. He turns to remonstrate with the uncouth nick ninny who is pushing him forwards and finds that an act of copulation is being enacted within inches of where they sit. The second time in only a few weeks, he thinks, envious that he can’t join in. The scuffling sets up an ache in Harry’s loins. At the same time he is puzzled and disturbed by the longing he has to grasp Peter’s hand. Susanna Arne, he says to himself, keep singing your beautiful song.


When the show ends many of the inhabitants of the gallery are reluctant to leave. A few are so drunk that they are slumped across their seats and the boys have to climb over them. It takes them a while to reach the staircase and, when they do, progress is slow because of the crowd. At least it is less smoky than the auditorium; air rushes up the staircase from the street. Peter stands above those around him so Harry can see him; he can tell by the angle of Peter’s head that he is not happy.


‘All those mutton mongers enjoying themselves, it was amusing, was it not?’ They are walking up the Haymarket, ignoring the beggars who hold out their hands, as they pass, with pitiful laments.


No answer.


‘At least I can report back to the maestro that the audience reaction was positive.’ Harry expects the hint of a smile but gets nothing but a prudish purse of the lips.


‘The show, did you like it?’


‘No.’


‘You’re a maggot.’


‘Perhaps.’


‘Shall I walk back with you, to Brook Street?’


‘Probably best not to.’ Harry tries to hide his disappointment.


‘Why do you not cut down here? It’s the shortest way, isn’t it?’


‘I have my own route. It’s the one I always take.’ Peter sounds irritated.


‘Oh look, I’ll leave you.’ Peter taps a railing. ‘You’re sulking, just like Senesino.’


When they come to the next alley, Peter says, ‘This is my route. Good night.’ He starts to run, leaving Harry annoyed at suddenly finding himself alone. Light spills out ahead of him from the Three Crows and the sound of merriment seeps from the doors. Once Harry makes his way to the bar John Swiney greets him.


‘Harry, boy, it looks like you need a glass of something.’


He has never touched alcohol before but intends to do so now. Swiney takes charge and places a small glass of golden liquid in front of him.


‘Irish whiskey, I gets it sent over from home, there’s none of Walpole’s duties paid on this.’ He winks as Harry gulps down the entire glass. He does his best not to choke even though steam is about to issue from his throat and a line of fire is tearing a hole in his gut. A bellicose party to his left, looking dishevelled, bumps up against him.


‘That’s Gay, one of my regulars,’ says Swiney, sotto voce. ‘A regular troublemaker I should say, part of my “literary clientele”. Careful now, John.’ He stops the party from falling over. He presses his face to Harry’s ear. ‘He keeps company with Pope, the poet, he’s standing over there.’


Harry looks across the room to a small, dapper man with a hunched back.


‘He’s a touchy fellow with a sharp tongue, but he’s made a hod of money with his classical translations. He dresses well, you’ll notice, while Gay gives the impression of someone who’s slept in a ditch.’ Swiney raises his voice again. ‘Whoa, John, easy now,’ then turns back to Harry and explains. ‘His appearance declined once he lost his all in the South Seas debacle.’


Harry by this time feels lushey. The South Sea bubble - he was a child then. Too much greed, too much greed, that’s what Papa always said.


‘Was John Gay greedy like the rest of them?’ he asks.


‘No, he was just an eegit. Excuse me, Harry, it’s busy tonight. Mr Truelove, Lord M, what can I get you? Been to the opera tonight?’


Once the two newcomers have been served, the man addressed as Truelove, who is fat and jowly, raises his brandy and says in a loud voice.


‘To our great leader, Walpole, and death to all Jacobites.’ His tall, distinguished-looking companion smiles benignly. Gay raises his glass.


‘To our great leader,’ he slurs. ‘And to his love nest in Twickenham and his little maid, Maria. To hell with abandoned wives, for our dear, fat-arsed member of Parliament here obviously supports adultery.’


Truelove glowers.


‘Your biting wit may amuse others but it don’t amuse me, Gay.’


‘It don’t amuse the Lord Chamberlain either. He has done me a good service in banning Polly. Now no fashionable household can be seen without a print of it.’


‘Flush in the fob are you, you reprobate, raking it in? You don’t deserve to be.’


Gay at this point takes notice of his companion, the man Swiney called Lord M.
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