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Who would believe that choral singing could prove such a deadly pastime? Virginia and Richard Grainger, new members of the Standchester Choral Society, are looking forward, nervously, to their first public performance with the choir, in a production of Berlioz's 'Romeo and Juliet'.

As the performance opens, though, tragedy strikes in the form of a very public death. While coping with the repercussions of this, Virginia also has to tussle with the personal problems of her next-door neighbour, Caroline.

As plans to re-schedule the concert are being made, another death occurs, and Virginia begins to realise that her own life may be in danger, as she feels the tangled web of deceit and malice tighten around her ...
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‘Upon her tomb, we cast sweet flowers.’

‘Sweet flowers to her whom death from us hath parted,’ Two separate voices, but both concentrated on the same section of a tricky fugue, both working away, oblivious to each other, in different keys. Two cars arrived simultaneously at the short curving drive, the larger of the two reversing slightly to allow the rather battered old mini to precede it. The man was first out of the car, while the woman fumbled around collecting shopping, handbag, and briefcase, before following him up the path to the cottage.

It was a compact but pretty building, its windows small-paned and set low in the thick flint walls. The door was a masterpiece of age-blackened wood and iron studding, and the roof thatched. Built about two hundred and fifty years ago, the inside could not boast one level floor, and oddly placed low beams lurked to catch the unwary visitor. It was not a large home, but admirable suited to a childless professional couple. Small enough to be easily kept clean, its only demanding feature was the garden, which ran to a quarter of an acre, but which was tended twice a week by a jobbing gardener.

At the door they met, and the man juggled six library books into one hand to open it, and then followed her into the hall.

‘Good day, Ginny?’

‘Not bad. And you, Richard?’

‘Had some good finds at the library. Pity I can’t get stuck into them until after the weekend.’

‘Oh hell, yes,’ she replied. ‘I’d almost managed to forget about our forthcoming ordeal.’

‘Goodness only knows how,’ he commented, sinking into a deep-cushioned armchair and shedding his shoes.

Virginia, with the practised ease of long habit, walked over to a walnut sideboard and poured two brandies, holding one out to her husband, who took it, and stretched his legs out so that his feet rested on the beaten-copper fender. Lifting the glass, he looked at his wife and proposed a toast. ‘Let’s hope we knock six bells out of old Hector tonight,’ he said, and swallowed the fiery spirit in one gulp.

Richard Grainger was general manager at an engineering works during the day, and spent his evenings engrossed in every volume of detective fiction he could lay his hands on. He was forty years old, his hair already white at the temples, but with a face that still resembled that of a mischievous seven-year-old – slightly freckled, and with cheeky green eyes.

His wife, Virginia, was two years his junior, short and plump with long brown hair and eyes that exactly matched her husband’s in colour and expression. She ran her own consultancy, known professionally as ‘TroubleShooters Ltd.’ and spent her working life travelling from firm to firm advising on business strategy and – well, troubleshooting for them, like it said on her business cards and in her advertisements.

Some months ago, when the nights were long, dark, cold stretches, and the earth still slept, waiting for the warmth of spring, they had both been subject to a serious bout of boredom. This was an annual grip of discontent, and coincided with a contract for Virginia with a firm of Standchester accountants, where it had taken some time to sort out their problems and put them back on track financially.

Waller, Makepeace and Crichton had operated in an inefficient way for quite a while, and were really feeling the pinch. It had been a straightforward choice for them, either to rationalise and streamline their systems and staffing levels, or call it a day. Virginia’s remit was to give them the chance to get their heads above water and, hopefully, leave them not drowning, but waving. It had seemed vastly amusing at the time, that a firm of accountants should have difficulty balancing its own books, but if they took her advice, the financial scales should be levelled.

During this time, friendship flourished with one of the partners, and she and Olivia Crichton took to spending their lunchtimes together in The Wheatsheaf, a pub a few doors away from the offices. Over their half-pints of shandy and pasties, Virginia voiced her discontent and restlessness, and Olivia immediately suggested that she and Richard should audition for the local choral society. She and her current ‘friend’ Maurice Larchwood were both members, and would be happy to arrange everything.

So enthusiastic was she that Virginia was completely swept along with the idea, and it was not until she was driving home that night that the full realisation of what she had agreed to dawned on her. Olivia was going to arrange two auditions for the following Friday night, and now she would have to explain it all to Richard.

Although Standchester was very picturesque, boasting a trio of Gothic-revival churches, an old market cross, and genuine Roman remains, it was also fifteen miles from their cosy weather-proof home in Little Marden. A fifteen-mile drive through a wet spring dusk after a hard day’s work, for a seven thirty start, was a pastime vastly over-rated in Richard’s opinion and, at first, he was opposed to the idea. It took quite a bit of persuasive talk, and the use of her feminine wiles, to win him over, but he was bored too, and the thought of escaping on Friday nights from the almost deserted off-season ghost town on the outskirts where they lived, was quite an attractive one. A new challenge would invigorate them both, he decided, as he finally consented to the venture.

As Little Marden is a seaside town, it only really has two seasons in its year. Summer lasts from May to September, when the narrow high street and the beach seethe with sweaty incomers, seemingly embalmed in Factor 15. October to April is the off-season, when the misty coastal rains drift like lazy curtains through the almost empty streets where many of the shops are locked and shuttered, their proprietors as seasonal as their customers. It always seemed ironic to Virginia that those who feel they must live by the sea cannot get near it in the warm weather, while the foul weather of winter, and the frequent spring and autumn storms, kept them by their own firesides, away from the crashing grey of the salty waves and the straggling piles of rotting seaweed.

And now, escape loomed on Friday evenings, along with the challenge of a completely new pastime – choral singing. Both of them were reasonably musically competent, and enjoyed the shared use of the ancient baby grand in their study, but both felt almost paralysed with embarrassment at the thought of singing solo at an audition.

That first evening, the hall seemed bigger than anything they had imagined: the stage held a full choir of up to a hundred. For performances, an apron at the front would accommodate a full orchestra, and the rest of the hall could hold an audience of several hundred.

They were allowed to take a place in the choir for this rehearsal, taking a stab at which parts they might be assigned to if they were invited to join, but at nine thirty, when all the other singers were on their way home, they remained behind to face their fears alone.

Oh, the loneliness of that stage, ‘ah-ah-ah-ing’ to major and minor scales and arpeggios, was like being the only person left alive in the world. Virginia sang her audition piece, her voice shaking slightly with fear held barely in control, her legs mirroring the tremor to such an extent that she felt she would keel over. The piece took centuries to sing. The chandeliers became undying stars set in the great dome of the hall, and it would never end. Next came sight-singing, and she knew she would have to sing and tremble until the end of time, when the universe would be no more, and the rising and falling melody would accompany her into the void. And then, suddenly it was all over. ‘Welcome to Standchester Choral Society, Mrs Grainger,’ said the secretary, extending her hand in congratulation. ‘You start next week as a first alto.’

The first half of her ordeal over, she went into the foyer, to wait while Richard did his bit. ‘Oh, God, I hope he gets in.’

‘Of course he will. Stop worrying,’ soothed Olivia, in a voice like that used to calm a child frightened of the dark.

‘But he’ll never forgive me if I get in and he doesn’t – dragging him all this way to be humiliated. We should never have come. I should never have listened to you.

‘Don’t be a berk,’ muttered her friend, straightening the seam of one of her fishnet stockings to the obvious appreciation of her companion Maurice, as Richard sang his final notes, and the music was replaced with speaking voices, muffled and made unintelligible by the large swing doors that separated them.

Silence. An eternity of silence, and then he bounded out of the hall, grinning all over his face. ‘First bass,’ he announced, sounding like a baseball commentator, and whisked the others off for a triumphant drink, while the other three hopefuls auditioning that evening went through their nervous paces.

Almost next door to the hall was a pub with the unusual name ‘The Cat and Footstool’, and there they raised glasses to wet their parched vocal chords, and toast the two newest members of the Standchester Choral Society. ‘Who were the other poor sods suffering the tortures of the damned?’ asked Virginia, after downing her half of lager in a few swift gulps.

‘Don’t know two of them, but one’s an old member – name of Silkin.’

‘What, old Dave?’ asked Maurice. ‘Poor old bugger. He’s had some really rotten luck the last year or so.’

‘Well, if he’s an old member, how come he has to audition, then?’ asked Richard, puzzled.

‘If you’re missing for any length of time now, they make you re-audition.’

‘New rule.’ Maurice completed the explanation.

‘Good grief! Did you hear that, Richard?’ spluttered Virginia.

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘and I also just heard the bell for last orders. Anyone for another?’ Three glasses were held out to join his own, and he headed once more for the bar.

The Graingers had joined the society at a good time. A new work was started on their very first rehearsal night – Hector Berlioz’s Romeo and Juliet – a work that only one or two other members had performed before, and it was, therefore, as new to them as it was to Virginia and Richard, who were in great trepidation, having to sit and sight-read amongst so many old-timers, some of whom had been there for over twenty-five years.

The accompaniment for the rehearsals was provided by an excellent grand piano and the frenzied fingers of Lloyd Fenton. A short, stocky individual, he darted from place to place when not metaphorically chained to his music stool, with all the energy of a human firework, his large dark eyes twinkling mischievously. He was the most outrageous punster, and knew all the choral in-jokes, as he had been a member for eighteen years, most of them as a singer. Sometime later he had been promoted to paid piano accompanist, and knew just how to spark off the dry wit of the chorus master, Karl Dzhanovich.

Dzhanovich was physically the complete opposite of Lloyd, being a gaunt six-and-a-half feet tall, about sixty years old, and with a thatch of white hair which stuck up in clumps where he ran his hands through it, in either thought or frustration. With his habit of stooping his head between his shoulders, and surveying the tiers of singers with his cold blue glare, he bore more than a passing resemblance to an undernourished vulture. The son of an Albanian refugee, he had settled in England to launch a fairly distinguished musical career, and had ended up here, in semi-retirement, doing what he enjoyed most at a pace of his own dictation.

Virginia and Richard settled in quickly, and it was a month later that they were introduced to one of the society’s quarterly get-togethers. ‘They’re known as “social suppers”,’ explained Olivia, as the two couples, now a regular foursome, drove over to Standchester. ‘I call them ‘SS flings’: the nights of the long knives.’

‘Watch it, Olivia,’ called Maurice from the front seat.

‘Don’t be silly, Maurice. You know how some of those old cats go straight for your shoulder blades. If my dress is in the physical tatters that their sharp tongues will metaphorically reduce it to, I shall be going home naked tonight.’

‘Give over. She’s exaggerating, Virginia. Don’t listen to a word she says.’ Mentally resolving to erect her slander shield, Virginia dredged up a cheery smile, and assured Maurice that she would take absolutely no notice of her friend’s warning.

The usually bare ante-room of Assembly Hall had a long run of tables stretched down its centre, all of which were covered with plates of little goodies – expensive little goodies, in fact. All in attendance had paid five pounds per ticket, and value must be seen to be given. The hall was already half-full of chattering groups, most of which were congregated down the north side, where tables and chairs had been placed. Maurice and Richard headed for the bar, while the two women grabbed a table by the simple action of reserving it with their jackets, and then stacked their plates with soggy biscuits (‘Hide them under your napkin, dear’) topped with smoked salmon and asparagus (‘Get a good load. For what we have to pay, they always go first, then the old cats scandalise about who was seen to help themselves to the most’).

The high point of that first social evening was provided by one of the second altos, Dorothy Everton. Known privately as ‘Everton Outsize’, she was a large woman, who no doubt secretly owned a state pension book, but would not allow either her mind, or her body, to acknowledge the fact. Tonight her bulky figure was squeezed in to a sequinned tube of a dress, now sadly misshapen by the unexpected but novel bulges of her figure, and set off by a trailing ten-foot feather boa. (In fact, she looks just like a badly stuffed sausage, out for a night on the tiles, thought Virginia, then chided herself for such uncharacteristic bitchiness.)

Normally a formidable character with an acid tongue, Dorothy was well-mellowed by drink and, after an hour of keeping the barman company, she tottered precariously from her high stool across to where Karl was engrossed in earnest conversation with Lloyd. No one really noticed, when she insinuated herself into the chorus master’s company, but when voices began to be raised, the buzz of other conversations across the hall decrescendo-ed. As almost all the assembled company had been awaiting something of the sort (not the first time she had caused a drunken scene, and more than likely not the last either), it was as if the whole hall held its breath. Through the only remaining sound, the clink of glasses from the bar staff, she began to speak again, or rather to slur.

‘No, I will have my say, Karl – Mr Dzhanovich. I hope you don’t mind me addressing you.’ She broke off here, as if she had lost track of what she was saying, and then, with a whoop of glee, she continued, ‘It’s much better than undressing you though, isn’t it. Couldn’t possible publically expose your lily-whi –’

Pat Reid, the society’s secretary, who had been standing near the chorus master, shot into action, accidentally-on-purpose throwing her drink at the inebriated woman, and then escorting her from the hall, while she still squawked her protest at the clumsiness of the ‘accident’.

Olivia’s head was on the table, her shoulders shaking with laughter, her mass of curly hair resting on her crumb-strewn plate. Finally, she felt capable of speech and, lifting her head, said, ‘Lily-white bum – that’s what she was going to say. I just know it; I can feel it in my water. What does she know about Karl’s lily-white bum that we don’t?’ and then she dived back towards the table, but this time her mirth was cut short. Maurice was starting to fizz and spit.

‘What are you going on about Dzhanovich’s lily-white bum for? Have you been fantasising about it? Do you want to see it for yourself? Or perhaps you already have, and you don’t want to believe that obese old cat is having a good old ogle too.’

It was only then that they noticed that Dorothy was not the only one who had had too much to drink. Maurice, of whose jealousy Olivia had often confided to Virginia, his face suffused an angry purple, eyes staring wildly, was gripping the edge of the table as he spoke. ‘Maybe you’ve laid your hands all over him, run your cheating little fingers over his naked skin. Maybe you know more than anyone in this room about that old lecher’s emaciated body. I’ve seen him eyeing up the women, and some of the men as well. Has he been giving you more than just the eye? Is he knocking you off?’ His voice rose with his temper, and was mirrored physically, as he got slowly and unsteadily to his feet. Many pairs of eyes were swivelling towards their table, fascinated by the possibility of another embarrassing scene.

‘Shut up, Maurice. You’re talking rubbish, and you know it,’ hissed Olivia, her mirth gone, her face now white.

Virginia had never before witnessed her friend’s lover in the grip of this violent emotion, and instinctively moved her chair back an inch or two. Richard put a hand on Maurice’s shoulder to restrain and calm him, but this action had completely the opposite effect to that which he’d intended. ‘Take your hands off me. Do you take me for a fool? I realise now what’s been going on. Does the old foreign fart satisfy you, my dear sweet whore? Eh? Eh? Well, be warned. If I ever get him alone, I’ll lay my own hands on him – right round his scraggy old throat, the bastard.’

Following Pat Reid’s earlier example and, with a remarkable aim for one now so thoroughly rattled, Olivia drenched him from head to toe with the contents of the water jug. Caught unawares, he slapped her brutally across the face, knocking her sideways, and almost making her lose her balance. Gasping from the blow, she tried to reassure him. ‘Maurice, this is utter nonsense, and you know it. Why do you have to act like this, when you know it’s you I want? I don’t know whether this is just the drink talking, or whether you’re actually mad,’ this last uttered in an undertone. The four had made their exit after that, supporting a now profusely apologetic and unsteady Maurice between them.

Richard drove home, while Olivia tried to explain away his behaviour. ‘I should have kept a better eye on him. One drink too many, and one wrong word from me, and he’s off on one. At least you’ve seen for yourselves what he can be like, now.’

‘But that was ridiculous,’ replied Virginia. ‘You and Karl? It’s so irrational.’ Maurice snored noisily in the back seat, while Olivia continued, a trifle smugly, ‘I know, and worth a dozen red roses and a champagne supper, when he sobers up. If it weren’t for his charming apologies, and his whopping great bank balance, I’d have given him the elbow months ago.’

For the rest of the uncomfortable journey, Virginia reflected on this odd couple. They were both in the final throes of long-drawn-out and bitter divorce proceedings. Maybe, with the acrimony of their respective marriage breakdowns, they were used to emotional and highly personal scenes like that. Maybe, frequency had blunted them to that kind of behaviour and they, therefore, didn’t view things in the same horrified light as she, in her happily married state, did. Maybe, she had seen them in an artificially rosy light in the past. And maybe, that was too many maybes, for one night. But were the scales being forced from her eyes? She just didn’t know at the moment.

It had taken Virginia a long time to forgive Maurice for his outburst, and Richard shared her feelings. He did not like to see a woman struck, even if there had been provocation which, in this case, there had not, but when they had seen the way Olivia shrugged it off, almost as a regular occurrence, they wondered whether they were being a little too censorious.

For the next rehearsal, the couples travelled in separate cars and, at the beginning after the notices, Maurice rose and apologised very prettily for his drunken outburst to all assembled and, as a finale, bowed his apology at Karl. So, he had not been excommunicated from the holy of holies – the choir – by the high priest, for his slanderous accusations.

At the interval, Virginia mentioned to Marian Martin (the choir librarian responsible for the hire or purchase of performance works, who sat to her left), that she was surprised to still see Maurice as a member. ‘That’s all down to Pat Reid,’ Marian explained. ‘She’s worked her socks off this week, been on the phone non-stop to Dzhanovich, trying to persuade him not to fire him. And it looks like she won him over in the end, because he’s still here. But then, everyone knows how green-eyed Maurice is about his current squeeze and, we’re so short of male members (don’t take that the wrong way), that I suppose that swung it for him, in the end.’ So Maurice had got lucky.

As the choir dispersed after the evening’s singing, Olivia approached Virginia, who opened the conversation. ‘I see he’s still here, then.’

‘Like a bad penny.’

‘He must have the luck of the devil.’

‘Are you two coming for a drink?’

‘Not tonight, Olivia. I’ve got a headache coming on.’

‘Coward! Well, just in case you’re wondering, I think it was the dozen bottles of vintage port that Maurice sent which finally convinced Karl that he couldn’t afford to lose a good strong bass like him.’

With a wink she was gone, and Virginia wandered off in search of her husband. So, Maurice’s money had bought him out of another embarrassing situation. As they left the hall, she wondered how many other scrapes he had paid his way out of in the past, and just how they compared with this most recent one.

The rift had not lasted for long, the two couples drifting back into a foursome, but not without a trace of unease just below the surface of comradeship. If not forgotten, the incident had certainly been more or less forgiven, and the only change in their habits was that they now only had one drink in the pub. There was no point in tempting fate with a man whose aggression rose in direct correlation to his consumption of alcohol.

And now, after all those weeks of hard work, it was the night of the full dress rehearsal. Spring had given way to summer, it was now August, and the performance was scheduled for the following night.
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​​Chapter Two
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Friday meant an early finish for both the Graingers and therefore it was only five thirty when Virginia found herself in the kitchen, washing the few dishes they had used for their meal. The hot August sunshine beat through the westerly window at which she stood, refracting dazzling rainbows from the suds-covered glassware as she lifted it from the bowl. She revelled in the warmth on her face, and on her head, as she bent it to attend to the elusive last pieces of cutlery. The concert itself was very near now and, to evade any nerves that might be lurking, she diverted her mind back in time, away from what the next two evenings held.

She and Richard had married on just such a glorious day twenty years ago – both so young, so naïve, so green in every respect. She remembered their first modest home, with its ill-matched furniture, all discarded by various friends and relatives, but given a new lease of life and cherished anew by the newly-weds. It all seemed so long ago: in fact it was so long ago – two decades – and yet, in a funny way, it might only have been two days ago. She didn’t think that either of them had undergone twenty years of change but, looking at their hopes and dreams then, and their life together now, she had to admit that they must have done.

As child-adults they had planned their dream home, and the two children they would have. They had even discussed names and nursery colour-schemes, and then, somehow, it had just never happened. Their ghost children were, for several years, referred to as arriving ‘in about five years’ time’, but the passage of years never brought their advent any closer. As more and more time passed, they realised that there was simply no room in their partnership for even these phantoms. Their two halves had made a whole so comfortable, that no addition was ever contemplated again. After a while, interested (prying) friends and relatives stopped asking them when they could expect a ‘happy event’, and she and Richard, by unspoken mutual consent, simply stopped talking about ‘in five years’ time’.

She never regretted their silent decision, and knew that neither did he. The modern detached house they had so meticulously furnished in their dreams, had become, through time, Carter’s Cottage; the planned modern furniture had also evaporated, to become a mish-mash of antique and early twentieth-century pieces, each lovingly chosen, each, somehow, complementary to its companions. The mixture should not have worked; somehow, it just did. No one thing was out of place and, at the end of a hard day, it was with a feeling of deep love and relief that she looked round their nest from which no fledgling had ever flown, nor ever would.

As she removed her rubber gloves (the kitchen being simply too small for a dishwasher) she remembered something her neighbour, Caroline, had said over coffee one day. ‘Home is where you can scratch where it itches.’ It certainly is, she thought, contorting to reach a spot between her shoulder-blades and smiling at the appropriateness of her action.

As if this thought had conjured Caroline out of the air, she noticed a movement at the bottom of the garden, and saw her friend coming through the convenience gate between their properties. Seeing Virginia at the window, she waved, and hurried down the stone slab path, raising little puffs of dust in the dry heat, as she moved through the parched garden, an enormous bright butterfly figure of yellows, reds, and turquoise, her Indian cotton dress swirling round her in the bright rays of sunlight. A butterfly with dew on its wings, thought Virginia, as the light glinted on something glass clasped in the arms across her chest.

She opened the back door in welcome, and Caroline breezed in, bringing the cloying scents of high summer in her wake; a wave of perfumed flowers and arid Sahara. Without ceremony, she plonked herself in one of the wheel-backed chairs, and deposited two jars on the table. ‘Raspberry,’ she said.

‘Raspberry to you, too,’ replied Virginia, blowing the fruit’s namesake, and laughing.

‘Don’t interrupt,’ her friend replied. ‘If you’d given me the chance, I’d have said there was raspberry jam in this jar, and gooseberry in the other. I thought you’d like some; well, hoped you would as, as usual, I’ve made far too much, even for my tribe, and my larder’s just heaving with the stuff.

‘I most certainly would,’ agreed Virginia, quickly transferring the precious jars to the cool of her larder. Caroline may be scatty, but her jam was the best she had ever tasted, and she did not want to give her the chance of changing her mind about the gift.

As Virginia made coffee Caroline made known the real reason for her visit. ‘I came to wish you both the worst of luck, for tonight.’

‘You what? Did I hear that right?’

‘You did.’

‘Why?’ asked Virginia, visibly puzzled.

‘Because of the old saying, you know – good dress rehearsal, bad performance; bad dress rehearsal, absolutely fantastic performance, or words to that effect. Anyway, I decided that a wish of bad luck for tonight might help with the quality of tomorrow’s performance.’

‘Oh, I see. Well, I appreciate the sentiment, but please don’t mention tomorrow. I’m terrified. I haven’t felt like this since I had to sing ‘Three Blind Mice’ in the school concert at the age of six.’

‘So it’s about time you grew out of it then, at your age,’ replied her friend unsympathetically, as she made a grab for her coffee cup. Virginia whisked it back out of her reach.

‘Would you like some arsenic in that, Little Miss Venomous?’ she asked with a grin.

‘No effect on me, I’m afraid,’ replied the irrepressible Caroline, getting up and helping herself to Virginia’s untouched cup. ‘The kids are so poisonous, it would have no effect. I’m immune.’

Virginia took Richard’s cup through to the study, and reflected on Caroline’s chaotic household. She coped daily with an ill-assorted menagerie of four children, two dogs, three cats, a hamster with a suicidal Houdini streak, and a husband, who was more often away on business than he was at home. And she coped admirably but, most days, at about this time, when both women and her husband Martin were at home, she came over for a coffee and an unwind.

Virginia knew how much help this was to her, to escape after the chaos and demands of nursery tea, and welcomed her company. Richard normally took half an hour off in the study, after their early meal, and Caroline’s chatter somehow kept her in touch with news of the youngest end of the population, very few members of which she had any contact with, and her friend’s constant child-related crises reminded her how smoothly her own life ran.
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​​Chapter Three
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At six thirty Caroline departed, reeling in almost tangible strands of family strife, as she approached her own seething household, and Richard and Virginia began to collect together the things they would need for the evening ahead. By six forty-five they were in the larger of their two cars, an (almost) vintage Jaguar, heading towards Standchester as fast as the crowds of brine-inebriated trippers would allow. Children clutching ice-cream cones and helium-filled silver hearts appeared from between almost every pair of parked cars, anxious parents calling in their wake, and they were glad to leave the town streets and head off into the muted green of the countryside.

It had been completely dry and unusually hot for weeks now. Gardens wilted, their grass yellow and withered, paintwork blistered and faded on cottages under the merciless onslaught of unbroken sunshine. Dogs lay in the scanty shade of tired trees, panting, hoping in vain to draw coolness from the parched earth. Even the trees themselves seemed to be bowed under the weight of the burning sky, where the sun, in Mediterranean brightness, bleached its blue until it was almost devoid of colour.

Through the open car window, they could hear a dove somewhere to their left in a small copse and, in the other direction, someone sawed wood, while another made the air clamorous with the sound of a motor mower. These aural distractions were welcomed by Virginia. Richard’s mind was kept busy with driving, but hers had found one gear higher than the car’s frenzied engine. How would they do tonight? It was, after all, the very last rehearsal before the performance. Had anyone bought tickets? Was the orchestra sufficiently rehearsed? Good God! She couldn’t remember a note of the score. What if her mind was as blank as this tomorrow night?

Richard cut across this barrage of, as yet, unanswerable questions. ‘What’s up, Doc? You look as worried as a virgin Victorian bride on her honeymoon. It’ll be alright on the night, as they say. Stop worrying and enjoy it, otherwise it’s simply not worth the effort.’

He had, as usual, read her thoughts with unerring accuracy, and knowing he was absolutely right she closed her eyes, let her head roll back on to the headrest, and began to breathe deeply and rhythmically. Slowly, her muscles un-tensed, and the only sensation remaining was a slight fluttering in her middle regions, which reminded her of the butterfly Caroline. At the thought of scones and her friend’s preserves as a reward for their labours tonight, she smiled and turned her thoughts to less worrying subjects.

The hall, when they arrived, was in such chaos that it made the scurrying pace of a normal Friday rehearsal evening look positively funereal. The whole orchestra was present, the stage expanded with an apron to accommodate the musicians, and music stands sprouted from this new prow of performance, like alien chrome weeds. Everywhere they looked, people were darting back and forth carrying instruments, brass, woodwind or stringed, and still more were already on the apron, tuning earnestly, wearing the glowering expression one would expect on the face of a Chopin fan, when first confronted by the work of, for example, Sir Michael Tippett.

A few members of the choir and orchestra lounged at the rear by the door, smoking (!) in such a carefully positioned way that their awareness of the evenly spaced smoke alarms was immediately obvious. Ladies of the choir flitted across the hall, dodging the carelessly abandoned instrument cases with the consummate ease of much practise, and distributing coffee to anyone who crossed their paths. The bulk of the singers were lodged in a fairly tight scrum in front of the noticeboard, which bore the final seating plan for the concert itself.

As Virginia approached this group, it suddenly froze, and all heads, except one, bent floor wards in a unison bow. The one person remaining upright, like an iron tree resisting the storm, was Olivia. ‘What’s afoot?’ asked Virginia, surveying the impromptu gesture of supposed homage, with some amusement.

‘About twelve inches.’ Olivia, squinting horribly, brought her friend in to focus with an obvious effort, and further complicated her facial contortions with a welcoming smile, adding shortly, ‘Contact lens.’

If all football supporters were short-sighted, those two words, broadcast over the loudspeakers, could bring any crowd, any riot, under control. They beg instant immobility, infinite caution, superhuman powers of observation, and compel all those blessed with perfect vision to mourn the passing of glasses from the noses of their vainer friends.

Removing shoes and pussyfooting closer, Virginia ordered her friend to freeze, and began the familiar routine of a body scan. Within a few seconds she called, ‘OK,’ to the breathing statue in front of her, and expertly hooked the tiny shell from Olivia’s cleavage with the tip of her little finger. With a cross-eyed grimace of gratitude, Olivia took the lens and, after the application of a moist pink tongue to the now dry concave surface, threw back her head, and deftly restored normal vision.

The crowd had, by now, melted away, insignificant bit players in the big scene and, wary of an encore, left them. Being now able to get to the noticeboard, Virginia discovered to her consternation that she was indeed on the front row for her first appearance. To take her mind off this, she asked Olivia how Maurice was behaving himself.

‘Quite well, really,’ she replied, weighing his actions in the balance. ‘Red roses every Saturday – special delivery – for a start, several champagne suppers a deux: in fact, not bad at all, although now and again he still gets a sort of gleam in his eye.’

‘No complaints there, surely?’ asked Virginia, deliberately misunderstanding.

‘Not that sort of gleam, you fool. It’s when we’re out. If there are other men around, even if I know them, I daren’t even pass the time of day, or he looks quite mad – Caliban, as I live and breathe. Still, on the whole ...’ She left the sentence unfinished.

‘On the whole?’ Virginia prompted.

But Olivia’s eyes were focused on the stage, on the gaunt, compelling figure of Karl Dzhanovich, trying to create order out of chaos in the strings section, as a harp was inserted to their temporary confusion. ‘On the whole?’ Virginia repeated, her eyes following the same course.

‘Not bad. Not too bad,’ Olivia concluded, moving off in the direction of her quarry. ‘Must keep him on his toes, though,’ and with a regal waft of her hand she was gone, soon to be absorbed in deep conversation with the object of her lover’s jealousy.

‘Little idiot,’ muttered Virginia, and mounted the steps to the stage to take her place.

The rehearsal was not without its hitches. The violin parts were a nightmare, where multitudinous accidentals lay in wait for any whose attention wandered even after months of practise and, as a major part of the work was orchestral, several halts had to be called, as Karl vented his spleen, time after time, on the unfortunate players.

The choir was also not at its best. The pages of unaccompanied singing which followed the overture fell flatter and flatter. It was merely the result of nerves, after their conductor’s displays of temper, but he was either unaware of this, or didn’t want to accept it, and made them run through their opening sections four times
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