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      In 1995, a group of ten blokes were seconded from the Queensland Conservatorium of Music as a gimmick for a one-off corporate performance that proved to be a hit with guests. From humble beginnings and small-time gigs, they eventually started touring Europe and since then, have shared their unique style in over thirty-seven countries and with millions of people. Over that time, there have been about sixty tenors in the group.

      As a long-term fan of The Ten Tenors, at one concert I hit upon the idea for a series of stories—romances featuring a bunch of tenors. After all, there are romances about rockstars, country singers, gospel singers, musicians. Why not a bunch of good-looking tenors? While the rest of the audience was enjoying the music, I was thinking plotlines and character arcs, and so The Tenor Men was born.

      This story, of course, is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of my imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any member of The Ten Tenors past or present is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          HARRISON

        

      

    

    
      “You’re in.”

      I could barely hear above the cacophony. But I recognised the voice of my manager, Jack Weston.

      “Hang on a sec. There’s too much background noise.” I shifted my phone across to the other ear as if that would help matters, and, then stepped outside and walked away as far as I could from the construction zone.

      “Sorry about that. What was it you said?”

      “You’re in.”

      In? In what? I wondered. He’d been pitching me to anyone and everyone and I’d lost track of where things stood.

      I couldn’t afford to get my hopes up. They’d been dashed too many times in the past. I’d tried to push everything out of my head and just concentrate on doing a good job off-siding for my brother. I needed a steady income. The singing gigs weren’t consistent enough for me to make a living from just yet. Maybe one day, if I kept working at it.

      There wasn’t a huge demand for singers like me in western New South Wales. Country singers? A given. The Midnight Oil or Jimmy Barnes type? Of course. But I seemed to be restricted to weddings and corporate events, and the occasional sporting final to sing the national anthem.

      “What do you mean, I’m in?”

      My manager sighed as if he couldn’t believe I could be so dense. “The management of The Tenor Men just called. They’d like to offer you a contract."

      What? No way! I must have misheard. The Tenor Men. My dream gig! This couldn’t be real. Wait. It wasn’t April first, was it?

      “Stop joking with me, Jack.”

      “I’m not joking, Harrison. You deserve this, mate. It’s about time your talent was recognised, and by one of the most prestigious groups in the country, if not the world.”

      “Wow.” It was finally starting to sink into my thick head.

      “Wow indeed.”

      “When … what next?” My thoughts scattered to the wind. I couldn’t string words together. I was stunned.

      “I’ll get my lawyer to check the contract and, all being well, I can courier it over to you in the next couple of days for you to sign. We have until the end of the week.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then you will pack your bags and head to Sydney to join the others. Rehearsals are underway for their European tour.”

      “Europe?” I could almost hear my manager muttering uncomplimentary words under his breath. Or maybe that was just my imagination.  Even though being a part of The Tenor Men was something I’d dreamed of for so long, I hadn’t always kept up with the group and what they were doing. Sometimes it was just too hard—a goal that was tantalisingly just out of reach.

      “Germany, Denmark, Norway and Sweden.” Jack was shuffling some papers around. “Belgium, I think. There’s a stack more. But you don’t need to know that right now. First step is to get the contract signed.”

      My brain started to kick into gear. My singing teacher, she would want to know. My family, of course. I could finally ditch the labouring job. My brother wouldn’t care. It’s not like I was an integral part of his crew. He was just employing me because I was family.

      I hardly heard what Jack was saying as my mind galloped away like a runaway brumby. “Sorry, what?”

      “Congratulations, Harrison,” Jack reiterated. “You are officially one of The Tenor Men. Well, you will be as soon as you sign the paperwork.”

      “I don’t think I will believe it until I’m standing in the rehearsal room.”

      Jack ended the call. He’d been representing me for a couple of years after he heard me sing at a wedding. The thing was, Jack was known for his stable of country music stars, so it had been a gamble for him to take a chance on me. It was a gamble for me as well. But he knew what he was doing. It had been a steady process. Long, but steady. And now it was about to pay off.
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          HARRISON - SEVEN MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      The last few months had been an absolute whirlwind.

      As soon as the ink dried on my contract, I shoved my clothes and other assorted crap I probably wouldn’t need into my well-worn suitcase, farewelled my family, who were cheering me on, even if my mother couldn’t stop crying, and flew to Sydney.

      The proverbial boy from the bush.

      It wasn’t as if I hadn’t been to the capital of my home state before, just not for several years. My life revolved around my local community district back home on the Western Plains of New South Wales. There always seemed to be something more important to spend my money on than a jaunt to the big smoke.

      Granted, it was a bit unusual for The Tenor Men to be rehearsing in Sydney instead of their home base in Brisbane. But they had wanted to change things up a bit, so I wasn’t about to complain.

      I’d hardly caught my breath after meeting the other tenors before I was thrust into the maelstrom of vocal rehearsals, choreography and suit fittings. Then there were the strength and conditioning classes. The tenors had to be fit and fabulous and disciplined to live up to the “Dashing Dozen” moniker someone in the American media had bestowed upon them a few years ago.

      I think it started to hit home for me when we did the photo shoot ahead of the tour. There was finally visual proof I was one of them. Un-frickin-believable.

      “Geez, I’ve got my work cut out for me, haven’t I?” I whinged to Donovan Ford. He’d joined The Tenor Men eighteen months ago so he was still a relative newbie.

      “That’s what comes with being the new kid on the block,” he replied with an understanding nod.

      We often got called ‘the bookends’, and sometimes we did stand at opposite ends of a line-up of The Tenor Men. We were the same age at twenty-six and both six-foot tall. Same dark hair although his was a couple of shades lighter and he had green eyes to my dark brown.

      Jai was two years younger and, together, we had been dubbed ‘the babies’. Youngest in age and length of time in the group.

      Thankfully, Donovan didn’t mind me talking his ear off and complaining. And over the last few weeks, I’d been doing that a lot. “Yeah, I know, but it’s such a big learning curve.”

      “One we’ve all been on at one point or another.” He gave me a reassuring pat on the arm.

      “True,” I muttered as we walked into the meeting room where the rest of the guys were already assembled.

      I might have been the tiniest bit starstruck when I first met the guys who I had looked up to for so long. But they were just regular guys, much like me. We came from all walks of life and were uniquely bound by our enjoyment of singing and sharing that love with others.

      Everyone in the room suddenly applauded. What the…?

      “Hey, Harrison. Can you come up here for a sec?” Garrett our manager asked as he gestured at where he stood at the front of the room.

      Sure, I guess. It felt a little like I was about to get in trouble from the school principal.

      “Before we head off on your first tour, there’s a little tradition we have to undertake.”

      It wasn’t a crazy initiation ritual, was it?

      “On behalf of management,” he continued as soon as I reached him, “I’d like to present you with this.”  He held out a The Tenor Man logoed cap towards me. It had a large thirty-six embroidered on the front of it, as I was the thirty-sixth member of the group.

      My hand shook a little as I took it off him. “Thanks, man.” I flipped it onto my head. It was another of the “I can’t quite believe it” moments and I came close to losing my ever-loving mind!
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        * * *

      

      People were milling around when I walked into the stark rehearsal room; nothing unusual about that. The room was sparsely furnished. Functional. Bland. It got the job done. We were currently back in Australia doing the round of cities and smaller towns like this one, Mackenzie Beach, north of Brisbane.

      I checked the time on the watch I had been gifted for my birthday. All the current tenors sported one as part of a sponsorship deal with a local Brisbane family jewellery company. I was on time, but it felt like I was late to the game.

      Lachlan looked in my direction from the far side of the room and waved me over. As the only original member of The Tenor Men, he was also the musical director, a total legend. He knew what our audiences wanted, and delivered, but he could also push them out of their comfort zone just a little. Enough to keep new audience members coming along.

      I weaved around the other tenors. Our manager was on the phone. Our wardrobe person had Zane up on a stand of some sort where she was in the process of pinning up the hems of the black trousers he was wearing. Jai strummed a guitar while Xavier hummed along to the tune, wielding a banana like a conductor’s baton. The others were grabbing food off a side table.

      “There’s been a change to the run sheet.”

      “Who’s sick?” I asked, looking around the room, doing a quick head count. “Do you need me to do another solo?” It sometimes happened that if one or more of us got ill, we needed to rearrange things. Learn other parts or solos so there were no visible gaps as far as the audience could tell, apart from the number of tenors onstage. “No migraines or food poisoning?” I think one time they got down to nine blokes after a particularly bad bout of food poisoning. Having a dozen singers and losing one or two from time to time didn’t affect the sound quality too much. Sure, we noticed, and maybe some of the diehard fans who’d seen multiple shows.

      “Nothing like that, thank goodness.” Fortunately, we were usually a pretty healthy bunch. We had to be in order to keep up with our heavy touring schedule. “Garrett just got word that Geri will be in the audience.”

      “Geri?” I knew I should recognise the name.

      “The Tenor Men 101,” he replied as if I should automatically twig who he meant. “Geraldine Rossi. Our number one supporter.”

      Oh yeah, I remembered. I hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting her yet. Sounded like that might change, although I had heard an awful lot about her from the other tenors.

      “We’re adding her song to the set list.”

      “I didn’t know there was one.”

      “Yeah, it’s the one her husband used as his proposal song back in the late fifties. We don’t include it unless Geri is in the audience, and she usually lets us know who she wants to sing it. And that, my friend,” he put his arm around my shoulder, “is you.”

      “Why me?”

      “Well, she’s heard all of us do the song at one time or another, so she requested the new boy. Guess she wants to see if you pass muster. So don’t balls it up.”

      “Geez, no pressure, hey?” It wouldn’t give her a good impression of me if I stuffed up the song before we’d even met.

      Chas, our supremely talented pianist, ran some scales and arpeggios on the piano in one corner. I sometimes wondered why he chose to accompany our bunch of blokes instead of having some lucrative solo career, but he’d been there and done that and was more than happy to tag along on tour with us and put up with our shenanigans. And with that many guys, there were always a few hijinks. When he wasn’t travelling the world with us, he was tutoring the next generation of musos at the Con, running charity concerts, producing top-tier musicals or wanna-be productions. Dunno how he managed to fit it all in.

      Tyson Garvie, one of our ten-year veterans, was already standing alongside the piano.

      “Here in My Heart is an Al Martino song,” he told me. “So Chas and I are going to run you through the music and see if we can get you up to speed before the matinee show.”

      “Thanks, any help would be great.”

      I listened to the song a few times. Yeah, I wasn’t sure I could do it justice. But I’d just have to give it my best shot.
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          ALESSA

        

      

    

    
      If you typed the word “stubborn” into a computer search engine, I was pretty sure a photo of my grandmother would appear. There were a few other words along that line I could add, but I’ll just leave it there. I loved her immensely. She’d been a constant all of my life when my parents weren’t, but sometimes…

      She’d barely recovered from hip surgery before insisting on driving three hours (okay, technically I was the one who drove), to see “her boys”.

      By “boys”, she meant The Tenor Men. She’d been there at their inception. It was basically her idea in the first place, and she still considered them “her boys”. All thirty-five of them. Oh, wait. It was thirty-six. Another one joined a few months back. Past and present tenors were all part of the family, and she still kept in touch with most of them on a regular basis.

      I tried to talk her out of travelling to Mackenzie Beach. It wasn’t like she couldn’t go to another show. They’d be in Brisbane next weekend and she’d have the choice of another two shows to go to. But no, she wanted to be in a smaller venue, to get closer to the singers. I’d already rung Garrett King, their manager, and he knew to expect us.

      “Sorry G'ma G, you will have to use the walker or the wheelchair to get inside.”

      “I’d prefer to walk without either,” she told me.

      “Yes, but even if I drop you right at the front entrance, there is still a way to go to get to the auditorium.”  After a few grumbles, she finally relented and let me push her in the wheelchair.

      What do you think of when you imagine a grandmother? Someone short and round and squishy? My G’ma G was none of those. She was tall and lean and looked at least twenty years younger than her eighty-three years. When she was in her twenties, she looked like a young girl, so much so that my nonno, who was thirteen years older than her, was accused of inappropriate behaviour when they first started dating. She constantly had to produce her driver’s licence and then sometimes people assumed it was fake. People thought she was an ingénue, but she was far from it. By day, she was an office worker, but by night, she was a sultry jazz siren. The photos I’d seen proved it. No wonder my nonno was smitten the first time he’d laid eyes on her in the Blue Room. He’d heard about her when he’d been performing in Brisbane and decided to visit the club late one night, and boom, the rest became part of our family’s folklore. The tenor and the jazz singer. You couldn’t make that stuff up.

      The middle-aged, black-coated usher with a bright blue bow tie led us to two front-row seats on the middle-left of the central aisle. Front and almost centre, just as G’ma G preferred it. She would critique their performance. Her eagle eyes missed nothing. Unpolished shoes, trousers not at the exact length. Jackets fitting a little too snug or worse for wear. None of these things would be noticeable beyond the first couple of rows, but she had set the bar pretty high for The Tenor Men all those years ago, so I hoped they remembered to put in some extra care with their appearance tonight.

      Thankfully, the floor in the Civic Centre was timber, much easier than trying to push a wheelchair across carpet. I assumed they’d had to relocate the people who were originally sitting in these seats. Who knows what inducement they’d offered them to get them to shift. Free drinks? Merchandise? An opportunity to meet and greet the boys afterwards? Or maybe they’d just added a couple of extra seats and shuffled everyone in that row along?

      “Help me get into the seat, Alessandra.” G'ma G had obviously decided she didn’t want to watch the concert from the confines of her wheelchair.

      “I’m sure you’d be more comfortable if you stayed in the chair, Geri.”

      That was another thing about my grandmother. In public, she didn’t want to be referred to as grandma or grandmother or anything like that.  I’m not sure why. It wasn’t like she was embarrassed by me or anything. I guessed she didn’t think she looked old enough to have a twenty-four-year-old granddaughter, even though I was the youngest of the four grandchildren.

      “No,” she insisted. No wheelchair for her, if at all possible. Thankfully, the usher stayed to help me re-situate G'ma G and then took the wheelchair away, pointing to where it would be stationed at the far side of the auditorium.

      A few minutes later, the lights dimmed in anticipation of the start of the show. It was as if they had been waiting for my grandmother to be settled before they began, and maybe they had.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” Truth be told, the vast majority of the audience was female, mostly older ones at that. But I’d never felt awkward or out of place at these concerts. “Welcome to the Mackenzie Beach stage, back on home soil after their recent sold-out European tour, The Tenor Men.”

      Applause and a couple of whistles ripped the air.

      The backlighting revealed the silhouettes of the guys. Fortunately, the stage was wide enough to accommodate the twelve of them shoulder-to-shoulder.  And, as expected, they started with a big, power number. The familiar sensation of what I can only describe as dancing goosebumps lit across my skin as the sheer volume and harmony of the tenors washed over me. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feelings they evoked then listened intently to see if I could distinguish individual voices, a habit I developed a few years
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