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Setting the Record Straight 

“No, Fiona, I’m afraid I haven’t listened to StreetBoyz’ new album. I don’t need to waste my 

time to know it’s not really music. Not in the true sense of the word.” 

“But—” 

“I mean, how much training have these lads actually had? A few weeks in a 

celebrity’s house in Malibu, and a month in the television studio. That doesn’t compare with 

the years—years, Fiona!—of dedication we proper singers put in.” 

Edward Jennings switched off the iPlayer. He didn’t need to watch the rest of the 

interview on the late-night Musically Speaking chat-show;  he knew he’d made his point. 

Fiona Carstairs had tried to argue different types of music had equal value, but her heart 

wasn’t in it; Edward suspected the television presenter privately agreed with him. And as for 

the band; they’d sat there staring at their shoes. They might have a lot to say on a hysteria-

fuelled reality show, but put them in a serious discussion with grown-ups and it was a 

different story.  

Edward glanced around the room. He travelled so much these days, it was always 

nice to get home to London. Well, not home exactly, he didn’t have one of those at the 

moment, but a comfortable hotel suite was the next best thing. They’d delivered the piano 

as usual; Suzanne, his accompanist, would arrive soon for today’s practice. He didn’t have a 

performance this evening—the first time in many weeks he was having a day off—but he 

still needed to run through his daily exercises and review the programme for tomorrow’s 

gala concert. 

Five hours later, they called it a day. The rehearsal hadn’t gone well. He forgot the 

words in the middle of a major aria—twice. He accused Suzanne of altering the time and 
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putting him off his stride, although he knew deep down this wasn’t true. She probably knew 

he knew, too; but she said nothing, just packed her music and left. 

The next day, Edward was at the concert hall with hours to spare. He liked to get the 

feel of the place before he went on stage, especially when he was performing at a new 

venue: where the dressing room was in relation to the stage; how large was the 

performance area; where the musicians would be located; and where would the conductor 

be? But this was the Wigmore Hall. A small, but prestigious venue, he’d performed there 

many times; first as a scholarship  student at the Royal College of Music and in the ten years 

since graduating top of the class, as guest soloist. So why was he so fidgety? Why was there 

a stone in the pit of his stomach, threatening to overbalance him at any moment? 

The first half of the programme went well, and Edward began to relax. At the start of 

the second half, he was to perform the ever-popular aria Che Gelida Manina from La 

Bohème. Suzanne checked he was ready and played the opening chords. Edward opened his 

mouth—and nothing happened. It wasn’t just the words were gone; he’d lost the music too. 

The audience watched in stunned silence as the great tenor they’d queued to hear pointed 

to his mouth, shook his head in despair, and ran from the platform.  

His doctors spent a week carrying out tests. They found nothing wrong with his 

voice, and physically he felt fine the next morning. He was able to sing scales and arpeggios, 

but nothing more. The music had disappeared; as though someone had wiped all the files in 

his head. The doctors diagnosed stress and recommended a complete break from touring 

for at least three months. They suggested Edward take a trip to the countryside for a change 

of scenery. Friends recommended their favourite luxury hotels in Dorset and Somerset. But 

Edward wanted somewhere different; somewhere secluded where no-one would know who 

he was. Online he found a small, family-run farm in the village of Coombesford in Devon, 
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advertising a one bedroom cottage for rent. With all his appearances cancelled, Edward 

drove towards the south-west.    

He found to his surprise he rather enjoyed having nothing to do. It was May, term-

time, and he was the farm’s only guest. He sat in the orchard, reading and dozing by turn. 

One day during the second week, as his Kindle slipped from his fingers and he lay back on 

the lounger, feeling the warmth of the sun on his closed lids, he heard someone singing. It 

was Scarborough Fair, a song he remembered from childhood and the voice was a gentle, 

mezzo soprano with a tone like melted honey. He stayed very still, enjoying every note, until 

it gradually faded away. Afterwards he wondered if it had been a dream or if, in fact, the 

singer had been real. There was a lane running along the side of the property, just behind 

where he’d been sitting. Maybe someone walking down there had been singing? 

“Are there likely to be any singers in the lane?” he asked Julie, his hostess as she 

poured  coffee after a healthy salad lunch, rather spoiled by a large portion of lemon tart. As 

soon as the words were out of his mouth, he felt foolish, but Julie nodded and said “that 

would be Melanie, Mr Jennings; she’s always singing. Always has, ever since she was a 

child.” 

For the rest of the week, rain kept Edward inside and he didn’t hear Melanie singing 

again. On Sunday, Julie suggested they go into the village for the church service. Edward 

hadn’t been to church for many years, and was going to decline, but at the last minute, he 

changed his mind.  

To most of the congregation, the tiny choir probably sounded like any other 

collection of singers in a country church. But with his trained ear, Edward could hear the 

two tenors with reasonable voices but a lack of practice, judging by the way they kept 

wavering around the correct notes; he could detect the solitary alto who spent much of the 
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service singing in unison with the sopranos, and mimed any note above a top D; and he 

could pick out Melanie’s clear notes above all else. She was short, with tousled blonde curls 

and long twirly earrings just brushing the frill tucked inside the neck of her cassock. 

After the service, he told Julie he wanted to look around the village and would walk 

back to the farm later. He pretended to study the gravestones nearest to the church, while 

keeping a close eye on the vestry door. Even so, he almost missed her. Neither her angelic 

performance in the choir, nor her gentle, hidden singing earlier in the week, had hinted at 

Melanie’s dress sense. 

A leopardskin patterned coat enveloped her tiny frame; she was wearing fluorescent 

green tights and yellow wellingtons. She had a piercing on her nose; the backs of her hands 

were covered in intricate hennaed designs.  

She gave him a friendly smile as she drew level. 

“Beautiful singing,” he said. 

“Why thank you, kind sir.” The curtsey she gave him was almost, but not quite, 

mocking. 

“I think I heard you singing in the lane the other day.” 

“Probably; I sing all the time. If you liked what we did this morning, you should come 

along to the Free Choir this evening.” 

“Free from what?” 

“Free from singing anything in particular. We all bring along suggestions, pick out the 

most popular and have a good old sing-song. You don’t have to be able to sing yourself; you 

can just come and listen.” 

After supper, Edward went back to the village and into the hall behind the church. 

There were around thirty singers and a handful of others like him who sat at the back 
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clapping along where appropriate, then applauding noisily at the end of each number. 

Edward loved every piece, especially the ones where Melanie sang a solo. He didn’t know 

any of the songs, but it didn’t matter; he enjoyed them just for the sound. 

“We meet every Sunday,” Melanie told him as they strolled back up the lane in the 

twilight after sharing coffee with the noisy bunch of singers, “will you come again?” 

“I’d love to,” Edward said. And for the next three weeks, he spent his Sunday 

evenings as a spectator rather than a performer. Sometimes, he even found himself 

humming along to the tunes. 

He spent his days sitting in the orchard, listening for a young woman singing to 

herself as she strolled between the village and her home.  

On the fourth Sunday, they arrived at the hall and Edward went to sit at the back as 

usual, but Melanie grabbed his hand and stopped him. 

“You could come and sing with us, if you wanted to,” she said. 

“Oh no, I don’t think so. I’m supposed to be resting—and I don’t know the words.”  

 “But you know the tunes, don’t you? I saw you humming along last time. Come on, 

it’ll be fun.” Melanie smiled and pulled him towards front of the hall. 

And that’s how tenor and media superstar, Edward Jennings, came to be singing in a 

local village hall. The music was simple, the words easy to learn—and in English—and no-

one had any training. They were singing for the love of it—and it showed. 

Melanie also took Edward to the church choir and he swelled their sound during a 

confirmation service officiated by the Bishop.  

Gradually, Edward realised there was room in his heart for all sorts of music, 

different types of singing and singers; and especially for a tiny mezzo soprano with an 

eccentric dress-sense and a heavenly voice. 
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Over increasingly more frequent suppers in her little cottage, she introduced him to 

her eclectic CD collection: Leonard Cohen, Joan Baez, Led Zeppelin and even StreetBoyz—

although she admitted she only bought that for the charity element. She didn’t mention her 

collections of opera CDs, but he spotted them hidden at the back of the rack one evening.  

When Edward went back to London—and to the stage— he left Melanie behind. As 

she put it: “There’s no way I’m leaving Devon for some dirty, noisy city.” But he also left his 

heart—and promised to visit whenever he could. She, in turn, promised to search for a 

larger cottage; one they could make into a home together. 

The day after his return, he got a call from his agent. 

“Can you do Musically Speaking next Tuesday? Fiona Carstairs wants to see how 

you’re doing.” 

“I’d be delighted,” Edward said. “And ask her if she can get StreetBoyz on as well; I 

think I owe those kids an apology. It’s time I set the record straight.” 

 

 


