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“Next to silence,  

 nothing holds more 

  importance than music.” 
 

—Frank Zappa* 
 

 
* Zappa never said this.—Ed.† 

† He should have.—JSG 
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1~  ~  

 

Paper full of holes. 
 

 

IT COST MILLIONS OF DOLLARS TO FIND 

the ancient manuscript, and the search 

ended the lives of nine men, two women, 

and an unknown number of goats.  

The hunt for the documents began 

in earnest after the end of World War II. 

In the outskirts of Paris, renovation was 

under way on the bombed out remains of 

Falaise Chapel. Work crews removing 

rubble from the apse discovered a locked 

vault under what was left of the altar. 

One swing of a sledgehammer and one 

pry from a crowbar opened the safe.  

“Letters! Nothing here but fucking 

letters,” one worker spat out, although it 

sounded more lilting in French. With 

disdain, the bundles of yellowed paper 

were set aside and the laborers resumed 

their tasks. 
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In that war-ravished parish, only 

one of the clergy had survived the 

intense shelling leading up to the end of 

the hostilities. Having nothing better to 

do, the lonely novitiate began cataloging 

the letters, many of which referred to “an 

opera in Italian written by a German in 

England.” There were also scraps of 

music. With a little research, the prelate-

in-training found that German composer 

Georg Friedrich Händel moved to 

England in 1726, became a British 

citizen, changed the spelling of his name 

to George Frideric Handel, and wrote 

operas in Italian and oratorios in English.   

The novice showed the letters and 

the scraps of composition paper to music 

historians at Université de la nuit, all of 

whom were elated. They reacted as if 

they were a criminal investigation unit, 

marshalling all their resources to assess 

the artifacts.  

Scientific testing revealed that the 

paper and the ink were from the mid-

1700s. Handwriting experts said that 

annotations in the margins of the pages 
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of music were Handel’s. And the 

musicologists were all of the opinion that 

the style of the composition was 

consistent with Handel’s work.  

“There is no doubt in my mind that 

Handel wrote this piece,” stated Irmgard 

Krauss-Peugot of the Société pour la 

préservation de l'histoire musicale.  

No less an authority than Nikolaus 

Gessen, director of the Deutschland 

Gesellschaft für musikalisches Erbe, 

agreed, stating that the work was “von 

Handel und seiner Hanschrift,” or “in 

Handel’s own hand.”  

The UKMA (U.K. Music Academy) 

offered a reward for the document, 

which prompted several amateur sleuths 

to begin poking around. Two of them got 

into a drunken brawl one evening while 

crossing a bridge and both fell to their 

deaths on the railway below.  

The BMS (British Music Society) 

hired a detective to find the document. 

As their intrepid investigator approached 

his Paris hotel, he looked the wrong way 

at the traffic and had to leap for his life. 
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He was successful in avoiding the path 

of a Le Dauphin cycle-car heading west, 

but that put him in the path of a three-

and-a-half-ton Citroen-45 cargo truck 

heading east. The medical examiner 

pronounced the man dead at the scene. 

Two rival U.K. industrialists began 

out-spending each other in an attempt to 

recover the “long lost part of British 

history” and “return it to its rightful 

place in the United Kingdom.” Their 

monetary outlay increased once they 

learned they were also in competition 

with the cultural affairs department of 

the German government as well as the 

Italian Opera Preservation League. It is 

safe to say that obtaining the manuscript 

became a matter of pride, prejudice, 

arrogance, conceit, and egotism for all 

participants in the hunt. 

The investigations revealed that the 

pages of music made several journeys in 

the decades following their completion 

in the early 1750s. First, the sheets of 

hand-written music moved from London 

to Sicily, then to Paris, and next to 
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Malwa, India in 1824, where they came 

into the possession of an opium supplier 

who loved Handel’s Messiah. It was in 

Malwa that the bundle of papers 

acquired a magnificent leather case, dyed 

a deep red the color of blood. Carved 

into the cover were three words: 
 

 
 

The head of the opium production 

facilities of Malwa was happy to leaf 

through the opera’s manuscript pages, 

imagining the flow of the music and the 

emotion of the voices. He was engaged 

in just such a reverie when the camp was 

attacked by rival merchants of death. In 

the course of the resulting siege, a great 

many assailants were killed, as well as 
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several defenders. To placate the spirits 

of the sky, a few goats were sacrificed.  

As occurred from time to time, 

there was a change in ownership of the 

Malwa opium production business. The 

new drug lord, not being a fan of Handel, 

sold the manuscript to a disreputable 

dealer of antiquities in Cairo, and 

another goat was slaughtered to celebrate 

the occasion.  

Eventually, the manuscript made its 

way into the hands of a legitimate 

antique merchant in San Francisco who 

retained it until his death many years 

later. There was a bitter nine-year 

dispute over the family inheritance, 

which resulted in two shooting deaths, 

one poisoning, and one strangulation. No 

goats were harmed. 

Although the remaining family 

members settled on division of the 

property, there was no trace of the 

Handel manuscript or the leather case. It 

was not until four years after that, during 

a routine inventory of the warehouse 

space belonging to the San Francisco 
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Opera Society, that circumstances 

conspired to bring Handel’s work to the 

public. 

“Careful with that crate,” one 

workman admonished two co-workers. 

“It looks like that wood has rotted.” 

“Don’t get your panties in a twist,” 

was the annoyed reply. “We got this 

covered.”  

At which point the crate split into 

several pieces and the contents spilled 

out onto the concrete floor. 

“Nice job,” the first worker said 

with a soupçon of sarcasm. 

“Up yours,” was the response. 

“You guys are the butterclaws who 

dropped the thing.” 

“Listen, wise ass, you—” 

“No, you listen, you little—” 

“Hey!” interjected another worker. 

“What the hell is that?” He indicated a 

bundle wrapped in black velvet and tied 

with a purple sash. The intriguing parcel 

was poking out from a pile of stage 

props, including candelabra, goblets, and 

an assortment of dueling swords. 
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The workers gingerly opened the 

bundle to reveal the leather case 

containing Handel’s creation. 

“Don’t touch it,” one workman 

warned. “We gotta get this to the 

muckity-mucks upstairs.” 

The muckity-mucks upstairs, or the 

Opera Society docents, were jubilant 

over the discovery. Their joy turned to 

alarm almost immediately. In grasping 

the cover page with one finger and 

thumb, the parchment disintegrated. This 

produced a series of reactions: 

Shouts of alarm.  

Cries of woe.  

Lamentations. 

Recriminations. 

Etc. 

Once the blame game concluded, 

the Society turned to the plutocrats of 

Silicon Valley for monetary help. One 

after another, the CEOs of the multi-

billion-dollar firms contributed to the 

newly formed USA Consortium for the 

Preservation of Humanity’s Supreme 

Creations. Reasons for their generous 
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contributions ran the gamut from 

desiring another tax write-off to 

nationalistic pride, which was sometimes 

expressed as a wish to “out-flank the 

krauts, the limeys, the wops, and most 

especially, the French.” 

Altogether, the Consortium raised a 

war chest of 39 million dollars, enough 

to mount the most extravagant operatic 

production ever imagined.  

There was only one question that 

mattered: Would it be possible to 

preserve the manuscript? 

“We face two main difficulties in 

stabilizing the decay and disintegration 

of this work,” explained Dr. Walter 

Jakobsen of the Marin-Stafford Research 

Institute.  “It seems that various sections 

of the manuscript were composed using 

a variety of paper and two kinds of ink. 

Where the paper is thinner, the pages 

have fused together. Some can be split 

apart, but others have melded. However, 

with the use of a spectrometer, we are 

able to separate the original notes from 
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those that have been ‘ghosted’ onto the 

other page.” 
 

 
 

The presentation devolved into a 

10-minute search for a word to replace 

“ghosted.” Dr. Jakobsen looked on in 

consternation as the plutocrats argued for 

and against a variety of phrases, 

including “transfer-fused notation.” 
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“If we could get back to the two 

difficulties in saving the manuscript,” the 

nettled scientist admonished the group. 

Some CEOs looked guilty, others looked 

annoyed, but they all ceased chattering. 

“Now, as I indicated,” Dr. Jakobsen 

continued, “we are having success with 

spectrographic analysis on the fused 

pages. However, the composer used 

something called iron-gall ink on many 

of the other sheets. Unfortunately, iron-

gall ink is highly acidic and the acid is 

now slowly destroying the pages. The 

resolution to this problem involves the 

application of micro-thin alkaline film. It 

is time-consuming and highly delicate.” 

“Is there anything else we can do to 

help?” one CEO asked. 

“Pray,” Dr. Jakobsen somberly 

replied. “And sacrifice a goat.” 

“What?!!” 

“Oh for heaven’s sake, I’m joking. 

Do please lighten up.” 
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2~  ~  

 

Dog lost; Opera found. 
 

 

“NEW HANDEL OPERA DISCOVERED” 

was not a headline that interested most 

people, even when it appeared next to a 

tearjerker of a tale involving a lost collie 

and the grieving of the animal’s owners. 

 While those outside the opera 

community ignored the announcement, 

the story of locating and verifying the 

manuscript sent shivers up and down the 

spine of every musicologist on the 

planet, including those who initially 

doubted the authenticity of the work. 

One skeptic noted, “We’re being 

asked to believe that Handel composed a 

five-act opera that got misplaced for 270 

years. Now, it is possible that could have 

happened, but if Handel wrote this opera, 

he certainly would not have titled it 

that.”  
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The torn and tattered cover page 

displayed the title in superb calligraphy: 

Anormale o la Maledizione dei reali. A 

rough translation would be Abnormality, 

The Curse of Royalty. 

“Considering the petty constraints 

put upon Baroque composers by their 

often shortsighted royal patrons, that title 

seems quite appropriate,” stated Josef 

Chrysler, head of the Ethnomusicology 

Department of the University of Eton-

on-Thames. “Besides, that might have 

been a working title. Handel may have 

intended to present the composition 

under a different name, one that would 

please the plutocrats.” 

 For every doubter, there was a 

believer. The verbal battle raged back 

and forth but the scientific data more and 

more pointed to the work being genuine 

and plans for producing the opera moved 

forward rapidly. With a lavish budget to 

call upon, the San Francisco Opera 

Society, working with the cash-rich 

Preservation of the Arts Consortium, was 

able to assemble a line-up comprised of 
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some of the most renowned operatic 

performers from around the world. Each 

of the six principal singers was a star. 

The dream team of director, conductor, 

and choreographer had a combined total 

of 85 years of experience.  

 The list of minor details that had to 

be worked out included: 

 

 Who will receive the most lucrative 

contract. 

 Who will receive top billing in the 

advertising. 

 Who will receive top billing in the 

program. 

 Who will receive top billing in the 

publicity. 

 Approval of the head shots. 

 Approval of the group photos. 

 Approval of the bios. 

 Publicity appearances, broadcast. 

 Publicity appearances, personal. 

 Who shares in profits from sale of 

the recordings. 
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 Who shares in profits from sale of 

the videos. 

 Availability of vocal coaches. 

 

These questions resulted in heated 

arguments because each of the principals 

had their assistants interact and argue 

with everyone else’s assistants. The 

battles grew so rancorous that the singers 

almost stopped trading tips about throat 

lozenges and moisturizer sprays. 

In the midst of the acrimony, there 

was an additional crucial challenge: 

finding local psychoanalysts to handle 

the therapy sessions. The cost of this led 

to some unflattering media coverage and 

several interesting cartoon images. 
  

 
  

 “What the hell is with these therapy 

sessions?” asked Margaret Tia, the 
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representative from the S.F. Opera 

Society. A friend on the City Council 

filled her in on the unusual situation.  

 “The Coliseum Commission Board 

of Directors insists on shrink time for the 

entire cast and production team.” 

 “I’m sorry, ‘shrink time’?” 

 “Psychological counseling. They’re 

afraid of these people flipping out.” 

 “The operatic singers and the 

theatrical production professionals?” 

 “Yeah. Them.” 

 “Okay,” Tia said, managing to 

control her rising incredulity. “The 

coliseum regularly hosts sports teams, 

rock concerts, swap meets, and god 

knows what else, but they’re afraid of 

classical singers?” 

 “Hey, the place is under new 

management, remember? The owners are 

putting the shrink clause into all their 

contracts from now on.” 

 “It’ll kill their business.” 

 “Then they’ll declare bankruptcy.” 

“They’ll lose their investment.” 
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“Then they’ll get the County to 

pony up a billion for a new stadium.” 

“That’s a long shot,” Tia said. 

“Then they’ll turn the space into 

high-rises. There’s a lot of money for 

offices and condominiums.” 

 “This is ridiculous.” 

 “Yeah, but that’s the way it is.” 

 Tia went to the Board with a plan 

for group counseling sessions. “This will 

be much more cost-effective,” Tia said. 

Her suggestion was rejected almost 

immediately.  “These people are stars, 

divas, prima donnas, narcissists—there’s 

no way any of these people will agree to 

group sessions.” 

“Oh,” Tia replied, chagrined. “I 

hadn’t thought of that.” 

“That’s okay. Look, we’re getting 

lists of shrinks available for them. 

Shrinks who know opera, shrinks who 

know stars, shrinks who are used to 

egomaniacs. It’ll all work out. Better to 

be safe. This will keep the lid on things, 

mental health-wise.”   
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3~  ~  

 

Doubling the dose.  
 

 

“SO, I UNDERSTAND THAT YOU HAVE A 

management position with one of the 

major corporations,” stated Dr. Amalfi. 

“I imagine that’s a big responsibility.” 

“Whatever in the world are you 

talking about?” asked the patient as he 

adjusted his scarf. 

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Amalfi said, 

shuffling his papers, “perhaps I have 

been given the incorrect information. 

Let’s verify a few things. You are Niles 

Browning, yes?” 

“Yes,” Browning replied. 

“And you are a director for an 

important undertaking here in the city, 

yes?” 

“That’s right,” Browning said. “I’m 

directing Anormale o la Maledizione dei 

reali, the recently-discovered Handel 
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opera, and now it turns out we’re staging 

it in the fucking municipal coliseum.” 

“Ah,” Dr. Amalfi said. “What do 

you feel about—” 

“They’re only giving me about four 

months to conceive it, block it, supervise 

the sets and costumes, try to get the 

singers in the right place at the right 

time, and try to get an audio mix that 

will bring the vocals and the orchestra to 

the ears of 50,000 people, and arguing 

with the singers about the microphones. 

Christ, we’re using the same ones the 3 

Tenors used. It they’re good enough for 

Pavarotti, they’re good enough for 

everyone else.” 

“My, that’s—” 

“Plus, I’ve got to have the whole 

thing lit properly so everyone can see 

everything, but it’s got to capture the 

right moods, but it still has to have 

enough light so they can make a 

goddamn high-res video of the thing.” 

“I see, but—” 

“And on top of that,” Browning 

added, “I’m going to have to be working 
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with that goddamned son of a Nazi 

conductor. That’s enough to drive 

anyone batshit crazy.” 

“I’m sorry?” Dr. Amalfi said. 

“For what?” 

“You said ‘son of a Nazi.’ What, 

um, do you mean by that?” 

“The conductor they hired is that 

maniac, Gustav Preminger. He runs 

everything like he’s Hitler. Or Mussolini, 

at least. And his father was a Nazi.” 

“Well, let’s not cast aspersions.” 

“What?” 

“Just because the man’s father was 

from Germany is no reason to—” 

“There are pictures of his father 

receiving a medal from Goebbels.” 

“Oh. I see,” said Dr. Amalfi. “And 

you’re of the opinion that ‘like father, 

like son,’ is that it?” 

“The father was an actual fascist 

and the son runs his rehearsals like an 

actual fascist. Look, doctor, Preminger is 

just one of my problems.” 

“Yes, well,” Dr. Amalfi observed, 

“it does seem like you have been 
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entrusted with accountability in a great 

many areas.”  

“Yeah, you might say that,” 

Browning sputtered. “And with the way I 

work, there needs to be time for me to 

visualize everything before I set foot in 

the venue.” 

“The venue?” 

“The goddamn coliseum! When 

they first contacted me about staging this 

piece, I visualized a production in an 

open-air playhouse like the Ancient 

Theatre of Epidaurus, but that venue 

holds 14,000. This is a whole different 

scale. Now I have to re-visualize the 

entire piece.” 

“I see,” said Dr. Amalfi. “Does this 

happen often?” 

“No, we usually put on opera in 

regular theaters unless it’s something 

avant-garde. But this is Handel. We need 

to be contemporary in our presentation 

while still respecting the conventions of 

the past. The point is: I’m under a lot of 

pressure to handle this. To handle the 

Handel.” Browning allowed himself a 
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chuckle, but then returned to his normal 

state of barely-controlled panic. “I need 

space, I need peace, I need quiet. I have 

to immerse myself in the visualizations.” 

“Of course,” Dr. Amalfi said. “Tell 

me, how long have you been having 

these ‘visualizations,’ as you call them?”  

“Ever since I directed the school 

play in the third grade.”  

“Really?” 

“I was precocious.” 

“I see. And what form do these 

visions take?” 

“Whatever is necessary to present 

the saga.” 

“The saga?” 

“The story being told. The plot of 

the opera,” Browning explained with 

annoyance. “Look, I have to get some 

peace and quiet to see the whole stage 

picture in my mind. And it’s a far bigger 

stage picture now that they booked the 

goddamn coliseum. I need a bigger 

vision,” Browning said with more than 

his usual amount of self-pity. 

“Certainly,” Dr. Amalfi said.  
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“I mean, thank god we’re not doing 

it in the round. At least we’ll be down at 

one end of the goddamn coliseum, but 

still...” 

“Yes, yes, of course,” Dr. Amalfi 

said. “So, when you use the word 

‘visualizations,’ you are not in some way 

referring to hallucinations, am I right 

about that?” 

“No!” Browning spat out. “What 

the hell is wrong with you? I have to 

‘see’ the production in my mind! That’s 

the only way I can work. And right now, 

I need just one thing from you.” 

“And what might that be?” Dr. 

Amalfi asked. 

“My Valium prescription is at a 

measly five milligrams. I don’t need 

fives. I need tens!” 
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4~  ~  

 

Velvet voice, iron fist.  
 

 

“PERHAPS WE SHOULD START WITH YOU 

telling me a bit about yourself,” Dr. 

Padian said soothingly. 

 “Certainly, doctor,” replied the 

world’s most lauded soprano. “Oh dear, 

where to begin?” She swept her hands 

across the couch where she was sitting 

upright with perfect posture. “My birth,” 

she began, “was a momentous event in 

the lives of my parents and siblings. I 

was, as you can well imagine, a most 

exquisite baby.” 

 “Yes, that’s excellent,” the analyst 

said, “but let’s move forward to the 

present time.” 

 “Ah yes, we do have just the hour, 

don’t we, doctor. Well, as you know, I 

am now the Cynthia Borzage. More 

importantly, I am La voce di velluto.” 
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 “The voice of velvet?” Dr. Padian 

asked.  

 “Yes. My fans named me. Wasn’t 

that sweet? Of course, in Germany they 

sometimes say Die Stimme des Samts, 

and in France it’s often La voix de 

velours, but until the trademark is 

approved on the correct phrasing—

which is to say, the Italian phrasing—we 

must learn to accept and live with these 

minor discrepancies.” 

 “I see,” said the doctor. “This is 

why your assistant keeps referring to you 

as La voce.” 

 “I should hope so,” she replied. 

 “And why he messengered over a 

recording of you performing arias where 

you are singing the parts of, now let me 

see...” he checked his notes, “Cleopatra, 

Rodelinda....” 

 “Yes, my Handel album. There are 

nearly a dozen albums now, each with 

the definitive performances of important 

soprano roles.” 

 “The definitive performances,” the 

analyst repeated. 
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 “Yes,” La voce replied. “It is vital 

that future generations have the correct 

interpretations of the world’s most 

important music.” 

 “Tell me, Cynthia, do you—” 

“La voce,” Cynthia insisted. 

Dr. Padian nodded with a small 

smile. “La voce, do you feel any 

competition with the great singers of the 

past?” 

 “Which great singers?” she asked. 

 “Well, Birgit Nilsson, for example, 

or Maria Callas...” 

 Cynthia Borzage made a noise that 

was most unladylike. “Eyech,” she said. 

“Nilsson shrieks her parts! Callas?! A 

wretched hack who frequently sang off-

pitch.” She fixed Dr. Padian with an icy 

glare. “No, doctor, I feel no competition 

with those of yesterday. Nor do I feel 

any kinship or affinity for those whose 

voices do not inspire me other than by 

reverse example. Mine is a quest for the 

sublime!” 

 Dr. Padian nodded and jotted down 

a note. He raised his eyes to meet the 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

29 

 

angry stare of La voce. “Tell me,” the 

doctor said, “do you feel pressure to top 

yourself in your next venture?” 

 “Of course, doctor. We always feel 

that pressure. It is part of the milieu of 

my existence. To perform at the very 

peak of perfection is a constant goal.” 

 “If I may be so bold,” Dr. Padian 

said, “it seems as if you are performing 

for me at the moment.” 

 “Whatever do you mean by that?” 

 “You are acting the role of the 

grand and glorious classical diva, but 

you do not need to act this way.” 

“Is that so?” she asked imperiously. 

“Yes,” Dr. Padian noted, “and that 

is because you are the grand and 

glorious classical diva.” 

 Cynthia Borzage—the voice of 

velvet, diva, prima donna, soprano 

extraordinaire, shining star of the opera 

world, an adored creature on five 

continents—stared at Dr. Padian with an 

expression devoid of human emotion. 

Very slowly, there was a tightening of 

the muscles around her mouth and eyes. 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

30 

 

A tear emerged from first the left eye 

and then the right. She held her rigid 

posture in counterpoint to her quiet 

sobbing. “I—” she began, but stopped. 

“It’s just that—” she tried again, but 

halted once more. 

 “That’s all right,” Dr. Padian said. 

“Experiencing several emotions at the 

same time can overwhelm even the 

strongest persona.”  

“Yes,” she said with another sob 

and a regal wave of her hand. 

“Just surrender to the emotions for 

the present,” he said soothingly, “and we 

will continue in a moment.”  

“No,” she said, willing herself to sit 

even straighter. “No, I will be fine.” She 

pulled a silk handkerchief from her purse 

and delicately dabbed at her face. “You 

are...” she began. “You have...” she tried 

again. “Damn!” She took a deep breath 

and looked Dr. Padian in the eyes. “What 

you said was very perceptive, doctor. 

The inner conflict of emotions is 

something to which I am accustomed 

when on stage, but lately there isn’t as 
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much separation from the roles on stage 

and the roles one must play in life.” 

“I see,” said Dr. Padian, jotting 

another note. 

“But I will conquer this,” La voce 

informed him. “Just as I have conquered 

everything and everyone else. And there 

is no fucking way that I will allow some 

overblown tenor and some slutty mezzo-

soprano to upstage me!” 

“It seems to me that—” 

“And if that cunt of a conductor 

thinks he’s going to get the best of me, 

he is very much mistaken.” 

“I’m sorry... conductor?” 

“They’ve hired that foul bastard 

Preminger. Gustav Preminger, who 

thinks he’s the second coming of Christ.” 

“And we both know that’s your 

role,” Dr. Padian said. 

She gazed at him with a curious 

mixture of shock and amazement. Then 

her expression became one of respect. 

And then she burst out laughing. “Yes!” 

she said and allowed herself to collapse 

backwards on the couch, shaking with 
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delight. “Yes, doctor genius! You are so 

right, god damn you!” 

Dr. Padian smiled to himself. This 

is a successful session, he thought. 

“Thank you, Dr. Padian,” she said. 

“Now I feel refreshed.” 

“That’s good,” he said. 

“Now I know everything will be all 

right with the tenor, with the mezzo, with 

the bass, the alto, and especially with the 

conductor, no matter what happens.” 

“That is excellent,” Dr. Padian said. 

“Because you have restored my 

self-reliance.” She was once more sitting 

ramrod straight. 

“Good.” 

“You have restored my soul.” 

“Well, I don’t—” 

“And now, Dr. Padian, thanks to 

you, I realize that things will work out 

brilliantly, or else!” 

“Or else?” the doctor inquired. 

“Or else I will kill every single one 

of those cocksuckers. And it will be a 

pleasure!” Her declaration carried an 

undercurrent of both menace and delight.  
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“Well, let’s not—” 

“Now I know I can do it,” La voce 

stated with fervor and a heavenly smile.  

“But I didn’t—” 

“You have provided me with the 

confidence!” 

“No, I—” 

“You have shown me my path!” 

“Wait, I think that—” 

“You have shown me my destiny!” 
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5~  ~  

 

Voluptuary. 
 

 

“YOU ARE WITHOUT DOUBT ONE OF THE 

most beautiful creatures in the known 

world! You must tell me your name.” 

 “Why, thank you. I’m Tiffany.” 

“Tiffany! How lovely a name. And 

why, please tell me, are you cooped up 

inside this rather unimposing office 

structure?” 

“I’m the receptionist,” Tiffany told 

him. “Are you here for an appointment 

with Dr. Kay?” 

 “Yes, yes indeed, that is so, unless I 

am able to have an appointment with 

you.” 

 “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” 

Tiffany said.  

“Why? Are you married?” 

“That’s not really pertinent to this 

situation,” Tiffany said while checking 
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her computer screen for the list of 

appointments. “You are Mr. Aldrich?” 

 “I am the Arto Aldrich, at your 

service.” 

 “The doctor is just finishing her 

notes from a previous session and she’ll 

see you in just a few minutes. If you 

would like—” 

 “Ahh, the doctor of the brain is a 

lady doctor of the brain,” Aldrich said. 

“That is very interesting. Tell me 

something, Tiffany, is the lady doctor 

married?” 

 Tiffany smiled and said, “Please 

have a seat, Mr. Aldrich. The doctor will 

see you shortly.” 

 “Yes, of course,” said the Arto 

Aldrich. He bowed slightly toward 

Tiffany and turned to select a chair.  

 Before he could take a seat, the 

door to Dr. Kay’s session room opened 

and the analyst appeared to greet her new 

patient.  

“Good afternoon, Mr. Aldrich. 

Won’t you please come in?” She stood to 

one side of the door. 
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 “It will be my pleasure,” he told 

her.  He smiled once more at Tiffany and 

strode into the chamber. 

 “Please have a seat,” Dr. Kay told 

him. “One of the chairs, or the couch, 

whichever you prefer.” 

 “This chair will do well, thank 

you.” He watched as she closed the door. 

“That is an extra-thick door, is it not?” 

 “Yes,” Dr. Kay replied as they both 

sat down. “The walls and doors are 

soundproofed.” 

 “I see. So if there is crying in this 

room, the next patient is not disturbed by 

the sounds.” 

“That’s right.” 

“May I tell you, before we begin the 

process, that you are without doubt one 

of the most beautiful creatures in the 

known world!” 

“That’s very kind of you, Mr. 

Aldrich.” 

“You may call me Arto. And what 

may I call you?” 

“You may call me Dr. Kay, Mr. 

Aldrich.” 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

37 

 

“As you wish,” he replied. He 

relished the words as he admired her. 

“Doctor Kay, Doctor Kay.” He would 

not be dissuaded by her insistence on 

formality. In his view, women who liked 

men were always pleased to receive 

attention from potential suitors. As a 

potential suitor of all females, he relished 

the chase almost as much as the sexual 

conquest.  

“So,” the analyst began, “I am told 

you are an operatic tenor.”  

“Dr. Kay, I am the operatic tenor.” 

“There are no others?” 

“None of any consequence.” 

“What about Guido la Cava?” Dr. 

Kay asked, referencing his biggest 

competitor. 

“On occasion, Guido can sometimes 

approach my rarefied level, but he does 

not have many occasions.” 

“I see,” Dr. Kay said. “Well, let’s 

consider your current surroundings. Are 

there any singers of any consequence 

appearing in the upcoming production of 

the newly-unearthed Handel opera?” 
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“No, no, I occupy the position of 

top singer all alone, as should be the 

case.” 

“Still, I would think that some of 

your fellow singers might take umbrage 

at your attitude.” 

“I do not think there is any reason 

they would do that. They know my work. 

No, if there is to be a problem, it will 

come in the formidable form of Maestro 

Gustav Preminger. He is, as I have been 

reliably informed, a monster. But—on 

the plus side of the situation—I have also 

been informed that he keeps nearly 

absolute perfect tempi, and in this I 

respect him. Even if I have sorrow about 

the coming fight I will have with him.” 

“You’re expecting to be involved in 

a fight?” Dr. Kay inquired. 

“Oh yes,” Aldrich told her. “It is 

almost a tradition with him. He fights 

with everyone, sooner or later.” 

“I see,” she said. 

“You know, Dr. Kay,” he said with 

a conspiratorial tone, “I must admit that I 

might not be able to defeat this man.” 
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“Really?” 

“Yes, I fear that he and I can only 

tie.” 

“Tie?” 

“Tie. Even-Steven. Same points for 

each of the two of us. You see, Dr. Kay, 

he is the conductor in the same way I am 

the tenor. Each of us will win in our own 

realm.” 

“Mr. Aldrich,” Dr. Kay said, “why 

have you come to see me?” 

“To see you is to see beauty. To see 

you is to see a bright morning sunrise 

and a bright evening star.” 

“Uh huh,” Dr. Kay said. “I meant 

why are you seeking psychological 

counseling?” 

“I am not, truth be told.” 

“You’re not?” 

“No,” he explained, “but the local 

pharmacy cannot make contact with my 

personal physician in my home country 

because I come from a small village and 

my doctor is on a much-needed vacation. 

This means that seeing you is the only 

way to have my slumber.” 
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“Pardon?” 

“My day involves vocal exercises, 

perfectly prepared meals, fucking, and 

getting an appropriate amount of rest.” 

“Indeed?” 

“I have control over all except the 

slumber. For that, I require Ativan.” 

“Ativan,” Dr. Kay repeated. 

“Or Temesta. Either will do.” 

“Ativan or Temesta,” the doctor 

said quietly. 

“Yes,” the tenor told her, “they are 

benzodiazepines.” 

“I know what they are.” 

“Good, good. Excellent. And so...?” 

“Mr. Aldrich, I cannot just—” 

“As for the fucking, I approach 

every beautiful and desirable woman I 

meet with the same offer, and usually 

one or more of them turn out to be, what 

is the term people use... oh, ‘in the 

mood’ I believe is the preferred phrase.” 

“I’m afraid that you—” 

“Which is why I now assure you 

that I am a most considerate lover. I take 

my time. I cherish every part of you. 
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Kissing, caressing, playing, fondling, 

spanking, and fucking.” 

“Mr. Aldrich, that’s quite enough. 

We need to—” 

 “I am afraid I will not be able to 

perform the tenor role in the forthcoming 

world opera premiere, which will be 

bringing so much appreciation and 

tribute for your great city. I must have 

the fucking and I must have the 

benzodiazepine. I would, of course, be 

more than pleased to enjoy both from 

you, but I am on a very tight schedule 

and I must insist that you provide one or 

the other.” 

 There was a brief pause before Dr. 

Kay said firmly, “Let me just get you 

that prescription.” 
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6~  ~  

 

Breathe. 

(Repeat as necessary.) 
 

 

THE HIGH-PITCHED VOICE ON ONE SIDE  

of the phone conversation was steady 

and comforting. “Just breathe in slowly 

and deeply,” Dr. Valspaar said. “Then 

breathe out slowly and expel all the air.” 

The deep-toned voice on the other 

side was tentative and full of quiet 

desperation. “I’m trying, doctor, but I’m 

afraid that it won’t do any good 

because—” 

“No, no,” Dr. Valspaar interjected, 

adopting a manner that one might use 

while training an overly friendly basset 

hound. “Remember, we’re breathing in 

and out for a few seconds. Afterwards, 

we’ll be talking. And breathing, we’ll 

still also be breathing. As we need to do, 

uh, right now.” 
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 “All right, doctor, if you say so,” 

said Stephan Boetticher, basso profondo, 

the man who scored a triumph last 

season at The Met performing the title 

role in Handel’s Giulio Cesare in Egitto, 

the man acclaimed by the Deutsche 

Grammophon marketing department as 

“The Voice of Destiny,” the man whose 

fan clubs called him “Beautiful Boom” 

and “Thrilling Thunder,” the man whose 

mother still called him “Little Stevie” 

despite weighing close to 300 pounds. 

 Boetticher was in his hotel room in 

San Francisco, where he would soon join 

the opera company for initial rehearsals. 

Dr. Valspaar was in his office in 

Toronto, where he would soon begin 

submitting invoices for his new “remote 

psychotherapy” sessions. Their globally-

transmitted conversation now consisted 

of the sound of two people taking slow 

deep breaths. This continued for a 

moment. 

“Are you feeling better now?” Dr. 

Valspaar inquired gently. 

“Yes, a little.” 
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“Good.” 

“Thank you, doctor, but I still have 

troubles and difficulties and puzzlements 

and quandaries. There are always so 

many questions.” 

 “And together, we will solve every 

one of the conundrums and surmount 

every one of the challenges.” 

 “Thank you, doctor, although you 

can do nothing for the fear.” 

 “The fear?” 

 “The fear known as the fiend, the 

brute, the villain.” 

“I am not following you,” the 

analyst said. 

“The devil Preminger.” 

 “The conductor?” 

 “Yes, doctor. He is an evil force. I 

did not know he would conduct the 

Handel or I might have gone to Bayreuth 

and sung Wotan instead of facing this 

horror.” 

 “Preminger is not your fear. You are 

Preminger’s fear.” 

“Do you think so, doctor?” 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

45 

 

“Of course,” Dr. Valspaar replied 

with force.  

“Why do you say this?” 

“You are the foremost basso in the 

world.” 

“Thank you, doctor.” 

 “Not at all, divo,” Dr. Valspaar 

replied unctuously. “Now, tell me your 

questions and we will deal with them.” 

 “Really, doctor?” 

“Absolutely,” Dr. Valspaar assured 

his client. 

“That is good,” Boetticher said. 

“First, the shoes are scuffed from the 

travel. How do I get them shined?” 

“That is an easy one,” the doctor 

replied. “Simply leave the shoes outside 

your door when you retire for the night. 

The hotel staff will shine them and return 

them in the morning.” 

“Leave the shoes?” 

“Yes.” 

“Outside the door?” 

“Yes.” 

“What is to prevent someone from 

taking them?” 
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“Trust me,” the doctor said. “The 

system seems to work.”  

“That does not sound like the best 

path for me. What else can I do?”  

“Call the concierge and ask about 

other ways to get your shoes shined. If 

it’s one of those big hotels they might 

have a shoeshine stand on the first level 

of parking.” 

“But they send a car for me when I 

need to go through the city. They are not 

parking at the hotel.” 

“Yes, well, that’s alright, divo. I 

assure you that—”  

“And there are so many other 

things, doctor. There is no one to unpack 

my bags. I cannot live out of the trunks 

like a savage.” 

“You can call—”  

“There are no instructions for 

setting a wake-up call. I need my sleep, 

but not too long in the morning.” 

“Yes, well, first you—” 

“How will I get my haircut and my 

shave? Who is going to press my suits? 

How will I eat? I must eat. I must sleep, 
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but not too long. The wake-up call is 

important.” 

“Yes, yes, yes,” Dr. Valspaar said, 

trying to maintain a calm approach to the 

barrage of puerile questions. “Let me 

give you a moment of peace, divo, and I 

will call the hotel concierge and arrange 

for someone to contact you about 

resolving each and every one of these 

important issues.” 

“That sounds good, doctor.”  

“However, I must warn you about 

something, Stephan. If you keep ordering 

everything in a special way, you’re going 

to spend a fortune in tips.” 

“I do not think that is a problem.” 

“No?” Dr. Valspaar asked. 

“No. Mother says my trust fund has 

30 million dollars in it and that I cannot 

possibly outspend the interest. What 

does she mean by that?” 

“She means the banks pay you 

interest on the money they hold for you. 

If you spend less than the amount of 

interest, the money they hold for you 

will never go away. With a fund of 30 
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million dollars, you would have to spend 

more than, oh, I don’t know, perhaps 

150,000 dollars a month to use up all the 

interest.” 

“So, are you saying I should spend 

37,000 dollars each week?” 

“No-no,” the doctor said hurriedly. 

“No, divo, you should not try to spend 

anywhere near that amount. But your 

plan of having things done for you in 

exactly the way you like makes sense. I 

want you to practice your breathing for 

the next 10 minutes while I call the hotel 

staff and arrange things for you.” 

“How will I know who and when to 

tip? And how much do I tip?” 

“I am going to arrange for tips to be 

automatically put on the hotel bill each 

month, to be overseen by the hotel 

manager and approved by me. Rest easy, 

divo, this will all work out. Now, you 

practice breathing and I will arrange for 

someone to come up and unpack your 

things, set your wake-up call, shine your 

shoes, and everything. Alright?” 
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“Yes, that sounds like it will be 

fine, doctor.” 

“Alright. Let’s breathe in... hold a 

second, then breathe out...” 

“Yes, doctor. That is a good plan, I 

think, for several reasons, primarily 

because—”  

“No-no, Stephan, we’re breathing 

now.” 

“Yes, doctor.” 

And once again, all the forces of 

modern communication technology were 

being utilized to transmit the sounds of 

two grown men breathing in, breathing 

out, breathing in, breathing out... 

 

  



Abnormality by John Scott G 

50 

 

 

7~  ~  

 

Something for everyone. 
 

 

FRANZ VIDOR WAS ON THE PHONE AS HE 

entered Dr. Hague’s waiting room. “No, 

it’s not the same as that last Broadway 

thing because this is about 50 times 

bigger... no, it’s bigger than that... no, 

bigger! I’m telling you, it’s outrageous. 

There are 32 scene changes, 400 

costumes, and we’re going to be blowing 

up the sky and half of the Memorial 

Humungous Omni-Dome Stadium, or 

whatever it’s called. It’s because—get 

this—we’re putting it on in a football 

arena... I’m not kidding! This whole 

thing is over-the-top enormous.” 

Vidor was so caught up in the 

conversation that he didn’t notice when 

the doctor opened the door to his session 

room. “I am in heaven with this project!” 

Vidor continued on the phone call. “A 
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lot of the designs have a very fascist 

feeling. Scenics uber alles, baby! That 

should fit right in with the fascist 

conductor they’ve got for this thing. 

Hey, I can show you the backdrop for the 

finale.” He took a second mobile device 

from his jacket pocket and tried to send 

an image. “It’s not going through. Oh 

wait, let me try projecting it. Hold on...” 

He projected the image on one of the 

white office walls and used his phone to 

display it to the caller. “Okay, there we 

go…” 
 

 
 

“Grab a JPEG so I don’t have to 

keep holding it, okay?” Vidor waited 
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until the caller had the image. “Okay, 

now keep in mind that this will reach 

from the stage all the way up to the rim 

of the stadium. It’s 106 meters high, so 

that’s about 350 feet... Yeah, well, the 

thing is going to be 106 by 265 meters—

that makes it nearly 900 hundred feet 

wide. You see that triangle filigree figure 

in the center at the bottom—that tiny 

thing represents the soprano standing 

with her back to the audience when she 

finally puts on the magic cloak in Act 

IV. Just above her, that even smaller 

thing is ‘the lantern of logic and life’. 

Yeah, it does kind of look like a bee. 

And the bee shoots an electric charge to 

the base of the backdrop and the scenic 

goes up in flames. No, the whole thing. 

It’s one hell of a pyro effect, maybe the 

biggest ever. No, we’re all ready, but the 

city and the stadium poobahs haven’t 

cleared up the insurance on it yet. Hell, I 

told ‘em I’d be behind the stage running 

the set changes. If anything goes wrong, 

I’ll be one of the first to know about it.” 

Vidor turned and spotted the doctor 
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watching him from the doorway. 

“Look,” he said into the phone, “I’ve got 

an appointment, so I’ll talk to you after 

rehearsal. Okay, love you, too. Bye.” He 

put the mobile devices into his jacket, 

extended his hand, and said, “Hello, you 

must be Dr. Hague. I’m Frank Vidor, 

I’m your four o’clock.” 

 “Hello, Mr. Vidor. Please step 

inside my decompression chamber.” 

 “Thanks.”  

 The two men entered the room and 

sat, Hague at his desk and Vidor in an 

armchair. 

 “I was initially told that it was 

Franz Vidor, not Frank,” Dr. Hague said. 

 “It is Franz,” Vidor admitted, “but 

Frank works a lot better on Americans.” 

 “I understand,” the therapist replied. 

“Now, Mr. Vidor, I can tell from the way 

you were talking about your work that 

you take pride in the development and 

the details of your designs.” 

 “Yes,” Vidor replied eagerly. “Yes, 

I do.” 
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 “And there is pressure being placed 

upon you over some aspects of your 

creations, is that the case?” 

 “Sure, but it’s just regular pressure. 

Happens on every job. I’m fine with that. 

And I’m good with the size and scope of 

the project. In fact, I love it. Look, I’m 

okay with the tyrant conductor, the 

insane lighting director, the absent-

minded choreographer, and even the 

conspicuously schizophrenic cast. No, 

my pressure comes from dealing with the 

coke-addict director.” 

 “The coke-addict director. You are 

referring to, let me check...” Dr. Hague 

tapped his own mobile device. “...Niles 

Browning, is that right?” 

 “Exactly.” 

 “You know, Mr. Vidor, I think it 

will be beneficial for you to discuss 

some of your work. Do you have more 

images in that device which you could 

project on my wall?” 

 “Sure, but I don’t think I get what 

you’re trying to do.” 
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 “Here is how I assess the situation,” 

Dr. Hague explained. “I need to know as 

much about you as possible and one 

excellent way to discover a person’s true 

self is by having them talk about 

something they love. And if it happens 

that what they love is what they do for a 

living, so much the better.” 

 “So you want to see my work?” 

 “Yes, very much. Here, let me dim 

the lights. This wall here is suitable for 

your projections, is it not?” 

 “Sure, sure,” Vidor said. Slightly 

puzzled, he pulled out the device, set it 

on the doctor’s desk and projected an 

image on the wall. 
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 “When you take your seat in the 

coliseum,” Vidor began, “these charming 

faces will be on the backs of the seats in 

front of you.” 

 “They seem to be judging us,” Dr. 

Hague noted. 

 “Exactly,” Vidor replied. “Now, 

here’s one of the backdrops to the big 

denunciation scene...” 

 

  
 

“Will this be painted on muslin?” 

the analyst inquired. 

“No, clusters of these images will 

be projected on the screen behind the 

soloists and chorus.”  

“How big is it?” 
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“The screen? It’s the same size as 

that yellow and black design; about 350 

by 900 feet.” 

“Big screen,” the doctor said. 

“Oh, you bet,” Vidor replied. He 

clicked the device. “Here’s an image for 

when the doubters are wandering in the 

gardens...” 
 

 
 

“Beautiful and scary at the same 

time,” the doctor observed. 

“Exactly,” Vidor replied. Here are a 

couple of the masks...” 
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“Nice,” the doctor said, “but—” 

“Here’s a sketch of one of the 

costumes...” 
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“Is that a choir gown?” 

“Precisely,” Vidor said.  

“Lovely,” said Dr. Hague. 

“Here’s what the chorus will be 

wearing after the big banquet scene...” 

 

 
 

“There is something for everyone in 

this production,” the doctor observed.  

“True,” Vidor admitted. “If you like 

spectacle with your opera, this is the 

production for you.” 

“Your ideas are magnificent, Mr. 

Vidor,” Dr. Hague said. “This is 

absolutely outstanding work.” 

“Thank you very much. I appreciate 

hearing that.” 
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“I must admit to you, Mr. Vidor, 

that I am only an occasional patron of 

the opera but after seeing examples of 

your creativity, I can assure you that I 

will be attending this one, and on 

opening night.” 

“Well,” Vidor said ruefully, “the 

first three performances are already sold 

out.” 

Dr. Hague smiled and said, “My 

wife is on the society board and has 

tickets. She has been pestering me for 

some time now to commit to seeing the 

opera with her on opening night. Now it 

will be a pleasure to tell her ‘yes, dear,’ 

and mean it for once.” 

The two men shared a smile. 

“It’s the same between husbands 

and wives everywhere,” Vidor said. “It’s 

nice you’ll be seeing the show.” 

“Yes, I am pleased as well. You 

know, my wife and I like to prepare for 

the ‘opening night thing’ all the way. 

The gown, the up-do, the high heels—

and I am certain my wife will be all 

decked out as well.” 
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They shared a laugh at the old joke.  

“You’re not what I expected in a 

shrink. Oh, sorry, I meant analyst.” 

“Not at all, not at all,” Dr. Hague 

said with a wave of his hand. “Only the 

very fussy of us object to the term 

‘headshrinker.’ We secretly wish it were 

true, I assure you.” Another shared 

laugh. “But now,” Dr. Hague continued, 

“back to business for just a moment. 

Your work is superior, and you 

obviously relish performing at the top of 

your profession. What is causing 

problems with the director? Or, as you 

put it, the ‘coke addict director’.”  

“You mean what’s the problem 

besides his cocaine addiction?” Vidor 

asked with a small shake of the head. 

“For one thing, it means all of us have to 

judge whether his instructions are real or 

the result of a synapse lapse caused by a 

blow overload.” 

“Ahhh,” said Dr. Hague. “I love 

these expressions. ‘Synapse lapse.’ Nice. 

‘Blow overload.’ Colorful street poetry, I 

must say.” 
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“Yeah, street poetry or backstage 

banter. His damn mood swings affect 

everybody. And he keeps asking me to 

execute contradictory ideas of his. On 

Monday, he wanted all the costumes in 

lavender and crimson velour; on 

Tuesday, he wanted all the costumes in 

silver and gold Mylar; on Wednesday, he 

wanted all the costumes in tulle; on 

Friday, he wanted all the costumes in 

brown corduroy.”  

“What happened on Thursday?” the 

analyst inquired. 

“He was in rehab,” Vidor stated. 

“I see. San Francisco’s vaunted 

one-day rehabilitation process.” 

The men shared a chuckle. 

“The guy gives the same damn 

flibbertigibbet instructions for all the 

settings. One day he wants marble 

columns and the next he wants a steel 

erector set. The point is, I can’t get 

anything accomplished if I’m changing 

everything all the time.” 

“I see,” said Dr. Hague. “I 

understand and I sympathize.”  
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“The challenge of this production is 

wonderful,” Vidor said, “but this guy is 

an annoying obstacle.” 

“Mr. Vidor, I am going to suggest a 

solution to you. Or, at the very least, a 

suggestion of a path you might follow to 

triumph in this situation involving the 

director with the powder problem. Will 

that be acceptable to you?” 

“You bet,” Vidor replied. 

“As I see it,” Dr. Hague said with 

quiet confidence, “it is your karma to 

make these decisions for the creative 

direction of the sets and costumes. It is in 

your gifted hands. It is your call.” 

 “It is?” 

 “Yes. You are the one in charge of 

your areas of expertise. You are helping 

shape the way a new generation will 

view the presentation of opera. You are 

part of a renaissance of art and music 

and design and emotion. Now, you 

know—you absolutely know in your 

gut—that your work is ideal for the 

production. Isn’t that true?” 

 “Well, yes, of course. But...” 
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 “But what?” Dr. Hague asked. 

 “Well, it just seems so egotistical.” 

 “Many complications in life can be 

aggravated by doing battle with them, 

but peace is achieved if one simply 

moves forward while acting on the 

creative impulse. That’s not ego; that’s 

the confidence of artistic vision. Your 

only fear is fear. And your inspiration 

and your belief in your muse will carry 

the day. Do you not feel eager to try out 

this approach?” 

 “Well, sure,” Vidor said. 

 “That is good,” Dr. Hague said. 

“Now you can move forward with the 

knowledge that you are removed from 

fear. In fact, you are Browning’s fear! 

He has the fear that the less creative 

always have for those who are truly 

creative. By dint of your inventiveness 

and your strong demeanor, your path will 

be achieved.” 

 “Wow. Well, thank you, doctor. 

Thank you! But you know, this is kind 

of, well, unusual.” 

“How so?” 
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“I have never had someone explain 

what was inside me like you just did.” 

 Dr. Hague smiled again. “Mr. 

Vidor, I look forward to more of these 

sessions, during which time your energy 

and vision will be imparted to me so that 

I may gain from them. It is you who 

should be thanked.” 

 “I appreciate hearing that, doctor. 

This feels great!” 

 “Shall we book another session 

now? I have this slot open next week and 

I am very much looking forward to 

discussing your approach to your work, 

which, as you are now realizing, is also 

your approach to life itself.” 

 “Oh, gosh, I don’t know...” 

 “I understand that the invoices are 

all to go to the San Francisco Society for 

the Preservation of the Arts.” 

 “Yes,” Vidor said. “Same time next 

week will be excellent.”  
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8~  ~  

 

Act and ye shall deceive. 
 

 

DR. BREESE WELCOMED HER LATEST 

patient with a pleasant smile and a slight 

bow of the head. “Ms. Renoir? I am Dr. 

Breese. Nice to meet you.” 

“It is a pleasure to meet you as 

well,” Sylvia Renoir replied. 

The two women shook hands, 

entered the session room, and sat down 

in two chairs angled toward one another.  

“Now,” Dr. Breese said with 

another smile, “how is it that I may be of 

assistance?” 

“Well, yes, I, uh...” the response 

trailed away. 

“Would you be more comfortable 

on the couch instead of the chair?” Dr. 

Breese indicated a divan several feet 

behind the chairs. “I can sit behind you, 

or to one side, or face-to-face, whichever 
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makes you feel most free to share your 

thoughts and emotions.” 

“I see,” Ms. Renoir replied. “No, 

the chairs are fine for now. It’s just that 

this is all so new to me.” 

“A therapy session, you mean?” 

“Yes, precisely,” Renoir said. “I 

have never done anything like this. I’m 

only doing it now because they said it 

has something to do with the insurance 

coverage on the production.” 

“No problem,” the therapist assured 

her. “Why don’t you tell me a little about 

yourself and your work? According to 

my partner and three-quarters of a 

million fans, you are the world’s greatest 

mezzo-soprano.” 

“Thank you. That may be, but being 

a mezzo-soprano is sometimes like being 

vice president. It’s good, but it’s not 

quite the best. Do you see what I mean?” 

“Let’s see if we can name a few of 

the lead roles for a mezzo,” Dr. Breese 

said. “There’s Rosina in Barber of 

Seville.” 

“Yes, of course, but—” 
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“There’s the title role in Griselda,” 

the doctor continued.  

“Yes,” Renoir admitted. 

“Dido in Les Troyens. Join in any 

time,” the analyst chided. 

“Yes, alright,” Renoir said with 

some reluctance. “There’s Alcina in 

Ruggiero.” 

“Good,” the doctor said. “There’s 

the title role in Tancredi.” 

“The title role in Carmen,” Renoir 

added reluctantly. 

“And Serse, and La Cenerentola,” 

Dr. Breese pointed out. 

“Yes,” Renoir admitted. 

“And Ariodante.” 

“I know, I know,” Renoir protested.  

“There’s Isabella in L’italiana in 

Algeri, Isolier in Le comte Ory, 

Marguerite in Damnation of Faust, and 

even Julius Caesar in Giulio Cesare.” 

“But for every mezzo role there are 

50 for a soprano,” Renoir noted. 

“You have the two Bellini,” the 

doctor said quietly. She was referring to 

the bel canto operas by Vincenzo Bellini, 
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Norma and La Sonnambula, both of 

which were composed for a mezzo but 

had been appropriated by sopranos so 

often that the origin of the scores was all 

but forgotten. 

“Damn,” Renoir said.  

“What?” Dr. Breese asked. 

“I was hoping you weren’t aware of 

that,” Renoir said. 

“Really, why?”  

“It undercuts my tale of woe,” she 

said simply. 

Dr. Breese stared at her a moment. 

Then both of them broke into broad 

smiles, followed by laughter. A kinship 

was developing between them. “That 

was enjoyable,” the doctor admitted. 

“Yes,” Renoir said. “That was fun.” 

“But perhaps we should return to 

the point.” 

“Must we?” 

“We must,” the doctor confirmed 

gently. “Now, you have a marvelous 

voice and a wealth of roles to perform. 

You out-sing almost everyone and you 

certainly out-act everyone.” 
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“You think I overact?”  

“That’s not what I’m saying,” Dr. 

Breese assured her. “No, not at all. You 

do more than sing the roles, you become 

the roles. You are the finest actress in 

opera.” 

“So says your partner?” 

“And three-quarter million fans.” 

Renoir tilted her head ever so 

slightly as she considered her next 

words. “The thing is,” she began, “I 

don’t know how to act.” 

“Oh come now, you—” 

“Not in the way most people mean. 

I project the emotions in the text, but I 

never feel anything.” 

“I once saw you cry on stage in the 

middle of an aria,” Dr. Breese said. 

“Ah,” Renoir said. “Charlotte in 

Werther.”  

“Yes,” the doctor told her. “You 

were crying and never missed a note.” 

“I can cry, I can smile, I can hold a 

pose, all in ways that move people, but 

here’s the point: I just don’t feel 

anything.” 
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“That proves you are an even better 

actor than anyone thought. You can 

remain in control while you’re working 

magic on the audience and presenting 

them with all the emotion they seek.” 

Renoir thought about it for a 

moment and sighed. “Perhaps you’re 

right,” she said. 

“Ah,” Dr. Breese told her, “if only 

you can see your way to accepting the 

fact that you are exceptional, perhaps we 

can get down to business.” 

The two women regarded each 

other somberly. 

“Alright,” Renoir admitted softly, 

the beginning of a smile dancing around 

her face. “I’m a thespian songbird and 

you’re a perceptive psychoanalyst. A bit 

pushy, perhaps, but insightful. Now 

what?” 

“Tell me your hopes, your fears, 

your perceived obstacles.” 

“I—” Renoir stopped and took a 

deep breath. She seemed on the verge of 

speaking but there was only the briefest 

shake of her head. 
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“What is it?” Dr. Breese asked, 

concern in her voice. 

“My father had a saying... ‘Fire for 

supper, ashes for breakfast.’ I have often 

found him to be correct.” 

“I see,” the analyst said. “And so 

you attempt to tamp down the flames?” 

“Yes,” the singer admitted. 

“Must be a burden, sometimes.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then what better time and place to 

unburden yourself?” The doctor gestured 

at her office. “What you say here can 

remain here.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“If you let out what is really 

bothering you, we can examine it and 

dispose of it. Or, if what you say has 

merit, we can discuss the best way for 

you to implement it in your life. Either 

way, you are in control of the situation.” 

“Yes,” Renoir said quietly. “Yes, I 

think I will try this.” 

“Fine,” the doctor said. She fell 

silent, patiently waiting for her client to 

speak. 
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After a moment, Renoir said, “Well, 

there’s this, this... I don’t know, this 

dread that I have.” 

“Dread?” 

“Ever since learning the conductor 

will be the Godawful Gustav.” 

“The Godawful Gustav?”  

“Gustav Preminger. He is an utter 

maniac for perfection from the orchestra, 

but he pays no attention to the singers. 

We are left to battle each other.” 

“What about the director?” 

“The director is snurfling through 

life.” 

“Pardon?” 

“Using all the cocaine his salary can 

buy, and that’s a lot.” 

“I see,” the doctor said. 

“No, I think I’ll be on my own with 

the great upstagers.” 

“You’ve lost me,” the doctor said. 

“The tenor is Arto Aldrich and the 

soprano is Cynthia Borzage, two of the 

most selfish actors to ever not share the 

performance space. They both upstage 

everyone with whom they appear.” 
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“That’s when you’re onstage with 

someone, and you’re next to each other, 

and one moves a half-step behind the 

other which forces them to turn away 

from the audience?” 

“I wish it were just a half-step,” 

Renoir said. “There’s only one thing the 

rest of us are looking forward to, and that 

is seeing their third act duet. They’ll be 

so busy upstaging each other, they’ll 

eventually disappear into the back of the 

set.” 

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Dr. 

Breese said, “but this production will 

have large video screens for people to 

view the performers even from hundreds 

of feet away.” 

“Yes,” Renoir said. 

“It seems to me that whoever is in 

front on stage is likely to have their 

image on the video screen more often 

than whoever is trying to move upstage.” 

“I hadn’t thought of that.” 

“Let them upstage you all they 

want. Keep turned to the audience. 

People will be watching your reaction on 
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the screen. And for many, the screen will 

be a large part of their experience of the 

opera.” 

“That is deliciously and devilishly 

brilliant,” Renoir observed. 

“Thank you,” Dr. Breese said. 

“There is one other aspect to this 

situation,” Renoir added. 

“Indeed?”  

“They are going to be recording the 

performance.” 

“I would think so.” 

“Not just audio, but video.” 

“Yes?” the doctor said. 

“The video will end up being the 

official version. Those of us who are 

upstaged during the performance may 

end up bigger stars in the video.” 

The two women shared smiles of 

satisfaction. “A delightful session,” Dr. 

Breese noted. 

“This was indeed helpful,” said the 

Mezzo. “Tell me, is a breakthrough 

achieved with each visit?” 

“There is only one way to find that 

out: schedule another appointment.” 
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They both chuckled. “You might as well 

do so,” Dr. Breese added. “The opera 

society is paying for it. Something to do 

with the insurance, as you said.” 

“Wait,” Renoir said. “Are you 

saying that they’ll pay for us to meet 

even if we just talk about local shoe 

stores or the best way to cook pasta?” 

“Even if,” Dr. Breese said. 

“Well then,” Renoir said, “by all 

means let’s book the session.” 
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9~  ~  

 

Attitude turn. 
 

 

CURTIS SIRK SLOWLY OPENED THE 

waiting room door with a puzzled 

expression on his face, paused while still 

partly in the corridor, and fumbled in his 

pockets for a piece of paper. Finally 

locating the crumpled note, he compared 

the suite number on the paper with the 

number on the door, nodded, and entered 

the office of Dr. Nehemiah Quavernai.  

“Good afternoon, may I help you?” 

came a friendly male voice. 

Sirk froze and glanced around 

suspiciously. “Who’s there?” he asked. 

A translucent glass partition slid 

open and a well-groomed young man 

poked his smiling head into the opening. 

“It’s just me,” he chirped. “I’m George, 

Dr. Quavernai’s office manager. And are 

you Curtis Sirk, his two o’clock?” 
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“I, uh, maybe,” Sirk said. “I mean, 

yeah, I’m Sirk, but... just a minute...” He 

checked the piece of paper again and 

muttered, “Dr. Quavernai, two o’clock.” 

Louder, he said, “Yes, that’s my time.” 

“Mr. Sirk, welcome. May we have 

you fill out this form? It will speed up 

the process of the insurance payments 

for your sessions. It’s only the one 

page.” George proffered a plastic 

clipboard holding the form and a pen. 

“Uh, sure,” Sirk said. He grasped 

the clipboard and took several lithe steps 

to a chair in the empty waiting room. 

“The doctor will be with you in a 

moment or two,” George added. “He’s 

just finishing a phone call.” 

“Sure, thanks,” Sirk said absently. 

He filled out the form with minimal 

annoyance. Once finished, Sirk began 

mentally blocking dance movements for 

one section of the production. As usually 

happened with his work, he became 

engrossed in the choreography to the 

point that he jumped when George 

tapped him on the shoulder. 
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“Whoa! What?” 

“Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Sirk,” George 

said with genuine concern. “I called out 

to you but you were lost in thought.” 

“Yeah,” Sirk said. “Sometimes I do 

that.” 

“Well, the doctor will see you 

now,” George said and pointed to the 

session room door. 

“Okay, yes,” Sirk said. He stood up 

and walked with his dancer’s nimble 

steps to meet Dr. Quavernai. 

The two men shook hands and sat 

down facing each other on two divans 

under subtle track lighting. The room 

was completely unlike the style of the 

office building. Polished white wood 

walls and a ceiling of sky blue created a 

charming atmosphere.  

“George tells me you are one of the 

foremost ballet directors in the world.” 

“Possibly,” Sirk said. “Maybe, I 

don’t know.” 

“I think you’re being very modest, 

Mr. Sirk.” 

“Yeah?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Hell, I just tell dancers what moves 

to make, then they make them or they 

don’t and we take it from there.” 

“Sounds a lot like life itself,” Dr. 

Quavernai said. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Sirk said, staring off 

into the middle distance. 

“Mr. Sirk?” 

“Hmm? What?” 

“You were lost in thought for a 

moment there.” 

“Was I? Oh, yeah, I probably was. 

I’ve got a lot on my mind because of this 

new production.” 

“The Handel opera,” the doctor 

prompted. 

“Yeah. Right. Handel. There are 

going to be two ballet sequences, but the 

dancers are also part of all the scene 

changes and those also have to be 

choreographed. Well, once everything 

else is worked out.” Sirk frowned and 

muttered, “That’s assuming everything 

else does get worked out.” He shook his 

head slightly, almost in disgust. 
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“Everything else?” 

“Yeah,” Sirk said, relaxing a bit as 

he discussed his work. “It’s like this: the 

singers are on stage, and the chorus, too, 

sometimes, and the scenery itself is 

moving around with electric motors and 

hydraulics, and people have to find their 

places mostly in the dark, and they have 

to get set for the next dance moves, and 

then there’s the contradictory input from 

a drug-crazed director and there’s not 

going to be any help from the Nazi 

Preminger.” 

“Can we back up a moment so I can 

learn who all these people are?” the 

doctor requested. 

“Sure, yeah, sorry,” Sirk said. He 

ran through the team members, their 

foibles, and their drug dependencies.  

“Well, you appear to be up against a 

lot of roadblocks when it comes to 

getting your ballets developed,” Dr. 

Quavernai said. 

“Yeah,” Sirk said. “Plus, they’re 

going be shooting these pulsating 

patterns on my dancers. Sometimes the 
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light goes right into their eyes. Very off-

putting. Very befuddling. Dangerous, 

too.” 

“I’m sorry,” the analyst said, “but 

did you say shooting patterns?” 

“Yeah. Oh, okay, not shooting like 

with guns. Projecting patterns.” 

“Projecting patterns?” 

“Here, let me show you.” Sirk took 

some photos from his jacket pocket and 

flipped through them hurriedly. “Yeah, 

here, like this.” He offered a photo to the 

doctor. “They’re using my dancers’ 

bodies like movie theater screens.” 
 

 
 

 “I see,” the doctor said. “That could 

interfere with a dancer’s concentration.” 
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 “Correct. Plus, the director wants 

some of the chorus and ballet corps to be 

nude in some scenes.” 

 “Nudity? In a Handel opera?” 

“Well, nudity is mentioned by some 

of the characters in the libretto.” 

“That’s interesting,” the doctor said. 

“Please go on.” 

“Still, in many ways,” Sirk said, 

“it’s an outrage. I certainly won’t have 

my dancers do it.” 

“So, no nude scenes?” the doctor 

sounded slightly disappointed. 

“Oh no, there’s going to be nudity,” 

Sirk said. “Lots of it. We’re bringing in a 

B-Team of dancers for the nude 

sequences.” 

“Ah, I see.” His relief was notable. 

“But there are distractions every 

which way you look. The only way to 

deal with the darkness and the laser 

beams is to have everybody rehearse 

enough so they can do it from muscle 

memory, reflex action, group movement, 

dancer synchronization. It’s a lot more 

work for everybody.” 
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 “Although the results could be quite 

spectacular,” the doctor suggested. “This 

might be something only a very few 

choreographers have ever done.” 

 “Yeah...” Sirk said, mulling it over 

in his mind. “Yeah, you could be right. 

And that would be really great for the 

company.” 

 “I’m sorry, the company?” 

 “What? Oh, my dancers and I are 

part of a company. We work together a 

lot.” 

 “That sounds like a positive thing,” 

the doctor said. 

“Oh it is,” Sirk said. “We all take 

ballet seriously as an art form. We all 

pull together. There’s real camaraderie. 

It’s us against the world.” 

“How many are in the company of 

dancers.” 

“Thirty.” 

“That’s good-sized. And will you 

also be designing the movements of 

singers in the opera?” 

 “No,” came the quick response. 

“God no!” he emphasized. “You don’t 
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want to have to choreograph for the 

singers. Usually, they are not properly 

proportioned for the ballet. I must admit 

that, except for the Bass, everyone in this 

company is of reasonably acceptable 

size—but no, it is out of the question. 

One only wants to devise ballet for 

dancers. The perfectly-proportioned 

human body. Dancers are to ballet what 

staircases are to M.C. Escher.” 

 Dr. Quavernai thought about that 

statement for a moment and then smiled. 

“Nice way of looking at it,” he said. 

 “Yeah? Okay, good,” Sirk said. 

“And you gave me an interesting way of 

looking at the production. We’re doing it 

for this show, sure, but we’re also doing 

it for the whole company of dancers. For 

our future. I knew that, sure, but I lost 

track of it. Thanks, doctor. So now all 

I’ve got to do is go back to battling the 

director and the lighting director who 

wants my dancers to hop through the 

light beams.” 

 “Alright, you have to explain that 

last part,” Dr. Quavernai said. 
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 “Oh, right,” Sirk said. “Some of the 

sets aren’t sets, they’re just projections 

of laser light. Here, let me show you.” 

He flipped through the photos and 

handed another one to the doctor. 
 

 
 

 “They are going to have that 3D 

animated monstrosity rotating across the 

stage and my dancers are going to have 

to pop up and down and in and out of the 

patterns without getting their retinas 

burned out by the beams. It’s insane.” 

 The doctor was regarding the photo 

with a puzzled expression. “I don’t think 

I am able to connect something like this 

with a Handel opera.” 
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 “It’s a modern approach.” 

 “I’ll say,” the analyst agreed. 

 “There are all kinds of things going 

on with the choreography and the 

costumes,” Sirk said. “Look at these...” 
 

  
 

 “So,” the analyst said tentatively, 

“the imagery will proceed through 

various portals of the past?”  

“Yes,” Sirk said. “Very perceptive, 

doctor. And poetic.” He nodded his 

appreciation. 

“Lucky guess,” Dr. Quavenai said 

modestly. 

The two men regarded each other in 

silence for a moment. 

“Well, look, doctor,” Sirk said at 

last, “thanks for letting me show you 

what’s bothering me. Literally!” 

“Literally and metaphorically,” Dr. 

Quavenai noted. 
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“Right,” Sirk agreed. “It feels good 

to get a few things off your chest once in 

a while. I mean, you know, without 

consuming a lot of alcohol and weed 

first. Thank you.” 

“You are welcome,” the doctor 

replied. “I think we made excellent 

progress in a very short period of time. 

You have a unique way of looking at 

life, perhaps because you create the 

movement of life in your work.” 

“Well, thank you.” 

“Not at all,” Dr. Quavernai said. 

“Shall we set up a session at this same 

hour next week?” 

 “Uh... yeah, sure. But can you have 

the young man, your assistant, call with a 

reminder? You know, I can tell you 

every dance move I’ve ever created but I 

sometimes miss appointments. Or so 

people tell me.” 

 “I’m certain he will be delighted to 

call to remind you. He’s a big fan of the 

ballet. I think he has a ticket for opening 

night. It’s for standing room, I believe, 
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but even that is quite a hard ticket to 

get,” the analyst added. 

 “That’s nice. Is he gay?” 

 “Why do you ask?” 

 “Young gay men enjoy seeing 

young gay male dancers and there is one 

area for the standees where the male 

dancers assemble for their entrances and 

exits. It will be a very up close view.” 

 “Ah, I see,” said the doctor. “He 

would appreciate hearing about that.” 

 “I’ll tell him on my way out. What 

was his name again?” 

 “George.” 

 “George,” Sirk repeated. “Nice 

synchronicity with George Handel. 

Perhaps it’s an omen.” 

 “Do you believe in omens, Mr. 

Sirk?” the doctor inquired. 

 “If things work out well with 

George, I’ll consider it.”  
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10~  ~  

 

Stringing along. 
 

 

“THAT GODDAMN FASCIST CONDUCTOR 

is only concerned with the singers,” said 

Rolf Keaton, first violinist in the San 

Francisco Opera Society Orchestra. “He 

makes the musicians rehearse to suit the 

needs of the vocalists with no concern 

for our expressiveness, our art, or our 

needs.” 

 “I see,” Dr. Myandor murmured. He 

jotted a note on the legal pad cradled in 

his lap. He sat in a padded armchair and 

regarded the well-dressed elderly man 

lying on the couch. 

 “This creature,” Keaton fumed, 

“this vile man is being brought in as 

some sort of savior of opera. He’s well-

known for being well-known, that’s all.” 

 “Are we certain of that?” 

 “What do you mean?” 
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“His orchestral performances are 

very highly regarded,” Dr. Myandor said 

quietly.  

“He gets good work from the 

orchestra, that’s true. After double the 

usual rehearsal time, he damn well 

better. I’m just saying that he’s not the 

extreme high exalted presence he’s made 

out to be.” 

 “I see,” Dr. Myandor said softly. 

“Go on.” 

 Under the doctor’s gentle guidance, 

Keaton unloaded every fear, joke, 

misconception, and prejudice held by 

orchestral players when it came to the 

subject of conductors. The way Keaton 

put it, there were almost no redeeming 

qualities to the man. Almost. 

 “Alright, sure,” Keaton admitted, 

“the man can keep time better than 

anyone. But so can a metronome!” 

 “Do you and your fellow string 

players resent the undue emphasis that 

the media has placed on conductors in 

general and this conductor in particular?” 

the analyst inquired. 
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 “We all feel that way,” Keaton said.  

“All?” 

“Strings, reeds, winds, brass, and 

percussion.” 

 “I see.” 

 “Plus, he’s a parasite.” 

 “Pardon?” 

 “He sucks the life out of the string 

section.” 

“Go on,” the analyst said, slightly 

puzzled by this new turn of events. 

“With his rehearsal schedule—more 

and more, over and over, again and 

again. People can only take so much. We 

have lives, you know.” 

“Yes,” the doctor said. “Yes, of 

course you do. But surely there are union 

rules about the hours devoted to 

rehearsal?” 

 “Try telling that to someone who 

wants to be engaged for the next 

production.” 

 “Ah, I see,” the analyst said. 

 “It’s a shame,” Keaton said, “but all 

we can do is go along with the demands. 

None of us is independently wealthy. 
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Playing this music is a joy and an honor, 

but playing music is also a profession, 

and we should have respect from those 

who are employing us!” 

 “Yes, yes, I see that,” Dr. Myandor 

noted. “Tell me, what if you talk with the 

conductor privately? Explain how—” 

 “Talk?” Keaton exclaimed. “To the 

monster?! My granddaughter has a 

saying for something like that. She says, 

‘As if!’ That’s what she says.” 

 Dr. Myandor jotted another note 

and then regarded his patient who was 

now staring at the ceiling with despair in 

his eyes. 

 “Tell me, Mr. Keaton,” the analyst 

said, “would it help if you imagined the 

conductor was in this room and you 

could verbally tell him your feelings?” 

 “Oh I’d tell him a thing or two, 

alright. Or three or four...” 

 “Yes,” the doctor said. “Would you 

like to do so right now?” 

 “What, you mean make-believe?” 

 “It is a proven technique for ridding 

the mind of pent-up hostility.” 
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 “I don’t know...” 

 “Part of your frustration is with the 

conductor,” the doctor said. “Part of your 

frustration is with the system under 

which you and the orchestra must 

function. You do not have a great deal of 

control over this. But—and this is the 

important thing—a large part of this 

frustration is the feeling of being 

constrained, of not being able to express 

your views, your objections, your 

concerns. And we can, you and I, right 

here, in this chamber, we can alleviate at 

least that part of the frustration. Just tell 

him off. It doesn’t have to leave this 

room, but the steam, as they say, gets 

released.” 

 “You mean, just imagine that I’m 

letting him have it?” 

 “Yes. Explain things to him as if 

you’re talking to a four-year-old. Or yell 

at him. Shout, if you like.” 

 Keaton thought about it for a 

moment. He sat up on the couch, swung 

his legs over the edge, and sat up 

straight. He took a deep breath. “All 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

95 

 

right, then,” Keaton said, his voice full 

of menace. 

 The rest of the hour involved a great 

deal of invective. Keaton shouted, 

snarled, and screamed until his throat 

began to ache. At the conclusion of the 

session, Keaton felt so good he booked 

another four appointments. 
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11~  ~  

 

On pointe. 
 

 

“TO LIVE IS TO DANCE, TO DANCE IS TO 

live,” the young woman said with zeal. 

“If I do not dance, I die.” 

“You know,” Dr. Charawai told her, 

“with most people, I would consider a 

statement like that to be, well, a bit on 

the melodramatic side. But with you, the 

belief is so strong in you that it seems 

like a simple statement of fact.” 

“Yes,” replied the world’s most 

revered danseuse, Vivienne Stroheim. 

She sat across from the analyst, holding 

perfect posture. She appeared to be an 

idealized image of humanity. If not for 

her breathing, she might be mistaken for 

a statue. 

“Yes, well,” the doctor said, making 

a mental note to avoid statements of 

opinion. Always be asking for a response 
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from the patient, he told himself. “So, 

tell me, what do you feel when you are 

about to step out onto the stage?” 

“One does not step out onto the 

stage,” she replied quietly. “One takes 

the stage. You must own it. You must 

own the moment.” Each time she uttered 

the word “own,” her left hand clenched 

into a fist, albeit a delicate and beautiful 

one.  

“You must, as they say, ‘psych 

yourself up’ for these moments?” 

“Yes,” she said with a faraway 

look. 

“Tell me about that.” 

“Why?” 

The analyst smiled, slightly cocked 

his head to one side, and said, “Why 

don’t you tell me what you’d like to 

discuss?” 

“Alright,” she said. She took several 

breaths before she spoke. “I want to talk 

about one’s self-image in relation to idle 

chatter from onlookers.” 

“Very good.” 

“Dancers are judged,” she said. 
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“Yes...” 

“Dancers are adjudicated by their 

movement and grace, but also on their 

appearance. It is part of the dancer’s life. 

It is part of ballet. But the body is the 

instrument with which we defy gravity. 

We create flowing stories in time. We 

paint ephemeral pictures in the air. And 

we do so in costumes.” 

“Yes,” the analyst said. “I have seen 

your poster.” 
 

 
 

 “I’m not saying we always need to 

be dressed like that. A leotard and tights 

will do. But...” She stopped. 

 “Yes?” the doctor prompted. 
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 Both of her hands clenched. “But I 

will not dance in the nude!” 

 “I totally understand,” Dr. Charawai 

said. “You are the prima ballerina in this 

upcoming production. You are probably 

the prima ballerina in the entire world. 

So who would expect you to perform 

nude?” 

 “The director.” 

 “The director of the opera?” 

“Yes.” 

“I see. Was this perhaps some sort 

of joke?” 

 “Not to me.” 

 “Yes, yes, I realize that,” the doctor 

said hurriedly. “I meant, is there a 

familiar relationship between you that 

would lead him to suggest such a thing?” 

 “I’d never met the man before last 

week.” 

 “I see. What was your response?” 

 “I said it was out of the question.” 

 “And what did he say?” 

 “He nodded and did another line.” 

 “Line?” 

 “Line of coke.” 
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 “Where were you two at the time?” 

 “His hotel room.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Oh, please don’t misunderstand. 

Curtis Sirk, my choreographer, was with 

us.” 

 “And what was Mr. Sirk’s reaction 

to this?” 

 “I don’t know. I walked out.” 

 “You were insulted by the very 

idea.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Even the suggestion of something 

improper is an offense.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “That’s perfectly understandable,” 

the doctor said. “But might I suggest that 

you discuss this with Mr. Sirk? That 

way, you will know—” 

 “You’re right, of course,” she said. 

She let out a huge sigh. “It was silly of 

me to keep the anger in me without more 

information.”  

 “Yes,” the doctor said. “You can—” 

He stopped as she tapped her phone. 

“Wait, I didn’t mean—” 
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 “Hello, Curt,” she said into the 

phone. “What is going on?” She listened 

a moment. “Uh-huh,” she said, not 

entirely convinced. “Do you think so?” 

she asked. “I see. Yes, yes, that’s fine, 

that’s good. Okay, listen, I must run, so, 

see you at rehearsal. Bye.” She ended the 

call and smiled at Dr. Charawai. “My 

worry was mainly for nothing.”  

 “Yes?” the doctor asked. 

 “Yes,” she said. “Curt said they’re 

engaging an additional dance company 

for the nude scenes. They’ll be dancing 

the same movements we just performed 

in the proper attire.” 

 “Well, that seems to be working 

out,” the doctor said. 

 “Yes,” she said. “Thank you for 

prompting me to do what I should have 

done before. That was good advice.” 

 “It was nothing,” the analyst said. 

 “So, that leaves only one other 

problem you can resolve.” 

 “Yes? And what is that?”  

 “I need my prescription increased.” 

 “Prescription for what?” 
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 “Desoxyn,” she said. 

 “Desoxyn?” the doctor repeated. 

 “Methamphetamine hydrochloride.” 

 “Well, I can’t just—” 

 “Yes, you can,” she said firmly. 

“No, I—” 

“It will be to everyone’s advantage 

if dancers in the company come for 

sessions with you during the next three 

months as we rehearse and put on the 

ballet at the opera.” 

 “What you are suggesting could be 

taken to be a form of extortion,” the 

doctor told her. 

 “Yes,” she said pleasantly.  

“As someone very wise once said, 

that is out of the question.” 

“Not at all,” she said. “In this 

manner, you will not only be helping the 

arts, you will be insuring that the 

company of dancers will not be 

compelled to resort to street drugs. As a 

doctor, you do not want young healthy 

bodies exposed to backyard concoctions 

of dubious value.” 

“I don’t think that—”  
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“Please, Dr. Charawai,” she said, 

holding up one perfectly manicured 

hand. “I do not have time to waste. There 

are 30 of us in the company, and I know 

that at least 18 of them are waiting 

anxiously to hear the result of my visit 

here today.”  

 There was a pause as Dr. Charawai 

performed some mental calculations 

concerning such topics as invoicing, 

lease payments, insurance, and accounts 

receivable. Finally, he gave her a terse 

smile and said, “What dosage?” 
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12~  ~  

 

Snip or Pinch. 
 

 

“WHAT THEY DID TO THOSE BOYS WAS 

absolutely barbaric,” declaredd Marianna 

Buñuel, speaking about the practice of 

castrating young men so their voices 

would not deepen as they matured. 

“Taking a knife to the genitals of pre-

pubescent boys was despicable and 

cruel, and they did it to thousands of 

boys—boys between eight and 12 years 

old. Thousands of them a year, for years! 

It was vile and horrific.” 

“I agree,” Dr. Jamaica said. “And 

why are you fixated on this ancient 

practice?” 

“Well,” she explained, “my part in 

the opera was written for a castrato.” 

“I didn’t know that,” replied the 

doctor, “but you have no need to feel 

guilty about any of this.” 
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“Oh, it’s not guilt,” she said. “I’m 

angry.” 

“I see.” 

“They only did it because the Pope 

had banned women singers from public 

performances.” 

“The church has been responsible 

for some very bad things in the course 

of—” 

“They would take the boy to a so-

called surgeon who often was the local 

barber,” she said. “They would place the 

boy in a hot bath and give him some 

opium prior to the castration.” 

“Um,” the analyst said with a 

pained look on his face, “we don’t have 

to go into all the specifics about the—” 

“Then,” she said, plowing forward 

with the ghastly details, “they would snip 

the connections to the testicles. It was 

simply awful!” 

“Yes, I’m sure it was,” Dr. Jamaica 

said in obvious discomfort. 

 “Other times, they would crush the 

testis between finger and thumb. Such 
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depravity! Can you even imagine the 

crushing of the testicles?”  

“Unnnhh, yes, I can,” the doctor 

said, squirming in his chair. 

“Anyway,” Buñuel continued, “as I 

said, my role in the opera was originally 

given to a castrato. You know, they often 

have a soprano or mezzo take these 

parts, rather than an alto.” She lightly 

tapped herself on one knee on the word 

“alto.” 

“I see. Tell me more about the 

singing,” he said, hoping to change the 

subject.  

“I think that using a soprano might 

actually be the best way to go with 

castrati roles, but if they want my voice 

for this character, I am thrilled to be a 

part of the production.”  

 “It does seem to be the social and 

musical event of the season,” the doctor 

noted. “I tried to get tickets for opening 

night but that was sold out, so I asked 

about other performances but I’m told all 

shows are now sold out, including 

standing room.” 
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 “Isn’t it thrilling?!” Buñuel said 

with a smile. “But I’m sorry you find the 

box office sold out. You know,” she said 

secretively, “I’m probably not supposed 

to say anything, but they’re going to sell 

seats behind and to the side of the stage 

beginning next week.” 

 “I can understand the side view,” 

the analyst said, “but wouldn’t people 

behind the stage be blocked from seeing 

anything?” 

 “Not really,” she said. “All the 

scenes involving a backdrop are using 

some sort of laser projection onto a 

scrim. You can see the action of the 

opera through it. It’s not as vivid as the 

view from the front, but it gives one the 

experience of spying on something. Of 

peeping. In France, they would liken it to 

being le voyeur. And, considering the 

lack of costumes for members of the 

chorus and ballet, the literal definition of 

that phrase applies.” 

 “Indeed?” the doctor said. “That 

would be of some interest to me. 

Professionally, that is.” 
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“Yes, of course it would. Also,” she 

added, “the nudes exit through the back 

of the set, right in front of what they’re 

calling the ‘reverse orchestra seats.’ I can 

assure you it provides an excellent view 

of some very fit bodies, both male and 

female.” 

“Hmmm,” the doctor said, lost in 

thought. 

“You really owe it to yourself, and 

your profession, to witness the audience 

reaction to this most visually splendid 

display.” 

“Yes,” the doctor said. “When did 

you say these tickets go on sale?” 

“I can get you two excellent seats.” 

“I hear they’re very expensive,” the 

doctor said. 

“Yes,” she agreed. “Scalpers are 

going to be charging $1500 per seat but 

the face value of the ticket is only $175. 

That’s what you would pay.” 

“Really?” the analyst said. “How do 

you—?” 

“I know a guy who knows a guy.” 
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“You make it sound like a drug 

deal.” 

“Speaking of which,” she said, “I 

need to discuss a supply of some 

medication that is very important to me 

on my current schedule...” She passed 

him a note. 

“Let me see,” he said, reading the 

prescription recommendations on it. 

“Well, I believe I can take care of this 

for you.” 

“I was positive you would come 

through for me, doctor.” 

“Were you?” 

“Oh yes,” she said firmly. 

“Why is that?” he asked. 

“Oh,” she said with a wicked smile, 

“I think you know!” 

“No,” he replied. “Really, I have no 

idea.” 

 “Doctor, don’t be silly,” she told 

him. “You’re going to give me what I 

want because you know that I know how 

to perform a castration.”  
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13~  ~  

 

Static hiss. 
 

 

“I SHOULDN’T BE DOING THIS,” RENATA 

said in a hushed tone, “but I have 

become fascinated by opera and I have 

so many questions. Would it be alright if 

I asked you about it? I mean, since the 

doctor is going to be on his consultation 

call for another five minutes or so.”  

In her job as office manager and 

receptionist for Dr. Irving Rekault, 

Renata knew she was breaking the rules 

about engaging in conversation with a 

patient, but she couldn’t help herself. 

“That would be perfectly fine with 

me, Renata,” stated Maximillian Welles, 

the chorus master of the Handel 

production. “A little conversation about 

opera—the passion and love of my life— 

would be better than idly flipping pages 

of an old magazine.” 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

111 

 

“Oh, good,” she said eagerly. 

“Are you new to the beauty of the 

opera?” he asked. 

“Kind of new,” Renata replied. 

“Right now, my boyfriend is doing his 

doctoral thesis on how epochs of world 

history are reflected in opera through the 

centuries leading up to today.” 

“Interesting subject,” Welles said, 

nodding. “So, do I take it that your 

boyfriend discusses his thesis with you 

and you want to be able to do more than 

just listen, is that it?” 

“Oh, my family listened to opera 

when I was growing up, so I appreciate it 

and I’m glad to be learning more about 

it. Our big problem is getting access to as 

many recordings as possible. It’s costly 

if you want to also have the script, oh, 

what is it called?” 

“The libretto,” he said. 

“Right, the libretto,” she said. “The 

problem is that recordings with the 

libretto are so expensive.” 

“The libretti are available online,” 

he said.  
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“Yes, but—” 

“Do you have access to a printer?” 

he inquired. 

She glanced at the commercial 

quality laser-jet printer at the end of the 

reception counter. “Well,” she said, 

biting her lip, “I might have.” 

Welles smiled. “You know,” he told 

her quietly, “when I was starting out, I 

worked in the front office of a company 

that manufactured plastic products.” 

“You mean like Tupperware?” she 

asked. 

“More like fuckerware,” he replied. 

“What?” 

“They made sex toys.” 

“You’re joking.” 

“Not at all,” he said. “Anyway, 

there was a printer in that office. It’s 

amazing how much can be printed out 

during lunch or before and after regular 

business hours.” 

“I see,” she said, again glancing at 

the laser-jet machine just sitting there 

quietly, not doing any printing at all. 
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“I justified it to myself by thinking 

the firm was making a contribution to the 

arts.” 

“Yes, I see,” she said tentatively. 

“There are lots of digital recordings 

of operas available at low cost,” he said. 

“Also, there are box sets where you get 

live recordings of six or seven complete 

operas with excellent artists, for a couple 

dollars per opera.” 

“Really? That sounds great!” 

“There are some drawbacks,” he 

cautioned her. “They’re live recordings, 

so the sound quality is variable.” 

“Maybe that’s okay for us, you 

know, just starting out. I mean, I know a 

true opera person probably wouldn’t put 

up with that.” 

“On the contrary, I own a lot of 

these recordings,” he told her with a 

smile. 

“You do?” 

“Yes. The performances are worth 

it to me. Now, would I prefer better 

sound? Of course I would! But playing 

these recordings reminds me of when I 
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was first listening to the Metropolitan 

Opera broadcasts on a small transistor 

radio.” 

“I see,” she said. 

“If I ever get the time, I’m going to 

make digital copies of the recordings and 

add static and hiss so it sounds like a 

broadcast from yesteryear.”  

“That seems cool,” she said. 

“Thanks, Mr. Welles.” 

“You are more than welcome.” 

The intercom beeped. 

“Oh, there’s the signal,” she said. 

“You can go in now.” 

“Thank you,” he said, turning 

toward the session room door. “It was 

lovely discussing opera and chicanery 

with you.” They exchanged nods. Each 

put an index finger to their lips and 

smiled. 

Welles entered the session room, 

shook hands with Dr. Rekault, and the 

two men got down to their standard 

routine: Welles lay down on the couch, 

and Rekault sat on the edge of his chair.  
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In a subdued but firm voice, the 

doctor began repeating the soothing 

mantra that guided his subject into a 

hypnotic state. 

Under the careful questioning of Dr. 

Rekault, Welles began talking in a 

manner that appeared as if he had been 

drugged. 

“The son of a fascist... the son of a 

fascist...” 

“Who is the son of a fascist?” Dr. 

Rekault asked gently. 

“Preminger, Preminger... giving 

orders to all of us... not acceptable... no 

orders from a family of fascists...” 

“No,” Dr. Rekault said softly. “Of 

course not.” 

“Arguing with people... they don’t 

understand... they do not get it... they 

refuse to see... they don’t want to 

accept... they won’t accept...” 

“What won’t they accept?” the 

doctor asked gently. 

“The path...” 

“The path?” 

“What to do... a secret...” 
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“You can tell me,” Dr. Rekault said. 

“If... if a building is abandoned... 

overrun with vermin... must exterminate 

the vermin...” 

“Yes? Go on,” said the analyst. 

“The fascists... are the vermin...” 

“The fascists?” Dr. Rekault said. 

“They are evil... evil... evil…” 

Welles said. 

“Evil,” Dr. Rekault repeated. 

Later, when out of the hypnotic 

state, Welles spoke openly with the 

doctor about his comments during the 

session. 

“Did I say all those things?” Welles 

asked. 

“Yes,” Dr. Rekault told him. 

“I see.” He thought about it a 

moment and then said, “Well, my 

hypnotized self might be on to 

something there.” 

“How so?” 

“The GOP is like the vermin that 

have infested the building.” 

“Well,” the doctor began, “I’m not 

sure that we should go that far.” 
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“That’s the problem.” 

“But if you—” 

“I know, I know,” Welles said, 

holding up one palm to stop the analyst 

from speaking. “I realize that many 

people wring their hands and say we 

have to show compassion. We have to 

humanely capture them and release them 

in their natural habitat. But where would 

that be? Outside of hell, what would be 

the natural habitat of conservatives? 

Somalia? Antarctica? The Gobi Desert? 

The Sahara? I say we should forget 

trapping and relocating them. Just kill 

them and drop the bodies in a vat of hot 

lye.” 

 There was a strained silence in the 

session room for a moment. The doctor 

was tense and trying not to show it. 

Welles was eerily calm. 

“We need to schedule another 

session,” the doctor said, glancing at the 

time. 

 “Certainly,” Welles told him. “We 

need to explore ways to rid our country 

of the menace.” 
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 “We need to deal with your anger 

issues,” the doctor said. 

 “I prefer my idea.” 

 “Yes, I know,” the doctor told him. 

“How is next Thursday for you?” 

 “If the vermin don’t destroy our 

country in the meantime, next Thursday 

will be fine.” 

  



Abnormality by John Scott G 

119 

 

 

14~  ~  

 

Trip the light fantastic. 
 

 

“I PRIMARILY DO LIGHTING FOR ROCK 

concerts,” Nelson Wyler said, “so it’s 

great they hired me for this production.”  

 “Do you enjoy opera?” Dr. Nguan 

asked. 

 “I don’t know much about it, but if I 

can light a five-hour show with bands, 

back-up singers, holograms, laser beams, 

psychedelic motion projections, sets 

being blown up by the guitarist, stilt 

walkers jousting, and gigantic helium 

space ships and phalluses, I can damn 

well light an opera.”  

“Wait,” the doctor said. “Did you 

do the lights for the World/Wonder/Full 

charity concert?” 

“Yup. That was one of mine.” 

“That was a fantastic show,” the 

doctor said. “I mean, it looked amazing.” 
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“Thanks. Yeah, they gave me a lot 

to work with. Come to think of it, this 

current production has a lot in common 

with some of the rock extravaganzas.” 

He began extending his fingers as he 

iterated all the similarities. “Singers, 

dancers, musicians, lasers, holograms, 

light projections, sets, scrims, pyro... 

This Handel event is just a big rock show 

but with classical music.” 

“Pyro?” 

“Pyrotechnics. Fireworks.” 

“Oh, I see.” 

“Yeah, there’s one monster-size 

effect near the end where they burn up a 

900-foot wide scrim. They’re telling the 

people sitting in the seats near it that 

they have to sign an insurance waver 

because of the flames.” 

“They’re not really burning it, are 

they?” 

“They sure are. I’ve seen the tests 

they’ve made. The flames roll up the 

back of the set like a reverse waterfall 

straight out of hell. It’s awesome!” 

“I can imagine,” the analyst said. 
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“The pyro makes some of the 

conventional lighting seem tame, but 

fortunately that comes earlier in the 

evening. Here, let me show you...”  

“Oh that’s not—” 

But Wyler had already pulled out a 

handheld device. He pressed a button 

and a holographic image appeared in the 

center of the session room. “Cool, 

huh?!” Wyler exclaimed. 

“Whoa,” said the doctor. 
 

 
 

 “These columns of light are 300 

feet tall,” Wyler said excitedly. “If there 

are any clouds that night, my lights will 

be bouncing off them! Plus, watch 

this...” He manipulated the device and 
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the columns of light surrounded the two 

men.  

“Wait!” the analyst barked. 

“Is that amazing, or what?!” 

 “That’s, uh, a bit disorienting,” Dr. 

Nguan told him. 

 “Oh, sorry. Okay, check this out. 

It’s more traditional, but I think it’s just 

classic!” 
 

 
 

“That is quite lovely,” the analyst 

said.  

“It’s nice, isn’t it?!” Wyler said.  

“Indeed,” Dr. Nguan agreed. 

“Now, I could use this gizmo to 

swoop us all around her, but if you’re not 
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prepared for the movement it can be 

trippy.” 

“Yes, let’s leave it as a still image,” 

the doctor told him. 

“No problem,” Wyler said. “Now, 

this is one of the projections.” 
 

 
 

 “That’s very interesting, but—” 

 “And here’s another one.” 
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 “Mr. Wyler, perhaps we should 

concentrate more on—” 

 “That’s the flood,” Wyler said. 

“The flood?” 

“Yeah. In the opera. It’s called ‘the 

flood that wipes away one’s sins.’ In the 

show, it will be in motion,” Wyler said. 

“You should see it on the gigantic 

screen. Make you seasick!” 

 “Mr. Wyler?” 

 “What?” 

 “You seem very happy about your 

work.” 

 “I am. This is the most fun I’ve had 

outside of a bedroom.” 

 “And you seem fine about life in 

general.” 

 “Hey, so far, so good, right?” Wyler 

said with a smile. 

 “So you don’t need psychiatric 

counseling,” Dr. Nguan informed him. 

 “Oh, I know,” Wyler replied. “But I 

have to attend at least three sessions. It’s 

in everybody’s contract. The city, or the 

county—somebody who’s connected to 
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the money—sees this as a cover-your-ass 

move in case any of us flip out.” 

 “Mr. Wyler, there are people who 

would benefit from these sessions.” 

 “Hey, if you want me to see 

someone else for the other two sessions, 

just say the word.” 

 “Yes, I would prefer that.” 

 “So we’re calling this the end of the 

hour?” Wyler asked. 

 “We are calling this the end of the 

hour,” stated Dr. Nguan. 

 “Okay then,” Wyler said, rising. 

“Well, listen, it was nice meeting you, 

doc. You take it easy.”  
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15~  ~  

 

Portents. 
 

 

“DISASTER IS WRIT LARGE UPON THIS 

venture,” stated Gareth Visconti. “We 

face ruin, calamity, devastation, and 

shame.” His silky rich baritone almost 

made it sound welcome. 

 “Why do you feel that way?” Dr. 

Moiré asked. 

 “Portents.” 

 “Do tell.” 

 “Signs.” 

 “Such as?” 

 “The singers hate each other! The 

dancers hate the singers! The technical 

crew is afraid of union protests! The 

stadium personnel are afraid of opening 

night protests! And everyone is afraid to 

meet the conductor!” 

“Ah, now I see,” Dr. Moiré said. 

“That’s a relief.” 
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“That’s a relief?” Visconti repeated 

with incredulity. “How are any of these 

farragoes any kind of relief?” 

“Because in this office, we do not 

deal with the supernatural,” the doctor 

said evenly. “I’m merely noting that it is 

good that your concerns all involve 

personalities and production equipment. 

Your trepidations are with real life, not 

the paranormal.” 

“Oh,” Visconti said. “I see. Yes, 

alright. But doctor, that doesn’t make 

things any easier.” 

“Perhaps not,” the analyst said. “So, 

let’s examine some of the reasons at the 

root of these challenges and difficulties.” 

“As if I haven’t?” 

“First, do you hate the other 

singers?” 

“No, not really, but they don’t much 

care for me or one another. I’m not 

friendly with any of them except Sylvia 

Renoir, the mezzo-soprano. She’s very 

nice. Actually, the problems are mostly 

with the tenor and the soprano—those 

two are a pair of devils! They both 
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constantly upstage everyone in every 

scene. Not only is it selfish, it can 

destroy the blocking. And with all the 

technical aspects of this production, 

you’re likely to get run over or impaled 

by something if you’re not on your 

mark—if you’re not standing where 

you’re supposed to be. And the tenor is 

the most unreliable singer in all of 

opera.” 

“Unreliable?” 

“He doesn’t always make his 

entrances on time.” 

“Really?” 

“He’s on the phone backstage. Or 

he’s making a football bet with a 

stagehand. Or he’s trying to pick up a 

girl in the chorus. He leaves the other 

singers out on stage while everybody 

waits. Of course, this will only happen 

once in this production, because the 

coked-up director will kill him.” 

“I believe there is an element of 

exaggeration in what you’re telling me,” 

the doctor claimed. 
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“Well,” Visconti admitted, “perhaps 

a little. But the situation is not healthy.” 

“Tell me, is this situation different 

from other opera productions in which 

you’ve sung?” 

“It’s a question of degree, doctor. 

This damn thing is so much bigger and 

the rehearsal schedule is so much longer 

than usual. I guess we’re all getting on 

each other’s nerves.” 

“That’s understandable,” the doctor 

observed. “Perhaps you could—” 

“You’ve got to understand—excuse 

me, doctor—but you have got to 

appreciate the fact that this is like 

nothing anyone has ever seen. More 

scene changes than in any three big 

operas. Laser projections aimed at us. 

Holograms surrounding us. Smoke 

bombs engulfing us. There are two 

choruses, one of them all nude. There are 

two ballet companies, one of those all 

nude. And they’re going to burn up part 

of the set at the end of the performance 

while we’re all still on stage. It’s 

insane!” 
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“I have heard it’s a big production,” 

the analyst said, “but Phantom of the 

Opera was a big production. Les 

Misérables was a big production.” 

“Those were large shows for 

regular-sized theaters,” Visconti stated. 

“This is taking place in a sports stadium. 

And I don’t recall Broadway actors 

being asked to sign an insurance waver 

that protects the city if we get blown up 

or burned at the end of the performance.” 

“Yes, good point.” 

“Added to all that, the rehearsal 

schedule is the longest I’ve ever seen. 

And it doesn’t help that the director is 

the biggest user of cocaine anyone has 

ever seen. It’s making me want to climb 

the walls!” 

“The rehearsals?” 

“That, and the constant worry about 

everything that can go wrong. I’ve got to 

get some sleep.” 

“We can perhaps do something 

about that,” the doctor assured him. 

“The atmosphere is like a circus. 

People, equipment, singers, dancers, 
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laser beams, wind machines, flames, 

sets, goats...” 

“Goats?” 

“There’s a scene with goats and 

apparently they don’t like to rehearse 

with humans. What kind of hell did I fall 

into?!” 

“Calm down,” the doctor said. 

“I would love to calm down!” 

Visconti shouted. 

Dr. Moiré fell silent for a moment. 

Visconti noticed the change in approach 

and also remained quiet. 

Eventually, Dr. Moiré broke the 

silence. “It would seem to me that—” 

“I haven’t even gotten to the biggest 

problem,” Visconti interrupted. 

“And what is that?” 

“Tomorrow is when we all meet the 

conductor.” 

“And this is a problem, how?” 

“Doctor, the conductor is Gustav 

Preminger, the tyrannical giant of 

European opera. He over-rehearses, 

over-instructs, over-disciplines, and 

over-emphasizes everything in a search 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

132 

 

for some sort of perfection only he can 

hear. He’s a terror.” 

“I see, and—” 

“He’s an ogre.” 

“Well, let’s—” 

“He’s a monster.” 

Dr. Moiré sat in silence once more, 

and again, Visconti followed suit. 

“Mr. Preminger does have a 

formidable reputation,” the doctor said.  

“Yes,” Visconti said. “Everybody’s 

pretty on edge about tomorrow’s 

rehearsal. That’s when we all meet 

Preminger at the same time. We’re all 

worrying what that’s going to be like.” 

“Let me prescribe some Valium so 

you can get some rest tonight.” 

“Thank you, doctor.” 
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16~  ~  

 

Epiphany. 
 

 

DR. HERMANN CORTLAND SAT ALONE AT 

his desk, writing the patient assessment 

notes for that day’s sessions. He was 

thinking about his most recent, and most 

famous, client. (“Preminger, Gustav. 

Adult male. 74. Caucasian. German-

born, now a British citizen.”) 

   Cortland thought back to the 

moment he first saw Preminger. At six 

foot three and 200 pounds, the famed 

conductor was imposing. Cortland 

thought the man might have to duck to 

walk through the door to the session 

room. (“Strong bearing and commanding 

presence.”) 

 The start of their session had been 

striking for the lack of introductory small 

talk. (“Patient immediately began self-

assessment.”) 
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 Preminger talked about the pain of 

having a Nazi for a father and the 

love/hate relationship that produced. He 

admitted to feeling the need to monitor 

his behavior so that he would always be 

acting in a humane manner. (“Patient 

exhibits conflicted feelings relating to 

family issues.”) 

 The conductor discussed how 

musicians often approached him with 

deference or awe but that he felt 

embarrassment over this treatment. No 

matter how many awards or accolades he 

received, he was never satisfied with his 

success and continually resolved to put 

in additional hours, go further, 

accomplish more, and be better. (“Patient 

acknowledges having issues relating to 

self-worth.”) 

Addressing his reputation among 

musicians, Preminger calmly listed all 

the brickbats hurled at him over the 

years, including that he was an exacting 

taskmaster; that he demanded too many 

rehearsals; that he was relentless in 

pursuit of non-achievable perfection. He 
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smiled ruefully and admitted there was 

some truth in all of those barbs because 

of his love of music. “It is for the magic 

of music,” he told Cortland. “To serve 

the gods of music I am exacting, 

demanding, and relentless. This is 

undoubtedly true. But, there is something 

more. Something that I address every 

night in my dreams. In my nightmares.” 

He was slowing down, almost spacing 

out each word. “In my every waking 

hour that is not spent with the music. It is 

something that haunts my mind and 

hunts for my soul. It is relentless. It. Is. 

Relentless.”  

Preminger stopped speaking. Tears 

welled up in his eyes. Quietly sobbing, 

he acknowledged that his reverence for 

music was only part of what drove him. 

Fear was another motivating factor—fear 

of being exposed as not worthy to serve 

the muse of music. Without his continual 

pursuit of perfection, Preminger felt he 

might justifiably be dismissed as simply 

an amateur with attitude. (“Patient 

displays guilt over constantly striving for 
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a level of success unreachable by mere 

mortals.”) 

Preminger sat still and cried for a 

few moments, unresponsive to anything 

Dr. Cortland said. Eventually, the flow 

of tears ebbed and abated. The conductor 

looked at Cortland as if seeing a spectral 

apparition.  

“Tell me something, doctor,” 

Preminger said quietly. 

“Yes, of course,” Dr. Cortland 

replied. 

“Can you recommend an art supply 

store here in the city? There is something 

I must construct before meeting with 

everyone tomorrow.”  

The doctor was persuaded to use his 

mobile to locate what the conductor 

wanted. Preminger assured the analyst 

that he was eager to try something new 

in dealing with the singers, musicians, 

and crew. 

(“Patient appears unable to remain 

on topic for the duration of the session.”) 
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17 ~ ~  

 

Meet and greet. 
 

 

THE REHEARSAL SPACE FOR THE HANDEL 

production team was the theater on the 

campus of a nearby private university. 

Students from the Bernhard School of 

Theatre Arts filled seats in the loge and 

balcony. The orchestra section held the 

400 people involved in the production.  

 Conversations were lively and loud 

throughout the theater. Phrases floated 

on the air.  

“...the ogre...”  

“...the monster...”  

“...son of a Nazi...”  

“...most feared conductor ever...” 

In the front row of the loge seats, 

gazing down at the stage and the first 15 

rows of the orchestra section, sat the 

president of the Opera Society and the 

head of Graduate Drama Studies. They 
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each thought the other was a fine fellow 

with a fine taste in clothes, primarily 

because they both purchased their shirts, 

slacks, and jackets from the same mid-

scale retailer. 

“How will people react when the 

monster comes out on stage?” 

“That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? To 

see if there’s an explosion?” 

“You’re saying that this is the 

classical music equivalent of NASCAR, 

is that it?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Do you think someone is going to 

make an introduction?”  

“Probably.” 

“We’re not going to have to listen 

to one of those recitations of the guy’s 

whole career and list of awards, are we?” 

“God, I hope not!” 

Without warning or fanfare, Gustav 

Preminger entered the hall at the back of 

the house and marched resolutely down 

the center aisle, followed by a swarm of 

media. He paused at the steps leading to 

a ramp that spanned the orchestra pit. 
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With a single gesture of dismissal from 

the maestro, two dozen ushers began 

gently shooing the scrum of press people 

to the sides of the auditorium. 

After watching the last of the media 

escorted out of everyone’s view, the 

maestro stepped up on stage, walked to 

the podium, and stared out at the 

hundreds of tense faces. The crowd fell 

nervously silent. 

 “Good morning, ladies and 

gentlemen,” Preminger said in a soft 

German accent. He made one adjustment 

to the microphone on the podium and 

repeated his opening statement. The 

volume was now at the proper level.  

Preminger swept his eyes across the 

entire audience, ultimately gazing down 

intently at the musicians, singers, and 

technical staff. He spoke in a friendly but 

businesslike tone.  

“We are now allotting three minutes 

for the monster to speak.” A titter ran 

through the assembly. “There are a few 

things that are well-known by those of us 

who toil in the mercurial world of the 
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performing arts. One of the things we 

understand is that all of us must always 

try to live up to our reputations. 

However, this is made just a tiny bit 

more difficult in my case as I also have 

to try to live it down.”  

There was a small amount of 

appreciative laughter. 

“And, of course, I have to try to 

atone for the horrifying decisions of my 

father.”  

A murmur went through the crowd.  

“Now,” the maestro continued, “I 

know some of you personally and am 

pleased to be meeting you again, 

professionally. However,” he said, “I 

know something about all of you by the 

excellence of your work. Because of 

your dedication to this beautiful art we 

share, I am looking forward to matching 

your efforts to achieve perfection, to 

extend our collective glory in this, the 

most magnificent of the arts. Let us 

resolve now to engage in a grand 

collaboration. Let us aspire to create 

something astonishing. Something vital. 
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Something memorable for its beauty and 

grace. In other words, let’s spend the 

patrons’ money wisely.”  

There was a pause, an intake of 

breath, and then laughter swept through 

the crowd. All of the teeth-grinding 

tension had dissipated.  

“And by all means,” Preminger 

added with a twinkle in his eye, “let us 

all resolve to enjoy spending it!”  

The audience erupted in laughter 

and applause.  

Preminger patiently waited for the 

ovation to subside. “Once more, thank 

you. And now, in conclusion, I hereby 

offer a humble request. And I modestly 

admit to having made what you are about 

to see.” He signaled to a technician in the 

lighting booth at the rear of the theater. 

The lights in the auditorium dimmed and 

a single image appeared on the scrim at 

the back of the stage.  

The maestro had selected an 

unflattering photo of himself, printed it, 

cut out the head, pasted on a toy top hat 

at an impossible angle, and then fastened 
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this monstrosity onto a stick figure made 

of blackened pipe cleaners. 

It was ugly. 

It was childish. 

It was slipshod. 

And it was funny. 
 

 
 

 The musicians, singers, and 

technicians laughed appreciatively and 

delivered another round of enthusiastic 

applause. 

 “Thank you, thank you all very 

much. You know,” he confessed, “I am 

very proud of this, my very first attempt 

at sculpture.” This received another 

small laugh from the audience.  

“Oh, one more thing,” Preminger 

said. “The martini glass is not in any way 
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an endorsement of alcoholic beverages.” 

More laughter. “Unless it is used to wash 

down the proper dosage of Xanex or 

Librium.”  

 Some in the audience gasped but 

most chuckled or outright guffawed. 

 “And now,” Preminger said with his 

arms spread wide and a charming little 

boy smile on his face, “let the reign of 

terror begin!” 
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~ 18 ~  

 

The World is Watching. 
 

 

EVEN A BRIEF VIEW OF EXCERPTS FROM 

classical music postings revealed wide-

ranging interest in the production, with 

thousands of comments from people on 

every continent. Among the dozens of 

blogs and e-zines featuring stories about 

the production were: Oper, L'opera è 

vita, and Mondo dell'opera. 

 


Gustav Preminger. The very name 

conjures images of the past, some ugly, 

and some mere shadows. But for anyone 

who has had the good fortune to hear him 

conduct a symphony, an oratorio, or an 

opera, he is very nearly a god of the 

musical world.  

He is the logical choice to lead the 

massed forces of orchestra and chorus in 

the premiere production of Handel’s long-



Abnormality by John Scott G 

145 

 

lost opera, Anormale o la Maledizione dei reali. 

The citizens of San Francisco are lucky 

indeed to have such a superbly talented 

conductor in charge of the proceedings.  

It might be revelatory to consider the 

maestro’s instruction to the singers when 

he conducted The Ring at Bayreuth: 

“There are various strata—or 

levels—of excellence among singers,” he 

said at a vocal rehearsal. “When singing 

from the head, we in the audience can 

appreciate the technique. When singing 

from the chest, we appreciate the richness 

of the notes. When singing from the gut, 

we may be awed by the power. But you 

must remember something,” he warned. 

“Only those few who sing from the head, 

the chest, the gut, the heart, and the soul 

can truly say they are part of the family of 

opera.” 

During an early orchestra rehearsal 

for Mahler’s Symphony of 1000, he was 

leading the huge assembly in a passage 

that involved all of the strings playing 

pizzicato. So, at this moment, all of the 

violinists, violists, and cellists are plucking 

notes in unison and one of the cellists lost 
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his place. He didn’t play a wrong note, he 

simply stopped playing for a second, 

found his place in the score and then 

picked up the performance again. 

Preminger sent him a glare that orchestra 

members call “missile eyes.” He had 

noticed the absence of one string player 

amidst five dozen.  

No wonder he gets such inspired 

performances from every ensemble he 

conducts. The man can hear everything.  

(Marguerite Benedetto) 

 


Over the course of their careers, 

many of us have witnessed the on-stage 

antics of both Arto Aldrich and Cynthia 

Borzage. With callous disregard for 

staging, direction, story logic, or 

professional courtesy, they deliberately 

upstage whoever performs with them. 

 When they tried to do it to mezzo 

Sylvia Renoir, she handled it to perfection: 

she turned to the audience and acted as if 

she held the dominant role at that 

moment. She became the focal point of 

each scene. Poor Arto and Cynthia ended 
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up abandoning their co-equal status in the 

opera at that point. It couldn’t have 

happened to nicer people. 

 (Anonymous posting) 

 


In the first dress rehearsal for 

Anormale, the tenor was late for one of 

his entrances because he was arguing with 

a stagehand about the outcome of their 

wager on Liverpool vs. Manchester 

United.  

The other singers were well aware of 

the tenor’s habit of leaving his cohorts in 

the lurch so they all prepared additional 

material that they could perform as 

needed.   

At the first occasion of TA (tenor 

abandonment), the baritone nodded to 

Maestro Preminger and repeated part of 

his previous aria with a few lovely vocal 

embellishments.  

Still no tenor. 

Next, the baritone began singing 

lines from Handel’s The Triumph of Time 

and Truth, which in this case needed to be 

performed a cappella. Members of the 
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orchestra were discomfited but the 

Maestro looked on with a bemused smile.  

Still no tenor.  

Ultimately, the baritone sang lines he 

composed himself: “Continuerò in questo 

modo finché il tenore non deciderà di onorarci con 

la sua presenza. Oppure possiamo sempre 

mantenere i servizi di Guido la Cava.” (“I shall 

continue in this manner until such time as 

the tenor decides to grace us with his 

presence. Or we can always retain the 

services of Guido la Cava.”)   

This was greeted appreciatively by 

the singers, chorus, and orchestra as they 

broke into laughter and applause.  

From that point forward, the tenor 

never missed an entrance. 

(Anonymous posting) 
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19 ~ ~  

 

Around the bend. 
 

 

DR. AMALFI SENSED SOMETHING WAS 

wrong the moment Niles Browning 

entered his session room wearing three 

ascot ties. One was at the neck in the 

traditional style, but there were two 

more, one on each ankle, covering the 

laces of the director’s brand new combat 

boots. 

“Making a unique fashion statement 

today, I see,” the analyst noted. 

“Every day, doctor,” Browning 

replied with his normal mixture of 

arrogance and superiority. 

The two men sat down and Dr. 

Amalfi attempted to guide the session.  

“The last time we spoke,” the 

analyst began, “you were making some 

excellent points about how the creative 

personality interacts with an unfeeling 
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society. I wonder if we should return to 

this topic and—” 

“During Handel’s day,” Browning 

began, ignoring the doctor’s comments, 

“this opera was dangerous. It would have 

been seen as an attack on the political 

world of that time. It might even have 

been considered to be sedition. In this 

production, I want to bring back that 

edge, that sense of danger, that feeling of 

revolution. And as you know, any or all 

of this is much more difficult to 

accomplish today.” 

“Why do you feel—” 

“There are a couple of reasons for 

this situation,” Browning continued. 

“First, people don’t see politics as a part 

of their everyday lives. They may get 

upset about certain policies, but in 

general, they don’t consider legislation 

to be a big deal. At the same time, there 

is a patina of shit being applied to 

everything by the know-nothings, the 

morons, the racists, the Klan members, 

the fascists, the greedwhores, and the 

goons. There’s so much of it that there’s 
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a horrible desensitizing effect that 

touches the entire population.” 

“Interesting point,” Dr. Amalfi said. 

“Do you feel—” 

“If something as odious and as anti-

American as the politicians I’m seeing 

lately can regularly and repeatedly spew 

filth and bile over the public airwaves, 

then that makes it more difficult to do 

something shocking in the world of art.” 

“Does the Handel have to be 

shocking?” the worried doctor inquired, 

speaking rapidly. “Because I would 

think—” 

“Now I know that this piece is 

about royalty,” Browning continued, 

“but that was only because Handel was 

speaking out against the twisted political 

and social order of his own time.” 

“Perhaps, but—” 

“If Handel wrote this opera in this 

day and age, it wouldn’t be about the 

failings of royalty, it would be about the 

evil of politics.” 

“Yes, I see your point,” the analyst 

noted.  



Abnormality by John Scott G 

152 

 

“Do you?” Browning inquired. “Do 

you, really?” 

“I— I think so,” the analyst said, 

anticipating being cut off once more. But 

Browning continued to stare at him with 

a questioning look on his face, so Amalfi 

continued tentatively, not wanting to put 

any additional pressure on his client. “If 

I may sum this up, Mr. Browning, in 

addition to all of the duties of staging a 

huge, complicated show, you have to 

consider how you can reach the audience 

of the 21st century.” 

“Exactly! Doctor, you have struck 

the nail squarely on the head.” 

“And so,” the doctor said, “you’re 

still making forward progress with your 

visualizations...” 

“Yes I am,” Browning said firmly. 

“Do you have a proposed solution 

to your current challenge?” 

“Yes, I do.” 

“What, exactly, are you—?” 

“I’m going to weaponize the 

chorus.” 

“Excuse me?” 
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“And, possibly, the corps de ballet.” 

“Wait,” said the doctor. “What are 

you—” 

“At first,” Browning pontificated, “I 

was thinking knives, swords, daggers, 

that sort of thing. But that would only 

scare the people in the first few rows. 

No, what we need goes beyond that.” 

“Well, if we could—” 

“What we need are slings and 

arrows!” Browning stated forcefully. 

“Perhaps we—” 

“Spears and projectiles!” 

“This is a fantasy sequence, right?” 

inquired the doctor apprehensively. 

“Of course not!” Browning insisted. 

“This will be opera’s new reality! The 

reality of hazard, menace, and peril. The 

actuality of destruction, pain, and doom. 

The sweet mystery of death!” 

“Are you feeling alright?” Dr. 

Amalfi said with concern in his voice 

and tension in his body. 

“I’m fine!” Browning said. 

“Really? Because—” 
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“I’m feeling chipper! Oooh, a wood 

chipper...? No, too Coen Brothers.” 

“Would you excuse me for just one 

moment?” Dr. Amalfi asked. 

“No problem, doctor.” Browning 

said. “I’m visualizing.” 

“Good, good. You do that.” 

“Yes,” Browning said, “I can see 

the violence now. Delicious! Exquisite!”  

“Uh-hmm,” the analyst said. “I just 

want to check on the combination of 

meds...” Amalfi brought up Browning’s 

patient file on his computer screen. 

“Let’s see, we have you on... Wait—

what are you doing?” 

Browning was already at the session 

room door. “Places to be, people to see. 

Thanks for the session, doc!” He swung 

open the door and marched through the 

waiting room. 

“Mr. Browning,” Dr. Amalfi called 

after him, “where are you going?” 

“Gun shop!” Browning called back. 

He threw open the door to the corridor 

and disappeared down the hall. 
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20 ~ ~  

 

Round robin. 
 

 

AS THE DATE OF THE OPERA’S OPENING 

night approached, the city began to go 

“opera mad.” The media devoted an 

excessive amount of time to every aspect 

of the production and the Chamber of 

Commerce put advertising banners on 

every streetlight pole. 
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The performers and production 

team increased the number of calls and 

visits to their analysts, therapists, and 

suppliers of pharmacological products... 

~ ~ ~ 

Marianna Buñuel, the alto with too 

much information about castration, was 

in consultation with Dr. Jamaica. She 

discussed her unease over threatening 

notes delivered to the Coliseum, the 

opera production office, the ticket 

agencies, and members of the company. 

“I’ve received two threats,” Buñuel said. 

“Niles received a half dozen, Gustav 

received three, and everybody has 

received at least one of the wretched 

things. It’s horrifying!” 

~ ~ ~ 

Prima ballerina Vivienne Stroheim, 

in a tense session with Dr. Charawai, 

described a threat sent to her. “There 

were bloody feathers stuck to a piece of 

white board that had the words ‘DIE’ 

and ‘SUFFER’ written on it in red 

lipstick. It’s a vile and vicious attack,” 

she said angrily. “The perpetrators are 
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appalling and abhorrent. And they have 

really poor penmanship!”  

~ ~ ~ 

Cynthia Borzage, the supremely 

egoistic soprano, whispered to Dr. 

Padian during her session, “What can 

you tell me about poisons?” 

 “Why?” the analyst demanded. 

 “In rehearsals, I keep taking the 

dominant stage position—as I should—

but the others refuse to turn to look back 

at me. They keep looking out at the 

audience. I must do something!” 

~ ~ ~ 

The lascivious tenor, Arto Aldrich, 

arrived for a session with Dr. Kay and 

was pleased to encounter the temporary 

receptionist who was filling in for the 

vacationing Tiffany. “Allow me to say 

that you are without doubt one of the 

most beautiful creatures in the known 

world! You must tell me your name.”  

~ ~ ~ 

 Curtis Sirk, the always-unfocused 

choreographer, shared his worries with 

Dr. Quavernai. “Holograms,” he hissed. 
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“Holograms?” 

“The Opera Society is going to 

make holograms of everyone and keep 

on presenting the opera, night after 

night.” 

“That’s wonderful, isn’t it?” 

“A lot depends on the money, doc,” 

Sirk said. 

“The money? How does it depend 

on the money?” Dr. Quavernai asked.  

“Well, the singers will keep on 

being paid, and the musicians will keep 

on being paid, but what about my 

dancers? The dancers need to get paid.” 

“As well as the choreographer?” the 

doctor asked. 

“Hell yes!” said the choreographer. 

~ ~ ~ 

 During a consultation with Dr. 

Moiré, the perpetually worried baritone, 

Gareth Visconti, was unsure of how the 

opera world would view the holograms. 

“I don’t want it to seem like I’m singing 

in a theme park.” 

~ ~ ~ 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

159 

 

 In session with Dr. Hague, Franz 

Vidor, the overeager set-and-costume 

designer thanked the analyst again for 

the advice to insist on his ideas for the 

show. “It worked out really well, 

although I can’t help wondering if I’m 

driving Browning over the edge.” 

“What do you mean?” Dr. Hague 

asked. 

“He’s been ordered into rehab.” 

“Really?” 

“I feel a little guilty. What if my 

being strong made him weak?” 

“Unlikely,” Dr. Hague said. “Don’t 

worry about it.” 

~ ~ ~ 

 Speaking on the phone with Dr. 

Valspaar, Stephan Boetticher was his 

usual big baby of a man. He bemoaned 

the state of his reputation on social 

media. Despite rave reviews and massive 

popular acclaim, he obsessed about blog 

postings. “You don’t know how hurtful 

they can be, Dr. Valspaar,” he said. 

“Sometimes I do not want to go on.” 
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 “No-no,” Dr. Valspaar said rapidly. 

“You mustn’t talk like that, Stephan. 

People love you.” 

 “Love?! They post about me and do 

not use my name. They call me ‘Big 

Bottom,’ and ‘Leather Lungs,’ and ‘The 

Real Deep Throat.’ Perhaps I should put 

an end to it all.” 

 “No-no,” Dr. Valspaar repeated. 

“We want to be taking deep breaths 

now…” 

~ ~ ~ 

Lighting director Nelson Wyler had 

switched from Dr. Nguan to Dr. 

Saperstein and then to Dr. Toddard, who 

was getting quite cross with his patient. 

“Mr. Wyler, how dare you take up my 

time when there are patients who have 

actual need for—” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I hear ya, doc. 

So, is our hour up now?” 

~ ~ ~ 

Choir director and anti-fascist 

Maximillian Welles, in session with Dr. 

Rekault, said he was worried about the 

voodoo death threats. 
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~ ~ ~ 

First violinist Rolf Keaton, in 

session with Dr. Myandor, said he was 

worried about the voodoo death threats 

and the protest demonstrations. 

~ ~ ~ 

 Conductor Gustav Preminger, in 

session with Dr. Cortland, said he was 

worried about the voodoo death threats, 

the scheduled protest demonstrations, 

and the amount of pyrotechnics that had 

been stockpiled in and around the 

coliseum. “They have enough explosives 

for an invasion.” 

~ ~ ~ 

 In their session together, Dr. Breese 

and mezzo-soprano Sylvia Renoir 

compared recipes for marinara sauce. 

~ ~ ~ 

 Dr. Amalfi was going over the notes 

from all his meetings with director Niles 

Browning, trying to see if there were any 

indications of psychosis. “Of course 

there are,” he thought to himself, “the 

man’s in show business.” 
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 The doctor became aware of 

shouting coming from the waiting room, 

followed by a horrific scream. 

 He leapt up and rushed to open the 

session room door. What he saw made 

him weak in the knees. 

 Niles Browning was holding bloody 

entrails aloft, chanting, “I’ll show you 

the meaning of sacrifice!” He said it 

repeatedly, putting the emphasis on 

different words each time. On the floor 

of the waiting room was the eviscerated 

carcass of a goat. 

 People from nearby offices peeked 

in at the scene before turning away, 

moaning and vomiting. 

 Browning’s voice went hoarse 

about the time the police arrived and 

things ratcheted down from panic to mild 

shock. Once Browning was cuffed and 

hauled away, the waiting room was 

cordoned off and the police left. 

Dr. Amalfi and his assistant stood 

looking at the carnage through the 

partition between the waiting room and 

the reception desk. 
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“Well...” she began. “I guess I 

should make some calls...?” 

“Yes, um, yes,” Dr. Amalfi said. 

“Call to reschedule the appointments.” 

“And to alert the ASPCA,” she said.  

“Oh, and get a really good rug cleaner.”  

“No, we need new carpet,” he said. 

“Good idea,” she replied. “I’ll get 

you some swatches. I’ll avoid red.” 

“Thank you.” 
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21 ~ ~  

 

Premiere. 
 

 

THE MAESTRO STEPPED TO THE PODIUM 

at sunset. As he had expected, the 

audience of more than 50,000 had not 

yet settled into their seats. With a 

beatific smile, he surveyed the forces at 

his command.  

 In addition to the six principal 

singers, there was a choir of 120 and a 

boy’s choir of 60. The orchestra utilized 

20 first violins, 20 second violins, 16 

violas, 12 double basses, 4 piccolos, 4 

flutes, 3 oboes, 2 English horns, 10 

French horns, 7 clarinets, 5 bassoons, 7 

trumpets, 6 trombones, 4 tubas, 4 harps, 

1 harpsichord, and 9 percussionists. 

 Taking liberties with the score, 

Preminger had the first part of Handel’s 

prelude performed only by the wind 

instruments, then repeated it with the 
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addition of the strings, and then repeated 

it once more with the addition of the 

brass. The ploy worked and the crowd 

began to feel the excitement of the event 

with the full effect of the massive 

orchestral dynamism he employed. 

 Sound reinforcement in the stadium 

was under the supervision of Yörn 

Gefahr, the man who handled the tricky 

audio for a live recording of Beethoven’s 

Fantasia in C performed by the unlikely 

blend of the rock band DANGERhOX 

and the Vancouver Chamber Orchestra 

& Chorus. Audio experts lauded the 

sonic presentation: “Best open-air 

concert sound I’ve ever heard;” “Great 

sound for a stadium show using strings;” 

and “Fuck any qualifier shit—that was 

excellent sound, period.” 

 Right from the first aria, the six 

singers began feeling a spark of 

connectivity. Often, their spirit became 

one with the music, with the orchestra, 

with the choir, and most especially with 

the audience. Arias and duets were 

greeted with waves of applause and 



Abnormality by John Scott G 

166 

 

adoring shouts of approval. The positive 

feelings proved irresistible and the 

stadium became a paean to the majesty 

of music.   

 As for the story of the opera, it 

combined high conflict, dastardly 

persecution, broken promises, false 

accusations, death, revenge, and state-

sponsored debauchery. A modern love 

story, in other words. The ending was 

tragic, yet with such celestially powerful 

music that hope and transcendence 

seemed to be glimmering on the horizon. 

In addition to the mystical magic of 

Handel’s compositional skills, which 

were transporting listeners to a higher 

plane of existence, the visual effects 

boosted the excitement level in the arena. 

Ooohs and ahhhs followed the unveiling 

of each new lighting effect.  

By the conclusion of the evening, 

people were standing, applauding, 

stamping their feet, whistling, and 

shouting, all of which evolved to mass 

chanting of “Handel! Handel! Handel!” 
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The curtain calls were a love-fest 

that continued well past curfew. Several 

stagehands strained themselves clearing 

away the gargantuan bouquets brought 

up for Renoir, Borzage, and Buñuel.  

“That was interesting,” Aldrich said 

to Boetticher backstage. 

“What?” the bass inquired. 

“Cynthia is pissed at the distribution 

of the flowers,” the tenor noted. 

“But they all got about the same 

amount,” Boetticher replied. 

“That’s why she’s pissed,” Aldrich 

said.  
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22 ~ ~  

 

Doth protest too much? 
 

 

THE POLICE WERE QUITE BUSY ON THE 

opening night of the production. Crowd 

control began with the establishment of a 

hardened perimeter area around the 

venue. Audience safety involved security 

patrols and the monitoring of images 

from 58 digital cameras in and around 

the coliseum. Traffic flow was another 

major concern along with such additional 

considerations as parking enforcement, 

spotting pickpockets and purse-

snatchers, and chasing ticket scalpers.  

Then there was the matter of the 

protesters. 

Three areas around the coliseum 

had been allotted to groups with permits 

to display their signs, offer their 

petitions, and harangue the innocent 
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passersby.  Unfortunately, several groups 

without permits showed up... 

| !!! | 

Conservatives protested. “There is 

obvious liberal bias in this show because 

they’re using fascistic imagery in a 

negative way!” 

“There’s some other way to use 

fascistic imagery?” commented a graphic 

designer. 

| !!! | 

Liberals protested that the fascistic 

imagery wasn’t mocked enough. “There 

can never be enough disparagement of 

anything the fascists do,” stated Bjorn 

Gustavssen, a member of Progressives 

United. “Although it was great they 

burned that yellow and black one at the 

end,” he added. 

| !!! | 

Christians protested the deistic 

passages in the libretto. 

| !!! | 

Jews claimed that the pro-Christian 

portions of the libretto could be seen as 

anti-Semitic, although this viewpoint 
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was contradicted by Rabbi Irving 

Hirschfeld, religion commentator for the 

university radio station. “Handel was not 

being pro-Christian in terms of the 

religion itself; he was supporting the 

Golden Rule, something that is in every 

major recognized religion.” 

| !!! | 

Labor unions protested because 

some of the rehearsals had utilized non-

union workers. 

| !!! | 

Working People’s Party members 

protested the “money being wasted on an 

elitist art form.” 

| !!! | 

A coalition of local residents 

protested the disruption to their 

community, listing the smoke bombs, the 

laser show, and the explosions.  

| !!! | 

Animal rights activists protested the 

ritualized killing of goats.  

“It was simulated,” said a member 

of the Opera Society. 
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“I know for a fact that the director 

personally killed and dismembered a 

goat,” stated Sven Gustavssen of the 

Liberation for Animals League. 

Gustavssen and his twin brother 

Bjorn were two of several hundred 

people arrested during the course of the 

evening’s activities. 
 

  
Sven and/or Bjorn Gustavssen 

 

In addition to being animal rights 

activists, both of the Gustavssens were 

members of the Working People’s Party, 

liberals, union members, and local 

residents.  

“We could’ve been arrested in any 

of five different demonstrations,” Sven 

Gustavssen said to Channel Six News, 
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“but instead we were arrested for 

loitering. Loitering? We were the least 

loitering people in the county.” 

| !!! | 

At 11:08 p.m., anarchists touched 

off a series of explosions around the 

coliseum. The blasts went unnoticed at 

first because they seemed part of the 

thunderous denouement, the booming 

capper to the controversial staging of the 

opera. The explosions set off the 

stockpile of pyrotechnics at the base of 

the Coliseum. The concrete structure was 

impervious to the flames but the same 

wasn’t true for the line-up of A-listers’ 

limousines parked nearby. Fires spread 

from vehicle to vehicle until the arena 

was surrounded by searing flames, all of 

which seemed to intermingle nicely with 

the fireworks that raked the sky above 

the stadium.  
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23 ~ ~  

 

Social media buzz. 
 

 



What a great night! Superb music! 

#Handel 

 



Reply to @John_Scott_G 

Success at the highest level! 

#Handel  #Opera 

 



It was like a rock concert but with music 

composed by the guys with the wigs! 

 



Never saw an opera before. Are they all 

visual freak-outs like this? This show was 

pretty f***ing amazing, that’s all I can say. 

#Handel #HandelOpera #OperaRocks 

 



I long for the days when you would see 

opera in an opera house. 
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Music: 10+. Venue: 3-. Come on, people, 

opera isn’t for football stadiums. 

 



I wasn’t inside the coliseum for the show 

but the fireworks overhead at about 11 

pm were grand nasty! 

#FireInTheSky 

 



What a great evening of music under the 

stars! 

#Handel #HandelOpera 

  



I am in love with those voices! Even my 

husband enjoyed it. (Okay, yes, he did 

say he especially liked the nude scenes. 

Men. What can you do?) 

 



Outstanding! Bravo!!!!! #Handel 

 



I am over the moon from this stunning 

experience! #Handel 
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Ovation continued for twelve minutes! 

#Handel #HandelOpera 

 



I have never seen anything so moving in 

my lifetime. Absolutely beautiful! 

#Handel #HandelOpera #OperaRocks 

 



The music of Handel takes you closer to 

humanity and closer to God. 

#Handel 

 



Loved it! Oh, and those burning cars 

when we left the stadium were a nice 

touch. 

#Handel #GetAHandelOnIt 
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~ 24 ~  

 

Altered States. 
 

 

EVERYONE WOULD HAVE HAD A GREAT 

time at the official after-party if a bad 

batch of LSD hadn’t been slipped into 

the punch. Gradually, people began 

viewing each other from different 

perspectives.  

 The women’s elaborate dresses of 

silk, brocade, and tulle appeared greasy 

or oil-slicked. The men’s shiny shirts 

seemed to be radioactive. The cute 

Chihuahuas in purses were suddenly 

vicious and dangerous. The appetizers 

turned rancid. The libations caused 

choking. The sound system played 

nothing but Burtis Bodeakler and His 

Frog Mountain Ramblers, but the sound 

was alternately spedupwaytoofast or 

slowed... way... way... down... until... 

oblivion... was... 
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 ...a consummation... 

 ...devoutly to be wished. 

 “The sparks, the sparks...” cooed 

one male partygoer while ogling a 

female guest’s diamond necklace. “Such 

pretty pretties!” 

“Why are you looking at my neck 

like that?” was the pained reaction. “Stop 

it!” 

“I want to taste the lights,” said the 

addled male partygoer. 

“Wait, what?” 

“Must kiss the sparkles,” the man 

said, bringing his mouth toward the 

necklace. 

“Aaak! Vampire! Vampire!” the 

woman shouted. She swatted a hand at 

him and turned to flee. Unfortunately, 

she tripped and fell onto a serving table 

full of cheese and fruit kebabs.  

“Sparkles fall down go boom,” the 

man said in disappointment.  

Throughout the party, in every 

room of the mansion, guests were 

succumbing to the malevolent pull of the 

tainted lysergic acid diethylamide. Many 
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attendees were astonished to see ghosts 

emerge from the walls, the ceilings, the 

paintings, the mirrors, and from each 

other’s bodies. 

In every direction, there was odd 

behavior. There was disorder, confusion, 

dismay, and horror. Some guests were 

weeping sadly while others were 

shedding tears of joy. Some were 

laughing mechanically while others were 

screaming maniacally. Some were 

shivering from imaginary icy blasts 

while others were stripping off their 

clothing as rapidly as possible. Some 

were catatonic while others were manic. 

Wearing a headset and microphone, 

gossip podcaster Damien Hillton 

scampered throughout the mansion, 

recording his observations. “All over the 

grounds of this gorgeous estate, 

individuals and groups were acting up, 

acting out, or acting scared. People were 

loud, quiet, brave, timid, happy, sad, 

delighted, despondent, vigilant, or 

unconscious. There were fistfights, food 

fights, practical jokes, sexual advances, 
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and an ever-deepening atmosphere of 

dread. It was marvelous!”  

Snapping photos and taking video at 

a furious pace were several paparazzi, 

delighted to be having the most 

successful night of their lives. 

Upstairs in the mansion’s main 

corridor, one guest surreptitiously 

opened the door to the master bedroom. 

He was immediately met by a huge 

Doberman pincher. The man froze in 

fear, but before he could do anything, the 

dog was eagerly displaying affection. 

Locked up and lonely, the animal wanted 

to lick his hands, arms, and face. “Good 

dog,” the man said. “Good boy. Or girl. 

Your choice. No judging here.” He 

patted the animal on the head and rubbed 

its neck. “Can you sit?” The dog sat. 

“Good dog!”  

 He moved to the triple-wide doors 

of the closet, opened one, flicked on a 

light, and stepped inside. “Ahhhh,” he 

said, relishing the sight of dozens of 

women’s shoes displayed on a custom-

made wooden rack. With obvious 
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delight, the man began reverently 

sniffing some of the shoes. 

The dog followed him inside and 

began chewing one of the bedroom 

slippers. “Excellent choice,” the man 

whispered to the animal. Both of them 

were blissfully happy for the next several 

minutes. 

A dull thump from the bedroom 

caused both man and dog to freeze. 

Tentatively, the man peeked out of the 

shoe museum to see another man 

removing jewelry from a wall safe on the 

other side of the bedroom. The two 

interlopers froze and stared at each other. 

“What are you doing?” said the man 

at the closet door. 

“Jewels,” said the man at the safe. 

He raised a handful of shining necklaces. 

The man by the closet thought for a 

moment, nodded, shrugged, and waved 

one hand. “Okay then,” he said. He 

nodded toward the leopard skin pumps in 

his other hand and said, “Shoes.” 

The burglar thought for a moment 

and said, “Okay then.” 
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The two men and the dog returned 

to their respective areas of interest.  

Sitting curled up on one pillow at 

the far end of the bed, a black-and-tan 

cat gazed at the men with barely-

concealed disdain.  

All across the city, there were 17 

“semi official” after-parties. One intrepid 

soul attempted to make an appearance at 

all of them.... 
 

 

A private memorial service for Arto 

Aldrich will be held this coming Saturday 

at 3 p.m. at St. Basil’s. In lieu of flowers, 

please donate to the World Hunger Fund. 

Aldrich’s agent issued a statement 

lauding the memory of the singer. “He 

was consistently and uniformly the 

greatest tenor of his generation.” 

Opera Society officials noted that the 

hologram of Aldrich singing the tenor role 

in Anormale had not been completed and 

that Guido la Cava will be stepping into 

the role. 
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~ 24 ~  

 

Reviewing the situation. 
 

 

THE CRITICS DID WHAT CRITICS OFTEN 

do: they split their opinions and argued 

both sides of the case. For every rave 

there was a pan, for every supporter 

there was a naysayer, for every “wow!” 

there was a “meh.” 

 

———————————————— 

HANDEL WITHOUT CARE 
Kenneth Tannen 

Herald-Dispatch Music Critic 
 

ass mania, multiple crime scenes, 

histrionics, confusion, chaos, and 

catastrophe—that describes what took 

place in and around the Memorial 

Coliseum during the larger crime of what 

some people insist was a legitimate 

attempt to produce George Frideric 

Handel’s recently-discovered and more 

 M
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recently authenticated opera, Anormale o 

la Maledizione dei reali.  

I will leave it to the police blotter to 

list the appalling number of arrests for 

illegal assembly, property damage, drug 

use, and general thuggery perpetrated in 

the vicinity of the venue; my concern is 

the assault on sense and sensibility that 

took place in the defenestration of a 

beautiful composition by Handel.  

The production is a spectacle of 

excess under the hyperactive direction of 

Cheryl Statton and Niles Browning. 

Statton was the assistant director before 

taking over five weeks before the 

opening when Browning was placed in a 

psychiatric ward, but that’s a story for 

another day. 

No matter who deserves the larger 

share of blame for the fiasco, the staging 

is expansive, expensive, and ineffective.  

The visual nature of the production is 

juvenile and noisy some of the time, and 

blatantly offensive almost all of the time. 

With lasers, pyrotechnics, gigantic video 

projections, three dozen scene changes, 
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nude ballet interludes, smoke bombs, and 

the ritualized slaughter of a goat, it 

appears calculated to appeal primarily to 

those suffering from attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder. This is tripe, 

twaddle, and tawdry excess. The entire 

event is over-hyped, over-produced, and 

over-baked psychedelic nonsense.  

Having assembled the six most 

lauded operatic voices in the world, the 

arias and duets are magnificent, and the 

orchestra performs superbly under the 

baton of Gustav Preminger, the globe’s 

most feared taskmaster conductor. Thank 

heavens for the singers and musicians, 

but they are immersed in a horror show. 

The production sought to achieve 

the Opera Society’s goal of “bringing 

opera to the masses,” but panders to the 

lowest common denominator in order to 

bring the masses to opera. And what, 

exactly, is it that people will experience 

once they arrive? Sonic splendor amidst 

visual violence. 

Handel’s music is a marvel. It’s as 

if he utilized everything he learned from 
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composing more than three dozen 

operas, two dozen oratorios (including 

the Messiah), and a hundred other works. 

The art of the piece is sublime; the 

bombast surrounding the art is something 

only a sybarite could enjoy.  

———————————————— 

OPERA FOR LIFE 
Carla Blumfeld-Schreiber 

Music Editor, Schrein der Oper 
 

lory, majesty, transcendence, and 

love are not what one normally 

expects to find inside an American 

football stadium, but the stunningly 

beautiful production of George Frideric 

Handel’s recently-discovered opera, 

Anormale o la Maledizione dei reali, 

takes viewers to newfound heights of 

splendor. That the venue held 51,233 

was just one more marvel in an evening 

that had more than its share of 

astonishment. 

 The saga of rescuing the long-lost 

work has been well documented, but one 

new piece of music history came to light 

 G
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just prior to the opening curtain: 

researchers at the UK’s Smythe-Brutolm 

Institute have verified the discovery of 

an earlier draft of the opera containing 

Handel’s critical notes scrawled in the 

margins of many pages. Musicologists 

will find this more interesting than the 

rest of us, but it does appear to end any 

doubt as to the authenticity of the work. 

And what a piece of work this is; 

soaring but philosophical, tender yet 

resolute, monumental and intimate—a 

triumph of the creative imagination. 

The production, under the direction 

of Niles Browning and Cheryl Barton 

Statton, is continually elegant. No matter 

what technology they employ—and they 

employ a lot—it is never utilized for 

mere shock value or for its own sake. 

Instead, the whiz-bang presentational 

devices are always made to serve the 

mission at hand: illuminating Handel’s 

monumental chronicle of courage and 

resolve as a small band of brave souls 

battle against the powers that be as well 

as the vicissitudes of human existence. 
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On the surface, the tale concerns dei 

reali, or royalty, but Handel expands 

from that. In this case, “royalty” stands 

for the takers—the entitled, the greedy, 

and the users in our society. And la 

Maledizione, the curse, is visited upon 

all of humanity throughout all of history. 

The time-shifting of the production, with 

costuming reflecting many eras, shows 

how the curse of the avaricious has been 

a continual human affliction throughout 

history. The production deftly uses a 

variety of watershed moments as 

emotional touchstones. 

Handel composed all of his works 

during the baroque period, and wrote in 

the Italian tradition of opera seria, yet he 

forged a personal style by adding dance 

elements from France and counterpoint 

from Germany. Unlike other works from 

this era, Handel’s opera effortlessly 

melds the best aspects of the baroque, 

classical, and even romantic eras. In 

addition, the libretto (by several hands, 

including Handel) respects tradition 

while also reaching out to embrace the 
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changes that would soon affect the world 

of music as well as the world at large.  

The adored mezzo-soprano Sylvia 

Renoir is in a role that many would 

describe as the second lead, but such is 

her command of the stage that she 

appears as the shining beacon leading all 

others before her. Vocally, she is 

stunning, displaying a lower register of 

luxurious power, a middle range of 

effervescent delight, and a top that is 

pure shimmering magic.  

In the leading role, soprano Cynthia 

Borzage was acceptable when singing 

softly; fortunately, her voice took on a 

rewarding burnished quality when she 

was at full volume. Her acting was 

generally good but the diva’s well-

known haughty manner was captured in 

several unfortunate close-ups on the 

video screens; her demeanor seemed 

fitting for a villainess instead of the 

heroic role she was playing. 

 Tenor Arto Aldrich has one of the 

world’s most recognizable voices and he 

appears to take tremendous delight in 
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demonstrating its molten majesty—

almost as much delight as we experience 

hearing it. His own arias and his duets 

with Borzage and Renoir resulted in 

standing ovations. 

 Baritone Gareth Visconti and bass 

Stephan Boetticher both demonstrated 

that lower register voices can display 

flexibility as well as force, piquancy as 

well as power.  

 Stealing every scene in which she 

appeared, the beautiful alto Marianna 

Buñuel delighted the crowd. A seven-

year-old girl sitting near me reacted with 

unabashed glee every time Buñuel sang. 

“That’s who I want to be when I grow 

up,” she told her mother at intermission. 

Conductor Gustav Preminger lived 

up to his towering reputation as he led 

the S.F. Orchestra and Chorus in a nearly 

perfect evening of sonic bliss. In scene 

after scene, Preminger smoothly took the 

opera from the merely beautiful to the 

radiantly angelic. 

Chorus, ballet, lights, settings, and 

costumes joined the musicians in 
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creating something rare and precious. 

The work spreads out before you like a 

multifaceted altar that is impossible for 

the mind to assimilate in one viewing. 

Anormale is a work to savor, to 

cherish, and to love. With it, Handel 

made his ultimate statement about art 

and music. He was standing for progress. 

He was standing for honor. He was 

standing for life itself. 
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