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			Introduction 

			Jeanette Winterson

			Opera has always needed a story. Some inspirations are dir­ect – like Britten’s Turn of the Screw, or Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, and others, like Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro, or Verdi’s Rigoletto, take a story and shift it.

			Why not take an opera and shift it?

			All the stories in this collection have done exactly that; found a piece of music and worked it into a new shape. It doesn’t matter whether the reader knows the source or not – the stories are wonderful in their own right – but those who do know the operas will get an extra twist of pleasure from peering into the forge where they were made.

			The brief to each writer was simple: choose an opera, and from its music or its characters, its plot or its libretto, or even a mood evoked, write a story.

			Glyndebourne is one of the most innovative opera houses in the world, and for that reason a collection of new stories to celebrate its seventy-fifth birthday seemed like a tribute to its remarkable past and a flare sent up towards the future.

			The music began in 1934, after a rather shy John Christie had met the rather sparkling Audrey Mildmay, an opera singer. They had fallen in love, and as Christie happened to have a stately home, he offered it as a love-gift to his wife. They would start an opera house together, get a few Members to subscribe, put on The Marriage of Figaro…

			The thing ran on rather a small scale at first, then it was interrupted by the War, but at the end of the War, Glyndebourne decided to reopen with a new commission – the young Benjamin Britten’s Rape of Lucretia, with Kathleen Ferrier in the title role.

			Brave or what? Just when everyone longed for the familiar and the known, for straightforward entertainments and light relief, Glyndebourne backed a young man writing a new opera, and did so to reaffirm culture as necessary to a civilized life.

			This was no grand gesture, no posturing – it was a simple and heartfelt belief in music and its emotional power, in art as a force for good.

			Seventy-five years later, still in the Christie family, and running without public subsidy, Glyndebourne offers world-class opera every year from May until August, and continues to support new work, and to stage some of the more difficult or less easily understood operas, as well as the core rep.

			I think that Glyndebourne is a place where people can find opera for the first time, and fall in love with it. I think it is a place that has kept its values. Yes, some tickets cost a fortune, but some don’t, and whether you dine in style or eat sardine sandwiches on the lawn, the music is what matters.

			*

			That opera is a necessary synthesis of words and music makes it so potent. The stories in this collection have the music in them. The rhythm, breath, movement of language, like music, creates emotional situations not dependent on meaning. The meaning is there, but the working of the language itself, separate from its message, allows the brain to make connections that bypass sense. This makes for an experience where there is the satisfaction of meaning but also something deeper, stranger. This deeper stranger place is an antidote to so much of life that is lived on the surface alone. When we read, when we listen to music, when we immerse ourselves in the flow of an opera, we go underneath the surface of life. Like going underwater the noise stops, and we concentrate differently.

			These stories are quite different from each other, and absorbing in unexpected ways. What they share is the music, and what I hope they will prompt is a curiosity about music, in particular, opera, among readers who might think that opera is not for them. Story lovers who are also opera lovers will delight in the inventions, and be moved, I hope, by the richness of these collisions between words and music.

			In the end it is all about feeling. I think we spend quite a lot of time trying to control our feelings, only to find ourselves hopelessly overwhelmed when we least expect, or least want it to happen. 

			For me, opera is a place where all the emotions can be fully felt yet safely contained. Certainly this has therapeutic value, but art is not therapy – at least not principally so: it is a profound engagement with life itself, in all its messiness, its glory, its fear, its possibility, its longing, its love.

			And these stories here, funny, sad, wise, true, reflective, speculative, ardent, each with its own tempo and written in its own key, are ways to think, and ways to feel.

			And there’s Posy in the middle, drawing us in, reminding us that we are part of the picture, as well as part of the song.

		

	
		
			First Lady of Song

			Jackie Kay

			My father wasn’t thinking of me when he kept me alive for years. I was my father’s experiment. At the end of this long life, when my skin is starting to show its age, finally, and my hair has the shy beginnings of grey, I need to speak. I’ve got out of the way of talking. It’s so much easier to sing, Da dee dee dee di deeeee. Talking, I always trip myself up, make some nasty mistake. It’s had the effect of people thinking of me as crazy, doo- lah- li- lal. I’ve learnt to talk lightly about things, just skimming the surface, in case I found myself in trouble. It is difficult to know where to begin – doh ray me fah so lah ti doh – for me there was no real beginning. I knew nothing of what was happening to me. One day, I was my old self, those years ago, carefree, spontaneous, and loving; another day, those qualities had gone. When I was first drugged, I fell into a coma, apparently. I was in that coma for a week; my father told me when I came round. He seemed delighted about my coma, he smiled, patted my head, and said, ‘I think it’s worked; it’s a miracle.’ I fled. I left my father, my mother, my sisters and brothers. I never looked back, and he never found me. Back in those early days, I had a different name. My name was Elina Makropulos. I’ve had many husbands, countless children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren. Some of my children are a blur, but the pianos are vivid – the babies and the uprights, the ebony and ivory, the little Joes. 

			I remember time through music – what I was singing when. How I loved those Moravian folk songs, how I lost myself in those twelve-bar blues, how I felt understood by those soaring arias, how beautiful ballads kept me company, how scatting made me feel high. For years I’ve been singing my head off, singing my head off for years. When I sang Elina’s head off, Eugenia came. When I sang Eugenia’s head off Ekateriana came. When I sang Ekateriana’s arias, Elisabeth came. After Elisabeth I was Ella. My favourite period was my Ella period. Every song I sang had my own private meanings: ‘I didn’t mean a word I said’, ‘Into each life some rain must fall’, ‘Until the real thing comes along’, and even ‘Paper Moon’. I’d lived so long, nothing was real. Ella seemed to be cool about that. Bebop, doowop! Eeeeee deee dee dee dee de oooooooooh dahdadadada bepop doowop brump bum bump. 

			Now, I’m Emilia Marty. I’m in the middle of being Emilia Marty. I’ve returned to being a classical singer, my first love. My voice is deeper now. I’ve sung about every type of love through all the years. Back in those early years when I was Elina Makropoulos, my skin was pale, perhaps a little translucent. As the years went on, I got darker and darker. Now, my skin is dark black. Emilia Marty has dark black skin. I’m rather in awe of it. It is not transparent, it is not translucent, but it is shimmering. I wear a great dark skin now, like a dark lake, like a lake at night with a full moon in the sky. Way back in the days when my father first drugged me, I remember seeing the last moon I ever saw as Elina Makropoulos; the last moon before I fell into a coma. It was a new baby moon, rocking in its little hammock, soft-skinned, fresh. Or it was the paw of a baby polar bear, clawing at the sky. Or it was a silver fish leaping through the voyage of the deep, dark sea-sky. That’s the only other thing that’s accompanied me on my long journey, the moon. The moon has never been boring! I wrote a song for it back in my Ella days: Blue Moon, I saw you standing alone.

			I’ve been lonely with my lies for years. I told none of my many children the truth about their mother. I didn’t want them to carry the burden. I wanted them to think that they had an ordinary mother who looked good for her years, who was pretty healthy perhaps. Every time, I ran into an old friend or acquaintance who said, ‘It’s remarkable, you haven’t changed a bit,’ I smiled grimly and knew that they were telling the absolute truth. None of them knew that it was the truth, or how uncanny their little clichés were for me. ‘You don’t look a day older than the last time I saw you’, ‘Your skin hasn’t got a single line’, ‘You’re incredibly youthful-looking’. All were sickening sentences for me. The only change for me was my skin gradually darkening, yet nobody noticed this. Nobody lived long enough! 

			I’d sing my children lullabies, and chortle to myself when I got to Your daddy’s rich and your ma is good-looking knowing full well that daddy would die first and so would baby, and that the person who should really want to cry was me – Hush Hush, little baby. When nobody knows who you truly are, what’s the point in living? We’re not alive to be alone on the planet. We’re alive to share, to eat together and love together and laugh together and cry together. If you can never love because you will always lose, what reason is there to live? I have lost husbands, daughters, and sons. When my father used me as his experiment I don’t imagine he ever thought properly about the life of grief he was consigning me to, the grief, handed down the long line of years, a soft grey bundle of it. After a while, I stopped loving anyone so that I wouldn’t be hurt by their death. If you are certainly going to outlive all your family and your friends, who keeps you company? Only the songs knew me – only the songs – the daylight and the dark, the night and the day. Some songs lasted longer than sons. Some ballads outlived my daughters. Some lieder survived my lovers. Some folk songs lived longer than my folks, Fahlahdiddleday. Perhaps he might have thought of it as a gift. There is no way for me to go back and unpick the years to find out what my father hoped for me. The truth is more uncomfortable, I think. He didn’t consider me in the equation. I was his experiment. He didn’t know if it would work or not. Even now, all this time away, I can’t stop myself from wondering about this. I cannot fathom my father. 

			*

			I have not loved for so many years, I can’t really be sure of the sensation of it, how it feels, if it is good or if it is frightening. If it is deep, how deep it goes, to which parts of the body and the mind? I have no real idea. My biggest achievement was getting rid of it altogether! What a relief! I remember that. The sensation of it! The day that I discovered I could no longer love. It was like a lovely breeze on a hot day. It billowed and felt really quite fine. I remember when, some time ago, I stood, a young woman at the grave of my old son, and not a tear came. I said to myself, ‘He was tone-deaf that one, he could never sing,’ and laughed later that night, drinking a big goblet of wine. Years later, I remember being at the funeral of my old daughter, a vicious tongue she had, that one, I said to myself and threw the rose in. So, Goodbye dear. I tried to remember if I had ever taken pleasure in any of her childhood, in reading her a book, or holding her small hand, or buying her a wooden doll. And though I had done those things, I think, I could not remember getting any pleasure. I could not remember getting anything at all. 

			People would say that I was the world’s greatest singer, back when I was Ella, I had a vocal range spanning three octaves and a pure tone, my dear. They said on the one hand I seemed to feel and know everything and on the other, I had never grown up. (True, true!) I could sing the greatest love songs and yet appear as if nothing touched me, as if I’d never had sex. Nobody but myself knew the irony in the way I sang Gershwin’s The way you wear your hat, the way you sip your tea, the memory of all that, no, no, they can’t take that away from me. I sang it defiantly, despite the fact that they were taking it away from me all the time, and one husband’s hat frankly had blended into another’s and I barely noticed the way they sipped their tea, let alone remembered it. When I sang Cole Porter’s I’ve got you under my skin, myself, to Elina, Eugenia, Ekateriana, Elisabeth, I was trying to keep myself together. 

			I had sex over and over again. Sometimes I’d get lost in it; sometimes it was the only thing that could go right through me, where I could banish the lonely feeling and abandon myself to somebody else, the soft skin of an earlobe, anybody’s earlobe, the smell of morning breath, the hair on a chest. For a moment, any little intimacy would make me feel I was standing on a smallholding, and not out in the vast, yellow, empty plains, the wind roaring on my face, singing my plainsong. I barely remember some of my men; the love songs lasted way longer than the lovers. Some were large and some were small, but all seemed to be fertile, alas. And when child came out after child, between my legs and over the centuries, I would gaze down in a sort of trance, a huge boredom coming over me already, before the new baby even suckled on my breast. Another baby! So what! Another baby to feed and teach to read and count and watch die. I lost my children to typhus, whooping cough, scarlet fever, tuberculosis, cholera, smallpox, influenza. Many of my children died before they were ten or fifteen. I remember a couple of hundred years ago looking wistfully at my daughter Emily, and wishing on the bone of the hard white moon that I could catch her whooping cough and die, die, die. It was never for me, death, never going to be handed out to me on a lovely silver platter, not the gurgle or the snap or the thud or the whack or the slide of it, death. No. I was consigned to listening to the peal of church bells barely change over the stretch of years.

			When I came to be Ella, I was so much more independent. Those were plucky, scatting days. Even the moon bopped in the sky. I was on the road forty out of forty-five weeks. I’d come a long way. I’d gone from working with dodgy numbers runners to being the first African-American to perform at the Mocambo! Life takes odd turns. In my case, lives take odd turns. There I was finally as integrated as Elvis, singing songs by Jewish lyricists to white America, having folk like Marilyn Monroe fight in my corner. Every time I sang Every time I say goodbye I felt it more than people knew. I was saying goodbye all my life. I was saying goodbye to my other selves, Elina, Eugenia, Ekateriana, Elisabeth, Ella. My own names were a kind of litany. Only the songs knew my secrets, only the music was complex enough to contain me. When I was Elisabeth, I was known for how I sang Strauss’ Four Last Songs. One time, late in my Elisabeth day, I was performing at the Albert Hall, singing Straussy for the umpteenth time and I got to the last stanza. I felt like him; I welcomed death. I sang with true feeling – O vast tranquil peace, so deep at sunset, how weary we are of wandering, is this perhaps death? One of the reviewers said I’d grown into the songs over the years. Well, yes. 

			There’s been so much to grow into over the years. I’m like an old person the way I pick out memories and cluck over them. Well, they say the old repeat themselves and the young have nothing to say. The boredom is mutual! I’ve got an old woman’s head in a young woman’s body. Thank you for the memories! I remember: my excitement when I first got to fly on an aeroplane, getting adjusted to the phone and its ring, having penicillin suddenly for my children, my first X-ray, how my hair felt the first time it was blow-dried, how exciting the indoor bath with running water, how bamboozling the supermarket was at first. There was nobody around who’d lived as long as me, nobody to say, I liked it before we had supermarkets, I liked it before zoos arrived, before we had aeroplanes, before the hole in the ozone, I liked living before all those things. I didn’t like the poverty, the sickness, but there is still something to be said for a good cobbler, an honest loaf of bread, a cobbled street, bare oak beams, revolution. Even the words for everything have kept changing over the centuries. I’ve had to keep up with the Vocab. Jeepers Creepers. I’ve had to keep changing my talk. I’ve lived long enough to see bourgeois go out and bespoke come in.

			I took a boat trip down the Vltava river in Prague, many moons ago. The food in Prague – how I loved breast of duck with saffron apples, how I loved my mother’s flaky apple strudel. I remember the first time I ate a sandwich in England and even when the word sandwich came in. My favourite pie ever was way back in the nineteenth century. They don’t make them like that these days! It was filled with chicken, partridge and duck and had a layer of green pistachios in the middle. I don’t remember who I was then, but I remember that pie! I remember when tea and coffee and sugar started being so popular. I remember my first drink of aerated water, ginger ale. I used to have a lovely silver spirit kettle. I remember the excitement of my first flask, how I took it on a lavish picnic. All musicians love a picnic, always have. There’s always been music and wine, concerts and hot puddings, strawberries, champagne. Food and Claret and Ale all seemed to taste better a while back. As I’ve gone through times, I’ve noticed so much getting watered down. Not just taste, but ideas. Oh for the fervour and passion of Marx now. Oh for the precociousness of Pascal. Oh the originality of Picasso. 

			My body never changed shape or height, give or take an inch or so. It was my colour that changed, and with my colour my voice. My voice is deeper now; if it was a colour it would be maroon. I’ve returned to singing the spirituals that I sang back in the days when I was another self. Swing low sweet chariot, coming forth to carry me home, swing low sweet chariot, coming forth to carry me home. There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole. There is a balm in Gilead to heal the sin-sick soul. My voice is deeper than I could have ever believed when I was a soprano. I go low, Go down Moses, till my voice is at the bottom of the river bed, with the river reeds and marshes. 

			I look at myself in the mirror. My skin is still young-looking, and a dark blue-black colour. I look about thirty when I’m really three hundred years old. I’ve looked about thirty all these years. These days, it’s easier for me to make up my face, to add a little lipstick, a little blusher, and mascara for my already very long eyelashes. My eyelashes have grown over the centuries and are now a lavish length. People comment on them. ‘I’ve never seen such long eyelashes,’ they’ll say and I roll my eyes. I’ve been here a long time. There is nothing new under the sun that anyone can say. I’ve lost the ability to be surprised – which is worse I’ve discovered than losing the ability to surprise. Nothing about myself interests me. I’ve lost all vanity, so compliments are dreary. I’ve lost my passion for ideas, so conversations trap and unnerve me. I’ve lost my love of listening to the way that people talk, because I’ve found, over the years, people say more or less the same thing, and expect me to be riveted – the price of food, the price of fuel, the children, the schooling, the illness, the betrayal, the blow, the shock. Specific times and events jump out at me – I remember when the abolition of the triangular slave trade was announced; when women first got the vote; when Kennedy was assassinated, when segregation and Jim Crow laws started to change. Actually, I really thought something might change properly in the Nineteen Sixties. That was the last time I felt optimistic. I’ve lived through so much hurt, so many wars, so much hunger, so much unkindness and cruelty. At last, it seemed to me a decade that people cared, and the talk was interesting and I buzzed and sang and actually made some friends. And the friends I made seemed to care about me, and we all had pretty good sex with each other, sometimes three or four of us at the same time. It was liberating until it became narrow and selfish, and petty jealousies and concern about money started creeping in, and all those lovely Sixties flower folk seemed to wake up and say, I want I want I want. And off they went, the marchers, protesters, petitioners, to see acupuncturists, therapists, homeopaths. So I crept off, changing my name again and my skin darkened. I bumped into one of my old friends twenty or so years later – I lose all track of time – and she had a bungalow, three kids, a garage, a drinks cabinet, a mortgage, a pension, a car and a broken heart. Her husband had gone running off with someone half her age. She looked at me wistfully and said, ‘Oh but Emmy you haven’t aged at all. It’s quite incredible. You look exactly the same as the day I last saw you.’ She stared at me, and looked worried. She was the first person that ever really knew in her bones that something was not right with me. 

			She invited me round to her house a few weeks later. What have you been doing, Emmy, did you get married, have children? she said. I laughed, and told her the truth. I thought what have I got to lose? I’ve been alive for three hundred years, I said, and she exploded laughing. ‘Emmy,’ she snorted, ‘you always were so droll!’ ‘Children?’ I laughed, ‘I’ve had children, many, many children, and outlived the lot of them. Husbands? I’ve had husbands over the centuries, and buried them all.’ The tears were pouring down my innocent friend’s face by now. ‘What have I been doing?’ I asked her back rhetorically. ‘I’ve seen kings and queens come and go. I’ve seen governments rise and fall. I used to have sympathy for the Whigs. I’ve lived in Czechoslovakia, America, England.’ My friend’s eyes glazed over. Suddenly, I wasn’t funny, I was boring. She yawned. ‘You’re tired?’ I asked, gathering speed. ‘I’m exhausted. Imagine how tired you would be if you were three hundred years old.’ ‘Would you like a big gin?’ she asked eagerly, desperate to change the subject. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Why the hell not after all the things I’ve seen? What about you?’ I asked her. The rest of the evening was spent on the husband, the betrayal, the younger woman that did not have a brain in her head, was skinny, was his secretary, how she’d not suspected a thing until…, how, how, how. I felt myself droop into my gin. I squeezed her hand and noticed that she’d got drunk incredibly quickly. (That was something that didn’t happen to me, inciden­tally. I’d learnt to watch the goblets over the years, to hold my drink.) She leaned towards me half-sozzled, her eyes a little vacant, a little dear departed, and she kissed me, or rather her lips slid across my mouth like a small child sliding down a shoot. I kissed her back and fondled a little at her breasts and then I left, opening and closing the door of the quietly disturbed bungalow. 

			With such a long life as mine, it’s impossible to capture it. And maybe it is of no consequence. I don’t know what I’ve learned that is all that different from anybody here for a shorter time. I think because I’ve never had to get on a bus with a walking stick, never had to think about stairs, never had to buy hair dye, worry about brittle bones, never had false teeth, never drawn a pension, never been in an old people’s home, never had dementia, angina, because I’ve never had wrinkles, bald patches, plastic hips or knees, that I have been deprived! I’ve never had that tender frailty I’ve seen in the old, that sudden lost old-girl, old-boy vulnerability, that anxiety the old have about travelling anywhere different, packing and unpacking cases. I’ve pooh-poohed all of that for centuries, jumping on and off boats, trains, planes. I suddenly wanted it. I wanted to become old. I wanted to know what it was like to have death ahead of you finally, that I could let go, that my hair would go grey and curly. I longed for the simple business of getting old, giving myself a break, not singing for the world anymore, not up on the big stages, staying in the big hotels, singing my heartless heart out. 

			Enough is enough is enough! I went back to Prague. I hadn’t been there for years and could barely credit the change in my old town. Part of it had changed into Clubland! I traipsed round the old part of the city looking for the lawyer’s office, through the Staromestke namesti, the old town Square where I stood remembering my girlhood when the astronomical clock struck twelve and one hand rang a bell and a second overturned an hourglass. I’d forgotten the clock! How had I forgotten the astronomical clock? I wandered through the Square in a daze, remembering how my father had told me about the twenty-seven people who were executed there. I walked on and on, through Wenceslas Square, until finally I found it!The lawyer’s office hadn’t changed names. They hadn’t moved buildings! I climbed the stairs with trepidation. I had no idea how long I was being consigned to live. In the office was a woman by the name of Kristina Kolenaty. She hunted for the precious document which hid the Makropulos secret. I paid her a handsome number of Euros and fled down the steps, down the street, back through the old Square, down the achingly familiar street of alchemists, and back to my hotel. The original document told me the details of the potion my father had given me, that would ensure I lived for ever, and the details of how to reverse it. I didn’t want to live for ever. I never did want to live for ever. It’s a ghastly traumatic experience! There’s no one to share your memories with except history books, and they get so much of it wrong. (Unbelievable, how much they distort and omit!) When I got the potion, I didn’t even hesitate. I mixed the spoonfuls of X and X and Y and ZH together in the exact proportions and I threw it down my neck and I swallowed. I gulped emphatically, making a sound with it, a kind of animal sound. Non, je ne regrette rien I sang at the top of my voice. Then I lay down on the hotel room bed, waiting for something to happen to me, listening out for it, as if I was listening for the sound of slippers walking along the corridor. I felt a little uncertain, a little frightened. Nothing happened. Nothing happened for ages. I returned to my house in London and waited. I stopped singing publicly. I had no desire to be famous anymore, no desire to sing to anybody but myself in the bath. I had plenty of money. Money didn’t engage or interest me at all. I gave as much as I could away. 

			I was beginning to wonder if the potion had worked when my first little sign of ageing came through, fresh as a snowdrop. A little grey hair. How lovely! A few weeks later another, and another. Bliss! I stared in the mirror to look at my dark face and watch the odd line arrive unannounced here and then there. Hello, little wrinkle I said gently. Well hello dolly! A while after that I got my first fuming red-hot flush. It wasn’t so great, but I couldn’t complain! I’m looking forward to getting past the flushes and into proper old age. I’m very much looking forward to it, creaking bones, memory lapses. What a lovely word – dotage! What jolly delightful words: old age.

			Years passed in the proper way – quickly. Summer became winter became spring. Shocking, the speed of it all! A few weeks ago, I was in the queue for the first day at the Proms. I got chatting to a lovely woman with a very beautiful face. She had curly hair. Dark winged eyebrows. I could see her hair was dyed. I liked that. She had a few, maybe one or two, kind wrinkles around her eyes. She was large-ish, like me, a big bosom and belly. We talked about music we loved. Her eyes were shining. She had something about her that was quite, quite special. We’d been talking for ages before we found out each other’s names. Irene, she said. Emilia, I said. I thought so, she said. I thought it was you. I was trying to work out her age; for the first time in my long life, I found myself interested in someone’s age. ‘What age are you if you don’t mind me asking?’ I asked her. ‘Fifty-seven,’ she said. ‘Me too,’ I said. I’d guessed I must be roughly that by now. We stood together promming it. She’d brought along some champagne and some very delicious sandwiches. I felt comfortable in my skin. We stood listening, rapt and happy like two women that had known each other all of her life, if not all of mine! When the Prom finished, I could sense her sadness. ‘Would you like to go out some time to a concert together or for a meal?’ I asked her and her smile lit up her face, the river, the night sky. I could feel something quite extraordinary happening to me. I could feel myself soften and give in. My heart, something was happening to my heart that hadn’t happened for years. I could hear it thrumming and strumming and chiming. I could feel my body trembling, vibrato style. I looked at her eyes, deep into her eyes, and I felt euphoric. It was a wonder. That night I found myself singing Good night Irene, Good night Irene, I’ll see you in my dreams, before climbing into my double bed on my own. I slept, dreaming her. ‘You are quite wonderful,’ I told her on our sixth date. ‘Oh,’ she said, smiling, shy, ‘you are not so bad yourself.’ 

			Last night, I went to bed humming an old song I hadn’t sung for years. It was like I’d written that verse waiting for her to come along, and then my own song suddenly made sense. I opened the curtains before I climbed into bed. A big wise moon glowed in the sky, the same moon that had been there since time. The moon appeared to me like a listening eye. I sang to it before I climbed into bed. I sang to the moon and I sang to Irene. For the first time in my long life, I really wanted to live. You knew just what I was there for. You heard me saying a prayer for/ Somebody I really could care for.

		

	
		
			Fidelio and Bess

			Ali Smith

			A young woman is ironing in a kitchen in a prison. But she’s not a prisoner, no. Her father’s the chief gaoler; she just lives here. A young man comes into the kitchen and tells her he’s decided that he and she are going to marry. I’ve chosen you, he says. She is desultory with him. She suggests to the audience that he’s a bit of a fool. Then she sings a song to herself. It’s Fidelio I’ve chosen, it’s Fidelio I’m in love with, she sings. It’s Fidelio who’s in love with me. It’s Fidelio I want to wake up next to every morning.

			Her father comes home. Then, a moment later, so does Fidelio himself, who looks suspiciously like a girl dressed as a boy, and who happens to be wreathed in chains. Not that Fidelio’s a prisoner, no. Apparently the chains have been being repaired by a blacksmith (whom we never see), and Fidelio, the girl’s father’s assistant, has brought the mended chains back to the gaol.

			But it seems that Fidelio isn’t much interested in marrying the boss’ daughter. Fidelio, instead, is unnaturally keen to meet a mysterious prisoner who’s being kept in the deepest, darkest underground cell in the prison. This particular prisoner has been down there for two years and is receiving almost no food or water any more. This is on the prison governor’s orders; the prison governor wants him starved to death. He’s clearly a man who’s done great wrong, Fidelio says, fishing for information – or made great enemies, which is pretty much the same thing, the gaoler says, leaning magnanimously back in his kitchen chair. Money, he says. It’s the answer to everything. The girl looks at Fidelio. Don’t let him see that dying prisoner, the girl says. He couldn’t stand it, he’s just a boy, he’s such a gentle boy. Don’t subject him to such a cruel sight. On the contrary, Fidelio says. Let me see him. I’m brave enough and I’m strong enough.

			But then the prison governor announces to the gaoler, in priv­ate, that he has just decided to have this prisoner killed. I’m not murdering him, the gaoler says when the governor tells him to. Okay, I’ll do it myself, the prison governor says. I’ll take pleasure in it. And I’ll give you a bag of gold if you go and dig a grave for him in the old well down there in his cell. 

			It’s agreed. In the next act, the gaoler will take the boy Fidelio down to the deep dungeon and they’ll dig the grave for the man who, we’ve begun to gather, is Fidelio’s imprisoned husband. Meanwhile, as the first act draws to a close, Fidelio has somehow managed to get all the other prisoners in the place released out of the dark of their cells into the weak spring sun in the prison yard for a little while.

			They stagger out into the light. They stand about, ragged, dazed, heartbreakingly hopeful. They’re like a false resurrection. They look up at the sunlight. Summer time, they sing, and the living is easy. Fish are jumping and the cotton is high.

			Then they all look at each other in amazement.

			Fidelio looks bewildered.

			The gaoler shakes his head.

			The conductor’s baton droops.

			The orchestra in the pit stops playing. Instruments pause in mid-air. 

			The girl who was doing the ironing at the beginning is singing too. She’s really good. She shrugs at her father as if she can’t help it, can’t do anything about it. Your daddy’s rich, she sings, and your mamma’s good-looking. 

			Then a man arrives in a cart pulled by a goat. He stops the cart in the middle of the stage. Everybody crowds round him. He’s black. He’s the only black person on the stage. He looks very poor and at the same time very impressive. When the song finishes he gets out of the cart. He walks across the stage. He’s got a limp. It’s quite a bad limp. He tells them all that he’s looking for Bess. Where is she? He’s heard she’s here. He’s not going to stop looking for her until he finds her. He glances at the gaoler; he regards Fidelio gravely for a moment. He nods to the girl. He approaches a group of prisoners. Is this New York? he says. Is she here?

			*

			Yeah, but, you say. Come on. I mean.

			But what? I say.

			You can’t, you say.

			Can’t what? I say.

			Culture’s fixed, you say. That’s why it’s culture. That’s how it gets to be art. That’s how it works. That’s why it works. You can’t just change it. You can’t just alter it when you want or because you want. You can’t just revise things for your own pleasure or whatever.

			Actually I can do anything I like, I say.

			Yeah, but you can’t revise Fidelio, you say. No one can.

			Fidelio’s all about revision, I say. Beethoven revised Fidelio several times. Three different versions. Four different overtures.

			You know what I mean. No one can just, as it were, interject Porgy into Fidelio, you say.

			Oh, as it were, I say.

			You don’t say anything. You stare straight out, ahead, through the windscreen. 

			Okay. I know what you mean, I say.

			You start humming faintly, under your own breath.

			But I don’t think interject is quite the right word to use there, I say.

			I say this because I know there’s nothing that annoys you more than thinking you’ve used a word wrongly. You snort down your nose.

			Yes it is, you say.

			I don’t think it’s quite the right usage, I say.

			It is, you say. Anyway, I didn’t say interject. I said inject.

			I lean forward and switch the radio on. I keep pressing the channel button until I hear something I recognize.

			It’s fine for you to do that, you say, but if you’re going to, can you at least, before we get out of the car, return it to the channel to which it was originally tuned?

			I settle on some channel or other, I’ve no idea what.

			Which channel was it on? you say.

			Radio 4, I say.

			Are you sure? you say.

			Or 3, I say.

			Which? you say.

			I don’t know, I say.

			You sigh.

			Gilbert O’Sullivan is singing the song about the people who are hurrying to the registry office to get married. Very shortly now there’s going to be an answer from you. And one from me. I sing along. You sigh out loud again. The sigh lifts the hair of your fringe slightly from your forehead.

			You’re so pretty when you sigh like that.

			When we arrive at the carpark you reach over to my side of the radio and keep the little button pressed in until the radio hits the voices of a comedy programme where celebrities have one minute exactly to talk about a subject, with no repetitions. If they repeat themselves, they’re penalized. An audience is killing itself laughing.

			When you’re sure it’s Radio 4, you switch the radio off.

			*

			We are doomed as a couple. We are as categorically doomed as when Clara in Porgy and Bess says: Jake, you ain’t plannin’ to take de Sea Gull to de Blackfish Banks, is you? It’s time for de September storms. No, the Sea Gull, a fictional boat, moored safe and ruined both at once in its own eternal bay, is less doomed than we are. We’re as doomed as the Cutty Sark itself, tall, elegant, real, mundanely gathering the London sky round its masts and making it wondrous, extraordinary, for the people coming up out of the underground train station in the evening, the ship-of-history gracious against the sky for all the people who see it and all the people who don’t even notice it any more because they’re so used to seeing it, and just two months to go before there’ll be nothing left of it but a burnt-out hull, a scoop of scorched plankwork.

			We are doomed on land and doomed on sea, you and me; as doomed holding on to each other’s arms on the underground as we are arguing about culture in your partner’s car; as doomed in a bar sitting across from each other or side by side at the cinema or the opera or the theatre; as doomed as we are when we’re pressed into each other in the various beds in the various near-identical rooms we go to, to have the sex that your partner doesn’t know about us having. Of all the dooms I ever thought I might come to I never reckoned on middle-classness. You and me, holding hands below the seats at Fidelio, an opera you’ve already seen, already taken your partner to; and it all started so anarchically, so happily, all heady public kissing in King’s Cross station. Mir ist so wunderbar. That’s me in the £120-a-night bed, and you through in the bathroom, thoroughly cleaning your teeth. 

			*

			I read in the sleeve notes for the version of Fidelio I have on CD that at an early point in the opera, when all four people, the girl, the thwarted young man, the woman dressed as a boy and the gaoler, are singing about happiness and everybody is mis­understanding everybody else and believing a different version of things to be true, this is where ‘backstairs chat turns into the music of the angels’. How wonderful it is to me. Something’s got my heart in its grip. He loves me, it’s clear. I’m going to be happy. Except, wunderbar here doesn’t mean the usual simple wonderful. It means full of wonder, strange. How strange it is to me. I wish I could remember her name, the ironing girl who loves Fidelio, the light-comedy act-opener, the girl for whom there’s no real end to it, the girl who has to accept – with nothing more than an alas, which pretty soon modulates into the same song everyone else is singing – what happens when the boy Fidelio is suddenly revealed as the wife Leonore, and everybody stands round her in awe at her wifely faithfulness, her profound self-sacrifice. O namenlose.

			Which is worse to her, the ironing girl? That Fidelio is really Leonore, a woman, not the boy she thought he was? Or that her beloved Fidelio is someone else’s wife, after all, and so, in this opera about the sacredness of married love, will never, ever be hers?

			Oh my Leonore, Florestan, the husband, the freed prisoner, says to Fidelio after she’s unearthed him, after she’s flung herself between him and certain death, between him and the drawn blade of the prison governor. Point of catharsis. Point of truth. After she does this, everything in the whole world changes for the better.

			Oh my Leonore, what have you done for me?

			Nothing, nothing, my Florestan, she answers.

			Lucky for her she had a gun on her, that’s what I say, otherwise they’d both be dead.

			Oh, I got plenty o’ nuttin. And nuttin’s plenty fo’ me.

			*

			It’s famously unresolved, you know, I say. Even though its ending seems so celebratory, so C-major, so huge and comforting and sure, there’s still a sense, at the back of it all, that lots of things haven’t been resolved. Look at the ironing girl, for instance. She’s not resolved, is she? Beethoven called it his ‘child of sorrow’. He never wrote another opera after it. 

			Half a year ago you’d never heard of Fidelio, you say.

			Klemperer conducted it at two really extraordinarily different times in history, I tell you.

			I am flicking through the little book that comes with the version of Fidelio you’d just given me. The new CD is one of my Christmas presents. Christmas is in ten days’ time. We have just opened our Christmas presents, in a bedroom in a Novotel. I bought you a really nice French-looking jumper, with buttons at one side of the neck. I know that you’ll probably drop it in a litter bin on your way home.

			Imagine, I say. Imagine conducting it in 1915 in the middle of the First World War. Then imagine the strangeness of conducting it in the Nineteen Sixties, when every single scene must have reminded people of the different thing it meant, for a German conductor, the story of all the people starved and tyranted, buried alive, for being themselves, for saying the truth, for standing up to the status quo.

			Tyranted’s not a word, you say in my ear.

			You say it lovingly. You are holding me in your arms. We are both naked. You are warm behind me. You make my back feel blessed, the way you are holding me. I can feel the curve of your breasts at each of my shoulder blades. 

			Imagine all the things that Florestan must have meant, then, I say, to those people, in that audience in 1915, then 1961.

			It’s an opera, you say. It’s nothing to do with history.

			Yes, but it is, I say. It’s post-Napoleonic. That’s obvious. Imagine what it meant to its audience in 1814. Imagine watching the same moment in this opera at different times in history. Take the moment when Fidelio asks whether she can give the prisoner a piece of old bread. It’s the question of whether one starving man can have a piece of mercy. All the millions of war dead are in it there, crowding behind that one man. And the buried, unearthed truth. And the new day dawning, and all the old ghosts coming out of the ground.

			Uh huh, you say.

			What if Fidelio had been written by Mozart? I say.

			It wasn’t, you say.

			The knockabout there’d have been with Fidelio in her boy’s clothes, I say. The swagger Mozart would have given Rocco. The good joke the girl who’s ironing at the start would have become, and the boy too, who thinks he can just marry her because he’s made up his mind he wants to.

			You yawn.

			Though there’s something really interesting in the way Beethoven doesn’t force those characters to be funny, I say. The ironing girl, what’s her name? There’s something humane, in the way they’re not just, you know, played for laughs. 

			You kiss the back of my neck. You use your teeth on my shoulder. It’s allowed, you biting me. I quite like to be gently bitten. I’m not allowed to bite you, though, in case it marks you.

			I still have no idea whether you like being gently bitten or not.

			Not long after we’d met, when I said I’d never heard much, didn’t know much about Beethoven, you played me some on your iPod. When I said I thought it sounded like Jane Austen crossed with Daniel Libeskind, you looked bemused, like I was a clever child. When I said that what I meant was that it was like different kinds of architecture, as if a classically eighteenth-century room had suddenly morphed into a postmodern annexe, you shook your head and kissed me to make me stop talking. I closed my eyes into the kiss. I love your kiss. Everything’s sorted, and obvious, and understood, and civilized, your kiss says. It’s a shut-eye lie, I know it is, because the music I didn’t know before I knew you makes me open my eyes in a place of no sentimentality, where light itself is a kind of shadow, where everything is fragment-slanted. A couple of months later, when I said I thought you could hear the whole of history in it, all history’s grandnesses and sadnesses, you’d looked a bit annoyed. You’d taken the iPod off my knee and disconnected its headphones from their socket. When I’d removed the dead headphones from my ears you’d rolled them up carefully and tucked them into the special little carrying-case you keep them in. You’d said you were getting a migraine. Impatience had crossed your face so firmly that I had known, in that instant, that now we were actually a kind of married, and that our marriedness was probably making your real relationship more palatable. 

			Sometimes a marriage needs three hearts beating as one.

			*

			I’ve met your partner. She’s nice. I can tell she’s quite a nice person. She knows who I am but she doesn’t know who I am. Her clothes smell overwhelmingly of the same washing powder as yours.

			Ten days before Christmas, smelling of sex in a rented bed, with half an hour to go before you have to get the half past ten train home, I hold the new Fidelio in my hands. I think of the ironing girl, holding up the useless power of her own huge love to Fidelio in the first act like a chunk of dead stone she thinks is full of magic. I think of Fidelio herself, insufferably righteous. I think about how she makes her first entrance laden with chains that aren’t actually binding her to anything.

			I open the plastic box and I take out one of the shiny discs. I hold it up in front of us and we look at our reflection, our two heads together, in the spectrum-split plastic of the first half of the opera.

			So is marriage a matter of chains? I say.

			Eh? you say.

			Or a matter of the kind of faithfulness that brings dead things back to life? I say.

			I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about, you say.

			I lean my head back on your collarbone and turn it so that my mouth touches the top of your arm. I feel with my teeth the front of your shoulder.

			Don’t bite me, you say.

			*

			Marzelline. That’s her name.

			Gershwin wrote six prayers to be sung simultaneously, for the storm scene in Porgy and Bess. As an opera, Porgy and Bess did comparatively badly at the box office. So did the early versions of Fidelio; it wasn’t till 1814 that audiences were ready to acclaim it. At the end of one, all the prisoners are free and all the self-delusion about love is irrelevant. At the end of the other, there’s nothing to do but go off round the world, on one good leg and one ruined leg, in search of the lost beloved. I guess you got me fo’ keeps, Porgy, Bess says, before she’s gone, gone, gone, gone, gone, gone, gone.

			Will I dress as a boy and stand outside your house, all its windows lit for your Christmas party, its music filtering out into the dark? Will I stand in the dark and take a pick or a spade to the hard surface of the turf of your midwinter back lawn? Will I dig till I’m covered in dust and earth, till I uncover the whole truth, the house of dust under the ground? Will I shake the soil off the long iron chain fixed to the slab of rock deep in the earth beneath the pretty lavenders, the annuals and perennials of your suburban garden?

			*

			It is Saturday night. It is summertime on a quiet hot street in a port town. A man plays a sleepy lament on a piano. Some men play dice. A woman married to a fisherman is rocking a baby to sleep. Her husband takes the baby out of her arms and sings it his own version of a lullaby. A woman is a sometime thing, he sings. The baby cries. Everybody laughs.

			Porgy arrives home. He’s a cripple; he rides in a cart pulled by a goat. He goes to join in the dice game. A man arrives with a woman in tow; the man is Crown and the woman is Bess. His job is the unloading and loading of cargo from ships. Her job is to be his, and to keep herself happy on happy dust, drugs. These dice, Porgy says shaking them, are my morning and my evening stars. An’ just you watch ’em rise and shine for this poor beggar. 

			But Crown is high on drink and dust. When he loses at dice he starts a fight. He kills someone with a cotton hook. Get out of here, Bess tells him, the police will be here any minute. At the mention of the police, everybody on the street disappears except the dead man, the dead man’s mourning wife, and Bess, who finds all the doors of all the houses shut against her. 

			Then, unexpectedly, one door opens. It’s the door of Porgy, the cripple. She’s about to go in, but at the last moment she doesn’t. She turns and looks at the side of the stage instead. Everything on stage stops, holds its breath.

			The orchestra stops.

			A white girl has entered from the wings. She is standing, lost-looking, over by the edge of the set.

			Bess stares at her. Porgy, still at his door, stares at her.

			Serena, the dead man’s wife, stares at her. The dead man, Robbins, opens his eyes and puts his head up and stares at her.

			The doors of the other houses on the set open; the windows open. All the other residents of Catfish Row look out. They come out of the houses. They’re sweating, from the heat under the stage-lights, under the hot summer night. They stand at a distance, their sweat glistening, their eyes on the white girl with the iron in her hand.

			The girl starts to sing.

			A brother has come to seek her brothers, she sings. To help them if she can with all her heart.

			Everybody on stage looks to Porgy, the cripple. He looks to Bess, who shrugs, then nods.

			Porgy nods too. He opens his door wider.
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