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This is fiction catalyzed by fact. It is not
fiction supported by fact. What I mean by that is that the fiction
is totally mine—I didn’t conjecture a reasonable fiction based on
the facts: although the characters ‘writing’ the letters are real
people, in no case did I uncover information implying that such a
letter was written; in some cases, the person being written to
wasn’t even known by the person writing (this is the case in “The
Patent”—Catherine Greene and Catherine II existed at the same time
but that’s it as far as I know); and in other cases, the person
being written to doesn’t even exist (I made up Benetta, Properzia’s
confidante in “The Stone” and Gawaina, Godiva’s confidante and
sister in “The Ride”). In fact, I chose women who, for whatever
reasons, probably didn’t write such a letter, or any letter,
or anything at all for that matter. Or if they did, it hasn’t
survived (at least, not in the easily accessible pre-internet
mainstream). In this way then, I did not presume to speak for
anyone who could and did speak for herself. These pieces are not so
much what the characters really would’ve said but what I
think they should’ve said. So in light of historical
evidence, I may have misrepresented some of the characters. To
those who are offended by perceived misrepresentation, my
apologies. But since history is, in these cases, scanty, suspect of
bias, and sometimes contradictory (see especially the notes for
“The Dialogue”), it’s hard to know the extent of any
misrepresentation. These women might’ve said what I want
them to have said!

That said, even though the letters and
sometimes the epistolary relationships are fiction, in all cases
the event giving rise to the letter and most of the events
mentioned therein are real.

There is an appendix at the end of the book
containing brief notes about the women who ‘write’ the letters and
the various people mentioned by her, followed by a list of
references that I used. This serves to provide background
information which sometimes enhances appreciation and might,
therefore, be better read before the piece; it also enables readers
to realize just what’s fact and what’s fiction.
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 The Portrait

My dearest Nannerl,

Of course you have a right to be upset about
the portrait. After all, you performed right alongside your
brother; in fact, your father had the bills printed to read “Two
World Wonders.” Two, not one. You were with Wolfgang on the
1762 tour through Passau and Linz to Munich and Vienna; I remember
Count Zinzendort called you (not Wolfgang) “a little master”. And
you went again through Germany, in 1763, this time to Augsburg and
Ludwigsburg as well as Munich, on to Paris, and then to London
where the two of you performed that sonata for the Queen of
England. And in 1765 you performed in Holland. No, do not doubt
yourself, Nannerl: you were quite correct in calling Carmontelle’s
portrait inaccurate because it shows Wolfgang at the keyboard, your
father at the violin, and you merely holding the music for them.
And he said you insulted him! I do know how you feel
about the matter and I am completely on your side. Nevertheless, I
must ask you to apologize.

And I know that your father’s recent
decision to leave you at home and take only Wolfgang on this next
tour doesn’t make it any easier. Though I admit to being glad not
to be left at home by myself for once, I know it is terribly
unfair. And I am writing this letter not to excuse or justify your
father, but to explain. Nannerl, you are not to take his decision
personally. It is not, as you first thought, that you are not good
enough. Recall the Elector of Munich insisted on hearing you
play the clavier, not Wolfgang; and there are many who share his
high regard for your abilities. Nannerl, you are an excellent
musician, a great performer. Nor is it that you have fallen out of
favour with your father; he loves you as much as he ever did.
(Which is, unfortunately, not as much as he loves Wolfgang. He is a
man of his times. Didn’t you ever wonder why he started Wolfgang on
lessons at a younger age than he started you? Surely you noticed he
spent more time with Wolfgang? And it wasn’t until Wolfgang was
ready to appear in public that he let you perform. You were young
then, and perhaps did not notice... All the better. But I know
Wolfgang had a head start right from birth and—but enough, I am
getting ahead of myself.) Nor is the reason for your father’s
decision, as you also suggested, that he considers you too frail to
withstand life on the road. Wolfgang too came down with typhus in
Holland.

Then why, you must be crying out! Let
me try to explain. There is a time in every girl’s life when,
suddenly, people stop treating her as a person—and start treating
her, instead, as a mere woman. All of the doors that until that
time were open are suddenly shut. All except one. It happens to
every one of us, some time between twelve and twenty. It is
happening now to you. (And later, when that door has been passed
through, it too will close, and there will be nothing left: nothing
left open to go back to, and nothing open yet to go forward to. As
soon as I gave birth to a boy, your father’s attention rapidly
shifted: I was of no more importance and Wolfgang was
everything—but again I digress.)

This time of life is particularly difficult
for someone like you, someone for whom the open doors promised such
glory and richness. Why, when still a youth you were performing in
all the great centers of Europe, you received excellent reviews and
return engagements, you were meeting with all the important
musicians of the day, you had a knowledge and experience of the
outside world forbidden to others of your sex and age. And you were
beautiful too, I know enough of the world to know this is an asset.
Oh Nannerl, you had it all! Not even your brother had your beauty!
But he had something more important: the right sex.

It’s a betrayal, I know it. It dashes to the
ground all of the things you thought mattered: ability, dedication,
desire. I had a talent for singing. I found it hard too, when I
realized that I was not destined to become a famous singer. But,
alas, I loved your father and wanted a family, so I accepted that
loss for another gain. But you, Nannerl, I suspect it will be a
long time before you marry, if at all, and perhaps you will not
have any children. So it must be particularly frustrating and
painful to have the only door you ever wanted open, suddenly
closed.
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