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Why I Live at the P.O.

Characters (in order of appearance)

Sister 1/Narrator Lyric Soprano
Sister 2/Actor Lyric Soprano
(Sister is 30-ish, Postmistress to the town of China Grove, Mississippi)

Stella-Rondo, Sister’s sister, exactly twelve months to the day younger Coloratura Soprano
Shirley-T., Stella-Rondo’s adopted (?) child, two years old Non-Singing Role
Mama Mezzo/Contralto
Papa-Daddy, Mama’s papa Bass Baritone
Uncle Rondo, Mama’s brother, the town pharmacist Character Tenor

Notes on casting

Sister 1/Narrator and Sister 2/Actor: Two singers portray Sister, the narrator and protagonist of the
opera. They should be costumed identically, and if possible, have the same hairstyle, but here the
resemblance may stop.  Sister 2/Actor is Sisterl/Narrator’s idealized self - the image she wants to
project to the audience. The director may exploit the contrast between Sister 1/Narrator - eccentric,
opinionated and quirky - and Sister 2/Actor - attractive and reasonable, the innocent, put-upon
victim of her family’s craziness.

The distinction between Sister 1’s narrative and the action is permeable. There are points at which
Sister 1 will impulsively abandon her role as narrator, and rush into the action onstage, to clarify a
point, or even alter the course of the action, in order to cast herself in a more flattering light,
creating the surreal spectacle of two Sisters enacting parallel versions of the same event.

Shirley-T.: Shirley-T. may be played by as young and small a child as possible, or by an adult skilled in
portraying children. If Shirley-T. is played by a very young child, Stella-Rondo may sing the line
attributed to her, in a childish voice, with her back to the audience.

Setting

China Grove, Mississippi, 1941.
Prologue and Epilogue: A few days after the Fourth of July
Scenes 1-6: The Fourth of July

Single set:

Prologue and Epilogue: The back room of China Grove Post Office, downstage right.

Scenes 1-6: The family home (kitchen, living room, Stella-Rondo’s bedroom) upstage center, and the
yard with a hammock, downstage left.

Duration: 70”



Why I Live at the P.O.

a chamber opera based on the story by Eudora Welty

Libretto by Michael O'Brien and Stephen Eddins Stephen Eddins
Prologue

Setting: China Grove Mississippi. Early July 1941. Midmorning, the back room of a small post office (downstage right),
set up with all the amenities of a comfortable home -- easy chair, radio, sewing machine, electric fan, ironing board, lamps,
house plants, etc. Sister 1, our narrator, tells her story right to the audience.
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Stella Rondo enters with Shirley-T., carrying

an impossible amount of luggage. They stop
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more insistently
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50 Scene Three

Sister 2, Stella-Rondo and Mama are transfixed by the long, harrowing sound.
Mama hurries off through the kitchen.
Stella-Rondo gathers up Shirley-T. and scurries off through the yard.

(Anguished, not a lovely tone. Any pitch is fine. The first sustained note should last a

ridiculously long time, long enough to cause astonishment and concern, and as much of
offstage H=pr the line as possible should be done in the first breath. After the first breath, the breathing
vary dynamics ad lib. is ad lib, and should sound labored and difficult. Uncle Rondo is feeling very bad.)
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(any open vowel)

VERY FREELY'! The singer should develop a virtuosic vocal expression of Uncle Rondo's physical distress,
using any extended techniques, including nasal and gutteral sounds. The notation is not to be followed precisely;
it is only a suggestion of some possiblities. The whole display should sound spontanous and surprising.
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(Under the kimono, I imagine Uncle Rondo is wearing an oversized
wife-beater, boxers, long black dress socks with garters, and black

dress shoes. He probably has bushy eyebrows.)
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NOTE: I originally planned to leave Stella-Rondo out of this ensemble, having her on the sidelines thoroughly enjoying watching
everyone else squabble. But I decided it woulf be fun to have her involved, and besides, she probably couldn't resist joining in.
The part is outrageously demanding -- it will probably need to be modified, which is fine. I've provided an ossia possibility, but
it's also pretty demanding.

Feel free to mix and match, or devise something else -- whatever is a workable part.
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Sister 2 is in the kitchen.
Uncle Rondo, Mama, Stella-Rondo and Shirley-T. are in the living room.
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1111
0 S ‘
. P 4 T ] T \ ]
Sister 1 |-y —7— ” —F —= |
AN 1 I/ [ [ 1 o &
Ne) r — & S~——
While Icleaned up the messfrom sup per,
) == === £L
I)\' [ E - 4 [ E - - < E &
l\fy\'\ VA F VA / &
[y
Piano mf
T T PP —
ﬁﬁ@?ﬁ' 3 "e :
Z 2 £ | |
\

—

1114
f) [ I \ \ | [N
| | | A I | A [ N N [ T |
Sister 1 #&w = — > CR— — —— )
34 = = e
Un-cle Ron-do justplayedcards. HeplayedCa - si-no withMa-ma and
, == ELs ~e
b 4 I I I
Y 4 L] — Y 2 - Y 2 < — - - L7 — Y 2
D S ¢ A i S
D)
Piano /’—\
: fe - ﬁbﬁ_ i fo o 4
s - 22 o 1 * i 1
! 1
1117
()  p———
Sister 1 [ e e # # | e ®ic a - puy —
s —e —— ¢ — e o—
N | = ’

Stel-la - Ron do__ and Shir ley- T. Hegave Shir-ley-T. a
= =
)
Piano 2 { s i = =1 ¢ =
SV | | Al A |
D) P
. .. -
, == €L
= T e e e
ANV < < ] { )
DY) fe ' ® = 4 \ \ r
m v
Piano ‘f

SN




Sister 1

Piano 2 {

Piano

—

0H

P’ 4

Sister 1 [A
N

Piano 2 {

Piano

—

Sister 1

Piano

=\

1120

131

[ ) ] H < cd . H
(o —— H——— ——
o) r — o o
nick- el; near - ly to
bt o e S
, A e
F= g g < —] i < — g g < =:!
D)
e Lﬁ' - 2 te
l’:\'\'\ #P' tﬂ? qe & ) i .
SV | \/\ ‘V V r
Q) — |4 ’

NN

g

1122

poco rall.

(If you think there is any possibility
that this second "Papa?" might suggest
that Uncle Rondo is the father, we

-sheuld omit it.) -

S

pr— b5 T P ]
G . - z | TE—
be 7 =
death. She called him "Pa- pa."____ "Pa pa?'__
\ Hof o h;ﬁ_ﬁ : E
A — 2 I < 1 I
[ fanY / F | / |
b,\/ | 1
poco rall. _ ..
b /_\ F_\ b8
bl g ~ - R e o
s PP =2 (S

e = b e
PEE e L a—
| . Ib"'
>
1124
)
A e |
&— |
Ne) ‘
swungﬁs

IR
v

< b “):
@ )] VA L 7
© b
i ] 3 .
o === == === ==
Do
o I"" o - % & - % o &

Vel




132

Piano

Piano 2 {

Piano

Piano 2 {

Piano

Piano

. — |
b b?jq% e * ﬂ; s * 3#;: s * ﬁ? s *
~— S~ S~ ~—
1157 J=84 ot l.)- Ilri % t ]
G ¢ 7 b b — |
mf

Ne
o

3 3 — 3 — 3
Wryler P ErPer Y Por PP Por!
e u e c
(Y 3 3 3 3

f 3 3 3 3

N

N




133
6
/)

T

a8 8
—

o

Wyl
]

7

Wyl
—

7

Byl
[ ——

b
T

as fast as possible

1130

\

1))
L =]
‘m |-
<
1))
™ g A
hr 3]
“ 5
o 3 L
= z
F 1 1
| |
/)
i i
y £ % ]
en |1 |
@ m @ E=d
Ry il
) vm &%
o
L s
o
=3
1 1 1
Ul
B 0 dp
At miim o mini mimy
m ..FH/, ] QAN ] MY
m q_ .v o (Y AN
m >#&Jv, fmJ
' i
L O
Mo
ST
i W N I
i Sy X i
- Ne Ny 24l O RO 24l
2N NP D NP N
| —— ) —— | S ——
— @\l o)
3 g g
172} < Pl
& 5 e~

\

1134

™
[y
JXIN
ll.N
™
LN
X ™~
v 2
N E
on
I
>
||
)| E
[t
- >
il on
-
|| g 4#
2 113
‘1N
ST [
L
g h.v_ "
TN i L
3 ¥ -
(18
o
o}
vm (YE HE
N =
H k_a B =S
3
m @Hv |M Ay
£ A4 !
= A va v
NTE NP D
A —=" ~———
— )
3 g
& [a W}



134

1136

I was worn

I was worn out,

now

but

Iwas get-ting a-long fine

2 pheohe

R
in

ge o o

o)

1/

poco accel.

so - fa.___

on the

and sim-ply fell a - sleep_

out

poco accel.

\j
prpr
_F*

— 4

[ [ [
W o &
el

\

=70

molto legato

J

I

I N i
\ ] \
pp
S }
p p H o o >~
N

I

1142
o)

Red. ad lib.

ol

1/
| 4

#% fhzsﬁa i

[ 1k

£

fe® 82 5.

i = i
bt |

( 1
Q|
XY x|
!
Q| 1N
A
LY.
K
o i
E
wal \\un_n
NO®
A hw
i iy \v
1T e
i “\A.
/% S oo
=N N
N—

Piano



Poco piut mosso

—~

if\
)
I/

5 4’8

N
T
L] L=
ExS
\\.ﬂ&
IE |
. | 18
ﬁ [ |
S
mwn O
N———————
o
g
.D.“

\

i L
A P_ =8
_n BN ) .
aiy) i
_ g, | o
[ 1 Pan
rg
I 7
R |
_n T (] W
m “
[y ih
| | M ||
LU _ I
=18 S
/unn, = L1
S
p |Mﬂ m |
1 1]
11/ i
z »
| m ||
et il
o
5 _ I
‘ 4m A
2 e
3 CONT]
SN = e N
| —— ~——————
p :
2

\

AR
AT
N e
1 1 Pa # 4\\9
I D
M N
LI L] - =
exN
4 %
8 Y L)
bl I S \Hﬁv
= LY 0§ 1
I\
3 . i
z XN I\
o 1T 111 iy
2 LY i
: i B
E ] "
of o T
m ] I mo YN lﬁv
Y 2 -
g S .uH
= s\ I3
g 11 T Iy
> (111
(D] ||
2 hn iﬂﬁ
5 ~ LI »
=
m o #\\\ Il
@ N
= : A._ | il
1 |
c J,) ol “F
e = -
S W Y
© Y ﬁw
m .v# ® .” M
£
[
2N = N N
~ J yi
2.8 g o
S 2 .2 <!
m 5 A =
~ 5 [
5%
(a9



136

~
~
=)
~

He has a string of firecrackers which he lights.
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There are some options for this spoken line for Uncle Rondo:

1. He could say it here before he throws the firecrackers

under the sofa: " So ... Asleep, are we? ... Wakey wakey ... hussy!"
See measure 709 for other options.
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(very freely) Sister 2 screams, jumping awake,

almost climbing the walls.
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Other options for Uncle Rondo's spoken line:
2. On the fermata, say "Rise and shine, Hussy!"

1 Igl 3. Or, omit it altogether.
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Mama, Stella-Rondo and Shirley-T., and Papa-Daddy come running into the living room when the
firecrackers start going off. Shirley-T. might be screaming and crying -- it should be a chaotic scene.
(Uncle Rondo might retrieve the string of burnt firecrackers from under the sofa and wave it around.
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They all laugh.)
Sister 2 freezes and thinks. At first agitated, then she becomes calm and resolute.
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1204 Pointing to various members of her family
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This is the song that Sister hears on the radio. At the workshop, we can decide whether or not we want to use it
I think the first version of the ending could work with or without the song.
I think the second version of the ending needs the song in order to work.

The emotional impact of the song (and the tone of the end of the opera) will have a lot to do with Sister's reaction to hearing it

We could:

1. Skip the song altogether if we go with the first version of the ending.
2. Use the song as is at the end of either version.

3. Use the music of the song with other lyrics. (I welcome any suggestions!)
4. Or, use a different song!
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In this alternate version of the Sisters' Duet,

the vocal parts are the same as in the original
version. The rhythms in the accompaniment
and the tempos are sometimes different, though.
I made this version because I wanted it to be
clear that when Sister 2 is leaving, she is still
angry and defiant, not sad. She doesn't become
wistful until the third verse of the duet.

Alternate Version
The Sisters' Duet
pp. 181-185
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