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To John and Rachel


“I love you” scarcely seems strong enough.
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“A part of all art is to make silence speak.”





—Freya Stark














Chapter One





Don’t be such a coward! Just walk in!


Fourteen-year-old Iz Beaufort clutched her guitar, staring up at the great brick expanse of The Métier School. Here she was on her official first day as a Métier student, with everything she’d ever wanted waiting inside those big wooden doors, but she was totally scared to walk up the steps.


A girl’s voice pealed out. “Give it back or I’ll beat you with my clarinet! I got that beret in Paris this summer!”


“That’s why it looks so awesome on me.” A resonant laugh filled the air.


Iz froze. She knew that second voice all too well. And he was the last human being she wanted to see at this moment.


She didn’t mean to look but couldn’t help herself.


A boy with floppy dark hair and a brilliant grin ran across the grass, pursued by a girl swinging an instrument case at him. He wore a bright red beret. He was laughing his head off. The girl was too.


Flashing his teeth like he was in a toothpaste commercial, he twirled to face her. “Oh wait, just a sec, let me see.” He placed the beret on the girl’s head. “Yeah, okay, it does actually look better on you.”


Then—he lifted his eyes and looked directly at Iz.


Teo Russo.


Iz let out a panicked squeak. She couldn’t talk to him. Not after what had happened during the summer.


Run!


In a total frenzy, she stumbled up the steps, through the wooden doors, and into the foyer. She wove blindly among Métier students, scarcely registering the laughing voices and spatters of music all around.


“Oof!” said the person she slammed into. He stumbled backward. Everything he was carrying tumbled to the ground.


“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Iz cried. “Here, let me help . . .”


She dropped to her knees and grabbed at papers.


He began gathering them too. “Storming Métier again, I see. What a delight. How are you, Iz Beaufort?”


For the first time, Iz looked directly at the man. She gasped with horrified embarrassment. “Dr. Perlinger! I am so, so sorry.”


He was only her favourite teacher in the world.


“Not at all. We have a new Neapolitan mastiff at our house, and I get knocked down daily.” He beamed amiably. “And how about you? Settling in well to your new foster home? That was a wonderful newspaper article, by the way.”


“Oh, uh, yeah . . .”


She’d been so anxious when the reporter had contacted her after the concert she’d done last June. And she’d felt like a complete liar for leaving out a few key details during the interview. Not surprisingly, the published article had depicted a single-minded and confident girl she hardly recognized. Foster Kid Makes It into Prestigious Métier School and Finds Her Forever Home.


“And I mean, I love living at the Santoro’s. They’re awesome,” she added.


“How’s your writing?”


“Great!” She forced her voice to sound bright.


“Really? What are you working on?”


“Uh, you know . . .”


Dr. Perlinger waited.


“Ha!” Iz said. “So much stuff.”


Her insides felt like they were shrivelling up.


“I can’t wait to hear about it,” he said, his voice light. “You can share at the Manifesto rehearsal tonight.”


“Uh, for sure, I will.”


“And in the meantime, welcome, Iz! Welcome to your second term. What an exciting day!”


She was about to thank him when his words sank in. “Uh . . . second term? I think you mean first term.”


“Oh, no, I think I mean second.”


Iz stared. “But . . .”


“Yes?”


She hated to say the words. She lowered her voice, looking around to see who might be listening. “You guys . . . like . . . kicked me out. I’m starting all over again today. From the beginning.”


“Yes. But the director has given you credit for your hard work before all of that happened. You don’t want to argue with the director, do you?”


“Uh—well—”


“Of course you don’t,” Dr. Perlinger’s voice was sunny. “What’s more, if I’m not mistaken, you’ll attack term two with your usual passion and creativity and come up with something outstanding and original, yes?”


Iz stammered, “Ha! Maybe!” Then she added, “Y-yes. Sure. Of course. Definitely.”


Dr. Perlinger half bowed to her. “On that note, off you go to finish getting registered, and I’ll see you at the Manifesto rehearsal after school. Iz, I absolutely cannot wait to hear what you’ve been working on all summer.”


“Oh, yeah, I can’t wait to show you.”


As she walked toward the registration desk, her brain started screaming.


How was she supposed to find a project by four o’clock this afternoon?


And even if she found one, how could she handle walking into the rehearsal, with Teo Russo sitting right there?











Chapter Two





The day was jam-packed with all the classes Iz had been so looking forward to—Guitar with Dr. Nguyen, Voice with Dr. Henderson, Music History, Theory, Curriculum Studies, Choir.


Part of her brain was delighted to be talking again about classical guitar, theory and composition, producing her unique singing style in a healthy way, and studying regular high school subjects like math and English and science in a kind of mix that worked with the way that she thought. She was thrilled to be back in that heady Métier atmosphere of impromptu jamming, animated conversation, and helpless laughter. She was grateful to be a student in a place where everyone was passionate about the very things that made Iz feel like herself.


But the other part of her mind was churning over how to find something, anything, interesting enough to take to the Manifesto rehearsal. Everything she thought of was pointless, and her brain kept shouting unhelpfully that she couldn’t let Dr. Perlinger down.


Furthermore, Teo Russo kept being everywhere Iz was. When she was trying to walk to class, he ran down the hallway with a group of hooligans, hurling a cake of rosin back and forth and yelling, “Go long!” When she was talking with Mrs. Harvey in the front office about a conflict in her schedule, he threw his arms around the shoulders of girls jamming in the foyer, singing along while they laughed. And later, when all Iz wanted to do was eat her lunch, he sprawled nearby and argued with his friends LaRoyce and Bijan about impressionist music while his eyes flashed. Distractingly, he kept throwing pretzels in the air and catching them in his mouth.


By the time of Iz’s last class of the afternoon, Profiles of Composers, her agitation was turned up to about a million.


Dr. Warren strode down the aisle, clad in jeans and a T-shirt. The teacher vaulted onto the stage, then hurled herself on top of the desk. She settled there, legs swinging. The students burst into spontaneous applause.


Dr. Warren’s husky voice boomed into the hall, amplified by the microphone.


“Welcome to Profiles of Composers. Nice to see so many of you here this afternoon! Are you ready to take a little trip through Romantic tragic opera this term?”


Someone hooted.


“Excellent!” Dr. Warren raised a fist. “Let’s have big emotions, bigger deaths, and huge questions about humanity’s place in the universe. Let’s weep, let’s rage, and let’s question.”


Dr. Warren’s enthusiastic voice actually pierced through Iz’s anxiety somehow. Weeping, raging, death . . . those things felt even mightier than Iz’s worries.


“We’re not going chronologically,” Dr. Warren declared. “That’s too easy. No, we’re going thematically. And we’re going to start with some difficult questions about birth and fortune and the different effects of societal conformity on men and women.”


“Verdi!” someone shouted.


“Indeed. Giuseppe Verdi!” Dr. Warren’s eyes flashed.


Vito’s favourite, Iz thought. Her new foster father played Verdi recordings all the time.


“Before we examine any of his works, we need to start with the composer himself.” Dr. Warren allowed a silence to fall, and you could hear a pin drop. “Sometimes maybe we think that composers are born fully developed, world famous, ready to step into their place in history. Blessed by the gods, perfect from the get-go. Yes?”


The students laughed.


“No!” Dr. Warren exclaimed. “In Verdi’s case, his parents were poor. They bought him this battered little instrument called a spinet, which probably sounded awful. Still . . . he learned to play on it.” She paused. “And he kept that spinet forever, even when he could afford whatever instrument he wanted.”


Iz smiled at that. After all, she’d rescued her own first guitar from a dumpster and she was planning to keep it forever too—even though Teo Russo had actually given her a much better guitar last year.


She shoved Teo out of her head for the nine thousandth time.


“So,” Dr. Warren murmured, “here’s our question—how did Giuseppe Verdi go from poverty and a crummy spinet to being one of the greatest opera composers in the world?”


“Genius,” someone called out.


She nodded. “Genius, absolutely. And something else.”


“The ability to work hard, to focus, to learn,” a girl yelled. “Definitely.” Dr. Warren smiled. “What else?”


From the back, a boy called, “Drive. Basically, hunger.”


“All true. But there was something else.” Her eyes narrowed as if what she was about to say was important. “He had a helper. A wealthy merchant who heard him play. That helper ended up giving the ten-year-old free room and board. He hired the best teacher around, the head of the philharmonic society. He opened that boy’s whole world up.”


Lucky kid, Iz thought.


Dr. Warren nodded as if she had heard Iz say the words out loud. “Imagine how much in Western music history depends on luck as much as talent. Being the right gender. Having a rich patron who hears you play at just the right minute and wants to help. How many other Giuseppe Verdi’s out there never got heard? How many are still waiting to be heard?”


The teacher’s expressive face matched her passionate voice as she asked them all to reflect on how fragile everything was. To consider how many children would never be given a helping hand out of the emotional poverty of their lives. To think about talented humans stuck in a monotonous good-enough, blocked from reaching higher.


Out of absolutely nowhere, a memory popped into Iz’s head.


She was sitting on the floor in a circle with others, feeling furious.


Iz closed her eyes. Slowly she remembered the after-school program she’d attended for kids like herself who were at risk of exploding all the time. She recalled the insipid singing, useless crafts, and conversations that were supposed to be empowering.


Those activities hadn’t done a thing to address the roiling, raging desire inside her. She’d wanted someone to say, I notice how differently your mind works, how you can listen to a piece of music and see it drawn out like an architectural plan or something. I hear how you can make four melodies dart around each other when you play your guitar. I see you. And I will teach you everything you are desperate to learn.


Iz sat there in Dr. Warren’s lecture with tears in her eyes, unexpectedly grieving for that long-ago little girl. A helper! Yes, she could have used one.


A weird thought sprang into her mind. If only she could go back in time, she would reach out her hand to that young, desperate Iz. She would pull her from the darkness. She would show her everything.











Chapter Three





Iz became so utterly entranced by Dr. Warren that she forgot about the Manifesto rehearsal coming up right afterward. But when the hour ended, horror shot through her. She still had exactly nothing to show to Manifesto—and no idea how to face Teo Russo after everything that had happened.


Also, she was out of time.


Iz dragged herself to Seminar Room 3C where Manifesto held its rehearsals. For the second time that day, she stood in front of a door she was scared to open.


But Rina flew up behind her, pushed it wide and gestured for Iz to enter. “Welcome to Manifesto! Come in!”


“Uh . . . thanks.” Iz’s voice came out all wobbly.


When she stepped inside the seminar room, intelligent voices hit her ears right away.


“So, I want to somehow convey the grey-green of the light filtering through the forest canopy—creaky cello, laced through with streaks of flute . . .” That was Jasleen Singh.


“If we could actually code a series of notes and create different outcomes based on the order—” Becky, who was obsessed with Schoenberg and programming, was talking to Will.


Then Teo’s voice oozed out like caramel. “But how do you actually musically establish a sense of place without stereotype?”


He was reclining against the wall, next to Kwame.


Seeing him there, Iz felt even more panic building.


Maybe she could leave before things got started.


But as she was turning to run, Dr. Perlinger breezed in. “Well, well, hello everyone! Welcome to the fall term! Gather round! What have we all been up to?”


“We all know what Russo’s been doing.” Ahmed spoke cheerfully, while everyone pulled up chairs.


Iz froze. She silently implored Teo, Please don’t tell them what happened.


But his sunny voice betrayed nothing. “Yeah, I took off to Italy for the summer term. Little opera program. Whatever.”


“I can imagine the reviews,” Jasleen teased. “Young Teo Russo as Alfredo, blah blah blah, voice of the century.”


He laughed, mouth impossibly wide. “No, the real supernova was Chloe Farrington, who was Violetta. Every time she sang, she totally broke my heart. She’s going to, like, dominate stages. Plus, she was a nice girl. Fun to hang out with.”


Teo’s eyes flashed at Iz and away again.


“Anyone else?” Dr. Perlinger said.


One by one, everyone in Manifesto began to discuss the projects they were working on. Heavy metal Mahler. Syrian hip hop anti-war protest. Coding and atonality. The rest of the group analyzed, questioned, and extended the original ideas. People grabbed instruments and played out their thoughts, voices colliding with enthusiasm. They operated on two levels—as individuals and integral components of the whole.


Dr. Perlinger’s keen eyes swung in Iz’s direction at last. “And Iz Beaufort, welcome to you today! Your very first Manifesto rehearsal. How does it feel?”


Kind of like she was maybe going to throw up.


“Ha! Good. Great. It’s great.”


“Have you been writing any more apocalyptic song cycles?” Bijan’s voice exuded gentle respect. “I loved that article about your scholarship concert, by the way.”


“Uh . . . yeah . . . well . . . not exactly.”


“What are you working on?” Jasleen asked, eyes welcoming. “Something wonderful, I bet.”


That was the thing about Manifesto—Dr. Perlinger had picked everyone for not only their talent but also the way they moved through the world. They were infinitely generous and supportive. They built each other.


Tears pushed at Iz’s eyes. She glanced at Teo without meaning to, sure he was delighted at how she was failing. But his face was compassionate, which actually made everything worse.


“I, uh, I’m just, you know, like, in the beginning process of developing a project.” She curled her hands into fists.


LaRoyce’s voice pierced through her embarrassment. “Well, look at the summer you’ve had, though. Moving foster homes and everything. I bet you’ve hardly had a second to think about writing.”


She looked up gratefully at his perceptive eyes and magnanimous smile. It was no accident that LaRoyce was Bijan’s best friend—they were equally compassionate and tuned in. Though LaRoyce was a lot more forthcoming with ridiculous jokes.


“Yeah,” Iz said, feeling braver. “I don’t know, it’s weird. Like . . . everything is so much better now.” She frowned, trying to sort her thoughts out. “But, somehow . . . that’s the problem, you know? I’ve always written angry stuff. B-but there’s, like, less to be angry about.”


She thought again about that little girl from her memory.


“I mean, I used to be stuck in these stupid little after-school programs that I hated, and I was just like yearning all the time for something more. That was what fuelled my writing. But now I’ve got what I wanted. So, what do I write about?” She rolled her eyes. “Okay, that sounds totally ridiculous.”


“Tell me—imagine for a minute—if you could go back to that little girl and talk to her . . . what would you say?” Dr. Perlinger’s voice was curious.


“Huh! It’s funny, I was thinking about that.” She paused. “I-I guess . . . I’d say, ‘I know you’re frustrated, but there’s a whole world of music out there and you are actually going to get to be part of it one day. And . . . it’s going to be amazing.’” She laughed out loud. “‘Until—one day, you’re going to say, I have nothing more to write about.’”


They all laughed too.


“What was the name of this place?” Kwame asked. “Is it still there?”


She pulled the words out of her foggy memory. “The Eastbourne Centre.”


Everyone wrestled their phone out. At almost the same time, they triumphantly called out its address.


Iz thought about Dr. Warren.


About Giuseppe Verdi.


The randomness of luck.


“Like,” she said slowly, “I wonder what it would have been like to have had a helper when I was there . . . a-a teacher.”


“Ahh.” Dr. Perlinger placed his fingertips together. “Being a helper. Being helped. Sometimes that’s a circular process—the one leads to the other and back again.”


Teo’s buttery voice rumbled out, “Let’s suppose a helper did go in there. What would that look like?”


Iz peeked at him and away again. “Like . . . maybe they could create classes that were actually challenging, exciting. Showing the kids what was possible. Opening up their minds, kind of.”


“Reaching out to that long-ago girl.” Dr. Perlinger nodded like Iz had said something profound. “Designing a program to ferret some other little person’s talent in the here and now . . . that sounds like a really fascinating project.”


“We’d back you up,” LaRoyce said brightly.


“Introduce them to instruments, teach them how to play,” Bijan added.


“Help them develop their own voices and passions . . .” Rina’s voice was enthusiastic.


“Maybe a composition would come out of it, something that represents who they are . . .” Jasleen’s eyes flashed.


“Which could lead to a performance opportunity.” Will grinned.


Iz gazed with gratitude at these supportive students, this nurturing group.


Being a helper.


Weirdly, if she could give back somehow, it would almost be like earning everything good in her life.


For the first time in ages, something creative stirred in her.











Chapter Four





Iz left the rehearsal in a whirl of surprised enthusiasm. She headed to her locker and began to wrestle materials into the new backpack her foster parents had bought for her.


Then Teo came striding out of nowhere.


Iz panicked. She crouched behind the locker door, watching him through the slats as he opened his locker, pulled out his Métier bomber jacket and did up the snaps. He swung his backpack over a shoulder, locked the door. Then he called to Bijan and LaRoyce and galloped down the main stairs like a colt.


Iz waited until she was sure he was gone. At last, shaking, she emerged.


Why did she feel all at once like there was a drain inside her and her spirits were pouring through it into a sewer or something?


Suddenly she wanted to run after him. But what would she say? Nothing he wanted to hear. He’d obviously had a wonderful time with Chloe Farrington the supernova during his summer opera program.


Still, something goaded her, urgent and demanding. Don’t think about it! Just go!


Iz grabbed everything and ran along the hall, down the main staircase, across the foyer, through the doors into the late-afternoon sunshine.


Teo stood at the bus stop, hands in the pockets of his jacket.


Iz pounded up to him. “Okay. I-I just want to say something.”


“Yeah?” His face was neutral.


“So . . .” She gathered courage, shoved herself into the words. “I’m really sorry I didn’t text you back this summer. Like, any of those times. Or take the phone calls. I don’t know, I just—”


Teo raised a hand like she didn’t need to go on. “Forget about it. I figured you had a good reason, like I’d done something stupid and offensive or whatever. Which I’m pretty good at.”


“Yeah,” Iz said without thinking. “I saw you this morning with the hat.”


A weird expression shot across his face, like he wanted to fire some remark back at her but was stopping himself. “Well, don’t worry about it. I got the message.”


Staring down at the guitar he had given her, she spoke the intimidating truth. “I-I mean, I just, I got scared.”


He frowned like she made no sense. “Beaufort, you don’t have to be scared of me.”


“Yeah, no, you don’t get it. I’m pretty much scared of everyone.” His expression softened. “What did you think I was going to do?” “I don’t know. Be a human being. Those are the ones I’m most terrified of.”


She knew how weird she sounded. But there was so much in her past that she couldn’t tell him, couldn’t tell anyone, about. All those foster homes. And the worst secret of all, That Place.


A ghost of a smile curled his lips. “Rigazza di cipolla.”


“What’s that mean? Loser chick?”


He threw his head back, laughing like a gregarious lion. “No. It means onion girl. Because you’re made up of all these layers. And, Beaufort, I do not understand how you work at all.”


Iz’s heart started beating like a percussion instrument. “Fair. I don’t either, if that helps.” She gathered courage. “And . . . I don’t even know why I ghosted you, except that I just am horrible at, like, knowing people and I think I got freaked when, you know, that thing happened at Festa . . .”


She waited for him to respond but he didn’t. At last she muttered, “So, you could say something.”


“Well, I didn’t want to interrupt in case you weren’t finished.”


“I don’t know if I’m finished.”


And then—


“I’m finished.”


He squinted at her. “Okay. So that thing you’re talking about . . . let’s remember that you kissed me. I was just sitting there minding my own business.”


Iz opened her mouth to argue, but he kept going.


“And did I once pressure you about it afterward? No, because I figured you’ve, you know, been through lots of stuff and if you wanted to talk about it, you would.” His voice grew strained. “But then, I went to Italy, and you stopped talking to me at all. It was like you vanished. At first, I thought, maybe she’s busy with therapy and work and moving to the Santoro’s and everything. But when I kept reaching out and asking how you were, and you still didn’t answer . . . I realized you didn’t want anything to do with me. And I’m going to admit, I was hurt. Because I thought we were at least friends. Like, good friends.”


Iz nodded, wretched guilt seeping through her.


“So now what are you going to say?” He stared with those uncanny, light-brown eyes.


It took her a while to trust her voice to be steady. “You’re right. I-I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. We were good friends.” She crossed her arms tightly, closed her eyes. “I wrecked everything.”


“You didn’t wreck everything. I mean, we’re here talking. Which is an improvement over the summer.” Teo’s voice was kinder than she deserved.


Iz opened her eyes nervously.


He was gazing at her with lids half-closed.


“Stop doing the eye thing,” she said in a tiny voice.


“Beaufort, Beaufort, Beaufort. For the thousandth time, there’s no eye thing.”


“Sure, keep telling yourself that.”


A ghost of a smile played on his lips like she was some combination of exasperating and possibly not completely horrible. He said slowly, “So . . . like . . . I’m not exactly sure what you want now. Are we talking again? Are we acquaintances? Friends? Or . . . whatever?”


Iz shrugged and looked all around. “I guess friends, sort of.”


His mouth wriggled slightly, and he shook his head. “Don’t oversell it.”


Iz gulped. “Yes. I-I want to be friends again. I just don’t know if I’m ready to . . . to, you know, be whatever.”


His smile grew, and he kicked at a pebble, sending it flying off the sidewalk. “So, we’re allowed to acknowledge each other in the hallway.”


“Yeeaah . . .”


“And maybe we can address each other occasionally.”


“Sometimes.”


“But texting is probably right out.”


Iz flushed. “I-I mean, I guess texting is okay . . .”


Teo looked as though he was starting to enjoy this. “But, like, you would never want to go out and do something together . . .”


“Um,” Iz said. “I don’t know.”


“Ahh. Right.” He grimaced as if weighing something in his mind. “Like . . . you wouldn’t want to go and see La Traviata or anything.”


“That’s very specific.”


Teo’s eyebrows arched in that way she’d sort of missed. “Well . . . I don’t know if I should mention this or not . . .” He scuffed his foot through the dirt. “Before I went to Italy, I bought these tickets. I was going to surprise you with them, but you vanished off the earth. So, I meant to sell them or give them away or whatever, but I never did. And I wasn’t going to tell you about them, obviously. Except . . . that now . . . we seem to be talking.” He regarded her, daring and uneasy at the same time. “Yeah, they’re kind of for this Saturday.”


“Are you—what are you . . . ?” Something weird fluttered through her.


He gazed at the apparently fascinating sky. “You don’t have to. And we would obviously go as friends. I mean . . . if you want.”


“I’d . . . have to ask Vito and Gisele.”


“It’s Verdi,” Teo said, “so Vito should be in love with the idea.”


“Huh. Yeah. Right.”


And then she was staring ridiculously at him and running out of words.


She mumbled, “So, I should probably get home . . .”


“Probably,” Teo said.


“Bye, then. I-I’ll let you know what they say.”


Iz started walking backward along the sidewalk while he stared quizzically at her. She half saluted, turned, forced herself to take measured steps to the corner. Once around it, she took off running.


Her heart was lighter than it had been in ages.


She and Teo were talking again.


Finally, finally, she had a project.


Maybe everything was going to be okay.











Chapter Five





Iz pelted all the way to Festa, the restaurant that her foster parents Vito and Gisele Santoro owned. She threw open the door and bar-relled right into Vito, who was polishing the brass on the lectern.


“Whoa, slow down! You being chased by elephants? You know this is a peaceful, nice place, right?”


“Oh,” Iz said. “I thought it was the circus.”


She could tease Vito like that. Before becoming his foster kid, she’d worked for months as a dinner musician in the restaurant. They’d been bantering back and forth for a while now.


Vito shook his head like she was the worst behaved kid he’d ever seen, but a glimmer of a smile played on his mouth. “So come in the kitchen. Tell us how it all went.”


She followed him through the swinging doors. Fragrant aromas hit her nose immediately—garlic, butter, lemon.


Gisele, her foster mother, burst into a huge smile as Iz and Vito walked in. “Cara! Sit down. I’ll get you something.”


Iz settled at the long table where she had eaten so many meals when she was just their employee and not their foster kid.


Gisele placed a steaming bowl of minestrone and a plate of freshly baked rolls in front of her. “So, your first day! It went okay?”


Iz began devouring the delicious soup. “Huh! It was actually amazing.”


She told them everything about her classes, about the loud and happy cafeteria where people burst into unexpected songs or jammed with impromptu instruments. She described how one kid did backflips down the hallway while everyone else clapped a rhythm that was some Métier in-joke.


“And then, I don’t like even know how, but somehow during the Manifesto rehearsal I ended up deciding I want to do a music outreach program at the Eastbourne Centre. Manifesto is going to help me.” She wrinkled her brow. “I don’t actually know what I’ll do yet, but I kind of think I’m excited about it. Well, also terrified.”


As Iz spoke, Gisele patted her hand, face full of pride. Vito sipped coffee in a stony, supportive way.


“Oh. And you know, I was talking with . . . with . . . like, Teo.” Iz made her voice casual as if she’d just thought of it.


Vito and Gisele exchanged glances.


She froze a little. “Uh . . . what?”


“Nothing.” Vito’s face was impassive.


“So you were talking,” Gisele added.


The comfortable feeling began to seep away. What was wrong? It was totally not her imagination that the mood had shifted. “Yeah. A-and, well, he was asking . . . he just wanted to know if, like . . .”


They waited.


“Wanted to know what?” Gisele asked.


“If, you know, I just kind of wanted to go to this thing.”


“What thing?” Vito’s eyebrows crowded low.


Panic was building in Iz. “Um, an opera. La Traviata. Verdi! And you love Verdi, so I was thinking . . . like, maybe I could go?”


Vito frowned. “Who else is going?”


“Uh, just the two of us I think.”


“How would you get there? How late would it go?” Iz gulped. “W-we didn’t talk about any of that yet.” “Where is it anyway?”


“I’m not sure . . .”


Vito’s forbidding expression made her suddenly sure he was about to tell her to pack her bags.


“I’m sorry!” she gasped. “I-I’ll find out!”


“Iz, of course it’s fine.” Gisele’s voice was calm, like a caressing hand. “It’s Teo. He’s a good boy, Vito. We’ve had him here a hundred times. You know that.”


“She didn’t want to talk to him all summer long. I lost track of how many messages I took. And now, out of the blue . . .” He stonily took another sip of coffee. “And she’s fourteen, and he’s fifteen. She’s too young to be dating.”


Iz stammered, “I-I’m fifteen in, like, a couple of months. And anyway, I said it’s not a date. J-just two people going to an opera.”


She didn’t mention that Teo had had a birthday in early July and was in fact sixteen now.


“It’s not like they’re sneaking off to a rave or something,” Gisele added.


Iz blinked, surprised that Gisele knew what a rave was.


Vito harrumphed, shaking his head.


Iz pushed up from the table, stomach hurting. “Th-thank you for the soup. And, I mean, for everything so far . . . I’m sorry for asking about the opera.”


“Cara,” Gisele said gently. “You don’t have to keep thanking us. This is your place now.” She jabbed at Vito. “And ignore this one. Of course you can go.”


“Oh! R-really? Okay. Uh—g-good.”


Iz nodded rapidly, ran upstairs shaking.


In her hand was a roll that she’d slipped off the table. She stashed it under the bed, next to the toast from this morning. She felt totally ashamed to still be hiding food. She wasn’t going to starve in a family that owned a restaurant, after all. But somehow she felt safer, less panicky, when she kept a few things in reserve.


Iz sat down in the little rocking chair and drew out the iPad that Métier had loaned her. She went to Messages, clicked on Teo’s name after an anxious minute, and started typing.


I can go but Vito’s going to do a stakeout in front of the opera house all night.


She hugged herself, walked around the room to calm her nerves before gathering the courage to see if he had written anything back.


If it helps, we could wear wires.


She laughed out loud, totally startling herself.


But the nervous feeling remained. She needed to be so careful to not put a foot wrong. Because if Vito was this upset at the idea of an outing with Teo, what would he say about the dark things she couldn’t share with anyone?


What would he think about That Place, the nightmarish foster home from her past? He would be disgusted. He would kick her out in a heartbeat.


There were so many secrets she had to keep.


She needed to behave perfectly.


She had to earn this new life.











Chapter Six





On Saturday night, Iz stood outside the restaurant with Vito.


When Teo’s father pulled up, she raced toward the car, planning to get in before Vito could go all nuclear dad figure. But as she reached for the car handle, the door opened of its own accord. Teo leaped out and held it open for her.


“Home by twelve.” Vito eyed Teo with zero trust.


“Eleven fifty-nine!” Teo’s voice was as exuberant as Vito’s was not. “We’ll see to it!” Teo’s dad added.


Iz climbed into the car, while Vito itemized all the things she and Teo were and were not allowed to do. She blushed with acute embarrassment.


As the car pulled away from the curb, she said, “I’m sorry about that.”


“Ah, he’s protective of his little girl!” Teo grinned.


“I’m not a little girl!”


“You’re littler than me.”


“That’s because you’re four thousand feet tall.”


He chuckled and changed the subject. “So are you all ready for, like, big suffering and death?”


“Why are operas always tragedies?”


He laughed, throwing his head back. She was suddenly aware that he looked sort of good in his crisp shirt and jacket. And he smelled nice.


“They’re not! Lots of them are comedies, like opera buffa, this kind of Italian comic opera from back in the eighteenth century. Basically, stupid plots. For me I’ll take a tragedy any day. Rip my heart in half and stomp on it.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Iz said.


When they arrived at the opera hall, Teo’s father waved and drove away.


In the lobby, people milled around, all dressed up. Perfume hung in the air. Iz plucked anxiously at her dress, the one Gisele had bought her in the spring.


“Come on! Let’s find our seats.” Teo wove through the crowd, hand resting lightly on her upper back. Which was weird but not completely horrible—even sort of gallant. Iz wondered if Vito would approve or not. There were arguments for both sides.


They climbed a curving carpeted staircase to the second floor. Iz stared out at the panorama of Dennison Hall—chrome, glass, varnished light wood, grey carpets, and enormous windows opening out onto the city. The sun, still up in the sky, bathed everything in a natural light.


“Oh,” she said, not intending to.


“Pretty, right?” Teo grinned down at her.


He showed their tickets to the lady at the door to the theatre.


“Down to AA,” she said. “First row of the balcony.”


When they’d found their seats, Teo pointed above the stage, apparently unable to stop talking. “That’s where the surtitles will be in English. Because the original libretto is in Italian. And down there is the pit, where the orchestra will be playing. In a few minutes, the lights are going to dim and the conductor will come out. Then they’ll play the prologue, which is super somber.”


“Because this is a tragedy,” she said, teasing him.


“Exactly. But, when the curtain comes up, the first scene is a big party, and you’re going to hear the whole tone change—get bright, lit up, you know?”


Teo himself was lit up, she realized. His eyes sparkled.


She found herself smiling back. “How do you know so much about La Traviata, anyway?”


His eyes widened with disbelief. “Beaufort, I spent my summer with this opera. Every. Waking. Minute.”


“Oh, is this the one you did in the fancy Italian program?”


“See what happens when you ignore people’s texts? Yes, this is the one.”


Iz flushed. “And you were Whoever.”


“I was Alfredo, yeah.”


“And some incredibly gorgeous superstar girl was the other lead.”


“Chloe Farrington was Violetta.” His eyes sparkled. “What, are you jealous?”


“No!”


He laughed. “Relax, Beaufort. Anyway, she has a boyfriend.”


“That’s nice.” Iz crossed her arms.


“What, you don’t want her to have a boyfriend? Poor Chloe Farrington.”


“I’m delighted she has a boyfriend.”


The lights began to dim, and clapping burst out.


Iz leaned over and saw a man walk through the pit to take his place on a little podium at the front. He raised his hands. Everyone lifted their instruments into position.


Through the darkness, she could see Teo smiling at her like he didn’t want to miss a minute of her reaction.


The first aching strains of violins began. By the time the sound shivered to a close, she was frozen, unable to move, already caught in it.


Then, the music exploded into a bounding scale. The curtain rose onto a jewelled fairyland—an opulent room, all in velvets, with an overladen banquet table. Couples twirled in bright colours.


They burst into song, and—


A brilliant woman, practically shooting sparks, pirouetted with champagne in hand. Lots of men hovered around, but she laughed and deflected, utterly in control.


“That’s Violetta,” Teo whispered under his breath to Iz.


A man, all energy and humour, held up a glass to the dazzling woman.


“And that’s Alfredo.”


“He is totally into her,” she whispered.


“Yeah, but she doesn’t take him seriously. She doesn’t think anyone would actually care about her.”


“Why not?”


“She’s like, a professional party girl, a courtesan. Completely brittle.”


Someone said, “Shhh,” behind them.


Iz turned her attention to the opera. Alfredo burst into a song about how much he loved her. His voice curled around Violetta like a blanket to keep her from freezing. She blew him off with a mocking melody that danced around his and kept him at bay.


But later Violetta sat alone and wondered what it would be like to be seen fully by someone who didn’t care about her past. Maybe she loved Alfredo too. But she hardly dared to trust her own feelings.


Little by little, without knowing exactly when it happened, Iz stepped out of time. She walked beside Violetta. Her own heart swelled as Violetta accepted Alfredo’s love at last and moved in with him—even though they had no money to speak of.


And she was as horrified and devastated as Violetta when Alfredo’s father showed up and told her to get out.


Alfredo’s dad didn’t recognize Violetta as a human being. He saw the disreputable girl who operated on the outskirts of society. No matter how much Violetta tried to tell him she’d embraced a new life and loved Alfredo with all her heart, he didn’t listen. He said she was harming the reputation of Alfredo’s whole family by staying.


Violetta’s arching, sobbing voice begged Alfredo’s father not to make her go. But he argued back in a snakelike way—manipulating, infiltrating, twisting.


It made Iz sick to listen to. She knew exactly how that felt.


At last, Alfredo’s father wore Violetta down. As she prepared to leave, she cried out to her love even though he wasn’t there, begging that he might somehow still care for her.


“Love me, Alfredo—love me, my own, as I love you—”


Iz gasped. It was one of the most horrifying and transfixing moments she had ever experienced. Cold travelled up her spine and her neck into her scalp. Her arms prickled and the hairs actually stood up.


She glanced at Teo to see what he thought.


There he was, leaning forward, hands cupped over his nose, eyes full of tears.
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