
[image: Cover: One Great Lie, by Deb Caletti]


Deb Caletti

That one summer can change everything.

One Great Lie






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: One Great Lie, by Deb Caletti, Atheneum Books for Young Readers]






For Charlie Zephyr






Chapter One

Lucchesia Sbarra, poet.

Published Rime, and possibly another volume, both lost.

(1576–unknown)

Picture it—the exact coordinates where Charlotte’s life will change and never change back: a table in the Seattle Public Library. On it—the book Biographical Encyclopedia of Literature: Sixteenth Century. Above—an angled ceiling of enormous glass panes, which makes the library feel like a space colony of the future. Just ahead—yellow escalators and green elevators, shades of disco-era neon that sometimes give Charlotte a migraine.

Now picture Charlotte herself—her long dark braid is over one shoulder. She’s wearing a sweatshirt, zipped all the way up, which looks kind of goofy, but who cares—she’s always cold. She’s trying to write a report on a long-ago female Renaissance poet Isabella di Angelo but can only find information about the guy everyone already knows about, Antonio Tasso. There’s tons and tons of stuff about Tasso and his poetry. But all she’s been able to unearth about Isabella di Angelo is this one fact, repeated again and again. Charlotte’s brown eyes stare down at it: Tasso’s longtime paramour. Paramour: old-fashioned word for someone Tasso had sex with.

Charlotte’s good friend Yasmin is across from her, studying for her macroeconomics test and sucking on sour apple Jolly Ranchers. Yas loves those. Whenever she leans over to talk to Charlotte, her breath is a great burst of fake-apple sweet. Charlotte’s boyfriend, Adam, is there too. He sits to her right, his knees touching hers under the table, the sleeves of his hoodie pushed up to his elbows. He’s always touching her like this, like she’s his lucky rock, or like he’s worried she’ll run off if he doesn’t hang on.

Nate sprawls in the chair next to Yasmin. They’ve been together since sophomore year, and Nate has stopped working out, and he has a little splootch of belly over his stomach, and he’s on his third day in that Kurt Cobain T-shirt, and this bothers Yasmin because he doesn’t seem to be trying anymore. Also, his pits have a slightly tangy odor, which is a constant problem for Yas. It’s the end of spring quarter, right before break, and Charlotte and Yasmin have serious stuff to do, because they’re perpetual overachievers with lots of AP classes, and graduation is coming. Charlotte’s got this term paper, which is going nowhere, and Yasmin’s final is going to be brutal.

Adam and Nate are just fucking around, though. Nate made a triangle football out of a note card, and Adam has his hands up like goalposts, and they’re flicking it back and forth and making whoops of victory and Aw!s of defeat, and they’re basically being way too loud for a library. A guy with a big beard and a backpack scowls at them. A little kid stares, wide-eyed, like they’re a riveting puppet show, maybe wishing he could get away with stuff like that.

“Guys, stop,” Yasmin says. “Show some maturity.” She sounds like her mother right then, Charlotte thinks. Yasmin’s mom is very serious, and always on her case about her grades even though she gets straight As. But Charlotte wants them to knock it off too. She and Yas are both the polite, anxious sort of people who worry about getting in trouble. She wishes she weren’t, but she can’t help it.

Nate tries to grab Yasmin’s butt, and she pulls away, annoyed. Charlotte looks up to see if the librarian is watching.

And that’s when it happens: Charlotte’s eyes scoot in a fateful arc, from Nate’s hand on Yasmin’s butt, across the space of the library, stopping just short of the librarian’s desk, because there it is, that flyer. It’s posted on a noticeboard hanging on the wall by the bank of escalators. She’s not sure why she didn’t see it before, because the words practically call out to her now, which is a cliché, but true.

Anything about writing calls out to her, though. Short-story contests, ads in the Stranger for writing classes, articles online. New notebooks, packages of pens, fat blocks of printer paper. Anything that has to do with writing has drawn her since she wrote her first story, “The Land of the Mixed-Up Animals,” when she was seven. Wait, no. Anything about writing has pulled her in probably since she was five and read this line in Where the Wild Things Are: That very night in Max’s room a forest grew. Is that beautiful or what? Words were forests to explore in your very own room, warm tents to hide in, and magic cloaks that transformed you. I’LL EAT YOU UP! Max shouts to his mother, so words also let you be what you wished you could be—impolite and bold, someone who could talk back and get into trouble and not care.

After that book, even when she was that little, Charlotte would run to her room to madly scratch out some idea, and since then, piles of stories grew, her own forest where she could be wild. Her mind started to be a writer’s mind, with ideas constantly falling forward like an annoying wisp of hair you have to keep pushing aside. She stumbled on a secret: writing was a place she could be honest in ways she couldn’t in real life. And after that incredible discovery, all the sentences were roads leading to something meant, and all the ideas she’d urriedly scratch down were doorways to her future. She never wanted to be a veterinarian, then an astronaut, then a scientist, like most kids. Only a writer. And that report she’s working on, about that poet from way back in the 1500s? Isabella di Angelo was a great-great-great-(too many greats to count)-grandmother on her mother’s side, so, see? Isabella’s existence is proof that writing is in Charlotte’s blood.

A lot of people (okay, her father) don’t take her and her writing seriously. He acts like she’s making pictures with macaroni and glitter. But she has the will and intention of an artist already, even if she’s young and has a lot to learn. She’s making art right now, like you do when you’re an apprentice, and so is her friend Rebecca (photography), and Dara (painting), and if you don’t think so, you’re wrong, Charlotte’s sure. Her biggest dream: to say something that says something. How great would it be, to be one of those young writers you hear about, published ridiculously young? Her own photo in an artistic black-and-white on a jacket flap—can you even imagine it? She can. She does. She believes it can happen. She wants it. She can feel that want like a fire inside. No, that’s a cliché, too, and you’re supposed to avoid those, if you’re a writer. But the point is, it burns like a passion does.

Charlotte rises from her chair. “Hey,” Adam says. He reaches out to tug the tail of her sweatshirt to bring her back to him. He thinks she’s mad at him for being obnoxious in the library. But she just wants to see that flyer. From there, she can only read the words Aspiring Writers.

Up close now… Wow. It’s advertising a new summer study abroad program, one you have to apply for. It looks expensive. Very. So, no way. It’s in Italy, on a private island, La Calamita, across the water from Venice. She’s never even heard of that island, and Italy feels like a planet in another cosmos. There’s a photo of a villa. Her family could never afford that.

But wait.

In smaller print: Scholarships Available.

Her heart actually speeds up with thrill-fear. But then, she sees another daunting phrase: College Students. She isn’t one now, but she will be in the fall. Does that even count? She’ll be enrolled. Technically, she’ll be one, right? There’s nothing about age, but, God, she’d probably be the youngest one there. This gives her an anxious whoosh of intimidation. She spins the rings on her fingers like she does when she gets nervous.

There’s also a romantic, grainy photo of a Venetian canal, with a gondolier guiding his boat under a bridge. It’s a basic shout of Venice, but who cares. It’s not corny or unoriginal to her. Not at all. It feels like fate. She’s in that library right this minute studying Isabella di Angelo, and Isabella di Angelo lived and died in Venice way back in the 1500s. Her mother’s side of the family was there for eons until her grandma moved to the US as a little girl. What are the odds? It feels like an offering, meant just for her.

Charlotte’s never even been on an airplane. A place like Venice is so hard to imagine, it almost doesn’t seem real—a postcard place. But now, look. She’s actually touching the glossy paper.

She removes the pushpin and takes the pamphlet down to examine it more closely. And that’s when something even more stunning and astonishing and terrifying and marvelous occurs, because inside the fold is Luca Bruni’s photo. She knows this photo; of course she does. It’s the one where he’s straddling a chair, his thin shoulders leaning toward the camera, his long arms folded. His hair is kind of a mess, and his nose is a mountain on his narrow face, but his dark eyes look right at you, into you.

Luca Bruni! Holy shit, Luca Bruni has a summer abroad writing program in Venice!

It’s incredible. God. God! He’s one of her favorite writers ever. Just the thought of him gives Charlotte that very particular reader’s pleasure, a sigh mixed with a thrill. Just the thought of him also gives her that particular writer’s pleasure, a sigh mixed with awe. Under his image, there’s a small paragraph with his bio, but who needs it? Who doesn’t know him? He’s known all over the world, a celebrity, the way only the tiniest handful of authors are.

As she stands in the library holding the pamphlet, Charlotte’s heart begins to thump in double-espresso time. Above her is the futuristic ceiling, and all around her are words, old words, new words, words from when Isabella di Angelo walked the stone streets of Venice in 1573. But more importantly, Luca Bruni stares up at her from that pamphlet, and two shelves over and four shelves up are some of the most beautiful words she’s ever read. She can lead you right to it, Luca Bruni’s shelf.

The words inside A Mile of Faces are so beautiful. The words inside Under the Sudden Sky, The Tide of Years, The Forever King, and The Glass Ship (oh, especially that one) are beautiful too. All of Luca Bruni’s work is beautiful, and powerful, and meaningful, and raging, and funny, and soul-crushing, and life-changing, full of blood and bone shards and heartbeats. And in his interviews, Luca Bruni himself is powerful, and meaningful, and raging, and funny; arrogant, and tender, but sometimes cruel, too, full of blood and bone shards and heartbeats.

This is what she knows more than anything else as she stands there, clutching the pamphlet, her chest filling with hope. She knows this without a doubt: Luca Bruni’s words—they will shatter you.

There’s something she doesn’t know, though. Not yet.

His words will shatter you, but so might he.






Chapter Two

Amedea Aleardi, poet.

Little is known of her life, and most of her work is lost.

(Dates unknown)

Charlotte feels some sort of determination, an iron core of it, rise in her body. A challenge, petrifying but exhilarating. This is what a dream feels like. An engine cranking up, a sky that stretches on and on. She replaces the pushpin, but not the pamphlet. It’s wrong to take it; she should just write down the information, but she’s already feeling proprietary and competitive. The fewer people that apply, the better.

Yasmin raises one eyebrow. They stare at each other, a meaningful stare full of paragraphs. Charlotte has looked into Yasmin’s eyes since they sat next to each other in that horrible algebra class in the ninth grade, when Mr. Shattuck would scream and throw the whiteboard eraser at anyone who talked. Charlotte would get bad, bad stomachaches in that class because she can’t stand it when anyone yells. It scares her, when you’re as good as you can be but still get screamed at. After that, she and Yas were forever friends, same as two soldiers in a trench.

Charlotte flashes Yas the pamphlet before tucking it into her backpack and zipping it up tight. Yasmin gives a slow nod of acknowledgment and grins. They know each other so well. Besides, Yas understands going for the impossible. She’s trying for a summer internship at NASA.

“Totally,” Yasmin says. It’s an entire pep talk in a single word. Sometimes all you need is just one other person to believe along with you.

“Score!” Nate shouts, and pounds the table with his fists.



It’s the kind of beautiful Seattle day that makes people wear shorts and take the tops down on their convertibles even though it’s too cold, if anyone’s honest. Which also means it’s a day where everyone in the city heads to Green Lake. After they leave the library, Charlotte sits on a blanket with Adam at their favorite spot on the grass, near the boat rentals. Yasmin and Nate run across the street to Starbucks. She and Adam are alone, aside from a million people at the park, so they kiss, and Adam sneaks his hand up her shirt.

They’ve been together since the fall when Adam and his dad moved here from Portland. Right away, she was drawn to the moody, brooding loner-ness about him, like she was light and he was dark, so together they were a full rotation of the Earth. He was so different from Owen Burke, her boyfriend during sophomore year, student body treasurer, tennis team captain, someone who would never step on a crack, just in case. Nope, Adam had shadings of her first serious crush, Jake Kerchek, eighth grade—the same piercing eyes and mop of hair, only Jake was slightly cruel (he made fun of her for being in orchestra) and mostly ignored her, except for when they were lab partners, where she did most of the work.

Charlotte probably has some messed-up draw to darkness, who knows, but Adam plays the guitar and he’s really good, and she loves that. He has that curly brown hair, and he’s thin, and she likes that, too, or rather, she likes the way his jeans just lay on his hips as if they’re balanced on a hanger. She was attracted to Adam in ways she was never attracted to Owen Burke, and when she had sex for the first time in Adam’s bed when his dad wasn’t home, she didn’t feel like she’d lost her virginity or anything else. She felt like she’d gained something: a secret, like the hidden, zippered compartment of a suitcase that makes it larger.

Now Adam’s tongue is slipping into the corners of her mouth, and his fingers are wriggling under the elastic of her bra. Usually, Charlotte loves kissing him, loves her skin on his skin, but she’s distracted. She’s thinking about what story she should write to submit with that application. Something strong, something Luca Bruni will relate to. Most people probably know him from that TV series they did of his book One Great Lie, but then again, A Mile of Faces is the one everyone studies in high school or college, the one that his fans always name as their favorite. It isn’t Charlotte’s favorite, though. It’s great, but The Glass Ship is hers. She feels ownership about it like that. Same as you do when you love a song from a band that no one’s really heard of yet.

She’s pretty sure The Glass Ship is Luca Bruni’s most personal and biographical book too. It’s just a guess, but a lot of details match the ones from his childhood—a sad, silent mother; an abusive, absent father who left them alone and poor in the village of Arquà Petrarca to go work in the US. Luca Bruni’s depression and mood swings, present forever after that.

Charlotte has the (ridiculous, childish, okay, but so what) feeling that if he knows The Glass Ship is her favorite, he’ll be pleased with her, like she can see something about him that other people don’t usually see. Maybe she should write about her own loneliness, since the ache of it drips off the pages in The Glass Ship, or about her silent, absent father and angry mother. He’ll feel a connection to her maybe, like she feels to him.

“Char?” Adam pulls away and looks at her. Ugh! This sounds awful, since his hands were up her shirt, but she sort of forgot he was there, and now he’s noticed. That pamphlet in her bag is what she feels desire for right then, not Adam. She just wants to get home and get started.

“Yas and Nate are coming.” It’s true, thank goodness—Nate’s holding the cardboard tray, and Yas pretends to stick a finger down her throat from seeing them make out. It’s a good excuse—Charlotte doesn’t want Adam to see the secret plan in her eyes. He’s always worried she’s about to break up with him. It’s like she’s his whole world, and she doesn’t want to be a world. She wants to be in a world. She wants to tromp around in it, explore it, own it. Plus, darkness is tiring sometimes. In her mind, her life has already changed, gone beyond Adam; she’s somewhere in another country, and the sun is hot, and boats slide through the waters of a canal, and words are everywhere. Written, spoken, taught; genius words, beautiful words, hanging like ripe lemons from a tree.



That night before dinner, Charlotte has her laptop open. She should be working on her report, but she isn’t. One: That report is becoming impossible and frustrating beyond belief, because Isabella di Angelo seems to be forgotten by everyone but her mother’s family. Two: Well, on one tab, there’s the website for Luca Bruni’s program. A hundred times already, she’s looked at the images of his villa on La Calamita, the words La Calamita a lyric in her head. On another tab, there’s the application for the scholarship, and on another, the blank page of a new document. It’s utterly empty except for her name and address in the upper left corner, and a blinking cursor.

That cursor insists. Hurry up, hurry up. I’m waiting, it says, again and again, and Charlotte kind of hates that cursor, but she kind of loves it too. It has the tick of a clock. Clocks are pressure, but they also say, You better get going and make the most of life.

A warm and buttery smell comes upstairs from the kitchen. Her mother, Adele, is back from work at Dr. Denton, DDS’s, where she scrapes and sprays and peers into the dark caverns of mouths, handing tools to Dr. Denton before he asks, anticipating his every fucking need. Those are Adele’s words. All the dirty work of the dentist for a fraction of the pay! Downstairs, she bangs pans around. The pans sound mad. Adele sounds mad a lot, even when she’s not talking. Charlotte feels guilty at that sound, really guilty. She’s gotten so good at guilt that she feels it whenever anyone is displeased or upset, or when she’s been a disappointment, or hasn’t given someone what they want. She should go down and help, but mad isn’t exactly inviting.

In the room next door, Charlotte’s little sister, Ella, plays some boy-band music. Adele yells for Ella to turn it down. This same scene has occurred at least twelve million times over the course of Charlotte’s life already. Marvin, their Jack Russell terrier, lies on Charlotte’s bed, snoring and farting as he sleeps.

“Oh, Marv,” she says, and waves her hand.

It’s silly to even start on a story. Dinner will be ready any minute. Still, Charlotte’s dying to get to it. Instead, she fills in the easy parts of the application, the basic name-and-address stuff. Suddenly, Marv shoots off the bed, a dog rocket, barking his head off, racing downstairs as the front door opens.

“Hey, guys!” her father yells.

Charlotte hears him trudge up the stairs. Trudge—it’s the exact right word, her writer-mind says. Her father has been gone for a week, but aside from Marv, no one dashes over to greet him because this is usual life. He’s a traveling salesman, though Charlotte only sees the traveling part. The sales part is a bit of a mystery. She’s not even exactly sure what he sells. Something to do with cellular technology. The wireless something-something that connects to the other something.

“Hey, Dad,” she calls.

Through her half-open door, she can see him in her parents’ bedroom. He loosens his tie. He heaves his suitcase onto a chair and unzips it, retrieving his toiletry kit. Most of the time, he keeps his suitcase packed. Now, he disappears into their bathroom, and Charlotte hears a flood of peeing and then the opening and shutting of drawers, as if he can’t find things. When he returns after a trip, he seems weary and distracted and uncomfortable—lost, even. Their house is the hotel in a foreign city, and his real life is elsewhere. He spends a lot of time reading things on his tablet and makes very little conversation, like he’s waiting at the airport and they’re strangers he doesn’t want to make eye contact with, in case they start asking him where he’s from.

When Luca Bruni writes of loneliness, when he says his heart has a hole that the wind whistles through, she knows just what he means.



At the dinner table, the pan of mac and cheese is passed around, but the tension is the actual main course. You can stick a fork in it and eat it. Ella taps her foot to Charlotte’s. She catches Charlotte’s eyes. She makes an uh-oh face, her eyes big with alarm. Charlotte and Ella have a whole silent language of leg pinches and hand squeezes and glances. Mostly, those things just say watch out.

“This is good, hon. Thanks,” Charlotte’s dad says.

“Well, we’re glad you could join us.”

Adele’s sarcasm… How would Charlotte write this? It’s the pointed end of a shovel scraping around Charlotte’s insides. And, you know, Charlotte gets it, she does—her mom is lonely too, same as Charlotte is, and mad, and left behind. Maybe Charlotte is also mad, but it’s hard to hear her own feelings when Adele’s are so loud. Adele’s feelings are a giant, fierce animal that takes up the whole room. Adele is also smart and funny, and loves them fiercely, but she also hates fiercely and is impatient fiercely and critical fiercely. Fiercely is a land you must tiptoe across so you don’t get blown up by a hidden mine. Fiercely has you cringing and waiting for something awful, pretty much on a permanent basis. I’LL EAT YOU UP! Max shouts at his mother, but Charlotte would never dare do that.

“How’s school been, Char?” her dad asks.

How? Twenty million things happen in one day alone. Her dad doesn’t really know her. Then again, sometimes it feels like no one really knows her. Not even Yasmin, or Adam, or her second closest friend, Carly. Charlotte has secret spaces, and private thoughts, and unspeakable wishes, and, God, wouldn’t it be great to have just one right person you could show your true, unhidden self to?

“Good,” she says.

“How’re things with you, Ella?”

“Good,” Ella says. Another kick under the table.

“Wow. This conversation is riveting.” Adele clanks her fork down. “Charlotte’s doing a huge research project. Ella’s making a to-scale model of the Parthenon that’s already required three separate trips to Michaels, if you want to know what’s going on.”

Ella pushes her plate away. She rolls the corner of her paper napkin into something that looks like what Luke James and his friends smoke out by the shop building at school.

“Mom…,” Charlotte pleads, because, ugh! Can’t Adele just be pleasant for once? Can’t she try? The vicious circle is clear as day. Her mother is mad because her father keeps leaving, and her father keeps leaving because her mother is mad.

“What?”

“He’s been gone for a whole…” This isn’t a good idea. She shuts up. The he moves his macaroni around his plate.

“You always have to take his side, don’t you?”

They sit in silence. Charlotte can actually hear her sister swallow her milk. Her mother, with her short dark hair starting to get tinsels of gray, stares out the window at a different life. Now the horrible tornado of guilt starts in Charlotte’s stomach and spirals up. It’s hard to explain why she feels guilty all the time; she just does. A silence like this could have been used as a medieval torture device. Her whole life is devouring her, slow second by slow second. She loves her family, really, a lot. It just seems like maybe love would feel different than this.

She’s got to get out of there. Do you see how badly she needs that writing program? A trip that takes her away? She wants to go to her room, to at least disappear inside of a book, because books let you go somewhere else while staying exactly where you are. She weighs the pros and cons of saying excuse me and leaving. Fiercely also could mean rages. Adele’s loving breath had been on Charlotte’s cheek, but her furious breath had too. These silences are almost worse, though. They could eat through metal, like the nitric acid from AP Chemistry, and all Charlotte has is her skin to protect her.

She stays put. After dinner, Charlotte and Ella clear the dishes. Upstairs, there’s the sound of muffled, intense voices. A fight. The macaroni and cheese has lost its shine and has settled into a congealed clump of defeat. Even though there’s only a little left, Charlotte sticks it in the fridge so they don’t have to wash the pan. She lets the fridge door smack shut. This is all the revolt and rebellion she can manage.

“Want to come to my room?” Charlotte asks. Ella’s only twelve, but she has really bad anxiety, and fighting always makes it worse.

“Nah, I’m okay,” Ella says.

Charlotte kisses the top of her sister’s head. It smelled like Suave, version strawberry. In her room, Charlotte puts her headphones on. She can’t hear the argument, but she can still feel the tension. Tension is in her bones. She has tension for bone marrow, and stress deep down in her DNA.

Any thoughts of working on the application are gone. She can’t do creative and hopeful things when a big mattress of sad-guilt-gross lies on her. Maybe this is what it feels like to be depressed. She always thought depressed meant crying all the time, but maybe not.

Charlotte takes off her clothes and gets into bed. She opens The Glass Ship to where the bookmark is. She never bends back the pages in Bruni’s books. It’s a sign of respect, his place in the hierarchy of beloved authors. It’s okay to be careless with some books—you can fold the pages, crinkle the cover, let the bathwater ripple the paper. But not Bruni’s. She treats them like something sacred.

This is her third time reading The Glass Ship, even though she never usually reads a book more than once. Tonight, she plans to travel very carefully through it, to study it, before she works on her story.

Before long, the studying vanishes. She’s lost in the novel. She lets herself get lost. The words surround her, hug her, protect her. The glass ship isn’t an actual ship. It’s a small toy Bruni’s character Nino finds in the dirt behind his family home in the poor village in Italy. It’s a metaphor for the fictional-but-not family in the book—fragile, lost, buried in the earth, the last place a ship belongs.

She reads and reads. It gets really late. The fighting has stopped. The moon has lifted up into her window. Her guilt and sadness have also lifted. The thing is, Bruni shows how he is broken, and she is broken, too, and maybe they are broken in some of the same ways. It’s so comforting. Someone understands. He sees her already in the way she’s longed for, just through his words. She isn’t as alone as she feels, because look—someone else has felt this exact same way.

She imagines him standing around at some literary party, or drinking a glass of wine by a fireplace, or doing whatever great thing he’s doing right then. And this is hard to explain, but he, at the literary party or wherever, once felt the same way as she does now, in her twin bed with her old Finding Nemo sheets, her long black hair stuck up in a messy bun, her toe polish chipped. They are together somehow in the hard world, and if he could survive and be as magnificent as he is, you know, maybe there’s hope for her. This is weird to think; he’s old, older, too much older, and she doesn’t mean it how it sounds, but they are in that bed together too. She holds his words right there in that bed. They are a beautiful wave inside of her.

To connect to people like that—it’s magic. It’s intimate. Nothing is more intimate than someone who knows your heart. Nothing is more dangerous than someone who knows your heart. Holding someone’s heart like that is power.






Chapter Three

Girolama Castagna, poet.

Nothing is known about her, except her married name, Malatesta, listed with her one surviving poem.

(1600 or so)

Charlotte has to sit through AP Chemistry and AP Lit and AP Calculus, and then lunch, and then AP US Government and then Beginning Judo (the only elective available, ugh), and then orchestra practice after school, and then a fight with Adam in the car on the way home, because he thought she was flirting with Ben Silver (bass) because she looks right over at him from the viola section. Carly says Adam is showing Red Flags, but Charlotte is sure that he just needs extra reassurance because his mom left the family. She feels sorry for him, and she’s seen him cry, which breaks her heart. Feels sorry for and love are easy to get mixed up. Plus, that guitar, and those jeans. They’re the kind with buttons, and buttons are really great to unbutton. Damage and sexiness are easy to get mixed up too.

She can’t wait to get out of Adam’s car, though, and get home to her story. Right at the lyrical finale of Symphony no. 3 in F Major, she got the idea of what to write. She argues with more energy than she even feels, just to hurry up and leave. She slams the door. Within minutes of going upstairs, Adam starts calling and texting, and she turns her phone off.

The story is called “The Blue Night,” and it’s about a sad and lonely girl who takes a rowboat out onto Green Lake and almost drowns but doesn’t. The boat is buried under the water, same as the one in The Glass Ship is buried under the ground, but she doesn’t even really realize this until later. She sits at her desk and pours her heart out on the laptop she bought with the money from her summer job at Java Jive. She gets right in there and feels every word and gives them to the page as if she’s offering her tender, vital heart.

It comes out with such passion that she thinks it might be pretty good. It’s the kind of passion when, God, you need something so bad. She should wait until morning to look at it again before she sends it. Luca Bruni is also an adjunct professor at Boston University, teaching in one of the oldest creative writing programs there is, so this is no time for punctuation mistakes or amateur sloppiness. But she doesn’t wait. She reads it after dinner and makes a few changes and finishes filling out that application online.

She attaches “The Blue Night” and presses send. Send is one of the scariest words there is. Her heart thuds like a fist on a door. The fist says, Open up. She has no idea if the door will actually open or if it will stay shut. It’s such a large dream against such impossible odds that she tries to make herself forget what she’s just done.



Of course, she can’t sleep.

The moon shines a bright beam into her room. From where she lies, she can see that laptop. It’s open a little, so there’s a narrow wedge of blue. There’s the old, old, ancient moon glow, and the new-today glow of technology, but they’re both light.

Charlotte kicks off the covers. She gets out of bed. She quietly takes the stairs to their rec room. The house was built in 1906, but its basement was decorated in 1998. There’s a stenciled border of ivy around the ceiling, and a pine computer desk from IKEA, with built-in slots for CDs that no longer exist. There’s a floral couch that’s seen better days, the cushions sunken and soft from years of tired bodies plunking down, and an answering machine from when there were answering machines.

Lots of time periods are smushing together, because right then, she tips the spine of a certain book. She has to stand on her toes in order to reach it. Oh, man, she has to be careful; that book is so, so old, a treasure, valuable, maybe the most cherished thing their family owns, and that’s why it’s in the highest, farthest spot.

The Verses by Isabella di Angelo. It’s so old that when Charlotte brings it down, an ancient smell comes with it. The mustiness and history of five hundred years, the brittleness, too. This book was written in a place where water surrounded it, and it smells like water. Deep, old water, like it had been drowned for centuries and then brought up dripping.

The Verses is almost five hundred years old, but it still always opens up to the same page—the poem called “In Guerra,” or, in English, “At War.” Charlotte shouldn’t even be touching this small book with its vellum cover, which resembles a coat she once had, made of ivory pleather. Of course, the book’s not made of ivory pleather, but calfskin, silky yet hardened, and the pages are crispy from age and easily damaged. The paper is crackly and as yellowed as an old blister.

It opens to that particular poem because there’s a slip of paper inside the book, a translation of “At War,” written down by her grandmother.

Even in English, the poem is hard to understand, and it makes your head hurt when you try: With capes of panther and crescent shields, each soldier carries a quiver of arrows and a well try’d Spear. The troops in Burnisht Silver, the troops in Burnisht Gold, gaze upon each other, their Foes.

The poem is about Alexander the Great meeting a bunch of soldiers, Mr. Olivera told the class in AP World History and Lit last year. Because, of course, everyone knows this poem, the very same one: “In Guerra (At War).” Only, it’s written by Antonio Tasso, the most widely read poet and novelist of the Renaissance, the guy who inspired composers, artists, and writers for generations, the ancient dude who tormented every student required to analyze that poem. Two years ago, there was that hit Broadway rock opera based on his most famous novel, La Campagna. Everyone started wearing his image on T-shirts.

The words in Isabella di Angelo’s poem are right in Charlotte’s room, too. She can find them in Contemporary Literature by A. A. Rawlins, next to Tasso’s bio. They’re also in Anthology of Stories, Poems, Plays, and Essays. Tasso again. She never even told Mr. Olivera about Isabella and The Verses, because it sounds so outrageous. But many times, Charlotte has oh-so-carefully opened The Verses to the title page to see the date it was published: MDLXXIII. 1573. And she has looked up the date of Antonio Tasso’s “In Guerra”: 1573.

She’s not the only person in their family who’s wanted the answer about who really wrote that poem, or why it was there in The Verses under Isabella’s name. Adele has tried to find out more, with no luck. Their Aunt Tony has. A few years ago, she even tried to contact a few professors who studied Tasso’s work, but no one even returned her calls or emails. Their grandmother, who wrote out this poem on the airmail sheet, had wanted to know too, and so had her mother before that. Whisper to whisper to whisper, woman to woman to woman, year to year to year, sits the rumor no one else cared about: that those words were really Isabella’s, not Antonio Tasso’s. Stolen by him.

Maybe this was just one of those extravagant yearnings people have, like when they want to believe they were an Egyptian queen in a past life. But maybe it wasn’t. No one in the family knew very much about Isabella di Angelo. Only a few facts had lasted through the centuries, and they were probably lucky to have those: She was a noblewoman of some kind. She’d maybe been in a convent, San Zaccaria, in Venice. She’d written a second book, but no one knew anything about it. She’d been Tasso’s lover, one of many, from the sound of it, though how this and the convent thing could both be true was a mystery.

Aside from that book on their shelf, this was the only true proof of her existence: her connection to him. Charlotte can still recite the one line about Isabella that she’s been able to find in all those days of trying to do that research report: For many years, Tasso stayed in Florence to be near both his wife and children and his many concubines, including his longtime paramour Isabella di Angelo.

But Charlotte understands something else: Isabella di Angelo was a real woman, who had her own heart and her own struggles and her own desire to write. Charlotte sees it in these italic swirls.

Living there in Venice during the Renaissance, well, Charlotte can’t even imagine, but Isabella di Angelo was there, on those streets, surrounded by water-filled canals. She was real, and she had her own dream. The same dream Charlotte has. Isabella di Angelo has been forgotten, but still. Her words are in those covers, and her blood is in Charlotte, and that means Charlotte’s own dream is possible.

She brings the book upstairs. The moon has been there longer than five hundred years. It knows more than the sorry humans it shines its light on. Charlotte doesn’t know why she does it, but she lifts the ancient volume up toward the moonlight. It’s one of those crazy, inexplicable things you do but don’t exactly know why. For good luck maybe. For a change in fortune.

Of course, when you’re so full of hope and need, it’s hard to remember something else about that magical, romantic moon: for eons, forever, it’s been the witness to all the bad shit people do to each other.






Chapter Four

Nina Siciliana, first-known female Italian poet.

Her existence was discovered in 1780, hundreds of years after her death. Male poets claimed she was imaginary.

(Dates unknown)

The next day at school, Adam is an anxious wreck. When he sees Charlotte, he rushes to her and holds her tight like she’s returned from another era in a time-travel movie. She’s the star in the film of his life, a story which has little to do with the real her. She could probably do anything she wanted and he’d still love her, which feels both great and awful. His utter devotion is bringing out her worst, most uncaring parts. A tear rolls down his nose, and he wipes it with his sleeve, and his eyes are sunken as if he hasn’t slept, and she lets him shove her up against her locker, because she caused him all this agony. Plus, when their clothes are off and they’re under some blanket, his skin on her skin is like water against water.

Kissing is also a distraction from thoughts of foreign travel and students from around the world and a summer at Luca Bruni’s villa. She has no idea, really, how to envision it—it’s all just a pile of amazing in her brain. What’s a villa even, anyway? Start right there. When any of this pops into her head, she shoves it out. She refocuses on Mr. Miata discussing the impact of media on public opinion in AP US Government and forces herself to concentrate on Adam’s mouth on hers, or on Carly and Jade arguing about the ending of The Last Jedi.

And this is basically what happens every day for the next few weeks after she presses send. She gets home from school and checks the mail that’s fallen on the floor through the slot in the door, gathering up the pieces that Marvin has chewed and flung to the far corners of the room, the only exciting moment of his day. She forces herself to be casual as she looks through roof cleaning coupons and electrical bills for any response from the writing program. Nothing, nothing, and more nothing.

Dreams can be rough on you. Dreams can put you through hell until they maybe finally come true.



Things start to suck, bad. Her father leaves on another trip. Adele finds Charlotte’s birth control pills tucked back in her bathroom drawer. She’s in such a fury that she grabs a chunk of Charlotte’s hair and yanks her head back, the little pink packet of pills looking innocent but shockingly exposed on the bathroom counter. If this were a book, it might be the whole book, girl has sex for the first time, even though this is barely the whole of her, or anyone else.

And not only is there that ugly fight, but Ella has such a bad anxiety attack at school that she has to go to the nurse’s office because she can’t breathe and Charlotte has to bring her home. Charlotte’s migraines start up, a machine in a factory in her head, a machine that cuts through steel, and she wants to get out of there (her house, her head), but her big dream of out plus more is looking stupider by the day. There’s been no word, none at all, from the writing program.

Charlotte slips into a bad mood, the way a crocodile slips into a swamp, with only his eyes left above the water. Her mother flings hate-arrows at her for a week, until her anger downgrades into scowling at Charlotte’s every move and saying, Watch your tone, miss, when Charlotte speaks. The world is suddenly full of assholes riding Charlotte’s bumper when she drives herself and Ella to school, and she and Adam get in another fight because he parked far away and it was raining when they went to see a movie and he didn’t care if her hair got wrecked. He never cares, he never sees, she says, but that’s not really true. She’s maybe trying to be awful so he’ll break up with her. She decides to hate big dreams and hope both, because they can be shiny and awesome, but also stingy and downright mean.

She puts Isabella di Angelo’s book back up on the shelf. The moon-prayer she made to her that night was a bust.

Charlotte shoves The Glass Ship under her bed, where it lies with a dusty flip-flop, some old term papers, and a pair of sunglasses she thought she’d lost. Then she brings the book back out again in case this is bad luck. It’s hard to tell what’s bad luck.

She tells herself to be positive. To envision the outcome she desires. To believe in herself and in fate, et cetera, et cetera.

She tells herself to stop being positive. To forget about it and be realistic. That it will only happen if it’s not so important to her, et cetera, et cetera.

She’s being an idiot, to feel so much about someone like Luca Bruni, who’s a stranger. She doesn’t know him. She should never give her heart and hope to him because of his words.

And yet, a small part of her feels sorry for anyone who’s never felt that way about someone—a writer or an artist, or a singer who makes you believe that the world is a beautiful, complicated, but meant place, a place that’s yours, to harm you and love you and lift you and open its arms to you. A writer, or an artist, or a singer, who makes you feel.



It’s raining. Pouring. Rain drips down the windows, and whooshes through the drainpipes, and pummels the roof. The gutters pour a river. The air smells like morning: toast, and the browned-butter scent that means Adele cooked an egg.

“Dork!” Charlotte calls to Ella, who’s in her room with the door shut. No answer. She knocks and then peeks in. Ella’s sitting on the floor, drawing an elaborate tree in her art pad. It’s Charlotte’s job to make sure she and Ella don’t burn the house down during spring break. “Wanna go to the library with me?”

She’s still got to finish that report. She’s made zero progress. If she doesn’t find something about Isabella di Angelo and fast, she’s going to have to go to plan B and restart the biggest project of the semester in less than ten days.

“Sure.” Ella retrieves her library card from the fancy, velvet-lined jewelry box they both have, gifts from their dad. When she lifts the lid, a ballerina dances in a circle inside. It seems like their dad wants them to be like that—pretty, and only seen when they’re let out of a box. He’s always praising their cousin Andrea, who’s fragile and soft-spoken, a beautiful young lady. To be honest, they kind of hate Cousin Andrea, who gives half-cruel compliments like, Oh. Interesting shirt. I like it.

A jewelry box is a great spot to keep a library card, though, Charlotte thinks. The place where you store valuable things.

“Someday, I won’t need you to drive me anymore.”

“True.”

“Maybe we should practice,” Ella says.

“Nice try.” Charlotte turns the key to their old, ailing Honda. She looks over at her sister with her dark hair tucked over each ear and her serious brown eyes, and her skinny legs, getting longer by the day. She thinks about all the things she knows that Ella doesn’t know yet, and she feels a rush of love for her, which disappears in a second, because Ella starts messing around with the radio, just to be annoying.



The Seattle library is a strange place to try to go backward in time, because it’s so space-age. Ella heads off, her backpack over one shoulder. Charlotte hunts through Biographical Encyclopedia of Literature: Sixteenth Century and The Oxford Companion to Italian Literature. No Isabella. Good luck with Annali d’Italianistica or Forum Italicum—she’d need a translator for those. She goes back to the enormous Italian Literature and Its Times and Tasso’s Men and the Literate Republic, in-library use only.

An hour later, she only has more and more information about Tasso and his life in Venice—his background, his work, his legacy. Accolades upon accolades. Genius, master. Blah, blah, and more blah, about him, him, him.

It’s not going to happen. Isabella is an unknown woman, who lived a million years ago, in a foreign country. Even that call to Aunt Tony, Ancestry.com fanatic and collector of Precious Moments figurines, did nothing to help. There’s got to be more information somewhere, Aunt Tony said. Charlotte knows exactly where that somewhere is, but she’s given up hope about that.

Tasso is in those books, big as life, though. If he was the subject of Charlotte’s report, no problem. He’s got volumes written about him. But Isabella is gone, lost to history except for the fact that she had sex with the guy.

The migraine is back, and so is Charlotte’s irritation. It’s been weeks, and she hasn’t heard from Luca Bruni’s writing program, either. Time to face reality: Isabella di Angelo doesn’t matter. No one cares.



Ella has more books than she can hold. They should’ve remembered the bags they bring to Trader Joe’s. When they go to the library, it’s always like they’re hauling food home, food if you were pioneers about to get snowed in for the long winter.

The rain has stopped, and the sun has come out, and everything looks like it’s just been born, so Charlotte drives them over to the 7-Eleven on Aurora to get a Slurpee. She gets lucky and finds a parking spot at Green Lake, next to a big RV with the license plate CAPTAIN ED. They sit on the grass and play their favorite game, The Next Dog That Passes Is Yours.

Ella is deftly using her straw-spoon, angling it up and down with the speed and agility of a kayaker. Charlotte gets stuck with a corgi, which is hilarious, because it looks like a sourdough loaf with legs. Ella laughs so hard that Charlotte can see her grape-purple tongue. Bikes whiz past, skateboarders. She tells herself all the stuff disappointed people say. Snap out of it! Look here, at this day. Her stupid sister she loves like crazy. Dogs. Sun. The general goodness of people. Friends and a guy who’s devoted to her. She has so much. She should be grateful. This is the truth.

When they get back home, she gathers up the QFC Coupon Saver, the cable bill, and the Venus swimsuit catalog (Gross, why do they even get this?) from the floor. Marv has terrorized a postcard for a two-for-one dinner at Homeport, and now it’s in the living room, sticking out from under the couch.

She kneels, and reaches. And then she sees it.

An envelope.

Her stomach drops. Her blood stops whooshing. She can barely breathe.

Calamita & Co.

A fat envelope. Too fat to just be the word no.

Her heart pounds. Hey, it’s a miracle, because her fingers still work. They’re trembling hard, but she manages to tear the flap open. She sees the first few words. We are happy to…

“EL!” she screams. “El, El, EL!”

Ella flies down the stairs, her hand to her chest like an old lady. “What? You almost gave me heart attack!”

“God, Marv! It could have been lost under there forever!” Charlotte picks up Marv and gives him a big darn kiss on his black lips.

“HGTV Dream Home?” Ella breathes.

“Better, El. Way better. Not just a dream home. A dream everything.”






Chapter Five

Issicratea Monte, poet.

At age fourteen and seventeen, she achieved fame by reading her poetry at state occasions, after studying with the famous poet Luigi Groto. She died when she was twenty.

(1564–1584)

Adele also screams when she hears the news. She screams and grabs Charlotte and practically lifts her off her feet. Any anger about birth control pills is gone, any tension is gone, there’s just joy and celebration. One big truth: Adele has believed in her all along. She’s praised and supported every story Charlotte’s written, every bad piece of poetry. Believed without a doubt. In your blood, she said and said again.

“Why didn’t you tell me you applied?” Adele’s eyes show a flash of hurt, but then she waves her hand. “Oh, never mind. This is wonderful. This is so exciting.” Adele loves Luca Bruni too. She was honestly sad when the TV series One Great Lie got canceled, even though it was kind of lame. She read Charlotte’s copy of The Forever King and shushed Ella when she interrupted her during the last pages. She once looked at Luca Bruni’s author photo and wiggled her eyebrows up and down and said, I mean, wow, right? What is it about him? but Charlotte ignored her. That’s surface-level love, anyway, when hers is deep and real.

She calls her dad with the news. He’s in Sitka, Alaska, and it’s hard to hear him. He’s in a busy restaurant or a bar with lots of people having fun. He’s excited and proud, but as soon as he hears Venice, Charlotte can tell he’s slowly freaking out, asking her about hidden costs and surprise expenditures and expressing concern about her traveling to a foreign country alone. Her, a young woman. What do we even know about this guy? he asks. Her dad’s not a reader. He doesn’t get it. The only author he knows is John Grisham, so Adele gets on the phone and says excited and reassuring things, even though they don’t really have all the information yet.

Charlotte calls Yas and Carly and Jade. Marv hops around on Charlotte’s legs since her voice is all jazzed up. She doesn’t tell Adam yet, because he’ll just get all insecure and wreck the mood. Charlotte swears, not ten minutes after they hang up, Yasmin and Carly appear, ringing the doorbell like crazy. Yasmin somehow has streamers, and Carly has a heart balloon, probably from her birthday last week. Yas wraps the streamers right around Charlotte herself. Ella doesn’t want to be left out and sticks a dusty plastic flower from the arrangement on the dining room table into Charlotte’s hair, and Carly keeps saying “Arrivederci, Roma!” because it’s the only Italian she knows.

Adele orders pizza, even though it’s a splurge. Yasmin and Carly join them, and they eat in the living room on paper plates.

It’s the best day of her life, at least so far.

Which will make that moment, right there, one of the hardest to look back at later.



In the morning, at school, she tells Adam the news before Nate or someone else tells him first.

“Why didn’t you say anything about applying?” he asks. He keeps zipping the zipper of his hoodie up and down and up and down.

She shrugs. “It seemed like such a long shot.”

“I’m so proud of you.” He kisses her cheek. He looks really happy for her. “You know what would be great? I could come. I’ve got all that money saved from Mr. Tel Tech.” Mr. Tel Tech is his father’s company, and he’s worked there every summer since he was thirteen.

“I think it’s just, you know, for the people in the program.”
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