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The American Girl in Paris Series

Book 1 
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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to the FAMA cluster.

Through the hard times and great times,

may the four of us always be connected, 

whichever country we

find ourselves 

in.
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Do you want to receive news about my upcoming books? Subscribe to my free newsletter and receive a free gift (details at the end)! 
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HAVING BIG DREAMS AND small means requires a readiness to relinquish dignity and pride.

Thus, it was with great regret that Aria Thompson spent her summer days in Brooklyn making five dollars an hour, while her friends vacationed in Los Angeles or Mexico. If Aria conceded it was a tough price to pay for an almost sixteen-year-old, she felt assured that it would all be worth the trouble. Soon.

Just five little minutes left and her official shift would be over. 

Then she’d be paid overtime and make 2.50 dollars more per hour. 

Due to the meagerness of her earnings, little enthusiasm prompted Aria to wave her large, white polystyrene, arrow-shaped sign pointing to the dusty Island Smokey Grill at the corner of Nostrand Avenue and Fulton Street.

“Get your fried chicken, ribs, mac and cheese,” an uninspired Aria droned.

Not far from her, a man with a sunburnt face, sooty as a sewer worker, dark rags torn at the knees and elbows, bloodshot eyes and a swollen bottom lip, wore a sign strapped around his neck as he yelled, “Get your hot wings. Come get your hot wings. Make a stop at Wingstop if you know what’s good for you!”

The rival restaurant had hired a homeless person to redirect passersby to their food. The man’s energetic slogan fueled by an empty stomach worked far better than Aria’s tepid pleas to taste hot wings. If the owner had hired a man smelling of Corona and onion rings, then he had a soul.  Everyone on Nostrand knew there was only a short step from soul to soul food. 

Bending over to grab a bottle of lukewarm water, Aria glanced at her reflection through the sliding doors. 

Beads of sweat big as marbles dripped off her dark brown skin, her thick black mane tied in a fishtail braid stuck to her scalp under a navy blue French béret. Aria drank every last drop of water, straightened and repeated her tired chorus. 

It wasn’t that Aria didn’t put her whole heart into her job, standing for hours under a scorching sun during the hottest days of August and waving to forlorn clients with crying children or enraged dogs, though she was thankful none of her friends witnessed her descent into abysses of arduous labor.  

Nobody cared for what she had to offer. 

Her eyes swept the street where more exciting things were happening. 

A drummer, dreadlocks swooshing around his face, gathered an interested crowd as he slapped his instrument frenetically, but he played as though the music belonged only to him.

Further up the street, a retiree sat in a chair next to a boom box as loud as a Boeing. He held a microphone to his lips and rapped with the deftness of a twenty-year-old MC. His sheepish charm amused curvy ladies in black sweat pants as they strutted by with flirty smiles.

Another middle-aged vendor set up an old stereo blaring remixed versions of popular seventies classics as he arranged a ripped DVDs stand.

Each business used music as a means of attracting new clients and it made for a lively atmosphere on Nostrand Avenue, where being the jazziest vendor was as necessary as having the loudest holler in a Moroccan souk.

Aria glared at the rush of new customers entering The Wingstop.

She, too, could use music to her advantage. 

One opera aria had always been close to her heart: The Habanera from Carmen.

She closed her eyes and erased the elements of noise swirling around her like a storm. The drummer, the boom box, the rap, the seventies’ remixes, her Wingstop rival, all disappeared. She opened her mouth, held her right hand to her stomach as she took a silent breath like a yawn and began to sing:

L’amour est un oiseau rebelle

Que nul ne peut apprivoiser

Aria, upright and without moving, eyes closed, took another imperceptible breath, enough to fill her lungs for the next phrase.

Few things made Aria prouder than the singularity of her voice. The unique, dark, rich color of her timbre made it the coolest accessory no other girl in her high school possessed.

She opened her left eye while keeping the other closed, expecting to see an excited crowd gathering around her.

There was no one. 

Crown Heights was not the neighborhood to truly appreciate opera.

Aria shut her eye and let her vivid imagination transport her to France and away from the dismal present. Gone were her starch red and yellow uniform t-shirt and shorts.  She now stood in a night blue, satin, haute couture gown, a diamond necklace encircled her neck, her hand displayed a blue topaz ring. She sang Carmen before a huge audience of stylish people standing in overwhelming applause. 

“Interesting voice you got there. Sort of like a man’s.” 

The mirror reflecting Aria’s imaginary exploits smashed to pieces. Instead, a pallid matronly woman with a tired step and bags under her eyes looked up at the performer.

Aria stopped singing and forced a smile. She tried not to get upset when people commented on her ‘manly voice.’

“It’s called a contralto voice in classical music. It’s a very rare female voice,” she added. 

“Um, Miss, you’re vibrating.” The woman pointed listlessly to Aria’s pocket, before turning away and entering the restaurant.

Aria dug for her phone and groaned when she saw the caller’s name.

“Fiona? What’s wrong?” 

“Your Dad’s completely wasted.” Fiona didn’t add ‘again,’ but it was strongly implied by the resignation in her voice. “I doubt he’ll be able to make it home on his own.” Aria closed her eyes. Her father had seemed sullen that morning. This shouldn’t come as a surprise.

Her eyes shot wide open as she remembered he’d taken the car. If no one stopped him he’d drive back home. Car crash, blood, death, jail . . . 

Aria immediately hung up the phone and ran inside the store, her feet sliding on the slippery tiled floor.

“Jerry, I gotta go!” she yelled without as much as a glance. However, Jerry, a small man with a red, round face and a shining forehead due to persistent perspiration, had witnessed her harried entrance. He rarely missed anything going on in this tiny space he considered his kingdom. 

“You’re not doing any overtime? Somebody’s going to get her name scratched off the Employee of the Month candidacy list,” he warned his haggard employee. He wagged his forefinger, unaware that the gesture had lost its effectiveness on his staff years ago.

“Whatever, Jerry! I’ve got to go. My fa—”

“We know, we know. Your father’s sick, or your father’s sad and blue. Your father’s life is hanging from a thread. Let me tell you something, Aria Thompson, I've had it with your father and his bad days. Why don’t you just find him a good shrink or put him in the loony bin already?”

Aria glared at her boss. 

“My father isn’t mad; he’s depressed.” And drunk, she might have explained had she thought it was any of her boss’ business. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t speak of his condition lightly. I’ll work extra hours Monday. But I’ve got to leave now.” Aria turned away from her boss and stepped toward the automatic doors, which promptly opened.

“If you leave now you won’t get that raise you were asking for,” Jerry threatened.

“Sorry, Boss! My dad comes first!” She flung her arrow back at Jerry who caught it midair as she ran outside without looking back.

She didn’t stop running until she reached the subway platform and leapt inside the train just as the doors shut.

This wasn’t the first time she’d run away from making more money to get to her father, and it wouldn’t be the last. Still, she’d so wanted to attend her first live opera performance at the Metropolitan Opera; but if her father needed her, there was no way she could ignore that cry for help.

Standing in an empty car, she observed as a father held his young son. The son clutched his dad’s hand and staggered on his little legs, trying to keep up. The father took his boy in his arms and sat him on his knees on the nearest vacant seat.

Aria’s father often looked at her in the manner of the child, with pride, gratitude, and dependence. 

However, he always gave her the empty seat.

***
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ONLY AN OLD, RUNDOWN bar in the Bronx had been interested in hiring the most miserable musician in the city. The Lost Dreams Bar was where depressed, middle-aged men and women drank IPAs or gin, munched on stale pretzels, and commiserated over their daily troubles. 

Aria dreaded the sound coming from the bar’s open doors. She entered the desolate premises to find her father on stage strumming the last notes of his song on an acoustic guitar filled with stress cracks matching the lines on his prematurely wrinkled face. 

Miles Thompson’s entire demeanor was marked by sadness. His wide shoulders bore the weight of his woes, and the drooping corners of his mouth indicated a man who could still grin though no real joy ever inhabited his smile. 

Aria looked around with disgust at the sticky tables, wobbly wooden chairs, and half-empty glasses of beer that Fiona, the barmaid who dreamed of Broadway, kept refilling. No light ever filtered through the dark-tinted windows, and had it succeeded, it would never have chased away the gloom crystallized in the hearts of the hopeless bar patrons.

My Tears (The Depth of My Sorrow) was a crowd-pleaser, and it was amidst applause that Aria went to the stage to speak to her father. 

“Are you okay?” she asked, worried.

“I’m fine!” 

He got up and staggered dangerously.

“You’ve had too much to drink.”

“No, I haven’t,” he slurred. 

One, two, three steps, and he stumbled, but Aria caught him just in time. 

“Okay, maybe a little, like this,” he held up his thumb and forefinger and squished them together. “That ain’t a lot. You shouldn’t have come. I’m fine. As fine as a grown man can be that’s had his heart ripped to pieces.” 

Miles sniffed and rubbed his nose with his sleeve, turned to Aria, and smiled a crooked smile. His gaze drifted, blank as a white, untainted canvas. “I mean, your mother, she was the best worst woman I ever knew. Wid all her grand airs and her dazzling smile. That’s how she got me all those years ago.”

“I know that. Just stop, please,” Aria pleaded. She glanced nervously around the room, her face growing as hot as an erupting volcano. She struggled to ignore the many pairs of eyeballs turning in their direction, less out of curiosity than pitiful amusement. They’d all heard of Miles Thompson’s problems for years. Every time he’d had too much to drink. 

The sadness of the hurting man’s tales never ceased to provoke amused interest. The Lost Dreams Bar clientele needed its sordid bedtime tale. Had they possessed any sort of decency, they might have turned away and allowed Aria reprieve from their insisting gazes.

“You don’t know the story. You don’t know who That Woman is. And you’ll never know. ‘Cause you, my girl, you ain’t nobody else’s. I raised you. Not her. Uhn-uhn. She too busy wid her career,” Miles slurred.

Aria’s step faltered as did her courage. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t heard all of it before, about how That Woman had abandoned them. The mother she’d never known. She’d heard it so many times from the moment she’d been of age to understand the notion of abandonment. But it still hurt just as much. At that moment, she didn’t know which of her parents angered her more. The faceless mother, or the staggering father who dragged her into his shame every time regret overwhelmed him.

“Hold on to me,” Aria ordered curtly.

Miles let go of her and sank to the floor.

“I still got to sing Cry Me A River. That’s one my best songs. Ain’t it? Why didn’t Tenacious Records want my best songs? Why did they want only that jovial Blues? They stupid.”

Aria sat on her knees next to her father. 

“They were stupid. Everybody knows real Blues is all about the sadness, the harrowing sorrow.”

“I know girl! Why don’t you tell ‘em that? Maybe they’ll listen to you and let me record a new album that’ll rock their world.”

“I don’t think they’d listen to me.”

Aria put her arm around her father, he put his head on her shoulder, and together they sat in silence.

The clients were chatting once more, ignoring Aria’s struggle with her father. But the bar owner came over to her with a big, sad smile.

“Hey, kiddo,” he greeted. 

“I thought we agreed you’d prevent him from drinking on the job,” Aria scolded. She glanced at her father, but he appeared to hear nothing, to feel nothing. He was an empty shell, a vacant vessel filled with the vastest void. “I can’t force him to quit the only place willing to hire him, but you promised.”

“I tried to stop him!” Sam protested in his gruff voice. He was an imposing man but quelled when Aria gave him a look of disappointment and silent anger. “You know how he gets when he’s made up his mind.”

Aria nodded, biting her lip worriedly. 

“Come on, Dad.” She seized his right arm, wrapped it tighter around her shoulders and hauled him up. “A little help?” 

Sam, impressed as ever by Aria’s strength, snapped out of his frozen astonishment and grabbed Miles’ left arm. They took painful steps back outside. Sam called a cab and, while they waited, he whistled a tune loosely inspired by My Tears (The Depth of My Sorrow).

Aria glared at him, and the music died on his lips.

“What? It’s a memorable song.”

Aria merely shrugged.

“Why do you keep doing this? Just get him some real care, honey. Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. Anything. Don’t you want a normal teenage life?”

“I do lead a normal teen life,” Aria argued. 

She had friends, tons of them. Though when she thought about it, it bothered her to think she didn’t trust one of them with the knowledge of her father’s depression. She had straight A’s, something she was most proud of considering her circumstances. 

Best of all, she had one particular secret dream. 

Sam wouldn’t understand that.

“When are you going to sing at The Lost Dreams Bar?” Sam asked. He noticed a yellow cab rounding the corner and prepared Miles for its arrival. “I know that deep voice of yours can most certainly sing.”

Aria opened the taxi’s door and gently directed her father inside before taking her seat next to him. 

She closed the door and opened the window.

“I’ll sing here when all my dreams are lost,” she called out. “That’s not happening anytime soon,” she mumbled as the taxi drove away.

During the drive back home, her father rested his head against the window and Aria watched him, wondering what was going on in his mind. It was a journey to The Place Where She Couldn’t Follow, although she’d often tried before, when she was smaller and less experienced with his moods. 

“Do you mind if I turn on the radio?” the taxi driver asked. 

Aria shook her head. 

“I like having some kind of noise while I drive. You two are so quiet.” He shuffled with the radio and settled on one station.  The vivacious air of Toreador from Carmen floated in the car.

“I like listening to Classical music. It soothes the soul.”

Miles turned sharply to the driver, breaking his long silence. 

“Classical? Nu-hun. Change the station.”

“Come on, Dad,” Aria coaxed tentatively. “It’s Carmen. Everybody loves Carmen. Even the most uncultivated, ignorant guy loves Toreador.”

“Hey, are you talking about me?” the driver asked, turning his head back and forth between Aria and the road.

“No, no, of course not!” she responded quickly, hoping he’d keep his attention on his driving long enough to bring them to their destination in one piece.

“She talkin’ about me.” Miles tapped his forehead lightly with two fingers. “Let me be clear. I ain’t uncultivated,” her father mumbled. “Or ignorant. I taught you everything you know about music, didn’t I? Blues ain’t enough for you?”

“Of course it is,” Aria touched his arm with tenderness. “You’re the most talented musician out there.”

Her father turned his face to the window. “It ain’t my fault your mother ruined my life and led me to sing this sad Blues. Before her, I was a happy man. I had two hit albums. It wasn’t just Blues, it was happy, funny Blues.”

“I know.” Aria tried to keep the exasperation out of her voice. Here she was trying to make him listen to something else, and all he could think about was his past career. She loved his music, but couldn’t he listen to something different for once?

“What is it that you hate so much about Classical music?” Aria tried again from a different angle.

Miles remained silent for so long, Aria thought he wouldn’t answer and was surprised when he finally did. 

“Classical musicians.” He dropped his head back against the window. “Think only their stuck-up, swanky music is real music. Blues, or anything popular, comes from another planet to them.”

“Fine,” Aria conceded, “Classical musicians suck. What about the music itself? What do you dislike about it?”

Miles turned to Aria, his face grimmer than ever.

“Soul, Funk, Rock, it’s all about letting go. Singing opera is all about control, every note and every breath. Too much restraint. Hey, change the station now, man. I’m sick of listening to this whining chick.”

Aria’s heart dropped when her father had the audacity to call Carmen a ‘whining chick.’

“Dad, please.”

“Enough.” His stormy look silenced her in an instant. “Let the man drive in peace.”

Aria bit her tongue and refrained from pointing out that the driver had been the one to choose the station in the first place. 

The taxi driver took a last turn and dropped his charges on Pacific Street in front of an imposing classical building with a beige brick exterior, a metallic, green rooftop and two round towers on each extremity giving it the air of a medieval castle.  

Boys playing basketball on a broken net stopped to peer at the taxi, eager to see Mad Miles arrive with his Awesome Aria.

Aria took out her thin wallet and retrieved her remaining bills with a pang. The driver tore the money out of her reluctant hands and drove off.

Aria supported Miles and together they climbed the stone steps to the entrance of the building. She stopped at the top, lifting her head in despair. Her father was heavy and the fifth floor appeared to be at the top of Chomolungma mountain.

Across the street, a row of homeless men hollered at the sight of a staggering Miles. They slapped the boxes and fruit cages they sat on and called out to Aria.

“Want some help?” one cried out.

“He more buzzed than Drunken Derrik on Christmas mornin’.”

Aria ignored them, like her father had taught her, entered the building and began her painful ascent.

She set foot in their fifth-floor apartment and locked the door behind them. She half-dragged, half-pushed her father to the living room, whiffs of vodka and sweat burning her nostrils. 

They were soon interrupted by an impatient ring.

Aria left her father moaning in the octagonal living room and went to the front door. She didn’t need to open it to know who was on the other side.

“Aunt Mimi, what are you doing here?” she asked, faking surprise. 

Her surly but well-meaning aunt knew everything going on in Crown Heights. It was said at times that the sun dared not shine over the neighborhood unless receiving approval from the all-knowing and all-powerful Aunt Mimi. Her most efficient method for gathering information consisted in threatening to spank children if they didn’t tell her what she wanted to know.

“Now, shouldn’t I be the one asking the exact same question? Weren’t you supposed to be working today?” Aunt Mimi’s penetrating stare bore right through her niece, but softened when she noticed Aria’s distraught expression.

“What happened to Miles?” she immediately asked.

“He’s drunk. Again.” 

Aunt Mimi pushed Aria aside and stormed into the house. She stopped short only when she neared the old turntable in the living room and chose Singin’ The Blues by B.B. King from among Miles’ vast collection and put the record on.

If there was one thing the Thompsons never lacked of, it was music. Geraniums led a sad life and died, unloved and uncared for, but the music lived on forever in this particular household. The living room was a music library, its numerous shelves containing vinyl and discs from every great singer: from Chuck Berry to the Beatles, and the latest albums by the Rolling Stones, from Ray Charles to Amy Winehouse. Every style was represented, with a strong preference for Blues. On the top shelf on the far left of the cozy room, near the beat-up sofa Aria had jumped on many times as a child, were two records that held a special place in Aria’s heart. Her father’s two records: Happy Man Blues and Starry Night Blues. They were the last remnants of her father’s long-lost happiness. 

Before That Woman came along.

B.B. King’s voice filled the room and floated out the open window, mixing with the children’s summer mirth as the sun’s gradual descent illuminated the sky with a palette of crimson, gold and saffron.

The lyrics about a woman abusing a man’s unconditional love agreed with a drowsy Miles’ sullen mood and appeased him as he nodded off to sleep.

Aunt Mimi let the music play and hovered over him as he slept.

“Auntie Mimi is here now. I’ll call you when dinner’s ready, babe.” 

Aria, grateful, went to her room and, upon entering, immediately unzipped her uniform, eagerly took off her second skin, and tossed it aside. She went to her mahogany dressing table mirror and proceeded to remove the faint streaks of makeup lingering on her chocolate skin. 

Stared at her full cheeks, at the beauty mark on the corner of her right eye as small as a tiny black diamond, she gave a sigh of relief. 

She was finally herself again. Not a random girl shouting in the street, not an employee, not her father’s emergency number. 

Aria glanced at her phone, a used object with a broken frame she’d dropped so many times she was amazed it still worked.

No news from Felipe. 

She brushed the tip of her finger on the electric green dial symbol and hesitated. Should she call him again? He might be screening her calls. She decided that didn’t matter and pressed the button.

“Pick up, pick up,” she muttered as the phone rang once, twice, and a third time before going to voicemail.

“Dinner’s ready!” her aunt’s voice called. 

Aria bit her lip in frustration, hung up without leaving a message, and forced a smile as she went to dine with her aunt.

***
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WHEN ARIA WOKE UP THE next day and made her way to the living room, she found Aunt Mimi watching over her father. B.B. King’s music still played and accompanied the morning sun as it peeped out from the night’s shadows.

“You a good girl, Aria. You know that?”

Aunt Mimi would willingly admit, shaking her head and peering over her half-moon lenses, that she was tough to please. Despite that, she acknowledged that she never failed to give credit where credit was due.

“Taking care of your father like that. You a brave girl, Aria. I never met your momma. Nobody knows who she is.” Aunt Mimi shook her head with deep disapproval. “But if I ever met her, I’d slap some sense into her. Abandoning her daughter. What she did to my poor brother. He used to be the happiest man I knew. Too emotional. Too high strung, for sure. But a happy man. She broke him.”

“I wish I knew what kind of woman wrecks a man’s heart without caring the least in the world,” Aria whispered.

“You wouldn’t want to know her.”

Miles had spoken, his voice clear, not in the least slurred. He’d come back from The Place. 

She flung her arms around him. “Of course I wouldn’t want to know the horrible woman who broke your heart. She’s nothing to me,” Aria said savagely.

“Good,” Miles said, hugging his daughter fiercely. “It’s just you and me, girl. Family of two.”

“Thanks,” Mimi remarked wryly.

“We can’t forget about Aunt Mimi,” Aria admonished, her eyes laughing. Her father was back, and she was happy. The clouds had lifted. The Blues had made her father’s blue devils disappear.

“Mimi never allows anyone to forget about her,” Miles said with a twinkle in his eye. The two women he loved most: his eldest sister and his daughter. How could he ever let himself get into such a state over That Woman when he had the two loveliest women in the world by his side?

He rose, tall and strong, and searched for his wallet.

“I’m going to go grocery shopping, and I’ll make you my famous chili fried chicken for lunch.”

Before Aria could respond, her phone buzzed loudly.

Two words filled the screen revealing the identity of her caller. 

Felipe Benzoni.

Aria held her breath. Her hand shook. She attempted to retreat to the kitchen, but her father followed her and read the caller’s name with an amused smile. 

She finally answered her phone and spoke with a shaky voice.

“How are you?” She glanced at her father and tried to move away from him, but she couldn’t escape his playful curiosity.

“I was calling to know if you’d be interested in swinging by this morning. I’ve got some free time and I know you’re always—”

“Who’s Felipe?” Miles mouthed.

“Unless you’re busy that is . . .” Felipe said.

“No, no!” Aria cried out, ignoring her father. “I can come straight away if you want. I’ll be there. See you!”

She hung up and turned to her father.

“Who’s this Felipe guy you’re dating? Is he a musician?” Miles asked. 

“Let’s hope not,” Aunt Mimi cut in. “You musician types are just too sentimental.”

“Sentimentality is a good thing,” Aria argued. “We can’t all be serious and boring. Our mission is to bring joy to the world.”

“‘Cause that’s what Blues does? Bluesmen can’t even hold down a steady job, ‘cause if they did, they’d have nothing to sing about.”

“What are you talking about?” Miles laughed. “I’ve worked at The Lost Dreams Bar for the last fifteen years.”

Aunt Mimi snorted. 

“I love you both, but you two talk the most absurd nonsense I’ve ever heard.”

Miles and Aria glanced at each other knowingly.

“Tell me he isn’t a musician,” Aunt Mimi insisted. 

“Tell me he is,” Miles said.

Aria hesitated and swallowed. 

“He is,” she finally answered cautiously. It wasn’t a lie. Felipe was definitely a musician. And a great one at that. 

“I’ve got to go now.” She looked down at her striped pajamas and added, “After I change.” She rushed to the bathroom, took a quick shower, brushed her curls into a bun, ran back to the kitchen while closing her jeans and buttoning her light blouse, missing a couple of buttons in the process. She slowed her frenzy only to kiss her father on the cheek as a means of apologizing for her departure.

“You’re that in love, aren’t you? Ah go, abandon your old pops. Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“You should have him over one of these days,” Aunt Mimi said sternly to make up for her brother’s joking demeanor over something demanding seriousness. 

“I would, but Felipe, he’s a bit shy,” Aria tilted her head uncomfortably as she often did these days, when the accumulated lies weighed heavily on her conscience.  

To spend even half an hour with Felipe she was ready to do anything, break any rule. 

“Have fun!” Miles called out.

Aria had already vanished.  Felipe’s pull on her was too strong.

“You give that girl way too much freedom,” Aunt Mimi said tersely. 

Miles may have been a grown man, but he was still her baby brother. It was astonishing for her to think he had a daughter at times. Aunt Mimi still remembered when she’d changed Miles’ diapers and taught him to walk while her parents were too busy with their own grown-up lives to care about theirs. It seemed like yesterday that she’d made him believe he was adopted, or that he suffered from dyslexia when he’d once mixed up the letters in the word ‘anorexia,’ calling the sickness ‘axoneria.’

“What do you want me to do? Lock Aria up?” He put his hand to his forehead to warn his sister that he already had a throbbing headache and didn’t need her lectures to intensify the havoc brought on by his previous evening.

“You don’t have to lock her up every day. She’s gotta go to school, to work. But here and there, from time to time.” Mimi pretended to lock a door with an imaginary key.

“She’s a good girl, even you tell me ever so often,” Miles argued. Mimi sucked her teeth and shook her head sadly.

“I trust bad girls more than I trust the good ones.”

“What do you know about bad girls?” Miles mocked.

“Being a bad girl myself,” Mimi explained, ignoring Miles’ wild chuckle, “I know that they can look out for themselves. They’re fierce, and they strike before you know it, knocking you out. Good girls, now, they’re the easy prey. That darn wide-eyed innocence. They don’t see no harm in nobody ‘til it’s too late. They’re the ones who get pregnant at fifteen.”

Miles quit chuckling and gazed at his sister with a somber expression.

“Growing up without a mother wiped that wide-eyed look off her face pretty quick.”

“Just because she’s strong enough to take care of you doesn’t mean she isn’t still a child,” Mimi reminded him gently. “Be her father. Don’t expect her to recognize the line if you don’t draw it.”

Miles sighed. “These past few weeks, I feel like I’ve lost her. Her phone’s been ringing nonstop, and she’s elusive and hesitates before telling me where she’s going.”

“You stop your whining this instant.” Mimi grabbed him by the hand and led him to the front door. “There’s only one way to know for sure what she’s up to. Get up and follow that girl to wherever it is she’s going.”
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FELIPE BENZONI LIKED solitude. Therefore, his house was often empty. Aria Thompson was one of the few guests he truly welcomed. 

“I came as soon as I could,” were Aria’s first words when Felipe opened his moaning door.

Felipe, a sexagenarian with a head the shape of an owl’s and eyes bright with intelligence, smiled, displaying the expensive dental plate in which he’d invested a year’s worth of savings, and answered, “I know you did.”

“Any news?” Aria asked hopefully after she’d kissed his wrinkled cheek. She hadn’t stepped once in Felipe’s house over the last month without first going through his mail, prompting him to declare repeatedly that the most destructive weapon to a fifteen-year-old girl’s psyche assumed the ordinary shape of a rickety red mailbox.

“Since you’ve just checked my mailbox, you must know I haven’t had any mail today.”

“Jennifer might have taken the mail already,” Aria suggested. 

“She hasn’t arrived yet. She’s out shopping with her mother and will come as soon as she can.”

“You may be stalling because you have no idea how to tell me the awful news. Jennifer’s in and I’m out. Or maybe the letter has already arrived and you’ve thrown it with the junk mail.  Swear to me that you check every piece before throwing it out and that my letter isn’t among your trash or on the way to the recycling bin?”

Felipe sighed and remembered that, in his experience, young women, despite their many excellent qualities, were rarely bestowed level-headedness, and though he had initially attributed this quality to Aria, he must, upon her present state of anxiety, acknowledge how greatly he had erred.

“You do know how easy it would have been for you to monitor your mail if you’d given your own address instead of mine,” Felipe said shrewdly. “But you couldn’t do that now, could you?”

“You know why,” Aria sighed. “What if my father were to get his hands on the letter first? I don’t dare imagine his face if he were to discover that I’ve applied to the National Academy of Arts in France! That I dream of becoming an opera singer! That I love Classical music, the one and only musical genre he positively hates!”

“He might be relieved to know all these phone calls you’ve been receiving lately aren’t from a handsy boyfriend, but from your esteemed vocal coach.”

“Believe me, he’d rather think you’re the former than know you’re the latter,” Aria replied sourly.

“You should have told him four years ago when I started giving you lessons,” Felipe chastised.

His granddaughter, Jennifer, was Aria’s age, and he liked to think there was nothing she couldn’t tell him. But then, the ease of being a grandfather was nothing compared to the difficult art of maintaining a father-daughter relationship.

“I know, I know,” Aria wailed. “He would never have allowed me to take lessons. It’s easier to ask for forgiveness than to ask for permission, right?”

“You’ll have to tell him soon. When you’re accepted at the Academy and you tell him that you’re going to France. You’ll have to ask for forgiveness and permission all at once. It’s the worst possible situation.”

“You think I don’t know that? I’ve thought about telling him every day for the last four years. Oh, I’m the worst daughter that’s ever existed!” Aria cried, wringing her hands. “But I can’t admit anything while my future is still plagued by uncertainty. Who knows if I even get in? What if they don’t grant me the scholarship? I can’t go to France without it.”

“I have no doubt you’ll get in. But if you’re hoping you won’t because you fear your father’s reaction—”

“Of course I want to get in,” Aria insisted. “If only I had the news now. The waiting, the doubt, it’s the worst.”

“Do you know how rare it is today to find a true contralto? All the girls want to be sopranos and break windows with their pitiful shrills. Your rich, deep voice is unique. I tell you without a doubt they will not turn you down. Now warm up your voice and sing Clytemnestra’s solo ‘Ich will nichts hören.’” 

“Actually, could I sing something a bit less depressing? I can’t sing that aria without thinking about my audition tape and the mistakes I made during the recording. I don’t think I should’ve submitted that song. I lie awake at night, playing the video again and again in my head. Clytemnestra is an awful character. I have no sympathy for her, and I fear it shows in my performance.”

“No sympathy for a mother whose murder is arranged by her daughter Elektra and executed by her son Orest?”

“Not much!” Aria said angrily. “Elektra avenged her father because she loved him above anyone else. I’d rather have sung one of Elektra’s solos. I can relate to her anger.”

“You can’t relate to Elektra, my dear, because you wouldn’t hurt a fly, not even to avenge your father.”

“I wouldn’t,” Aria agreed. “But I . . . I would stand up for him against anyone who did him wrong. My mother, whoever she is, didn’t outright kill my father, but the truth is, she killed my poor father’s heart. She left me, she left us, and never came back. Isn’t it funny how some crimes are never considered as such? What she did was horrible, but there is no one to sentence her wrongdoing.” 

“Don’t underestimate the power of a conscience racked with guilt. Clytemnestra was plagued by demons of the night. She couldn’t find rest during the last days of her guilty existence.”

“I doubt my mother’s nights are similar to those of Clytemnestra. I’m sure she’s having the time of her life.”

Felipe fought to find words to comfort his student, but he couldn’t find any and was glad when he heard the front door slam.

“I’m here!” a female voice called out from the hallway.

A girl with chestnut hair and a long bang covering her right eye appeared, grinning and holding shopping bags in each hand.

“Sorry I’m late, Nonno.” Jennifer dropped the bags, ran to her grandfather, and gave him a resounding kiss. “Aria, you’ve got to come look at what I bought.” She grabbed her hand and yanked her away from her music stand. 

“Buying French things is the only way I can stand the wait. This little piece cost a fortune.” Jennifer opened one of the bags, retrieved a big box, opened it, and displayed a soft, pink, wool felt béret with a fur pompom.

“It’s beautiful.” Aria touched the expensive object with the tip of her fingers. Her own three-dollar polyester, gray béret felt ridiculous compared to this masterpiece.

Hating herself for the grain of envy scratching the folds of her heart, she closed the box and smiled at Jennifer. “You’re very lucky.”

Jennifer beamed and slid the box back into its bag. She reached for another bag, but Felipe thought it was high time to get back to the lesson.

“We can work on Love is like a Rebellious Bird from Carmen, if you prefer, Aria. I’ve made a couple of arrangements to the score to suit your voice. And for you, my dear Jenny, as a mezzo-soprano, no adjustments are necessary.”

Aria thought of how her father had reacted to Carmen earlier and decided she needed to make it up to Bizet’s masterpiece. She couldn’t have the gods of French opera infuriated with her, or they might thwart her entry at the Academy.

“Singing Carmen is a great idea.”

As the girls proceeded to warm up their voices with vocal exercises, Aria’s thoughts drifted to her mother, and she pondered uneasily if, by lying to her father for four years, she hadn’t committed a crime as horrendous as her mother’s. Her father would never compare her to That Woman, would he? He knew how much she loved him?

“All right, Aria, analyze the score. What’s the first thing that you see at one simple glance?”

Aria placed the sheet on the shaky music stand and steadied it, adding a new scratch on its black plastic exterior. She took one look at the score and the first thing she saw were the little dots under the notes.

“The dots, I mean, the staccato. The notes accompanying Carmen’s voice are meant to be incisive like our heroine.”

“Very good. Now, looking only at the French score, not the translation, I want you to tell me what this song is about.”

“But, Nonno,” Jennifer put in, “we already know what Carmen is about. Free-spirited, fiery Carmen and her crazy love triangle, two men who love her and are ready to fight for her.”

“I’m not asking about the opera. I’m asking about this specific song.”

“Okay, okay. She says . . . well, first she says that love is a rebellious bird and that . . .,” Aria hesitated as she read the lyrics, “... that it can’t be imprisoned, controlled. Aren’t these lyrics beautifully written?” 

“Wouldn’t it be great if we studied Carmen at the Academy?” Jennifer turned to Aria who nodded with measured excitement. 

“Concentrate, girls,” Felipe admonished.

“I love Carmen, but she’s a player.” Aria shook her head. “She warns her lover that if he doesn’t love her, she’ll fall in love with him. Talk about twisted. I’d never fall for someone who scorns me.”

“Ah, but that’s why Carmen says that love is without law. It’s unexpected, so there’s no way to know who you’ll fall in love with.”

“Really?” Aria scoffed. “I know one thing: I’ll never make a fool of myself for a person who doesn’t like me. I’ll just find someone who does and that I love in return. Don’t you think, Jen?” 

“I wouldn’t mind chasing down the bad boy that all the girls want. There is so much more satisfaction in obtaining a prize that everyone else envies,” Jennifer stated.

Aria glanced at the bag containing the expensive béret and remembered why she refused to let herself be submerged by jealousy. It only flattered the object’s inflated ego and abased her dignity. At once, Aria’s envy dissipated. She turned away from the box as if it held nothing more than dirt.

“Carmen only sings these words because she finds requited love boring, stale. She prefers crazy, reckless, destructive passion. Which is why she dies at the end of the opera,” Aria finished.

“Don’t jump to the end of the opera. Stay on this aria. When you are at the Academy, you’ll be spending weeks working on the same song, perfecting it. You won’t be able to skip to the parts you prefer. Stay focused.”

“Easy for you to say,” Aria mumbled. She couldn’t concentrate when her entire mind was waiting for a little letter. She wished she were a fortuneteller or a seer, able to visualize where she’d be twenty years from now. Or maybe just ten years. Would she become a famous opera singer, or would she just be a nobody?

“The French are so archaic,” Jennifer muttered.

“Jen, the score.”

“Seriously, Felipe,” Aria protested, setting her score aside, “why do they have to send letters of acceptance?”

“Can’t they just publish a pass list on the Academy’s website? They’re so old-fashioned,” Jennifer agreed.

Aria chewed her lip nervously and then changed her mind and straightened up in an attempt at composure. “We shouldn’t criticize the Academy,” she said decidedly, grabbing her score once more. “The wind might carry our words of discontent across the ocean, and the committee will reject us just out of spite.”

“You’ve obviously lost your mind,” Felipe observed. “You’re in no state to work today. Go home, both of you.”

“I can’t. Mom’s picking me up in an hour.”

Felipe turned to Aria and pointed to the hallway.

“Come on, being here helps me. You guys are the only people I can talk to about this endless wait.”

“Goodbye, Aria.”

“Come on. I’ll work on my French grammar. S’il-vous-plaît, please!”

“If you don’t leave in the next five minutes, I’ll make you read Le Monde, your favorite newspaper.” He held out the latest edition of the most famous French daily newspaper.

“Nu-hun. I’m out. French newspapers are too boring. You’ve forced me to read a million times about their social security debt, their anti-Netflix stance, and their perpetual strikes.”

“I want you to speak French like a native not just the textbook French you’ve learned in school.  And it’s worked because your French is very good. You’ll thank me one day, and sooner than you think.”

“What’s this?” she peered closer at the newspaper’s headline. “Monsieur Andrieux, the Minister of Culture, wants to limit American music to only ten percent of the music played on the radio. Isn’t that crazy? Ten percent is nothing. What else will this nut job come up with? Let’s read Miss Ebène instead.”

“It’s French, too, Nonno. But it’s fashion.” Jennifer chirped.

Felipe sighed as he put away the newspaper. He shook his head wearily. “It’s an important debate in France: the necessity to preserve and promote French culture. You shouldn’t ignore this.”

“Ugh, the French!” was Aria’s only response before she headed for the door. 

Those three little words, however, weren’t insignificant in that they expressed the dueling feelings the French generally inspired: exasperation and fascination. 

She stumbled out of the house but pulled up short. 

There in front of her, arms crossed and eyes ablaze, stood her father.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3



[image: image]


“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here? Have you been following me?” Aria asked, indignant. 

“I followed you because Mimi and I were worried.” Miles’ voice was deeper than Aria’s and, much like his daughter, he never needed to yell to be heard. But its grave rumble had the same ominous affect as thunder when lightning is about to strike. 

“I should have known Aunt Mimi was behind this.” Aria rushed down the stoop and brushed past her father. She needed to get him away from her teacher’s doorstep. Involving Felipe in her secret had made him uneasy enough. He’d agreed only because he believed her voice deserved to be trained. But forcing a confrontation with her father was beyond anything Felipe had ever signed up for.

“I agree with Mimi,” Miles stated. “You’ve been receiving these calls lately and leaving the room and whispering.”

“I didn’t know whispering was a crime, Dad. I’ve never been much of a screamer, as you’ve so often observed,” Aria turned around only to swiftly catch a glimpse of her father’s expression. Having done so, she proceeded to walk on nonchalantly, in the hopes he’d follow her and walk away from her teacher’s house.

“I want you to tell me right now what’s been going on,” Miles continued, unfazed by his daughter’s departure. “Maybe I should ring this doorbell and get answers on my own.”

Aria rushed back to her father catching up with him at the top of the stoop just as he prepared to ring the doorbell.

“Don’t involve Felipe in this,” Aria pleaded. 

“Who is this guy? Is he your boyfriend? You better start talking.” The worry in his eyes softened the abruptness of his disciplinarian approach, but only made his daughter’s discomfort grow.

“Talk about the pot calling the kettle black,” Aria replied with much dejection. “You’ve got your secrets; I’ve got mine.”

“I’m your father.”

“Oh, is that why you’re allowed to hide my mother’s name from me?” Aria regretted the words as soon as they flew out of her mouth. She watched her father’s face struggle with pain, guilt, and anger.

“You said you didn’t care,” Miles finally said slowly, ejecting each word with force. “You said you didn’t want to know her.”

“Of course I said that! I never wanted to hurt your feelings. It’s always felt like a betrayal. I stopped asking questions once I knew I would never get answers. I understood that much at seven.”

“Do you want to know your mother?” Miles asked.

“No! Yes! It’s complicated,” Aria said, hiding her face in her hands. She jerked her head back up and asked, with a mixture of hope and fear shining in her dark brown eyes, “Would you tell me her name if I answered a definite yes?”

“I wouldn’t,” Miles answered firmly. He shut his lips tight as if the movement would prevent his daughter from prying the secret out of him.

“There you have it!” Aria declared angrily. “It doesn’t matter what I want? What I may or may not need. I’ve spent my life protecting your feelings. Even the present secret I’m keeping, I’m doing it for you. Everything I’ve ever done has always been for you.”

Aria lowered her gaze and tightened her hand around the stoop’s iron railing for support. She steadied her breath but couldn’t regulate the erratic beats of her heart, a shameful reminder of the fear she felt when her aunt raised her hand to spank her years ago.

“I’m training to become an opera singer,” she declared softly. “Felipe is my vocal coach.”

Miles remained silent. Shock had stunned him into speechlessness. He surveyed his daughter with a glare full of mute rage. His lower lip trembled with a fury she’d never before seen directed at her.

“For the last couple of months you’ve been singing Classical music even though you’ve always known I want nothing to do with it in my house?”

“I’ve been studying for the last four years,” Aria confessed. “The last couple of months have been more hectic because I’ve applied to the National Academy of Arts.”

“The National Academy of Arts? Are you joking? The school in—”

“In France. Paris. Well, Versailles to be exact.”

“What do you think you’re doing? You’ve been keeping this from me all these years?” Miles asked, bewildered. He folded his arms across his chest and turned to his daughter resolutely. “I forbid you from coming to this house again. Do you hear me? I’ve been way too cool with you. This ends now.”

“Now you want to act like a real parent?” 

Aria had often imagined telling her father about her lessons, but in each scenario she had ended up pleading. Never had she imagined saying what came next. 

“How about you stop drinking first? How about I stop coming to pick you up at The Lost Dreams Bar when you’re wasted, depressed because something else reminded you of That Woman? How about I stop using half my paycheck to buy groceries when you’ve had a bad month? You can’t have it both ways. You can’t force me to be an adult when you want me to and then expect me to follow the authoritarian rules you dictate when I do something that displeases you.”

“You don’t know anything about that world,” Miles retorted, tight-lipped. “The Classical world isn’t friendly to people like you. People without money, without connections.”

“How would you even know? You’ve stayed away from that world your whole life because you hate Mozart and anything sounding like it.”

“Believe me, I know that world all too well.” Miles’ gaze wandered for an instant. For a moment, nostalgia had overtaken him in its delicate waltz. But just as suddenly, painful memories brought him back to the paltry present. “Your mother came from that world.”

“My mother’s a classical musician?” Aria asked. This was the first she’d ever heard of her mother’s profession. “Was she an opera singer? A pianist? A violinist? What was she?”

Miles ignored her questions and pursued, content to having sent her in a dizzying whirlwind of questions, which enabled him to re-establish his authority.

“She was from the Classical world,” he simply reiterated.  “People from that ‘milieu,’ as they call it, turn their noses on people like us. She left you and me, didn’t she? Isn’t that proof enough? Is that who you want to take after?”

Aria bit her lip fiercely before stating, “I love Classical music, but it doesn’t mean I’ll become anything like her.” She loved her father no matter what. There was no way she would ever abandon him because of that world.

“That you won’t,” Miles replied. “You’re not going to that school. I won’t let you become one of those Classical snobs.”

“I haven’t received any response yet from the Academy.”

“Good,” Miles declared. “It probably means they won’t want you anyway. With a Bluesman as a father, I’m quite certain they’ll want nothing to do with you. From now on, I want your schedule until school starts again, and you’re coming straight home from work. Do you hear me?”

Aria said nothing, still musing about her mother.

“Do you hear me, Aria?” he repeated.

Aria nodded sullenly. It would have been futile to argue. She’d save that for when she received news from the school. If the news was positive.

They made their way back to a home that felt like a prison cell to Aria. She locked herself in her bedroom, the one place where she could find solace.  

But it was fraught with memories of her dad, and of herself, growing up. The old digital piano he’d taught her to play Crossroads Blues on, the posters of his only tour back in the day, the Classical recordings she hid behind her closet along with pictures of her former star crush, Lucas Watkins. On the wall were photos of the Miss. Educated concert she had attended with her friends and father as a chaperone. He had said there was no way he would let her see the most tenacious female rapper of all time without him.

Aria locked the door and threw herself on her bed. She hated fighting with her father, but what other choice did she have if he persisted in his unreasonableness and his deep-rooted prejudice against Classical music?

She turned restlessly in her bed and fought to erase their fight from her memory. The angry words she’d flung, the hurtful accusations she’d made. If only she could take them back. But weren’t some of them true? She loved her father and, most of the time, she didn’t mind helping him whenever he needed her. She did want him to stop drinking, but she understood he was haunted by ghosts she knew nothing of. 

But sometimes, yes, more times than she cared to admit, she wished she had a normal family.

Normal.

Aria pondered on the scope of the word. Perhaps it would mean having two parents? Aria buried her head in her pillow and shook it furiously. She didn’t mind not having two parents. She only wished that the one she had, hadn’t been irreversibly traumatized by That Woman. 

Her mother had been a Classical musician. Was that where her love for Classical music came from? She didn’t want to have a single thing in common with the woman who’d given birth to her.

If only she had That Woman’s name, she would give her a piece of her mind. She’d let her know in no plain words what a despicable mother she was, what an unfortunate, wretched . . . 

Aria fought to find other deprecatory adjectives to describe her mother but fell asleep from the effort.

Her dreams were populated with the school she longed to attend, a light pink, marble castle, its gardens, and its pure, crystalline lake. 

Aria’s buzzing phone awoke her. She rubbed her eyes and reached for it.

“It’s Aria,” she mumbled, then yawned and stretched her arms above her head.

“You’re in.”

It was Felipe’s voice on the other end. His words didn’t register instantly, but once they did, Aria sat up straight, her eyes widening in shock.

“Are you . . . what are you . . . are you sure?”

“I’ve just received a special delivery, a letter addressed to Aria Thompson saying she’s been accepted at the Academy. Now, unless I’ve got another student going by the same name, I’m guessing they mean you.”

“What about—”

“You got the scholarship.”

“What about Jen?”

“She didn’t get in. She’ll try again next year.”

“Oh no! I’m going to call—”

“It’s best you didn’t. The disappointment’s still raw. Give it time. Think of yourself for now.  You’re in.”

Aria leaned back against her pillow and smiled. Felipe’s voice brought her back to reality.

“You’ve got to leave in two weeks. You know what that means?”

Aria nodded, forgetting her teacher couldn’t see the movement.

“This is the start of a whole new life for you.”

Stammering an emotional goodbye, Aria hung up. She closed her eyes, and heaved a deep sigh of contentment.  

She was going to France. The people at the Academy weren’t excluding her from their world. They wanted her. It meant she had talent. She had potential. It meant her father was wrong.

She moaned as she thought of her fight with her father. She’d have to find a way to convince him to let her go to Versailles.

She just had to.

Nothing and no one would keep her from going to France.
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IT WAS COMMON KNOWLEDGE that the balance of the universe depended solely on the spotlessness of Aunt Mimi’s kitchen.

Going to bed with a clean counter was the cardinal rule she never strayed from for fear that if she did, the world’s tranquil course around the sun would come to a halt. 

If ever she were to die (although Mimi believed the occurrence of such an event to be highly debatable) no epitaph would ever read, ‘Aunt Mimi was messy.’ 

All considered Mimi as their aunt, even the elderly population who had lived on the block for much longer than she.

She was the aunt who gave spankings to her neighbors’ offspring and gave parents unwanted advice on rearing children, though she’d never raised any of her own. She would often repeat there was no need for her to participate in populating the earth, when folks were having children left and right with no time or means to care for them. 

She also hemmed prom dresses for free, knitted scarves in the winter for her neighbors and prevented not one, but two robberies in the neighborhood by the sheer power of an ordinary, lackluster broom.

Aunt Mimi was feared, avoided and loved equally. Each sentiment partook in reinforcing the aura she possessed, one much bigger than her large and widely admired bouncing bottom.

The one person who never asked for Mimi’s help, however, was the single person she desired to help over all.

Proud Aria sought aid from no one.  

She held strongly to that principle, until the day she received a phone call from her vocal coach announcing the biggest news of all. 

As Aria stood at the bottom of Mimi’s stoop, she surveyed her aunt’s neatly arranged pots of violet geraniums. She remembered how amused she’d been at seven when she’d smacked them in the dirt just to spite Aunt Mimi before making her race all around the block after her, past the homeless shelter, the deli and the laundromat. The fun had ended at that moment, in front of Nene’s Hair Braiding Salon, right when Aunt Mimi gave her the spanking of a lifetime. 

The valuable lesson Aria learned that day wasn’t to leave the crime scene right after the misdeed, though that knowledge might have saved her a considerable amount of pain. Her newfound wisdom consisted in assessing beforehand whether she could outrun her adversary before she brought on a challenge. 

She looked around at the children playing with their lopsided basketball net, teens gathered in the desolate youth center with the broken windows and nuns handing out food in front of the homeless shelter with a benevolent yet pinched smile.

Aria renewed her determination. She would never become a famous opera diva here. She had to leave.

Just as she was about to mount the stoop of humility, the front door burst open and a young, pale man in a dark suit and red J.M Weston shoes ran out of the house shuffling a stack of papers. His thin, blonde hair flapped over his forehead as he stumbled down the first stairs. Aunt Mimi appeared at the door, a broom in one hand, a brown, leather satchel in the other.

“I ain’t sellin’ my home to none of ya’ll money-grubbing developers! Don’t you ever show your ugly face on my doorstep again.”

“But-but madam, we’re offering three times its initial value!”

His voice shook and perhaps tears would have soon welled up in his copper-colored eyes had he not been in danger of receiving a violent mauling. Aunt Mimi needed only to raise her broom over her head for the young man to scramble down the stairs amid loud laughter coming from the homeless men and the neighbors. She acknowledged her own victory by throwing the developer’s satchel after him before slamming the door to her house shut. The bag landed at Aria’s feet.

The young man crawled to his bag, stuffed his papers in it, and hastily muttered, “None of these people get it. You can’t stop change.”

He got back on his feet, only to meet Aria’s cold eyes. She felt no pity for a man who displayed no dignity, prompting her to question if he had any to begin with.

She’d crossed paths with many like him the last couple of months and none had appeared as anything less than slime.

He caught the iciness of her glare and bent his head in shame. Looking to leave the block as quickly as possible, he scurried away and waited at the corner of Bedford Avenue and Pacific Street for a taxi. It wasn’t long before he received a farewell gift from one of the homeless men.

Splif!

A block of greasy mac and cheese landed hard on the representative’s neck. He yelped and waved his arms wide to hail the next taxi while the homeless men laughed a vengeful laugh. 

Before the taxi had fully come to a halt, the man swung the door open with force and jumped head-first in, closing the door just in time to escape another mac and cheese attack.

Aria laughed along with her neighbors, before remembering why she was in front of her aunt’s house.

She rushed up the stairs and entered without knocking. 

Creeping into the living room, she found Aunt Mimi sitting on her rigid armchair holding a chipped cup of chamomile tea. Her hand shook as she muttered about ‘home’, ‘theft’ and ‘gentrification.’ Mimi waited for her tea to cool down until only a faint wisp of smoke indicated the beverage was supposed to be a hot one. As she took her first sip from the cup decorated with the scenery of a country she’d never set foot in, she deliciously and unapologetically slurped. She habitually drank every sip like it was the last she’d ever have, although she knew this custom to aggravate anyone in the vicinity while she did so. Whoever needed a favor badly enough would  stay around, slurp or no slurp, without mentioning it.

Aria winced, but quickly softened her expression to appear unperturbed as she stepped into the room.

“We need to talk.”

Slurrp. 

Aria hated the slurp above all and she’d never missed an opportunity to tell her aunt in no uncertain terms. Presently, she bit her lower lip to hold back any impulse at straightforwardness. Concentrating on the wooden bookshelf behind her aunt’s back, she took comfort in the lovely collection of china dogs assembled there over the years. She began by telling her aunt that she needed her help regarding her father and his stubbornness.

Aunt Mimi’s interest in her niece’s tale led her to put aside her cup and lift her head to fully face her.

“Uhn-uhn, don’t expect me to condone your behavior. You know I don’t approve of fifteen-year-olds having secret boyfriends.”

“Secret boyfriends? Oh Auntie, why is it that when a girl gets in trouble it is automatically assumed that a boy is involved?” 

Aunt Mimi took a loud gulp from her cup and peered at her niece with curiosity. She took another sip, pensive and as irritating as a child blowing a straw in an empty paper cup.

“It ain’t about a boy then?”

“No, auntie. It is about love, passion to be more precise.”

To Mimi, this new clue in no way participated in alleviating the somber doubt regarding her niece’s wellbeing. In fact, she still hadn’t given up on the idea of a secret boyfriend. If passion was in question, a male was most certainly involved.

“I need you to convince Dad to let me go to France to study Classical music. I can’t get him to listen to me.”

“Classical music? France?” Her hand shook violently in surprise and brown liquid spilled onto her glass table. “Now look what you made me do!” She wiped the surface clean with a paper towel, just enough to make it seem brand new.

“I’ve been studying Classical music for the last four years,” Aria continued. She didn’t dare stop now that she’d begun.

“How? Why?”

“I met Felipe ...”

“So there is a man!”

“There is, but not the way you think,” Aria replied patiently. “I met him four years ago when he came to his granddaughter’s talent show. Remember when I sang I Need A Little Sugar in My Bowl?”

Aunt Mimi remembered the performance like it was yesterday. Eleven-year-old Aria, in a fuchsia dress with a pink sash, had given the best performance that evening. The last dress she’d worn before entering her tween, ‘dresses-are-for-dolls’ phase, much to Mimi’s chagrin. 

“He came to me at the end of the show and told me I had a singular voice and that he wanted to train me to become a Classical singer. I said no at first because Dad had always said that Classical music was boring, so I’d never listened to it really. I told him I couldn’t care less about Classical music and that my heart belonged to Blues and Blues alone.”

“Guess you changed your mind.”

“He made me listen to Marian Anderson. Her voice was amazing. Deep like mine except more mature and trained, and absolutely exquisite. He explained she was a contralto, just like me.”

“What’s that?” Aunt Mimi asked warily, as if calling a girl a ‘contralto’ was the new way boys were getting girls into their beds. 

“If you listen to a contralto voice, closing your eyes without knowing who is singing, you could think it’s a man but it isn’t. It’s a contralto.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“I told him I’d try a couple of lessons, but that Dad could never know.”

“Four years later you’re still lying to your Dad.”

“I wanted to tell him many, many times, but I just knew he wouldn’t understand. You’d think it was easier to lie, but believe me it wasn’t a piece of cake. I mean, Dad’s never been strict so he never controlled my whereabouts. That part wasn’t hard. It’s just ... there were times when I wished I had his input. He’d taught me everything I knew about singing before then. When I sang Ave Maria for the first time, after spending weeks and weeks on it, I ran back home to tell him, but, well, that day he’d had a bad day and, well, you know, he was in The Place.”

Aunt Mimi looked inside her cup so that her misting eyes were hidden from Aria.

“So you want me to convince your father to let you go to France?”

“I know you don’t approve of me keeping secrets and that you don’t want to condone ...”

“I’ll do it,” Aunt Mimi said curtly. 

Aria looked at her aunt and what she saw wasn’t anger, or argumentativeness, or defensiveness. Only genuine admiration. 

Aria was disconcerted for an instant, but she kept her eyes on her aunt. Mimi took her hand and squeezed it.

“I’ll speak to your father. First, I need a favor.”

“What is it?” Aria asked, stifling a sigh. She should have known receiving help from Aunt Mimi never came without a price.

“You gotta be straight with me.”

“I will.”

Aunt Mimi took a deep breath, put the empty cup down, and asked in a feeble voice quite uncharacteristic of her personality, “Does this skirt make my butt look fatter than usual?”

Aria gulped as her aunt stood and showed the full length of the jean skirt she’d bought during her first outing in a vintage shop. 

Not many clothes could make her aunt’s bottom look anything but voluminous. However, the blue jean skirt she showed Aria succeeded only in emphasizing, not reducing, the size of her posterior. 

If she told her the truth would she abandon her? She’d promised honesty and she wouldn’t disgrace herself by breaking her word, which is why Aria replied, “It makes your butt look twice its size.”

Aunt Mimi sat back down promptly.

“Good!” she exclaimed, with a satisfied smile. “Now, tell Aunt Mimi more about this school.”

***
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AUNT MIMI WAS USED to her brother’s silent anger. She’d call his mood sulkiness, but he was a grown man and Mimi preferred to attribute this dysfunctional behavior to children. 

It certainly resembled it, the most glaring feature of this conduct being an odd capacity to remain stonily silent for a number of days. 

When Aunt Mimi faced him in his living room, holding Aria’s registration form, she went straight to the point. He pretended not to see her and fine-tuned his guitar.

“Let her go,” she ordered with far more authority in her voice than Moses standing before Pharaoh. 

Miles’ look indicated little surprise in finding his sister meddling in his business. He hesitated between holding on to his long kept silence and incurring his sister’s sly remarks, or putting an end to his muteness and having a conversation he felt physically incapable of carrying on.

“This is me acting like a father,” he finally said.

“Just because you’re acting like a man, don’t mean you’re acting like a dad.”

“Acting like a man?”

“Being all stubborn and stupid.” 

Needless to say, Aunt Mimi held little regard for members of the opposite sex. The man she’d been happily married to for five years had neared perfection without quite reaching it, though many had petitioned for his sainthood for the mere fact he’d endured Mimi without complaint, before passing quietly away from stomach cancer.

“Did you ever stop to think I might be doing this to protect her?” Miles asked, interweaving his fingers together one by one. His intelligent brown eyes surveyed her with the resolution of a man convinced of the rectitude of his choice.

“So, it’s true, huh? Her mamma was from that fancy world?”

Miles looked away, unwilling to let his sister see the remains of the shame he’d buried years ago.

“Why couldn’t you fall in love with Mary Willis like I told you to?”

This brought laughter on Miles’ part. It was just like Mimi to imagine that love could be orchestrated solely by the intensity of her own inexplicable whims. 

“Mary Willis was as boring as a dishwasher.”

“She raised her kids, didn’t just drop them on their father’s doorstep like your woman did.”

It seemed like a reasonable enough standard considering how low her brother’s had been.

“It’s ridiculous to make Aria pay for the sins of her mother. If some fancy school in Versailles thinks your daughter has talent, why would you want to hold her back? Don’t you want her to get out there and see the world? You, of all people, should understand her. Our parents didn’t approve of your career choice either.”

“That is not the same.”

“Don’t you remember that ripped up old map you had in your room with those red pins for the countries you wanted to visit when you grew up. You visited most of them, didn’t you? Including France. Don’t you want Aria to see Paris? This girl has worked hard for four years, learning those songs, learning French—”

“Aria speaks French?” The crease on his forehead deepened and he laid down his guitar beside him on the sofa, like one tucks away a newborn.

“Her teacher taught her once he’d thought of enrolling Aria in that school,” Mimi stated nonchalantly.

“Is there anything else she’s been keeping from me? I swear this girl—”

“You’re lucky that’s all she’s been hiding. Really! Let her go to France! The French have always loved your music. That single of yours peaked over there. The French love all that bluesy angst. You wouldn’t have to sing happy Blues to be a hit over there.”

“I’m never going back to France. It’s full of people who think they’re better than everyone else.”

“Look around Miles. The world is full of people like that. It ain’t just France. I’ve always believed I was better than you. You don’t love Aria if you claim you’re doing this to protect her. What if she makes it over there? The life she could have! Way better than anything you might offer. Brooklyn is going to the dogs anyway with all them developers and upper-middle class coming to take what we’ve had for years. Just because you let her go, doesn’t mean she’ll forget you.”

She’d touched the core of the matter, the one Miles attempted to hide at all costs, even going so far as covering his weak spot with a show of anger.

“Fine!” he cried. “You know what? Give me these papers and call Aria in here.”

“Don’t be like that.”

“Do you want these papers signed or not?”

“Don’t do it in anger.”

Ignoring his sister, he grabbed the documents she’d laid on the coffee table and signed each page with a furious scrawl. He marched into the hall.

“Aria!” he barked. “Aria!”

Aria’s door swung open and she waited for the answer she was hoping for. 

“Here. I’ve signed the papers.”

Aria’s eyes widened and she ran across the hallway. 

“Oh, Dad, you won’t regret this, I swear—” 

“Know that if you go,” he interrupted, “I’ll never speak to you again. You can have that school if you want but you can’t have both. It’s me or them.”

“What do you mean? Dad, don’t—”

“You heard me. If you’re old enough to lie, to learn French, then you’re old enough to make your own decision.”

Miles pressed the papers forcefully on her stomach until Aria wrapped her fingers around them. 

“You expect me to say no, to say I won’t go.” She pushed his hand away from the document. “If you force me to choose, you won’t like my answer,” she hissed. Tears welled up in her eyes and she didn’t trust herself to say more. 

“You choose whatever you want.”

She brushed away the tears streaming down her cheeks and stared at her father, her eyes as dark as a black sand beach.

“I’m going.”

He gave her a look full of contempt, turned away, and left the apartment, slamming the door on his way out. Aria crumbled against the wall.

“Don’t you go changing your mind,” Mimi asserted.

Aria shook her head and folded the documents with one swift swipe.

“He hates me.”

“All these years, he’s never even managed to hate That Woman who broke his heart. Not for a second.”

Aria was dubious over this comment, as she knew little about the thin barrier between love and hate.

“He loves you. He’d hate himself in a couple of months if he made you pass over an opportunity such as this one. You go to Versailles.”

“I might as well add this to the heap of things I’m guilty of.”

“What are the great many sins you’re so guilty of?” Aunt Mimi asked mildly. “Not telling him of singing classes? Please. That’s nothing compared to the lies girls your age usually tell.”

“My mere existence is the cause of my guilt,” Aria whispered. “How do you think I feel, knowing that I’m the reason my father is miserable. If he’d never had me, he could have gotten over my mother without a daily reminder of their relationship. He could have met another woman. He wouldn’t have had to raise me on his own. That’s what I’m guilty of.”

Aunt Mimi’s eyes watered in spite of herself and she fought to stay collected. She touched her niece’s arm lightly.

“Listen to me, Aria. Nothing of what you’ve just said is true. Do you hear me? As for your father, you need to leave if that’s how you feel. It will do you the greatest good. Leaving him doesn’t mean you’re abandoning him.”

“That’s how he’ll see it. What if he goes to The Place and never comes back?”

“You’ve done your fair share. He is the parent, not you. You will go. I will watch over him, mind you, I’ve been doing that since long before you were born. Once you’re there, I’ll expect detailed accounts of all the different foods you’ll be tasting.”

Aria’s lips twisted into a faint smile. She lifted the registration form to her eyes and looked at where ambition led her. She recalled the lesson she’d learned years ago: to always assess an adversarial situation before bringing on a challenge. 

As she rose to her feet, she knew the stake to be higher than a spanking and an irritated bottom.

***
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“YOU’VE GOT TO WEAR different sorts of little hats. You know all those French girls do.”

Mimi and Aria were standing in Century 21 in Manhattan assessing the most important items missing from Aria’s wardrobe. 

“I’m all furnished in bérets!” She’d worn a black béret that day. Rain or shine, bérets were accessories she couldn’t say no to.

“A béret isn’t a hat.”

“Same difference. Come on. I just wanted to buy a new pair of jeans.”

“You’ve got to buy a dress or two.”

“I don’t look good in those.” 

Aria would never avow she loved dresses. But she’d decided at the start of her teen years that she couldn’t afford the truly beautiful ones. That would have to wait for when she’d have enough money to buy the dazzling dresses of her imagination. Until then, she preferred pants and the occasional skirt. Her tight black and white style had become a trend in her high school, but those who emulated her had no idea her minimalist style stemmed from a reduced budget.  

“You’re just like your father.”

“Does he dislike wearing dresses as well?” Aria asked with a playful smile. 

“Stubborn like him, I mean. Though I did like to dress him up in our mother’s clothes when he was a kid.”

Aria laughed.

“Isn’t my stubbornness a good thing? If I have to fend off rich, snobby French kids, shouldn’t I be ready.” Aria spoke in low tones. She didn’t want to offend the masses of French tourists cleaning out the store, exclaiming ecstatic ‘oh la las’ at the myriads of discounted brands.

“If you’re going to a new country, you’ll have to learn to be open-minded. French people are weird, but you can’t let them know that or they’ll dislike you.”

“You have French acquaintances?”

“I knew this French-Canadian girl once and she was just—”

“That’s not the same,” Aria said very seriously.

“They got French blood, don’t they? Then it’s the same.”

Aria doubted either nationality would agree but dropped the subject, preferring instead to put her foot down on buying a dress.

That was underestimating Aunt Mimi’s determination and she had rock solid arguments to back her up.

“Aren’t you gonna have formal affairs?”

“A couple, Auntie,” Aria admitted, looking away. “I’ll be fine, don’t waste your money on frilly dresses. Besides, you don’t want French boys getting any ideas now do you?” 

The truth was, Aria hated having to ask her aunt for help in purchasing the clothes she needed before her big trip. Inside of her, embarrassment fought with wounded pride, but only one certainty quietened this turmoil. She had to keep the little savings she had for when she’d actually be in France.

“Cause you think boys won’t notice you in those tight black pants you wear?” Aunt Mimi brushed off Aria’s last defense with ease. “Whether bare or covered in jeans, you besta keep your legs closed. For now, let’s just buy a couple of dresses.”

“Really, you’ve already done so much.” Aria hadn’t forgotten the only reason she was even going to France in the first place was thanks to her aunt’s intervention. 

Aunt Mimi stopped her search and turned to Aria.

“You listen to me, and I’ll say this only once. I know you hate asking for help and you’ve got this whole stubborn pride thing going for you. You’re independent; I get that. But there ain’t nothing wrong in asking for help from time to time.”

“Auntie, I—”

“Aria Thompson, you ain’t got no mother, your father’s sulking, and you ain’t got no money. I got some. And as you very well know, every Cinderella needs her fairy godmother.”

The thought of Mimi as a fairy godmother brought laughter on Aria’s part. If a fairy used her wand to give whippings instead of wishes, then Aunt Mimi represented the perfect godmother. 

“I never said I was the Good Fairy,” Aunt Mimi said with a twinkle in her eye that corroborated her words. “You just got yourself a Hood Fairy.”

***
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DURING ARIA’S LAST days in Brooklyn, Miles ignored his daughter, which tormented her far more than if he’d yelled.

Altogether, it was with relief that Aria arrived at JFK Airport the last Thursday of August. Aunt Mimi refused to accompany her inside.

“I’m too old for all this excitement. If you die in a plane crash, I don’t want my last memory of you to be weeping as you pass security.”

“I’m not going to crash ... I hope. You sure you don’t want to come with me?”

“Some people get queasy in hospitals, I hate airports.”

“So ... I guess this is goodbye. Will you come visit me in France?”

“You’ll have forgotten all about me in a couple of weeks.”

“I won’t.”

“I’ll work on your father, don’t worry.”

Aria nodded, a lump forming in her throat. Her eyes itched. All the memories of spankings and rebukes she’d received from her aunt were tinted with nostalgia as she hugged her one last time.

Mimi disliked sentimentality and pushed her niece away after what she thought was the appropriate duration of a hug.

“Be the best,” were Aunt Mimi’s farewell words, before she turned and took her seat in the taxi. 

When Aria arrived at the Air France counter for her check-in, she heaved her luggage onto the automatic mat. The lady behind the counter shook her head after having looked at the numbers on the electronic scale.

“Your bag is too heavy. You’re only allowed 50 pounds and you’re at 55.”

“I weighed the bag at home,” Aria protested. Sure, she’d weighed it on her aunt’s old scale, and the needle wasn’t exactly on the 0 to start with, but she’d taken that into account.

“You’re at 55, Miss.”

“Okay, okay. So 55, that’s not too far from 50.  Can’t you just overlook five little pounds?”

“No, I can’t. You’ve got to pay for excess.”

“How much is it?”

The employee showed her the quote and Aria nodded. 

“Okay, I’ll pay.” Ten dollars wasn’t too high a price to pay for her to keep all of her belongings when going to France.

“Here’s the slip. You go to that other counter over there and, after you pay, you’ll get your boarding pass. Don’t forget that. You can’t board unless you get that boarding pass.”

She pressed a button and the automatic mat took Aria’s luggage away.

She kept her cabin bag close to her and wheeled it to the counter the employee had indicated.

“Hello, I’m here to pay an excess baggage fee.”

She slid the slip of paper to the other side of the counter. The female employee printed the boarding pass and, before handing it to Aria, she said, “That’ll be 100 dollars.”

“What? Your colleague said it would be 10 dollars.”

“No way. She couldn’t have said that. Excess baggage ain’t cheap.”

“Fine, I’ll just take a few things out of my bag. I’m sure I can get to 50 pounds, no problem.”

Aria returned to the first counter where she’d checked in her luggage. A new employee was present and the former one was nowhere to be seen, but Aria formed a request to retrieve her bag.

“Sugar, your bag’s already gone.  By the time it comes back, your plane will be gone.”

“I can’t pay 100 dollars! Your colleague scribbled 10 dollars on her slip which is the only reason I agreed to pay for excess baggage in the first place.”

“There’s nothing I can do. Let me call my supervisor.”

Aria, in panic, clutched the counter and waited with an impatience equal to her fear. 

The supervisor arrived; a short, round woman with jet-black hair tied in a bun.

The employee explained the situation and the supervisor turned to Aria.

“You’ve got to pay or you’ll miss your flight.”

“My bank won’t allow the transaction.” She’d closed her account at Bank of America and her French debit card didn’t work in America. She’d only kept twenty dollars in her purse.

“Then you have to take out your luggage and you’ll miss your flight.”

Aria turned away from these strangers, who weren’t mean, but were just doing their job, and crushing her dreams in the process.

She’d taken from her savings for this flight but she’d never be able to purchase another ticket. She couldn’t miss the first day of school.

She searched the crowd and found an old man with a kind face.

“Mister, please, could you lend me 80 dollars? I’ll pay you back as soon as I arrive in Paris with interest if you ...”

Aria’s voice trailed off. The old man shook his head resolutely and walked away without bothering to speak to her. 

She tried again unsuccessfully until she was led to think that no one believed she’d pay back the sum, that human solidarity was a concept that had become extinct, and that she was extremely naïve to think it still existed. Had she possessed the sum, she’d have given it willingly to a kind girl like herself who would have asked with a look of despair like the one she possessed. 

How she detested asking for help!

A new idea hit her. She hated it, but it was the only way she’d get money fast.

She took out a piece of paper from her bag and wrote: “I need 80 dollars for cause of excess baggage. Please help.” 

She placed herself in the middle of the main hall. The first song that came to mind was Nobody Knows When You’re Down And Out by Bessie Smith. 

The song, about a millionaire who loses all his friends once he is struck by poverty, was appropriate to the situation she presently found herself in. Aria replayed the image of the old man’s face, full of mistrust as he shunned her. The memory was replaced by an agreeable picture of herself as a millionaire with bejeweled hands and a pompadour, the penitent old man crawling to beg for her forgiveness. Her scenario ended as she kicked him out of an orange mansion far above the property’s golden automatic gates. 

At the end of her song, a crowd clapped politely. She looked at the floor: a few dollar bills and a couple of quarters. Nothing resembling a hundred-dollar bill.

The supervisor approached her. She unbuttoned the vest of her navy-blue uniform.

“My grandmother used to sing me that song. You’ve done it justice.”

“Thank you,” Aria answered. She glanced at her dollar bills. “I still don’t have enough. Just take my luggage out. I can’t pay.”

“I’m going to make an exception. Just give me your cabin luggage and we’ll check it in as if it were your only baggage. I’m breaking all sorts of protocols here but, just this once, I’ll overlook them.”

Aria looked like she’d just been handed the moon. Her eyes brimmed over with relief as she grabbed the woman’s hand and clasped it in her own.

“Thank you so much!”

“You just watch out next time. Don’t have excess baggage that you can’t afford to pay.”

“I promise.”

“Now hurry, you’ve only got 10 minutes to get to that flight.”

It would have been most uncharitable of Aria to wish the supervisor had changed her mind from the start so that she may have gone to her plane at a leisurely pace.

She reached the security point, took off her shoes, and placed her handbag in a bin on the conveyor belt.

Instead of allowing her to pass security, the officer took out her bag and put it aside.

“Is something wrong?” Aria asked worried.

“Do you give me authorization to open this bag?”

“Yes, of course.”

He opened the bag and searched its contents.

“You have an unauthorized item in your bag.”

“I do? What is it?”

Had she placed a knife in by mistake?

He showed her the item.

“A bottle of water?” Aria asked incredulously.

“You’re not allowed to take this bottle. It’s over 100 ml.”

“I completely forgot I had that there. You can keep it.”

She put her shoes back on and ran all the way to the gate.

With great relief and without much breath left, Aria mounted the plane on the last Thursday of August and departed. Nothing bothered her during the flight. Not the bawling baby on her right, the long-legged man on her left who sprawled wide like he was alone on the plane, nor the dry chicken she ate, not even the faulty headphones with which she only heard a word out of two of the movie Sherlock Holmes. Nothing ruined the flight she’d fought so desperately to be on.

“Versailles, here I come,” Aria thought happily, while the infant hollered next to her.
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Chapter 5
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IT WOULD HAVE BEEN easy to take a taxi from the airport Roissy Charles de Gaulle. But there would be no fun, no charm whatsoever, in taking the easy route.

An indifferent and blasé taxi driver wouldn’t have known the same delight Aria experienced when she walked through Versailles for the first time. It was a Friday and the Place du Marché-Marketplace - not far from the train station - was bustling with cheese merchants.

Aria didn’t know there were so many different types of cheeses with funny names: Camembert, Roquefort, Reblochon, and so many people to buy each sort with eagerness. Fathers stopped their strollers and bought a kilo and mothers on kick scooters sped and swerved through the crowded square with their children running gingerly behind them.

She didn’t know which to choose from, small and round, or big and square, or white and creamy, or faded yellow or cinder black. They all had one thing in common: their strong smell. Aria wrinkled her nose, decided she’d save her first savor of French cheese for another time, and continued on her way to the Avenue de Saint-Cloud, from which she noticed the Palace of Versailles from afar. 

It was a wonder the street should have ‘Cloud’ in its name when it was most noticeable for the rows of tall, perennial poplars paving the way to the Palace. Why would a saint want to be called Cloud anyway? There never was such a misnamed avenue for, with the summer sun and the towering trees, it would have suited a bride walking to an eager groom on her wedding day. Which is why Aria decided it should have been named the Bride’s Poplar Path, instead of ugly Avenue de Saint-Cloud.

When she walked through the gates of the Palace, La Cour d’Honneur, Aria wished she could stop time, capture the moment and lock it in the Treasure Chest of Memories. She closed her eyes to remember the feeling and opened them again to gaze at the golden gates’ radiance under the beaming sun, the grand Palace, the little chapel beside it. Dizzy with happiness, she followed the path to the gardens and beheld the magic that surrounded her. This was to be her life from now on.

Oh, had her father come!

She ran down the stone steps and through the charming Water Walk, slowed by the Dragon Fountain.  Now, there wasn’t one thing she would change about these names. These names were from another world. An old world, but a charming one nevertheless.

Beyond the gardens and the pens encompassing woolly grazing sheep, alongside the peaceful Grand Canal shimmering under the sun, there was the school.

It was a large castle, made of the purest light pink marble. A long colonnade of ornamented pillars united the East and West Wings into one beautiful building. The castle created an atmosphere suitable for the education of ambitious students. All around it were impeccably kept gardens and groves, enclosing one hidden wonder after the other such as topiaries, shrubs all clipped into perfect geometrical shapes. 

The gardens were populated with statues of gods, goddesses and heroes from Greco-Roman mythology. Apollo, Neptune, Venus, and Diana protected the school and its surroundings. Students rowed canoes on the crystalline waters of the Grand Canal.

The entry to the Castle was allowed only to those bold enough to brave its threatening gilded-  green gates, those ready to sacrifice anything for their dreams. 

Aria was one of them, of that she was assured as she stepped under the colonnade and advanced to the West wing. 

Led inside the Castle by the school’s caretaker, she paid attention to her surroundings to remember the way to her room next time. West wing, after the rows of paintings representing the school’s stuffy Principals in ceremonial attire, up the white marble stairs with the golden bannister, left of the statue of the singing faun holding a flute.

Aria entered her room and was immediately assailed by a girl with flaming red hair and amber eyes. She pranced up to Aria and, smiling from ear to ear, showing a tiny gap between her two front teeth, which only added to her charm, she chattered, “You’re the American girl aren’t you? Oh, I’m so glad we’ll be sharing a room! What’s your name? Mine is Hortense. Like the flower. Which is a name I hate because people are always telling me ‘You don’t look like an Hortensia. You look like a Peony’, because of my red hair. As if I look like a Peony! If only my name were Rose instead of Hortense, nobody would pay attention to it. But it’s Hortense and will be until I die,” Hortense ended with a sigh full of exaggerated pathos.

Aria stopped Hortense while the latter took a deep breath. “I understood one word out of three and I’m quite sure it’s more due to your flow than to my lack of fluency in French.”

“So you do speak French!” Hortense beamed with pleasure. “That’s great because you must know us French are terrible at languages. In fact, our own language is difficult enough. Maxime’s parents are always saying our generation makes too many mistakes because of texting and online chatting where ‘bonjour’ becomes ‘bjr’ and ‘Désolée’ becomes ‘Dsl.’ They fear that if we don’t watch out, French will become a dead language like Latin.”

“I don’t know who this Maxime or his parents are, but I don’t think French will be a dead language any time soon.”

She thought of Felipe Benzoni, one of the rare Italians who could fluently speak five different languages, but often repeated with buoyant enthusiasm that not one compared with the musicality of the French language, not even his native tongue.

Aria completed her survey of the room while Hortense continued to say everything that crossed her mind. She knew no filter. She spoke freely and delighted upon meeting someone who spoke less than her.  

Aria responded to those who were good to her with equal magnanimity.

“... we’ve got one of the biggest rooms in the castle,” Hortense was saying. “I heard Marie-Capucine say decoration of the castle is too old-fashioned, that’s what I love here ...”

Aria listened to Hortense with a distant ear. She had no idea who Marie-Capucine was either, but there wasn’t one thing she’d personally change about the room. 

Sure, the flower themed wallpaper was a bit eighteenth century ‘Marie-Antoinette.’

In fact, the canopy beds with fine emerald green drapes, the parquet floors and the oak closet, everything in the room appeared to come from another century.

“... and if you’ve never been to France, there are sooo many things you must see in Paris and Versailles. Just because Paris is the capital doesn’t mean Versailles is any less good. We’re just thirty minutes away. Neighbors to some, rivals to others, I love both cities. We are a part of the same great Parisian region after all.”

“Before I visit Paris, I’ll need to find a job,” Aria cut in when Hortense stopped to catch her breath.

“A job?” Hortense asked, as if the concept was foreign to her vocabulary. “But nobody works in France at 15! Unless you belong to the working class! In the sixteenth century!”

Aria couldn’t help but laugh at her new friend’s bewildered expression.

“What does a teenager do when in need of pocket money?” Aria asked.

“There are three options: his parents give him money or the State gives his parents money for his upbringing and, if that’s not enough, well, there’s always stealing.”

“Hmm,” was all Aria found to say. 

In truth, she only half believed Hortense. There couldn’t be three options. None suited her. Her mother was nowhere to be found, her father refused to speak to her. She couldn’t count on her parents. As for the French state, they wouldn’t give her anything. Stealing had never been a habit of hers and she’d rather die than walk down that treacherous path. Surely the French recognized the utility of work even for a fifteen-year-old.

“I’ll have to ask my parents. My mom is well connected. In fact,” Hortense brightened up at the thought, “there just might be someone we know who would hire you. My mother’s always saying he never respects anything and that she’s always using her influence to get him out of mischief. Would you mind working in a book store?”

“Of course not! I even worked in a Barnes &Noble once,” Aria stated proudly.

“Huh?” 

“Never mind. I worked for this huge bookstore.” 

“You Americans! Everything has to be huge. In Paris we prefer little things. This man, Philippe, has a very small bookstore with ancient books.”

“What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” Aria suggested.

“Now? I want to know more about you first. And New York and the United States.”

“I’ll tell you everything you need to know on the way to Philippe’s book shop.”

It was crazy to think Aria would get to ‘tell everything’ on the way, what with the million questions buzzing in Hortense’s brain. There would be more time for questions than answers.

“OK, let’s go! I’d be honored to accompany you as you take your first steps in Paris.”
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THERE IS NEVER A MORE hospitable and welcoming Paris than in August when all the Parisians have deserted the city and migrated to sunnier destinations, taking their paid holidays and leaving the romantic ruins of the French capital entirely to the benevolent care of fervent and fascinated foreigners.

As Aria and Hortense walked along the Seine River, the city appeared falsely lethargic. Touristic bateaux-mouches sailed lazily, barely disturbing the peaceful course of the river’s dark waters. Smiling vendors sold ice cream and crêpes. Asian couples took lovely wedding pictures on the Pont des Arts Bridge and added their own personalized love lock to the overly crowded railing. The Eiffel Tower stood afar, grand and majestic, presiding over the City’s indolent summer haze. 

Aria would have gladly deserted her job search to go climb the Iron Lady, but she reasoned firmly with herself. 

She wouldn’t have any money to visit any of these famous sites if she didn’t find a job first.

“The city is so calm,” Aria whispered.

“Wait until September. It’s a ghost town in August, but it won’t be when school starts again.”

“Where is this book shop?”

“Wait until we cross the bridge.”

It was on the left bank side of the bridge that Philippe’s book shop was located. It wasn’t a shop at all by Aria’s definition, but a small, green stall with antiquarian books piled high in artistic disarray. Old-fashioned posters, yellowed covers of magazines, postcards and engravings were pinned to the stall’s frame. Next to it, sat a man with red shorts and a striped t-shirt smoking a brown pipe in the shape of a duck. His face was covered by a bucket hat and only his short salt and pepper beard could be seen.

“He seems to be asleep,” Aria said, as she peered closer at his funny-shaped pipe.

“He isn’t.” Hortense lifted Philippe’s hat and, sure enough, a pair of amused blue irises met Aria’s questioning gaze.

“Philippe, we need your help. I know you’ve been looking for someone to help you run your bookshop.”

“A shop implies walls and a door,” Aria declared. 

Philippe glared at her.

“I’m a bouquiniste, one of the oldest and noblest professions in this country,” he added with unconcealed pride. “Is that an American accent I detect?”

“Aria is American,” Hortense acknowledged. “She’s looking for a job. Just think how well she’ll be able to converse with your clients, who, let’s face it, are 99% tourists.”

Philippe squinted at Aria.

“How old are you?”

“Fifteen and eight months. Almost sixteen,” Aria answered resolutely.

Philippe let out a loud roar of laughter, his pipe hanging out the side of his mouth.

“Philippe, we need you.”

“Do you know how tough minor labor laws are in France? No way am I taking that risk. This isn’t America. You can’t work until you’re eighteen. If I hire you, I’ll have all sorts of fines. As if I don’t already have enough taxes to pay and social security contributions and—”

“Come on, Philippe,” Hortense interrupted impatiently. “My mom’s always telling me about the regulations you usually joyfully violate. Let’s start with your stall, for example ...”

“You think just because your mother is the Minister of Employment, you can blackmail me into hiring your friend?”

“Your mother is in the Government?” Aria asked incredulously.

“Yes, yes,” Hortense answered flippantly, before turning back to Philippe to plead on behalf of her new friend.

Aria wouldn’t have guessed just by looking at Hortense that she was the daughter of one of the most important persons in the country. 

She would soon learn, however, that it was a common thing in France for the most established families to look the most ordinary. Prominence walked hand in hand with discretion. Hortense assumed everyone knew who her mother was, and those who ignored this detail would know soon enough.

“Sorry kiddo, this is not going to work.”

Hortense was ready to pursue all sorts of entreaties, but Aria stopped her and they made their way slowly back toward the Academy.”

“Forget it. He’s made up his mind and I can’t force him to hire me. Where is a fake ID card when you need one?” Aria cried out in despair.

“In France they’re too hard to come by. I’m sorry,” Hortense said dolefully.

“Don’t be sad.” Aria nudged Hortense energetically. “I can’t be sad. I’m in Paris. I think I could break out into song on this very bridge.”
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A FEW DAYS LATER IN early September, Aria and Hortense prepared for the back-to-school ceremony. Aria had not yet managed to get the jet lag out of her system and waited eagerly for the castle to be filled with students.

The Ceremony was quite a formal affair. Aria had intended to wear her best jeans, but quickly changed her mind when she noticed her roommate retrieve an elegant, green dress from the oak closet.

Aria chose a black pencil skirt, heels and a white shirt. 

Simple, but classy.

Brushing her hair up in a bun, she wondered what her father would have said. Probably that she looked gorgeous, because it was his duty as her father to make her feel like she was the most marvelous person in the world. If only they hadn’t parted on angry terms. If only he could see her, how happy she was.

She gave herself a severe mental shake and concentrated on the task ahead.

The refectory was nothing if not grand. 

The decorated ceiling celebrated the arts through mirthful mythological scenes involving Muses, fauns, and dancing satyrs. Glass chandeliers hung from the painted ceiling, suspended over rows and rows of lively students, seated on red, damask-silk chairs, talking and joking.

Aria had entered the refectory a couple of times during the last few days, but it had always been empty. When she and Hortense entered it, Aria was awed at the number of students present in their best attire. They all knew each other. She, the intruding Fifth-Year, looked like the awkward First-Years in the front rows, too shy to even glance at one another.

The refectory was divided into four sections, one for each department, one for each art: the Music Department was represented by a lyre, the Theater Department by a mask, the Dance Department by a pink slipper and the Fine Arts’ emblem was a gold paintbrush. 

Hortense directed Aria to the music section right under the stucco relief ceiling representing the musical arts just as the Principal made her way to the central stage. She was a woman with graceful curves, smooth brown skin and an overall pleasant disposition.

Everybody arose at her entrance.

As Aria stood, she noticed a boy with glossy brown hair and dark eyes. He had a rather prominent nose, his ears stuck out a little and he had the softest hint of a smile, a smile that was directed at her if she wasn’t mistaken. The blood rushing to her cheeks indicated she wasn’t in the least mistaken and she found herself smiling back.  The exchange lasted only a couple of seconds, but both were surprised when they realized everyone else had sat back down. Aria fell clumsily back into her seat, as did he, before turning around once more and shrugging with a sigh of regret.

“Welcome to a new year at the National Academy of Arts. We are pleased to welcome the First-Years as well as the other new students joining us this year. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Caroline Robert. This is my second year as principal of the National Academy of Arts. I’ve taught Vocal Repertoire Class for ten years. I’m very proud to be your principal again this year and I know we’ll do great things together. I want to know each one of you individually and I hope you won’t hesitate to come see me if ever you have a problem.”

Madame Robert surveyed the audience with a kind smile, instantly appeasing the fidgeting First-Years. 

“We hope this year will be full of new and enriching experiences for all of you. No matter which year you’re in, we expect you to act as the professionals you will soon be. This year we will be going through some changes. Students will be allowed to go to Paris more freely. Of course, we expect you to work hard, but we also want you to discover the beauty of the world surrounding you. It is my opinion that this will help you become creative and imaginative artists.”

Hortense grinned at Aria. “That’s so cool. Before, we were never allowed to go to Paris and we could only do it in secret.”

“The Mel Bonis Music Room has been renovated and is accessible once more,” Madame Robert continued. “The Racine Theater Room, however, will be closed this year until further notice.”

“Also, a new rule will be enforced specifically for the Music Department,” Madame Robert frowned slightly, but went on decidedly. “It is of our understanding that more and more students have been listening to Pop music. This has been seen by some,” Madame Robert hesitated, before pursuing, “as a threat to the efficiency of our learning methods. Which is why Pop music, and anything related to it, will be banned from the school.”

The crowd of students broke into excited whispering. Aria turned to Hortense with a deep frown of dissatisfaction.

“How can they ban Pop music?”

“In this school, when you’re a Classical musician, you’re supposed to be dedicated to Classical music.” Hortense shook her head. “Maxime must be so pleased.”

Aria thought of her father, of all the music they’d played together. He would have hated this school. Her soul was crushed.

“Quiet, please!” Madame Robert called out.

The ceremony dragged on and finally it ended, but Aria heard little else than the ban that had been pronounced.

She lost Hortense on the way out and went to the bathroom. When she came out, the halls were empty. 

She needed to think. There was no way she was going to give up her father’s music and she should never have to.

She passed the Mel Bonis Music Room, but stopped when she heard voices.

“There’s a new American girl in Fifth-Year. Anyone seen her yet?” a female voice asked.

“Not another American,” a male voice whined. “Didn’t they have enough with that Maude Laurent chick?” (note: Maude Laurent is the main character of A French Girl in New York)

“She wasn’t American, she was French, Pierre-Henri.”

“Might as well have been for all the time she spent in the United States.”

“I heard the new girl’s name is Aria. What do you think, Maxime? I’m sure you’re boiling inside. We all know how much you despise Americans.”

“She won’t be here long,” another male voice said in a slow drawl. “Americans are terrible at Classical music and their overall education system is doomed. Aria, or whatever her name is, will never make it here and she’ll scurry back to the country she came from.”

Aria’s face flushed hotter than ever. She marched into the room and stopped short. 

The boy she’d seen from afar at the ceremony now lay in one of the room’s yellow-mustard sofas. His head was turned to the ceiling and he continued to speak without noticing her entrance. Opposite him, a boy with an expensive pink sweater and a girl in a pastel dress who played with his chestnut hair, stared at Aria, but remained silent, waiting for her to speak.

“Remember that American, Jude or Justin, or whatever his name was. He lasted a week in our school before giving up,” Maxime continued. “Cathy held out for a month.”

When he didn’t receive an energetic response from his friends, he followed their gaze.

He immediately grinned upon recognizing Aria and sat up straight.

But Aria was no longer smiling. She was too shocked to find her words. He was the one who’d said those awful things! He hated Americans! 

Aria steadied her breathing, erased any trace of pain in her eyes, and said in a calm but firm voice,

“Basically, you think all Americans are stupid and that I’m as dumb as they come.”

“You’re the American girl?” Maxime asked astonished. It was obvious from his expression he hadn’t expected the American girl to be her. His face changed from astonishment, to disappointment, and settled for disdain. Aria noticed these changes and her heart hardened in defense.

“My name isn’t ‘the American Girl.’ I’m Aria Thompson,” Aria said, her voice deeper than ever. “I dare you to repeat what you’ve just said to my face.” Aria rarely shouted. One of the advantages of having a uniquely deep yet female voice was that it couldn’t be ignored.

“You heard me loud and clear.” 

“You’re a coward,” Aria declared with a wry smile. “I’d rather be an American any day, no matter how lowly you and your friends think me to be, than a stuck-up, arrogant, self-absorbed French fool like you who probably can’t even tell the difference between an electric guitar and an electric bass.”

Maxime rose from his sofa and advanced in Aria’s direction, his arms folded across his chest.

“Popular music is banned. Good riddance. Just focus on catching up with the rest of us in class.”

“I’ll do more than that. 

“What? You think you can beat us all?” Maxime laughed a single laugh, but his eyes were dead serious. “That you can be number one?”

Despite everything going on in her household, despite the several jobs she’d juggled, despite it all, she had still managed to get nothing but straight A’s in school. She would abandon her number one spot for nothing and certainly not to a snide French boy, not after what he’d said about her people. Never had there been a more noble justification in entering a rivalry than that of defending not only her honor, but that of the educational system she’d just left.

“I don’t think I can be number one. I know so,” Aria replied. 

“Good luck with that,” the girl in the pastel dress broke in. “Maxime’s been top of his class since First Year, right Pierre-Henri?” she asked, turning to the boy in the pink sweater for confirmation.

“Marie-Capucine knows what she’s talking about.” Pierre-Henri agreed. “Maxime’s got absolute pitch.” Marie-Capucine tousled his chestnut hair and gave Aria a pitying look.

Absolute pitch. 

Aria’s confidence plummeted.  No wonder Maxime was an honor roll student. He had musical super hero powers. If he could recognize any musical note and reproduce it perfectly without reference, he’d prove a difficult opponent. 

Aria recalled her aunt’s flowers and the lifelong lesson she’d learnt from that episode: the necessity of assessing beforehand that she could outrun her adversary before she brought on a challenge. 

Once Maxime held out his hand, however, and his brown eyes reflected his assured victory, the memory of the flowers and their fate flitted into dust.

“I guess that’s going to have to change.” She took his hand and shook it, crushing his fingers to see if he’d wince.

“We’ll see about that,” was Maxime’s only answer. He retrieved his hand as if he’d slipped it in a jelly jar.

With that, Aria turned and left the Mel Bonis Music Room.

She soon burst into the room she shared with Hortense.

“I ran into Maxime,” she announced as she shut the door.

“Uh-oh.”

“You knew he hated Americans?”

“Everybody knows that about him,” Hortense replied. “His father is the Minister of Culture and his mother works there too. They promote French culture with a lot of zeal, as you can tell, and they see American culture as a threat: McDonalds, Starbucks­—”

“What do they have against Starbucks?”

“Every time a new American fast food restaurant sets up in France they lobby against it. They’re the reason there are only three Burger King restaurants in Paris to date and I heard about this Drinkin Doughnuts or something.”

“It’s Dunkin’ Doughnuts,” Aria laughed.

“Doesn’t exist in Paris because they said it would be the end of crêpes. They lobbied against Netflix, but lost that. They’re also great promoters of classical music. 

“Figures.”

“They consider popular music and everything about it indecent.”

“I understand now why they fought for this stupid ban,” Aria muttered angrily.

“His family is the school’s oldest and most important donator. Of course, they’re behind it. Just forget about him.”

“I can’t! He said I was stupid and that I would never make it here. He’s completely prejudiced and what’s more, he knows no shame.”

“Uh-hun, uh-hun. Don’t you think Maxime’s cute?” Hortense voiced the question she’d been dying to ask for a while. “Sure, his ears are a little large, but isn’t he just the cutest­—”

“He’s ugly,” Aria let out with spite, though she thought the opposite. “Like a troll and goblin all in one,” she added.

“I forget how newcomers see him. I’ve known him my whole life, so I’m used to his weird views, though I don’t agree with them. Not every French person is like him. Just like not every American looks like Bradley Cooper. Or Lucas Watkins. Unfortunately. Have you ever met him?” 

Hortense had already asked Aria if she’d met Will Smith, Brad Pitt and Justin Bieber and had difficulty understanding that just because Aria lived in New York didn’t mean she met celebrities every time she went grocery shopping. She wished she could meet Lucas Watkins. The dark-skinned heartthrob had thrown the music world into a frenzy since he’d announced that he refused to take his famous mother’s route and would be releasing a rock album.

“I haven’t met Lucas Watkins,” Aria sighed dreamily. “I saw his mother, Miss. Educated.”

“You did? What’s she like?”

“I don’t know her,” Aria laughed. “I went to her concert with my friends. She’s an amazing rapper. She had to be to fight for her spot in a male-dominated industry.” She frowned as her thoughts returned to Maxime. “She’d have found some crushing retorts against Maxime and his friends. I just said, ‘I’m going to steal your number one spot.’”

“Uhn-uhn,” Hortense shook her head. “He’s too smart and without making much of an effort either.”

“Are you saying that there is something I can’t do?”

“That’s French pessimism for you.”

“Where I come from, I’ve learned since the youngest age that there is not one thing I can’t do. Even become President of France if I want to.”

“You’d have to be French,” Hortense pointed out.

“Whatever. If I work hard, I’m sure I can beat him.”

“Today was just the First Day Ceremony. Tomorrow, school starts for real. We’ll see if French pessimism hasn’t drowned out your slightly overenthusiastic American Dream.”
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THE NIGHT BEFORE HER first day of school, Aria couldn’t find sleep, though she searched for the fleeting Grail in near desperation. Her mind raced in a number of directions and she fought to calm it down. Visions of success battled with fears of deception.

That she still suffered from jet lag remained part of the problem, but the anxiety and excitement caused by the simple idea of her first day in the school she’d wished to attend for so long were enough to keep her tossing around in bed. 

She would be too warm and would toss away her covers. Shivering, she’d tug them back up to her chin. 

Aria yanked apart the curtains of her canopy bed and glanced at Hortense’s side of the room. Her new friend slept soundly, on her back, one hand tucked under her head. The image of a peaceful slumber that not only eluded Aria, but nagged at her relentlessly. 

She never would have thought that she’d miss her rough mattress and Ikea bed. 

Hortense, at least, was accustomed to sleeping in a canopy bed. Aria likened the curtains of the bed to the bars of a cage from which she wished to break free. 

She suffocated and craved for aeration from her own buzzing mind. It could be so easy. 

She shook the idea away.

Sleep was the only remedy to her jet lag, taking a walk outside wouldn’t help.

She had to restore her strength to face Maxime and his posse the next day. 

Aria turned in her bed at the thought of Maxime. The nerve he’d had implying she was stupid!  For sure, she would never be a rocket scientist, but she possessed a mind bright enough to understand the complicated grammatical rules of his mother tongue. She’d like to hear him speak English! He probably couldn’t even recite the alphabet. To think she’d smiled at him in the refectory. He’d seemed nice enough before he’d learned she was American.  

Aria’s patience had reached its limits.

She slipped her feet into her bunny slippers and tiptoed out of the room. 

The dormitories of the West Wing were possessed by the strangest atmosphere in the dark of the night.

As she crossed the hallway where the former principals of her school frowned down at her from their rigid canvasses, she glared back at them in defiance, and was certain Monsieur De la Roche, with the luxurious curly, gray wig and the well-defined scowl, recoiled. She caressed the dancing faun with the flute, who appeared to nod his approval, and tiptoed down the marble staircase, though she was quite certain no one would hear the slightest sound coming from her furry slippers. 

Outside, a silent wind ruffled her curls as she sniffed the night air and inhaled the silken smell of crimson rosebays. 

Once the humans deserted the grounds and the sun king’s realm submitted to nocturnal shadows, the gardens belonged to the creatures of the dark. 

Three cats prowled by Aria, yellow eyes alight like fireflies. The night’s curtain of darkness dulled the Flora Fountain’s golden beauty, transforming the deity’s wreath of flowers into a heap of dry bronze leaves. A crow hopped in the black grass, its glossy feathers playing with a sleeping crescent moon’s solitary ray. 

Aria entered the grove, sat on the bench, closed her eyes and calmed her thoughts until only one question remained: could she still sing? She’d sung in situations direr than this one.

A couple years ago, her father had twenty dollars left on his checking account and he’d stayed holed up in his room dreaming about her mother. Aunt Mimi had been visiting a friend in Maryland. Aria had put on her prettiest apparel, a hideously faded green dress with printed flowers as big as carnivorous plants. The sleeves were tight around her bony shoulders and the skirt fell shorter than it had two years prior. After reaching for the pig bank on top of the drawer, she had smashed it to pieces until all its dimes and pennies rolled out. 

Five dollars worth of coins. 

She went to the nearest deli and bought the cheapest sweets on the shelf; cookies with pale dough, and dry chocolate chips as hard as pebbles. She bought two packs, a dollar each.  Walking away from the deli, she arrived on Washington Avenue, and climbed the stoop of a red-bricked house with a yawning cat on its windowsill.

Knock, knock. 

A woman with thinning white hair opened the door. Aria had planned it all. She glanced inside the woman’s home. 

From where she had stood, her head throbbed as she fought to ignore the tempting smells of a savory meal. Whiffs of cayenne pepper, lemon juice, shrimp, sausage and foamy white rice assaulted her, penetrated her nostrils and squished the insides of her stomach with oppressive hunger. The world spun around her, but she stood her ground. Could she carry out her plan? The words stuck in her throat.

She opened her mouth but out of it came no words of pleading, no begging. Instead she sang:

3 dollars, 3 dollars

for the best cookies in the world 

3 dollars, 3 dollars

here’s two, won’t you take a third!

She stopped singing and waited. The woman wore the strangest smiles. Pity, amusement, and another thing Aria understood only years later. Recollection. 

That day she made 30 dollars between the cookies she sold and the money she received from people uninterested in eating distasteful cookies, but willing to encourage young enterprise. 

She bought two slices and a cherry coke in a dingy pizza place, making sure vegetables were part of the ingredients. Two shriveled pieces of broccoli and mushroom were added after she insisted that she needed to grow up strong and tall like her Dad. She chose unnaturally bright, yellow pineapple as a topping for her father’s pizza to add some sunshine in his life. She kept five dollars for the next time she’d need to make a similar excursion, gave her father her earnings, and he bought groceries with the remaining twenty-two dollars.

Aria clutched the bench. She was back in Versailles. She shook away the memories and concentrated on the present. 

She took a deep breath and sang a random air inspired by the night in the gardens. Her voice came out pure and light and she smiled with satisfaction. She still had it.

She wouldn’t let anyone question her place at the Academy. 

Aria leaned her head against the bushes, as had done many kings and queens before her.  

To think they had walked these pavements, to think she had been given the chance to be surrounded by so much beauty.  

It was there, her slippers grazing pebbles, a tiny ladybug crawling into her mass of hair, that Aria found sleep. 

When she awoke the sun had begun its ascent, giving the sky its rosy morning flush tainted with streaks of blue bearing the good omen of a cloudless day as birds, joyfully agitated, sang melodies.

Aria wondered how long she had slept and how a stone bench had been deemed more comfortable than a canopy bed and silk duvet covers.

She checked her watch. Half past seven! Vocal Repertoire Class started in thirty minutes and she wasn’t in the least bit ready.

She jumped up from her bench and ran back to the castle. She’d strayed so far from her school yet it had seemed like only minutes at 2 am.

At the entrance of the castle, she slowed down and groaned. Maxime and his friends blocked the entrance. 

“Should we go to the movies this weekend?” Elodie was asking Agnes, a pretty girl with an oval face and high cheekbones. Agnes and Maxime were whispering, oblivious of Elodie, though she leaned in to make her presence remarkable, but failed to do so. Her round, freckled baby face flushed red when Agnes laughed out loud at something Maxime had said, while he smiled, content that what he’d said had elicited such a positive reaction.

“What’s so funny?” Elodie asked, and upon receiving only ostensible disdain, turned away and tried to start a conversation with Pierre-Henri and Marie-Capucine, whom she quickly realized weren’t bent on striking a conversation with her either, at least not when they were discussing the status of their cyclothymic relationship.  

Elodie was about to abandon her unfruitful attempts at attracting her friends’ attention when a new source of inspiration appeared in the form of a disheveled Aria in pajamas.

Aria raised her head and walked past them, determined on braving this embarrassing moment with grace. 

“You haven’t been here one week and you’re already sleeping outdoors, Aria,” Elodie taunted. She deliberately insisted on Aria’s name and was pleased to have finally caught Maxime’s attention. 

“Let me guess: you’re not used to our luxurious surroundings and feel at home among bugs and creepy crawlers. Typical?”

Elodie threw a sideward glance at Maxime, who smiled accordingly, but didn’t add a word. Elodie was satisfied.

Aria said nothing. She refused to stoop to her dim-witted classmate’s level, but she did so less out of pride than because she doubted her French was good enough to allow her to find a scathing retort. Instead, she glared, her eyes darker than ever, and squelched Elodie with that unique look. 

Once safely inside the school, Aria ran to her room and found a worried Hortense.

“Where were you? I looked all over the school for you?”

“I fell asleep in the gardens,” Aria explained, breathless and ashamed. She hurried to the bathroom to brush her teeth.

“The gardens? How could you fall asleep over there? Weren’t there bugs? And rocks? And no bed?”

“I’m completely jet-lagged and I couldn’t find sleep in here. Oh, I don’t have time to explain!”  She yanked the faucet’s handle. The water gushed out with force while she splashed it in her mouth and gargled until it ran down her chin.

“You’ve got to hurry,” Hortense insisted, as if Aria were unaware of the urgency of the situation and taking time to lounge under the sun. “Madame Nerval hates tardiness.”

“Go ahead. I don’t want you to be late because of me.”

Hortense, loyal to the core, shook her head with decision.

“No way. I’m waiting for you. Imagine if you get lost in the castle.”

“I won’t get lost,” Aria protested, though unsure of the truthfulness of her answer. 

“Stop protesting, just hurry.”

Aria saw it was no use to argue and had no time to press her friend into thinking of her own welfare instead of hers. She buttoned up her blouse and pulled up her skirt.

“Buttons,” Hortense pointed out.

Aria looked down. She’d missed a button.

She huffed and took off the buttons of her blouse one by one before refastening it carefully.

“Madame Nerval would kill you if you missed a button.”

Aria grabbed her bag and together they ran out of the room, across the white halls, all the way to the East Wing, up the stairs, past the marble amphorae, and burst into the Handel Room. 

The teacher stopped short. The students, behind their music sheet stands, eyed her as she entered, followed by Hortense. 

She shouldn’t have been surprised that the classroom was just as sumptuous as the rest of the castle. All around her classical paintings of orchestras and illustrious musicians covered the walls. Not one speck of dust lingered on the black grand piano reflecting the room’s beauty like a newly polished mirror. The music stands were hand-carved wooden pieces much unlike her former teacher’s flimsy plastic objects. 

She wasn’t in Felipe’s living room anymore.

“Nice way to start the school year,” Madame Nerval observed tersely.  

She was a woman with striking features, without makeup except the slightest hint of lip balm. She wanted nothing to distract from her mature beauty. She flipped her radiant white hair from her face to take a closer look at Aria.

Aria took her place behind a music stand between Hortense and a boy who grinned like he’d just played a successful joke on her. 

She ignored Maxime’s snicker, Elodie’s triumphant smile, and Agnes’ soft chuckle, as well as the general curiosity she seemed to inspire.

“Is this the kind of professional you wish to become?” Madame Nerval rebuked severely. “Being late just gives a new opportunity to someone who might not have been considered had you been on time.”

“I’m sorry,” Aria apologized. Hortense elbowed her roughly, but Aria continued. “I’m still jetlagged and ...”

Madame Nerval waved her hand to silence Aria.

“You seem to believe that you have a good excuse to be late to my class? There is none. I don’t care about your personal problems, nor those of your friends, family or the birds and bugs you fell asleep with in the gardens.”

Aria gulped and looked guiltily away. Her eyes fell on Elodie who gave her a false apologetic shrug of which Aria understood the full meaning. 

It was a declaration of war. 

“You’re the American girl, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

Madame Nerval settled for a look of annoyance. 

In her long career as a teacher, she’d learned not to expect much from her students. The talented ones, the least talented ones, all had one thing in common. They never remembered her, never thanked her harsh methods for making them what they became: professional artists. Madame Nerval didn’t aspire to be loved by her students and, she in return, held them with the lowest regard. 

Hortense had ruddy hair and that was sufficient to irritate her. Pierre-Henri had the most infuriating way of putting his hand to his heart when he sang a romantic piece as if attempting to woo his audience like he would a girl he met on the street. Elodie was too hypocritical to be genuine. And Maxime was gifted with absolute pitch. Madame Nerval had often wished to have that same rare talent of being able to recognize and reproduce any note without the need of a reference. 

“I want you to sing something from your repertoire,” Madame Nerval said.

Aria nodded and opened her mouth to begin singing Clytemnestra’s solo. Madame Nerval cut her off.

“It goes without saying, I want you to sing an aria from your repertoire after you’ve warmed up your voice.” Madame Nerval raised a wary eyebrow. “Class, prepare for warm-ups.” 

She went to her piano and sat on the stool, but her eyes never left Aria.

“Start with vocal yawns.”

The class made sounds like they were sighing. The exercises weren’t unknown to Aria and she felt relaxed. These were exercises she’d repeated a million times. 

“Ma ma miu miu miu miu miu,” she sang.

“Mademoiselle Thompson, your mouth is not forming a full circle,” she said curtly. “When you sing ‘Miou miou miou’ you have to fully pronounce the ou sound. It’s ‘miou’ not ‘miu.’ She demonstrated a perfectly formed mouth. “Do you think singing is only about making pretty sounds? What have they taught you in Texas?”

“I’m from Brooklyn.”

“You sing like a cow and what do you expect? Applause? You better follow your Vocal Technique Class diligently or you’ll never make it. Now, sing a song from your repertoire.”

Aria put her hand to her stomach, yawned in a breath, welcoming the air filling her lungs like a newborn welcomes his first breath. She sang, maintaining an erect position, enunciating each syllable until the sides of her mouth ached. 

Madame Nerval stopped her before the end.

“Class, I have an announcement to make.” She looked sharply at Aria. “We are in presence of the only contralto this school has had in thirty years.”

Students whispered and glanced at her with interest. The boy next to her turned to stare at her fully. Aria glanced at Maxime to see his reaction. Hands on his music stand, he leaned in to hear what his teacher had to say about contraltos like a general discovering his enemy has acquired a new destructive weapon.

Aria failed to hide the pride she felt.  She had always known her voice was of a unique timbre. Not only had Felipe told her numerous times, she believed it as an unshakable truth. She never cared to believe that her lack of humility on that question would ever harm her.  

“Agnes, give us your highest note,” Madame Nerval instructed.

Agnes straightened and gave a beautiful high do, her voice as lovely as that of a fairy laughing from a mountaintop.

Madame Nerval nodded and turned to Elodie.

“Elodie, sing your highest note.”

Elodie’s round face turned red at the chance of being singled out and gave her highest do, a lower one than her friend, but still high.

“Agnes, a soprano, and Elodie, a mezzo-soprano, will make brilliant divas. Aria, however, will probably never play a lead in her entire career.”

“What?” Aria retorted. 

Her teacher had always repeated her voice was special. 

“You have a man’s voice.”

“It’s not a man’s voice. You know that as well as I do. Many contraltos sing lead roles.”

“Not in this day and age. Haven’t you heard the saying? Contraltos play only bitches, witches and britches. Britches are male roles.”

“That is not true. Marian Anderson was a famous contralto and she wasn’t confined to britches.”

“Correct. But she was mostly a concert singer. She never performed in an opera in her life and that was at the beginning of the 20th century. Today, contraltos just aren’t as fashionable anymore. Sopranos, mezzo-sopranos, pretty feminine voices, are appreciated. Good luck with your career as a man.”

Dumbfounded, Aria glared at Madame Nerval’s back as she returned to her piano.

“Now we’ll see how you’ve profited from your summer to make something of yourselves. Starting with Hortense, who dared follow the American girl in the steps of tardiness.”

They’d had homework during the summer vacation? To think she’d complained about working for Jerry. She wished she’d had time to prepare more for her arrival in France. Had she been living on another planet all these years?

“I want you all to prepare a series of duets. Mademoiselle Thompson, I think I’ve got the perfect partner for you. Paul, you see, is a very specific type of countertenor. You sing like a man, he sings like a woman. Paul will prepare ‘Amenaide’, the female role, and you will be ‘Tancredi’, the male role.”  

The boy next to Aria gave her a comical salute. Maxime threw him a look of annoyance, but Paul either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Aria gave Paul a wan smile.

Madame Nerval gave each pairing its scores and dismissed the class with a wave of the hand. 

Aria walked to the piano and waited until all the students had filed out.

“I’d like to sing a female role.”

“Didn’t you hear me when I told you to get used to singing male roles.”

“There’s got to be another way. I want to become an opera diva. No female singer became famous by singing male roles.” 

“Becoming famous shouldn’t be your main motivation.”

“Isn’t it everyone else’s in this school?”

“They’re wrong.”

“I won’t be a man. I won’t be in the background.” Aria jabbed her forefinger at the piano’s exterior.  She bit her lip as she waited for her teacher to speak.

“There is one way.”

“Really?”

“The only contraltos who make it are those who choose to become mezzo-sopranos.”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you ever heard of Jeanne Gerville-Réache?”

“Not much.”

“She’s a famous French contralto, Mademoiselle Thompson. What have you been taught all this time?”

Apparently not that her voice was anything but special, Aria thought with a stab of frustration.

“Jeanne Gerville-Réache was a contralto, but managed to learn to sing like a mezzo-soprano. That’s how she was allowed to play leads and she became famous. Your only hope is learning to sing like a mezzo-soprano.”

“I’d have to give up my own voice?”

“Not entirely, but, with work, your voice can go higher. Not like Agnes’ obviously but like Elodie’s. You could have a very nice career.”

Abandoning her voice? It had defined her for so many years but she’d given up so much, she wouldn’t allow it to be all for nothing.

Aria didn’t know what to say and Madame Nerval didn’t give her the time to think over her proposal.

“I’ll listen carefully to your duet with Paul and decide from then on if you can become a mezzo-soprano.”

Aria thanked her teacher and walked out of the room with dejection. 

Paul and Hortense, who waited near the threshold, caught up with Aria and stopped her.
“Hey, I hope you didn’t take Madame Nerval’s general moodiness too personally. She’s never had a nice word for anyone,” Paul said.
“It’s just, I wasn’t ready to hear her say I had no future as a contralto.”

“Not as a lead, maybe, but as secondary roles,” Hortense pointed out.

“Secondary male roles. Unless I become a mezzo-soprano, of course. That’s what she said.”

“Who says playing male roles is boring?” Paul asked.

“They may not be,” Aria admitted, “but have you ever heard of a diva famous for her male roles?”

“I guess not, but you don’t have to think about that just yet. Where’s the fun in being a stuck-up diva?” Paul imitated his idea of a diva by lifting his collar and raising his nose in the air with a forced scowl. His imitation made the two girls giggle.

“Not all divas are stuck-up,” Hortense intervened. “We’ve often had Géraldine Toussot over for dinner and she’s a peach.”

“All I’m saying is to look at the bright side of things.” Paul wrapped his arm around Aria’s shoulders and added with an air of mischief, “You’ll be singing with me.”

“You’re right,” Aria conceded, amused. “We’ve got to ace that duet.”

“Just leave it to me. We’ll meet tomorrow at six in the Callas Music Room. Fine by you?”

Aria nodded. “I’ve got to hurry. I need to get to Paris for my piano class.”

“Pierre, my violin teacher, is a much cooler teacher than your piano teacher, Monsieur Du Pré. He allows us to call him by his first name.” Paul boasted.

“I envy you. I’m going to harp class. At least your piano lesson takes place in Paris. Good thing Du Pré is such a snob,” Hortense observed.

“What do you mean?”

“He refuses to ever come to Versailles. He’s one of those Parisians who think nothing outside Paris is worth seeing.”

“We have those in New York, too. The snobs from Manhattan who still don’t understand everything’s happening in Brooklyn,” Aria said.

She waved goodbye to Hortense and Paul.
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Chapter 9
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ARIA WALKED TO THE train station, grateful for the gorgeous end of summer afternoon.

She thought of Monsieur Du Pré’s refusal to come to Versailles and concluded he must be crazy.  

The train’s ceiling was filled with pictures of Versailles, of its palace and gardens.

She arrived thirty minutes later at Paris-Saint-Lazare. Looking around at the station, she knew she was supposed to find line 14. She bumped into a French military in green uniform. Smiling apologetically, all she received was a cold stare. 

She stopped the closest person running past her.

“Excuse me, Monsieur, where can I take­­­­­­—?”

“In a hurry. No time!” said the young man. He was gone before she had time to let out a frustrated “Merci.”

After several failed attempts at initiating contact with a Parisian, she neared a public piano set up inside the station near the staircase and the toilets.

She’d never before played an instrument in front of an audience but her father had taught her to improvise and Blues was what she needed.

She sat on the vacant stool and placed her hands on the piano. A fine Blues tune came to her mind, and she found the keys suiting her state of mind.

Having a crappy day

Can’t even find my way

No one’s got time

Asking’s a crime

Oh, I want to be heard

And I want to be seen

Really want to know

How to get to line 14

––––––––
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LONG, BONY FINGERS brushed her shoulder. She stopped playing and turned around.

“If you’re looking for line 14, I can help you,” a man with sunglasses said. He carried a long stick in one hand and a held a dog on a leash in the other.

“Thanks!”

She got up and together they walked to line 14.

“Aargh, never get lost in Paris. No one will ‘elp you,” he said in English. 

It was a curious case of the literal leading the figurative blind. For though the man could not see, he mastered the rules of the French subway far better than she did. He avoided the merchant stalls, the harried mother of three with a double stroller and a child in a baby carrier.  Swerving in time to avoid the skater boy with headphones, he brought Aria safely to line 14.

“Now, you take this line to Châtelet and don’t be scared when you get there. It’s a maze. But I’m sure you’ll be all right. You’re a tough one.”

Aria thanked him profusely and mounted on the train.

When she arrived at her teacher’s apartment, she rang the doorbell once. 

Monsieur Du Pré opened. He was a tall man, lean like a birch tree, brown-skinned with waves of curly hair and a cold demeanor. 

“You’re Mademoiselle Thompson? The new American girl? I usually give class to only one student at a time, but seeing as you signed up late, you were allotted a shared time slot.”

“Oh, that’s fine. I’m sure it’ll be a great experience anyway.”

“Glad you think so seeing as you won’t have a choice.”

He led her to his living room dominated by a concert piano and, next to it, Maxime was flipping through the pages of his score book.

“What are you doing here?” Aria asked, once she’d recovered from her initial shock.

“This was supposed to be my slot until you signed up for this school. Late, may I add.”

“There must be some sort of mistake, Monsieur Du Pré. Is there no way I can change time slots? You see, Maxime and I, we’re, sort of, completely dissimilar.”

“Aria is tone deaf and I have absolute pitch so I can’t possibly—”

“He’s a douche and I’m not so it would be great if you could—.”

“There is something neither of you seem to understand,” Monsieur Du Pré interrupted. “I don’t have time for this childish nonsense. Now get to the piano both of you or get out of my apartment.”

Aria and Maxime made a beeline for the piano. Both stopped in front of the stool.

“Ladies first,” Maxime said.

“I don’t need your pity. Sit down.”

“It’s called gallantry. French boys are raised that way. Of course, you wouldn’t understand.”

“I can take care of myself. I’m not stuck in the eighteenth century like you seem to be.”

Maxime wanted to answer, but was interrupted by an exasperated teacher.

“Mademoiselle Thompson, take a seat. I don’t want to hear a word from either of you or you’re both out. Versailles’ students are such divas!”

“I’ve only been here for a week so I’m not a Versailles’ student yet.”

“Americans are no better. Now take a seat. I’ve got to see what your level is. Play me something.”

“Anything?”

“Go ahead.”

Aria played a Blues piece. Once she stopped, she noticed Maxime had drifted to the window and wasn’t listening and her teacher was frowning.

“Who taught you to play?”

“My father. He’s a Blues singer.”

Maxime snorted, but Monsieur Du Pré intimated him to hush.

“Mademoiselle Thompson, you’ll have to learn that playing the piano isn’t just about making noise. It’s about technique. Did you play on a keyboard or a real piano?”

“I played on a keyboard.”

Maxime raised his eyes to the ceiling. 

She couldn’t explain in front of him that her father had been forced to sell the real piano when she was little and they couldn’t make ends meet.

“No one should learn to play on a keyboard. You’ve got the wrong hand position, your wrist is too high up, your fingers aren’t correctly curved. You will have to learn all over again. Forget everything you’ve been taught up to here.”

“You’re sure we should remain in the same class together?” Maxime asked. “We’re not on the same level.”

“I’ll catch up with you in no time.”

“Americans just want everything to go fast. We take our time to do things and we do them well.”

“Maxime’s right,” Monsieur Du Pré intervened. “However, Aria has something you will never have as a Classical musician.”

“What?”

“Groove.”

“What’s that?”

“Your asking proves you don’t have it,” Aria retorted.

“Maxime, have you worked during the summer?” Monsieur Du Pré asked while Maxime scowled.

“Of course I have. We haven’t all been idle.”

He took the seat at the stool and Aria rose with dignity. She went to the window and tried not to listen. He played Chopin with such grace she couldn’t help but glance at his fingers. They moved with the dexterity, precision and care of a needle worker sewing an haute couture gown.

To her it seemed perfect, but to Monsieur Du Pré it was far from it.

“You didn’t always breathe when you were supposed to. And apparently you still don’t know the piece by heart yet. What have you done all summer?”

Maxime didn’t answer, but looked at his score with murderous intent.

“I ...”

“No excuses, Monsieur Andrieux.”

Content to witness Maxime’s discomfiture, she leaned against the piano. Her satisfaction didn’t last long.

“Now, Monsieur Andrieux, I’d like you to give Mademoiselle Thompson her first lesson. Hand position and everything else I taught you on your first day here.”

Both Aria and Maxime protested, but they were once again silenced.

“He’s a bad teacher, I’m sure,” Aria argued.

“I don’t have the patience of a teacher, Monsieur Du Pré.”

“Because I’m a patient teacher?” Monsieur Du Pré scoffed.

“Somewhat,” Maxime murmured. Then louder, “Much more than I could ever be.”

“It’ll allow you to review your basics and you might learn a thing or two.”

Maxime left the stool and Aria sat in it instead.

“Fine. The piano. There are black keys and white keys.”

“I’m not blind,” Aria interjected. 

“I don’t know how much you know.”

“Monsieur Andrieux, only one person is allowed to be sarcastic in this room and it’s me,” 

Monsieur Du Pré interrupted.

“Fine, place your hand on the piano.”

Aria acted accordingly.

“You have to lower your wrist, like this.” His hand brushed her wrist softly, but she removed it swiftly.

“Just tell me what I need to do,” Aria said impatiently, scrubbing her wrist against her jeans.

“Erm, you have to lower your wrist,” Maxime explained stiffly.

Aria did so and, with Monsieur Du Pré’s occasional input, Maxime gave Aria her first lesson.

“Not bad for a first time, Monsieur Andrieux. You might want to think of a career in teaching if you don’t enter the Opéra National de Paris.”

“I’ll make it. I’m certain.”

Monsieur Du Pré gave him a smile full of knowledge and left it at that. 

Maxime recognized the meaning of the smile, as did Aria. 

Nobody knew for certain what their future was made of. They could fight all they wanted for the coveted spots at the end of the seventh year, but none of them knew who would get those slots. Aria was sure of one thing: she was far from being an actual contender. 

She’d need to wipe that smirk off Maxime’s face. She’d never let him beat her. 

She thought she could rely on her piano technique, on what her father had taught her. She’d have had a better shot at the Academy if her father hadn’t sold the piano because he’d wasted his salary on The Lost Dreams Bar’s acrid cocktails. 

As soon as the bitter thought crossed her mind, guilt ensued. 

Monsieur Du Pré resumed his work with Maxime and, at the end of the class, he said, “Apart from the work I’ve given you individually, I want the both of you to think of a four hands piece you two could play together.”

“Together?” Maxime repeated. “She’s not even close to my level of technique.”

Aria fumed though she unwillingly agreed.

“You’re so smart you still haven’t noticed arguing with our teacher will get us nowhere.”

Monsieur Du Pré showed them the door with enthusiasm.

Aria and Maxime took their things and marched out. Before Maxime had a chance to speak, she hurried away. 

Despite taking different routes back to the Saint-Lazare station, they still managed to end up in the same wagon. Aria didn’t cast a single look at him and neither did he.

Upon returning to the school, she walked through the gardens and sat down on a bench before meeting Hortense for lunch in the refectory.

The refectory tables were covered with expensive silverware and plates. 

Hortense sat at a table and Aria followed.

Disturbed by the silverware, she hesitated before choosing one of the forks and diving into her Boeuf bourguignon.

“How was piano class?”

“I’m sharing my time slot with Maxime Andrieux and my piano technique is nonexistent.”

“He’s an amazing musician, you’ll learn a lot from him.”

“He plays well enough.”

Eager to change the subject, Aria sought to find out more about Hortense, but she spoke first.

“Are you homesick yet?”

“I’m okay,” was all Aria answered. She didn’t want to admit she checked her phone several times a day to see if her father had called.

“I was so terribly homesick when I first arrived at 11. I called my family every day for a week and would stay on the phone for hours. My parents were patient.” Hortense laughed at the recollection. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through. Moving to an entirely new continent. Speaking a new language. Don’t you miss home?”

“I’ve always known there was a price to pay but I guess it’s a bit higher than I thought it would be. At the same time, I’ve been given this amazing opportunity. I don’t want to waste it. Do you know where I can find a piano to practice on?”

“You can go in the Mel Bonis room.”

“Right,” Aria remembered seeing a piano where Maxime was seated when she’d first met him with his friends.

“You don’t want to practice during lunchtime do you?”

“I’ve got to. I have everything to learn.”

“And you’ve got that ridiculous bet going on.”

“I do, but I also want to succeed for myself.”

“May I sit with you girls?” 

Aria looked up from her plate to find a tall girl with short, brown hair framing a long face and a nicely cut fringe falling just above her eyes. She had a graceful posture and Aria might have assumed she was in the Dance Department had she not seen her in Madame Nerval’s class that same morning.

Hortense frowned, but Aria grinned and offered her a seat.

“I’m Margot. You’re Aria the American girl?”

“I’d rather go by Aria.”

“So relieved you invited me to eat at your table. I’d otherwise be eating alone and I hate that.” She scrunched up her nose prettily and beamed at Aria.

“Gee Margot,” Hortense said, as her frown deepened, “isn’t Gregoire tailing you? I thought you two always ate together?”

Margot rolled her eyes and leaned in to Aria. “My boyfriend and I are completely infatuated with each other. Hortense doesn’t understand what it’s like to be in love, but she will one day.”

“I wouldn’t abandon my friends because of some loser,” Hortense muttered only loud enough for Aria to hear.

“I’m sure you had tons of boyfriends in the States,” Margot stated. “Girls in American TV series are always caught up in love triangles and squares or whatever. Those expressive eyes of yours and that beauty mark; I’m sure you drove them wild.”

“I went on a few dates,” Aria admitted. “Nothing serious though. And I don’t think I drove anyone into depths of delirium.” 

“I heard Paul say you were by far one of the prettiest girls of our class. Voilà,” Margot stated taking a bite from her Boeuf bourguignon.

“I guess I can’t find the slightest fault with Paul now, can I?” 

“That would be hard considering he’s one of the funniest guys in our class and the kindest,” Margot declared.

“I’m going to get some cheese. Do you want me to bring you something, Aria?” Hortense asked.

“I know absolutely nothing about cheese.”

“Of course you don’t. You’re the American girl,” Margot said. “Come on, Hortense. Let’s go make her a selection of the best French cheeses.”

A couple of minutes later, the girls came back with an entire tray filled with cheeses and pieces of baguette.

“You’ve got to start with this one: Le Bleu.”

Aria sniffed the big, white cheese with dark blue dots. It smelled funny, but then which French cheese didn’t?

“All right, here it goes.”

She took a bite and immediately her smile vanished, and her face scrunched up in disgust. She took a napkin and spat the piece of cheese out.

“Ew, ew, ew!” she cried out. She wiped the corners of her mouth and threw her napkin down while the girls laughed.

“Okay, that was mean,” Margot conceded. Everybody knows no American can stand Le Bleu at their first try.”

“What are those blue dots anyway?”

“Mold,” Margot and Hortense said in unison.

“You made me eat mold? Ew!”

“It’s delicious!” Hortense exclaimed. 

“You people are crazy.”

“Here, try this one,” Margot offered. “I promise your American palate won’t freak out. It’s chèvre.”

It was, as promised, softer than the Bleu.

“Okay, now try ... oh, wait. Girls, gotta go.” Margot got up and grabbed her bag.

“What?” Aria dropped her piece of bread, surprised by Margot’s abruptness.

“See you later, Aria. Ciao, Hortense.”

Margot hurried away to a boy standing at the entrance.

“What just happened?”

“That’s Margot for you.” Hortense stuck her knife into the center of a round piece of chèvre with dejection.

“What do you mean?”

“She drops everything and everyone for her boyfriend, Gregoire. She complains she doesn’t have any girlfriends, but that’s because this is what happens once you get close to her. We used to be friends until she started going out with him in fourth year.”

“She seems really nice though.”

“When she’s around.”

“You’re the only one left so you’ll have to pay for making me taste that blue, moldy cheese.”

“To be fair, you might have liked it straight away.”

“I don’t think I could ever like it.”

It was a wonder that the French could even enjoy this. The blue cheese looked disgusting and tasted just about the same as the way it looked. She still had a long way to go before she became an authentic French girl. Not that she wished to become one. The French were too weird. She loved being American.

“So, what should I know about our next teacher, Monsieur Leroy? Musical History Class?”

“He’s a bit peculiar, but you’ll get used to him. He’s not mean, but, well, he dresses as if he lived in the 16th century. That’s his default dress. If he’s reenacting someone’s life from another century, he’ll be dressed accordingly.”

“Haven’t you studied 21st century Classical music yet?”

“Nope, and I don’t think he’s too eager to wear jeans.”

“Does he wear wigs? Weird pants and everything?”

“You’ll get used to him, and there’s another thing you should know about him. He detests Molière and is crazy about Lully. Whatever you do, don’t mention Molière.”

“Got it. My teacher made us study Molière in class. I thought I’d at least be able to shine by showing I know the French Shakespeare.”

“Molière is no Shakespeare if you ask me, but I shouldn’t say that too loud. Might seem unpatriotic, you know, siding with the enemy.”

“Right, the French versus the British. Who do the French like, or not have a feud with?”

“Not many people. We generally can’t stand ourselves either.”

“Should we go? I kind of want to practice before going to Musical History Class.”

Hortense checked her watch.

“No time. We’d better start heading to class now.”

Entering the classroom was like walking in a museum. There was an ancient piano, 16th century Italian globe, harpsichord, and capes of varied colors hung from the coat hanger at the far end of the room. 

The students sat on wooden benches and desks ready to follow their history lesson in an environment filled with relics of the school’s glorious past.

Monsieur Leroy’s class was a general favorite. Once he entered the room, the class stopped talking, sat straighter, or leaned in with their head in their palms ready to listen to one of their teacher’s captivating stories. Each student had an ink well, a quill and parchment paper.

The teacher walked in with a black top hat and a 19th century morning coat.

“I’m a Polish pianist from the 19th century and am much in love with a certain female French writer who loved dating musicians. Who am I?”

Several hands shot up and he chose Elodie.

“Frédéric Chopin.”

“Perfect, but easy.”

Aria squirmed uncomfortably. She didn’t think it was easy. Who was the female French author he was talking about?

Monsieur Leroy continued his course by going to the piano and recounting how Chopin created his music.

“My music needs to be more on the side of improvisation, which is why I invented the what?”

Several hands were raised before he’d finished asking his question.

“Someone new perhaps. You. The person without the inkwell, quill, or parchment. You’ll be needing those for next class.”

He pointed to Aria and she recoiled. She knew her answer to be incorrect, but she couldn’t just say nothing.

“Nocturne.”

“Wrong answer.”

Several students laughed, among which was Maxime, on whom Monsieur Leroy called upon next.

“The impromptu,” he said, as if it were the easiest answer in the world. And to him, it was.

Aria turned away from him and scribbled furiously on her paper with her chewed up Bic pen. 

Her friend had an actual quill and expensive paper. And everything anyone else had in this class, just because her teacher thought inkwells fancy. How would she ever catch up? 

They were years ahead of her, not only because they’d been in this institution four years longer than she had, but because they’d been perfectly groomed. Their parents listened to Classical music while hers never had. Oh, why hadn’t her father loved Classical music? Why hadn’t her mother stayed and taught her?

Aria shook these thoughts away vigorously and preferred to concentrate on the lesson. 

Monsieur Leroy’s passion was catching. Soon, she pictured herself in 19th century France reliving Chopin’s glory days, his torrid love affair with George Sand, and the birth of his incredible music.
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ARIA WAITED IN THE Callas Music Room for Paul to arrive and, as she waited, she practiced her scales on the old wooden piano.

“Practicing your piano? I’m guessing your first lesson with Du Pré didn’t end with him calling you the ‘Chopin of our Century’.” Paul relaxed into the nearest seat, sliding a heavy piece of luggage closer to him.

“He hasn’t ... yet,” she added mischievously. 

“I forgot I was speaking to the girl who challenged Maxime.”

At the sound of Maxime’s name, her hand stiffened over the piano. She swiped off the dust on the piano’s frame and turned to Paul.

“Let’s work on our duet.” 

“We’re supposed to be madly in love with each other. I’m supposed to be a woman.”

“And I a man, eugh.”

“No need to sound disgusted.”

“You boys may think your situation enviable, but we girls know better.”

“What are the many advantages to being a girl?”

“Where should I start? Smarter, stronger, kinder. Diversity of outfits.”

“Pff.”

“Though I rarely wear dresses, us girls can wear whatever a boy wears while the contrary is next to impossible unless a boy is cross-dressing. But that’s another subject in itself. We have a choice. I mean, maybe we’ve had a hard time for centuries, but things are changing, and now boys wish they were us.” 

“Do we?”

“Before you know it, there will be nothing but female politicians in the entire world.”

“I can wear a dress if I want. Because as a boy there isn’t one thing I’m not allowed to do.”

“You’d never wear a real girly dress.”

“It’s a good thing I brought this.” He tapped his bag roughly.

Aria unzipped the bag, threw it open and giggled once she recognized its content.

“You’re going to wear that?” She took out a summer dress, a blonde wig and a shiny pair of platform shoes.

“I will, and you will wear this.” He took out a tuxedo, a fake mustache and a ballpoint hat.

“I don’t mind.”

“Don’t get carried away. That’s not all. We’re going to go out. The first one whose real sex is discovered loses.”

“No fair. This tux is at least two sizes too big.”

“And you honestly think I can fill in these?” He pointed to the dress’ huge sown-in bra cups.

“Trust me, not many girls could naturally fill those up. I’m going to the ladies’ room. Meet me at the school’s entrance in twenty minutes. It should give you enough time to, you know, get all made up. Don’t forget to hide your mustache. Oh,” she paused and neared his face, squinting, “it seems that lonely hair you got there won’t be much of a problem, Paulina.”

“Ouch,” was Paul’s only response. 

The two met again forty-five minutes later, a lapse of time in which Paul had put to good use, recruiting Hortense for help. She achieved quite a feat in the time she’d had, and when Paul met Aria at the school’s entrance, he appeared as a tolerable, though awkward, young woman. He fought to maintain balance in his platform shoes, and pursed his blood red lips in a tentative manner as he imagined most girls did. His upper lip was completely devoid of its previously sparse but nevertheless present mustache and his wig was covered by a large hat that drooped over his bushy eyebrows.  Opaque panty hose covered his hairy legs, despite the end of summer heat.

Aria’s transformation was far less dramatic and she was rolling up the hem of her pants when Paul walked up to her.

“You look lovely, darling,” Aria commented between laughs. 

“I can’t say you put a lot of thought into your costume.”

“I’ll still win. I’ve got a deep voice remember. My hat is perfectly placed and I intend to be as rude and obnoxious as any French boy. So, where are we going?”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Aria’s mind went blank. She pushed her hat firmly over her head, tucked every curl, straightened her vest and flattened her chest as much as she could.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re supposed to take my arm if we’re to look like a couple.”

Aria sighed.

“First of all, who said we were a couple? Secondly, who does that anymore?”

“French couples do it all the time. It’s called gallantry.”

“I’m sick of that word.”

“Appearing as a couple will benefit the both of us in this little masquerade. Unless you want to lose of course?”

“Fine,” Aria gave in and held out her arm. Paul instantly tucked his arm under hers.

“Where are we going?” Aria asked again, thinking all the while that Paul had forced his arm under hers just so that she would help him maintain his fragile equilibrium.

“You’re not a student at the Academy unless you’ve eaten your first crêpe in our favorite after- school hangout.”

La Bavarde was a lively café not far from the school, but it was with excruciating pain that Paul clobbered through the avenue. He repeated, between winces and heavy sighs, that Aria was lucky to have such a lovely and distinguished model at his arm, comparing her to one of France’s former Presidents.

When they entered the premises, Aria recognized several people from her class with other students she guessed must be from her school. 

La Bavarde was the official school hangout in which students enjoyed diabolos; fruit syrup mixed with sparkling water, apple cider and the best crêpes in the vicinity. She heaved a sigh of relief that none of the people she knew were there and couldn’t be gladder to notice the absence of Maxime. She thought him seeing her in one humiliating attire was more than enough, though she would have died rather than admit that she desired nothing less than to appear invincible in front of the person she considered to be her deadliest foe.

Aria slid into one of the chairs and Paul took the seat opposite hers.

“Let the games begin,” he declared. “Loser pays the bill.”

Aria hesitated. She didn’t have that much money and she had none to waste on silly bets. She had twenty euros left in her purse and she’d planned on spending the entire sum on a total of two weeks, not two hours. But when she noticed Paul’s playful gleam and his certainty of winning, she couldn’t help herself. Money or no money, she wouldn’t back down especially not in front of a French boy. It was a question of honor. 

“Fine, Paulina,” she said in an especially grave tone, wanting to underline the fact that she held one undeniable advantage: her voice.

The waitress arrived with a notepad and, turning to Paul first, she asked,

“Hello, what will you be having, Miss, um, Miss? Um?” She hesitated on prolonging her ‘Miss’ into a ‘Mister’.  Paul, sensing hesitation and not wanting to lose a bet he’d just made, answered in a very smooth voice,

“I’m Paulina, and you?”

“Geraldine, Miss,” the waitress answered, relieved to have guessed right.

“Cheater,” Aria mumbled playfully while Paul flashed her a sheepish smile.

“I’ll have la Crêpe Sarrazin number two.”

“And you, Mister,” the waitress said, without hesitation.

Aria, triumphant, grinned in Paul’s direction but quickly sobered up. She would never pass as a French man if she displayed amiability.

“What would you recommend, Miss. I’d like something strong and very, um, you know, French,” she finished.

“You’re American! I love Americans; they’re so nice. Unlike French boys.”

Aria nodded, hiding behind the menu, trying to get her head back in the game.

“Girl, I know what you mean.” Paul tapped the waitress’ arm playfully.

Puzzled, she turned back to Aria. She still wasn’t certain of Paul’s sex, but felt sure they didn’t have the same problem with boys.

“I mean, I’ve had it with French boys.” Paul closed his menu, ready to give it his all. “They’re too nice and, you know, they’re just so perfect. I knew this Paul guy, he was gallant and a real gentleman.” 

Paul might have changed his tune had he known the quickest path to female bonding was in the mutual commiseration of male flaws, not in the lament of their supposed perfect nature.

Paul was losing grip and his pitch went up and down like a yoyo.

The waitress turned away from Paul and focused her entire attention on Aria.

“I’ll give you some advice. Take the number three. It’s delicious. There are Parisian mushrooms and cheese and ham. You’ll love it!”

Aria agreed and after Paul had added a pitcher of apple cider to their order, the waitress left.

“What?” he asked, while Aria frowned at this new cost. “You can’t have crêpes without cider. It would be criminal.”

“Fine, but you should just hand me your money now. There’s no way that waitress believed you were a girl.”

“I haven’t surrendered yet. Just wait until she comes back with our crêpes. I’ll completely seduce her with my feminine wiles.”

“Seducing her won’t help you. It’s pretty clear she’s into boys.”

“Or into you. Shouldn’t you be wondering why you’re so convincing as a young man?” Paul asked slyly.

“It’s just not that hard. All I have to do is play dumb and voilà. Being a girl demands much more intelligence, nuance and finesse, a certain je ne sais quoi that you obviously do not possess. If I were you, I’d quit now.”

Paul rose.

“I’m not giving up, but I really need to pee. So excuse me while I go to the men’s, I mean the ladies’ room.”

Paul had not been gone for five minutes before doors were slammed, shrieking occurred, and Paul was thrust forward by a tiny woman with a mean scowl.

“But I’m a real girl,” Paul protested. The big grin on his face said otherwise.

“Does this look like a girl to you?” the woman asked the waitress.

“I’m honestly not sure.”

Aria observed the scene from her table and chuckled. 

“There’s only one way to find out.” The woman raised her knee ready as ever to hit Paul under the belt. King Solomon himself could not have thought of a more efficient method to uncover the truth.

Paul immediately shut his legs tight and covered his parts with his hands.

“No way! Don’t hurt my jewels.”

“Jewels, huh.”

“Female jewels?” Paul offered with a sheepish grin.

“I should hit you just for being stupid.”

Aria decided it was time to intervene.

“Excuse him, Madame. We were just trying an experiment. A day in a woman’s life.”

“And who are you, sir?”

Aria stifled a giggle while Paul’s groan was a complete avowal of his defeat.

“I’m actually not a sir.” She took off her hat to the waitress’ dismay, who exclaimed, “You could’ve fooled me!” And then with a wink, added, “It’s okay, I like girls, too. Real ones,” she finished with a frown in Paul’s direction. 

She brought their food while Paul and Aria returned to their seats.

“I can now wholeheartedly enjoy my dinner.”

And she did, for when she tasted her crêpe Sarrazin she thought the sky had opened before her and that she could hear angels singing. 

“This is so good: the melting cheese, the softness of the crêpe, the ham. Oh my God!”

Paul laughed. Defeat didn’t hinder his appetite at all, only multiplied it, and his frame, though on the frail side, could ingurgitate quantities of food.

“I hope you now know better than to underestimate me.”

“I never underestimated you. I just wanted to have fun. I’ll let my cousin know though, because he probably does.”

“Why would your cousin care?”

“Didn’t you just enter a modern-day duel with him? Have you not sworn to steal his number one spot?”

“Maxime Andrieux is your cousin?’ Aria, astonished, attempted to find a resemblance, but found none. Paul’s hair was light and contrasted with Maxime’s dark hair, he was taller and leaner and also wore, if not a kinder expression, one full of playful mischief. It wasn’t that he laughed at everyone with mean spirit, it was that his natural disposition leaned toward happiness instead of seriousness and that his glass, regardless of whether half full or half empty, always contained a strong dose of amusement.

“You look nothing alike.”

“We’re cousins, not brothers.”

“I know that. You just have an easiness about you that makes it seem like you’re from another family. Perhaps your parents are cooler,” Aria suggested. “The difference must come from the fact you don’t have a minister for a father.”

“My parents are more or less like his. Only difference is I don’t really care for their views. My main aim in life is to amuse myself and there is little to no fun in hating a country because they gave birth to Madonna instead of Mozart.”

“Maybe your whole family isn’t all bad.”

“Maxime isn’t bad. He’s misguided.”

“Which is just another word to say he is a ...” Aria stopped when confronted with Paul’s frown. It was clear to her, whatever their different personalities, Maxime and Paul shared a strong sense of family loyalty.

“Let’s just say he has his faults. Once you get to know him he’s a very kind person.”

Aria said nothing, only raised a single eyebrow and dug into her food. For a while neither spoke, and all the two could hear was the clatter of other students, their conversations about acting class, and their orders for more cider.

Aria ate her food but regretted knowing Paul’s family ties to Maxime. They could never be true friends if his entire family thought she was an alien. 

“So, is this the last time you speak to me?’’ Paul asked regretfully.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m your mortal enemy’s cousin. I can understand that you’d rather not hang out with me anymore.”

“I should be asking you the same question. Doesn’t your family have a no-mixing-with-the- enemy policy?” Strangely enough, she didn’t correct his use of mortal enemy. As artistic students, they both shared a penchant for the dramatic effect.

“I don’t care about that at all. If you don’t have a problem with it, then neither do I.”

“Good then. Because this bet has totally cemented our friendship. You must know I can only be friends with guys I beat,” Aria joked.

“And me with girls who can pass off as guys.”

“Margot told me you said I was the prettiest girl in the class,” Aria said unabashedly. “So, maybe that says something about you?”

“What it says about you is that you’re the most immodest girl I’ve ever met.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Aria replied with an amused smile. “Cheers to that!” She raised her apple cider glass.

“I don’t usually say cheers with cider glasses,” he noted, “but I don’t want to leave you hanging.”

They clinked their glasses, but what they were really drinking to was the beginning of a strange but authentic friendship between an American girl and her mortal enemy’s brethren.
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“STRETCH THOSE MUSCLES,” said Madame Froment. She stood before them in the gym and stretched her hands to her feet. “Just because you’re singers doesn’t mean you don’t need physical exercise. Quite the contrary.”

Relaxation classes had started the third week of the school year, in which students were taught stretching techniques to prepare their voice for an intensive singing day.

“Mademoiselle Thompson, concentrate. Reach all the way to your toes.”

Though Aria struggled with the exercises, ­­­­­­­­­­­­she did her best to hide her discomfort.

It didn’t help that her mind was stuck on the fact she had little money left and still needed to buy the long list of furniture her school imposed. 

Each teacher added personal items they were certain their students needed, with no regard for their budget. Binders for each class, notebooks with big lines; notebooks with little lines; pens, no pencils; fountain pens and, for the outdated Monsieur Leroy, quills. 

The ‘Art of Singing’, ‘Singing through History’ and ‘Knowing Your Voice’, were among the list of books Aria wasn’t thrilled to have to read, though she knew she would have to if she wished to beat a certain person whom she refused to name.

Her teachers allowed their students one more week before they began issuing punishments for their missing items. 

She needed money more than ever. 

As is often the case with pecuniary problems, they took over her entire mind in a way that prevented her from thinking of anything else. 

She glanced at her classmates and wondered what worries weighed on their happiness, if they had any at all. 

Agnes smiled while she bent down to her toes effortlessly. Nothing ever seemed out of place in her existence. 

Elodie, however, gazed at Agnes from a dark corner of the room, eyes narrowed, determined to stretch further than her, which wasn’t in her power to do so. 

Elodie’s shapeless body held neither grace nor beauty, but had she been capable of genuine kindness, her expressions might have been softer. 

Her classmate, sensing someone had their eyes intently glued on her, turned around. Elodie’s face changed instantly into a grin that only fooled girls like Agnes who were sure that people lived only to be in their shadow. 

Agnes turned to Marie-Capucine, and whispered that Pierre-Henri was ‘checking her out’. Marie-Capucine adopted the most jaded expression she could muster and kept it on for the rest of the class. It wasn’t that she had anything to sulk about. As a French girl, she honestly thought she’d get more by wearing a sullen face than one of enthusiasm. 

Pierre-Henri played the game he’d learned years ago and continued to stare at her, knowing that beneath her mask of indifference she took tremendous delight in this peculiar show of affection.

Maxime, deep in meditative silence, didn’t notice Agnes trying to catch his gaze. Nothing could deter his concentration when he was in class. Not even the fact that the pretty American girl with the determined brow despised him and wished to see him fail.

He looked at her. Her determination was apparent in every stretch, but also a hint of worry in the way her lips curled, like she was in a fight against something greater than him, perhaps life itself. She noticed his gaze on her and every trace of worry receded from her face. Only determination remained.

“Very good, Aria. Once you focus, you improve. Ok class, let’s wrap this up.” Madame Froment clapped her hands to indicate class was over.

Aria beamed as she gathered her things. Hortense left her corner of the room and hopped to her friend’s side, each bounce more energetic than the last.

“Are you available this weekend? Tell me you’re willing to save my life.” 

“What is it?” Aria asked, worried.

“Have you heard of the wedding of the century?”

“Kate and Prince William?”

“No, silly. Valerie Artois and Bernard Dentier.”

“Who?”

“You must know Valerie Artois. She’s a French singer, but she’s famous in America for having stayed in a long term relationship with John Peterson.”

“Oh yeah, nobody understood what he saw in her. She had the weirdest teeth. They were together for ages in Hollywood time.”

“We love her teeth here. They’re authentic, not like the fake Hollywood smile. And she’s such a nice person. We all kind of hated John Peterson when they broke up.”

“Who said it was his fault? Didn’t they say it was a mutual understanding?”

“In France, rumor had it he cheated on her with a cast member from his latest movie.”

Aria hadn’t heard that piece of news, but thought it wise to leave the French with their illusions and wounded pride.

“Looks like Valerie Artois has found love again.”

“She has, and the wedding’s this weekend. But the Classical singer bailed at the last minute and Madame Artois, who’s a friend of my parents, wants me to sing. I don’t want to.”

“Why don’t you? That’s a great opportunity!”

“I’m refusing because I want to find singing gigs on my own from now on. Not thanks to my parents’ name.” 

“That’s ... ridiculous.” Aria wished she’d had a parent’s name she could count on. “I’d kill for a shot like that.” 

“I’d be much too scared. Imagine I mess up while she walks down the aisle. But you, Aria, you’re a confident person. Would you agree to sing? You’d be paid a lot.”

Aria’s eyes brimmed over with gratitude as the weight that had lodged uncomfortably in her entire being for days finally lifted.

“I would love to do it.”

“Great! But you have to interview with Madame Artois first. I’m sure she’ll love your voice. Just don’t tell her you’re American.”

“She’ll hear it as soon as I speak, don’t you think?” Aria asked, worried. She knew this was too good to be true.

“She’ll do most of the talking, you’ll see. It’s just, ever since Valerie’s breakup with John Peterson, her mother’s had a grudge against Americans.” 

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Don’t worry, as soon as she hears you sing, she’ll love you.”
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EACH PARISIAN DISTRICT is a village with its own stamp and identity.

Madame Artois, a woman of considerable means, lived in the 16th district, in a big house on rue du Bois de Boulogne, not too far from the Champs-Elysées. 

After taking the one line to Argentine, Aria exited the subway station. She turned left at the corner of a prestigious Lenôtre catering boutique where employees wearing mauve aprons made sure dowagers in fur coats had their supply of foie gras and confits d’oignons for the week. 

Aria allowed herself to glance for one minute at the jewels of French gastronomy she’d never be able to afford. 

Sparkling bottles of Château, finger cakes strewn with pearls of fruit, yellow lemon tarts gleaming like gems in the sun, tartlets with a crown of amethyst blueberries, and the purest, fluffiest meringues. 

The glass window against which she pressed her nose wasn’t the only obstacle to the treasures.

Aria turned away reluctantly and swore she’d buy something in this boutique when she became famous and her purse was full of euros. She had no idea when ‘making it’ would occur, but it would definitely be after buying her school furniture. Not knowing that the boutique belonged to a chain and that it had been around for years, Aria just wished it would still be there whenever she made it. 

Success seemed like a fearfully long road she’d just stumbled upon.

Not far, a boulangerie display, nearly as elegant as Lenôtre, sold croissants at a price the maids and students living in the district’s tiny overheated rooms could afford.

She continued her walk to 116, rue du Bois de Boulogne and pressed the doorbell, her finger insistent due to a strong sense of determination.

A maid opened the door and led her inside until she reached the door to the living room.

Madame Artois, as every other sixty-year-old 16th district lady, had never worked a day in her life and therefore looked splendid. She’d pursued a higher education, just enough so that her future husband might boast of having a brilliant wife, but not too much that she’d scare off potential suitors. 

Her motto to young girls was ‘Better a bad husband than no husband at all’ and her daughter was no exception to the rule.

“No! No! NO! I told you not to invite Amel Gueou. She won the Victoires de la Musique last year instead of Valerie. She’s not invited!” Distant angry screeches made their way from the receiver to Aria’s ear. “I don’t care that she’s Valerie’s best friend. I said she’s not invited.”

She hung up and let out an exasperated “Ah, la, la, la, la, la, la.”

She swung around taking off her Chanel coat and dropping it on the sofa. 

She finally noticed the guest standing at the far end of the room.

“Ah, hello, you must be Aria.”

“Hello,” was all Aria trusted herself to say. Thankfully, Madame Artois didn’t expect her to do much of the talking.

“Thank you for meeting me. Hortense has said nothing but good things about you and she is an amazing singer herself.”

Aria nodded stupidly.

“Of course, I’d like to hear you sing first. Oh, hold on.” She held up her hand while her phone rang.

“No, André, I told you, nothing but Lilies of the Valley. Those were the flowers I’d told Bernard to offer Valerie on their first date. So now they’re the flowers that will be at the wedding. I’ve repeated this a hundred times.”

She hung up and invited Aria to sing with a lazy sway of the hand.

Aria nodded again, refusing to speak. She’d prepared for this and Madame Artois had chosen the ‘Ave Maria’. Aria thought it a strange choice for a wedding, but Hortense had told her not to argue. ‘Ave Maria’, though it sang of despair, was popular for wedding ceremonies.

“Ave Maria,” she began, but was brutally interrupted by Madame Artois’ phone.

Exasperated, she pressed Aria to continue her song as she answered the call.

“No, the heart-shaped dragées. Go on. NO, not you, the singer.”

Aria continued, but wondered what Madame Artois was hearing. She sang louder.

“Fine, the pink ones. Bye.”

Aria was interrupted three more times, but knew better than to stop upon hearing the melody of Swan Lake Madame Artois had chosen as her ringtone.

When she finished, Madame Artois actually smiled and said, “Very, very good. You reminded me of a young Marian Anderson. You might have sounded a little loud toward the end but that might be a good thing seeing as you’ll be singing in front of a large crowd. Have you ever done that?”

“I have.” It wasn’t a lie. She’d sung in a church before.

“Just give me your full name and we’ll sign the contract.”

Aria hesitated, but gave in.

“Thompson.” She pronounced it à la française, which gave a name sounding like ‘taum-son’.

“Oh, are you British?” She scribbled hastily on the contract.

Aria thought fast. She needed the job. Yet, she couldn’t be ashamed of what she was. But it wasn’t undignified if she knew deep down she wasn’t lying out of shame. She just needed the money. Then she’d state as proud as ever that she was American.

She raised her head and looked at Madame Artois with unmistakable pride.

“Je suis americaine.” (I’m American). 

Her heart had changed her mind. There would be no hiding who she was. Not now, not ever.

Madame Artois dropped her pen and replied, “I don’t know what to say. Honestly, I was about to tell you this story of a certain British prince who had been taken up with me years ago but there are no princes in America. Only horrible men who don’t believe in marriage and take my daughter’s best years in vain.”

She put the cap back on her expensive fountain pen.

“You can’t sing at the wedding.”

“Madame Artois ...” She was about to tell her she needed the job, but her pride stopped her. She refused to plead. She wasn’t a beggar. Aria rallied. “Listen, I sang well. You heard me. And I sang well in spite of the fact you were constantly interrupted with phone calls, which shows I’m not easily rattled. Half the French kids from my school would have been scared to death. Not me.”

“I have a number of Americans that I will tolerate at the wedding. You are one too many.”

Aria had an idea, a horrible one coming from desperation.

“Just un-invite one. I’m sure they won’t care. They’re probably busy planning their next party.” 

A twinge of guilt entered her soul like an iron rod, but she reasoned that she had no choice and that the uninvited guest would have many more jet set parties to go to. 

“How would you feel if you turned me away and I became the next Marian Anderson?”

Madame Artois, who wished nothing more than to say that she’d discovered the next big thing, took out her list of guests.

“Fine.” She screened the list. “This one can go.” She scratched a name at the bottom of the page.

Aria tried to see the person’s name, and read it just before Madame Artois hid the list with a cushion.

Lucas Watkins. 

She bit her lip with regret. To think she could have met Miss. Educated’s son! Remorse filled her at the thought that he would miss his friend’s wedding.

“You’ve got the job, Aria Taum-son. You’re lucky I love Marian Anderson and that I’m on a tight schedule.”

Aria ignored her tight-lipped compliments and signed the contract.

“You’re paid half now, half on delivery.”

She took out a wallet and handed Aria four five-hundred euro bills.

Two thousand euros. Almost two thousand dollars!

“Thank you.”

She said it as if she held this much money in her palm every day. To Madame Artois, the money represented pennies. To Aria, the euro bills represented peace of mind. Her feelings of remorse regarding Lucas Watkins subsided as she put the money in her purse.

Madame Artois surveyed her critically.

“Here’s five hundred more so that you may buy a pretty dress for the wedding. Not white.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

Once outside, she fished out her phone from her pocket and searched through the list of contacts until she reached her father’s name. He’d be so happy for her and proud. She was about to press his contact sheet when she remembered his face as she left: tight, unmoving, unrelenting, unforgiving. She put her phone back into her pocket and instead hurried to the boulangerie. She stood in line behind a student who’d taken a breath of fresh air before returning to his cramped room as he studied his civil code, muttering articles he needed to memorize by heart for the next day.

She bought a croissant to celebrate and ate a bite of it right as she passed the Lenôtre boutique. She was on her way.
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Chapter 13
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“YOU REALLY TOLD HER you were American?” Hortense whispered. They sat in the school’s theater during Drama class watching a modern rendition of a classical French play.

“Uh-hun.”

“She hired you anyway?”

“Uh ... hun.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Aria confessed to the deed, but instead of receiving reprobation, Hortense tapped her lightly on the shoulder with approval.

“Nicely played. Believe me, no one will care.”

“Didn’t you say it was the wedding of the century?”

“For the French. Not for some Hollywood socialite who couldn’t care less about Valerie Artois. Isn’t he supposed to be working on his rock album? He probably doesn’t have time for weddings.”

Aria felt somewhat lighter upon hearing Hortense’s prediction match her own.

Aria’s class shared the schedule with the Theater Department so as to see how future professional actors prepared for their roles. 

Karim, a handsome young man with jet black hair and olive skin, played the role of Rodrigue, with his classmate Darine. They were performing an extract from Le Cid, a famous French classical play about star-crossed lovers Chimene and Rodrigue. 

Karim put much emphasis in his acting as he begged Chimene to kill him to avenge the death of her father:

Spare not my blood; taste, with no resistance,

The sweetness of my death and your vengeance.

“He’s really good, isn’t he?” Aria whispered to an enthralled Hortense. She only nodded in response.

The girls held their breath as Karim, fully embroiled in his role, thrust his stained sword at Chimene:

Gaze on it rather to inflame your hate,

Increase your anger, and advance my fate.

When the scene ended, the girls clapped readily with the rest of the class.

“He’s amazing,” Hortense whispered.

Something in her voice, perhaps the dreamy tone and the sigh accompanying it, made Aria peer at her friend closely.

The flush of her neck and cheeks, the brightness of her sweet freckles, the enchanted smile: those were all the symptoms of a redhead in love.

“You like Karim, don’t you?”

“Of course. Doesn’t everyone?’ Hortense added quickly. She glanced at Aria, her amber eyes filled with happy despair. She dropped them swiftly, but Aria understood her friend’s silence. For she’d been acquainted with two types of girls: those who spoke incessantly of the object of their affection, and those who found great beauty in the secrecy of their most intimate emotions. Hortense was among the latter. Patient enough to listen to all her friends’ heart racing tales of dating and kissing, she shied away from personal confidences on her part, less out of distrust than delicacy.

For any other topic however, her tongue could outtalk any of her friends.

Aria was surprised to discover this new trait in Hortense, but respected her more for it. She was all the more surprised, as she had imagined her roommate to be in love with Maxime, what with her going on and on about how cute and kind he was. Two characteristics Aria was seldom eager to comment on.

“Music Department, study your notes on Karim and Darine’s performance. Next week, I want you guys to each think of an activity that you need to execute in class urgently. No pen or paper. A real activity. Class dismissed,” Monsieur Esseau ordered.

“You said Madame Artois wants you to buy a new dress. That sounds like her all right,” Hortense commented as they walked out of class. “She thinks she’s doing you a favor. That if you’re nicely dressed you’ll find a rich boyfriend at the wedding, one that’ll become a rich husband one day.”

“I’m fifteen, not fifty. The medium age is sixty in the 16th district. I think I’ll find a companion who doesn’t grocery shop at Lenôtre, thank you very much.”

“You should find one who shops on Boulevard Haussmann, because that’s where we’re going this weekend. I also need a new dress for Valerie’s wedding so we can help each other out.”

“Did I hear two girls talking about shopping and Valerie’s wedding?” Margot asked, coming up from behind them.

“You’re going?” Aria asked.

“Of course. And out of the three of us, I’m the one with the best fashion sense. Am I wrong, Hortense?”

“You may be right, but we’re going Saturday and isn’t that the day you spend with dear Gregoire?”

“It is, but I was going to tell you that we need to go on Friday because Saturday will be way too crowded and the wedding is Sunday so it’s much too close.”

“We’re not going to make our plans revolve around your silly relationship with the most egotistical, jealous boyfriend I’ve ever seen.”

“Actually, I’d also prefer Friday, too, if you don’t mind. I’d like to rehearse Saturday,” Aria put in before Margot could snap back at her friend.

“Great! Friday afternoon it is. Right after Musical History class. We can snack at Ladurée. See you girls!” Margot ran away and fell into her boyfriend’s arms.

“She won’t come Friday,” Hortense predicted sourly.

“Who’s Ladurée?”

“It’s not a who, it’s a where, and the answer is heaven.”

***
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HORTENSE’S GLOOMY PREDICTION about Margot abandoning them didn’t come to pass.

That Friday, the girls couldn’t wait for Monsieur Leroy’s class to end. He took his time to deliver the entirety of the lesson he’d planned on giving that day, regardless of his students’ social agendas.

“Romanticism isn’t just about music at the time. It’s present in the writing, in paintings. Victor Hugo, Delacroix, they all participated in that same movement and taught us to give free reign to our emotions, not our reason. For next week, I want an essay on romanticism and its intertextuality. Class dismissed.”

The girls rushed outside.

“I thought his class would never end,” Margot said, stuffing her parchment in her bag.

“I love Monsieur Leroy, but he’s got to stop holding us back fifteen minutes all the time,” Hortense agreed.

They left the school grounds and walked to the train station.

“So, I heard you were singing at the wedding,” Margot said. “Are you nervous? You’ll be singing at Notre-Dame no less. It’s pretty impressive.”

“Hortense, you told her?” Aria whined.

“She did not,” Margot replied before Hortense could protest. “It’s common knowledge at the school.”

“Everybody knows?” Aria squeaked.

“Most families here know the Artois,” Hortense explained. “They’re important patrons of the arts. They always choose someone from the school to sing at their events. We’re cheap and they know we’re well trained. We get the experience.”

“They want to make sure they are the first to reveal the next big diva.”

Aria’s mind went back to her conversation with Madame Artois and understood how effective her reference to Marian Anderson had been.

“She’s a nut job. Good luck working with her.”

The girls took the train to Paris and arrived at Saint-Lazare thirty minutes later. They made their way to boulevard Haussmann, not far from the train station.

Though it wasn’t a Saturday, the street was crowded. Vendors sold hats and scarves outside the prestigious Galeries Lafayette and its eternal rival, Le Printemps. Both buildings faced each other, both held expensive shops. Neither could rival the perennial beauty of the Opera Garnier. Its northern facade could be seen from where the girls stood.

“Could we go take a closer look at the opera? I’d like to see the main façade,” Aria offered.

“You just want to put off shopping,” Margot said.

“We could go to the opera and take a quick look. She’s never been inside,” Hortense argued. “Right now, we need to find you a dress.” Margot said. “Hortense is irresponsible. She won’t be in front of 300 people. You will, Aria.”

Aria might have argued, but Margot and Hortense were tense as it was. Besides, the beauty of living in a new town and not passing by as a tourist, meant time was on her side.  She still had months to visit the touristic haunts and to learn to love and live in the non-touristic areas.

“We should go to the Printemps. I have a card there,” Hortense said.

“No way, the Galeries Lafayette are way better for our mission today. The employees are more qualified.”

“Is there a real difference between the two?” Aria asked doubtfully. They both seemed expensive enough to her.

“Most of the shops in Printemps and Lafayette are the same,” Hortense argued.

“But the service isn’t. No real Parisian would go to the Printemps.”

“Here we go again, Margot always has to think she knows better than everyone else.”

“In fashion, I know a whole lot more than you. What do you even know about haute couture?” Margot taunted.

“Let’s just go to the Galeries,” Aria intervened. Hortense shot her a mean look, but Aria explained, “We’re already here.”

They were, in fact, in front of the main doors and choking the passage by the look of the angry customers seeking to enter or exit the department store.

Hortense grumbled as they entered, while Margot shone her brightest smile.

Though the ground floor was crowded, the first levels, those of haute couture, had a more select clientele.

The three girls were promptly taken care of as at least two of them appeared willing to spend and the third one was in their company.

In her friends’ eyes Aria was VIP as she was the one to sing at the Notre Dame Cathedral, information they soon shared with the salesperson.

Aria, at her friends’ and the newly enthusiast saleswoman’s bidding, tried on several dresses from Chanel’s new collection: long, green and blue with frills.

“Too showy,” Hortense declared.

“Too classic,” Margot countered.

Aria played the game with a good grace that astonished her. Clearly her new friends had no idea how much she’d never attempted this intricate level of shopping. But amidst the beautiful setting, among girls she liked more and more, she found she was enjoying herself. Hortense and Margot’s tension eased as their common goal, finding the perfect dress for Aria, brought them together.

“You can’t wear gray to the wedding. Remember when Agnes’ parents renewed their vows, Hortense? The singer sang in gray and nobody paid attention to her.”

“That was because she didn’t sing loud enough. Terrible breath control.”

“You wore that lovely pink dress.”

“You helped me choose it. Trust Margot to find the single pink dress that would suit a redhead.”

Hortense and Margot beamed fondly at each other.

“Pink. Maybe that’s what Aria needs?” Hortense suggested.

“Um, are you sure?” Aria asked. She’d never worn pink. It was a question of principle. She’d decided at an early age that pink was for Barbies and she wasn’t one. She’d never even played with one.

“Nope, not pink,” Margot said, rubbing her chin.

She disappeared and came back with a new dress.

“Try it.”

It was a strapless, night-blue, satin gown with exquisite gold embroidery on the bust. On the tip of her toes, Aria twirled in the dress like a ballerina in a tutu. It fit perfectly as if fairies had stitched the dress with magic needles in her sleep.

“You look amazing,” Hortense and Margot gushed at the same time.

“I like it a lot,” Aria acknowledged with stupor.

When the salesclerk agreed that Aria looked stunning, she immediately went to the cash register and bought the dress. She’d have kept it on until they were home, but she feared she’d ruin it before she reached the train station. 

As they headed for the elevators Margot’s phone rang. She picked it up and immediately her grin dissolved.

“Hey Gregoire! I’m with some friends ... I told you I’d be with Aria and Hortense. No, there are no boys.”

Hortense rolled her eyes with exasperation. At that moment one of the male salesclerks called out to the girls, “Miss, you forgot your receipt!”

Margot made a frantic sign to shush the clerk, but his only purpose was to reach Aria, not tone down for her friend’s benefit.

“That’s just a salesclerk. No, I don’t know who he is. He was talking to Aria.  OK, fine.”

She hung up and turned to the girls.

“I’m going to have to go. Gregoire isn’t feeling too well.”

Aria, astonished, gave Margot a look of quiet reproach, but said, “OK.”

Hortense, however, had no qualms about speaking the first thought that crossed her mind.

“I’m sure Gregoire is feeling awful. Disproportionate jealousy often does that.”

“Just save it, Hortense. I don’t need your lectures.”

“I won’t save it. You’re being treated like a doormat by some jerk. Just because he heard a salesclerk talk to us he thinks that, what? You’re cheating on him while buying dresses? Nobody can ever count on you for anything.”

“I was here, wasn’t I? For three hours!”

“Excuse us for taking your precious time. Nobody asked you to come. You forced your presence on us. You can go now if you like.”

“Hortense!” Aria cried out. “Just stop the both of you! People are staring.”

It wasn’t that she cared so much about the stares. They were nothing compared to those she received at The Lost Dreams Bar when they involved her dad. 

She regretted the nice moment she’d been sharing with her friends was gone and she wished they’d quiet down.

Hortense and Margot each expected Aria to take their side, but she had no such thing in mind.

“Look, I’ll go. Just enjoy Ladurée without me. See you later.”

Margot was gone before Aria could say a proper goodbye.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Hortense cried out.

“I barely know Margot. You really expect me to give her life lessons after speaking to her twice.”

“Doesn’t it bother you? That she lets him treat her like that.”

“Why does it bother you? She isn’t your friend. You’ve made that perfectly clear.”

“You don’t feel anything?”

“Of course I don’t agree with Gregoire’s behavior. I’m not going to yell at her in a boutique when all that’s going to do is make her feel worse than she already feels.”

“She should feel awful,” Hortense spat out.

Hortense’ face had turned a violent red and she was angrier than Aria had ever seen her.

“What is it with you and Margot? Were you in love with Gregoire and she stole him from you or something?”

“Because two girls fighting means they both have to be in love with the same guy?” 

Aria thought her Aunt Mimi would have backed her up, and missed her at that moment.

“I don’t know! All I know is that you’re usually pretty cool. With Margot you bite. Look, I’ll stay out of this. You two should talk or I’ll never go out with the both of you again.”

Hortense nodded as the redness of her cheeks receded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. In the Galeries Lafayette, no less.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve known worse.” The voice in which she said these words caused Hortense to wonder what she was talking about. 

But Aria’s gaze was far away back in New York when she was seven in French class. They’d just received their homework assignment and Ms. Hanche had told them, “Ask your parents for help.” 

Aria had cried privately. One of her classmates, Gustavo, had noticed her tears and out of kindness had called their teacher. She’d been too young to argue nothing was wrong convincingly and upon being pressed had admitted the problem. “My father won’t help me. He’s in The Place a lot these days.” 

“What place, Aria?”

Aria had known better, even then, than to say what The Place was. She’d kept quiet. But when her father had come to pick her up, her teacher had taken him into a corner and had spoken to him. Though Aria hadn’t heard a single word of what she said, everyone heard Miles’ outburst.

“Don’t you tell me how to raise my daughter! There ain’t nothing she needs I don’t give her. You hear me, lady?”

The lady had heard, as had the rest of Aria’s classmates who stopped piling blocks to look at the scene. Her heart slowed as she registered every detail. Gustavo’s eyes were wide open and his hands had immobilized over his blocks. Shondra whispered excitedly in Tania’s ear. 

As her father yelled, Aria’s face didn’t burn with shame, but she wished it had burned her entire being to ashes. 

When they returned home, Miles had taken her into his arms and, upon releasing her of his fierce embrace, had bore his blood-shot eyes into hers.

“Don’t you ever talk about The Place to anyone, you hear me Aria? Do you want them to take you away from me? Do you?”

He’d shaken her, not too much, just enough to put some sense into that childish skull covered with baby curls.

“No, Daddy. Nobody’s going to take me away from you,” she’d said. And at seven she honestly thought so. 

That was before she’d made a passionate acquaintance with classical music. 

Before France had arrested her from her father’s harbor to the strange land peopled with Chanel, Chiffon, and Chèvre.
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Chapter 14
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AT TIMES, ARIA FOUND herself ugly. 

The days when her hair could not be managed, her clothes hung limply and nothing, no garment whatsoever could make her look like anything other than a scarecrow.

Other times, she thought she looked pretty. That would happen when her natural hair fell perfectly in place with just one stoke of the comb, her pants matched her shirt, her shoes matched her pants and her left sock matched the other.

Never before, however, had she found herself beautiful, until she stepped into the night blue, satin gown that Sunday afternoon. 

She styled her dark hair into an afro, put on the lightest slippers she possessed, and wrapped a corsage of nosegays around her wrist.

Hortense came out of the bathroom and into the room and smiled approvingly.

“You look stunning.”

Aria graciously returned the compliment and together they left the bedroom arm in arm. 

The ceremony took place at Notre Dame de Paris, the city’s most famous church.

The stone gargoyles greeted her entrance with a somber welcome. Aria looked to them for courage. If the stones, spire and statues had endured for centuries, she could stand a couple of minutes in the cathedral with all eyes on her.

Inside the church, Madame Artois gave final directions like a general on a battlefield. While Hortense scanned the church to spot her parents, Aria waved to Margot, too busy kissing Gregoire to respond to her friend’s greeting. Not far from the couple, Agnes, who’d dared to wear white, straightened Maxime’s tie. Uncomfortable, Aria immediately looked away. 

She found Marie-Capucine and Pierre-Henri’s bickering far more to her taste. Aria noticed Elodie’s absence and wondered if, for all the airs she usually gave herself, she wasn’t as well connected as she pretended to be. Her gaze wandered to the Chapel. The candles lit up the medieval fresco and gave the chapel a solemn air of quiescence.

A shadow moved behind a pillar near the chapel of the Saint-Sacrament. Aria left Hortense’s side and moved to the far end of the church.

The shadow moved again.

Aria peered behind the pillar by the right. Though she heard footsteps, she saw no one. She turned to the left. Nothing. 

She waited, certain someone was there.

Sighing, she moved away before hurrying back from the right.

She stopped short.

Lucas Watkins stood in front of her with brown eyes full of playful mischief, flawless dark brown skin, and a hair cut in a perfect Afro.

She let out a small cry of surprise, but he instantly put a finger to his lips intimating silence and recoiled further behind the pillar.

At that moment, Aria heard Hortense call her name. She turned around and, not wanting Hortense to come find her, moved away from the pillar and hurried to her friend’s side.

“Where were you? I found my parents and they want to meet you.”

“I ...” She glanced back at the pillar, but Lucas was gone. “I was just looking around.”

“Look over there! It’s Tiphaine Hortier,” Hortense whispered, pointing discreetly in the direction of a tall and tanned brunette. 

Hortense pointed to a couple of the Artois’ most famous wedding guests, none of which Aria had heard of, before leading her friend to meet her parents.

Usually portrayed in a stern manner on the news, Jacqueline Tessier was, in fact, a most charming woman.

Once away from the cameras, she was rarely seen without a smile. Her husband, Hervé, had given up his budding political career to take care of their children and never missed an opportunity to say that he didn’t regret leaving the political spheres a bit.

“Finally, we meet Hortense’ new friend. We’ve heard a lot about you.” Jacqueline kissed Aria on both cheeks.

“Only in good,” Hervé Tessier specified.

“I’m relieved then,” Aria laughed.

They spoke extensively of New York, a city they both loved and had travelled to before having children.

Aria answered their questions pleasantly until she noticed Maxime approaching. She turned away from him, but he came nonetheless accompanied by his parents. His father, Monsieur Andrieux, wore a severe demeanor. The hair atop his head was suspiciously darker than the greying hairs around his temple. Marie Andrieux, a woman with sharp lines and sunken cheeks, advanced stiffly, her nose up in the air. Maxime said hello to Hortense and moved toward Aria, but she looked away and he changed his mind.

“Oh, Jacqueline, thank heavens you’re here,” Monsieur Andrieux said as he greeted Madame Tessier. “We need to talk about the decree that will end free entry to museums for the unemployed.”

“You know I don’t talk work when I’m with my family. We’ll talk about this later. Just enjoy the wedding.”

Monsieur Andrieux greeted Hortense and looked at Aria with a questioning gaze.

“This is Aria. She’s new at our school this year,” Hortense said.

Monsieur Andrieux and his wife both said hello.

“You’re lucky to have been accepted to our dear Academy. We’re working to make it a suitable environment for young artists,” Madame Andrieux said. “Our family has always made the biggest donations to the Academy.”

“Aria’s a contralto,” Maxime put in, looking as if he wished his mother would stop talking. 

Aria looked at him in surprise. Was he paying her a compliment? 

“Ah,” Monsieur Andrieux said with great admiration, “those are hard to come by. Like the great Jeanne Gerville-Réache.”

“Like her exactly,” Aria said, thinking they were nicer than she’d initially anticipated.

“What’s that accent I detect? Are you British?” Monsieur Andrieux asked.

Before Aria could answer, Madame Andrieux intervened.

“Just look at that. They had the nerve to bring Lucas Watkins. Wasn’t he a friend of John Peterson? And the son of a popular artist, eugh.”

“Lucas Watkins was also Valerie’s friend, I suppose,” Jacqueline said.

“Speaking of popular music, weren’t you glad when you heard it was banned from the Academy, Hortense? Doesn’t it help you concentrate more on your work?”

“I’ve always been focused on my music.”

“Yes, but American Pop music has just been everywhere. At least now one place will be safe from its dreadful influence. I threatened to pull half our donation if Madame Robert didn’t enforce the ban.”

“You blackmailed our principal?” Aria asked incredulously.

“Yes,” Madame Andrieux answered, lifting her nose higher up. 

“I warrant you’ll get a better education. Don’t you think?” Mr. Andrieux touched his wife’s shoulder with fond approval. “It’s enough that the radio is full of Katy Perrys, Bruno Mars, and Justin Biebers. Our French classical educational system must enable our singers to become the best performers. For that they must be preserved. Which is why I’m fighting to impose a higher quota in favor of French music and consequently reduce American music on airwaves.”

“I think I’ll go now,” Aria said sullenly.

“Don’t you agree?” Madame Andrieux asked.

“Marie,” Hervé warned.

“What? She’s entitled to her opinion as long as she states it loud and clear.”

Aria faced Maxime with silent fury, then turned to Marie Andrieux with equal intensity. The words tumbled around her head in her mother tongue before she organized her thoughts and spoke. “I find it hard to believe that Classical music and Pop are mutually exclusive.” 

“Students at the Academy need to focus on their Classical careers,” Madame Andrieux opposed.

“Banning something has only ever led people to want it more.”

“Or they find other interests elsewhere,” Monsieur Andrieux retorted sternly.

“I speak from experience. My father did everything to keep me from Classical music, but I was drawn to it nevertheless. 

“Aria does make a valid point,” Jacqueline intervened with a wry smile. “It is how human nature usually works.”

“But then, what do I know?” Aria shrugged. “I’m just an American girl. And as your tremendously well-bred son repeatedly reminds me, my opinion doesn’t matter much in the classical sphere.”

“You’re the American girl?” Madame Andrieux asked, astonished. Her eyes instantly narrowed with suspicion and distrust.

“Mom,” Maxime’s sharp tone was directed at his mother, but his eyes remained on Aria. 

“That I am.” She forced a smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a performance to prepare for.” 

Hervé squeezed her shoulder as an encouragement and muttered more for his benefit than hers, “Nope, not one regret.”

Nerves rioting in the pit of her stomach, she strode away from the group.

She went to the bathroom to telephone her father. Upon reaching his voicemail, she hung up without leaving a message. She flung her phone in the sink waiting for the rattling to stop in her head. 

The Andrieux’ were the worst people she’d ever met, she was certain. Like father like son and, in this case, like mother, too. These were the people governing a country based on their prejudice. They’d never listened to Bessie Smith, Miles Davis or any number of the greats. There was no use reasoning with them. 

She stretched her arms, hands tightened against the sink for support. 

She was about to leave the bathroom when she heard a tiny wail.

“Help me, please.”

She turned around and at the window was a bundle of taffeta and chiffon, but no head was visible.

The wedding dress, however, left little room for doubt.

“Valerie Artois?”

“Yes, it’s me, unfortunately. I’d rather be anyone else right now. Please don’t call anyone for help, especially not my mother. Just get me out of this mess.”

Aria didn’t know whether to laugh or cry and went instead for a smile the unfortunate bride couldn’t see.

She pulled her down gently, careful not to rip the fabric.

“Thanks.” Valerie straightened out her bodice, checking her hair was still in place. She was a woman with an ordinary face, a frail body, but a warm personality.

“Serves me right for trying to elope.”

“I should be the one jumping out that window,” Aria observed drily. “Now that I’ve witnessed your failed attempt, I think I’d rather face my fears. I’m Aria Thompson, by the way. I’ll be singing the song on which you’re supposed to walk down the altar.”

“Oh, pleased to meet you!” a disheveled Valerie cried out. “If I don’t walk down the aisle, both our problems could be solved.”

“That’s not how I see it. Isn’t this supposed to be the most beautiful day of your life?”

“The most beautiful, huh? Where is the beauty in a day entirely orchestrated by my mother, a wedding to please her bourgeois friends and a man that I do love, but who is unable to chase away my mixed feelings over all this.”

She thrust a magazine into Aria’s hand. It was the latest edition of ‘Voici’. On the cover was John Peterson with his newest girlfriend.

“This is your day. Don’t you worry about your ex.”

“What if it doesn’t work out with Bernard? What if I hate being called Madame Dentier? What if I resent my mother for organizing a wedding with people I don’t care about and for leaving out the people I do?”

“She left out people you cared about?” Aria squeaked. Her squeak shamed her but not as much as the thought that she’d possible ruined Valerie’s wedding because she needed a salary and school furniture.

“A couple. I thought I’d saved Lucas Watkins at least but she crossed him out last minute. Ugh, I’m so sick of my mother.” 

Aria, decomposed, turned away from Valerie. She was the reason why Lucas had been hiding in a dark corner like a fugitive. She was the reason for his discomfort! She was the cause for Valerie’s cold feet!

“But my mother and her choice of guests aren’t the real problem.” 

Aria heaved a sigh of relief and turned back to Valerie with interest.

“I just don’t believe in the continuity of love. I thought John and I would last even though we weren’t married. If Bernard and I don’t work out, it’ll be divorce this time around.”

“That’s why it’s a leap of faith. I don’t have any of the answers you’re looking for. But I can guarantee something. It’s great to take a risk for something you believe in. I left America, left my father and everything I’ve ever known because I believed in my dream of singing Classical.” 

“At your age? You left everything?”

“I did. Today nothing will keep me from facing that frightening crowd. Nothing.”

Valerie looked at Aria with an awe she couldn’t disguise.

“How about we face our fears together?” Aria offered her hand.

“I don’t want to miss out on something great just because I’m afraid,” Valerie agreed energetically. “Let’s do this together. You go out there. I’ll straighten out my makeup and I’ll join you. Go ahead.”

Aria went to face the crowd, her heart lighter than it had been for a long time. She remembered why she was in this city. She had dreams and this was the first step. She wouldn’t ruin this chance. She rearranged the flowers on her wrist.

She took her position at the chapel. She faced them all: Hortense and her parents, Maxime Andrieux and his parents, Margot, Agnes, Marie-Capucine, and all Madame Artois’ fancy guests.

For a second, the notes caught in her throat. Her gaze reverted to Maxime at the same moment he smiled. Perhaps she read too much in this gesture and Maxime was only admiring his surroundings, but she viewed it as a mockery. 

Aria gathered her courage and sang.

The first notes echoed across the cathedral, resounded against the stained glass, moved the gargoyles from their stern apathy. There was no need for Aria’s imagination to take over for this was where she’d always dreamed of being. No triple row necklace, but in a gorgeous gown, she sang before an enthralled audience waiting for her next phrase with eagerness. 

Until she heard frantic running in the aisle.

Valerie’s father burst in front of her.

“She’s gone!” He cried out. 

The guests broke out in a jumbled chorus of surprised ohs and ahs.

Madame Artois rose from the first row and tried to calm everyone down. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much her angry brow could do in the present instance. 

A harried search for Valerie ensued, which proved fruitless. Madame Artois’ daughter had evaded her power and vanished from the premises. Only her dress and her ‘something blue’ remained in the bathroom like a pile of dirty laundry. 

The guests were soon scattered. Aria, numb, continued to stand near the altar until Madame Artois’ irate face appeared in front of her.

“You knew,” she hissed.

“Knew what?”

“She wrote your name. The words ‘I’m sorry, Aria’ were scribbled in lipstick on the bathroom mirror. You’re the only Aria I know here.”

“She said she’d come. We talked and she was ready to walk down the aisle.”

“She was having doubts and you didn’t tell me?”

“I’m sorry!” Aria cried out in anguish. I didn’t think she’d actually—”

“You’re right. You didn’t think at all.”

She turned to leave, stopped, and turned to Aria again.

“Don’t even think about receiving the other half of your salary. You’re lucky I’m not asking for my money back.”

Aria grabbed the back of the pew to support herself, crushed by the weight of her shame, her incomprehension.

Why hadn’t she called Madame Artois when Valerie was stuck in the window? Why had Valerie fled when she’d promised she wouldn’t?

Aria ripped off her corsage from her wrist in anger. Raising her head, she saw Maxime looking at her.

His eyes were worried, but to Aria they were taunting.

He had heard every single word of her conversation and moved closer to her.

Before he could say anything, she roused herself from her disarray and said, “I already know what you’re going to say. Americans ruin everything right? I’ve had it with French arrogance. I’ve had it and you’re worse than all the rest put together.”

“I just came to check ... never mind. You’ve no reason to be angry against me. I haven’t made the bride flee just by singing. Have I? You did that all on your own.”

“She felt lost. Who would blame her? Her mother is the cause of this whole mess. Her pressure, the biggest wedding of the freaking century! Members of the government are present but she’s not even allowed to invite her own friends. Had I seen your parents at my wedding, I would have fled too.”

“My parents are perfectly respectable people,” Maxime retorted.

Aria remembered the strong loyalty in the Andrieux family, but she couldn’t stop herself. 

“What does that even mean? You hide behind words like ‘respectable’ to justify the fact that you think you’re better than everyone else.”

“I’d better leave if you’re going to wallow in self-pity.” 

“I don’t wallow and I don’t self-pity. As for your assertions regarding your family, I’d say you’re deluded.”

“If you had anyone you cared about, you’d know better than to criticize a French person’s family. But as it happens, you mustn’t have any deep family ties or else you would have stayed in America instead of coming to France to look down on our way of life.”

Aria’s eyes flashed. She thought of her father, the same one who ignored her calls, and the thought bruised her more as she pictured in the background the Andrieux’ standing together through thick and thin.

“I love my family more than you love yours because my love for them doesn’t equate in my blindingly following their opinions simply out of loyalty. What would happen to their loyalty if one of you decided to go against their wishes? Are you sure they wouldn’t cast you away from their circle?”

Maxime glared at her in silence until he finally spoke in low tones, “I would never go against their wishes.”

“Then I’m sure you have nothing to be afraid of.”

Fear, however, flashed in his eyes as he looked at the girl standing proudly before him. Aria did not miss it but puzzled over its cause. He would never change his views on Americans. He had nothing to worry about.

“Fear isn’t French.”

“I’ve had it with your superiority complex,” Aria replied. “In fact, I’d rather stop talking to you altogether. You’ll agree we’d best stay away from each other.”

Maxime hesitated, but said eventually, “I’d rather we stay away from each other as well.”

“I’m glad we both know what we want.”

Aria threw her corsage to the floor with dejection and ran out.

Maxime lingered behind. Only when he was certain Aria had left did he pick up the corsage and place it in his breast pocket.
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Chapter 15
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“YOU WON’T BELIEVE WHAT happened yesterday at Valerie Artois’ wedding, Christelle. Aria helped the bride escape!”

“I wasn’t sure it was true. But if we both heard it, then it must be.”

“Elodie told me Aria pushed Valerie through the bathroom window.”

Aria appeared to be wholly concentrated on the wooden classroom door waiting for the Etiquette teacher to arrive. She despaired Madame de Valois would ever arrive in time to prevent Flore from adding new lies to an already distorted piece of gossip. 

Christelle and Flore, sitting right behind Hortense and Aria, spoke loud enough for her to hear, but were cruelly disappointed when Aria didn’t react.

“Elodie said Aria made Valerie promise her she’d get a record deal if she helped her out the window.”

Aria produced a heavy sigh of annoyance. She swung around, eyes narrowed. 

“I never helped Valerie out.”

“Then why did she mention you in her suicide note?”

“There was no suicide note,” Aria said slowly. “She just didn’t want to marry Bernard Dentier.”

“I heard your singing made her flee. Why sing Ave Maria? It’s the worst possible song for the circumstance.”

“I didn’t choose,” she answered through gritted teeth.

“Forget it,” Hortense said in her most soothing voice. “Don’t mind them.”

“What about everyone else?”

Hortense glanced around the classroom. Two students pointed openly in Aria’s direction, others whispered with more or less discretion. Aria’s name floated around the room like a soft breeze.

Madame de Valois entered the room and silence fell. Dressed in her usual cashmere cardigan, hair tightened in a snow-white bun, she clapped her hands.

“Today, class, you will learn to dance the Mazurka!”

She paired the students up.

“Hortense come here with Théophile. Aria with Maxime, Paul and Margot ...”

Aria glared at Maxime and he shook his head.

“Madame de Valois?” Aria raised her hand. “I’d like to be paired with someone else. With anyone other than Ma ... I mean that person.”

Madame de Valois was an adept of a strong disciplinarian approach. Nevertheless, she had heard of Aria’s unfortunate role in the wedding of the century and her heart softened at the poor girl’s plight.

“I could pair up with Aria,” Margot offered.

“But who will lead?” Madame de Valois pursed her lips severely until the brightness of her pink lipstick toned down.

“I will,” Aria answered with a haughty look in Maxime’s direction.

Maxime frowned upon being paired with his cousin, who wrapped his arm around his stiff shoulders and leaned in to kiss his cheek while Maxime resisted, holding him at arm’s length.

“Give your cousin a hug,” Paul cooed.

“If I do, I get to lead.” Maxime fought to maintain a serious posture, but gave in with the hint of a smile.

“No way. Remember when Aunt Martine taught us to waltz and you were allowed to lead.”

Maxime shrugged, but his eyes betrayed his humor. “I don’t remember that.”

“My toes haven’t forgotten.”

“We were nine and you still didn’t know your left from your right correctly. You were always in my way!”

“Sure, blame your bad sense of rhythm on your choice of partner.”

In the end they tossed a coin to determine who would lead. By the looks of it, Maxime had lost, and nothing could give Aria more pleasure than knowing she was leading and he was at the mercy of his cousin.

While Margot and Aria danced amused whispers with mentions of her name floated to her hearing range.

“What’s your excuse for not wanting to dance with Paul.”

“Gregoire would be jealous.” Margot admitted her reason candidly but behind her bravado her gaze wavered. “Don’t tell Hortense. She wouldn’t understand.”

“Understand what?”

“What it is to be in love.”

“Is that what it’s like?”

“It is?” Margot’s had meant her answer as an affirmation, but ended with a question. She wished to appear to be an expert on the subject, not as clueless as she claimed Hortense to be. 

“I can’t remember my life before Gregoire.”

“Paul’s harmless though. Your boyfriend would be crazy to think he’d try anything.”

Aria glanced at Paul, but was surprised to see him staring at them. He didn’t return her smile.

“I don’t want to have to explain to him that Paul isn’t at all my type. Or that I think he’s more into you than me.”

Aria returned her gaze back to where Paul danced. Maxime had just stepped on his foot, but still Paul’s eyes remained on them. 

Aria was flattered, as a girl usually is when a boy admires her without there being any hope of reciprocity. 

“You may be right,” she conceded, “but I have zero interest in him.”

“I could see the two of you together.”

Elodie and her partner glided gracefully near Aria and Margot.  

“Aria, could you push me out the window? I’m just so unsure I want to get married,” Elodie taunted.

“As if you’d ever find anyone dumb enough to marry you,” Aria retorted with scorn.

“If I did you’d never be invited to the wedding.”

“I, at least, was invited to the wedding of the century. You weren’t even there. None of your supposed friends missed you, by the way.”

Elodie’s body jerked like a headless chicken. She stumbled, and before her partner could prevent her fall, she landed on the floor. She struggled to find her words, for Aria had touched the most sensitive part of her insecurities.  Looking up, her eyes burned with spite. 

“That’s what you get for flattering people like Marie-Capucine and Agnes who are completely out of your league,” Aria said, before moving away with a giggling Margot.  

Marie-Capucine and Pierre-Henri soon drew closer. They had witnessed Elodie’s humiliation and felt somewhat robbed of the pleasure of not having been its instigator.

“Say, Aria, is it true you held Valerie hostage to receive a ransom from the Artois family?” Pierre-Henri asked.

“You know that’s false,” Margot retorted when Aria didn’t.

“It won’t be once we spread the rumor,” Marie-Capucine replied as Pierre-Henri spun her around in an elaborate pirouette. 

Aria closed her eyes stepping on Margot’s foot involuntarily.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. 

“No harm done. I don’t think I’d have shown my face today if I were you. You’re braver than I am.”

“I’ve had to show my face in so many shameful situations I can’t count them anymore.”

“You’re used to it. Is that what you’re saying?”

“I never get used to it.”

“Still. You show up. That’s a strong suit in our profession. There are so many singers who walk off stage once they’re booed, it’s not even funny. If you received tomatoes in your face, you’d still perform until the end. That takes guts.”

A couple of weeks ago, Aria would have scornfully objected to the idea of being booed. That day, however, she knew the possibility to be true.

“I’d leave if people threw tomatoes in my face.”

“Nobody would blame you if you did.”

The girls spun on awkwardly, eventually finding their stride to the music as well as to their newfound friendship.

***
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IT WOULD NEVER BE SAID that Aria wasn’t brave. 

She bore the weight of her shame with as much dignity as she could find in the depths of her soul. 

Pride, however, could not prevent her from facing the hard facts.

No one would hire her. 

Hortense told her so sadly on a fine Sunday afternoon in mid-October. She had tried convincing her parents’ friends, even her parents had intervened on behalf of their charming ‘American friend.’ All efforts proved fruitless.  

“I tried everything.”

They sat under the shade of an elm tree, its leaves turning orange with the upcoming autumn. A harsh wind whipped their skin dry. 

“Let me guess. They said they didn’t want to hire ‘the Atomic Bomb’. I never could find a cute nickname for Aria, but now I’m the Atomic Bomb, according to the school journal. ‘Guaranteed to wreck your event in one breath.’”

“Everyone will have forgotten this incident in a month.”

“Like everyone forgot about Hiroshima.”

Hortense sighed.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t try and lose the only friend I’ve actually got. I just have no idea how I’m going to make any money. Madame Artois won’t pay me the other half of my salary because she says I breached our contract. The one where I wasn’t supposed to ruin her perfect wedding.”

“At least everyone knows your name now. I remain forever ‘the daughter of the Labor minister.’ Not that great honestly. No one really knows me for who I am.”

“You’d never want them to know you as the Atomic Bomb.”

“History will remember you as the person who helped Valerie Artois find true love.”

“She wants to be with John Peterson.”

“That’s precisely who she’s with.” Hortense took out the latest edition of ‘Voici’ from her Longchamp bag. “Look.”

On the cover, Valerie Artois and John Peterson were locked in an embrace on an unnamed beach. The title read ‘Valerie Artois et John Peterson, une deuxième chance à l’amour?’ (Valerie Artois and John Peterson, a second chance at love?).

Aria smiled, with only a tinge of bitterness.

“She got what she wanted in the end. I’m sorry to say though I had nothing to do with it. I told her she should marry Bernard Dentier. This is what I get for being greedy and scratching Lucas Watkins off the guest list.”

“It was funny seeing him hide from Madame Artois.”

“You saw him, too?”

“Who didn’t?”

“Not Madame Artois or she would have dragged him out by the collar.”

“She was too busy chasing after her runaway daughter.”

The girls laughed at the memory of Madame Artois’ agitation.

“Come on, we’ve got to get to Madame Nerval’s class. I’m singing a duet remember?”

“You seem very enthusiastic about this whole thing. I thought you didn’t want to do it?”

“That was before I found my inner masculinity. Go ahead without me. I have to change.”

When Aria arrived in class with Paul, the pair made quite the sensation. 

Aria was dressed up in a long, curly brown wig and bright green male pants from the 16th century. Paul wore a female wig, heavy makeup, high-heeled, black leather boots and a dress that made him look more like Little Bo Peep than the heroine of a dramatic opera.

Madame Nerval bit back unruly laughter and allowed them to proceed.

The pair began their duet. The song, though dramatic in its content, became a comedy once the singers decided to give their own personal interpretation. Tancredi and Amenaide expressed their conflicting emotions, betrayal and love turning it into a farcical display of grand gestures and facial gymnastics. Their singing remained on point, but their acting grotesque.

At the end of the duet, Madame Nerval didn’t speak. 

It would have been uncharacteristic of her to laugh outright at their performance. Instead she scolded her students.

“This was your interpretation of the duet?” she began sharply. Aria held her breath. “Interesting. Now, I may not agree with the comic element,” her mouth twitched, “a drama shouldn’t be treated as a comedy. But Aria, you’d make a great male singer if you ever cared for it. Your acting does need fine-tuning. Paul, you’ve never needed work on that. Aria, nice improvement on your breathing. You still need to add that extra juice on the last notes of your phrases. Your Italian articulation is very good. All in all, good job. I was right to pair the two of you. Next group.”

Aria and Paul high-fived while Maxime glowered with discontent, a realization that delighted Aria even more than her teacher’s praise.

Class was ending and Madame Nerval gave out instructions and homework but Aria’s joy hadn’t subsided and her attention waned. 

“For next week, I want you to look at the songs you’d like to sing for the Christmas Concert. Yes, Christmas is still weeks away, but you’ll need to practice and I­­—”

Excited voices coming from the hallway interrupted Madame Nerval’s last words.

Squeals and murmurs drifted into the classroom.

“What’s going on?” Hortense muttered. She strained her neck to take a peek at the hall before Madame Nerval marched to the door and slammed it shut. The closed door, however, wasn’t an obstacle strong enough to prevent the students’ high squeals from drifting into the room.

“You can’t wait until the last minute to decide ... Oh for Christ’s sake!” the teacher cried out when a new ‘Oh mon Dieu!’ arrived from the hall to her students’ ears.

The class had stopped listening to her and were only waiting for her to end class so they could rush out and discover the cause of the commotion in the hallway.

Madame Nerval continued, not out of spite, though the sentiment was there, but mainly because the arrival of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse themselves would not have interrupted the course of her lesson.

“I want you all to bring me at least three suggestions next week.” When another cry resonated through the halls, closer to their room than before, Madame Nerval relented.

“Class dismissed.”

The students hurried out of the classroom, but were soon stopped by the large crowd of students already huddled at the door.

Aria glanced at the hallway distractedly, still thinking about her performance with Paul. She went to her teacher’s desk.

“I know what you want to hear.” Madame Nerval held up her hand. “I won’t teach you to become a mezzo-soprano.”

“Why not?”

“You’re a true contralto. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I’m not. But if this prevents me from being the best, I want to change.”

Madame Nerval shook her head with disappointment. Aria was about to argue when she heard her name.

“Aria? You want to see Aria Thompson?” It was Hortense’ voice in a far higher pitch than usual.

Aria, seeing there was no convincing Madame Nerval, finished gathering her things quickly to see what was going on. Immediately upon finding herself in the hallway, she bumped into Hortense.

“There’s someone for you,” Hortense said, excitement in her voice. The people in the hallway were staring at her too.  Aria shrunk back uncomfortably. Why would anyone want to see her? 

She soon discovered the reason once Hortense pointed to a boy with dark brown skin, a handsome afro and eyes dark as a winter night.

Lucas Watkins had come to see her. 

He moved in her direction as soon as he found her in the crowd. Aria turned and ran for the stairs in the opposite direction.

“Hey, Aria!” he called out.

Aria’s panic grew as she sped faster and faster down the marble stairs. 

He must have learned she was behind his being uninvited from the wedding! To be humiliated again and in front of the entire school! She wouldn’t let it happen. Aria stumbled down the stairs, hurried out the doors and into the gardens.

Lucas continued to call out her name, yet she continued on, the thumps of her feet on the ground matching the erratic beats of her heart and halted breathing. 

Finally, when she was sure no one could hear them, she stopped. She turned around, bent down to catch her breath and said, “Leave me alone. I’m sorry you were disinvited from Valerie Artois’ wedding, but it’s all Madame Artois’ fault. She’s the one who had a quota of American guests.”

“I know but—”

“You wouldn’t have missed much if you hadn’t been there. It was a fiasco. I clearly got what I deserved for having a hand in getting you crossed out from the guest list.” 

From where she was bending, she saw Lucas’ feet stop dead in their tracks. He kicked a pebble.

“You’re the reason I got disinvited?”

“You didn’t know?”

“No! Val’s mom didn’t give me a reason!”

Aria straightened back up, and held her hand to her chest as her heart returned to its normal pace.

“Oh.”

She looked at him then turned her head uncomfortably in another direction. “So what are you doing here?”

“I came to see you.”

“That much is clear.”

“Hostile much?”

Aria was intimidated and didn’t deal with the sentiment too well. She found it difficult to look straight at him. It was surreal to see him standing in front of her, the same boy she’d had a celebrity crush on just over a year ago. She’d since outgrown the crush but seeing the real version of her ripped magazine pictures was daunting. She felt she must have done something right to have such good karma befall her.

“Just curious.”

She walked and he fell into step with her. They took the winding path in the Queen’s Grove.  The gardens were filled with early autumn beauty. The birds chirped songs of farewell to the summer days. Aria’s feet crunched in the fallen leaves. In the distance the Palace of Versailles reigned, silent, but observing all.

“So, what is this all about?”

“Heard you sing. At the wedding.”

“There wasn’t much to hear, I’m afraid. I sang a total of two seconds before being accused of helping the bride elope.”

“All her real friends know that wasn’t your fault. Madame Artois’ cray.’”

“You’re acquainted with Valerie?”

“Yeah. That’s why I was invited to the wedding. ‘Til I wasn’t.”

“Right.” Aria looked away. “How is she?”

“Great. Don’t know what you said to her, but she made the right choice.”

“Always glad to be of service.” She’d given up on the idea of claiming she had no say on Valerie’s elopement. Nobody believed her and, in this instance, she didn’t mind taking the credit for helping others find true love. 

“Hope you can help me out.”

“Help you?”

“You don’t think I could need help?”

“From me? I’m not so sure.”

“I need a Classical singer.”

“I don’t think you do.”

“Why not?”

“Everybody knows you’re working on a rock album to spite your mother. There’s no need for Classical.”

“See, that’s where you’re wrong. You heard of Maude Laurent?”

“Who hasn’t?”

“I want to do like her. Sort of. I want to mix Classical and Rock.”

“Oh.”

“Oh?” From the look of bewilderment on his face, he’d expected more enthusiasm.

Aria certainly had a lot of emotion to hide. Her heart raced in her chest like an Olympic racer nearing the finish line. It wasn’t that the idea wasn’t a thrilling one. She still had trouble believing Lucas Watkins was in front of her and that he didn’t seem to care in the least that she’d supposedly sabotaged ‘the wedding of the century’, or that she had him blacklisted. She was satisfied in knowing, even though she’d sung for a total of five seconds, her voice had sounded brilliant enough to impress the son of a famous singer.

“Why don’t you ask Maude Laurent?” she asked.

“She’s too busy and everybody wants to work with her.”

“So, I’m your second choice?” she asked, playfully.

“Not even. Asked several professional classical singers, including Florence Duchêne. None of them wanted to work with me. I ain’t good enough for them.”

“Way to make a girl feel special,” she joked, “But I like your idea.”

“You do?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“‘Cause you’re a bougie Classical artist.”

“And that automatically excludes me from the pleasure of appreciating popular music?”

“Oh, we’re fancy now aren’t we?” He smiled. “Nah, you’re right.  I hate it when people make assumptions about me too. The chicks in your school seemed to dig me.”

“Everybody here likes a celebrity, even if it is one from the Pop world. Besides, more young Classical artists are open to Pop. Not all of us think it’s the devil’s music.”

“Maybe I should ask someone else from your school to help me out.”

“No! I mean, that wouldn’t work. We’re all under a ban. No popular music.”

“None of you are allowed to listen to Pop music? That’s cray, man.”

“Which is why I’ll have to think of your offer before making a decision. I have to think of the consequences. What is your offer exactly?”

“There’ll be lots of dough.”

“That goes without saying. What I meant was, what would you like me to do?”

“We gotta work on one song. Take a popular Classical piece and add it to a new song I’m writing. You’ll sing the vocals. All those ‘ahhhs’ and ‘ohhhs’ and French and stuff.”

“You’re composing your own music?”

“Yeah. When I was little, my mother forced me to write music instead of making me eat my broccoli.”

“Though she probably insisted on Rap, not Rock.”

“Somebody’s been reading the tabloids.”

“I have. When I found you in the cathedral, I was curious as to what kind of celebrity would rather hide behind pillars than confront a woman half his size.”

“The kind who doesn’t get pissed when he finds out who’s behind his need for camouflage.”

Aria scratched her head sheepishly. She realized her gesture was unglamorous and dropped her hand.

“So, what do you think of my plan?”

“Sounds like a cool plan to me. Good for you.” Aria said, forgetting her professional face. She’d warmed up to the idea quickly enough. She looked up at him with kindness so that he understood she’d forgiven him for not making her his first choice. She faltered slightly upon gazing into his dark eyes and his slow deliberate smile. 

“Looks like we’re not alone anymore.”

Aria turned around to find Maxime and Agnes in the Queen’s Grove.

“The air has become colder all of a sudden. We should head back.” Aria moved to leave the grove, but Agnes stepped forward with an extended hand. 

“You’re Lucas Watkins, pleased to meet you.”

He shook her hand somewhat amused and turned to Maxime, ready to greet him. But Maxime made no sign indicating that he would agree to shake his hand in turn.

“I don’t shake hands with artists who ruin Classical music.”

Lucas, not in the least offended, broke out in a loud round of laughter.

“See what I was talking about?” he told Aria.

“This person, if he should be called a person, isn’t a representative of all classical artists. Only of the worst ones. Ignore him and you’ll be quite all right.”

Aria moved past the couple, her head held high, and Lucas followed her.

Once they were out of earshot, she turned to him and said, “Send me the information and I’ll let you know my answer soon.”
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Chapter 16
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THREE DAYS LATER, ARIA’S class was going to the Opera Garnier to see Carmen. 

Aria would have worn her prettiest dress but Hortense and Margot stopped her.

“Only tourists get all dressed up like they’re going to a ball. You can wear a pretty dress but don’t overdo it,” Margot admonished. 

“I want to dress up. This is my first time at the opera.”

“You just have to dress up without dressing up. It’s simple class. I’ll lend you something.”

Aria’s eyes flashed with pride: borrowing and begging were only separated by a thin line.

“I’d rather wear something of my own.”

“Not the same dress you wore to the wedding. It would be a disaster. Everyone saw you in it already.”

“I’m not wearing that one.”

What Margot didn’t know was that Aria had returned the night-blue, satin gown. She’d bought a new dress, much cheaper, but very pretty. She’d kept the rest of the money for the things she needed until she found a new job.

When she entered the grand Opera Garnier that evening in a white lace dress, she felt like the luckiest girl.

The opera was the most exquisite place she’d ever set foot in: the grand staircase and the statues, the gold and the marble. Not one expense had been spared on the world’s most magnificent opera house. 

“Where are we seated? Ooh, nice, we’ve got a private box. Awesome view,” Hortense said.

“Great! We’ll be able to chat during the opera without Madame de Valois glaring at us and giving us a sermon about etiquette.”

“I want to enjoy the opera,” Aria whispered, enraptured.

“And Florence Duchêne is Carmen. Nobody talks when she sings,” Hortense added.

“True. Last time I saw her perform, she actually gave the person next to me the evil eye because he sneezed. It was crazy. We had front row seats so of course she noticed him.”

“Her temper is legendary,” Aria said. “I wouldn’t mind her giving me the evil eye if it meant she acknowledged my presence.”

They went up the grand staircase, past the tourists taking multiple selfies. Upon entering the box, they discovered they weren’t the only students present.

Agnes and Marie-Capucine sat in their red, velvet chairs with a look of complete boredom, Elodie was taking a selfie with a reluctant Pierre-Henri, while Maxime stood at the edge of the box watching guests take their seats in the auditorium. 

“Maxime!” Hortense cried out. “I didn’t know we’d be sharing the same box.”

He turned to Hortense with a smile.  

“Good to see you.” He glanced at Aria who greeted him with a cold glare before deciding she wouldn’t let him ruin her evening. She turned away, not before noticing he looked good in a suit, and took one of the front row seats. 

“Remember when our parents took us to see Swan Lake. I’m certain it was in this box.” Hortense touched the velvet seats fondly.

“I’m positive it was in the one right across the room. And you couldn’t stop twirling during intermission.”

“You were a good sport. You helped me do a jetée.”

“We fell and you bruised your knee.”

“Your parents gave me a sip of apple cider to make me stop crying.”

“Good times,” Maxime said with fond remembrance.

“The best.” Hortense took his arm. “Sit next to me, will you?”

She sat between Maxime and a puzzled Aria who wondered how Hortense could possibly get along with the brute who had managed to scrape her knee when she was little. That the story was endearing further angered her and she concentrated on the program she’d received.

“I get the second row.” Margot tapped Hortense’s head lightly with the program. “Gee, thanks Hortense. I thought we’d sit together.”

“You can sit with me if you like,” Paul offered, as he entered the box. He wore a nice tuxedo, a remarkable contrast with all the extravagant costumes he’d worn of late.

“Fine,” Margot agreed. “But I want to be in second row. Pierre-Henri, Elodie, to the back.”

It was no use arguing with Margot. Pierre-Henri, who liked receiving orders from pretty girls, obliged willingly, much to Marie-Capucine’s displeasure.

Soon the lights dimmed, cell phones were turned off,y and silence reigned in the room. 

The moment of the overture, when the orchestra plays the notes that will set the tone of the entire opera before the curtain opens, is a moment of pure enchantment.

Aria watched the orchestra pit in wonder as the maestro transformed into a wizard telling an enthralling story with a magic wand, his energy creating an entire universe from chaos. It was terrible and fantastic and Aria cared for nothing else in the world. Not the fact that Maxime watched her every reaction, not that Marie-Capucine secretly mocked her inexpensive dress, nor that Hortense squeezed her hand with excitement.

Aria was wrapped up in a moment of grace.

When Florence Duchêne appeared, she swirled into the scene like a whirlwind, full of passion and exuberance. She was Carmen, full of life and playfully wicked.

Marie-Capucine and Agnes, however, preferred criticizing everything and everyone in the room.

“Did you see Ophélie’s dress? Ridicule,” Marie-Capucine giggled.

“Where did George get his tux? The 1980s?”

Aria huffed loudly, to indicate her annoyance. She could hear them giggle and hated that it interrupted the flow of the opera.

She was about to turn around to give them a piece of her mind, but Maxime beat her to it.

“We can hear you all the way to the auditorium.”

Aria, pleasantly surprised, was prepared to turn happily back to her opera until she heard him add,

“This is a great French opera singer we’re watching, not some dumb American comedy.”

Aria gasped while Hortense rolled her eyes. She poked his elbow with gentle reproach. “Don’t listen to him,” she whispered in her friend’s ear. Maxime barely glanced at an outraged Aria and turned his attention back to the opera where Carmen played with poor Don José’s heart like a cat with a ball of yarn.

Aria seethed and remained rigid with anger during the rest of the act. How dare he criticize Americans yet again in front of her! He no longer had the decency of expressing his hostile remarks outside of her presence. He had such little regard for her, which didn’t come as a surprise, yet still stung. Had she not already sworn to never speak to him again, she would have at that moment.

At intermission, she was the first out the door with Hortense; Paul and Margot soon following her.

“Isn’t Florence Duchêne grand?” Margot said dreamily. “I want to be just like her.”

“I want to be better,” Hortense replied. “Florence Duchêne came from a musical family with a solid reputation. When I am famous, it’ll be for my own merits.”

“You have a famous family name, Hortense,” Margot chided. 

“I’ll change it.”

“I don’t mind my family name,” Paul observed. “Just know, Aria, that not all Andrieux’ are like my dear cousin.”

“If he thinks he’s superior in every way just because he’s French, I don’t care,” Aria huffed, though her tone indicated the very opposite of what she was saying.

“Let’s go buy some champagne and overpriced salmon sandwiches.”

“We’re not twenty-one.”

“Nobody’s going to ask for ID here,” Hortense pointed out.

“Come on, one little flute won’t hurt you,” Margot coaxed.

“For me, intermission’s the best part of going to the opera,” Paul agreed.

“I love it, too!” Margot exclaimed.  “You get to talk, eat and not just sit still like a statue.”

“Yeah, those seats are breaking my back,” Paul laughed. His eyes shone as he looked at Margot. She smiled at him coyly and slipped her arm into his as they went to buy their food.

The line was long, and when the bell rang, they hadn’t received their glasses yet.

“Intermission’s over,” Aria said excitedly. “I can’t wait to see the next act.”

“Hold on, we still have time for a glass. You don’t actually have to go before the end of the bell.”

Aria looked at Paul doubtfully. “I’d rather go now. I don’t want to miss a thing.”

“Let her go,” Margot touched Paul’s arm gently. “She’s a neophyte.”

Paul turned back to Margot and moved up in the line.

She hurried back to the box, which she found to be empty. She stared at the Chagall painted ceiling and felt content once more.

Until she heard a soft cough.

She turned around and, to her great displeasure, noticed Maxime had come back earlier as well.

“I didn’t want to take the risk of missing the beginning,” he explained.

Aria, cold with anger, didn’t bother answering and instead focused solely on the Chagall painting.  Maxime came next to her and turned his eyes in the direction of her gaze. He fixed it intently as if seeing it for the first time.

Aria glanced at him discreetly. He closed his eyes as he took a deep breath to take it all in. 

He at least had tremendous respect for opera, Aria thought. It was perhaps his only redeeming quality. 

She turned away from him just as he opened his eyes again and he made a step towards her.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked with a kind smile. Surprised that he should address her,

she found herself wanting to answer, but was interrupted by the arrival of Elodie and Agnes.

“Ah, the American girl is already here,” Elodie said. “How are you liking the opera?”

“I’d like it more if I could actually hear the opera instead of giggling.”

“Going to the Opera is more than just listening to music,” Agnes moved to Maxime’s side, radiant in a green, sleeveless swing dress. “It’s also about socializing and being in good company. Isn’t it Maxime?”

“It depends on what you mean by good company,” Aria said before Maxime could answer. “If it means being among French people talking a mile a minute, I’d rather be in the presence of supposedly ill-mannered Americans. We, at least, listen quietly to our filthy American movies.” 

“You must excuse Maxime.” Agnes’ laugh rang out prettily in the box.  “He always acts out when Americans are in his presence. Perhaps if he sat with us instead we’d have a mutually positive influence on each other.” She looked at him with insistence, pointing to the third row.

“I’d rather remain at my seat,” Maxime replied, much to Agnes’ surprise. “I believe I’d miss the agreeable company I’m in if I sat with you. Hortense would be cruelly disappointed.” He spoke to Agnes, but his attention remained on Aria.

“I’m sure you shouldn’t worry on her behalf,” Aria said cuttingly. “She’d breathe easier without you by her side watching her every reaction like a hawk. Any girl would.”

Hortense entered the box at that moment with Paul and Margot arm in arm. The trio’s laughter stopped upon sensing the tension in the box.

“Hortense, help us decide,” Agnes cajoled. “Where should Maxime be seated?”

“Next to me, of course.”

“Then the matter is settled.” Maxime took his seat and crossed a leg over his thigh in a relaxed position. I promise not to be a nuisance to you, girls, and to let you enjoy the opera in its entirety.”

The opera resumed soon after and Maxime made good on his promise not to bother Aria. Though she focused on the opera, underneath her visible enjoyment lingered a thin layer of regret that his eyes remained entirely fixed on the performance and never once strayed her way.

After the show, Madame de Valois’ class had the honor of meeting the great Florence Duchêne. What they really witnessed, however, were the antics of an authentic diva.

Behind the scenes, her army of personal employees ran up and down to bring her everything she needed.

A woman of stature in her early forties with skin the color of the purest ebony, Florence Duchêne knew how to enjoy her status as an established professional singer.

“This is how it’s done kids. And when you’re famous like me, you’ll be able to have all sorts of demands. For now, I’m here to answer your questions.”

She sat in front of them on stage while her hands flew up in the air.

“Have you ever been in love with a co-star?” Pierre-Henri asked.

“Sometimes, but it rarely ended well. They’ve got egos bigger than mine.”

“Have you ever regretted playing a role?” Marie-Capucine asked.

“Definitely. I played a tree when I was in Kindergarten. I missed not being in the spotlight.”

The class laughed, but she silenced them quickly as one of her female employees came and whispered something in her ear. The look Florence gave her made the employee tremble from head to toe and scurry away.

Aria, disappointed in how a great singer could be so disagreeable, refrained from asking questions. But Elodie didn’t.

“How do you balance your professional life and private life?”

“Ah, the famous question only asked to women, never men. I don’t have kids at all. So you all can follow my example, too.”

Aria would have rather died than follow the example of a woman who thought it was okay to crush the spirit of her employees.

“What advice would you give to us young artists?” Margot asked.

“Don’t wish to become me. You never will.”

Aria shook her head dismayed.

French people were crazy, she decided.
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Chapter 17
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MISSING A LOVED ONE living miles and miles away is the most excruciating of pains. It doesn’t subdue, it worsens as time passes, and the longing becomes sharper.

Missing a loved one who doesn’t feel the same pain is the most excruciating experience in a young life.

Aria felt her father’s absence in the cruelest ways: the small things like the bacon and eggs on Sunday mornings, with just a hint of pepper and the white of the eggs still liquid; the Tropicana orange juice with lots of pulp, the pancakes dripping syrup. 

The French had eggs, orange juice, and pulp. 

But they didn’t taste the same. 

They had no real bacon, just weird strips of pork they called lardons that they didn’t even eat in the morning. Breakfast was only croissants, pains au chocolat, or bread with butter and jam. 

Aria found it great at first, while in the depths of her homesickness, she would have killed for a ‘real breakfast.’ 

The things she missed and her father became one. 

His face was in every funny shaped cloud she gazed upon, every Blues song that would involuntarily come to her lips. The ban on popular music forbade her from singing her father’s songs aloud and she found herself detesting the prohibition. 

Yet she was a coward, for she never sought to break it with verve and courage. She hid to listen to popular music. She listened to her father’s Blues albums though the digitized versions weren’t as pure as the sound coming from one of his old vinyl collections. There was a song that they both loved and it had helped them in the worst of times.

Lean On Me by Bill Withers was a legendary song in the Thompson household. 

Aria lay her pen down beside her book on musical theory and checked around her that none of the students in the school library could hear her music blaring from her headphones. The others had their noses buried in their books, but Aria preferred to let her mind wander back to her father, his smile, his voice, his guitar.

Her castles in Spain were shattered by Ronaldo, who worked in the principal’s office. His face appeared inches away from her nose. Aria jumped, but had the reflex of turning off her music at the same time with one swift swipe. She wasn’t sure if Ronaldo had heard the last notes of Lean On Me live.

“Madame Robert would like to see you. Are you available now or would you like to reschedule?”

“Now is fine. What’s the matter?” 

She took off her headphones and stared at him with an innocence that could have fooled the devil. 

“I have no idea, but you must be in serious trouble. Principals don’t interact with students unless there’s a problem.”

Aria followed him outside the school, a little further away from the school’s fountains to the principal’s headquarters. 

Madame Robert waited for Aria in the living room with two teacups and boiling jasmine tea. Her brown mahogany skin was smooth with few wrinkles. Her face showed signs of calm fatigue, but contentment. She gazed inside her cup as if waiting for answers that would never come.  Looking up only after Aria had sat down in front of her, she pointed to her Japanese teapot. 

“Mademoiselle Thompson, would you like some tea?” Her voice was deep, but feminine. There was a smile in her voice, though none on her face. 

“Am I in trouble?” Aria blurted out.

“Would I ask you to have tea with me if you were?”

“You could be playing mind games.” 

Aria, like many students called in to see the principal, thought offense was the best defense. She came prepared, with an artillery of strong arguments as to why popular music was fundamental in a music school.

“I would be playing mind games if I asked you if you’ve done anything wrong. You would say no, but I would know the answer to be yes.”

“I’m in trouble.”

“Have you broken any rules you shouldn’t have?”

“I have,” Aria said without hesitation. “Lots of them, and many times.”

Madame Robert laughed as she poured tea into Aria’s cup, droplets falling on the side.

“Not many of the rules in this school preoccupy students. Just a couple. I doubt you broke many rules, probably only one or two, but a tremendous amount of times.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“You’re always in trouble, Aria, aren’t you?”

“Why would you say that?”

“Only people with many troubles expect more to befall them. Those with few problems never expect trouble to come their way. You are trouble, Aria.”

“Thanks,” Aria replied, dryly.

“I say that as a compliment. Trouble always comes the way of those who do great things.”

“I’ll do a great many things then,” Aria laughed.

Madame Robert looked at Aria with a serious gaze.

“How do you like your new life?”

Aria hesitated. She understood Madame Robert’s attitude showed she regarded her students as her equals. She cared for their opinion. Without letting their say rule, she believed she worked for them.

“I love it very much. I miss my country as well though.”

“It would be strange if it were otherwise.”

“I know I still have a lot of work to do to catch up with the rest of the students.”

“Actually, you’re doing quite well. Your grades are very good and your teachers say you’re adapting faster than any foreign student we’ve had in recent years.”

“I still have to work harder if I want to be the best. There is still Max ... I mean someone that I promised I’d beat. I won’t rest until I’m top of my class.”

“Here is something I hadn’t expected from you.”

“What is it?”

“You’re dominated by pride.” She spoke without reproach, as one making a commonplace observation.

“I have never understood that to be a fault.”

“If you want to succeed, do it for yourself. Never to crush others.”

“This person, the person I want to beat, deserves to be crushed. I’m proud only because I was forced to be. It’s the only appropriate answer to the tremendous amount of French pride I’ve had to deal with.”

Madame Robert smiled, took her teacup, and drank silently. Aria remembered her Aunt Mimi’s slurps and was thankful her principal drank without making a noise.

“I agree with you. French pride has led us to nothing much but to rest on our laurels. It is only if you let go of pride that you’re willing to do what is hard, dirty and disgusting, that you can evolve toward the positive. If you’re too proud, you will never learn, and you’ll only stay at the level you are. Do you know how to ask for help, Aria?”

“I’ve rarely needed anyone’s help.”

“You need mine.”

Aria was startled.

“Do I?”

“Madame Nerval told me she refused to help you become a mezzo-soprano. You don’t wish to remain a contralto.”

“That is true.”

“I used to be a contralto. I became a mezzo-soprano. I can help you develop your potential as a mezzo.” 

“You can?”

“I will give you your first lesson now. On humility. A little humility isn’t a bad thing. In fact, I too use it from time to time to get what I want. So I will ask you, Aria, very humbly, to entrust me with part of your education. Would you allow me to give you private lessons?”

Aria’s heart beat wildly in her chest as she nodded.

“When can we start?”

***
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ARIA LEFT THE PRINCIPAL’S headquarters, her head lighter than a cygnet’s wispy feather. Her feet floated a couple of inches above the ground and nothing could bring her down.

The mere thought that the principal found a hidden potential in her ignited a new purpose and rekindled the ever-burning fire of her ambition. 

Aria’s musings didn’t linger much on the lesson regarding the necessity of being humble. Humility had been imposed enough in her life and none of it had been her own doing. 

Her father and absentee mother had made sure of that. Trouble followed her father like a steadfast companion on a lonesome road.

Yet how she missed him.  

She wondered if Madame Robert was somewhat correct in assuming hard times always preceded great things. Perhaps Madame Robert’s life had been easy, but hers had mainly been a succession of problems, as had her father’s. He’d known much tribulation, but little greatness. 

If trouble foreshadowed grandeur, she couldn’t turn down Lucas Watkins’s offer. Perhaps this was the opportunity she’d waited for her entire life. If that were the case, she couldn’t let a little trouble such as a silly ban on Pop music stop her from the great things awaiting her.

How she craved for some loud popular music with beats and drums and guitars. 

She was tired of the tame.

She fished out her telephone from her pocket and found Lucas Watkins’s number in her contact list.

He picked up after the third ring.

“Lucas.”

“I was just calling to let you know that I accept your offer.”

“Sweet! When are you available to discuss details?”

“I’ve got piano class in about an hour and I’ll be finished in two. Would you like to meet me near Saint-Paul?”

“Meet you there at seven. Have fun now!”

“Thanks.”

She hung up and the cloud she floated on grew with each step toward the train station.

Arriving in piano class that afternoon, the sun had fallen low in its autumnal grimness.

Maxime sat at the piano. She joined him at the stool without a word. He turned the pages of the score.

Monsieur Du Pré arrived in the room soon after Aria.

“Hope you two have worked hard. Aria, you start with your piece.”

Aria played a Polish Mazurka and was transported to another world. One where women in long skirts danced with fans, a time where men were gentlemen, quite unlike the boy sitting not far from her. 

“Very good,” Monsieur Du Pré remarked, “but you had trouble transitioning from the third measure to the fourth.  Play just these two again five times straight.”

Five times turned to ten, ten to twenty, until she was able to transition perfectly.

Aria finally arose from the stool triumphant and left Maxime to take her place, silently defying him to surpass her.

Unfortunately for Aria, Maxime’s playing was still far superior to hers. His smugness said it all while Aria silently cursed him.

“Four hands time. Hope you each worked on your parts.”

They nodded limply, took out their scores for the Waltz n°1 in B major op 39 by Johannes Brahms.

Maxime, as the prima, began, but when Aria went in to accompany him they were not in sync. Their notes overlapped clumsily, their rhythms differed, they fought not to touch, but ended up bumping elbows repeatedly. Aria winced each time her arm brushed his which gave a rather comical appearance to their attempt.

“Stop! STOP now!”

They both dropped their hands from the instrument onto their laps.

“What is going on? Did I not tell you to get your act together! Start this over. Don’t play beyond the first measures until you can do them perfectly.”

They began again with their teacher yelling instructions at their backs.

“Aria, stop wincing! Maxime, slow down!”

Aria and Maxime never managed to go further than the first measures and the added heat of their teacher’s anger only hindered their painful progress.

By the end of the class, the students and the teacher had had it with one another. Maxime and Aria glared at each other and Monsieur Du Pré did much more.

“If you two don’t get it together, I will flunk you. Don’t look at me like that, Monsieur Andrieux. This is sloppy. It’s worse than sloppy. You don’t deserve to be my students. Leave now before I throw you out the window!”

They grabbed their things and ran out of the apartment, invectives following them on their way down the stairs.

“This is all your fault,” Maxime said through gritted teeth once outside.

“My fault? You’re the one always jabbing me with your fat elbow.”

“You’re completely tone deaf. But I don’t know what else I expected from—”

“If you talk about my being American one more time, I’ll­—”

“You’ll what? Never speak to me again? Aren’t you already supposed to be giving me the silent treatment?”

“Not when we have to play a four hands together! I don’t want to flunk this grade. You’d be too happy.”

“I don’t want to flunk either. You’re the one used to getting average grades, not me.”

“I’ll let you know I’m getting great grades. So great that Madame Robert wants to give me private lessons. You better watch out because your number one spot is seriously in danger.”

“I’ll believe it only when I see it. For now, let’s just go home and practice our waltz.”

“Home? Not a single place on this planet that you call home can be mine.”

“School. Whatever. We’ve got to get to work.”

“I’ve got a date.”

“With a boy?”

“Yes.”

Aria and Maxime resumed their evil glare match until they were interrupted by a loud honk. A dark cab with tinted windows pulled up next to them. The back door opened and Lucas’ head appeared.

“Hey, Aria! You ready to go?”

Aria looked at Maxime jubilantly. 

“Fine,” Maxime muttered, “if you prefer to favor your social life over your professional career, there isn’t much I can say. I won’t fail because of you.”

“We’ll schedule a moment to rehearse later this week. Excuse me.”

Maxime moved away from the car and Aria slid in next to Lucas. She shut the door and they drove off leaving Maxime on his own. 
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Chapter 18
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WINTER NIGHT HAD FALLEN in Paris. Though it wasn’t New York, a city whose beauty appeared mainly at night, Paris’ famous city lights sparkled like jewels.

“Where are we going?” Aria asked.

“To dine at the Champs-Elysées. We’ve got to celebrate our future collaboration. That’s how I roll.”

Aria wondered if he really celebrated every future collaboration so personally or if she was receiving special treatment. Her heart was set on the latter. She’d worn her pretty lip gloss. If that didn’t do the trick, she didn’t know what would.

It was a strange feeling to be attracted to Lucas. Aria had rarely succumbed to the need to please and had never ostensibly flirted with a member of the opposite sex. At the present, she was torn between her pride, which prevented her from making a fool of herself, and the desire to please the young star sitting next to her, oblivious to the inner turmoil going on in Aria’s pretty little head.

They drove up the Champs-Elysées, already lit up with Christmas decorations. 

The driver dropped them off at a restaurant called Le Fouquet’s where they were greeted amiably.

Aria, suddenly shy, raised her head to show more bravado than she possessed. She was wearing the same dress she’d worn to the opera, but was secretly glad Lucas didn’t know.  With a furtive glance at the table next to hers, she checked the other customers’ reaction to her entry. The woman’s eyes held no jealousy nor mockery. Everything was fine. 

“Table for three,” the waiter said before leaving.

“We’re waiting for someone?” she asked. Her disappointment was hidden behind a pleasant smile, but her heart dropped to her feet.

“Maybe. Alex might not come after all.”

Aria would have asked if Alex were a boy or a girl, but didn’t want to appear jealous if it were the latter.

“Great,” she simply said.

She sat and read her menu. She had no idea what to choose.

“Ever tasted frog legs?” Lucas inquired.

“No.”

“Wanna try?”

“OK!”

Every word coming out of his mouth sounded sweet.

“What are you having? The same?”

“Nah, can’t have the same as you.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a thing. You can’t order the same thing. It’s just dumb. It’s best if we can taste each other’s food.”

Aria’s heart jumped. 

Tasting the other’s plate was the epitome of romance. If the Lady and the Tramp could share spaghetti and meatballs, how much more romantic could sharing frog legs be?

The waiter took their orders.

“It’s something to be called Mademoiselle, don’t you think? Is it weird for you to be called Monsieur?”

“If by weird you mean I like it, then I do.”

“There’s something so fancy and grand about it.”

“Whenever they say Monsieur I think ‘I’m the man’, man.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“Only since the last couple of weeks to work on my new album. You?”

“Three months,” Aria said proudly.”

“And you speak the language well?”

“I do my best. But I can’t insult anyone properly in French.”

“Ah, that’s the thing I can say with the most ease. I like French people but they get on my nerves sometimes. Most of the times.”

“I know! They think they’re the best at everything.”

“Yeah. Everybody knows we’re the best,” he joked.

“The French are disagreeable whenever anyone asks for directions in the subway. They roll up their eyes and their cigarettes and say ‘Je suis préssé.’ ‘I’m in a hurry.’ When I was in New York, I’d give French tourists directions because they never understood where east was from west.”

“Our streets are geometric. It’s as easy as 1, 2, 3. French have all sorts of crazy names and crazy little streets. Can’t find anything here.”

“Their taxis? It’s nearly impossible to distinguish them from other cars. Why can’t they make them yellow or green like ours?”

“‘Cause then they’d have to recognize they’ve got something wrong. That would be too much for them to handle.”

Aria laughed, a genuine laugh though a little too loud. She received an unpleasant glance from the man at the table nearby.

“Oops, now they’re gonna say Americans are too loud,” he said with a wicked grin.

“Don’t make me laugh and I won’t be loud.”

It had been a long time since Aria had laughed a good, honest, wild shriek of laughter. With Lucas, her old self, the American self, was restored for the evening. With Hortense and Margot she had shared a great deal of humor, but nobody had understood how she was seeing the country for the first time and the craziness that came with it. Seeing France through the eyes of a foreigner was an experience her new friends couldn’t grasp.

The dinner arrived and Aria tasted her frog legs for the very first time. Lucas waited for her verdict eagerly.

“It tastes like chicken.”

“That’s what I said! Portions are way smaller though.”

“I know. Why can’t French people have any big food? Everything has to be bite size.”

“You been to McDonald’s here yet?”

Aria shook her head.

“Their Big Mac should be called Tiny Mac.”

Aria repressed another shriek of laughter but still giggled, though not loud enough to receive irate glares from the table closest to theirs.

When the check arrived, Lucas paid. Before leaving, Aria jumped up.

“You didn’t leave a 20% tip.”

“Nah. That’s one of the good things in this country. Their tips aren’t institutionalized.”

“That’s just cruel.” Aria shuddered. How could waiters ever survive without tips?

“Don’t worry. The French know what they’re doing. If the waiters were starving, they’d be on strike.”

Aria left the restaurant with a huge smile on her face.

“You wanna check out the Christmas market?”

Aria nodded, eager to prolong an evening that had turned out so well.

The Champs-Elysées at night in November was a sight to behold. Lights shone in every wooden stall displaying jewelry, toys and trinkets. Christmas trees were lovingly decorated, announcing the upcoming joys of Noël.  Whiffs of mulled wine and the smell of hot crêpes accompanied the eager shoppers.

“I miss bacon,” Aria admitted, “but when I see all these lights, everything else fades.”

“I miss Coke. Real Coke, not that sappy washed-down version of Coke.”

“I miss Pop music.”

“Shoot, I’d miss that too if I were in your school.”

“I do listen to it. In secret. I was raised with the love of Blues.”

“Really? A Classical artist that knows her Blues?”

“My father’s a professional Blues artist.”

“What’s his name?”

“Miles Thompson.”

“Nah. Not the Miles Thompson that sang Starry Night Blues?”

“The same one. How do you know him?”

“I grew up with my momma, who loved Blues. She particularly loved those artists she said deserved to be famous, but weren’t.”

“That’s my Dad all right. I can’t believe Miss. Educated listens to my father’s music.”

“You should be ashamed.”

“Why?”

“You’re Miles Thompson’s daughter and you’re not allowed to listen to Blues.’”

“I know. I don’t think I’ve ever appreciated it more than when it became forbidden. I wish I could tell him”

“He dead?”

“No, but I’m dead to him now I’ve moved to France.”

“Him and my mother might get along. She hates me for wanting to become a rock star.”

“I heard.”

“She’s had it tough, you know. I get that. She broke a lot of barriers. She wasn’t afraid of anybody and she taught me to respect all sorts of music.”

“Yet she still wants you to follow in her footsteps. Even though she’d never admit it aloud.”

Aria realized her father must have wanted the same thing.

“She ...,” he began, but couldn’t finish. Aria looked at him with tenderness, took his hand and brushed it softly with hers.

“I know it hurts.”

His face was inches from hers and she saw him give her a slow smile.

“Come on, we can’t be sad with a cup of hot apple cider.”

Aria laughed and walked with him to the nearest apple cider stand. She watched his profile as he paid, his long lashes and the gentle smile on his face. For the first time, she felt he understood perfectly which was, after all, what every girl wanted.

***
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THE NEXT DAY, ARIA’S name was on every student’s lips.

When she walked into Drama class that morning, Hortense ran up to her with the latest edition of ‘Voici.’

Aria and Lucas were on the front drinking hot apple cider. If nothing else, the photographer had caught Aria’s dreamy gaze.

“Who else has seen this?”

“How about the whole school?”

“The teachers?”

“I don’t think they read ‘Voici.’ You know how they are.”

Aria heaved a sigh of relief. “That picture is awful.”

“You look positively radiant.”

The class filled up gradually and Margot came to join them.

“So, you and Lucas Watkins, huh? He doesn’t seem to be holding a grudge against you for blacklisting him at the wedding.”

Aria’s head remained bent over her script.  She wouldn’t dare say anything about her relationship with Lucas. Elodie, Agnes, Marie-Capucine and Maxime entered the class and as they walked past her, Marie-Capucine said, “Congratulations, you and Lucas form a cute couple.”

Maxime looked at her, eyes narrowed and added, “It’s no surprise that two Americans should get along and end up together. Typical.”

Aria’s hands shook nervously and she dropped her script.

“There is nothing going on between Lucas and me.”

Her own voice shocked her, but she was more surprised to realize that she felt the need to give Maxime an explanation. 

She bent down to pick her script up from the floor, leaving enough time for Maxime and his friends to walk away.

Class started soon after, but Aria couldn’t get a moment’s rest from her friends’ pestering.

“You have to tell us. If you say nothing is going on, you must tell us what this ‘nothing’ is.”

“We went to a restaurant. That’s it. On the Champs-Elysées,” she added with a small smile.

“Nice,” Margot whistled. “He’s got taste.”

“And class.”

“I know,” Aria whispered.

Their teacher was busy giving out instructions, but the girls’ chatter prevented them from listening. Aria’s head was still busy with thoughts from the previous night and she was glad to share them, to have other points of views than her own biased one.

“I think he’s really cute.” As she said it, she realized Elodie had just crept up behind her and stopped talking.

“Really, Elodie, don’t you have anything better to do than to eavesdrop.”

“Not when the information is this juicy.”

“Aria, Karim, come play your scene!” Monsieur Esseau called out.

Having not heard the teacher’s instructions, Aria and Karim’s scene was a disaster. Maxime’s victory was undeniable when he and Agnes’ scene received glowing praise from the teacher.

Aria ignored him as best as she could when he walked past her back to his seat, but she couldn’t ignore it when Elodie whispered something in his ear, pointing to Aria. She turned away, unwilling to see his expression, and couldn’t help but wish the ground would swallow her up rather than have Maxime Andrieux know that she found Lucas Watkins to her taste.

Which was why, when Maxime came up to her after class, she purposefully ignored him yet again.

“Just tell me if you’ll be available to meet tomorrow for our practice.”

“I don’t have time for you, Maxime,” she answered coldly before exiting the classroom with swift haste.
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“EAR-TRAINING IS AN essential part of this year’s program in Musical Theory. You need to learn to recognize the notes you’re hearing. For some of you, it is still hard. Some of you have mastered it.” Madame Hautbois said, as she handed out copies of her students’ latest tests.

“Maxime, 19 out of 20. Brilliant. Elodie, 17, very good. Hortense, same.”

Aria scowled while Maxime put his paper aside with a pleased smile, glancing at it only to check the single mistake he’d made. He was so used to receiving excellent grades, the only appeal was the one he now found in Aria’s wince. 

Aria wished she could freeze her teacher and grab her own test to prevent anyone else from hearing the negative comments that would inevitably follow.

Madame Hautbois, through no fault of her own, thought handing out tests and giving grades aloud helped students. For her it was an exercise to build her students’ fortitude, for Aria it was a trial inflicted upon her by a cruel teacher. She would never understand why her classmates loved Madame Hautbois.

“Aria, this still needs more work. 9 out of 20.”

Her paper was marked in red and she still didn’t know why she couldn’t master Ear-training.

She wanted to rip the paper to pieces, but she didn’t. Not when she sensed Maxime’s eyes on her, watching her reaction. She kept her hands away from her paper, but it took everything in her not to hide it in her bag. Doing so would have made her appear affected and she preferred to adopt an indifferent attitude. 

The bell rang and she cleared her table slowly. Maxime slung his bag over his shoulder and came up to her.

“If you’ve come to gloat—”

“I don’t care about the test. It was much too easy. Not for everyone, I guess,” he added glancing at her test.

She swiftly stashed the sheet of paper into her bag, her face burning. So much for self-control and indifference.

“9 out of 20. Is that how you intend to beat me?”

“Let me worry about that. What do you want?”

“Are you available to rehearse?”

Aria huffed. She’d rather have her grade broadcast on the eight o’clock news than work with Maxime. She was conscious, however, that she didn’t need another bad grade.

“We’ve got a couple of hours before Musical History class. Let’s do this now.”

“Perfect. Let’s find a room.”

Maxime, with a courteous nod, invited her to cross the threshold before him, which annoyed her even more. The hypocrisy of gallantry coupled with the disdain she was certain he felt made her writhe. She clutched the handles of her bag until her nails entered the palm of her hand.

Finding a music room when their entire class was in study hall proved a much harder endeavor than initially imagined.

In the Mel Bonis Room, Agnes and Marie-Capucine practiced their duet. Agnes winked at Maxime when he walked in and he made a step toward her, but Aria clutched his sleeve.

“We don’t have all day.” She let go of his arm and turned heel.

“I didn’t think you were so eager to practice with me.”

“I’m eager for it to be over.”

They didn’t have much luck in the other music rooms. Eduardo’s pudgy fingers were banging the piano in the Beethoven Room.

In the Callas Music Room, Elodie and Christina practiced their flute.

“We can’t practice anywhere,” Aria said, barely hiding her relief. She was about to postpone their rehearsal but he spoke before she did.

“There’s one place we haven’t tried. The Palace of Versailles.”

“We’re not allowed to go there.”

“If no music rooms are available we’re allowed to go in one of the rooms closed to the public as long as we’re not inside after hours.”

“Fine,” Aria gave in. He was more willing to spend time with her than she was.

Together they left the school.

It had rained that morning and the rocky path was filled with muddy patches and puddles, which Maxime avoided as much as possible. Irritated with his uneven walk, Aria stepped in a brown puddle with intention. She regretted it as soon as her sock filled with water, but threw Maxime a look of defiance. He only answered with blatant disregard.

They continued their walk across the King’s garden where two graceful black and white magpies greeted their arrival with low whistles.

Autumn had not yet touched the entire garden and the cherry trees drooped as they waited for it to change their green foliage into their natural coat of many colors.

While the students trudged in the mud, autumn’s brush swept over the gardens splashing the trees’ leaves with the colors of sunset, giving them a final fiery glow before their winter bareness.

Once inside the Palace of Versailles, they found an empty music room with a piano. They each sat on a different stool.

They tried to harmonize their playing for an hour but never could they find the right rhythm. Aria stopped.

“This is never going to work. I just ... I can’t play with you.”

“You’re not trying.”

“I’m not trying? You’re lucky I even agreed to sit next to you. It goes against everything I wish at the moment. You repulse me.”

“I repulse you!” He moved away from the stool. In his eyes shone a pained expression.

“Are you surprised?”

“I should be the one refusing to sit next to you, not the other way around.”

“There is your problem. You don’t realize how awful you are. Stop acting like I’m a leper.”

“You’re the one who uses words like ‘repulsed.’”

“You act like I’m a monster because I come from the country you hate. A country you’ve never even set foot in, might I add.”

“I don’t need to go there to know what it’s like. I see American tourists all the time in the subway, and then there are their movies, their music and their fast food restaurants all over France. If we don’t watch out, there won’t be a France anymore, just a pale copy of what it used to be.”

“Is that why you hate America? Because you feel your country is being taken over? I don’t understand what is going on in that head of yours.”

“I don’t have to explain anything.”

“Or you don’t know how to. It’s just something that’s been passed down for generations like a cursed heirloom and you don’t even have a good reason for hating us.”

“You stand there on your high horse willing to take over the world one step at a time. You trample over entire cultures to promote your own. Movies, food, language, everything disappears once you’ve decided it wasn’t good enough. Have you ever even watched a French movie in your life?”

“In French class I have.”

“Have you been to the movies in your country to watch a French film? I’m sure you haven’t. If it’s not Hollywood with your fake, surgically altered stars and your over-the-top special effects you’re not interested.”

“That’s not all we watch!”

“Everything has to be big and bring millions of dollars; be marketable and fake. I want real, authentic.”

“I want that, too.”

“The Pop music industry has destroyed musical beauty and wrapped it up in Big Mac packaging. It has to be fast, bring immediate satisfaction and then in with the next.”

“You’re unbelievably narrow-minded.”

“People are more interested in the singer’s life than in what he or she actually sings.”

“Not all popular music is as you describe. It’s as if I take the worse diva in Classical, say Florence Duchêne, and declare that the entire Classical world is exactly like her. Why do you have to generalize?”

“Because that is what is promoted as the ultimate form of success to the entire world. We’re supposed to all want to have big houses, be famous, and have the perfect spouse with fake teeth and fake tans. Isn’t that the American dream? Don’t you wish to become a famous Classical singer? Don’t you dream of big lights and a pool of money?”

“I have my own reasons for wanting what I want,” Aria said. “Your family already has loads of money. Of course, you’ll regard the pursuit of a higher income as reprehensible. You’re a hypocrite.”

“A hypocrite?”

“You’re jealous because America gets to set a standard. France has also had its time to shine and, when it did, it destroyed entire cultures in the process. If your country was dominant today you would do the exact same thing, perhaps worse.”

“I can’t be accused of acts my ancestors committed. Personally, I respect all cultures, which is why I understand the need to preserve mine.”

“If you can’t be blamed for what your ancestors did in the past then you are not allowed to hold against me something that I have absolutely no power over and that I couldn’t change even if I wanted to.”

“I know you can’t change who you are.”

“I’m just as much allowed to be proud of my culture as you are of yours! I’m American. Get over it!” 

Taking into consideration what she’d said, Maxime rubbed his chin. She could see the wheels turning as he debated what she’d said. 

A genuine smile appeared on his face for the first time since they’d seen each other in the refectory.

Yet again, she found herself wanting to answer his gesture with kindness. 

They saw each other as they really were. No feud, rivalry, pride, or animosity. 

They were interrupted by hurried footsteps echoing in the hallway. 

Aria frowned and moved to the door to see who was coming. Before she reached the doorknob, the door burst wide open revealing Elodie and a woman in her early forties with a stiff posture, a pearl necklace and an expensive handbag. Madame Andrieux’s eyes narrowed at the sight of Aria.

“Finally, we found you!” Elodie exclaimed. 

“Mom, what are you doing here?” Maxime asked. He immediately deserted Aria’s side. 

“Aren’t you happy to see me?”

“Of course.” He kissed her on each cheek.

“I came to pick you up for the interview.”

“The interview?”

“On why Classical music and preserving it is so important. You know what this means for your father. He’s dead set on reducing American music air-time on the radio.”

“Right, that’s today. I forgot.”

“Hmm, I wonder who made you forget,” Elodie said. She turned to Madame Andrieux. “Aria is going out with Lucas Watkins and is dead set on promoting popular music to everyone in the school, aren’t you?”

“I’m not dating him,” Aria muttered, glancing at Maxime quickly.

“Um, I heard you say he was really cute, that you wouldn’t mind dating him. Or did I hear wrong?”

Maxime looked away, pained, and Aria began to speak, flustered, but didn’t know what to say. 

“It’s not surprising that Aria should find Lucas Watkins appealing. She is American after all,” Madame Andrieux said crisply.

“That’s what your son said. Right, Maxime?” Elodie said coyly.

Maxime looked straight at Aria and answered, “That’s exactly what I said. I still stand by it.”

All trace of kindness was gone, his smile erased. Nothing remained but a set mouth and crossed arms.

“I thought you might have changed your mind,” Aria declared with softness and regret.

“You thought wrong.” 

Aria returned to the piano while Elodie observed her.

“I’ll be happy to do the interview. Let’s go, Mom.”

Aria fiddled with her music sheets while Maxime walked out with his mother and Elodie shut the door behind her. Maxime’s scores fell to the floor, swept away as the door slammed shut.

The four hands had become a two hands.

Bending over to pick up the sheets, she steadied her breath. She couldn’t understand why she wanted to burn her scores to ashes. There was nothing to be frustrated about. Why should she even bother to try and change his mind? His opinion shouldn’t hold any weight. It didn’t matter. 

She walked over to the piano and played Aretha Franklin’s Trouble in Mind.

As she sang about her hope for a better day, her anger subsided.

She left the room and didn’t look back.
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“I RECEIVED YOUR SUGGESTIONS for the Christmas Ball,” Madame Nerval said. “A lot of you were deluded into thinking they could sing the Queen of the Night’s Aria. Many of you were plainly delusional. Some got their first choice. Not many. Just remember to give it your best if you want to be among the happy few who will participate in the New Year’s Eve concert.”

Madame Nerval handed out the scores.

Aria’s face fell when she received hers. Orpheus in Orpheus and Eurydice by Berlioz.

“I’m still a man?” she whimpered.

Paul, standing next to her, peeked at her music sheets. 

“You’re Orpheus. Nice role.”

Aria smiled. “I just thought that Madame Robert must have talked to Madame Nerval. Our private lessons don’t start until January, but still, I’m a man,” she whined. “What are you singing?” 

He hid his role from Aria’s prying eyes. She puzzled over his secrecy until Margot joined them. She slid between music sheet stands and pinned her score under Paul’s nose.

“You have to tell Madame Nerval we can’t sing together.”

“I’m not going to do that!” Paul exclaimed.

“Gregoire will be furious.”

“The Flower Duet is sung by the heroine and her female servant. It’s not even romantic,” Aria pointed out, after taking a quick look at Margot’s score.

“Gregoire won’t care for that detail.”

“I’m not changing just because your boyfriend feels threatened by me.” As he said this, his erect posture indicated a satisfaction in being considered a worthy opponent.

“Not you particularly. Just any boy really,” Margot corrected.

“Me especially. Because I have impeccable taste.”

“I’m heading to La Bavarde. Who’s coming?” Hortense asked, arriving near them, her hands full of scores.

“Count me in,” Aria answered. “What are you singing?”

Her friend’s cheeks tinted with a happy flush.

“The Queen of the Night’s Aria.”

Aria’s eyes widened. “You got your first choice. I’m so impressed.”

“I didn’t think I’d get it,” Hortense admitted.

“That’s something to celebrate,” Paul said. “La Bavarde anyone?” 

The four friends headed off. On the way, Paul avoided Margot and fell into step with Aria.

“Can you believe she doesn’t want me as a partner?” Paul asked. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and offered Aria his right arm. Aria, who now knew better than to read anything else than the proof of their camaraderie, put her arm in his.

“By partner, are you still talking about the duet or ...?”

“Or what?” Paul asked sharply. He took out his arm from his pocket and Aria’s arm fell limply.

“Oh, come on. Don’t pretend. I know you like Margot.”

“I don’t.”

Aria halted and waited for him to stop walking. A couple of feet separated them, but the distance was short enough for Paul to feel the intensity of Aria’s gaze. A grin tugged at her lips while Paul fought to maintain a neutral expression.

He slumped his shoulders, defeated.

“Does she know?”

Aria crossed the distance between them and slid her arm into his.

“She won’t unless you tell her.”

“I can’t do that. Gregoire’s got her wrapped around his little finger.”

“She’s used to him, but does she love him?”

“Did she say anything?”

“She thinks you’re in love with me. I thought so, too. You must know my ego is seriously bruised,” Aria mocked pleasantly.

“Seriously, has she mentioned me?”

“I wouldn’t tell you if she did. Just like I won’t babble about your little secret.”

Upon entering the café, Aria received a phone call.

“Lucas?”

“Hey, are you busy? You left a message saying you wanted to talk to me.”

“I’m at La Bavarde with some friends.”

“’K, I’ll come meet you.”

She hung up and joined Paul, Hortense and Margot who were ordering crêpes.

“I’m so jealous you got Mozart,” Margot was saying. “I wanted it too.”

“The Flower Duet is really pretty too.”

“Maxime and Agnes are singing together. They’ll get the New Year’s spot for sure,” Hortense put in.

“Those two always blow the roof when they duet,” Margot declared sourly. “I doubt our duet will be as goosebump-inducing.”

“You and Paul don’t have as much history,” Hortense pointed out.

“Agnes and Maxime have history?” Aria asked. She buried her nose in her menu to avoid appearing too interested about the topic at hand.

“They’ve been on and off since forever,” Paul explained. They’re off now, but after the duet they’ll probably get back together. Every time they sing together, they remember what they love about each other.”

“If the only thing they love about each other is their voice it’s no wonder they never last,” Aria observed, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice. She closed the menu with a hard clap. Her hunger had vanished.  

“That’s not the only thing they have in common. All our families have always been close,” Hortense said.

“Remember all those summers we spent in the South of France together?” Margot recalled.

“We still do. Only you stopped when you began going out with Gregoire.” Hortense looked away annoyed and propped her head onto her chin. She bent over to take a closer look at the menu and forced her attention upon the different choices.

“Agnes’ family probably hates Americans too.”

“Her family for sure. I don’t believe Agnes herself has anything against Americans.”

Aria looked up in surprise. Agnes’ reaction to Lucas had seemed genuine.

“She didn’t seem too fond of me at the opera.”

Hortense and Margot gave each other a knowing look and stifled amused grins.

“What is it?”

The girls shook their heads in unison. Aria would have pressed the matter further, but received a text message from Lucas, which prevented her from delving into deeper questioning. 

I’m here. Lucas.

Three little words and her heart fluttered in her chest.

“I’ll be right back.”

She headed outside where Lucas waited for her patiently against a tree.

“Hello!” she called out. Her heart skipped a beat when he smiled.

“Hey. Ain’t got much time but I wanted to see you.”

“Me too.”

Her throat was dry and she struggled to recall what she’d wanted to see him for. It was perhaps just to gaze into his dark eyes.

“I wanted to apologize about the whole paparazzi thing. I cleared it all. You don’t have to worry.”

Aria came back to reality with a start and shook her head gravely.

“It can’t happen again. I have to do this completely anonymously if this is going to work. I can’t risk my Classical career.”

“I get it.”

“If ever you release this song, my name can’t be on it.”

“Fine with me.”

“Also, I had an amazing idea for our song. Carmen. The Habanera. It would make a great crossover song. We could call it Beware. Your part would be about a guy deceived and played by his girlfriend. I’ll sing the chorus, the original Habanera in which Carmen warns her lover not to fall in love with her.”

“I’m liking that idea. We could work on it more when you come to my studio. I’m glad you decided to brave the ban and work with me.”

“So am I,” Aria said. “You have no idea.”
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CHRISTMAS TIME HAD arrived in Versailles and, so, at the castle.  

Fairy lights and fiery Christmas trees shone across the halls and in the refectory. Even the marble busts bore an air of festivity after Paul had wrapped paper garlands around their rigid necks. The statue of the faun with a flute wore a Santa hat and appeared livelier than ever.

With Christmas time came the test results for the first trimester. 

A sleepless night awaited Aria once more. Beating Maxime was now the only thought lingering on her mind. After the time they had shared in the Palace, she’d harbored a fleeting hope that they could, if not form a friendship, at least move past the animosity. But his air of superiority exasperated her to no end.

Aria abandoned any hope of sleep and left the castle.

No matter what happened, she could still count on Versailles’ immeasurable beauty to uplift her spirits: the glinting snow, the frozen lake, the bare trees, and the statues, all welcomed Aria in their realm for a couple of hours that seemed like minutes. The gardens were covered in a white mantle of unblemished snow, but it did not stifle life, only changing it into a wintery masquerade.   Green topiaries dressed in muslin gowns welcomed Calliope into the ball. Statues wearing masks of white lace snowflakes swayed under the moonlight’s beam. The lake no longer welcomed boats but had frozen into a serpentine, sinuous surface of ice. 

Aria shivered with delight. 

There was an ancient beauty in France that she had never seen in New York. 

Whatever the next day would bring, she would do her best to face it. 

Fingers numb, nose wet, she returned to the castle and fell asleep.

The next morning, Aria joined Hortense, Margot and Paul in the refectory.

“Are they out yet?” she asked.

“Not yet, Sleeping Beauty,” Hortense answered as she stirred her hot chocolate. “You went out again last night, didn’t you? Roaming in the gardens?”

Aria nodded and took a bite of her croissant.

“If it helps, I’d never seen Maxime study this hard for exams.” Paul turned his attention to an absent-minded Margot.

Craning her neck, she waved to Gregoire at the other end of the refectory.  A medium-sized boy with lank blonde hair came their way with his tray. From up close, his face revealed several red and white pimples but very straight teeth. 

He kissed Margot on the lips in an over-the-top fashion and sat down glaring at Paul. Smirking, Paul, took a bite of his pain au chocolat. 

Hortense’s eyes threw darts at Gregoire even as he leaned over to greet her with la bise.

“What’s up girls?” he greeted, legs stretched wide. He stared straight at Paul.

“Did you hear Margot and I are singing a duet together?” Paul answered provocatively.

Hortense raised her head from her plate with an interested gleam in her eye. She glanced from Gregoire to Paul as one watching a tennis match.

Margot dramatically put her face in her hands.

“You’re singing with Margot?” Gregoire slammed his croissant into his plate. Crumbs fell to the tray. The glass he’d filled to the rim with orange juice swayed dangerously and bits of pulp slipped from the glass to the table. 

“It’s nothing really. We’re singing an extract from the opera Lakmé. It’s just a duet between two women, the heroine and her servant. They’re really close.”

“You told me you were singing a solo.”

“I was trying to convince Madame Nerval to let me sing one, but she refused to change her mind.” Margot took Gregoire’s hand and kissed it in an effort to soothe him.

“She said we performed great together,” Paul added.

Gregoire took a deep breath and clenched his fists, crushing Margot’s hand in the process.

“You’re not singing with him.”

“What?”

“He’s messing with me, don’t you see?”

Margot’s face was decomposed and Aria didn’t know what to say. Paul hadn’t finished.

“Look, I don’t care about your girlfriend. She isn’t even my type.”

“That’s true!” Margot added triumphantly after a moment of hesitation. She glanced at Paul with a hint of disappointment, before reiterating, “That’s true,” in a quieter tone.

“This is ridiculous,” Hortense muttered.

“Who asked your opinion, Ginger?” Gregoire turned to her angrily.

“Hey!” Aria banged the table with her hand, making Gregoire jump up, startled.

Hortense’s face became red. 

Eyes narrowed, Aria spoke through gritted teeth. “Don’t take your anger out on our friend.”

“Listen,” Paul intervened, “not every guy is into your girlfriend. Her hair’s too flat, her feet too wide and her eyes are dull. Honestly ...”

“Are you saying my girlfriend’s ugly?”

Gregoire was vain. The paradoxical nature of his jealousy made him be with a girl he wanted all the boys to admire, all the while resenting their stares.

“I’m done with this conversation.” Paul rose from his chair and took his tray. Hortense pushed her chair back angrily and followed him out of the refectory.

“Aria ...” Margot began. Aria ignored Margot and turned to Gregoire.

“Don’t eat at this table again if all you want to do is insult us.” She raised her head and walked away.

Once outside the refectory, Hortense came running to her.

“They’re out! Come on!”

Aria understood at once and hurried after her friend.

They arrived at the board with all the Fifth-Year rankings, but were slowed down by the crowd.

Maxime came to meet her with a satisfied smile. He said nothing as he passed her. His smile said it all. She made her way through the crowd.

At the top of the list of a hundred students, Maxime’s name arrived first. Elodie’s was second.

Third was a new name. 

Aria Thompson.

Hortense squeezed her friend’s shoulder.

“Third is really good. You’re in the top three after only being here a trimester. You should be proud.”

“It’s not enough,” Aria said. Disappointment crushed her.

“You knocked Pierre-Henri out of his third spot. Look at him. He’s furious.”

Not far from them, Marie-Capucine comforted a cursing Pierre-Henri. 

“Look at her with her airs,” he was saying. “I can’t believe this dumb girl beat me.”

“Don’t worry, Pierrot, you’ll get her next time.”

Aria didn’t bother to answer. His frustration was enough to make her day.

Pierre-Henri was the first to go down. The rest would inevitably follow.
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THE DAY OF THE CHRISTMAS Ball arrived and the Castle was in turmoil.

Aria, with the advance she’d received from Lucas’ company, had bought a fashionable, emerald green, tulle gown with a sweep train. 

Like every year, the Christmas Ball took place in the Palace of Versailles’ most famous room: the Hall of Mirrors enlightened by glass chandeliers and gilded candle-stands. 

“Florence Duchêne is here,” Margot whispered to Hortense excitedly. “If she’s here, this is definitely the Christmas party to be.”

“She’ll hear us sing.” Aria bit her lip nervously. “I’d rather she heard me sing something other than a male role.”

“You’ll be fine,” Margot reassured her friend.

“Just do your best. There are a lot of important people here,” Hortense declared, glancing at Florence Duchêne, and hoping she would look their way.

“What is Lucas Watkins doing here?” Margot asked. She pointed at the entrance of the room. Aria followed her gaze. 

Sure enough, Miss. Educated’s son stood in a handsome tuxedo and a relaxed stance.

“He’s here,” Aria breathed in happily.

“You knew he was coming?” Hortense asked.

“I invited him.” Aria walked away from her friends, as if in a dream. She passed by Maxime, without noticing him. 

Maxime stood under a mirror-clad arch with Agnes, Marie-Capucine, and a sullen Pierre-Henri. The latter, still affected by his ranking, took hold of any finger food he could find. Maxime’s gaze didn’t leave Aria until she had greeted Lucas with a warm welcome. He abandoned his friends and went to take his seat.

Soon all the guests were seated and the concert began.

Aria was the first to perform. Her legs shook slightly as she mounted the stage. Facing the crowd, she felt comforted when she realized the audience was smaller than the one at the ‘wedding of the century’.

She took a deep breath and began singing Objet de mon amour from Act I of Orpheus and Eurydice. Her voice, though technically quite good, failed to catch her audience’s attention. 

It was as disappointing for them as it was for her. She found little to hold on to, little beauty, little conviction in what she sang. Her audience listened to her without much admiration and some looked at the program to check who the following singer would be.

Orpheus’ suffering at the death of his beloved did not move her. What was his sadness compared to her own? Her father at home appeared before her eyes. She pictured him emptying out her room, taking each of her beloved Classical CDs to the garbage, erasing every trace of the daughter he no longer considered his. Her grief mounted and, as it did, she understood Orpheus. It was an unbearable pain, like the loss of one’s own heart. She concentrated on her breathing. Her emotion couldn’t disrupt the careful control she exerted on her lungs. She felt like a tightrope walker balancing emotion on one side and breathing on the other.

Though the beginning of the aria had been laborious, she ended on a high note. Her audience clapped with a mixture of regret that the beginning had been flat and amazement that the ending had left them wanting to hear more. Florence Duchêne clapped and looked around her to observe the audience’s reaction. Lucas’ face showed much admiration, he brought his hands together slowly, struck by the talent of his peer.  

Aria retreated from the scene and left the stage for Margot and Paul. Their rendition of Lakmé’s Flower Duet was strained. Paul, singing the role of Malika, leaned toward Margot, but she moved away. He renewed his attempt to sing closer to Margot, but she widened the distance between them. In the audience, Gregoire frowned. The more he shook his head, the further Margot stepped away from Paul.

Under the thick dome where white jasmine

With the roses entwined together

On the river bank covered with flowers laughing in the morning

Let us descend together!

At the words ‘descend together’, Paul took Margot’s hand. Margot let it linger, her eyes wide, and Paul closed her hand in his. Margot flushed, tightening her fingers around his for an instant before withdrawing her hand swiftly and holding it to her heart. She moved further away to the other end of the stage. At the end of the duet, the audience clapped politely.

Margot walked away from the stage, her steps quick, her head down, but Paul took his time wishing Maxime and Agnes good luck as they made their way to the stage. 

Their duet, an extract from La Traviata, was filled with passion and it instantly captivated the audience. Aria sat in the back of the room and would have preferred to leave. Instead she sat, rooted in her chair by their performance as they declared their love for each other.  She was far more mesmerized than she ever wished she’d be. 

Hortense sighed. “Aren’t they a beautiful couple?” she asked with dreamy eyes.

“They certainly are.” Aria bit her lip. She paid closer attention to their expressions. Maxime’s face irradiated with love and Agnes was as coquette as ever. They were in sync, none of their gestures out of place. She made a quick inspection of the audience. Not one eye darted away from the couple. Lucas paid close attention as well. 

Maxime was entranced, wholly in his character. Aria found herself wondering if he and Agnes were a couple yet again. She arose discreetly from her seat at the edge of the row and walked out of the Hall of Mirrors. Once alone in the War Room, she took a deep breath. Their voices still managed to reach her ears. She shut them with her fingers.  

She wished she had begun her solo with more enthusiasm. Soon Margot joined her in the War Room.

“They make me sick, too,” she said.

“WHAT?” Aria yelled, her fingers still glued to her ears.

Margot gently pulled Aria’s fingers down.

“I’m jealous, too. I wish my performance had been better.”

“You and Paul had chemistry, but you ruined it all by trying to run away from him on stage while your characters are supposed to be close.”

“Don’t rub it in. I just ... Paul kind of took me by surprise.”

“Are you falling for Paul?”

“Shh!”

“The question usually requires a yes or a no.”

“He’s cute, isn’t he? I mean I would have to be a robot to sing with him and be completely impassive to such charisma.”

“I sang with him. A love duet.” Aria added laconically. “I felt nothing. I must be a robot.”

“You’re distracted. I felt it during the beginning of your solo back there.”

“I had a lot weighing on my mind.”

“What was it? Or is the mysterious Aria never going to tell her secrets?”

“I don’t have secrets.”

“You’re full of them!”

“Some things are private.”

“I’m quite the opposite. I don’t mind sharing with friends. Problem is, I don’t have many left.”

“That’s your fault. You drop everything and everyone for that boyfriend of yours.”

“You think I don’t realize that? Why do you think I’ve been trying to hang out with you girls more?”

“Hortense hates Gregoire and you want to shove him down her throat each lunch. I’m not judging, but the way he was last time I can’t really blame her for not wanting to be friends with you.”

“He’s just ruining everything, all my plans!”

“Your plans?”

“I want Hortense and I to become friends again!”

“Why don’t you tell Hortense that?”

“Because you don’t know how she is. We had a huge fight two years ago and she said we’d never be friends again.”

“She probably didn’t mean it. She’s pretty loyal.”

“She is. And it takes a lot to break a friendship with Hortense, but I managed that! Queen of the Screw-ups!”

“It took you all this time to realize you missed her?”

“I realized it as soon as our relationship was over. But I thought she’d change her mind. I’m just sick of Gregoire. I wish he’d end things.”

“Why don’t you?”

“I can’t. I just can’t.”

“It’s not hard. You just say ‘it’s over Greg.’”

“You’ve never broken up with anyone have you?”

“I haven’t. But I haven’t dated a loser like Gregoire either.”

Margot winced.

“It’s just not that easy.” She looked down at her shoes. “I don’t know how to be alone.”

“What does that even mean?”

“Ever since I started dating, I just can’t stand being without a boy. I just ... I don’t know. I felt really lonely when I left home to study here. I’m the last child of three and my parents have always adored me and hovered over me. My brother and sister have done the same. And I got here and no one adored me or cared in that way. I was the first girl in first-year to French kiss and then it became fun to have boyfriends. I adored the attention. Hortense was great though. She’s the first of four kids so she was like a sister to me. She didn’t really mind who I dated. It never lasted but she told me often that I should learn to stand on my own. She never understood how lonely I felt. When she came to the Academy she couldn’t wait to get away from home. You know what she thinks of her family.”

“She wants nothing to do with her parents’ name.”

“Exactly. She called them every day for a week, then she was fine. So she never understood why I missed my home so much for such a long time. But when I met Gregoire, he was everything. He adored me in a way no one else did. It became a little too much, but I just loved the attention. Before I knew it, I had no girlfriends left and boys were just out of bounds and I have no idea how I got to where I am today.”

Margot’s voice quivered and tears rolled down her cheeks like the gentle stream of a river. 

Clapping could be heard from the other room. The duet was over, but Aria stayed with Margot.

“Your friendship with Hortense isn’t lost. She won’t admit it but she likes having you around.”

“She does?”

“It’s pretty plain to me. She hates it when you just up and leave because of Gregoire. Or when you stay and he speaks to her in a mean way. Maybe if you stood up for her instead of saying nothing.”

“I could do that. I do that. Just not in front of her, but after she leaves I always scold him.”

“Do it in front of her next time. Prove you’re still her friend.”

“I’ll do that.”

“You do still have one friend.”

“You?” Margot asked, astonished.

“Thanks.”

“No, I mean, you don’t share anything. Friends tell each other what’s bothering them. They don’t just say ‘I have a lot on my mind.’”

Aria hesitated. She didn’t want to share stories of her father. They were too painful and embarrassing. Margot came from a loving family. Not from an alcoholic father and an unknown mother. How would she ever understand?

“You’ll tell me when you’re ready.” Margot hugged her, her eyes wide with concern.  “Come on, let’s go back in or we’ll miss the Dance Department’s performance of Romeo and Juliet.”

“They’ll dance to Romeo and Juliet?”

“Yeah, the ballet by Prokofiev. It’s awesome, you’ll see.”

The girls reentered the Hall of Mirrors and took their respective seats.

Aria took her seat next to Hortense and watched the ballet. She found it terribly romantic and was engrossed in the performance.

“Romeo and Juliet is my favorite love story ever. I wish I could have a love story like that one day,” Hortense said.

“I don’t think it would be possible today,” Aria whispered back. “It’s romantic, but honestly no two families could hate each other like those two did.”

“Maxime’s family would hate it if he married an American. It would be bloodshed.”

“No American girl would be stupid enough to want that boy. I know I wouldn’t drink poison for him. I’d gladly give it to him though.”

Hortense shook her head, amused, and focused on the show. 

The ballet ended the Christmas concert and announced the beginning of the ball.

“Will you grant me this first dance?” Lucas asked Aria as the orchestra played a waltz.

“You know the answer to that question. What you don’t know is that I can’t let you lead.”

“Huh?”

“I’m quite sure I only learned to lead.”

“Following is easy. You do nothing.”

“Then you won’t have any trouble following my lead,” Aria laughed. 

Lucas obediently put his arm on Aria’s shoulder.

It couldn’t be said that Lucas feared for his masculinity. He was confident enough that his manhood was safe even though his arms were wrapped around his date’s shoulders. 

“I love this music,” Aria said.

“What is it?”

“Schuman. It’s far from what you usually listen to. Am I wrong?”

“I’m not as ignorant as you think I am about these things, but I still need you.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

He smiled at her and Aria’s senses slowed down to a stop. She could no longer think, no more could she breathe. All she saw was his smile as warm as a summer sun, as easy as a stroll on a Sunday afternoon in Prospect Park.  

It has never been said that a girl in love wasn’t the most radiant being. Aria realized the flutter in her heart couldn’t be mistaken for anything else than the often sung and lauded feeling of being in love. All the symptoms were present even the awful uncertainty. Was Lucas as infatuated with her as she was with him? She saw something in his eyes, but couldn’t establish the nature of his feeling.

It wasn’t the same gleam she read in Agnes’ eyes as she and Maxime danced near Lucas and Aria. 

For some reason, Maxime’s countenance held a dullness, none of which had been present while he sang with the same partner earlier in the evening. As they waltzed closer to Aria, she made a closer inspection of the couple. Singing had changed his entire being. Now with the triviality of a waltz, there was no trace of passion left.

Agnes whispered something, which Aria didn’t hear, but Maxime’s answer was short and her face fell. The music ended and a new waltz began. Her face lit up again when she noticed Lucas, struck by an idea. She glanced back sullenly at Maxime and gave her widest grin to Lucas.

“Hi, Lucas! Remember me, we met last time you were at the school.”

“I never forget a pretty girl. You’re Agnes, right?”

Agnes beamed her loveliest smile, the one she usually reserved just for Maxime. 

“I’d love to share this dance with you. You get to lead.”

“Sure, if Aria doesn’t mind.”

Aria minded. 

It bothered her so much she could not think fast enough to find a proper answer. She looked around to find a suitable replacement, but Paul was taken up with Hortense and Karim was with Elodie.

“I don’t have a partner ...,” she began.

“Maxime could dance with you?” Lucas offered. Agnes’ face fell. She hadn’t thought her plan through and, though she very much looked forward to a dance with Lucas, she equally dreaded seeing Maxime and Aria partnering up.

“I’d rather he didn’t,” Aria replied, crossing her arms, but Lucas didn’t hear her as the first notes of a Minuet rang out and he took Agnes’ hand. 

Aria was pushed aside. Maxime and she were left to fend for themselves as couples twirled around them and, more often than not, bumped into them.

“Come on.” Maxime held out his hand.

“The only way we’re doing this is if I lead.”

“Fine.”

He put his hand on her shoulder with ease and smiled.

“It’s no surprise an American would want to lead.”

“I’m surprised you should allow it. Aren’t you afraid it’s symbolic of the actual geopolitical state of things?”

“I’ll grant you this victory tonight. In fact, I’ll grant you anything you want if it can appease the pain you must be feeling about having arrived third, not first, in our ranking.”

Aria looked away toward Agnes and Lucas. They seemed to be having such fun compared to her own dance. 

“I haven’t lost anything yet. Ask Pierre-Henri.”

Maxime laughed and, as he did, his expression brightened, if not as bright as when he was on stage at least nearly as much. 

Aria appreciated how gorgeous his dark eyes were when they weren’t attached to a somber face.

“Pierre-Henri isn’t me.”

“All you stuck-up French boys look alike from where I’m standing. It must be the same for Agnes, she couldn’t wait to hijack my American date.”

“She’s just doing it to make me jealous.”

“Is it working?”

“Not in the least. I’m in much better company than she is.”

Aria’s cheeks grew uncomfortably warm and she stepped on his toes.

“I only meant I got the lesser of two evils,” he laughed.

She stopped dancing.

“You sure know how to ruin a dance.”

“You know you shouldn’t interrupt a dance. It isn’t proper etiquette.”

“I lead, I get to interrupt the dance whenever I want.”

“Are you just going to huff and puff away? Give up? I wouldn’t expect anything less from the girl who barely managed to get third place and who desperately thinks she can lead. What was your grade in Etiquette Class?”

Aria fumed but resumed dancing. She would never give him the satisfaction of seeing her flee from him.  Then again, she would never stand to be insulted.

“I’m American and I couldn’t care less about French etiquette.” She turned and stomped off, though she was careful not to trip over her sweeping train so as to preserve the elegance of her indignant departure. 

She went to the buffet where she noticed Florence Duchêne hesitating to take a small bite from a quiche.

Aria raised an eyebrow and waited to see if she’d eat it. Florence sniffed it, opened her mouth, then closed it firmly shut. She gave the quiche to the waiter who was happening to pass by her at that moment.

Aria giggled silently but Florence caught her laughter and marched toward her. In an instant, she stood tall and grand in front of a circumspect Aria.

“You think this is funny? The sacrifices made to become an opera singer? There are certain things we shouldn’t eat.”

“I can see that,” Aria said, unable to hide a mocking grin. “Like quiche.”

“I’ve been insisting the school offer a stricter diet to their students, but no one has listened and the current principal, well, she just about never listens to anything I have to say.”

Aria appreciated Madame Robert all the more for disregarding Florence’s ludicrous suggestions.

“You’d be wise to take my suggestions to heart if you want to become like me.”

“I don’t want to be anything like you.”

“You’re delusional, little girl. I’ll give you advice anyway. You should learn to sing as a convincing contralto not like that half-baked good you delivered at the concert.”

“I have no intention of becoming a contralto. I’ll become a mezzo-soprano just like Madame Robert told me I could.”

“Caroline? What does she know?”

“She’ll be giving me classes at the beginning of the new year.”

“Caroline cannot do that! She can’t give preferential treatment to some and not to others,” Florence spluttered.

“She’s not giving me preferential treatment. She takes her job to heart.”

Aria would have continued had she not seen Lucas walking in her direction with Agnes by his side. Florence grabbed another piece of quiche placing it quaintly in her mouth. She walked away from Aria after one long inquisitive and dissatisfied stare.

“Enjoyed the dance?” Aria asked curtly as Agnes brushed past her to take a glass of apple cider and pie.

“Wonderful!” Agnes exclaimed. “Ah, Maxime!” Agnes exclaimed upon his arrival. “Isn’t Lucas a wonderful dancer?”

“He has no business being here, but whatever,” Maxime replied dejectedly.

“Come on, Lucas, I wanted to show you around the Palace,” Aria left her glass on the table and took Lucas’ arm. He stopped her. He looked at Maxime with provocative amusement.

“You tell me, man. Why shouldn’t I be here? I was invited and more than well-received.” He glanced at Agnes then at Aria with a knowing smile, which she returned. Maxime smirked.

“For someone who said Agnes’ tricks weren’t working on you, you sure do seem jealous. I think we’ll leave you two to chat.” Aria put her arm in Lucas’ and they prepared to leave.

“I’d just suggest you get that broom out of your butt,” Lucas told Maxime. “I’m just saying. You ain’t never gonna get anywhere with the ladies with that frown of yours.”

Aria and Lucas walked away with two pairs of eyes burning holes in their backs.

They walked out of the Hall of Mirrors and burst out laughing.

“His face ... priceless!” Aria said.

“He must really like you.”

“Me?” Aria stopped in her tracks. “No, he’s angry you danced with Agnes.”

Lucas shrugged but said nothing more. They resumed their stroll. They glided through the rooms until they reached the Queen’s room and loud female voices echoed through the halls. It sounded like two women arguing. The door had remained slightly ajar. Aria and Lucas moved closer and peeked through the crack. It was Madame Robert and Florence Duchêne.

“... have no idea what you’re doing, you stupid little ...!” Florence yelled.

“How did you even find out? What do you care?”

“I heard it from her mouth! She spat it out looking all proud and vain like someone I know!”

“You’re completely delirious. I’ve had it with your tantrums. You can’t fool me. I’m not one of your stupid worshippers. I know the real you and I wish I didn’t. I won’t listen to another word.”

“You’ll listen to me! You stay away from her.” Florence grabbed Madame Robert’s arm and twisted it.

“You won’t scare me again, Florence!” Madame Robert spat out. “I’ll see Aria if I want to!”

There was no mistake that they were talking about her. She couldn’t understand why on earth she was causing them such distress. She leaned closer.

“Oh, what, you want to mother her?” Florence yelled, demented. “After all these years? Don’t you think it’s a little too late for that? She doesn’t need a mother anymore. You should’ve thought of that before you­ ...”

Aria gasped and, in shock, pushed the wooden door. The door slammed shut. She jumped away, horror-stricken. Lucas took her hand and pulled her away first walking, then running, away from the room. Aria jerked her hand away and ran faster past the paintings, past the statues, past everything, tears streaming down her face. She ran outside and down the stairs to the Latona fountain.

The cold wind bit her skin, chilled her tears into icy droplets against her cheeks, yet she went on.  Her feet froze in the white snow, but no physical pain could slow the tempest in her mind.

Lucas had followed her and slowed down only when she did.

“What happened?” He finally asked, full of solicitude.

“Madame Robert, she’s my ...” She bent down in the snow, her face in her hands.

“Why were they talking about you?”

“Madame Robert, the school principal, is my mother. She abandoned me! All those years ago. Why would she do such a thing?” Aria spoke aloud but had forgotten she wasn’t alone. She spoke to herself, voicing her inner turmoil. “She seemed so nice,” she whispered, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks.

Lucas, at first, was unable to find anything to say.

“Man, this is ... wow.”

“This is so embarrassing!” Aria realized she’d let her guard down. How could she show so much emotion in front of the boy she liked?

She had to keep it all in. She couldn’t break down in front of him. He’d never see her the same way: proud and contained. She just looked crazy.

“We should head back,” she said abruptly. She brushed the tears from her eyes and attempted to steady her breath.

“Wait. Here.” He wrapped his jacket around her and kept his arm around her as they walked.

“You know it’s OK to lose it from time to time. You don’t have to be strong all the time.”

“I’m not strong at all right now.”

“You’re trying to be.”

“Everything I’ve known has been turned upside down. Am I French?” she asked. “I don’t want to be! I’m American.” She sighed and sniffed. “Why did she abandon me? Why is she being nice to me now? Does she think a few lessons can win me over?”

“She’s got to start somewhere.”

“That’s not enough! What about my father! He’s miserable because of her! He raised me on his own because of her! She’s a witch, a freaking manipulative, little witch. She pretends to care for all of us students, but she doesn’t one bit. She’s a hypocrite and a liar! I never want anything to do with her again.”

“You’re going to turn down her lessons?”

“I will! I won’t!” Aria cried out with anguish. “I’ll go and I’ll make her regret she ever took me in as a student. I won’t tell her I know her secret. She won’t get away with this.”

Lucas looked at Aria and squeezed her tight. She looked back at him. He was warm and she felt snug and nice with his arm around her shoulders.

“Thanks for being here tonight.” She attempted to smile, but only managed to produce new tears and snot. She sniffed as loud as an elephant’s trumpet. 

“Thanks for letting me in,” he answered.

They walked back to the castle with heavy hearts under the night’s dark sky, leaving two pairs of erratic footsteps in the black snow.
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THE DAYS BETWEEN CHRISTMAS and New Year were the hardest Aria had ever experienced. 

She attempted to call her father but gave up when, after the tenth try, she fell on his voicemail yet again. With her vivid imagination, she could see his eyes darting away from the phone every time she called. In her self-inflicted pain she never imagined him to be away from the phone when she called.

She imagined him to be aware of what dreadful news awaited him if he picked up the receiver.

Caroline Robert.

All this time, he must have known his daughter was in the vicinity of That Detestable Woman. She’d added an adjective to the moniker they’d assigned her mother. 

How she now understood his reprobation of Classical music! 

All of it, that world, was inevitably linked to the woman he’d loved. He’d been deceived by her apparent kindness and she’d preyed on his vulnerability. 

Aria walked the halls of the school, lonely as a solitary ghost. Even Maxime’s multiple taunts remained unanswered, much to his disappointment.

One question obsessed her every waking hour, a question crueler with each recurrence.

Why?

She searched for the answer in Madame Robert’s history.

“What do you know of Madame Robert’s bio?” Aria asked Hortense, three short days after Christmas as they took a stroll in the gardens.

“She comes from an illustrious musical family. Her father was the director of the Conservatoire de Paris, our rival school. She’s known more for her family than for her own self, if you ask me. She was just an average mezzo-soprano so her career never really took off. Her mother was a great vocal coach and, though few people know this, her sister—”

Hortense’s phone rang and she picked it up.

“Hi Margot, are they out?”

Aria huddled closer to her friend. They’d been waiting for the announcement of the official lineup for the New Year’s Concert. She had very little chance of being chosen but still shreds of hope lingered in her chest.

“I made the list?” Hortense asked. “I made the list!”

Aria clapped her hands excitedly.

“And Aria?” She received the response and gave an apologetic smile to her friend, shaking her head as she did so.

Aria shrugged. She hadn’t expected to make the list, but it seemed much less important now that she’d discovered who her mother was.

Hortense hung up.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m very happy for you.” She felt an aching in her heart. The sorrow she felt overshadowed any other sentiment she had.

“You deserve this, Hortense.”

“It’s the first year that I get to sing at the New Year’s Concert,” Hortense beamed.

“So, you were talking to Margot just then? Are you two working things out?”

“Mmm?”

“Don’t pretend you didn’t hear me.”

“There’s nothing to fix. Margot and I will never be friends again. Not real friends. Especially not as long as she lets Gregoire insult me.”

Aria didn’t answer, but her mind wandered back to her conversation with Margot. She remembered her eagerness to repair the friendship she’d damaged. Aria confronted it with Hortense’s grim face and her hope that the two would become reacquainted diminished.

“Let’s head back to the school. I want to see who else is on the list. Margot said Agnes didn’t make it, though Maxime did.”

“Hmm,” was Aria’s similar reply.

“I saw you two dancing at the Christmas Ball. I’m glad you’ve decided to give him a chance. He’s a real sweetheart.”

“That was not me giving him another chance,” Aria scoffed. “You didn’t see me stomping away from him halfway through the dance. He may be kind enough to you, but to me he is nothing but despicable.”

Hortense didn’t insist and the two friends reentered the castle. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 23


[image: image]


ON NEW YEAR’S EVE, the auditorium of the Louvre Museum was packed. Its beauty was modern, resembling more a university amphitheater than a concert hall. 

Behind the scenes, Hortense looked radiant. She hopped around to contain her excitement. 

“I still don’t know whom I’m dedicating my song to.”

“If you want to, you can dedicate it to me. Tell the entire audience about Aria Thompson.”

“I won’t tell the audience anything. It’s more about choosing one person in the audience that I concentrate on and that I will sing to.”

“I’m sure Karim wouldn’t mind.” 

Aria hadn’t mentioned Hortense’s crush since the day she’d known of his existence. But she couldn’t help it that evening. “Maybe you’d finally know if he feels the same.”

When Hortense didn’t answer, she added, “I know I’d love it if someone sang to me. Don’t you think it would be one of the most romantic gestures?”

Someone coughed and she turned around to find Maxime, mocking, behind her.

“Of course,” she added, turning to Hortense, “some people I’d rather not hear sing at all.”

“With that attitude the only person who will sing to you will have to be coerced,” Maxime said as he buttoned his vest.

“Maxime, Aria, please give it a rest. This is the beginning of a New Year. Don’t you think it’s time you guys buried the hatchet?”

“I’ll bury it in his throat if you want?”

“As you can see, there is no hope for the two of us,” Maxime replied.

“I saw you two dancing at the Christmas ball.”

“Ah, but I was coerced yet again once her date had abandoned her to dance with mine.”

Aria’s face burned as she remembered Lucas and Agnes’ dance. 

“Lucas was very eager to leave her with you once more. It seems Agnes has no problems with Americans such as you seem to possess. It must be the American charm. However—”

Aria stopped speaking when Madame Robert entered, beautiful in a white dress. Aria couldn’t look at her without seeing the cause of her pain.

Maxime attempted to bring her attention back to the argument at hand by making a negative comment about the Americans present in the room. When Aria didn’t respond, he followed her gaze to discover the object of her distraction. He looked curiously from Madame Robert to Aria.

Realizing that she was the object of Maxime’s scrutiny, Aria excused herself.

“I’ve got to go make a phone call.”

Aria, plagued by loneliness, left the room, preferring to visit the museum. The Louvre in the evening was a temple of serenity where visitors were respectful and deferent.

When Aria arrived in the room displaying the Mona Lisa, she was surprised at how small the painting was. She’d always pictured her large and majestic.  

It reminded her that many things in life were cause for disappointment, and she likened the painting to her discovery of Caroline Robert’s true nature.

At that moment, her phone rang. 

Aria’s heart leapt in her chest when Aunt Mimi’s name appeared on her screen.

“Aunt Mimi!” she cried out, as she answered the phone, hugging it with both hands. Never had she been happier to hear her aunt’s voice than at that moment. Her aunt rarely called her because she disliked spending time on the phone.

Finally, she could tell someone close how she’d found her mother, the woman who had broken her father’s heart.

“Aria, is that you?” 

Her aunt’s voice sounded far away. Worry filled Aria as the thought crossed her mind that perhaps her aunt was calling because she had to announce bad news.

“Is everything okay?” Aria asked. She moved to the other side of the room to avoid getting mean looks from the Mona Lisa’s most ardent admirers.

“Everything’s fine, baby. I just wanted to wish you a happy New Year. I can’t stay long because calling you in France is taking up all my units. I saw your missed call to me on Christmas Day but you know how I never check my phone. I was helping out at the shelter.”

“You’re sure everything is fine?”

“I wanted to tell you something else.”

“Is Dad okay? Did something happen?” Panic caused Aria’s voice to rise. She glued the phone to her ear.

“He’s fine. Listen to me, he misses you, Aria. At Christmas, he put up a stocking with your name on it.”

“He did?” Aria closed her eyes with relief. “He’s relenting.”

“Just give him a lil’ more time and he’ll call you. I’m sure. When you left a message at Christmas, you said you got some important news. What was it?”

Aria’s palms became sweaty. She wiped them on her black pants.  She couldn’t tell her aunt what she knew. She’d go running to her brother and any reconciliation would be doomed to fail. Her father would get angry, insecure, and she’d never hear from him again.

“The news was that I met Lucas Watkins,” she finally said.

“Who’s that?”

“The socialite that I had a massive crush on when I was in eighth grade. Miss. Educated’s son. Remember?”

“Nah, but I’m happy for you. Don’t get too close to those celebrities though. Mimi knows what they want. It’s just like when I met Stevie Wonder. He was all over me.”

Aria had heard this story many times, but at that moment, when her aunt was oceans away from her, she wanted nothing more than to hear it again.

“You know he axed me to marry him, but I said no and he married someone else instead. But he ain’t never got over me. That’s that. No one can ever get over a girl like Mimi.”

“Aunt Mimi, I miss you so much!” Aria exclaimed between peals of laughter.

“I know you do. Now the phone’s gonna cut ‘cause I bought one of them prepaid cards. Just know that your Daddy loves you. He’ll come around soon enough. Oh, did you get them Airheads I sent you by mail?”

The phone was dead and Aria stared blankly, hoping to get her aunt back on the line. She’d never received any Airheads.

Still, her aunt’s New Year’s gift was the best. Her father was on the road of forgiveness.

She looked up, found the Mona Lisa looking at her, and smiled back.

When she returned to the auditorium, she was displeased to see Maxime on stage preparing for his performance. She couldn’t get out of the room this time as there was an usher blocking the door.

She took her seat in the front row, next to Margot.

Maxime sang E lucevan le Stelle from the opera Tosca, singing directly at Agnes who sat two seats away from her. It was a magnificent love song. As Maxime looked at Agnes, her smile was brighter than the Mona Lisa’s. She loved being the center of the performer’s attention. 

Envy stabbed Aria’s heart. She wished someone would sing a song directly at her in the midst of the Louvre. Of course, if Lucas ever sang to her, he could do it in any place and she would be delighted.

She listened closely to Maxime’s aria.

How the stars seemed to shimmer,

The sweet scents of the garden

For the last phrases, he turned to Aria. With a deep inhalation, he raised his arms as if reaching out to her.

I die hopeless, despairing, and never before

Have I loved life like this!

She couldn’t look away, though she desperately wanted to, and her heart gave a happy jolt as she held her breath.

Was he really singing to her?

But then she remembered that he’d said the only way any person would ever sing to her was by coercion. He’d probably made a bet with his friends or he was mocking her again!

It was humiliating. 

Agnes coughed slightly and glared at Aria. Aria looked away from the stage and refrained from clapping while the audience greeted the end of his performance with a resounding ovation.

He looked down at her once again, and, seeing her arms decidedly crossed against her chest, he gave her a tiny smile as if questioning if she’d liked the song. She looked away angrily and he had his answer.

Margot leaned in to her. “He sang that last sentence looking straight at you.”

“He wanted to make fun of me, that’s all. You saw his grin at the end.”

“Still, Agnes is furious.”

“I don’t see why. He sang the entire song to her and at least he was sincere.”

Hortense sang last of all, a beautiful melody about friendship. Her eyes never left Aria during the entire aria. At the end of the song, Aria, pleased, clapped the hardest. It was the nicest gesture she’d ever been granted since she’d arrived in France.

“I envy you,” Margot admitted with a sorrowful face, as they clapped. “You’ve found yourself a true friend.”

After the concert, near midnight, Paul, Margot, Hortense and Aria stole bottles of apple cider and champagne flutes and left the auditorium. They ran up the stairs of the Denon Wing and stopped only when they arrived under the white statue of the Winged Victory of Samothrace.

It was under the triumphant headless statue that the four friends welcomed the New Year. Paul raised his glass of apple cider first.

“To love,” he said, after casting a glance at Margot.

“To forgiveness,” Margot added, looking at Hortense.

“To friendship,” Hortense beamed at Aria.

“To happiness,” Aria said at last with a final glance at the statue. She thought it a good omen to be standing under the personification of victory itself when she so desperately craved for success in the academic department. 

“Happy New Year!” they cried out in unison.

They held up their glasses of apple cider and drank to the New Year.
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EARLY JANUARY ARIA was summoned to Madame Robert’s headquarters for her first lesson.

She couldn’t refuse, but she was determined she wouldn’t enjoy it.

Arms crossed, she faced Madame Robert in her living room behind her music sheet stand.

Madame Robert, who had faced a number of stubborn students, remained undaunted and as smiling as ever.

“I’m glad you could make it.”

Aria nodded, lips tightly sealed.

“As a contralto you have a unique voice. You’ve got to understand how it works so you can take care of it and not damage it, even as you evolve toward becoming a mezzo-soprano.”

Only silence greeted her words.

“We’re going to try a first exercise with e and a. The first 4 notes you will pronounce will be a sharp staccato and the following I want a nice scale legato. It won’t be easy because I want you to keep the strength of the vowel in the pharynx. Not in the mouth. OK, remember, not in the mouth.”

Aria had to open her mouth to do the exercise, which she was loathe to do as she preferred to  give her teacher the silent treatment. She kept her arms crossed however. 

“Arms off the chest.”

Aria huffed and uncrossed her arms.

“Go ahead. Yawn that breath in and do the exercise whenever you’re ready.”

Aria yawned her breath in exaggerating it to show she was bored. Still, Madame Robert remained poised and expectant.

“Go ahead.”

Aria observed her. She had an erect posture but her shoulders slumped slightly as if she’d fought to keep her posture, but that nature overcame her will. She was coquette, but not too much, with mauve lipstick and impeccable hair. Comfortable in her plump frame weight, she did nothing to conceal her love handles.

Aria thought she’d like to age like her. She still couldn’t reconcile her caring principal with the image of the wicked witch who had given her up.

She began the exercise with quick notes ‘e.e.e.e’ and continued by linking the vowels in a legato ‘e ... a ... e ... a ... e ... a ... e ... a ... e ...”

“You’re not quite there yet. Let’s do it—”

“Why didn’t you become a famous contralto?” Aria asked bluntly. “Probably because you hated doing these silly exercises.”

“I was convinced by people around me that I’d be better off as a mezzo-soprano.”

“But you wanted to be a contralto.”

“I did.”

“So you’re a pushover. You just do what others tell you to do.”

Madame Robert kept her eyes on Aria. Her smile had disappeared and her eyes shone with a prelude to tears.

“I was raised in a musical family. My father was the director of the Conservatoire de Paris and my mother was a renowned vocal coach. I guess I was overshadowed by them all. I thought my family knew better.”

“So my­— I mean, your parents were strict? Unyielding?”

“Yes, but I was like them as well. I was ready to do anything to have a career and become famous.”

“Anything?” Aria repeated bitterly. Even giving her up. Aria felt tears welling up in her eyes and looked down at her music sheet stand. She straightened it though it didn’t need repositioning, but the gesture gave her enough time to subdue her emotional waves.

“I made mistakes. At first I took them so much at heart that I just couldn’t let go of my pride. But people change. And I feel more like myself now than ever before. It’s never too late to fix mistakes.”

“Some mistakes are impossible to fix, I fear.”

“Like my being a renowned contralto?”

“Like that.”

“I thought I would become more famous as a mezzo-soprano than a contralto because they got more leads. Unfortunately, I stood out as a contralto, but not as a mezzo-soprano. I was just average. I won’t let that happen to you, if you decide you really want to become a mezzo-soprano. Of course, it isn’t too late to change your mind.”

She held out her hand to caress Aria’s hair, but her student moved briskly away. Madame Robert let her hand fall to her side

“I’ll try the exercise again.” She yawned her breath in and tried again.

“Better. You seem more relaxed.”

“I’m not,” Aria retorted through gritted teeth.

“You’ll feel more comfortable as our lessons continue.”

“I doubt that,” she mumbled.

“Don’t mumble. If you’ve got something to say, say it loud and clear.”

“Why do you have to pretend to be so nice?”

“I’m not pretending. I don’t find myself to be particularly nice.”

“That’s for sure.”

“Aria, if you have something to say, say it.”

Aria glared at Madame Robert. She was seconds from blurting out the truth but checked herself. She wanted her mother to tell her the truth. She wouldn’t make things easy for her. She needed to own up to her crime.

“You’re a coward. You don’t stand up for anyone, anytime. You don’t agree with the school’s ban on popular music, do you?”

“That is what all this is about?” Relief, almost imperceptible, softened Madame Robert’s worried features. “Of course I don’t approve of the ban, but it’s not a policy I can do anything about once it’s been decided by the board.”

“That’s just great,” Aria said. She moved away from the music sheet stand. “I can’t stay in this room with someone who can’t even stand up for what she believes in.”

“Nobody is forcing you to stay,” Madame Robert said bitingly. In lower tones, she added, “But of course, I’d be happier if you did.”

She looked at Aria with mournful eyes until Aria looked away.

Grabbing her bag, she turned to leave.

“I’ll see you next week,” Madame Robert said.

Aria didn’t answer but nodded quickly before leaving the room and soon the house. She glanced through the window once outside and found Madame Robert crumbled on the nearest sofa, silent tears rolling down her cheeks.

Aria’s own tears blurred her vision. She wanted to run inside the house and wrap her mother in a warm embrace, but a strong sentiment of empathy provoked by her mother’s weeping stopped her. 

If her mother wasn’t ready to tell her the truth, Aria would not impose it on her. She glanced back at the window. The woman she now saw, burying her head in a handkerchief, wasn’t the cold, cruel woman she’d imagined her mother to be.

She’d been weak, but not horrid. And wasn’t she trying to make amends as best as she could? 

Aria wiped the tears from her face.

She turned to the door and knocked once, twice, a third time with less timidity. 

She waited patiently while her mother prepared her best made-up face. It took nearly five minutes before Madame Robert answered.

“Aria!” she exclaimed.

“I thought maybe we could give this first lesson another chance.”

“Of course, what a great idea.” She laughed a low laugh of relief, her throat still engorged from the previous crying. She smiled shyly.

“You’re always welcome in my home.”

Aria nodded with less hostility than she’d previously displayed and followed Madame Robert inside the house.
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IN JANUARY, WHEN THE holiday season has passed and the decorations have been taken down, many cities lose their winter charm and are trapped in a cold desert with raspy winds and no saving grace. 

Paris remained ever graceful in the winter.

Aria, on her way to Lucas’ music studio near the Champ de Mars, gazed at the Eiffel Tower. She’d never seen it this close. 

It was brownish. Rusty, even. But it stood with ageless beauty and enduring majesty. 

Despite the cold, lines of tourists waited to visit the monument.

She, instead, entered a building on the avenue de Suffren, a couple of blocks from the Eiffel Tower, went up to the third floor, and rang the bell at the door of Studio d’Artistes.

Lucas answered with a big smile.

“You’re here! Hope you didn’t have too much trouble finding the address?”

“Gee, I just followed the Eiffel Tower and here I was,” Aria laughed. She took off her coat.

“Yeah, the location is great. Let me show you around.”

Aria smiled back, pleased that he was happy to see her and persuaded that he would never greet Agnes with such a handsome grin. 

Studio d’Artistes was more a loft than a music studio and had a very homey feel to it. Lucas showed her the kitchen and the main studio with great pride. There were pictures of Miss. Educated at concerts or with her son, images not even the paparazzi had managed to find.

In his own personal room the walls were covered with posters of the greatest rock legends: Chuck Berry, The Beatles, the Rolling Stones and Lenny Kravitz were among them, and Lucas had even managed to take a couple of snapshots with some of Rock’s most famous singers.

“Just tell me. How come your mother was surprised to discover you wanted to become a rock singer? This room says it all.”

“Parents never want to see what is right under their nose.”

“Are you even a good rapper?”

“Nope. But being the son of Miss. Educated, I’m sure some record studio would have wanted to produce my album.”

“You wouldn’t have followed your dream though.”

“I would’ve been booed off the stage. My mom thinks I’m good, but she’s not really objective.”

“That’s what moms are all about. I think.”

“You’ll discover soon enough,” he said kindly.

She knew little about mothers and she wondered if hers thought she had talent. Eager to change the subject, Aria went across the room and picked up the discarded score lying on the floor.

“These are your lyrics for your part of ‘Beware.’”

“It’s just a beginning.”

Aria was about to read the words aloud, but he grabbed the music sheet.

“You can’t just read them.”

“Why not?”

“It’s better if I sing, don’t you think?”

Aria nodded, and sat on the nearest sofa while he took hold of his electric guitar. He closed his eyes and sang:

You warned me from the start

Told me you’d break my heart

Told me to be scared

Told me to beware

But I didn’t listen

Thought it’d be different

Thought I’d be the one

But you were just having fun

Stringin’ me all along

Aria listened, mesmerized by his voice and his ease. He was a born star. She clapped energetically.

“Sounds amazing!”  

“Thanks! I’m having trouble with the second verse,” Lucas said, with a frustrated sigh.

“That’s because you’re lacking an important thing.”

“Lemme guess. You?”

“Exactly. Every singer needs a muse named Aria. And I’ll help you under one condition.”

“What is it?”

“Take me up the Eiffel Tower,” she answered, eyes shining.

The road up the Iron Lady was not for the faint of heart. But Aria did not complain in the long lines, nor did she murmur as they mounted the never-ending iron stairs. 

Instead, she worked on Beware. Though she hadn’t often composed songs, she found the process fun. Time flew by and Aria thought how easily she worked with Lucas. He was relaxed and easy-going. It was recess compared to working with Maxime on their four hands.

“How about a second verse with a lexical field related to ‘games.’ Carmen is a player after all. For example: You think love’s a game/You play till you’re bored.”

“Sweet! And then I continue with But I won’t be another name/You can add on your scoreboard.”

“Yes! I like the idea that he doesn’t want to be another name. But we should go deeper and say that that he’s not a puppet or a play thing like: But I won’t be another name/Another pawn on your chessboard.”

“Sweet!” He scribbled the lyrics on his notepad.

The higher they climbed, the more inspiration they found. Once they reached the top of the tower, the city appeared at their feet like a carpet filled with scattered children’s toys: a jumble of blocks instead of houses, miniature cars, stick-figures walking like real people, and broccoli sprouts instead of trees.

Aria, bent down, pressed her cold nose against the iron railings, looked toward the ground and was grateful she didn’t suffer from a fear of heights.

She was on top of the world! She was a giant and the world was literally at her feet. At that instant, she knew how winged creatures felt, soaring through the skies and not caring in the least what went on below. 

Lucas kneeled next to her and whispered, “Enjoying the view?”

No longer looking at the city, Aria drew closer to Lucas.  The only interesting scenery she now saw was the one reflecting in his enlivened dark eyes.

She leaned over to kiss him and he didn’t stop her. Not right away. Once her lips brushed his, he pushed her gently away.

“I like you, Aria. I really do,” he said kindly, “but I’m not the steady girlfriend type of guy.”

Aria leaned against the railing and closed her eyes.

“I never said that’s what I wanted.”

“Isn’t that what you want?”

“It is,” she admitted, opening her eyes. “I feel a connection. Am I wrong?”

“You’re not,” he replied. “But I can’t give you what you want.”

Aria nodded sadly. Disappointment filled her and the exhilaration she’d previously felt subsided.

With regret and a great deal of awkwardness, they began their descent back to solid ground.

Once they had ended their excursion, Aria handed Lucas a ripped page from her notepad.

He read the lyrics she’d scribbled hastily.

Should’ve heard the warning

Should’ve seen it coming

Now my heart’s trapped

And I’ll never get it back

But there’s one thing I’ll do

No, I’m not through with you

The next guy you ensnare

I’ll tell him

I’ll tell him to beware.

“I guess the song’s over.” Lucas folded the paper in two and slipped it into his notebook. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“I’m sure you could.” 

Aria turned and left Lucas under the Eiffel Tower, as snow began to fall like a curtain closing on the tragic ending of a play.

On her way back home, head hanging low, she wondered how she could have been so naïve in thinking she had a real shot with Lucas. They were from two different worlds. He had known fame as soon as he had stepped out of his celebrity mother’s womb. Of course he would never see her as anything but a fun girl to hang out with, not a girlfriend to present to the world.

While he had benefited from his mother’s status, she had grown up dirt poor with an alcoholic father. There was nothing glamourous about her life. Who knew if there would ever be?

When she returned to the castle, Aria tried to erase the failed kiss from her memory but only succeeded in reliving it endlessly. Had she controlled her silly impulse!

Walking past the Mel Bonis Room, she heard a female voice singing Madonna’s Girl Gone Wild.

Many of the sentences were chopped due to a strong hesitancy in the voice. 

Aria entered the room and found Margot in the room singing the song at the piano.

“That was you?” Aria hid her surprise with difficulty. She went to the piano and took a closer look at the scores. She’d heard Margot display more skill than what she’d presently heard.

“What did you think of the song?” Margot asked, with a proud smile “Could I make a cool Madonna?”

“No way!” Aria blurted before clapping her hand to her mouth.

“Thanks.” Margot took her scores back and rose from her seat with a wounded air.

“I mean, you’ve got to let go. That’s the problem with Classical. Once you’re trained, it’s hard to learn to let loose on popular music.”

“Show me,” Margot replied with defiance.

Aria took the pencil her friend had used to mark her score and, placing it in front of her mouth, held it like a microphone. 

“If a song is called Girl Gone Wild you have to go crazy. It’s a rule. You can’t just stand there like a pole. Watch.”

Aria closed her eyes, let the memory of her kiss with Lucas vanish from her immediate memory, and hummed the first notes of the song. She hopped on her toes, once, twice, to warm up. Soon she twirled around the room like a bumblebee. Hands in the air, hands down, leg in the air, stretches, jump, spin. She played with the furniture, using it as support for her improvised choreography. Her disappointment, her father, her problems, flew out the window, leaving her mind as lively as her strange dance. 

Margot joined her, shy at first, moving only her shoulders with the stiffness of a robot. But Aria took her hands and carried her away in her frenzy. They kicked off their shoes and whirled with the force of a desert wind, pulling each other until they were short of breath. Using the pencil as a shared microphone, they yelled the lyrics, jumping up and down like loose bedsprings. Margot laughed so hard, she couldn’t stop. 

Attracted by the noise, Hortense and Paul soon entered the room, taking care to close it behind them. They watched, bemused, as their friends pursued their dance without a care in the world.

“What’s going on?” Paul asked.

“I’m teaching Margot to sing Pop.”

“I want to learn, too!” Hortense exclaimed.

“I can’t teach all of you now!”

“How about next Saturday afternoon?” Paul intervened. “You could teach us.” 

Aria stopped jumping and dropped the hand holding the pencil.

“You want me to brave the ban.”

Paul took the pencil from her hand and used it as an imaginary microphone.

“We all know you haven’t respected the ban since day 1.” 

Aria thought about Madame Robert. Her mother would have a fit if she knew her daughter was organizing a rebellion against the school ban. But then, she had only acted like her mother for a few of weeks. Aria didn’t owe her anything.

“Let’s do this!”

“I know a couple of people who’d like to learn more about Pop music,” Hortense put in.

“So do I,” Paul added.

“Bring them only if they’re trustworthy. Two o’clock next Saturday. Don’t be late.”
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ARIA’S BIRTHDAY WAS the least important event in early February when fog hid the grey skies and the air was still cold.

She awoke that morning, happy, though the world was silent.

No need for birds to sing when a joyful melody came to her lips.

Hortense’s bed was empty. 

Aria smiled and stretched. She hadn’t told Hortense what day it was, but her confidence remained unshaken: her roommate had her own means of finding it out. 

It was the only positive thought that prevented her from lingering on past birthdays with her father. Her nostrils opened up to memories of warm, fluffy pineapple cakes fresh out of the oven, candles alit and growing in number every year, her father, her aunt, her neighbors ...

The door opened and shut.

Hortense was back with a package in her hands.

“Finally. You’re up! You’ve got to get ready for the most important day of the year! I’ve got something for you.”

Aria pushed the covers away and sat up straight in her bed.

“I’m up! What’s my gift?”

“It’s not really a gift. You ordered it, remember? Here it is!” 

Hortense unwrapped the package and held up a royal blue soccer jersey. 

Aria’s face fell.

“Oh, ok. Is that all?”

“Is that all? I mean, come on. I know you’re not French, but we’ve been mentioning this day for weeks.”

“Which day?” She took the t-shirt and inspected it on all sides as if expecting a present to peep out from inside its folds. 

“The soccer game! The Parisian team against the Marseille team.”

“Oh, right. I thought that was next week.” She fell back against her pillows. There was only one special event that day in France and it involved silly men running after a ball. 

“There are other sports besides American football you know.”

“I’ve barely even mentioned American football since I arrived,” Aria protested.  The sport had been on her mind though. The Super Bowl was coming up and, in France, only cable channels aired the Big Game. The school, of course, had no cable and she’d been looking for local cafés willing to air an event few people in the country cared or even knew about.

“I still intend to find someone with cable willing to help a poor American expatriate.”

“When you do, I’ll be happy to watch the game with you, especially the half-time you mentioned. Maybe Lucas can help you out.”

“Maybe.”

“With all the time you two have been spending together, I’m sure he’d do just about anything for you.”

“Mmm.” 

Aria pushed away the memory of the embarrassing attempt at a kiss she would never mention to Hortense.

Aria jumped out of bed and put on her jersey. “Do I look like a die-hard Paris Saint-Germain fan?”

“Would you be ready to beat an Olympique de Marseille fan to death?”

“Mmm, depends on the fan.” She imagined Maxime with an OM jersey and her lips twisted into a wicked grin.

“The whole school is for Paris, including Maxime,” Hortense underlined, as if reading Aria’s thoughts. “Only the few students born in the South of France are for OM.” Hortense’s face flushed brightly and Aria recognized this to be a symptom of any reference, implicit or explicit, to Karim.

They left the room and made their way to the refectory. The halls were savagely decorated with royal blue and red, the colors of the Parisian team. The students had hung jerseys and stickers on the statues. The teachers had looked the other way, as was tradition, each time the two mortal enemies dueled in a soccer match. Marseille, as the second largest city in France, had a long-standing rivalry with Paris.

Accents differed and were the subject to mockery on both sides of France. The Parisian accent was viewed as snobbish while the accent from the South was deemed comedic by most inhabitants of the capital.

Few decorations supporting the Marseille team appeared and the rare items that did had been either scratched out or covered by stickers lauding the PSG team.

Nevertheless, the minority stood its ground, thanks to its leader, the ever-charismatic Karim.

The girls found him near the entrance of the refectory arguing with a group of the school’s most intense Parisian supporters, amongst which were Maxime and his friends.

“... just a couple of stickers. You guys decorated the entire school. Even the Apollo fountain from what I heard,” Karim yelled. “Leave our stickers alone!”

“What’s going on?” Hortense bit her lip nervously. She clutched her jersey by the collar and neared the crowd.

“You can’t put up your decorations. Only supporters with at least ten members in their club are allowed to do that,” Maxime stated. “You’re what, three?”

“We’re a total of nine and you know that rule is never enforced,” Karim retorted. “Just let us put up our decorations.”

“Ah ah, the rules have to be upheld, don’t they?” Elodie intervened. “Nobody wants to see your stupid OM decorations anyway.”

Karim seethed. Aria glanced around at the group of Karim’s friends. There was Sophia, with jet-black hair, from Carcassonne, who supported any southern team up against Paris. Next to her stood the beautiful Cassandra, with black-blue skin and a determined gaze, as she discreetly pasted one of her stickers onto the somber bust of an antique playwright. Sandy-haired Charles with the bow-tie who, any other day, wouldn’t dare break school rules, now balled his fist ready to fight for his team.

Aria nudged Hortense. “If you join their group they’ll be ten.”

Hortense glanced at Karim and he caught her eye, sending her a tentative smile before turning back to Maxime.

“I won’t,” Hortense whispered. “I can’t just join a group for a boy. I’m not Margot.” She glared at Aria as if she’d been asking her to dance naked in an empty field under a full moon.

“I’m not asking you to propose.”

Aria slipped off her dark blue jersey and straightened her turtleneck.

“I’ll join your group.” She walked through the group of students and stood beside Karim. Maxime sneered.

“You’re really going to support the losing team?”

“I don’t really care who wins either way. I’m American, remember?” She flashed a bright smile to Karim who returned it, grateful.

“Now I really want Marseille to win just to wipe that smile off your face.” She tossed her jersey over Maxime’s shoulder.

“You’re obviously American. Nobody in their right mind would pick those losers.” Elodie tore off the cloth and threw it at Aria’s feet.

Maxime held Aria’s gaze. “I hope you know that it’s up to the supporters of the losing team to remove the decorations from the entire school. Do you know how big this school is?”

“Apparently not big enough for the two of you.” Hortense stepped in and grabbed Aria by the arm. “Come on, let’s go eat.”

She pulled Aria away from the crowd and dragged her into the refectory.

“You can thank me now,” Aria declared with a look of pure amusement.

“You chose that team more to spite Maxime than to help Karim.”

“A bit of both,” she admitted. “I’ll tell Karim you asked me to, since you couldn’t. That’s what friends do. They help each other out, they know things about other people, such as dates and birth—”

“Girls!” Margot called out from the center of the room. She waved then pointed to the three empty seats next to her.

“Gregoire doesn’t seem to be anywhere in sight,” Hortense mumbled, relieved.

It wasn’t long, once they’d taken their food and sat with Margot, before Paul joined them.

“So, I heard Aria’s a traitor?” He always adored a dramatic entrance and the thought of Aria being guilty of treason attracted Margot’s attention faster than the trivial thoughts that usually occupied her mind regarding breakfast and her food.

She put her spoon down with a grating clang and raised her eyes to stare at an expressionless Aria. “Don’t tell me you’re rooting for the south.”

Unperturbed, Aria sliced her orange in four quarters. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“It’s like a fight between West Coast rappers and East Coast rappers. Deadly.” Paul held up his butter knife like a sword and slashed thin air, only succeeding in creating a breeze over his hot chocolate mug.

“What do you know about Hip Hop?” Aria asked amused.

“I’ve been doing my research. You know, since we’ve decided to join ... the PMS.”

“PMS?” Margot and Hortense blurted at the same time.

They both slapped each other playfully.

Aria turned away from the giggling duo. The soccer game had a way of bringing people together, uniting divergent personalities in an unconditional love for their team. The entire refectory was different in its atmosphere. Students chanted songs in support of their team. They made prognostics, recalling their team’s wins and making bets as to who the victor would be that year. 

It was no surprise, Aria mused, that not one of her friends had remembered her birthday. They were in another frame of mind entirely. The only celebration they envisioned was linked to the victory of their team.

“The Pop Music Society,” Paul stated proudly after Margot had failed to decipher the cryptic acronym.

“Not so loud!” Hortense cast a suspicious eye at the table closest to theirs to make sure they hadn’t heard Paul.

Their neighbors, three girls with blue paint on their faces, were too busy mooning over Serge Aurier, the cutest player in the Parisian team, according to repeated dreamy sighs and gasps.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this.” Margot’s eyes met Paul’s and lingered until Hortense’s arm inadvertently brushed his as she took hold of the water pitcher.

“I’ve got to speak to a couple of students who were interested in joining,” she said. “I’ll meet them at lunch. You can tell them what your plans are for our little club.”

“I can’t. I’m meeting Madame Robert for a private lesson.”

“How are those going?” Paul asked. He watched as Margot stirred her scalding Ceylon tea. She hesitated between one or two sugars and ended up dropping one and a half in her cup.

“It’s OK.” Aria searched for a way to change the subject, but her mind drifted back to the conversation she’d overheard between her mother and Florence Duchêne. That she should see her mother on her birthday was painful. She would have loved to ask Caroline about her birth. She’d never heard the anecdotes surrounding her first moments on earth. Had her dad been there? Her throat tightened as her thoughts wandered to her father and she remained silent for the rest of the breakfast, preferring to enjoy the generally pleasant mood at the table than to plague it down with thoughts of her forgotten birthday.

***
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AT NOON, ARIA SHOWED up at the principal’s headquarters. Before ringing the doorbell, she checked her hair in the reflection of the golden doorknob. She’d tied it in a tight French braid and wore her favorite navy blue béret.

She was okay.

She took a breath for courage and rang the doorbell. Not a minute passed before the door swung open and Madame Robert greeted her.

She, however, didn’t let her in, but stepped outside.

“I’m here for my singing lesson,” Aria made a step closer to the front door, but Caroline barred the entrance.

“Today is your birthday. There is no lesson.”

Aria’s eyes gleamed with a thousand lights. 

Her mother had remembered.

Why, then, persist in her refusal to admit who she really was? Aria decided to guide her on the path to recognition.

“Do you remember all your students’ birthdays?”

Madame Robert’s smile faltered, but she added, “I’ve got an app for that.”

“Lucky me,” Aria answered dryly. Disappointment crushed her.

“Lucky you, indeed. I’m taking you out for lunch to a very special place. Don’t just stand there, let’s go.”

Madame Robert locked the door to her house and turned to Aria with sprightliness.

Caroline Robert enjoyed the outdoors as much as the next person, but getting out of the office and leaving behind a mountain of administrative tasks had become an adventure in itself. 

Neither one of them spoke, and neither walked with a serene mind.

Aria fell behind Madame Robert to keep a safe distance, while the principal persevered in adapting her pace to her student’s.

The dark ground was covered in snow like glistening icing on a chocolate cake. Aria’s steps were leaden with unwillingness while Caroline’s walk alternated between regret, and an effort to bridge the gap between her and the brooding girl walking beside her, silent as the interior of a cathedral after mass.

Caroline opened her mouth several times and, like a nervous teenage boy with clammy hands wanting to ask a girl to an upcoming dance, she closed it again. She snapped it shut and hurt her wisdom teeth, which she was sure, in her case, didn’t deserve their name.

“Do you have plans with your friends later on?”

“I might have, had they remembered my birthday.”

“Oh. I see. How unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate?” Aria laughed. “I didn’t tell them it was my birthday. It’s not their fault.”

“Very true. It’s yours.”

“Thanks.”

“You make friends easily enough, I’m sure. Deep down though, I believe, you don’t want them to really know you.”

“Maybe,” Aria answered sullenly.

“When I was your age, I was very discreet. I preferred everyone to forget my birthday if they could. Perhaps you’re like me.”

“I’m not shy. I love being the center of attention, which is why I’ll be an excellent lead singer and a terrible secondary character.”

“You’ll have to start with the latter and carve your way to the former. You misunderstood me when I said you and I were alike.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Being discreet in your private life doesn’t mean you’re a frightened little mouse in all aspects of your life. I loved to shine too, on the stage. Unfortunately, not everybody is meant to be the star of the show. If you truly love singing, you’ll love it no matter what you do, no matter which character you interpret.”

Aria walked in silence. She didn’t know to what extent she loved singing. She treasured it as a means of escape from the dirt, the grey, the red hardships of her world. It offered a way into a life of beauty that she sought above all. Singing was her golden ticket to the princess life she should have inherited.

“I’d die if I became a teacher instead of a star.”

Madame Robert’s laugh echoed through the bare trees. It was the sound of someone who had heard her profession discredited many times without it affecting her any longer. The laugh of one who has uncovered that the key to true happiness lies not in what others think, but in the depths of one’s own self-worth.

“You like what you do?”

“I love what I do as a teacher, forming young minds. You don’t seem to realize the power I have.”

“You’re power hungry?”

“Perhaps. But my freedom as a principal is limited.”

“You mean the Andrieux family doesn’t let you speak without a teleprompter,” Aria declared with sarcasm.

A cloud of discontent darkened Madame Robert’s expression.

“Responsibility isn’t easy.”

“Having an opinion is.”

“Students don’t realize what I do for them.”

“Maybe students are like one’s own children: ungrateful. Parents are chronically dissatisfied, too. They ardently desire children, but once their wish is granted, they long for their previous state of untethered freedom. They get impatient, stressed, and their initial source of happiness becomes a daily regret.”

“It isn’t always so.”

“You’re right. There are those who don’t even try.”

They stood facing the Palace. Madame Robert turned to Aria, her face scrunched up with pain. The student stared straight at the building, her eyes dark as a moonless night.

Stretching out her arm, Madame Robert was ready to touch her shoulder. Aria waited for the contact, for the warmth in the cold of a deep winter day.

It never came.

Madame Robert dropped her arm to her side and brightened her disposition with a forced smile.

“Come on, we’re here. You’ll love this place.”

They entered the Palace, went up the stairs past the many famous rooms, and were soon met by a male employee in a waiter suit, with blonde-white hair and an eager red face.

“Madame Robert, always a pleasure to see you at The Angelina. Do you wish to sit at your usual table?”

“We’d love that.”

The Angelina was a beautiful establishment with elegant chairs as sturdy as little thrones, quaint round tables and soft pistachio green walls. Aria’s mood lifted instantly. They sat near a window overlooking the snow-white gardens.

“Do you come here often?” Aria opened the menu and her eyes widened at the prices displayed.

“The perks of being principal. My treat to you for your birthday.”

“This place is amazing. Thank you,” Aria said with much emotion.

She buried her face in her menu and seemingly concentrated on its content. She was more pleased than she cared to let Madame Robert know. In spite of herself, her face shone like a starlit sky.

Due to Caroline’s insistence, she ordered the Astara royal fillet of smoked salmon, savoring each bite slowly, wishing their lunch could stretch until the end of the day. Alas, dessert came much too soon.

“The first time I ate here, I was sixteen just like you. I came with my father for my birthday. I was always a daddy’s girl. Maybe that’s why I never married. Girls who love their father too much can never find a man that resembles him.”

“I guess I’m also a daddy’s girl, but I don’t want a boyfriend that’s too much like him. Only someone as dedicated to music as he is.”

Her mind went to Lucas and she took a hearty bite of her creamy chou pastry, but not before her principal noticed her enigmatic smile.

“Anyone particular in mind?”

“Maybe.”

“Perhaps I can guess.” Madame Robert perked up. “There is only one person in your year that is as dedicated to music as you are and as ambitious. Maxime Andrieux,” she cried out triumphantly.

Aria choked on her dessert, coughed and slapped her chest.

“No?” Madame Robert asked surprised. “You do find him very cute, though. Don’t you?”

Aria coughed louder.

“I won’t tell you who I like. I can assure you, it isn’t Maxime. Could we please change topics? I really don’t feel comfortable speaking about this with my ... teacher.”

Madame Robert, crestfallen, ate a bite of her dessert.

“Very well, but I don’t see what is so preposterous in my thinking Maxime is a likely candidate.”

“I don’t like him, and even if I did, there’d be one major obstacle.”

“Which one?”

“He hates Americans.”

“Oh, that.”

“Yes, that.”

“Isn’t his sister married to an American? If I recall, she was shunned from her family because of her choice of husband. Or am I mistaking her case with another family? I’m not sure.”

Surprised, Aria dropped her spoon. She recalled her conversation with Maxime at Valerie Artois’ wedding. Fear had flashed through his eyes when she had put in question his family’s loyalty if he ever strayed from his parents’ principles. Had he feared a fate similar to that of his sister’s? Highly unlikely, Aria decided. Maxime’s obedience to his family’s code of honor was unwavering.

“I don’t know his family tree by heart, but I highly doubt his sister would do such a thing. Remember who their father is.”

“I know exactly who Maxime’s father is. An eccentric, crazy, old quack.”

Aria giggled. She was glad none of the other students were around or the conversation would not have been quite as free.

“He’s arrogant and prejudiced. You’re right to stay away from that family. The school would be very different from what it is today if they weren’t around.”

“I could listen to popular music ... for example.”

“What you really mean is that you’d listen to it without hiding, which is what you’re currently doing.”

Aria only smiled.

“Don’t let them catch you,” Madame Robert admonished sternly. “Or they will kick you out of this school.”

“What do you think of popular music?”

“I don’t particularly hate it, but I do prefer Classical. I discovered Pop seventeen years ago exactly, the year I stayed in New York. I was quite lost back then and I can truly say that Blues helped me so much more than Classical would have.”

Aria’s brain went into a dizzying race.

Seventeen years ago.

The year her parents had conceived her. If ever she’d had a doubt about her mother, she was now certain she sat across from her.

“We’ll have to get going. Let me just grab a bite of your dessert,” Madame Robert plunged her fork into Aria’s plate. “I really shouldn’t but, oh well, we only live once.”

Aria laughed pleasantly.

Pointing to her own plate, Madame Robert invited Aria to a piece of her Mont-Blanc Coco Passion, an invitation her student didn’t turn down.

Madame Robert paid the bill and they exited the restaurant.

As they walked in the snow their steps were light and airy, their silence interrupted only by smiles.

When they arrived at the castle, Madame Robert asked, “Did you have a good time?”

“The best.”

“I’m very glad then.”

Caroline bent down, not too much, because Aria was only a couple of inches shorter. She straightened Aria’s béret and brushed a crumb from the corner of her mouth with a sweet smile. Bending to the left, she kissed her cheek with the softest touch, like the caress of a zephyr breeze.

This was what Aria had craved for her entire life without knowing what she missed: a mother’s kiss.

Her father hugged her occasionally and her aunt had pulled more ears than she’d puckered lips.

Madame Robert smiled.

“I’m very glad then,” she repeated. “Go to class now or Monsieur Leroy will give you seventeenth century corporal punishment.”

Aria nodded shyly.

Madame Robert turned and left Aria to enter the classroom touching her left cheek.

She had a mother and now knew what she had lacked, what she’d never crave again.

Her mother had given her the best birthday present ever.

***
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MUSICAL HISTORY CLASS contained far less excitement than lunch at The Angelina. Monsieur Leroy had taken the class for the entire afternoon to catch up on his program, but even his most creative costumes and imitations couldn’t keep Aria’s mind from roaming.

“That is why Mendelssohn was a notable pianist of his time, among his many other talents,” Monsieur Leroy concluded.

“I can’t imagine my life as a pianist.” Aria shuddered at the thought.

“Not sure Du Pré will continue giving you lessons if you and Maxime can’t play that easy duet together,” Hortense declared. She scribbled furiously on her parchment.

“It’s not easy if it’s with that boy.”

“Girls, pay attention!” Monsieur Leroy called out. “For next week, I want you to write an analysis of Mendelssohn’s Rondo Capriccioso. Class dismissed.”

Aria put away her parchment and inkwell with relief. She’d rather spend her birthday thinking about her future than dwell on the glorious past of those who, unlike her, had nothing left to prove.

“We’re going to La Bavarde for the soccer game. Are you in?” Margot asked. She crammed her History book into her bag, delighted to finally put it away from her sight.

“Aria Thompson, I’d like to have a word with you,” their teacher called from the front of the class. 

“I’ll catch up with you later,” Aria told her friends. Hortense and Margot exchanged discreet smiles making Aria feel left out. She’d noticed the gradual reconstruction of Margot and Hortense’ bond with pleasure but increasing grins and hijinks were making her feel left out on this special day she could not fully enjoy. Aria wondered if Hortense was as fickle in her relationships as Gregoire was jealous in his. 

Aria grudgingly went to Monsieur Leroy’s desk.

“You’ve been a bit dissipated today. Any particular reason?”

“I didn’t realize I was. I thought your lesson on Mendelssohn was very interesting and informative as usual.” Having retained little from the lesson, Aria hoped her teacher wouldn’t question her to test her supposed interest in Mendelssohn.

“You were chatting at the end of class.”

Her teacher glanced at the clock behind her.

“Monsieur Leroy, do you have somewhere to be? I’m sure this conversation is pointless. I spoke five minutes at the end of class while Pierre-Henri giggled with Marie-Capucine during the entire duration of the lesson.”

“Right ... urm ... you’re changing the subject.”

“Was I?”

“Are you going to watch the soccer game?”

“Monsieur, did you ask me to stay after class so that I wouldn’t watch the game?”

“Of course not.” He looked at her blankly.

“May I leave?”

“Yes, yes, you may.”

“Thank you.”

She looked at him strangely, took her bag and left the room, eager to see the game. Not that she actually cared for either team, but she was anxious to know her fate and whether she would end up cleaning the castle or having the pleasure of taunting Maxime as he did.

Arriving at La Bavarde, she rushed inside the café, but was instantly struck with astonishment. 

“Happy Birthday!” yelled Hortense, Margot, and Paul in unison with a room full of Fifth-Years.  Paul held out a chocolate cake and Karim presented her with a beautifully wrapped present. Dancers from the Dance Department improvised a choreography with actors from the Theater Department.

But Margot and Hortense displayed the biggest smiles.

“Wow!” was all Aria found to say before being surrounded by her friends. Paul placed the cake right under her nose so she could blow out the candles, which she succeeded in doing with one swift breath. She closed her eyes and wished her father would forgive her and her mother acknowledge her.

She opened her eyes again and said, “I thought nobody knew. How did you find out?”

“It seems you don’t know me so well after all,” Hortense declared with a smug smile. “We asked Monsieur Leroy to keep you after class so that we could finish the preparations.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Aria hugged her friend, happy that she’d underestimated the strength of Hortense’ curiosity.

Shortly after, the game began, as did the shouting.

Maxime and his friends arrived while the teams sang the national anthem. Pierre-Henri and Maxime were among the most enthusiastic in the crowd, banging on the counter each time their team missed, which was more often than Aria could count.

There were several close calls, but after an hour, no team had scored, and she wondered how the French could stand watching virtually nothing happen and consider it a national pastime. She enjoyed the general atmosphere more than the game itself. To see Maxime’s eyes fill with hope when PSG players neared their opponent’s goal, and to witness his crushing disappointment when they missed, filled her with immeasurable glee. 

Karim and she high-fived whenever the Parisian team’s attempts ended in failure. Cassandra from the Dance Department taught her an easy victory dance which they repeated whenever Elodie and Pierre-Henri moaned with despair.

“Why don’t we victory dance Hip Hop style? It would be more in your face,” Aria suggested to an enthusiastic Cassandra. 

“OK, you’ve go to go stomp, stomp, then turn. No, no, watch your arms. And hips, go like this.”

Maxime observed them from the counter with obvious entertainment, soon irritating Agnes. Nudging his elbow, she called his attention back to a game that had evidently lost part of its appeal.  

During a commercial break, Aria checked her phone for the time.

She had a missed call.

Her father had called half an hour ago!

Amongst all the noise, she hadn’t heard her ringtone. She grabbed her coat in one hand and her phone in the other and ran outside.

She pressed dial and waited one ring, two rings, three. 

Her father didn’t pick up. She tried again but still nothing. She called him four times and was ready to try a fifth time when she felt a light tap on her shoulder. Turning reluctantly, her exasperation disappeared as soon as she saw the newcomer.

“Happy Birthday.” Lucas held out a bouquet of red rosebuds.

“They’re ... they’re lovely,” Aria stammered. “Thanks. Thank you for coming.”

“I couldn’t miss your special day. Hortense called me a week ago. You wouldn’t have thought to tell me.”

“I didn’t think you’d care.” Sniffing the flowers, she stared up at Lucas provocatively, as the effects of her initial surprise subsided. 

“Aww, you know that’s not true. I’m here, aren’t I? I don’t want things to be weird because of ...”

“The kiss?” Aria finished when Lucas didn’t. “Don’t worry, it wasn’t mind-blowing. I’ve already forgotten all about it,” she added flippantly. She felt ridiculous as soon as the words flew out of her mouth. It was the most grotesque lie she had ever told and she could tell Lucas wasn’t convinced.

“You forgot?” Lucas asked, with an amused grin. 

Before she could respond, the door opened and let out another visitor.

Maxime stopped short upon seeing Lucas and the bouquet.

“What are you doing here?” he barked.

“I just stopped by to give Aria these,” Lucas answered with ease. “Don’t worry, I ain’t staying.”

“You can stay if you want,” Aria offered, throwing an angry look intended solely for Maxime.

“Nah, I gotta go. I’ve got another event to attend and I’m already late.”

“Oh.”

“Well, happy birthday, beautiful birthday girl. Enjoy your soccer evening. It’s nothing compared to a Super Bowl, I’m sure.”

“It’s different,” she admitted. “But I like this, too. A lot.” She avoided Maxime’s gaze as she said this, but from the corner of her eye, she could detect his satisfaction.

Lucas shrugged, shook his head, but leaned close to her as he whispered, “I’ll be calling you soon for the recording.” She held her breath as he moved from her and walked away. Her eyes remained on the car as he drove off. 

She turned regretfully to Maxime. He stood before the door, arms crossed with a mocking smile.

“I’d like to go back in,” Aria said curtly.

“Wait.”

“What is it? Do you want me to say that soccer is better than American football? Or to sing La Marseillaise.”

“No, I just ... well, it’s harder to say than I thought.”

“What? That I’ll beat you at the end of this trimester?”

“Stay still, will you? And stop talking.”

“I don’t care for anything you have to say. Just let me go back inside.” She reached for the doorknob and was about to turn it when his voice stopped her.

“I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday,” Maxime blurted.

Aria’s hand remained frozen on the knob.

“Did I hear you correctly?”

“You did.”

“This is perhaps the only kind thing you’ve ever said to or about me.”

“I’d have to be a very heartless person to decline to wish you a happy birthday.”

“You could have.”

“I’m not heartless.” 

“You mustn’t overestimate yourself.”

“I would never.”

“You’re full of surprises.”

“So are you.”

Maxime peered into Aria’s brown eyes, a soft smile playing on his lips. “Did you really tell Lucas you preferred soccer to American football?” 

Her gaze vacillated, but she held onto her pride like one clings to a lifeboat.

“I said no such thing,” she retorted. “Soccer is super slow. Nothing happens except an uncommonly high amount of spitting.”

As if to contradict her words, a loud hurray came from inside the bar and startled them. Maxime and Aria looked at each other, the same thoughts coursing through their respective minds. 

One of their teams had scored.

They ran back inside.

Hortense and Margot hugged, Elodie jumped up and down, while Cassandra sat listlessly, patting a frowning Karim.

Paris had scored just before the game ended. 

The Parisian supporters made a joyous ruckus and Karim’s club, downcast, hung their heads low.  

Happy to see her friends exhilarated, Aria cared little for her defeat. 

Despite Maxime’s smug triumph as he handed her a mop, symbolizing the chores to come, she thought she just might choose Paris as her team too.
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Chapter 27
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MARCH HAD ARRIVED AND spring peeped from beneath winter’s cold carcass.

It was, without a doubt, the appropriate period for a strike. The government provided the perfect cause for discontent by deciding to implement a new reform on pension plans, specifically those of train conductors.

Paris was on strike.

Aria had heard of the event, but had no idea it could have consequences on her life. The only political agendas she cared about were regarding the Andrieux’ and their desire to raise the quota of French music on the radio and reduce American Pop music consequently.

What she really wanted was to see her name at the top of the list when rankings for the second trimester would be published that morning.

After breakfast, Aria returned to the West Wing and waited for Hortense to tell her if she had won her bet. Deep down, she knew it was not the case, which was perhaps why she chose to stay in her room. She couldn’t bear to witness Maxime’s gloating if he came out first.

Hortense entered the room, chewing her lower lip. She closed the door slowly behind her.

“I’m not first,” Aria sighed. She looked at her hands and waited for her friend to confirm the news.

“That’s not it. Aria, I’m sorry.”

“What is it?”

“Your ranking has lowered since the first trimester.”

“I’m not in the top three?”

Hortense shook her head, mournfully.

“Where am I?”

“Ninth.”

Aria’s breathing slowed. “That’s ... OK. So I just have to ...” She put her head in her hands, dropped them again and paced around the room. “Maxime must be delighted.”

“He is. So is Pierre-Henri. And Agnes and Marie-Capucine. And Elodie,” Hortense squeaked.

“They all came in before me?”

Hortense nodded, her face flushed. 

“Look, your grades were good almost everywhere. Except Piano and Musical Theory because of Ear-training counts for half the grade. Maxime’s grade in piano wasn’t much better than yours, but his grade in Musical Theory clearly compensated.”

“He’s got absolute pitch! Of course he gets excellent grades in Ear-training!”

“You don’t need absolute pitch to get a better grade than the one you received,” Hortense blurted out.

Arms hanging limply by her side, Aria slumped against the wall. Maybe she was in over her head. Self-doubt plagued her, but she couldn’t give up.

“I’ll work harder.”

“You should ask Madame Hautbois. She’d help you.”

“I’ve got to do this on my own. And I have to get better grades in piano. Madame Hautbois can’t help me there.”

She went to her closet, took her winter coat from a hanger along with her scarf and béret.

“Where are you going?” Hortense asked. “We don’t have class this morning. Madame Hautbois is the only teacher on strike in this school. Let’s enjoy it. I’m going to rehearse my solo for Madame Nerval’s class, but we can do something later on.”

“I’m meeting Lucas before piano class. He offered and I really need to get away from the school for a couple of hours. We’re finally going to record Beware.”

“You and Lucas alone. Should be nice.” Hortense retrieved a music stand from the closet and placed it near the window. 

Aria grinned “Bye, Hortense.”

“Yeah, you hurry along. Transportation will be crazy. I’m not even going to venture outside of the castle today.”

“Oh, you poor frightened thing,” Aria mocked. “Going to stay locked up in the castle because of a teeny weeny strike.”

Hortense shrugged, placed her scores on her music stand and hummed a wedding march. 

Aria’s walk to the train station was marked by thoughts of her upcoming morning with Lucas. 

She hadn’t spent time with him since their afternoon at the Eiffel Tower and although he had only dropped by for her birthday, she couldn’t help but hope his intentions regarding her had changed. If he cared about her enough to find time in his busy schedule to see her on her special day, perhaps she still had a chance. Too bad she didn’t know a thing about flirting. She’d be dreadful if she tried. Maybe if she sang really well, he’d be amazed. But she didn’t count on that. It was her first recording session and she doubted her debut would be brilliant. If only she could magically transform into a confident superstar in a split second!

Upon entering the train station, a chorus of exasperated grumblings interrupted Aria’s romantic musings. Passengers were tired of standing around, eyes glued to blue TV screens, wondering when their train would arrive, despairing every time the little white letters spelled ‘Supprimé’ (Cancelled). 

It wasn’t that their bosses wouldn’t understand. Parisian employers were used to strike days. There would be no cut wages, few recriminations.

The real problem was the abominable wait.

Aria stood in the cold for forty-five minutes before a high whistle announced the train’s long anticipated arrival. Squeezed between a matron and a nun, she threw her head back just in time to avoid the closing doors.

When she finally arrived in Paris, she tumbled out of the train and swore she’d never take it again on a strike day.

She arrived breathless in Lucas’ studio.

“You didn’t know what Paris was like on a strike day,” Lucas stated matter-of-factly as he let her in.

“I was warned, but didn’t listen. I’m so sorry for being late.”

“Don’t sweat it.  Come on in. Ready to record?”

After greeting Alex, the sound engineer sporting a long black beard, and taking her place in the live room, she took a couple of steps away from the microphone. She glanced back at the large windowpane and gave the sound engineer a thumbs-up sign. Lucas walked in and, standing beside her in front of the microphone, took her hand and drew her closer to it.

“You want to be heard, don’t you?”

“Sorry,” Aria said nervously. “Microphones aren’t really a part of my world.”

“I know, don’t worry. Put on your headphones.” 

“Oh, right.” She looked at the objects warily but proceeded to put them on.

“Breathe in, and don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

The music played and Aria took a deep breath, placed her hands on her ribcage and opened her mouth wide as she perfectly articulated the phrase

L’amour est un oiseau rebelle

“Stop!” Alex cried out.

“What is it?” Aria asked.

“You’re singing too loud. You don’t need to,” Lucas explained.

“Oh, OK. Right. I just, I’m used to ... no, OK. I’ll do my best.”

Aria glared at the microphone and started again. Try as she might, she could not get used to the item. Her entire operatic being had been disciplined for years to view a microphone as an enemy. It appeared to be taunting her, and she could not let go of her antagonistic views toward it. Felipe had repeated for four years that only cheaters used them. She was not a cheater.

“Take five,” Alex said, scratching his beard.

“I’m sorry,” Aria said weakly. “I have never used a microphone since I started classes nearly five years ago.”

“Didn’t you ever record anything with your Dad?” Lucas asked.

“That part of his career was over before I was able to walk,” Aria answered dryly.

“Oh.”

“I think I should go.” She could not stand the disappointment she read on his face, when all she had thought of on her way to the studio was how much she wished to impress him. 

She turned away and headed for the door.

“Wait!” Lucas called out. “You just need to let loose.”

“I’m singing opera, not popular music.”

“Sure you are, but you’re not in an opera house. You’ve got to sing Classical like a Rock Star.”

“And how do I become a Rock Star in the next five minutes?”

“Scream!”

“You told me I was singing too loud.”

“I didn’t say sing, I said scream at the top of your lungs.”

“I’ll ruin my voice and I’ll—”

“ARRRRGGGHHH!” Lucas yelled.

“What are you—”

“ARRRGGHHH!”

“OK, I see what you’re doing.”

“Just let it all out. You’ve spent an hour in public transport; you’ve had the worst morning in your entire life. Let it out. I can’t hear you.”

Aria thought of her ranking, the strike, the worst train ride ever, the long wait in the cold. She closed her eyes, opened her mouth and screamed at the top of her lungs.

“ARRRRRRRRGGGHHHHHHHH!” 

“Felt good, didn’t it?” Lucas acknowledged. “Now do a headstand.”

“What?”

“Come on. I’ll catch you.” 

“You’re crazy.”

“Just do it.”

Aria complied. Once her legs were straight in the air, Lucas held them tight.

“OK, now sing!”

“I’m upside down. I can’t sing.”

Blood was rushing to her head and dizziness clouded her thoughts. There was nothing left to do but sing.

“L’aaaamour ... Est ... un ... oiseau ...”

Lucas laughed and Aria couldn’t continue singing once she began giggling.

“Go on! Don’t stop.”

Aria resumed her singing. It was messy, halting and disjointed, but she continued until fits of laughter overtook her. Entering the studio, Alex looked at the pair with an amused smile.

“You guys ready?”

Lucas carefully let go of Aria’s legs and she knelt to the ground, before getting back up.

“I’m ready,” she answered, still giggling.

“So am I,” Lucas corroborated. 

He looked at Aria with a thoughtful smile and nodded. “I’m definitely ready.”
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“IF YOU CAN’T MAKE IT on time, you should at least call,” Monsieur Du Pré rebuked Aria as she tiptoed into his apartment.  “Don’t say you couldn’t use your phone because there is cell phone reception in the Parisian metro.”

“I’m so sorry.” 

She could not explain that time had flown by so fast with Lucas that she had left his studio fifteen minutes later than she should have, which would not have normally mattered. On strike days, however, a fifteen-minute delay could prove fatal.

She was sorrier still to see Maxime’s irate glare when she messed up on the piano. She prayed for the class to go by faster than its normal speed. Monsieur Du Pré had other plans in mind however and kept them fifteen minutes more to make up for Aria’s tardiness.

“Monsieur Du Pré, we really need to go,” Maxime said. “It’s a strike day, remember?”

“You should have thought about that before you arrived late.”

“But the last train to Versailles is ...”

“You could continue to argue or just let me finish what I have to say. The faster I’m done the sooner you can chase after your train.”

Once out of Monsieur Du Pré’s class, Maxime and Aria hurried to the train station.

“We’re never going to get there on time,” Maxime muttered.

Aria understood the urgency, but not the reason. However, she’d lived enough of a strike day not to underestimate Maxime’s stress.

They arrived at the station just in time to see the train depart before their eyes.

“This is all your fault,” Maxime said, without yelling but with eyes ablaze.

“What does this mean? When is the next train for Versailles?”

“That was the last one. Hurry up, let’s catch the train for Chaville before it leaves as well.”

They ran to platform 3 and pushed their way inside the stuffed train.

“We’re going to need to get down at Chaville and, from there, take the bus to Versailles.”

Aria wanted to apologize, but was pushed against a man when another woman entered the train.

Aria held her breath during the entire train ride.

When they finally arrived at Chaville, they waited for the bus.

Shivering, Aria paced to maintain her body temperature, but dared not complain. She stepped away from Maxime, who ignored her. She stopped and faced him.

“Look, I’m sorry I was late. I was with Lucas and I just didn’t see the time fly and with the strike everything is—”

“You were with Lucas?” 

“Yes, but it was important.”

“I’m sure it was. Some people actually take class seriously. I can’t believe you were late because you were on a date. I hope it was worth it.”

The bus arrived and as they mounted, Aria fumbled through her purse for her subway card, unable to understand why her fingers weren’t functioning coherently. She did not owe Maxime an explanation, though he deserved an apology. If he was too dense to accept it, she would stay clear of him.

Despite her resolve, she joined a scowling Maxime at the back of the bus.

“It wasn’t a date.”

“Fine.” He took out a notebook from his bag. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to study for tomorrow’s test like I was supposed to be doing at this time, if I’d caught the last train like I should have.”

“Like you need to study,” Aria replied sarcastically.

“I work for my good grades. Do you think I cheat?”

“Of course not. I just mean that you’ve probably already studied all there is to know for tomorrow’s test.”

“I’ll study until the end. I’m not going to be the next Luciano Pavarotti by just twiddling my thumbs.”

“The next Luciano Pavarotti? You’re not modest in your ambitions!”

“And you are?” Maxime scoffed. “Don’t you want to be a famous opera singer?”

“I was planning on being the next Marian Anderson.”

“You’re not immodest in your ambitions either.”

“I don’t know what modesty means, which is why I’m learning to become a mezzo-soprano, which I’m sure you know. I won’t spend my life as a secondary character.”

They looked at each other, and Aria smiled. Maxime closed his notebook and surprisingly, smiled back.

“You just might be the next Angela Gheorghiu.”

“I’m not that much of a diva. I still consider myself a contralto at heart and I must say, contraltos have better tempers than sopranos.”

“You must be the exception to the rule.” 

“I’ll tell you when I’m famous,” Aria laughed. She was caught off guard by his easiness. All trace of his usual restraint and sarcasm were gone. It led her to speak freely and she surprised herself by asking, “Don’t you dream about it sometimes? The people clapping, standing ovations and just ... loving every minute of it?”

“All the time,” Maxime replied with a sheepish smile. It wasn’t a confession he often made. “I’m biding my time, but I know it’ll happen if I work hard enough.”

Aria nodded, fully appreciating his honesty. 

“Want me to help you study?” she blurted. Surprised to find herself offering help to her long despised foe, she looked away, expecting him to turn her down.

“Don’t you want to study?”

“I already know the whole lesson by heart.”

“Oh, really? Even part three?”

Aria only answered with a smug smile.

“Fine. Ask me questions. Here.” He handed her his notebook.

“I don’t need it,” she declined proudly.

For the rest of the bus ride, Maxime and Aria took turns asking each other questions, each as certain of their answers as the other.

They got off the bus at Versailles and walked together in the dark. They marched through the gardens of Versailles. As they went through the Water Theatre Grove, bugs swam happily in the fountain making tiny ruffles in the water.

“The gardens are so quiet at night. It’s an enchanting atmosphere, isn’t it?”

“You still haven’t answered my question on Chopin,” was Maxime’s response.

“I also know when to take a break.”

“Which is why you’re ninth, not first in our ranking.”

Aria ignored him and took a look around. The grove was full of light and she felt like she’d stumbled on a magical part of the garden.

“We don’t have Versailles in New York,” she murmured. “Beauty should never be taken for granted.”

She put the tip of her hand in the fountain.

“You know you can’t drink that water.”

“Shh, come here.” She invited him to come close.

He came accordingly.

“Listen to the music in the water. Doesn’t it remind you of La Bohème?”

Maxime listened, but did not hear any sound similar to the famous opera.

Aria, taking her deepest voice began singing Rodolfo, the male character’s part.

Oh! sweet little lady! Oh, sweetest vision,

Maxime looked up from his notebook and finished the phrase:

With moonlight bathing your pretty face!

As he sang this, he glanced at the full moon and back at Aria.

She continued singing the female character’s part:



Deep in my soul trembles the deepest of passions

Our kisses shudder with love!

Their duo came so effortlessly, she wondered if they had not sung together before, in another life. Neither awkwardness nor shyness clouded their aria. No uncertainty, only passion and the greatest respect for their art.

They ended the aria together on its famous last words:

Love! Love! Love!

Aria clapped as she observed Maxime with deep respect.

“True successor of Pavarotti. I, on the other hand, would make a terrible soprano.”

“You were fine. More than fine,” he added with unveiled awe.

He helped her up and they walked away from the fountain, both wishing they could linger until sunrise.

They walked back the rest of the way, chatting lightly about school.

“You’re so lucky to have entered the Academy since first year. Things were so different for me.  Nobody knew I loved singing Classical. I took classes secretly.”

“Why?”

“My father hates it. He’s a Blues musician.”

“Not all Blues musicians dislike Classical, I’m sure.”

“He’s got personal reasons.”

“You must really want this,” Maxime acknowledged. “To have traveled so far for all of this. What a huge sacrifice!”

“I can’t live without Classical.  I want it to be everything to me.”

“That’s how I feel. Not many people understand that.”

“Not even your dear friends Pierre-Henri, Marie-Capucine ... and Agnes?” Aria asked. She looked away, unwilling to show how much his answer mattered.

“Not even. They sing Classical because their families are part of that world. So is mine, of course, but I can’t imagine my life without singing. Had I been born in another family, I still would have come to this world on my own. Like you did.”

They neared the school and unconsciously slowed their pace.

“I guess this is it then,” Aria said regretfully. “Maybe strike days aren’t so bad after all.”

“Maybe not,” Maxime agreed. 

They entered the school and separated. Maxime waved and she answered with a shy grin. 

She thought of their conversation on her way to her room and decided Maxime and she had more in common than she had ever suspected. Her mother was right: Maxime was the only other student in her year as ambitious as she.  

“So, how was your day?” Hortense asked as Aria closed the door to their room behind her.

“Surprisingly good,” Aria replied.

“I’m guessing that smile is due to Lucas.”

Aria nodded. She would rather have died than admit it was due to her evening stroll with Maxime.
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SEVERAL WEEKS PASSED and though they never spoke, Aria and Maxime’s attitude toward each other underwent a profound change. 

Aria no longer winced anytime someone mentioned his name, and Maxime, though he never stopped to say hello, smiled at her whenever he and his posse passed near Aria and her friends. These changes went unnoticed by their respective groups of friends, but to the two interested parties, it was the beginning of a new phase characterized by mutual respect.

Spring had fully taken over Versailles and with it the ever-changing weather.

Taking a break from Ear-training homework, Aria took a stroll not too far from the castle near the Temple of Love. 

The Temple of Love was its own island surrounded by a rivulet in which bickering ducks enjoyed settling their disputes. The statue of Eros, sheltered by a beautiful marble cupola, made it the most romantic spot in the gardens. In spring, it was deserted for warmer locations. Droplets of rain left over from mild April showers lay on the wooden turquoise bench where lovers cuddled in the summer. Aria enjoyed the area specifically because she encountered no one and could always seek shelter in Eros’ solitary haven if ever rain interrupted her ramble.

That day, however, she met Maxime.

“Hi,” she greeted and tried to find something else to say. Though she fought to develop her greeting, her mind could not come up with anything intelligent to say, so she repeated a nervous, “Hi.”

“Hello,” he answered. He did not appear to have anything more to add and stood still before her, an embarrassed grin on his lips. She straightened her béret, though it did not need to, and thought it was Maxime’s turn to do or say something.

The sky chose that precise moment to open up and drop a bucket of ice-cold raindrops on their shoulders and backs.

They made a run for the cupola.

Reaching it first, Maxime turned to Aria, took her hand and pulled her up. Safely underneath, they stood shivering. But instead of letting go of her, Maxime kept her hand and warmed it with his own. Aria, far from finding the contact ‘repulsive’, smiled gratefully. 

The kindness irradiating from his calm demeanor deafened the chaotic rain’s splatter and blurred the sky’s umbrage until it became a faint background.

He drew her closer to him. 

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, Aria,” he began. “I’ve fallen in love with you.”

Aria’s heart skipped a beat. She looked down at their hands intertwined and back at him, not knowing what to say, but he continued.

“I never in my entire life would have imagined falling in love with an American girl. Ever since I knew who you were, I fought against it.”

“I was so sure you simply disliked me.” 

“How could I, really? You and I, we’re the same. We want the same things. I should have seen that from the beginning.”

“We both want to be number one,” Aria smiled.

“Exactly. We’re both passionate about music. Sure, it’s preposterous to think an Andrieux could be with an American but—”

“Preposterous?” Aria repeated, faintly. 

“It would seem like that to anyone who knows my family. But I’m quite sure if you avoid mentioning your country too often, or acting too American—”

“Too American?”

“We could make it work. Don’t you think?” he asked, his eyes filled with hope.

“You’re in love with me,” Aria answered slowly, “but you still don’t accept the fact that I’m American.” Aria took her hand out of his reach, her eyes burning with anger. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’m saying I care for you despite the fact you’re American.”

“Do you even hear what you’re saying?”

“I don’t see what is so awful about admitting my true feelings. You even said you left your country because you knew it was better here. The evening we walked home together, you said New York was nothing to Versailles. You were criticizing your own city!”

“That’s not what I was doing! I was admiring your town, but it didn’t mean I was somehow renouncing my country. I’m proud to be American.  Why can’t you understand that?  Why do I let you insult me over and over again? The fact that you don’t even realize the cruel nature of your words makes me think we can never be friends or anything else.”

“I see. I was mistaken in thinking you would reciprocate my feelings.”

“Keep your declarations for Agnes. I won’t deal with your French arrogance any longer.”

“Because you prefer American arrogance,” Maxime retorted bitterly. “Like Lucas’, for example.”

“This has nothing to do with him.” Aria shivered and stepped away from Maxime. “You and I will never happen. I never want to speak to you again, Maxime. And I promise you, I won’t rest until I steal your number one spot.”

Aria rushed away under the rain and ran back to the castle, tears blinding her as much as those pouring from the sky. She found shelter at the entrance of her school. 

But she wasn’t alone. A man stood underneath the colonnade.

She was going to offer to let him in when she realized the person standing before her wasn’t a stranger.

It was her father.
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HER FATHER STOOD BEFORE her with a duffel bag as if he’d packed for a weekend to the countryside, not as if he’d flown for over seven hours.

The lines on his face had deepened since she had last seen him. His hair had grown, and a new, trimmed mustache appeared above his upper lip.

But his eyes immediately caught Aria’s attention above all else. They weren’t red, instead shining with quiet tranquility.

“Dad? What? How?” The multiple questions died on her lips and when he opened his arms, she fell happily into his embrace, sobbing with joy.

“I’m so happy to see you.”

“I’m sorry it took so long for me to get here, baby.”

She drew back from his arms and looked at him with mild reproach and pain.

“Why didn’t you answer my phone calls and emails. You ignored me for months.”

“Needed time, pumpkin.”

“Time?”

“To straighten up my life.”

“How?” She asked dubiously.

“Seven months sober. Been going to AA meetings since you left.” 

Aria’s emotions were mixed upon hearing the news. Happy he had finally decided to get help, but all the while disappointed.

“You needed me gone to realize you had a problem? What if I’m the real problem?” she asked chokingly. It was the root of all her fears, that she was the true cause of his pain. 

“Don’t you ever believe that,” he replied fiercely. “I take full responsibility for everything I’ve done.”

“You should have answered me,” she insisted. Fresh tears poured from her eyes and her voice, which was usually the one thing she always kept under control, broke down into a quiver. “You- you’re the o-only p-parent I-I’ve got.” She steadied her uneven breathing, and added with agony, “Without you, I have no one.”

This knowledge had dawned on her recently and it scared her. Her mother, though she now knew her name, didn’t admit her existence. Her aunt, though not a stranger could never replace a parent. 

“I know that. That’s why I’ll never leave you again.”

“We’re miles away from each other.”

“Not for long. I’m coming to live with you next year.”

Aria’s eyes brimmed over with unspoken happiness and she buried her head in his chest.

“I know, hon. I know it’s been hard. Will you ever forgive me?”

She looked up and gave a smile full of mischief that he had learned to recognize ever since she was five.

“There is one way,” she replied. “You could come with me to my next PMS class. It starts in fifteen minutes.”

“Now, what is that?”

“Everything started when the Academy decided to ban popular music. Can you believe it?”

“I can. But then, they didn’t know they had Miles Thompson’s daughter in their school.”

“That’s right,” Aria said proudly. 

The sky had cleared and they walked arm in arm toward the Palace of Versailles.

“Thing is, ever since Maude Laurent came to this school, everybody’s interested in popular music. It’s not surprising. She’s awesome, isn’t she?”

“She’s managed quite a feat, mixing Pop music and Classical. Mimi said she’d seen her in Prospect Park.”

“Really?” Aria scoffed. “Did she see Maude Laurent at the same spot she saw the ghost of Michael Jackson?”

Miles’ roar resounded in the quiet gardens. 

“With Mimi you just never know what is real and what is a part of her imagination. But she said she mentioned you and your school to Maude Laurent and that she boasted you were a true ‘contrasto’. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that wasn’t the right word.”

Aria laughed. “It’s a good thing she was only talking to Maude Laurent’s ghost. Because I’m not going to be a contralto for much longer.”

“Now what are saying?”

“I’m transitioning to become a mezzo-soprano.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because I can’t be famous as a contralto. I’ll only get supporting roles or male ones.”

Miles put his arm around his daughter’s frail shoulders. “It’s a shame, though. That deep voice of yours is something! I always kind of hoped you and I would work together someday.”

“I’d love that! I’ve got a little experience as a recording artist now, too. I recorded a song with Lucas Watkins.”

She recounted the details of their meeting and their subsequent collaboration. 

“So, Lucas Watkins actually is working on that rock album of his? Good for him. He should be known for something other than being Miss. Educated’s son. Seems like a good kid.”

His daughter simply nodded. Her father, who wasn’t looking at her, but knew the inner workings of her heart, said, “He’s got good taste if he likes you.”

“He doesn’t,” Aria answered much too quickly, which brought laughter on her father’s part.

They entered the Palace and went into one of the rooms closed to the public.

Upon entering the room full of students from all departments, Aria was amazed at their rapid growth. Paul goofed around with Karim on the piano; Cassandra danced to Hip-Hop with Leah and Jean-Marc, two students from the Fine Arts Department; Fatima, Corentin and Celia listened and sang along in a very uncertain English. Others went so far as trying their hand at composing. Margot and Hortense pranced up to Aria.

“Great! You’re here,” Hortense said. “We can’t wait for our new lesson. Who’s this?” Hortense glanced at the only adult in the room with suspicion.

“My father,” Aria replied with a sweet smile. “He’ll be taking over today.”

Margot and Hortense squealed with delight and, after greeting Miles, decided he could be a trustworthy ally in their fight against the school’s unjustified prohibition. The class quieted down. Margot pushed Paul to the edge of the piano stool and, laughing, sat close to him, her shoulder brushing his.

“You guys haven’t learned anything if you don’t know about Blues,” Miles began. “Bessie Smith and her peers ...” he stopped as the door swung open.

Gregoire appeared at the doorway.

“Margot? I’ve been looking all over for you. What is this?”

Margot jolted up from her seat, looked around shamefully before hurrying to the door.

She pushed him out and whispered in his ear, but everyone else heard when he yelled, “But we were supposed to spend the afternoon together!”

Miles cleared his throat and closed the door on the couple’s dispute.

“Now, who really wants to learn about Blues?”
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DURING THREE GLORIOUS days, Aria had her father all to herself. As soon as class was over, they would roam in the gardens, talking endlessly, catching up on lost time. The only subject Aria evaded was her mother. They never strolled near the principal’s headquarters as Aria found it wiser not to tell him that she’d found the mother he’d tried to hide most of her life.

Miles left three days later, promising he’d move to France at the beginning of Aria’s next school year.

The day following his departure, she spent the evening in her room. She had just finished practicing her song when Hortense burst in.

“We’re in trouble! In huge trouble! I don’t know how this happened. I mean, I think I do, but I just ... oh mon Dieu! They’re coming ...”

“Hortense, calm down. What’s going on?”

“They know about PMS.”

“Who knows?”

“Maxime’s mom. She’s gathered the Board in the principal’s headquarters. I saw them on my way here. They’re going to call you up any moment now. She wants you expelled!”

Aria’s heart stopped. 

“No, this can’t ... what do they know?”

“I have no idea.”

“OK, don’t worry. I’m going to go right now before they call me. Did you see Madame Robert?”

Hortense nodded. 

“I gotta go.”

Aria hurried out and ran to the principal’s headquarters. She stopped only upon arriving and finding Madame Robert on the patio.

“Aria!” she cried out and ran to meet her.

“I heard what’s happening. Will I get expelled?”

“I don’t know!” Caroline cried out in anguish. “I told you not to get caught. Why weren’t you more careful?”

“I was careful.” Aria said flustered. “You’re not going to let them kick me out, are you?”

“There isn’t much I can do,” Madame Robert moaned, “but I’m fighting for you. I was coming to get you.”

“But they won’t expel me if you tell them who I am to you,” Aria said fiercely. She mellowed and added with a decisiveness, “If you finally admit to everyone that I’m your daughter.”

Madame Robert looked at Aria quizzically. She buried her head in her hands.

“Where did you hear that?” she asked finally.

“I heard you and Florence Duchêne fight at Christmas about you wanting to make up for lost time.”

Caroline’s face scrunched up with pain. She took Aria’s hand, but let it go again, as if she had grabbed a hot piece of coal.

“I can’t tell them you’re my daughter.”

“Why not? I haven’t asked you for a single thing in my entire life. Why can’t you just tell them who I am to you?”

“Because it wouldn’t be true,” Madame Robert insisted. “I’m sorry.”

“How can you stand here and lie? To me.” Aria’s world crumbled around her. She’d grown attached to Madame Robert and she was sure there had been a real connection. She had to be lying.

“We need to talk. I’ll explain everything. Just not now.”

“Don’t bother,” Aria spat out.

Madame Andrieux stepped out of the house, rigid as a statue of Lady Justice, and her demeanor was triumphant.

“Aria, we were waiting for you.”

Aria calmed her nerves and entered the house, her head held high, followed by Madame Robert’s alert step.

She faced the fifteen members of the school board, among which were Madame Andrieux, Monsieur Fachon, the eminent tenor with the heavy beard and round belly, and Madame Gertrude, the famous ballerina, who never ate more than a bowl of rice each day. 

They all looked sternly down on her. The culprit remained standing, though motion was made for her to sit.

“It is our understanding that you’ve created a music society called the Pop Music Society,” Madame Andrieux began with a ceremonial air.

“Yes.”

“The aim was to go directly against the ban we’ve enforced. You’ve subverted our students and children. Since this society has existed, grades have been dropping. Pierre-Henri, who used to be third, is now fourth.”

A couple of the board members nodded, one of which resembled an older male version of Pierre-Henri, who Aria assumed was his father.

“He wasn’t even a part of the PMS.”

“No matter he was a part of it or not. Your society disrupted the balance of this school,” Monsieur Fachon retorted strongly.

“How did it do that?”

“Our children were less focused on their studies,” Madame Andrieux snapped. “Yesterday, my son refused to support his father in his campaign to reduce American music on the radio saying he sees things differently now.”

“I can assure you that your son has in no way broadened his views on America due to my influence,” Aria answered.  “I wish he had but he’s been raised too well.”

“She’s being impertinent!” Madame Andrieux cried out, raising a finger in the air and receiving indignant outcries in response, while Madame Robert called for calm.

“This whole ban was idiotic to begin with,” Aria continued, amidst the noise. “How can you possibly think you can keep students from listening to music? If you expel me, you’ll make a martyr of me. Say what you will, but I’ve become quite appreciated. And once I’m gone, the society will go on without me. It just won’t be between these walls. It’ll be outside, on the bus, the train to Paris, or wherever. Even if you reduce it on the radio thanks to your husband’s influence, there’s still the internet, which everyone uses even more than the radio. So, good luck with your ban. You can’t control something you can’t even seize,” Aria’s eyes flashed with proud contempt, and she stood with the certainty and serenity of having defended her cause with conviction.

“Step outside while we deliberate,” Madame Andrieux spat out.

Aria left the room with an impertinent smile, but once outside, she leaned against the house. In no time she heard Madame Robert shouting at Madame Andrieux. 

Aria no longer cared.

She prepared to leave the premises when a car arrived at full speed and screeched to a halt in front of her. 

Florence Duchêne opened the door and got off the passenger seat. She wrapped her silk shawl around her shoulders, more elegant than ever in leather high-heel boots and a white buckled drape-front coat.  

She wore a white felt béret.

“Alfred, you can wait here. I’ll be quick,” she told her driver.

Walking by Aria, she gave her only a slight nod of recognition, to which a distracted Aria barely answered. She was too busy asking herself what Florence Duchêne was doing here at her semblance of a trial.

She entered the house without knocking and slammed it shut. 

Aria hurried to the door to listen, but she heard only hush voices. Florence Duchêne, known for her explosive voice, was presently speaking in softer tones than Madame Robert. Aria regretted that she couldn’t throw one of her legendary fits at that instant.

Florence Duchêne was in the house all of ten minutes before the members of the Board came out one by one in silence.  Monsieur Fachon threw her a dark look full of misgivings. Madame Gertrude glanced at her with interest. Madame Andrieux, the last one to come out, stopped in front of Aria and said, “You’re getting away with this one. But I’ll make sure your scholarship is suspended next year.” 

She left with the other members of the Board before Aria could say a single word.

Florence Duchêne came out, shawl unperturbed, hair neatly in place under her spotless béret.

“Why are you here?” Aria asked immediately. She wanted to know right away if she had a new enemy or ally.

“Is that how you thank me?” Florence Duchêne drawled.

“For what?” Aria asked between clenched teeth.

“For saving you from expulsion.”

Aria held her breath, letting it out slowly once she was certain she could speak coherently.

“Why would you do that? How did you do that?”

“I am the one and only Florence Duchêne, after all. I told them if they dared expel my daughter from their school I would tear this place down. You can imagine their surprise to learn that you were my daughter. Why, they had the same face on you have right now.”

Aria leaned against the house for support as she felt her legs would crumble like a sandcastle underneath the weight of the shock. She gripped the windowsill and held her other hand to her heart to calm its turbulent beating. She painfully recalled the conversation she had overheard at Christmas between Florence and Madame Robert. It all made a gruesome sense. Florence berated Caroline for acting like the mother she had never been capable of being.

“Y-You’re my mother?” But she wanted Madame Robert, not this cold, demanding diva. “Why say it now after all these years?”

“I wasn’t ready to be a mother,” Florence Duchêne replied simply. “I think I can manage now. How is Miles by the way?”

Her flippant tone outraged Aria. Tears of anger sprung in her eyes.

“What do you care? You never even bothered to check in on him, or me, in sixteen years. You couldn’t care less about him, that he was depressed and had to raise me on his own. You never cared about whether I had enough to eat or not. You are not my mother.”

Florence Duchêne put on her gloves without the slightest tremor.

“I’m not offering to make up for lost time. Don’t expect me to bake you cookies and croissants for breakfast. Your aunt, Caroline, can take care of that.”

“Madame Robert ...” Aria whispered. “That’s why she was so kind to me.”

“That’s my sister all right. She just couldn’t stay away. She’ll teach you anything you need to know to sing. Only I can help you become the star you wish to become though. In fact, if you don’t have anything special planned for this summer, you could stay with me. I’ll present you to the world.”

“Why would I accept anything from you?” Aria asked viciously.

Florence smiled and her teeth were as bright as the first evening star appearing above their mortal heads.

“Because you’re ambitious. Just like me.”

“I’m nothing like you.”

Her mother’s triumph did not waver as she walked to her car.

“Look around dear Aria, you’re not in your father’s cramped little world. Of all the places you could choose from, you decided to step into my realm.”

She entered her car and slammed the door shut. She waved to her daughter with a taunting smile. Driving off, they left Aria cold and bitter as the wind dried the tears rolling down her cheeks.
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ARIA WENT BACK TO HER room, her head hanging low. Hortense met her at the door with a worried frown.

“How did it go?”

“I’m not getting expelled.”

“That’s just ... iiiihh!” Hortense finished her sentence with a high shrill. “Madame Robert defended you, didn’t she?”

“Actually, Florence Duchêne did. She’s my mother.” Aria was still too surprised to put on the filter usually preventing her from delving into her personal life.

“What?”

“She’s my mother. And all this time I thought my mother was Madame Robert.”

“Sit down. You look like you’ve been hit by a truck.”

“I can’t believe she knew and didn’t say anything.”

“Who?”

“Madame Robert. And she tells me today out of blue like it was the least important item on her intern’s checklist.”

“Who?”

“Florence Duchêne. She’s the coldest, meanest person I’ve ever met. I should have known a woman like that one was the one to break my father’s heart. I hate her. I never want to speak of her again. Even though she thinks she can make up for sixteen years by promising to make a famous singer of me.”

“I hate to say it, but she can open a lot of doors.”

“I don’t want her to open any doors for me so that she can take credit for an upbringing that she never even participated in. I would never do that to my father.”

“You’ve sacrificed a lot to get here. Wouldn’t you want the extra push?”

“Would you do it? Miss ‘I Don’t Need my Family Name?’”

“We don’t have the same background or history and you know it’s not the same. You’ve already proved your worth. Nobody would attribute your success merely to a mother you’ve known for five minutes. I’ve had it easy and everybody knows it.”

“I’ve proven nothing for now except that I still haven’t beaten Maxime and I’m more determined than I’ve ever been.”

A shadow came over her face and Hortense noticed it immediately.

“What’s wrong? Did Maxime say something?”

“No,” Aria said quickly. She moved away from Hortense and into the bathroom. She didn’t want to get into Maxime’s outrageous declaration. She would never allow herself to think about it anymore.

“I just ... I need to beat him. And I won’t give up until I’ve finished studying for the final exams. In fact, there’s one more thing I need to do to beat him.”


***
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MADAME HAUTBOIS’ OFFICE was similar to her personality. Sweet-scented candles were continuously lit making the room smell like a garden all year long. Pots-pourris were also displayed and embroidered cushions filled her seats to make her students at ease. She would never be accused of causing distress. All the students loved her.

Except Aria, whose dislike intensified at the sight of animal paintings hanging on the wall.

“Hello, Mademoiselle Thompson,” Madame Hautbois greeted kindly. 

Aria refrained from rolling her eyes. To her, the teacher’s kindness was fake. Had she been as nice as she appeared, she would have refrained from handing out tests while saying the grades out loud. It would have spared her quite a lot of pain.

Nothing could spare her the humiliation she would endure now. For the sake of beating Maxime, she reminded herself.

She swallowed and recalled what Madame Robert had taught her. It did not help that her principal was the person she avoided as much as possible these days. Still, her advice had been sound.

“I’m here to ask for your help.”

“Yes?”

“My grade is a catastrophe in Musical Theory and it’s all because of Ear-training.”

“I was wondering when you’d come to me.”

“I’m coming only because I need to beat ... a certain someone.”

“Ah yes, I’ve heard about that bet.”

Aria wondered if all her teachers knew about her rivalry with Maxime, but decided she would rather remain ignorant of their knowledge.

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t need to improve my grade.”

“Caroline told me you were a proud one to deal with. But I can work with that. Especially as you’ll be thanking me soon.”

“Really?”

“Indeed. Your problem is quite easy to deal with. You see, you have to recognize what you are hearing. You’ve spent too much of your energy recognizing what you see, mainly on scores.”

“How can I fix that?”

“I want you to try this exercise: I want you to take any piece and to sing each voice in that piece. Not just the melody, not just the bass. Each voice. Even if it’s hard.”

“Difficulty has never scared me,” Aria replied resolutely.
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IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, Aria kept her promise and never left the library or the Mel Bonis Room. It kept her mind off the mother of all her problems. But two days before her final exams, something big happened.

Aria was in the library when Hortense rushed to her.

“Have you heard it?”

“What?”

“Your song! With Lucas. It’s on the radio. Listen.”

She put the headphones over Aria’s ear and she listened to the song until the end. Filled with a thrill of excitement, she pressed the headphones closer to her ears, especially when the radio host said, “You were listening to Lucas Watkins’ very first single Beware, co-written and performed with a mystery singer no one seems to know about, who sings the chorus. Wherever you are, come out of hiding won’t you? Your fans are waiting.”

In the next days there was wild speculation in the media on who the mystery girl was. So much so that Lucas warned her he wouldn’t be contacting her anytime soon.

Aria, feeling better than she had in days, managed to push this all aside and to sit for her exams with a determined goal in mind.

On her final exam day, she was met by Lucas waiting at the entrance of the school.

They walked together.

“I didn’t know you would release the song so soon,” Aria started, trying to hide her excitement, but failing miserably.

“I wanted to surprise you. My label loved the song and decided to use this one as the first single.”

“I’m so happy for you.”

Lucas stopped and turned to her.

“I came to see you for three reasons. First, I want you to come out of anonymity about Beware. I want the whole world to know who you are.”

“I can’t.”

“The studio wants us to work on more songs together. This could really kick start your Pop career.”

“I don’t want one,” Aria replied gently. “I’ll work with you on more songs, but no one can know my name. I love Pop and I want it to be a part of my life, but I want to focus only on Classical in my professional career. I can’t jeopardize my career. I refuse to.”

Lucas sighed.

“Too bad. You don’t know what you’re saying goodbye to. Money, fame, paparazzi.”

“I’m confident I’ll be a star. In Classical music,” Aria insisted.

“See, this is why I can’t stay away from you too long. You know exactly what you want. And I find that irresistible. Which brings me to the third order of business.”

He leaned to her and kissed her. She remained immobile, but as he drew back, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back with intensity, ardor and a little nervousness. She pushed him back abruptly. Closing her eyes as she steadied her breath, she said, “I’m not interested in being your secret girlfriend.”

Lucas took her hand and brought it to his cheek.

“I’m offering more. The whole package. You make me want to be a better person, Aria Thompson. What do you say?”

Aria’s radiant smile was the only answer any boy could wish to receive.
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ARIA CONTINUED TO SMILE as she reentered the school, but when she neared her room she heard voices yelling, one of which belonged to Margot, the other to Gregoire. Hortense and Paul stood by, embarrassed by what appeared to be yet another of the infamous couple’s brawling exercises.

“I will never forgive you!” Margot yelled. “You denounced one of my best friends for what? Aria could have been expelled.”

Aria’s interest was piqued when she heard her name. She went to Hortense and Paul and asked what was going on. 

“Gregoire is the one who told the Board about the Pop Music Society,” Paul whispered. He shook his head sadly while Aria fumed. Good thing Margot was handling the situation or Aria just might have lost her cool.

“Ever since Aria came to this school, you’ve been lying and keeping secrets,” Gregoire whined. “I used to be enough for you.”

“I want to have friends,” Margot hissed. “Girl friends.  Even guy friends,” she glanced at Paul for a fleeting second, “without you being jealous. Or awful like you are with Hortense. I can’t take this anymore.”

“Aw, come on, babe. You know how this works. I love you too much, that’s why I can’t stand you hanging out with other people. You­—”

“It’s over.” Margot crossed her arms and stuck out her upper lip with resolution.

“You can’t be serious.”

“I am dead serious.”

Gregoire glared at Aria, Paul and Hortense and, turning to Margot, said, “You’ll be back. I’m sure.”

He marched away angrily.

Margot turned to Aria, but before she could say anything, Hortense pounced on her with a fierce hug.

“I thought you’d never get rid of him!” she squealed with excitement. Closing her eyes with relief, all signs of tension disappeared from her. Mellow happiness illuminated Margot’s face as she hugged Hortense back. 

“So did I. I’m so sorry for all the horrible things he said to you, Hortense. And for getting you in trouble, Aria.”

“Don’t worry, it’s all in the past,” Hortense replied graciously. “You’ll see, it’ll be just like before you went out with Gregoire. I’m so glad you’re free!”

Margot and Paul looked at each other, longing in Paul’s eyes, guilt in Margot’s. She shook her head in a movement imperceptible to all, but Aria. Margot turned her eyes away from Paul and squeezed Hortense tighter with genuine warmth.

“I’m happy as well. Nothing will ever come between our friendship again,” she declared resolutely. “Let’s go celebrate at La Bavarde!” 

“We can even make plans for this summer! I heard Deauville might be everyone’s destination this year.”

The two friends walked away, leaving Paul and Aria in a bewildered daze.

“I’m guessing you won’t be telling Margot how you feel anytime soon, will you?”

Paul, who could find laughter in any situation, even his own romantic failures, patted Aria’s shoulder with good humor.

“At least she dropped Gregoire!” he cried out, punching his fist in the air with triumph.

Agreeing it was a positive step in the right direction, they followed their friends to La Bavarde.

––––––––
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WHEN THE RESULTS CAME out the following week, Aria thought she’d be the first student to check her grades. She wasn’t, of course, as the entire school knew of her rivalry with Maxime.

Greeted by kind smiles and whispers at her approach, she wondered if she’d again lowered in the ranking.

As she neared the board, she noticed Maxime standing right in front of it, his back turned to her. She’d succeeded in avoiding him for the last couple weeks and thought of turning around and coming back at another moment, but Cassandra called out her name.

“Aria! Congratulations! Tied number one with Maxime, what a feat!”

Aria closed her eyes and savored the moment of utter joy her hard work had brought her.

She was number one.

When she opened them, Maxime was leaving the board. He passed by her without speaking, eyes staring straight ahead.

She refrained from the impulse of calling out to him to gloat and went to the board.

Both their names were at the very top. 

Though they had failed miserably in piano, they had succeeded in their other classes and had achieved the same final grade: a brilliant 16 out of 20. Her excellent grade in Musical theory had saved the day.

Hortense arrived behind her not long after.

“I heard the news. Are you happy?”

“Happy is too feeble a word to describe what I’m feeling.”

“Well, I hope I’m not carrying bad news. You got mail. It’s from the school.”

Aria took the envelope and opened it in a hurry. Its content was short.

Mademoiselle Thompson,

After reviewing your academic file, the Board has decided to renew your scholarship for your 6th year.

Best regards,

The Board

She heaved a sigh of relief. She was keeping her scholarship.

Maybe being the daughter of Florence Duchêne had its perks.

That evening, on her way to Madame Robert’s house, she ran into her mother.

“I was coming to look for you,” Florence said.

“I don’t think we have much to say to each other.”

“I think we do. Perhaps I was a little abrupt last time we talked.”

“A little?” Aria asked incredulously. 

“When I learned I was pregnant, my career was just taking off and I wasn’t ready to be a mother. Your father insisted we should keep you. He said he’d raise you. I wasn’t ready then. But I am ready now.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“You’re half-French. Don’t you want to know more about who you are? I’m offering you to spend the summer with me in Deauville. I’ll show you around and present you to all the people you need to know.”

Aria had given the prospect serious thought. She wanted to know more about the opera world. And she did appreciate her mother’s efforts to save her scholarship, a fact that lessened her animosity toward Florence.

“I know who I am. But if we do this, I don’t want you to expect me to call you mother. You weren’t ready to be my mother; I won’t call you mom. And I don’t want my father to find out.”

“Very well.”

“And I’ll only stay with you in August. In July, I’ll be in New York.”

“It’s a deal.”

She turned to leave, but Aria stopped her.

“Thanks for saving my scholarship.”

“I did no such thing. You’ve got another guardian angel to thank for that.”

Watching her mother leave, Aria regretted having attributed the kind gesture to her mother. It was assuredly Caroline who had intervened on her behalf. 

She entered Madame Robert’s house and found her in the living room.

“Aria.” She rose and hesitated, making a step forward then, deciding against it, she remained rooted where she was.

“So, you’re my aunt, huh?” 

“I know this must be very difficult for you. I let you digest the news for a while, but I’m glad you’ve come back to see me.”

“I wanted you to be my mother,” Aria choked. “Did I get in this school because of who I was to you?”

“Of course not! How can you think I would do such a thing? I think your school results prove just how talented you are. You’re number one.”

“Why didn’t you tell me the truth from the beginning?

“I didn’t know who you were when you applied,” Caroline explained. “After students are admitted, I always learn everything about them and I get to know them individually. When I looked at your information sheet after the Back-To-School ceremony, I saw you were Miles Thompson’s daughter from Brooklyn. The sheet said he was a Blues musician. It couldn’t be a coincidence.”

“You knew my father?”

“I did. But I didn’t know he was the man my sister had a baby with. She didn’t want me to have anything to do with you after you were born. She kept a lot of things from me, too.”

“That’s how you knew. Thanks to my father’s name.”

“I had a hunch, but it was only last Christmas that Florence confirmed it. When she admitted to being your mother, she also ordered me to back down on my promise to give you private lessons.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Not this time,” Caroline replied with a strange fierceness.

“I’m glad you didn’t,” Aria said, eyes downcast.

“I may not be your mother, but not one word, or gesture, wasn’t genuine. I am your family.”

“Thank you,” Aria nodded. She raised her gaze, and finding Caroline’s kind face watching her, a warm glow filled her heart, similar to what she had felt when her aunt had kissed her on her birthday.

“You’re the one who saved my scholarship.”

“I tried, but last time I spoke to Madame Andrieux, she was about to send you a letter saying your scholarship was revoked.”

“Hmm,” was all Aria answered. Maybe she had given Madame Andrieux far less credit than she deserved. It appeared she had changed her mind on her own.

“I’d like to resume our private lessons,” Caroline said after a while. “After all, you’ve got to prepare for the Summer Concert. We can’t have the principal’s niece mess up now, can we?”

“About that, I know you wanted me to debut as a mezzo-soprano at the Summer Concert in front of the opera representatives, but I’d like to sing as a contralto one last time. I was thinking of singing Dido’s Lament. I know it’s usually sung by sopranos or mezzos, but you could help me transpose it.”

Caroline hesitated, before saying with the resigned air of a person used to giving unheeded advice, “It doesn’t have to be the last time, if you don’t want it to.”

“It will be,” Aria said with resolution, which Caroline had become acquainted with all too well.
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THE DAY OF THE SUMMER Concert arrived. 

The school’s ballroom was decorated with the finest rustic taste as if embellished by the hand of an imaginative dryad. Wreaths of wild flowers, pine cones and vines enlivened the room.

Paintings representing playful scenes in the gardens mirrored the Academy students’ merriment.  The French windows were open and guests walked easily from the ballroom to the gardens’ natural summer beauty.

Once the concert began, not one noise was heard, but the summer breeze’s soft melody.

Aria was among the last of the students to sing. She had practiced the aria with Caroline until her throat throbbed, her head hurt and the lyrics were engraved in her skull.

But in that moment, her neck and jaw were relaxed, her hands lay still at her sides.

She stood, back erect and chest held high, as she sang in an opulent voice:

When I am laid in earth, may my wrongs create

No trouble in thy breast.

As she faced her peers, she thought of the school year that had just ended. Each face had represented a new challenge she had overcome. Hortense, Margot and Paul had opened her heart to true friendship. Madame Hautbois had made her swallow her overbearing pride when it counted in order to surpass herself. With Maxime, whose fingers were intertwined with Agnes’, she still was unsure what the lesson was. 

Aria’s voice became delicate as velvet as she pursued her perusal.

With her aunt Caroline, she had learned more on familial affection and second chances. 

However, with Florence Duchêne, who sat like a stone statue, she now knew why Classical music had captivated her. Somewhere deep inside she must have known her father’s dislike was linked to the woman who had given birth to her. 

But her passion for Classical was now fully her own.

Remember me, remember me!

She sang with dark resonance as her hands gripped her chest.

She had proved her worth and succeeded brilliantly.

No, her contralto voice would not be forgotten easily.

Remember me but ah!

Forget my fate.

She ended her aria with pathos.

At the end of her rendition, the crowd was unanimous in its thundering applause.

Aria, pleased, held her palm to her forehead and sighed with relief. The clapping did not die down and she caught many looks of appraisal from the audience. Caroline Robert clapped hardest of all.

Aria would have basked longer in this newfound glory, but had to leave in order to allow Elodie to sing. Elodie’s look of complete disgust further galvanized Aria.

Instead of going to her seat, she crossed the threshold of the French windows into the school’s gardens.

But she didn’t remain alone for long.

“Excuse me, are you Aunt Mimi’s niece?” a voice called out softly from behind her.

Aria turned around and instantly held her hand to her mouth to stifle a surprised little cry.

A tall girl with chocolate brown skin, wide dreamy eyes, and dark hair braided in a Grecian inspired style stood before her.

“You’re Maude Laurent! What are you doing here?” she gasped.

She rubbed her eyes to make sure she was in the presence of a real star, not celebrity ghosts like her aunt Mimi encountered.

Maude laughed a hearty laugh and walked the distance separating her from Aria.

“I went to school here for a year,” she replied pleasantly. 

“That’s right. Wasn’t it after that whole scandal with that fake boyfriend of yours?”

Maude sighed with resignation. “Nobody will ever allow me to forget that scandal.”

“Tell me about it,” Aria agreed. “I’m the girl who ruined the wedding of the century.”

“I heard you were the girl with the incredible ‘contrasto’ voice.”

Aria giggled. “Dear Aunt Mimi. I was so sure she’d only imagined seeing you.”

“Not at all. She adores you. She made me call her ‘Aunt’ or I wouldn’t have dared. She was very insistent about my needing to hear you sing and, I have to say, I’m not disappointed I came. You’re a true contralto, Aria.”

Aria shook her head sadly. 

“This was my last day as a contralto. I’m becoming a mezzo-soprano, just like you!”

“Why?” Maude asked, puzzled.

“I can’t be a famous opera singer as a contralto.”

“Who says you can’t?”

“Madame Nerval, for example. She said I’d only get minor roles or masculine roles.”

“Oh, I know Madame Nerval. Don’t let her discourage you. It may be more of a challenge, but that shouldn’t stop you. Do you love being a contralto?”

“I do! It’s just so great having this unique voice and singing with all that pathos. Don’t get me wrong, being a mezzo-soprano is good too. But I’ve always been a contralto.”

“Well, don’t give up. And Madame Hautbois sang your praises, so—”

“You’re friends with my teacher? Why does everyone like her?”

“Because she’s the nicest, most caring teacher at the Academy!”

“I prefer Caroline Robert.”

“I never had her as a teacher.”

They strolled on talking about the Academy’s most important changes. Maude, delighted to be back on the school grounds she had learned to love, wanted to know everything about the ban and Aria’s organized revolt. She declared Aria to be a true ambassador of popular music in the Classical world.

“The most important thing, however, is that you do what you love.”

“Is that why you sing both Pop and Classical?”

“That, and also because I never run away from a challenge,” Maude said, smiling.

“I try to assess beforehand what I’m risking before I bring on a challenge, though I’m not very good at it. But if I fail as a contralto, my losses would be too great. Even though I love being a contralto, I’ve got to try to become a mezzo-soprano.”

Nearing the Temple of Love, Maude stopped and said, “I think someone wants to speak to you.” She pointed to the cupola. Next to the statue of Eros stood Maxime with a serious face, though his hands in his pockets made him appear more relaxed than he really was.

“The concert must be over,” Aria mumbled.

“I’ll leave the two of you alone.”

“No, please!” Aria took hold of her arm with a sense of urgency. “I don’t want to speak to Maxime.”

Maude smiled mysteriously and removed Aria’s hand gently from her arm. 

“He must be the Maxime Andrieux that Madame Hautbois told me about. There was a rivalry or something.”

“Which I won,” Aria emphasized, glad that her victory had reached the ears of the famous Maude Laurent.

“Mmm,” Maude shrugged. “You’ve got good taste. Though he seems way more obstinate than Matt ever was. I’d watch out.”

“I’m not interested in him,” Aria said through gritted teeth. “I have a boyfriend.”

“We’ll see,” was all Maude answered as she walked away. She whistled a tune, which Aria recognized as a song she’d spent entire weeks listening to, called Paris versus New York City.

Aria turned away from the Temple of Love, resolved in ignoring Maxime, but he called out to her.

“Aria, wait up!”

She stopped, but didn’t turn to him. Maxime spoke to her back.

“I never congratulated you for coming out first this trimester.”

His recognition tickled her pride so much that she began to feel sorry for the humiliation she assumed he was acutely aware of. He who had declared no one could beat him because of his absolute pitch. He now certainly wished he could take back what he had once so proudly asserted.

“Tied,” Aria conceded graciously. It was much easier to be kind when she was on the winning team.

“You deserve it for all the hard work you put in.”

“It wasn’t that hard once I decided to stop being so stubborn and asked for help.”

“I’ve decided to be less stubborn as well.” Maxime fished his hands out of his pockets. “I’m sorry about what I said to you about your country. I think you’ve more than proven what you’re capable of. I’ve decided to take a step back from my parents’ campaign on radio quotas.”

Aria didn’t move, but the stiffness in her shoulders lessened. She bit her lip.

“Also,” Maxime added, “if you could give me some cool addresses in New York, I’d—”

“You’re going to New York?” Aria blurted. She swung around in surprise, abandoning her previous stance.

Maxime nodded with a sly smile, glad he had managed to break down her resistance.

“I need to find out about America on my own without my parents’ influence. I’ll be spending two weeks there in July. Agnes thinks I’m crazy, but I’ve got to do this.”

“Why would Agnes ...?” She remembered they held hands while she sang Dido’s Lament. “Oh, are you two ... together?” Her mouth became dry as she waited for the answer that inevitably came.

“We are.” He looked away, his attention on the brook’s calm waters and ducks. “I heard you and Lucas are together. Hortense told me.”

“That’s right.” 

She should have been relieved he had moved on. 

They stared at each other until their silence made Aria uncomfortable.

“I accept your apology,” she finally said. “You really have come a long way if you’re willing to visit New York.” After a thoughtful pause, she added, “I’ll be there at the same time as you next month. I’ll show you around if you’d like. It would be my way of thanking you for speaking to your mother on my behalf and saving my scholarship.”

Maxime’s quick intake of breath confirmed the correctness of her assertion.

“You guessed.”

“I just figured it out.”

“I thought you deserved it,” he admitted. “Being first and all. It would be a shame if you weren’t here to compete against me next year. Having a worthy rival motivates me.”

“True. But perhaps,” Aria hesitated, “we shouldn’t consider ourselves rivals any longer.”

“Really?” Maxime asked. He stuffed his hands back into his pockets. “Do you think you could call me your friend?”

“I think I could,” Aria replied, amazed at how elated she suddenly felt.

“So could I,” Maxime agreed.

It was there, near a lovely weeping willow and a curved faded turquoise bench that Aria Thompson and Maxime Andrieux put an end to their feud. 

They gazed from afar at the peaceful grazing sheep, before crossing the little wooden bridge over the deep blue brook. All around them, the noisy mallards and elegant swans gliding across the waters quacked in approval of their blossoming friendship.

***
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I HOPE YOU ENJOYED Aria’s first adventures! If you did, please leave a rating on Goodreads. 

Turn over to the next page to discover exclusive news about Aria!
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THE AMERICAN GIRL IN Paris series

An American Girl in Paris is the first book in the American Girl in Paris series. It will be followed by a sequel! If you wish to tell me how much you’ve enjoyed the book, please leave a rating on Goodreads, or on the retailer of your choice to encourage other readers to read the series.
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THE FRENCH GIRL SERIES

Maude Laurent appears in An American Girl in Paris. If you’re interested in Maude Laurent’s adventures, the series starter, ‘A French Girl in New York’ is FREE for a limited time.

Here’s the summary!

“Maude Laurent is a spirited sixteen-year-old orphan who grew up in a small, provincial town in the North of France with a passion for piano and a beautiful voice. 
One day in Paris, she is discovered by an American music producer who takes her to New York to live with him and his close-knit family while producing her first album, with help from teen pop star, Matt. Maude will dive into a new fascinating world discovering New York City, music, family, love and the truth about her past.”

With over 40, 000 books sold ‘A French Girl in New York’ has won over thousands of readers around the world who have fallen in love with its spunky heroine, Maude Laurent. 
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FOR A LIMITED TIME, sign up to my free newsletter and receive « Whispering Walkway » a beautiful musical piece from The French Girl in New York original soundtrack as well as news about my latest books!

All you have to do is sign up and you’ll receive « Whispering Walkway » in your email in the next 48 hours! 
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Book 2: An American Singer in Paris
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The American Girl in Paris Series

Book 2 

by Anna Adams
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An American Singer in Paris is dedicated to the earliest members of my Street Team: Adeola, Afrah, Amina, Ange, Astra, Catherine, Charmaine, Emma, Gabriela, Grace, Izzy, Jordan, Leah, Mariam, Mekkiayah, Meika,

Michelle, Pearl, Pearl-Marie, Siyum, Sri, Ujvala. Thank you for your support, coolness, and motivation!
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PATIENCE AND PASSIVENESS had never been a prominent part of Aria’s personality.

Impervious to the young girl’s opinion that eight hours were sufficient for a journey, the Boeing continued to glide on pillows of clouds, far more comfortable than the itchy cushions provided by the airline to its passengers. 

Aria gulped down her cup of Coke before handing it to the amiable flight steward pushing a cart filled with the remains of vacuum-packed lunches.

After a year in France at the National Academy of Arts studying hard to become an opera singer, she yearned to return to her family and friends in New York. 

It was a triumphant return, too. 

The American girl with the deep voice, the smooth dark brown skin and the beauty mark on the corner of her right eye, had arrived top of her class, beating even Maxime Andrieux, the son of the French Minister of Culture.

She settled back against her seat with satisfaction.

To think the year had begun with her hatred of Maxime and ended with an offer of friendship. 

He who had sworn he could never be friends with an American and would never, under any circumstances, set foot in the country that had given birth to Popular music. 

Aria wondered uneasily what his father had said upon learning of his son’s plan to spend two weeks in New York. The endless promoter of French culture and his wife must have fainted. Marie Andrieux would probably blame it all on the American girl who had the audacity of being the illegitimate daughter of the great soprano Florence Duchêne.

Aria closed her eyes as the course of her thoughts diverted to her newfound parent. She had recently discovered her mother was the French opera singer, Florence Duchêne. No way would she ever forgive That Woman for abandoning her father. Ever since, his life had been turned upside down by one awful diva; her father had suffered from depression and fought alcoholism. She had destroyed him in such an irremediable way that he had never told his daughter who her mother was.

Aria gripped the armrest. She dreaded having to announce she had found Florence, and that she planned on spending the entire month of August in her company.

Restless, she turned away from the porthole and toward the seat next to hers. A small boy with pointed ears and playful eyes glued to a screen giggled, as a cartoon turtle with lipstick chased after a lion in jeans.

Much too wired to concentrate on any form of animation, Aria envied his carefree enjoyment.

She retrieved her handbag from under her seat and took out her to-do list.

Help Dad finish packing for France.

Find him an AA sponsor in France.

Sell Dad’s car.

Introduce Dad to Lucas Watkins? 

Tell Dad he’s my famous boyfriend?

She added another question mark next to the last item on the list and frowned. After stuffing her notebook back into her bag, she took out one of the latest editions of Hollywood Buzz.

The plane gave a jolt and she dropped the magazine. Sighing, she bent down, picked it up, and went to page 8 where a familiar picture of a grinning Lucas Watkins illustrated an article about his first Rock single.

These days, that was the only way she received news about the artist she had worked with and fallen for. 

Nine days had passed since his arrival in New York and their last conversation over the phone.

She scanned the article and smiled smugly as the reporter still demanded to know the identity of the mystery girl singing the Classical vocals on Beware.

Only Aria’s closest friends knew she had collaborated with Lucas Watkins on his first single and she wanted to keep it that way. 

The opera world would not react with enthusiasm to the news. She would not allow anything to jeopardize her budding Classical career.

Still, the experience had been a great one. She had worked with the son of the infamous Miss. Educated, one of the greatest female Rappers of all time. 

Would she meet Miss. Educated?

She shook the thought away decidedly. She and Lucas may have shared a kiss, but they weren’t anywhere near meeting parents. Though, as his girlfriend, perhaps she could persuade him to introduce her to one of her idols.

She wondered if she would even get to see Lucas while she stayed in New York. His arrival preceded hers, but they had only exchanged a few texts. A busy schedule prevented him from communicating, she knew. Still, she wished they had more time to speak on the phone without him being whisked off to promote his upcoming album. Due in several months, the album needed work, including the addition of new vocals performed by Aria.

She would definitely see him for their recording sessions in Soulville Records, home of the great Maude Laurent.

She peered through the porthole as the plane landed.

Whatever happened, she was happy to be back.
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Chapter 1: Aunt Mimi’s Search for a Tenant
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IMAGINATION HAD ALWAYS enabled Aria Thompson to escape the difficult moments of her life.

However, that July afternoon in her aunt’s stuffy Brooklyn living room, Mimi’s sharp glares rooted Aria’s thoughts to the task ahead and forbade the slightest reprieve. The loud Rap music coming from the neighbor’s stoop was taunting evidence that the outdoor world could very well do without her.

Aunt Mimi had decided to move to Paris to keep a close eye on her niece, Miles, and more generally on France. With everything she had heard in the news recently, Aunt Mimi felt certain her arrival in the country was just what the doctor prescribed.

Before she did so, she needed to find a tenant to rent her home and look after her dear china dogs. It was not so much that those precious objects needed protection, more that they would long for company. For neither the tea cups, nor the landscape paintings hanging in the homey living room, not even the old wooden piano would make up for the departure of the house’s most important source of energy.

Though Aria was thrilled that her father and aunt were coming to live with her in Versailles, part of her wished she were anywhere else than in her aunt’s living room opposite the most insipid couple she had laid eyes on since she had started this string of interviews three days ago.

Mr. Prancer tugged the collar of his checked shirt for air, before pulling his thin, pale blonde hair to the left side of his head in a desperate effort to hide his premature baldness. 

He breathed heavily and stroked his wife’s bare knee with apprehension. Whether he feared his spouse more than his prospective landlord, Aria was left to wonder.

His wife, a stunning, petite woman with hard brown eyes and pale pink lips took his hand like she would an old sock and dropped it in his lap.

“Listen, Mrs. Mimi ...,” she began in a peremptory tone.

“Aunt Mimi,” Aria’s aunt corrected. 

“But you’re not my aunt.”

“It don’t matter. Everybody calls me Aunt Mimi. And I ain’t having no tenant calling me Mrs. this or Mrs. that.” She blew over her mug picturing the current president of the United States and his perfect smiling family, before taking a sonorous sip. 

“So, I should make the check for rent out to Aunt Mimi?” Mrs. Prancer asked, curling her pretty pink lips with sarcasm. She turned to Aria expecting her to laugh but received no support from her. Mimi’s niece knew better than to cheer for the losing team. She had yet to see anyone beat Aunt Mimi in a sparring match.

“Ain’t nobody said you were ever going to be my tenant. That ain’t gonna be a problem, see.”

“We’d make the perfect tenants,” retorted Mrs. Prancer. “We’ve got a very good income, we pay on time, we don’t have kids so your ridiculous collection of china dogs is safe, and we love Brooklyn.”

“Really?” Aunt Mimi scoffed.  “What d’ya love about it?”

“Brooklyn is the new place to be. I mean, this street is still a bit resistant to change, but it won’t be long before there are only tenants like us.”

Aria winced. That woman didn’t know when to stop. Nothing in Aunt Mimi’s demeanor indicated she was sensitive to Mrs. Prancer’s defense.

“What do you think of the homeless shelter?” Aunt Mimi asked. She took her cup in both hands, puckered her lips and made one loud sucking noise as she drank tea. 

Sluuuurpp.  

Annoyed, Mrs. Prancer rolled her eyes while her husband slapped his hands to his ears.

“Oh, that. I’m sure the shelter won’t be here long after we move in. I’ll just start a petition and it’ll be gone by the end of the year. That building is so beautiful. Like a castle. I’m sure some inventive entrepreneur can make a hotel of it.” 

Aria huffed, crossing her arms wearily against her chest. What was it with these fancy newcomers and their ardent desire for change? Couldn’t they just leave Brooklyn alone? 

She had noticed with sadness the changes that had occurred while she was in France. Of course, she did not expect her neighborhood to remain unscathed by the stroke of gentrification. But it had broken her heart that the deli selling the best coco bread on Franklin Avenue had been turned into an organic gourmet deli. Or to see the former hair salon transformed into a yoga place. The Smiths, a family living in a rent-stabilized apartment in her building, had been illegally kicked out by an unscrupulous owner who wanted to increase his rent.

“The homeless people can just go back to living on the streets, right? Why didn’t anyone think of that?”

It was Aria’s turn to use sarcasm, but Mrs. Prancer was either too silly to hear its unmistakable ring or simply did not care.

Mimi drew the cup to her lips and sipped with another ear-splitting slurp.

“Would you please stop making that ... that noise?” Mrs. Prancer shrieked, curling her bony fingers with nervousness.

Aunt Mimi ignored her and slurped with a vengeance.

“Would you invite neighbors into this house for dinner?” she asked. “Would you open your door to strangers?”

“Of course not!” Mr. Prancer said stiffly, dropping his hands from his ears once again. “Each neighbor keeps to himself.” 

“My neighbor’s business is my business,” Aunt Mimi declared with an unapologetic grin. “So my tenant betta think like that or nothing’s gonna go right on this block no more.”

“I’m sure your neighbors are sad to see you go,” Mrs. Prancer muttered.

“They are actually,” Aria drew a mental list of arguments defending her aunt’s popularity.

She was still shocked to discover how much her aunt was appreciated. The same neighbors who had complained to her for years of her aunt’s meddlesome ways, her curiosity and blunt opinions, now declared Aria guilty of stealing the most valuable resident on the block.

Though Aria attempted time and time again to explain that she had never forced her aunt to move to Versailles, nobody believed her.

Ever since she had left Crown Heights for Versailles to train as an opera singer, try as they might, not a single resident could deny that deep transformation had come to Brooklyn.

Change had doubtlessly begun before Aria had left to follow her dreams. But it was easier to declare its source to reside in a tangible being than to attribute it to the way of the world, elusive as a wisp of wind. 

“I’ve heard enough,” Aunt Mimi finally said. “I’ll let my niece see you two out.”

Aria escorted the bewildered couple to the front door. From the threshold, the red spire of the castle-like homeless shelter stood out like a lobster in a sea of diamond-clad oysters. Things were changing, but certain remnants of the past were worth fighting for.

“The house on Franklin Avenue looked way better anyway,” Mrs. Prancer retorted as she crossed the threshold. “It wasn’t too far from here but you couldn’t see any homeless people from over there.”

“Of course not,” Aria replied, “there are only hipster tattoo parlors and yoga studios on Franklin Avenue now. But we want to keep it real on this block. So the homeless shelter stays and you’re out.”

She shut the door in their faces before Mrs. Prancer could add another word.

She went back to the living room and stared at her aunt, reproach softened by amusement.

“The way things are going, you’ll have to pay a tenant to move in here.”

“I can’t just have anybody waltz in this neighborhood thinking they’re going to change everything around here.”

“The rent you’re asking for is too high for the people you want living here.”

“Then I’m just going to have to lower it. I’ll find a job in Paris to make ends meets.”

“A job. In Paris? You don’t speak French.”

“I’ll find something. Don’t start with your grand airs, missy. If you think I’m gonna let that father of yours go off to France without his big sis to watch over him, ain’t no way, no how.”

“And here everybody thinks you’re moving to France because of me,” Aria mocked.

“You don’t need nobody and you know that.”

Proud Aria would never tell her aunt how much she had missed her during her time in Versailles. Therefore, she was sensitive to her neighbors’ grief over their loss of Mimi. Her aunt irritated those around her in every way possible. Still, her annoying presence was preferable to her gaping absence.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at it, hoping Lucas had sent her a message. 

Instead, she read a text message from Maxime.

Hello Aria, I’ve been in New York for three days. Are you busy tomorrow?

Maxime.

Her disappointment was not as great as one might have anticipated.

Stepping away from her aunt, Aria hid her phone before Mimi finished putting her glasses at the end of her nose. 

“Is it that boyfriend of yours?”

“Boyfriend?” Aria squeaked.

“I heard you talking to your father about some Lucas guy.”

“Auntie, eavesdropping is very bad for your health.”

“Don’t get freaky with that celebrity. Remember you got goals.”

“Don’t worry, Auntie. He’s not the one sending me scandalous messages. It’s Maxime. Remember I told you about a student from my school who initially hated America but who now wants to discover the country for himself?”

“He don’t like Americans? Why are you friends with him again?”

“We’re not really friends.” Aria looked down at her phone. “I mean, yeah, we sort of are. I guess we’re beginning a new friendship.”

Aunt Mimi looked at Aria with skepticism and two pearly dots of light shone on her thick lenses.

“It’s complicated.” Aria stuffed her phone into her jean pocket. 

“I don’t know if I like this boy. Maximes think their name gives them permission to have big heads.”

Aria did not respond, but thought that sentence accurately summarized Maxime’s character.

*****
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WHEN ARIA MET MAXIME in the Upper East Side in front of a Le Pain Quotidien bakery, she was not certain she would recognize him. Yet he remained, same as ever, the French boy she had defied. 

Of medium-height with dark brown hair and equally somber eyes, he stood in front of the bakery in a short-sleeved shirt and khaki shorts with a leather satchel strapped to his side. His face was flushed due to the hot and dry July weather most Parisians did not experience. Having set foot in New York only three days prior, he might as well have scrawled the words French tourist on his forehead.

He waved as Aria crossed the street to meet him.

She answered with the same gesture, but her arm remained suspended in mid-air as she wondered whether she should greet him in the Parisian fashion with a kiss on each cheek or if she should stick with her American customs involving no lips whatsoever.

Little time remained to ponder on this crucial question of etiquette as she found herself in front of Maxime in less time than anticipated. He did not view the matter as essential as she had because he promptly bent and pressed his lips on each of her cheeks.

Not in the least romantic, this gesture constituted nevertheless their first physical mark of friendship, a stark contrast to the icy glares they had exchanged when meeting in hallways the previous school year.

“We’re matching,” were the first words Aria blurted to hide her embarrassment. 

He looked down at her t-shirt and shorts and grinned.

“You’re right. Something else we’ve got in common on top of being first of our year.”

“That’s where our similarities end. I would never have chosen Le Pain Quotidien as a place of meeting.” Aria gave the French bakery a critical look through the transparent door. One of many spotlessly sanitized establishments in a chain of bakeries selling overpriced and overcooked croissants neatly displayed on the counter, the professional presentation hid only temporarily the lack of proper craftsmanship, which was only revealed to those who tasted the merchandise.

“I’m allowed one bit of nostalgia.” He opened the door for her. Aria entered the shop with a mocking smile.

“You’ve been here three days and you’re already homesick.”

A chirpy waitress behind the cash register took their orders given in an academic English on Maxime’s part. His English remained hesitant though he joked it had been worse upon his arrival. The waitress invited them to choose their table after pushing a plastic cup with a ‘Tips Appreciated’ card taped to it.

Maxime, who had never before paid a tip while purchasing a croissant, remained oblivious of the young woman’s hint and went for the nearest vacant table near the large windows. Aria dropped a couple of coins in the cup, before joining her ingenuous French companion with a stifled giggle.

“To be fair, I’ve already visited the city’s main attractions, but none of them compare to any of the main attractions in my country.”

“I’m shocked you should think so,” Aria muttered. She had fully expected Maxime to scorn everything he saw. The typical French defense mechanism. He needed to get it out of his system so he would be more open to what she would shortly offer.

“The Metropolitan Museum of Art is poor,” he continued. “Seriously, I can’t believe it’s even a museum.”

Aria stifled a sigh and let him go on.

“The Statue of Liberty isn’t as pretty as it looks on pictures.”

“A gift from the French. That one’s on you.”

“They must have been trying to get rid of it. I’ve never been overly fond of the Eiffel Tower but, honestly, it’s a much better attraction than the Statue of Liberty.”

“Of course it is.”

“Ellis Island was depressing.”

“Why would you go there?” Aria cried out.

“My book mentioned it as a must-see attraction.”

“Where’s the book?”

After fishing through his satchel, he took out a red booklet entitled Guide du Routard, opened it and flipped through its illustrated pages. She gave the back of his palm a little tap and the book fell to the table. Grabbing it swiftly with a triumphant “ah ha!”, she leafed through it, noticing underlined sentences and handwritten marks: ‘European Art,’ ‘European immigration,’ and ‘French Quarter.’

“You’re going about this the wrong way.”

“Am I?”

“I knew you would.”

“How is making a schedule and prioritizing visits bad?”

“You can’t go to a foreign country expecting to find a spitting image of your own. Believe me. I’ve been through that. Just wait till you taste that croissant of yours. You’ll see.” 

While she spoke, the waitress brought Maxime’s tray of pastries and fresh orange juice. After thanking the waitress, he proceeded to eat his pastry, ignoring Aria’s critical eye.

Without much surprise, Aria watched Maxime put down his croissant with a disappointed shake of the head.

“Can’t believe this rip-off.”

“You’ve got to trust me. Where are you staying right now?”

“I’m living with my parents’ friends. They said the Upper East Side was the closest thing to Paris’ 16th Arrondissement.”

In Aria’s mind, the 16th Arrondissement was forever linked to the snooty Madame Artois who had treated her poorly.

“Go get your stuff,” she decided. “You’ll be sleeping at my aunt’s place this evening. In the meantime, I’ll show you the real New York.”
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Chapter 2: A French Boy in Brooklyn
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PROSPECT PARK WAS BROOKLYN’S patch of earth, its oxygen, and no one who entered it and stumbled upon the Long Meadow would have dared claim otherwise.

It was an ocean of greenery in a city of concrete. Families and friends lounged about as their thoughts floated away from the worries of their wayward lives. Burgeoning and verdant, the maples, pines and elms towered over the park’s undulating hills.

Aria and Maxime did not stroll into the park. They ran. 

Dressed in orange running gear, Aria reached the entrance of the park first and continued to the Long Meadow.

“I win!” she cried out of breath.

“You know the way from your aunt’s place to the park by heart,” Maxime protested. Holding his sides, he bent down to the ground to catch his breath.

“Sore loser,” Aria mocked, as she took out a bottle of water from her backpack, ignoring that it was a typical case of the pot calling the kettle black.

“I’ll race you again tomorrow and I’ll win,” Maxime said with a smile. 

Aria shrugged and instead drank from her bottle. 

“You didn’t hear me complaining of your advantages last year at the Academy. I worked hard and beat you.”

“We both arrived first.”

“But I still won the bet. You said I would never come out first.”

“I know what I said,” Maxime replied, without a hint of embarrassment.

They lingered on the topic of their past rivalry with amusement and candor. The park was filled with summer’s vibrancy. Walking through The Forest, they listened to the birds’ whistles, birds hidden in the green foliage that could only be heard and not seen. They raced up Lookout Hill, and gazed at the view of New York together. Running back down, their feet thumping on ancient stone steps, they flew past dog walkers and huffing joggers.

Strolling by the Boathouse on the Lullwater of the Lake to the pond, they neared a group of Tai Chi students with their elder master, imitating his gentle, sweeping movements. They stopped and participated a whole of ten minutes before the teacher realized he had two new giggling students incapable of doing their taolu properly. 

“Stop laughing, or we’ll get caught,” Maxime admonished playfully, attempting a new position on a wobbly leg.

“It’s not my fault you’re incapable of doing your posture with a straight limb,” Aria chuckled.

The teacher, a man in flowing white robes, turned to them sharply.

“Who are you two?” 

Maxime took Aria’s hand and pulled her away from the group. “Time to go,” he said, while she cried out, “We were just passing through!”

They ran away laughing while the teacher followed their departure with blazing eyes.

They continued to the pond and stopped at the edge where families and enthusiastic couples boarded on pedal boats.

“You want to try?” Aria asked. She looked at the blue watercrafts with a longing Maxime did not miss.

“Thing is, we’ve always been good competitors, but never have we been good at working together.”

“This does require teamwork,” Aria acknowledged. “Not our strong suit as our piano grade proves.”

“But we were rivals then. We’re friends now, right.” Aria edged toward him.

“Totally.” Maxime shrugged. “I’m sure we can put our competitiveness aside for, like, an hour, and row this boat gently.”

“Or we could each take a different boat and race to the other side of the pond.”

“There are no singles,” Maxime said regretfully.

“Oh.”

“Come on, I’m sure we can do this.”

They paid the cashier and mounted on the boat after tightening their yellow life jackets as if to ward off any risk of shipwreck.

They each put their foot on their respective pairs of pedals and pushed at the same time. The boat jerked.

“Hold on, you push first, then me,” Maxime instructed.

They coordinated their pedaling and the boat sailed along smoothly in no time, allowing them to enjoy the view. Ducks and swans glided next to them happily.

“See, I knew we could do it.” Maxime leaned against his seat, relaxed, his hand in the water.

“I knew it too,” Aria agreed. “Do you think we’ll be together in piano class this year?” 

“I doubt Monsieur du Pré will want to see us together again.”

“Too bad. I’m sure we would have made it work.”

“Remember our four-hands piece? What a catastrophe.”

“To say the least,” Aria laughed. “If only our teacher could see us now! Too bad there aren’t any pedal boats on the Grand Canal near our school.”

“We’ve got canoes.”

“I haven’t tried them yet.”

“You’ve been in Versailles for a year and still haven’t rowed on the Grand Canal.”

“Nope.”

“I’ll have to take you rowing before this school year ends.”

“OK.”

They stopped pedaling, took off their shoes and dipped their feet in the water. In the distance, a large group of people representing three generations gathered around a barbecue. Children played tag with ear-piercing shrieks, while adults in colorful shirts roasted sausages and steaks.

“If we ask very nicely, we might be able to join.”

“Question is, do you know how to be nice?” Maxime asked with a straight face.

“With everyone but you!” Aria splashed him playfully. “Come on, let’s race ... I mean, let’s pedal together to the barbecue.”

Maxime smiled and together they pedaled to firm land.

*****
[image: image]


IF ANYONE HAD TOLD Aria a month ago that she would be bringing Maxime Andrieux to her aunt’s house, she would have scoffed and coughed or perhaps done both at the same time.

Yet there they were on her aunt’s stoop and Aria’s apprehension grew enough to fill a Chinese teacup. Her aunt was difficult to please. Luckily, her hospitality did not rely on her affect.  Though she had grudgingly given her consent to Maxime spending the night, Aria knew she would grill him mercilessly.

They had escaped the police interrogation earlier in the afternoon because her aunt had to attend to a sick neighbor, but that evening Mimi would be ready. 

Aria felt the entire block spied on her, aware her French friend had entered the neighborhood. The homeless men sitting under the trees’ shade on her side of the street hollered words they thought sounded French, when in fact it resembled a mix of English and a foreign language invented after heavy consumption of alcohol.

A girl with braids playing hopscotch stopped midway, her leg up in the air, peering at the two before their entry.

When they entered the house, a grumpy Mimi and a grinning Miles greeted them.

Miles was a happy man.

He had never regretted raising Aria on his own, but had suffered continually from the knowledge that she not only had no mother, but that her father disappointed in every respect. Dissatisfaction and self-deprecation had fueled his dependence to the only substance that allowed him to forget, for a time, that he burdened an unfortunate girl with a wretched father.

But ever since he had decided to leave for France, to accept his daughter’s choice, he had become the father he had always wanted to be. A father who would sacrifice everything for his child.

He signaled to Maxime to come in, unaware that his elder sister’s dagger eyes intimated the opposite.

“So, you’re Maxime,” Aunt Mimi said once they were in the living room. “You hate Americans?”

Aria rolled her eyes in despair and looked to her father for help. Aunt Mimi had heard of a notion called tact, but had never deemed it to be compatible with honesty, her main motivation in life.

“I used to ...?” Maxime answered uncertainly.

“I’m a man hater,” Aunt Mimi declared staunchly. “Are you a man?” 

“Absolutely not,” Maxime answered with a hint of a smile in Aria’s direction. “That’s why I changed my mind about Americans. A full-grown man never changes his mind. Mine is still capable of hearing reason.”

Aria nodded her approval. Mimi’s eyes glimmered with amusement as she took Maxime to her spotless kitchen, fascinated to hear about his avowed unmanliness. She soon handed him plates to set the table.

“See, my brother, he a man physically, but thank God I raised him right and there ain’t nothing of male defects in his head.”

“That’s ... good,” Maxime ventured, taking a handful of forks and knives. He went to the dining room and set the table, but Mimi followed him with the resolute step of an unabashed stalker.

“Then I had to raise my own husband too. Educate him and all ‘cause he’d been raised with only sisters and thought all them women were put on God’s good earth to serve him. He learned fast enough to leave those ways behind, God bless his soul. He was a good husband if ever there was one.”

“Mimi!” Miles’ voice came from the kitchen along with clanging and rattling. “Need some help in here! Do I put one or two spoons of salt in the sauce?”

Mimi flew out of the room while Aria entered swiftly in.

“We don’t have much time,” she whispered to Maxime.

“What?”

“Dad called my aunt to distract her while I warn you about what to say next.”

“I think I’m doing OK on my own.”

“When guys get cocky that’s when they make a fatal error.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t, under any circumstance, call her anything other than Aunt Mimi.”

“I think I can remember that.” Maxime nodded as one about to enter a boxing ring.

She gazed at him strangely. The fact that he had not recoiled or flung out that Mimi was not his aunt surprised her in a favorable way. She handed him four cups to add on the table.

Soon after, the family and their new guest sat down for a dinner of red beans, rice and cornbread, peppered with Miles’ questions.

“So, now I heard you hate Popular music.”

“I actually don’t know it that well. I wasn’t allowed to listen to it. The ban they enforced last year at the National Academy of Arts is because they always thought avoiding Pop music had helped me become such a great Classical musician. Their words, not mine.”

Aria peered at Maxime with renewed interest. They had yet new common ground, having both been barred from a certain type of music. Only she had trespassed against parental authority. How wicked of parents to prevent their children from knowledge! Why couldn’t they be more open-minded?

“You’re not the first Classical musician I’ve met who didn’t know a thing about Popular music.” His eyes, though settled on Aria, did not see her, so she guessed he spoke of Florence Duchêne, her mother.

Turning to Maxime he said, “It’ll be Aria’s mission to educate you.”

“Me?”

“Nun huh,” Aunt Mimi intervened. “That boy don’t need to know nothing about Rap, Rock, all them loud things young people listen to nowadays.”

“Do you like Classical music Aunt Mimi?” Maxime asked. The words ‘Aunt Mimi’ rolled off his tongue so that nobody noticed the first time he used the moniker. “I see you’ve got an old dusted-up piano in the living room. Beautiful instrument. Do you play?”

“I don’t play,” Aunt Mimi said after a moment’s hesitation. She lowered her eyes to her napkin before saying softly, “But you can play on it if you like while you’re here. I’m sure Ernest won’t mind.”

Before leaving for the evening, Aria lingered with Maxime on the stoop.

“She likes you,” Aria said with much astonishment. “That piano belonged to Uncle Ernest, her late husband. I don’t even get to touch it. I’d probably have been a better pianist if she’d let me practice on it.”

Aunt Mimi asserted her fondness of Maxime. The only night he was supposed to spend in her guest room became a second and a third. He ended up spending the remainder of his stay with Miles, Mimi and Aria in Brooklyn.

It must be noted that Maxime, though he came to know the route to Prospect Park very well, beat Aria at their daily race only twice. 

During his stay, Aria took his musical education in her own two hands teaching him about Blues, Jazz, Rock, Pop and Rap.

Maxime, who possessed absolute pitch, was a good student in all respects and an evening never ended without the quartet striking up a Blues classic; Maxime on the piano, Miles with his guitar, Mimi and Aria with their strong soprano and contralto voices.

The remainder of the fortnight flew by, as is often the case when one is in good company.

The last evening, Aria and Maxime sat on Aunt Mimi’s stoop, watching the children from the block play as the indolent summer sun set over the brownstones, rent-stabilized buildings and homeless shelter.

Aria’s phone buzzed and, as she looked at it, her heart stopped.

A message from Lucas.

“I’ve got a recording session with Lucas tomorrow at Soulville.”

“So you and Lucas, you’re still together?” Maxime’s gaze remained on the teenagers playing basketball as he waited for her answer.

“Yup,” Aria replied awkwardly. 

“Good thing I’m leaving tomorrow, huh?”

“Why?”

“You’ll be busy and won’t have any time left for me.”

“Right.”

Aria did not ask about Agnes, Maxime’s girlfriend, though the question appeared in red letters in her mind.

“Are you coming to spend the summer with us in Deauville?”

“Huh?”

“Well, my family and their friends usually spend the summer in the south of France in August. But this year everyone’s spending it in Deauville for a change. I think the idea came from Hortense’s family.”

“How did you know I’d be there?”

“I heard you were spending part of the summer with your mother. She’s a family friend.”

Aria glanced furtively at the front door. Her father was nowhere in sight. She still had to announce to him in the best possible way that she knew of her mother’s existence.

“I didn’t know you’d be there.” Aria looked at him and looked away. “Nor that the entire school would be there as well.”

“Not the entire school. But my friends will be there.”

“So, do your friends know that we’re getting along?”

“I guess they will soon. Yours?”

“Same. I think Hortense will have a heart attack. She never stopped defending you.”

“She sees only good in her friends. I’m sure some of her faith is misplaced.”

“Not where I’m concerned,” Aria laughed. “But ... well ... maybe she was right about you after all.”

“Maybe my cousin wasn’t entirely wrong either.”

“Paul? He spoke about me?”

“He said you were a great friend to have and ... you and I were alike.”

“Maybe it’s the competitiveness.”

“I think so.”

“I like it.”

“As do I,” Maxime agreed.

“So you don’t mind if we continue next school year? To be rivals.”

“I’m glad you asked! Of course I wouldn’t mind. We can be rivals and friends.”

“Totally.”

“To being friends with a rivalry,” Maxime said, raising an imaginary glass.

“To me beating you again next year,” Aria replied.

“To you being completely delusional,” Maxime laughed.

“How about to me making you love Popular music?”

“You did help me like New York. I’m sad to be leaving so soon. And so early tomorrow morning.” 

Maxime looked into Aria’s eyes and saw the night setting in the sky. The stars in her eyes announced those appearing one by one in the canopy of heaven.

“I think I should be heading back inside,” he said suddenly.

“Of course! I’m glad you enjoyed your last day here.”

“Thanks, Aria. For everything.”

He leaned toward her to kiss her goodbye in the traditional French way, but changing his mind, he held out his hand, which Aria shook eagerly. He watched her skip down the stoop and kept his eyes on her until she disappeared inside the building at the end of the street.
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Chapter 3: Aria in Soulville
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SOULVILLE was a place devoid of silence, but not of serenity. For despite the musical frenzy that inhabited its walls, not a single true artist had ever entered the famous building without wanting to make the place their home.

Aria was no different from all the artists who had arrived at Soulville’s fourteenth floor. She followed Jake, the receptionist, who had worked in the tower before its name was attached to a solid reputation, her eyes wide open with attention as he spoke of Soulville’s most appreciated artists.

“So, you’re going to be lending your voice on Lucas Watkins’ album. You’re not the Mystery Girl are you?”

“Oh no.” Aria tugged the collar of her shirt nervously. “I’m singing in a different style entirely. Just ‘oooo’ and ‘aaaaa.’ No Classical for me.”

“Too bad. That would have been a worthwhile bit of information to add to my Soulville presentation. To say I’d met the Mystery Girl who sang Carmen on Lucas Watkins’ debut album. An album everybody is impatient to hear.”

“He’s working hard on it. Wants it to be perfect.”

“He shouldn’t wait too long, or at least drop another single in the meantime. Or else everybody will lose interest.”

They walked past several music rooms and studios. In one music room, a short girl in dark leather clothes scratched her guitar with her teeth like a beaver chewing down wood. She stopped only to yell into the microphone:

You’re a loser.

You’re a loser.

You’re a loser.

She repeated the same verse until Aria was positive her gums would bleed as would her vocal chords.

“Sapphire’s a little intense. She just went through a bad breakup,” Jake explained. 

They continued on their way and passed by a room in which a Rap group was rehearsing, next to a room where a cellist was practicing. Aria stopped in front of the next room with a closed door. It was locked with a sign she read aloud:

“Violetta and Alfredo’s room.” She paused. “It’s Matt and Maude’s room!” she squealed.

“Ah yes. Every new artist stops near that room.” Jake put his hands to his hips and bent backward. “That’s where they worked on Maude Laurent’s debut album.”

“Are they here now?”

Jake glued his ear to the door and, scrunching up his face, he gave his verdict. “I don’t hear any yelling. Don’t think they’ve arrived. They’re working on songs for an upcoming Broadway musical. Let’s just say, they don’t see eye to eye on everything.”

Aria giggled at his response. She tried to picture Maude and Matt in an argument, but the image was so far from what she imagined their couple to be that she abandoned the idea altogether.

Instead she wondered dreamily if she would ever meet Maude again. Their paths had crossed at the end of the school year and she had advised Aria to remain a contralto if that was what she wished.

Despite Maude’s kind solicitude, Aria decided she needed to become a mezzo-soprano more than she wanted it. Contraltos never became famous. She wished above all to be known, appreciated, revered.

Upon entering Studio B, Aria found Alex, the sound engineer with the long beard and cap who she had worked with in Paris. She smiled at him as she entered the studio. It was nice to see a familiar face.

Having rehearsed and warmed her voice before coming to Soulville, she was ready for the recording session. Even if Lucas was nowhere to be seen.

“When is Lucas going to get here?” Aria chastised herself for blurting out that question, especially when Alex said, “Didn’t you know? He’ll be here later. We’re recording your vocals for now.”

“Oh, OK.”

Lucas had never told her he would be there. The message had just said: 

Recording session tomorrow at Soulville 9 am.

Her disappointment, though severe, paled in comparison to her joy at being in Soulville.

The music played in her headphones and she sang. Once she opened her mouth to sing, all her disappointed thoughts disappeared. This was what she was good at.

The song did not require her to sing any high notes and so she was at ease. So much at ease that all disappeared in the blink of an eye. Her syllables, deep like the ocean’s floor, rolled out like calming waves.

Agile and light when the song required it, her voice descended into unfathomable depths like the sound of a giant’s gargantuan laughter. Grave and serious, holding her hands tightened below her waist, Aria breathed the air that she transformed into harmonious notes like Rumpelstiltskin spinning straw into gold.

Ending with a deep sigh of contentment, she was startled when she heard clapping.

She swiveled around. Lucas stood in the doorway. He was as handsome as ever with dark brown hair in an afro and shining brown eyes.

“You take five,” said the sound engineer. “Good job, Aria.”

She smiled and followed Lucas out of the room into the empty kitchen. 

“Hey,” Aria said.

“Are you pissed?” was Lucas’ first question.

“Should I be?”

“I was really busy lately so I didn’t have time to call ...”

Aria boiled interiorly. Outwardly, her voice came out calm and collected.

“I was pretty busy too, actually. I had to help my aunt find a new tenant and I showed Maxime around New York.”

“Maxime? That guy from your school?”

“Yup. Turns out he’s in love with New York now.”

“I’m sure he is.” Lucas paused, running his hand through his hair and messing up his afro in the process. “Are you available tonight? To hang?”

To hang? Aria’s eyes burned with spite she quickly subdued.

“Not tonight,” she lied. Her evening was vacant, but she had enough dignity to tame her eagerness to jump on his offer.

“But tomorrow maybe?” 

“Nah, I got a thing tomorrow.”

“A thing?”

“It’s for the promotion of my upcoming album.”

“OK.” Aria stuck out her lower lip.

“You should come!” Lucas cried out. “It’ll be the perfect place to show everyone we’re together. I’ll text you the details.”

“Are you sure?” Aria asked.

“Course! Tomorrow, everyone will know.”

Aria would have said she was not ready. That she had not received news from him in days except for the occasional text message. But he seemed so full of hope, that she crushed the feeling down.

“OK. Tomorrow then. Sounds great!” She tried to put more enthusiasm in her voice than she felt.

He kissed her quickly on the lips and left the room.

She should have known things would be different in NY. In Paris they were two Americans in France. In New York he was Lucas Watkins and she was a nobody.

Still, she had hoped their meeting would be different. In her imagination, he would have met her with open arms and his kiss would have been more passionate than those in the Hollywood movies.

But reality’s faded visuals were attenuated in comparison with Hollywood Technicolor. She would just try to make a good impression on their date the next day and see how everything went.

*****
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THE NEXT EVENING, AFTER having spent a considerable amount of time managing the tumultuous stubbornness of her hair, Aria finally left her room. Her father whistled as she came up to him.

“Big date, huh?”

“The date, Dad.”

“A lot’s riding on this evening?”

Aria nodded miserably. “Dad, have you ever felt like maybe you weren’t enough?”

“I have and I didn’t like it one bit. Is this Lucas guy making you feel like that?”

“I don’t know. Everything was so much simpler in Paris. Now everything’s changed.”

“Paris isn’t the city of love for nothing.”

“Wish me luck?”

“If you need it, this guy ain’t worth it.”

“Just so that I don’t embarrass myself.”

The last time she had felt this nervous, she had ruined the French wedding of the century and the bride had escaped Notre-Dame while she sang in front of a crowd of French notables. She shivered with fright and formed a silent wish to the stars that her reputation of being ‘The Atomic Bomb’ would not resurface.

She did not know the appropriate dress code for a Rock album release. Looking down at her yellow dress, she hoped she would fit in seamlessly.

“What’s the event?”

“Eric Tamlin’s release party.”

“Eric Tamlin?” Miles scoffed. He took the remote and switched channels. “That guy should spend more time working on his guitar before releasing new albums.”

“I don’t really like his style either. His lyrics are flat and so are his vocals. He should be singing Country Music instead of Rock. And he tries to hide his amateurism with loads of instruments.”

“With that opinion, you should probably avoid talking to him this evening.”

“Oh Dad, he won’t speak to me. I’m a nobody remember?”

Miles shook his head with disbelief. He did not know Lucas Watkins, but hated what he was doing to his daughter. The same daughter who had defied him and left for the world he had so adamantly disapproved of now cowered before a barely hatched Rock Star. 

He got up from the sofa, strode to his daughter and put a sympathetic hand on her back. 

“You’ll blow them away.”

Aria smiled gratefully at her father, pressed both arms around his neck and gave him a resounding kiss. “I’m so glad you’re moving to France.”

“Me too, kid. I’ve missed you.”

Aria looked at father with love and wondered how she would tell him that she now had another parent in her life.

Aria’s phone buzzed like an angry bee.

She glanced at it nervously.

“Time to go! Bye, Dad!”

His words of encouragement reached her ears like a faint echo as she ran out the door in her flats and hurried down the five flights of stairs filled with graffiti.  

Once in the street, she spotted a white limousine and held her breath. Though she had lived in a castle for an entire year, a limousine was an entirely new experience. The French preferred small cars. What she had not expected was to be greeted by Lucas seated next to four of his friends: two boys and two girls, all dressed in dark colors and with several piercings in each ear and nostril.

They greeted the newcomer with a blank stare, looking down at her yellow dress. She was ill-dressed for the evening.

“You look sunshiny.” One of Lucas’ male friends with a nose piercing the shape of the sun turned away, shading his eyes with his hand like he would from a direct ray of light.

Lucas smiled at Aria kindly.

“Don’t listen to Nosebleed. You look great,” he said.

“Thanks.” She refrained from commenting on Nosebleed’s nickname and greeted Lucas’ other friends as he introduced them.

“Pleased to meet you, Mystic,” she said to the girl with the white and blue hair. The haircut, though Aria would have hated on herself, looked cool on the girl seated next to Nosebleed.

“And these are Hypo and Jane,” he pointed to the last couple sipping champagne.

“Jane? Your name’s Jane?” Aria asked, surprised. She had been expecting another nickname like Coma or Heart Attack.

“Yeah,” Jane said, pursing her lips painted with black lipstick.

Lucas laughed and told the chauffeur he could go. He looked handsome and relaxed dressed in simple black leather pants and a dark blue t-shirt. His afro had grown since she had last seen him in Paris and she found herself wanting to run her hand through it. But she knew better than to run her hand in a perfectly formed afro.

Eric Tamlin’s album, Earthquake, played in the vehicle.

“Man, Eric’s new album is dope,” Mystic yelled.

Everyone agreed, but Aria cringed. All she could hear were the overlapping guitar, violins, harps and trumpets. The song had little harmony and Eric Tamlin’s vocals, though heavily edited, were weak.

“What do you think, Lucas’ Girlfriend?”

“What did you say?”

“I said, “What do you think Lucas’ Girlfriend?””

“My name’s Aria,” Aria reminded with a slight frown. 

“Whatev’. What do you think of the music?”

“It’s ...”Aria scratched her chin. An eager Lucas stared at her waiting for her enthusiastic response. 

“It’s fine,” she finished lamely.

“She’s a Classical artist,” Lucas said, quick to justify her lack of passion. 

“Uggh,” his three friends said in unison. “Too fancy,” Jane added.

Aria smoothed out a nonexistent ruffle on her dress. 

“Do you even know who Mick Jagger is?” Hypo asked.

“I know quite a lot about Rock music.”

“OK, Lucas’ Girfriend,” Mystic drawled. Wincing at the repeat of a nickname she abhorred, Aria was further upset that they did not believe she possessed a musical ear. 

When the limousine parked near the venue in the Lower East Side, Aria stepped out of the vehicle with relief. Lucas took her hand and, followed by his friends, they entered The Mercury Lounge.

Ushers handed out Rock swag that Aria thought her father might like. 

Eric Tamlin, sporting a green Mohawk, prowled on stage, his mouth open as he screeched, fully aware that a legion of journalists took photo after photo of him. An army of musicians joined his chorus, creating a cacophony of wind and string instruments. 

Aria wondered if his good looks had obliterated his blatant lack of talent in the public eye. She looked around, despairing to find a person who shared her opinion. Nosebleed and Jane danced while Lucas talked to the press, praising Eric Tamlin’s supposed virtuosity.

“He’s an artist I greatly admire and wish to emulate,” Aria heard him yelling to a journalist with large Ray Ban glasses and dark hair with red highlights.

Shaking her head, Aria watched their interaction, regretting that he had to be dishonest in order to promote his album.

She went on the hunt for food to drown her misery. Every item of food was a reference to Rock.  Aria chose a selection of cupcakes with guitar toppings, treble notes, and microphone shaped appetizers.

“You having fun?” Lucas came up to her, and yelled over the noise.

“Are you?” she yelled back.

“It’s a regular night shift for me these days.”

“You mean to praise artists who have absolutely no talent to journalists who only want to be where the action is?”

“That wasn’t any reporter. It was Lexie Staz from Beats. She can make or break your career.”

“Doesn’t mean she’s got taste.”

“Eric may not be great but he’s got a new sound. He’s innovating.”

“Innovating? Just because it sounds different doesn’t mean it’s any good.”

“Classical artists don’t like innovation.”

“I’m not just a Classical artist, remember?” Incredulous, she shook her head. Had he forgotten their long conversations on music? Or that she was participating in his Rock album, for that matter. “You know how much I love Rock. I’ll try to forgive you for making your friends believe that I don’t know a single musical genre apart from Classical.” 

“Maybe that Academy you go to brainwashed you.” His tone was joking, but his face was serious. 

“I know you don’t believe that.” She laughed it off, pleasantly eating her cupcake, biting its guitar top. “I braved my school’s ban to work with you.”

“That was before. Maybe you’ve changed,” he yelled. His words pained Aria immeasurably and she took a step back.

“My father is an incredible musician and even he thinks that Eric Tamlin is a fluke!” She yelled back more out of irritation than to cover the noise. “You’d have to be wearing earmuffs to appreciate Eric Tamlin’s music.”

“Aria ...”

“He can’t sing,” Aria continued, her voice growing louder and louder with the strength of her indignation. “And he adds loads of instruments to hide the fact that he can’t play the guitar.”

“Aria!” He closed his eyes, running his hands down his face in despair.

She whirled around, discovering a jeering Lexie Staz and her cameraman standing right behind her with a blinking camera.

“So, you’re Lucas’ new girlfriend, right?” Lexie turned to her cameraman and curled her finger like a hook, inviting him to move closer to Aria. “How about we talk some more?”

Aria groaned.
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Chapter 4: A Father’s Sacrifice
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ARIA TWIRLED HER SPOON in her milk. She had eaten most of her Cheerios, but did not seem to care in the least that her spoon met only liquid. Her father brought her a plate of steaming waffles.

“Should I be worried?”

“About?”

“About the fact you’ve been in this weird state for three days now.”

“Oh, Dad!” She dropped her spoon in her bowl, spilling milk on the table. “It was the worst evening.”

“I know. There were so-called artists named Nosebleed, Bugger and Mucus.”

“Dad!” 

“Those weren’t their names?”

Aria’s laughter echoed through the apartment. Miles had missed that sound for three days and decided if artists with strange names were the cause, they could be called anything they liked.

“Look.” Aria handed him the magazine she had abandoned. There was a picture of her and Lucas.

“Lucas Watkins and his big-mouthed, manly girlfriend,” Miles read. “His girlfriend,” he repeated. “So if your name ain’t some bodily dysfunction it doesn’t deserve to be mentioned?”

“I know, right! I hate being named ‘Lucas’ girlfriend’, but I take greater offense at being called big-mouthed. And manly. Don’t they know what a contralto voice is?”

Her phone buzzed and she jumped on it hoping it was Lucas, but it was not.

FD.

She had put her mother’s initials to prevent her father from discovering her secret before she told him.

Dismissing the call, she turned her phone upside down. 

“You’re not picking that up?”

“No, it’s just Hortense. I’ll call her back later.”

“That wasn’t Hortense. It said FD.”

Peering at her bowl of milk, she counted the soggy rings of cereal left. If there were more than six, she would tell her father the identity of FD. 

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. And half a Cheerio drifted on the edge of the bowl.

“Five and a half?” she muttered hopefully.

“What are you saying?” her father asked.

She jerked her head up. “I have SOMETHING to tell you!”

“What is it?”

Aria could not hide the truth any longer. She did not want to. Her hands were clammy, slippery with sweat, and her breath suspended. Her eyes were dry, pricking like needles. She suddenly felt an irrepressible urge to urinate.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Aria!”

She jumped up from her chair and ran to the bathroom.

She came back a few minutes later and stood before her father.

“What is it you gotta tell me?” he barked. “Out with it!”

“I can’t tell you if you’re already mad.”

“I’m not mad. But I want to know.”

“You will. First, promise me you won’t get mad!”

“I can’t promise that. What is it?”

“I won’t tell if you don’t promise.”

“I ain’t promising anything until you tell me.”

“Dad, please!”

Her father took a deep breath.

“I’ll try not to get mad. Now. Tell. Me.”

Aria looked down at the waffles and said in a whisper, “Florence Duchêne.”

She could not bear to look at his face. All she saw was his iron hand. Dark fingers curling around the back of the chair. Protruding knuckles. He breathed heavily, like a weight had been placed on his chest, one he could never be relieved of. A ball and chain he would drag on for the rest of his life.

Loosening his grip, he pushed the chair under the table with a strong shove, his hand still tightened around its back. Aria jumped.

“Dad, you swore ...” No use reminding him of a promise that had completely disappeared from his mind. 

“You found her?” he asked.

“I ... I wasn’t looking,” Aria said hurriedly. “It was a pure accident. She and her sister argued. I happened to overhear.”

“Caroline? You found Caroline too?” His fingers uncurled from the chair, opening like the petals of a blooming rose.

“She’s the principal at the National Academy of Arts.”

“She knows you’re Flo ... That Woman’s daughter?”

“She found out at the same time I did. Florence saved me from expulsion when the Board discovered that I created the Pop Music Society.”

“So she saved you and what? She wants to be your mother now?”

“That’s what she says.”

“It’s too late for that.”

“It isn’t.”

“She abandoned you. Didn’t want you.”

“She’ll never be mother of the year, but I think we can try ...”

“All these years, I raised you, I watched over you, I took care of you ...”

“She knows people in the opera world ...”

“She never cared what happened to you. She only wanted a career.”

“I want to get to know her,” Aria finished.

“Over my dead body.” 

“I can’t help it if she’s my mother. I never asked for her. Believe me, I rather preferred Caroline.”

Miles closed his eyes, then opened them like he had been stung. Crossing his hands, he pointed, his two forefingers glued together like an arrow aiming at Aria.

“That Woman is not trustworthy. You stay away from her or ...”

“Don’t make me choose.” Aria shook her head miserably. “Not again.”

Dropping his hands to his sides, Miles looked at Aria without seeing her. His eyes were dead. Silent. 

He shrugged like an aged man, turned and left the room.

Aria grabbed her phone and rushed to her bedroom. Once inside, she called Lucas, but landed on his voicemail. She tried again and finally resigned herself to leaving a tearful message asking him to call her back.

She hung up, angry with herself. When had she ever relied on someone else to share her troubles? Perhaps Lucas was right and she had changed. She must have softened. 

Her new friendships had taught her to rely on others. Hortense and Margot were two girls she could count on. 

Her phone buzzed; a little jingle floated in the air.

Hortense was calling her through FaceTime. Aria happily pressed the green ‘Accept’ button.

“Aria!” Hortense cried out. Her red hair peeped through the camera and her eyes danced.

“Hi, Hortense!”

“I hadn’t heard from you since your date ...” Her voice trailed off. “Are you okay?”

“I ...” Old Aria would have lied. But Hortense was more than just her roommate at the Academy, she was the truest friend she had ever had. “I told my Dad about Florence.”

“Oh la la.” She cried out frantically. “What did he say?”

“He flipped out completely. I’m afraid he might change his mind about coming to France.”

“Of course he won’t! Everything’s been planned already. The apartment, the plane tickets ...”

“You don’t know my father. He’s so stubborn.”

“I’d often wondered which parent gave you that trait.”

Aria smiled wanly.

“I don’t want him to be mad another year. I couldn’t bear it again. The silent treatment, the loneliness. I think I’ll just give in this time. I won’t see Florence. An absentee mother is not worth losing my father over.”

“Margot and I were really looking forward to seeing you next week and spending the month of August with you in Deauville. Of course,” she added quickly, “we’d understand if you couldn’t make it.”

Aria nodded sadly, thanking her friend for her support before saying goodbye.

That evening, she left her room and saw her father sitting on the sofa in the dark. Only a ray of moonlight lit the oval living room, the homeless shelter’s towers appearing like a sinister dungeon.

She did not turn on the light.

“Aria?” He called out. “Come here. I need to talk to you.”

Aria came closer. The moonlight drew his shadow, outlining slumping shoulders and a broken back.

“Dad, you’ve got to know, I’ll never love Florence like I love you.”

“I was wrong.”

Aria waited for him to continue.

“I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life. But the worst one was being out of your life last year. Of course you were in need of parental affection and you found your mother.”

He sighed.

“I won’t let you go again. I won’t prevent you from knowing your mother.”

“Dad ...”

“I just want you to be careful. Promise me that.”

“I promise. I won’t even ever call her ... anything but her first name. She’s not my mother except by blood. That’s it.”

She kneeled down and, hugging his legs, laid her head on his knees.

He patted her back.

“I’ve never been a strict father. I let you do what you wanted because I always trusted your better judgment.”

“Have I ever let you down?”

“Never.”

“Until today?”

“Not even. But I want you to know, I never told you anything about her because I wanted to protect you. She didn’t want you. I insisted on keeping you.”

“She told me.”

“I didn’t want you to go looking for her at eight-years-old, knock on her door and find out that way, through her lips, that she didn’t want you. It would have been too hard. Instead she found you. It’s not great, but it’s better.”

“I’m not expecting anything.”

“Of course you are, even if you don’t know it. You tend to love people harder when they’ve abandoned you or refused you. As for children, they always seek approval from the parent who’s treated them the worst.”

Aria looked up quizzically, not understanding, not agreeing.

“If she says she’s ready, I think she’ll at least try. She doesn’t make decisions lightly. That I know.”

Aria tilted her head.

“I’ll be in France this year. So I won’t let her hurt you. Now, you’re going to give me her email address and I’ll write for her to smooth out details for your month of August.”

“You don’t have to! I know you never wanted to talk to her again.”

“It’s fine. Give me her address. I’ll be good. Don’t worry.”

“OK.”

“You promise me you’ll behave. I don’t want her saying I didn’t raise you right.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior,” Aria promised. She traced an imaginary cross on her chest as she rose, ready to leave the room.

“Aria?”

“Hmm.”

“Never forget I’m on your side.”
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Chapter 5: A Folder Named Love
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THE NEXT DAY, ARIA rolled up the sleeves of her oldest Miss. Educated t-shirt, tied her hair in a red bandana and marched to the living room, resolved to remain in it until she had wrapped up all its items and placed them in a labeled cardboard box. Miles and Mimi had stripped every room in the apartment. Yet, the oval room escaped a similar predicament, due to Miles’ reluctance at submitting his music library to any form of confinement, even be it temporary. 

Though Aria shared his opinion that their music collection should roam in the living room as free as felines in a savannah, she cared more that nothing deter her father from coming to France.

The infamy had to be perpetrated by her loving hands.

She began with the main shelf holding Miles’ extensive vinyl collection. Carefully, she placed each record in a gaping box. Bessie Smith befriended Miles Davis, Alicia Keys and Sam Cooke, and with special care, Aria added her father’s two albums, Happy Man Blues and Starry Night Blues.

The withdrawal of his vinyl collection had deprived the room of its essence. No deep Blues voice came from the old crackling record player.

Soon the shelf was bare, save for a single folder, faded and wrinkled with time with only one word written in large capital letters ‘LOVE.’ She opened it and found a stack of papers and music sheets with her father’s handwriting.

Through an attentive perusal, she discovered a number of songs her father had composed.

She had heard many of his songs since her birth, none had been joyous or mentioned another topic other than deception and unrequited love.

These were different. Only love, true love, filled these pages.

Each leaflet was dated ‘1998’ which made Aria think they must have been love songs inspired by her father’s love for her mother the year they met.

She hummed the notes to the last song titled Close To You.

Being close to you 

Is all I want

Please don’t go

Your kindness,

Your softness

All I want is 

To be close to you

Close the door

Turn the lights off

She puzzled over his choice of words. Kindness and softness were not words she would use to describe her mother. Maybe Florence had a softer personality back then, she mused. If remnants of those qualities existed in the diva, Aria would make sure to unearth them during her stay in Deauville.

The train of her thoughts shattered as her phone rattled on the coffee table, before falling to the floor with a clang.

Lucas.

I’m downstairs. Are you home?

Jumping up in panic, she ripped off her bandana, fluffed her hair and, deciding against that, tied the piece of cloth again around her forehead, pinched her cheeks and ran out of the apartment.

She slowed down on the ground floor, steadied her breath, before waltzing calmly out to the street with the feigned nonchalance of a Siamese cat. Lucas stood next to a green Brooklyn taxi, his arms resting on the hood while he chatted with the driver, until the man pointed an elbow directed at Aria.

Lucas met her on the stoop with a grim face, in complete contrast with the bright smile she displayed.

“I’m so glad you came,” she began. “We haven’t had a chance to talk since the ‘incident’ and I know you were busy­—”

“That wasn’t just an incident, Aria. It was a big deal and I had to turn that fire out with a lot of butt licking.”

He sighed, scratching his ear lobe.

“What is it?” She put her hand on his shoulder in an effort to be soothing. He held back though she encouraged him to be honest with her. The driver held out an ear, expectant, though he could not hear their conversation from where he sat. 

That’s when she understood.

“You’re breaking up with me, aren’t you?” Dropping her arm from his shoulder, she turned away, hoping she might be wrong.

“It’s not just the Lexie Staz thing. We’re too different. Don’t you think? You live in a fairy-like Classical world. You hated that Rock release party. Can you really say you’re happy in this relationship?”

“I like you.” Her voice, a whimper, shamed her. Intent on avoiding his gaze, her eyes wandered across the street where the homeless men sat on the sidewalk, some laughing, others dozing off, others immobile with numbness. With a twisted stab of jealousy, she wished she were among them, far from Lucas and his embarrassing breakup speech.

She raised her head high and turned swiftly back to Lucas with dignity.

“I’ll get over it.”

“Are you still willing to record the last two songs on my album? The recording session will be in Paris.”

Aria smiled stiffly. “Of course. I’m a professional.”

“Thanks.” He patted her shoulder with awkward relief. “I’ll be in touch.”

He ran down the stoop two steps at a time, jumped in the taxi, and after one final wave to which Aria did not answer, told the driver to go.

Once back in the empty apartment, she took her father’s songs, put them neatly back into the folder entitled ‘Love’ and dropped them into the box before sealing it with duct tape, determined to never open the folder again.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 6: Deauville
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DEAUVILLE IS THE DESTINATION of dreamers. 

On a starlit evening in August, Aria’s train flew into the station like a magic carpet landing on the dunes of an enchanted island. 

The train station was an intimate little building resembling a house built by elves with chocolate bricks and nougat frameworks. Way up above its three steep roofs, seagulls clamored, welcoming passengers seeking recovery from their restless routine. Lampposts and lanterns shaped like lilies-of-the-valley offered a lustrous light not lessened, only enhanced, by the lucent moon.

In front of the station, two girls chatted. One with flaming wavy red hair spoke with speed, without taking a single breath, her hands moving as quickly as her swift tongue. The other, a tall girl with a short cut and bangs falling to her eyes, interrupted at times, but laughed more than she talked. 

These were the persons Aria saw as soon as she wandered out of the train station with two heavy pieces of luggage. 

The redhead, whose awareness remained sharp even when deeply engrossed in a conversation, immediately stopped talking upon seeing Aria and clapped both hands to attract her friend’s attention. 

Aria smiled at Hortense and Margot as she joined them in a group hug.

“You girls miss me?”

“Not as much as you missed us,” Margot said, throwing her bangs away from her eyes.

Aria would not admit how true her assertion was. 

It was strange to realize that home could no longer be found solely in the place where she grew up. No longer a monolith, home had become a web of places where the people and the things she treasured resided. Though she loved her father and her aunt, France now held an undeniable appeal. Like her two closest friends.

Hortense grabbed one of Aria’s luggage as red as her hair and pointed to the direction they were to take.

Arm in arm, the girls left the train station, went past the dock where sailboats floated on calm waters. They reached the lovely Mercure hotel built in an Anglo-Norman style that instantly made one feel at home, and asked for the key to Aria’s room.

“Have you seen Florence?” Aria asked as they entered the elevator.

Margot suppressed a smirk without quite succeeding.

“What?” Aria asked.

“It’s impossible not to notice Florence Duchêne in this hotel the way she talks to the employees.” 

It was highly unlikely anybody save close friends ever called the diva any other name than Florence Duchêne. So rarely were the two names separated that some went so far as to pronounce them as one unique word. Florence Duchêne had, after all, a singular personality.

“After all those summers you spent with her, didn’t you know that?” Aria asked as she opened the door to her room.

“She never stays in the same hotel as our families. My mother knows this and books hotels she’s sure your mother would never step in. Florence and her friends are staying at Hôtel Barrière, a five-star hotel.” Hortense pulled Aria’s luggage inside the room and closed the door.

“But since you’re staying here, Florence has been constantly terrorizing the staff to make sure everything is perfect for your arrival,” Margot explained, as she plopped on Aria’s queen size bed.

Aria, who thought the present room, with its fluffy pillows, spacious bathroom, and terrace was luxurious enough to be a five-star hotel, wondered to what kind of accommodation her mother was accustomed.

“Sorry about that. I insisted I wanted to be in the same hotel as you two.”

“I’ve got to warn you, Maxime and his friends are in Deauville, too,” Hortense said with nonchalance. She did not bother to look at Aria’s face as she thought it likely she would find a strong display of annoyance. 

“That’s fine,” Aria said quickly. She had not confessed to her friends about her time in New York with Maxime and preferred to defer the moment as long as she could.

Before Hortense or Margot could comment on the high pitch of Aria’s normally deep voice, a knock was heard at the door.

Aria opened it promptly and took an involuntary step back when Florence Duchêne whirled into the room. 

She was a beautiful woman, of that she was certain, as she stood in her two-piece swimsuit with the grace of a mermaid. Tying a beach towel around her waist, she eyed her daughter’s friends.

“Hortense, Margot.” She pointed to the door. Hortense sighed, but followed an aggrieved Margot who threw the diva half a dozen glares before exiting the room.

“Hello,” Florence Duchêne greeted. She kissed Aria on each cheek with a small whooshing noise like a washing machine. Her lips did not touch her daughter’s face, only her cheeks did.

“I’m assuming you had a terrible flight seeing as you insisted on flying coach. And then the train, eugh.” 

It was Florence Duchêne’s way of asking how Aria’s journey had been. But she could not find a kinder way to say it than to add a subtle dose of reproof. 

Florence’s daughter, however, did not appreciate unfounded reproach.

“My flight was fine, Florence.” Aria, unsmiling, stared at her mother. “We agreed, you would not spend more money on me than necessary. My father wouldn’t want things to be done differently.” She insisted on the word ‘father’ as one would declare allegiance to a country about to enter a war. 

Every time she looked at her mother’s face, her father’s eyes appeared before her. His bloodshot eyes when he had drunk too much because of his broken heart, his tearful eyes when he regretted the previous evening, his blank look when a sudden memory of her mother overtook him. It was years of pain that could not easily be wiped away with one swipe of motherly reproof.

“Very well.” Florence unnecessarily unwrapped the towel around her waist and wrapped it once more, taking care to tighten its hold. “I wanted to let you know that you can spend tomorrow with your friends during the day, but we’ll be dining with my friends in the evening. Outside this hotel.” She added this piece of information as one would announce to a child that they were being rescued from a trip to the dentist. 

“OK.”

“Dress accordingly.” She surveyed Aria’s shorts and t-shirt with wariness.

“Also, starting tomorrow, I’ll supervise your vocal exercises.”

“Supervise?”

“You are doing the vocal exercises Caroline gave you, are you not?”

“Of course I am. But I don’t need an audience.”

“You’ll have one anyway. We can do our warming up together. Meet me tomorrow morning at 6 o’clock in the lobby of Hôtel Barrière.”

“6?”

“You heard me correctly.” Florence edged to the door and, standing before it, she added, looking slightly over her shoulder, “You’re lucky to have Florence Duchêne for a mother.”

With that, she crossed the threshold with the firm step of a princess unaccustomed to meeting resistance and closed the door with a decided shut.

*****
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WHEN ARIA JOINED HER friends on the beach the next afternoon, it was with relief that she noticed Florence was nowhere to be seen. The sound of the crashing waves calmed her after the morning she had spent with her mother. Six hours had seemed like an entire day in Florence Duchêne’s presence.

“So, you’re going on a boy cleanse?” Hortense asked Margot. Sipping a fruit cocktail, she lifted her shades just enough to allow Margot to read her blatant skepticism. 

Margot nodded energetically as Aria took a seat on the deck chair next to her.

“Are you sure you’re up for the task?” Aria asked. She looked around and saw only temptation for someone as keen on falling in love as Margot. A group of boys were playing beach volley, and Aria was sure at least two of them were Margot’s type.

“After breaking up with Gregoire, I realized that I needed some time on my own.” Margot stirred the straw in her drink energetically. “You wouldn’t understand, Miss I’m-Dating-A-Famous-Singer.”

“I’m not ... anymore,” Aria mumbled. 

“Nooo,” Hortense wailed. “But nothing’s been said in the news?”

“I think the 8 o’clock news has more important things to announce than my breakup.”

“I mean, in Voici.” Hortense shook her head sadly. If she could not count on her favorite French gossip magazine, life had little meaning left.

“I’m not that important. In fact, I didn’t have a name in American gossip newspapers. I was just ‘Lucas’ Girlfriend.’ Nice title, huh?”

“How are you feeling?” Margot patted Aria’s back, exhibiting the behavior she wished were bestowed upon her.

“I’m OK. It was nice while it lasted. Sort of. I mean, we’re still going to work together and I just hope it won’t be too awkward.”

Hortense nodded with concern, but brightened up as a tall lean boy with light hair and a comical grin came up to them.

“Paul!” Aria cried out. She got up from her deck chair to greet her friend properly. 

“Glad to see you here,” he said cheerfully. He kissed her on each cheek. 

“I never received all the emails you promised to send each day,” Aria admonished pleasantly. She had not been surprised by his lack of responsiveness. Paul was one to enjoy immediacy and direct contact. Sitting down an hour to write a long email was not a task he would undertake with much spontaneity.

He greeted Hortense, but when he turned to Margot, she rolled over on her chair. 

“She’s on a boy cleanse,” Aria explained.

“Really?”

“Oh come on, Mar. You can say hi! It’s just Paul.” Hortense pointed to Paul like she would a cute puppy. 

“Gee, I feel so special.” She eyed him suspiciously, before sighing and agreeing to say hello.

“Aria, you want to come take a stroll with me in the town center?” Paul asked.

“Can’t we come?” Hortense asked sullenly.

“Oh no, Hortense,” Margot whined. “You’ve got to help me stay on my boy cleanse. That guy over there playing volleyball keeps on winking at me. If you leave he’ll come right away.”

Aria wished Margot good luck and walked away with Paul. She slipped her arm in his as was their habit, a privilege he granted only to her.

“Can you believe her?” he asked as soon as Margot and Hortense were out of earshot.

“By her, you mean Margot?”

“Of course!” Paul raked his hand through his hair. “She’s absolutely ridiculous with this whole boy cleanse deal. You’ve got to help me.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you! Make her break her vow.”

“She’s not becoming a nun.”

“She might as well be. I’ve spent the last year hoping she would break up with Gregoire. Now that’s done, I have to wait for her to realize that this new idea is as stupid as being with Gregoire.”

“How is it stupid?”

“Because I’m not even allowed to kiss her hello. I’ve watched her during the entire month of July. She’s prettier now more than ever.”

“Forbidden fruit usually is.”

“You know that’s not it.”

“Yeah, I know. The few, very few, emails you sent were to lament your passion and unrequited love as you so prettily put it. Ever thought of writing poetry?”

“I’ve got a plan, though,” Paul said, ignoring her playful jab.

“It’s probably a great plan. Just don’t involve me.”

“You’ve got to help me make her jealous.”

“That’s your plan?” Aria wanted to smack him over the head with a surfboard.

“That’s my plan.”

“It’s a very bad one.” 

“That’s why I need your help.”

“What am I supposed to do? I won’t be the person you pretend to date if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Come on, give me more credit than that.”

“Hey! I’d make a great fake girlfriend.”

“You want to do it?”

“No!” 

“I can pick up a girl. And I want you to tell Margot about it. Like, mention that I’m completely in love with said girl.”

“I won’t lie to Margot.”

“Fine. Can you at least help me pick a girl to seduce with my immense charm. You can help me have some summer fun.”

“That I can do,” Aria conceded with a resigned sigh.

She looked around the beach and her eyes fell on a girl in a high ponytail doing an elegant ballet figure. She smiled with pride and satisfaction while her friends applauded.

“Her,” she said automatically. “She looks artistic and fun.”

“Good choice.” Paul rubbed his hands together with relish and walked up to the girl, while Aria sighed and continued her stroll alone.

*****
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THAT EVENING, ARIA met her mother in front of La Péniche, a fashionable seafood restaurant on a boat moored in the harbor. A long, wooden gangway linked the narrow boat to the dock, allowing elegant women in flowery sundresses to waltz out of the restaurant with distinguished men in polo shirts at their arm. Afar, the Casino shimmered like a golden torch against the night sky, while the oscillating waves gently rocked the boat to the rhythm of a harmonious clap, clap, clap.

Not wanting to wear a dress just to please her mother, Aria had decided on dark pants.

But Florence was too busy to notice her daughter’s arrival. Her laughter echoed in the night as she chatted with her friends and their children. An approaching Aria stopped dead in her tracks. Her mother had not mentioned who her friends were and there were quite a few. She groaned.

Agnes Villeroy, Marie-Capucine Duchamp and Pierre-Henri Lasillière were among the group assembled before the pontoon. It should not have surprised her that her mother’s friends were also the parents of the group of students she most disliked at the Academy. Their parents were among those who had strongly petitioned for her to be expelled once her role in the Pop Music Society was discovered.

All traces of a frown disappeared from her face as she approached them.

“Hi, Aria.” Marie-Capucine, a girl with an intensely unhappy expression who wore a yellow sundress and matching sandals gave Aria a do-over. “You look nice.”

“You look same as ever,” Aria replied. She wondered if she had ever witnessed Marie-Capucine with a genuine smile. Even her ponytail looked unhappy, falling loosely on the nape of her pale neck. 

“You don’t seem any less American,” Pierre-Henri observed, as he tightened the sleeves of his yellow sweater around his shoulders. Aria kept her smirk in check. Pierre-Henri rarely wore a sweater without tying it in a way to establish his upper class upbringing. From what Aria could see, his insipid parents shared the same unoriginal fashion sense.

“I’m still American,” Aria said.

“Ah, but you’re half-French now,” Agnes pointed out. “And you’re Florence Duchêne’s daughter. For a lot of your mother’s friends, that makes a big difference. Like my mother, Viviane, for example. She and yours are best friends.” She pointed to the woman laughing pleasantly with Florence. 

Though taller, Viviane stood out far less than Florence, due partly to a frailty of frame, which was only accentuated by her demure expression. Shoulders slightly bent with the humility of one constantly overshadowed, she was attracted to personalities bigger than hers in spite of her better judgment. Her husband, Monsieur Villeroy, was one of those personalities, and he stood with contempt, listening in on his wife’s discourse and interrupting her frequently to correct her. 

“My parents aren’t that close to Florence, thank goodness.” Marie-Capucine said. “Besides, they’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

Irritated, she leaned her head in the direction of a couple arguing not far from Florence, though trying hard to lower their voices so that only angry hisses reached Aria’s ears. Monsieur Duchamp wore a frown strongly resembling his daughter’s gloomy expressions.

“Lucky you,” Aria declared with a sarcasm she did not manage to hide.

Florence broke up her conversation with Viviane to exclaim, “Ah, and here is the final party! Always the last ones to arrive.”

Aria gave a little start of surprise.

Maxime arrived with his parents, the stern Anatole and Marie Andrieux. Paul walked beside them, at ease.

“Hey, Aria, I didn’t know you were joining us tonight,” was Paul’s greeting.

Maxime stopped short in front of her, before moving abruptly to her right and giving Agnes a swift hello kiss on the lips. Aria turned away embarrassed. Monsieur and Madame Andrieux uttered a stiff hello, being far more obliging than on previous occasions.

It was no secret that the Andrieux hated Americans as it was a tradition passed on from generation to generation like a cursed inheritance since the end of the Second World War.

Ever since the Minister of Culture and his wife had learned Aria was Florence Duchêne’s daughter they had debated on how to consider the American girl they had previously taken an immense pleasure in despising. Florence Duchêne could make or break a career and, as such, could not be overlooked. They could agree to socialize with a single American without compromising their beliefs in order to avoid incurring Florence’s wrath against their son. 

The Andrieux greeted Aria with tense smiles.

Only after saying hello to his friends and their parents did Maxime mumble a barely audible “Hi” to Aria.

“Oh, come on,” Paul huffed. “You two aren’t still holding a grudge. Aria proved she was an excellent student. Get over it, Maxime. As for you, Aria, did you know he spent two weeks in New York? He’s turning over a new leaf. See? You two can get along now.”

“Gee, Paul, I think Aria and I are perfectly capable of speaking our own minds,” Maxime put in, smiling at Aria. 

“You’re speaking for her now,” Pierre-Henri smirked. “Are you two friends or something?”

His ‘or something’ alerted Agnes whose eyes widened. Marie-Capucine snorted like the mere idea of a friendship existing between Aria and Maxime was ludicrous.

“As a matter of fact ...” Maxime hesitated while Aria chewed her lip nervously. The dinner had not yet begun, and the thought of Maxime’s friends pestering her all evening frightened her.

“Why would we be friends?” Aria asked abruptly. Agnes let out a sigh of relief as did Pierre-Henri. 

Frowning with puzzlement, Maxime nevertheless followed her lead. “Us being friends would definitely be weird. She’s still American, even if her mother is French. She was born and raised in New York.”

“Children,” Viviane called out with a swift clap of hands. “Let’s head in.”

“You told me you’d liked your trip to New York,” Aria heard Paul hiss in Maxime’s ear. “I thought you were changing your views on Americans.”

Maxime ignored his cousin’s irritating interrogations and followed his parents inside the boathouse.

Inside the mahogany setting, they were afforded tables close to large, oval windows from which they could gaze at the stunning view of the marina and the yachts. It was beautiful, peaceful scenery and Aria tremendously enjoyed it as well as the exquisite food. 

The dinner went smoothly despite Marie-Capucine’s passive-aggressive parents, and Madame Lasallière’s constant nagging. 

Florence ignored Aria most of the dinner and the latter did not mind. Much. 

She spoke with Paul, the only party visibly delighted to have a new addition to their usual table. Florence enchanted her friends with her entertaining stories, most of which featured her as the main or only character. The men took little pains to hide their admiration and their wives, who were accustomed to Florence’s extravagance, displayed no jealousy, quite content to be a part of her elite circle. The offspring spoke chiefly among themselves, save for Agnes, who took part in the adult conversation with her mother. Agnes and Viviane took turns finishing each other’s sentences and speaking the same thought simultaneously, giggling profusely when such an event occurred.

But once the party had ordered dessert, the conversation took a turn for the worse. 

“So Florence, tell us,” Monsieur Andrieux said, “what is it like to have a daughter just erupt in your life so suddenly? You of all people, who have always stated that you were the luckiest of all for being childless.” 

“Girls are so silly.” Aria expected Richard Villeroy to laugh as he said this. But she caught him looking at Agnes with such disdain that no doubt as to the seriousness of his remark was possible. His daughter glowered, but said nothing as her mother stroked her hand with the absent-mindedness of habit.

“I’m certain you would have preferred a son.” Monsieur Villeroy finally smiled at his own joke and took a swig from his whiskey glass, letting out a satisfied ‘ahh.’ Agnes scowled, turned to her plate and split her dessert with one sharp slash.

“It’s easier once they’re all grown up.” Viviane Villeroy patted her daughter’s arm. “A girl is a mother’s best friend.”

Aria doubted her mother would ever be her friend or that they would ever look at each other with the frank comradery of two schoolgirls that Agnes and her mother had displayed throughout the dinner.

Needles of envy pricked Aria’s heart until she could no longer bear to look at Viviane’s solicitude for her daughter without comparing it to her mother’s lack thereof. She comforted herself in thinking she would choose her father any day over the misogynistic Monsieur Villeroy.

“I can’t say I’d complain about my son,” Marie Andrieux put in. “It’s all about how you decide to raise your children really. If you do it right, they never disappoint.”

“And they follow in their parents’ footsteps.” Monsieur Andrieux raised his spoon like a teacher’s ruler, intent on lecturing his audience. “Moral education is just as important as physical wellbeing in a child.”

“I concur,” Geraldine Lasallière pinched Pierre-Henri’s cheek like she would a toddler. “Finish your strawberries, honey,” she added sharply.

Aria bit back laughter as Pierre-Henri complied automatically to his mother’s orders like a wind-up toy.

“Boy or girl, they’re best raised by boarding school staff.” Marguerite Duchamp erased a trace of lipstick from her wine glass, ignoring her husband’s grunt.

“That’s why Marie-Capucine turned out great,” her husband snapped. “She was never in your immediate vicinity for eighteen long years like I was. We should’ve sent her to the Milan Institute of Musical Arts. She would’ve been farther from you.”

“I heard the Milan Institute of Musical Arts might surpass the National Academy of Arts in the rankings next year. Their students have been getting brilliant results.” Madame Lasillière attempted to divert the conversation from the Duchamp’s spat, but there was no stopping Marguerite.

“You’re no treat, Nicolas.” Marguerite threw her husband a look full of contempt. I pity the woman you’ll marry next. If there ever is one.” She let out a brittle laugh and looked around the table, inviting her friends to take part in the couple’s cruel little game.

“There will be a next Madame Duchamp, as soon as you sign the divorce papers. In fact, Florence, if ever you need help raising that new daughter of yours ...”

Aria shuddered at the thought of sharing a father with Marie-Capucine. If Florence felt the same repulsion at the idea of marrying the smug and satisfied Nicolas Duchamp, nothing in her countenance revealed the feeling as she said in her smoothest voice, “My temper is far worse than my dear Marguerite’s sweet disposition. I’m afraid the ink on our marriage certificate would barely have dried before you began petitioning the judge for a divorce.”

Aria partook in the general laughter once she was assured there was no danger of her becoming Marie-Capucine’s stepsister.

“I can’t say I have any experience in all that you say about child-rearing,” Florence waved her wine glass around the table, “but what I can say is that you’ll all love the mother-daughter concert Aria and I will be giving in Versailles in May.”

Florence’s friends reacted to the news with enthusiasm, while Aria’s heart dropped to the bottom of her shoes.

“Concert?” she croaked.

“Of course. To officially announce to the opera world that you’re my daughter.”

“You’ve never mentioned such a thing!”

“I’m mentioning it now,” Florence said through gritted teeth. “You’re not going to throw a teenage tantrum in front of all your well-behaved friends now, are you?”

Marie Andrieux coughed slightly with a satisfactory smile, while Richard Villeroy looked at her with expectant eyes waiting for a confirmation that girls were indeed ‘silly.’ Marguerite Duchamp’s eyes were filled with the boredom of one who had seen her fair share of child stubbornness and was expecting a cock fight to begin shortly. 

Perhaps filial duty had been wrought in Aria harder than she thought, but she would give no excuse to the Andrieux and their friends to speak badly about her and Florence, or of her father’s upbringing.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Aria mumbled.

Placing her wine glass on the table, Florence eased back in her chair. “I knew you would.”

“We’ll all come to see you,” Paul said kindly.

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Marie-Capucine’s words were followed by a smile devoid of warmth. 

Dinner ended soon after and the group made their way back to the Hotel Barrière. Aria walked with them, though her own hotel was in the opposite direction, after her mother had hinted it would be rude if she left straightaway like she was eager to do. 

Aria fell into step with Paul.

“This dinner wasn’t too bad, was it?” Aria asked. 

“Nah, you were good. Believe me, you didn’t embarrass yourself half as much as the ‘Divorcing Duo.’”

“I don’t know how Marie-Capucine can stand them. Let’s just hope they finalize their proceedings soon enough.”

“I doubt it. Their divorce has been going on for years now. From what I’ve heard, they’ve split most of their assets, but the divorce is still held up because they can’t make a decision on one remaining piece of property. Marie-Capucine refuses to say which.”

“Maybe it’s something kinky,” Aria joked. “Why do they still appear in public together? They’re embarrassing themselves. Nicolas actually propositioned my mother in front of me. Ew.”

“None of them want to give up their common friends. If Marguerite’s invited, so is Nicolas, and vice versa.”

“I’m sorry for Marie-Capucine’s sake. I guess.”

“She’d hate you if she knew you pitied her.”

“More than she already does?”

“Probably not.” Paul laughed.

Maxime lingered behind until Paul and Aria bumped into him.

“Hey Paul, my mom wanted to ask you a question about your parents’ wedding anniversary party?”

“I’ve had it with that party!” Paul cried out in desperation. “I’ll be back.”

He ran up to his Aunt Marie. Maxime and Aria were left together in the back, isolated from the rest of the group. Agnes and her mother were up ahead, laughing gingerly over one of Florence’s jokes. 

“So ...” Maxime started.

“Yeah.” Aria nodded. “I guess I wasn’t ready to announce our new friendship to your posse. It was a stressful enough evening already by the simple fact that I was introduced to all my mother’s friends.”

“They would have made fun of us, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t think I could have handled one more thing to deal with this evening.”

“I understand. Weirdly enough I think people prefer us as rivals than friends.”

“Your friends seem to.” Glancing at Agnes, she recalled her reaction when Pierre-Henri had insinuated they were ‘something’ other than friends. She did not want to have to reassure Agnes that she was not interested in any way other than friendship. Still smarting over her breakup with Lucas, she held a general aversion for anything involving romance.

“You mean to tell me Margot and Hortense wouldn’t react strongly if they knew we were friends?”

“They would ask a lot of questions,” Aria admitted, following a meditative sigh.

Maxime slowed his pace before halting altogether.

“Should we, maybe, just keep this a secret? For now.” 

Aria nodded energetically. 

“I agree.  No one needs to know we’re friends. For now.”
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Chapter 7: Florence’s Lesson
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THERE ARE MANY PEOPLE assembled this evening at the Opera Garnier. They all came to hear me sing. My Mother and I. The famous Florence Duchêne. I’m ready. Or am I? My hands are sweaty. Thud, thud, thud. That’s my heart. This is my time to shine. My dress is a beautiful dark, rich red, my hands filled with diamond rings. At my throat, a triple row necklace. 

I’m a diva!

I peer through the red curtains at the front row. There’s my father. He looks like Denzel Washington, but I know he’s my father. He’s sitting next to Aunt Caroline. She looks like Viola Davis, but I know she’s my aunt. She brought her pet moose. He’s in a suit in the seat next to her, rubbing Florence Duchêne’s shoulder.

Florence!

Why is my mother sitting in the front row? She’s supposed to sing with me! Why isn’t she on stage?

Why am I already on stage? And if Florence is sitting, who is the woman standing on the stage? Tall, slender, beautiful, dark skin. I know her.

I move closer and reach out to touch her shoulder. But just as my fingers touch the fabric of her dress, the opera bell rings. DRIIINNG.

The set falls, the stage collapses, the crowd disappears.

I’m falling into darkness!

DRIINGG.

Aria’s eyes jerked open and, looking around frantically, she heaved a sigh of relief.

She was in her hotel room. No crowd, no moose, no faceless woman.

Turning off her phone’s alarm, she groaned. 

It was time for her lesson. 

Yet, as she got ready, she thought her nightmare offered more pleasant possibilities than her morning session with her mother.

She wondered if her psyche was warning her to avoid participating in the concert her mother was planning. 

But when she arrived at Hôtel Barrière that morning, she knew her mother would not care in the least about her nightmare.

Florence Duchêne lacked many of the qualities Caroline Robert possessed that were essential in order to be a good teacher.

Patience was the main ingredient she had disposed of early in her childhood. Being the second and youngest child in a household where her gifts were fully recognized had transformed the pampered child into a woman who expected things to happen once she had decided on them.

“I told you to reach that sol bémol.  Mon Coeur S’ouvre à Ta Voix is not the hardest mezzo-soprano aria. That note is the only real difficulty.”

“I know what you said, Florence. But my voice can’t go this high up yet. Aunt Caroline says I’m not ready. I’m just starting out as a mezzo-soprano remember?”

Aria did not miss Florence’s wince at the affectionate term given to Caroline.

“I hope you’ll be a full mezzo-soprano by May. I can’t have a mother-daughter concert with some sort of freak—”

“Freak? Thanks a lot, Florence!”

She threw out her mother’s name vindictively and went to the other end of the room.

“Why can’t your voice do this simple ...” she took a deep breath and sang a long, heart-wrenching ‘Ahh.’

“Just because you want my voice to do something doesn’t mean it can. I’m a contralto.”

“Stop saying that!” Florence rebuked. “Say you’re a mezzo or you’ll never stop being a contralto.”

“Contralto is not a bad word.”

“You want to be famous. That is what you told me. Besides, I won’t accept a daughter who can’t do at least as good as I can.”

“What if Aunt Caroline is right?”

“Stop bringing my sister into this!”

“What if I can never be a brilliant mezzo? If I’m average my career won’t ever take off.”

“It’s up to you to work hard to be an amazing mezzo. What else do you want me to say? That you’ll succeed because you were born under a lucky star? You’ve got to work harder if you want to make it as an opera singer. You’re lucky to have someone like me around to open doors for you.”

Aria huffed but refrained from flinging a scathing retort.

“I think we’re done for today,” Aria said. If she heard how lucky she was once more she feared she would never want to stay in the same room with Florence again.

“Fine. Meet me this evening. We’re dining with the Andrieux.”

“I can’t. I have plans with my friends.”

“No you don’t. You’re coming with me.”

“I’ve been to every one of your dinners with your snobbish friends. I’ve had it. Marie-Capucine, Agnes, Pierre-Henri and ... Maxime hate me.”

“They don’t hate you and none of the kids will be there tonight.”

“The Andrieux don’t like me either. I’m American, remember?”

“Half-American and it doesn’t matter. I said you’re coming. Meet me at eight in the lobby.”

“I’ve got to go meet my friends before horse riding class,” Aria mumbled.

Aria refused to argue the matter any longer and left the hotel with a feeling of frustration. The only time her father had forbidden her from doing something, she had embarked on a Classical career. Florence had imposed more rules in two weeks than her father had in her entire life. 

Aria joined her friends at the Bar du Soleil and sat at their table for an early breakfast. Save for joggers, the beach remained deserted. 

She was about to vent when she spotted Margot’s face scrunched up with distaste.

Following her gaze, she found Paul with his new girlfriend kissing just a couple of feet away from where they were.

“What is it with Paul and that girl?” Margot whispered.

“Her name’s Rose. She’s a ballet dancer,” Hortense said, unaware of the pain she was causing.

“Rose? Ballet dancer? How do you know so much about her?” Margot took a gulp of her pressed juice.

“I spoke with her yesterday. She’s really nice. I invited her to join us this evening at the barbecue.”

“You did what?”

Hortense ignored Margot and turned to Aria.

“You’re coming, right? Tell me your mother doesn’t have another one of her dinners planned.”

“She doesn’t,” Aria lied. Lying about her mother was so much easier than lying to her father for four years. 

“Great!”

“Not great!” Margot lowered her voice. “He barely knows her and he’s acting like nothing else matters but her stupid face!”

“I don’t think it’s serious,” Aria put in gently.

“Who said it was serious?” 

“It’s not! It’ll be over by the end of the summer,” Aria said, raising her hands in the air as if she had been caught red-handed in a robbery.

“You think so?” Margot’s face lit up just enough for Hortense to notice its unusual brightness.

“What do you care?”  She stopped munching her jam-filled slice of bread.

“I don’t.” Margot settled back into her chair. “Just because I’m on a boy cleanse doesn’t mean I want everyone to stop having fun. I’m glad Paul is happy with this Rose dancer.”

“He does seem to like her a lot.” Hortense resumed eating.

“Girls, I think we should start heading out to our horse-riding lesson. The horses will gather on the beach soon.” 

The girls left, dragging a reluctant Paul away from his delicate Rose, and went to the meeting place. Maxime and Agnes arrived at the same time hand in hand. 

The two groups exchanged hellos and waited.

That was when the horses appeared.

Ever since she had come to Deauville, Aria had discovered an array of activities: tennis, sailing, golf. But the sight of all those horses gathering on the beach was the most impressive she had beheld in all her time.

Led by the instructors’ gentle guidance, their appearance on the shore created an idyllic scene of merriness, vivacity and liveliness.

Aria mounted on a snowy Camargue and soon she was trotting on the beach, her horse carrying her like she was the weight of a feather. Hortense was the happiest, her red hair shining in the morning light. Margot was content as well and as Paul’s horse drew up next to hers, they smiled at each other.

Maxime’s mare trotted near Aria. She understood instantly. The challenge.

“Up to the rocks,” he muttered.

She nodded ever so slightly. He counted to three and they took off. Their instructor yelled after them but they were long gone. 

The wind whipped their faces as their horses left a dust storm behind their trail. Aria tightened her hands on the reins and leaned her body closer to her horse’s. She stole a quick glance at Maxime. His face was as set as hers. 

They swerved around a family of five. She let out an exasperated sigh. Her maneuver was executed with far less assurance than his, causing her to lose momentum.

He reached the rocks first and waited for her with a smug smile.

She arrived laughing.

“You’ve been riding for years,” was her first observation. “I’ve only been at it for the last three weeks.”

“Of course, but I still won fair and square.”

“Fine.”

They dismounted and began their way back slowly, holding their horses’ reins.

“Do you think the instructor will let us out of her sight again?” Aria asked, patting her horse’s snowy mane. “If she yells at us you can always play your ‘My father’s in the government’ card.”

“I never do that. Minister of Culture isn’t like saying he’s Chief of Police.”

“I guess so,” she shrugged. 

“Would you use your ‘My mother is Florence Duchêne’ card?”

“She’s famous only in the opera world.”

“Would you use it in our world?”

“Never.”  

“So there you go.”

“My mother’s dining with your parents tonight.”

“I won’t be there. I don’t think I can listen for another evening as my father talks about musical quotas and how important his bill is.”

“I’ve never heard him talk about it at dinner.”

“He refrains from talking about his bill when you’re present.”

“What did you tell your father about New York?” Aria asked. 

Maxime sighed, and after a long silence, he admitted shamefacedly, “I told him everything I loved about it. But he heard what he wanted to hear.” Maxime looked away. “When the truth is, I loved my entire stay in Brooklyn.”

Aria looked at her horse, struggling to hide how pleased she was to hear him say that.

“You’re going to the barbecue tonight or are you dining with my parents?”

“I ...” She hesitated and found she did not want to lie. “I’m going to tell Florence that I can’t make it.”

“You better come up with a good lie.”

“I’m going to tell her the truth. I’m done lying to my parents. I’m going to look at her straight in the eye and say ‘Florence, I’m sick of your stuffy dinners.’”

“Good luck with that,” Maxime laughed. “Sometimes it’s hard telling parents the truth, especially when they don’t want to listen.”

They finally reached their group and received a severe scolding with threats of lawsuits and even imprisonment. 

“What was that about?” Hortense asked as Aria came up to her horse.

“He said I couldn’t beat him. I said I could.”

“Oh, gosh,” Margot said. “You two can’t stay two minutes together without competing.”

To make their rivalry more believable, Aria glared at Maxime. Try as she might her glare was less scalding, less intense, as the ones she usually saved for him.

He mounted with ease and all together they continued their horse ride under a beautiful morning sky.

*****
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ARIA FACED A CLOSED door. 

No noise came from her mother’s room. She desperately wanted to keep it that way, but feared as soon as she would announce her refusal to dine with the Andrieux, fighting would ensue. Picturing her mother’s haughtiness and uncompromising nature, she backed away from the door. Her fingers found her phone and sent the following message:

I can’t make it tonight. I’m not feeling well.

A bad lie was better than a good scolding.

Aria shoved her phone in her pocket and made a beeline for the elevator when she heard shouting coming from the hall opposite hers. If yelling occurred, Florence had to be near.

Aria jumped behind a room service cart and kneeled, waiting.

“I’ve had it with you! Why aren’t we divorced yet?”

Relieved that it was not her mother, she could not, however, shake off the feeling that the voice sounded familiar.

“I’ve had it with you, too, Marguerite.”

It was Marie-Capucine’s mother and father.

“You’ve got only one thing to agree on, Nicolas, and I’m out of your life.”

“Why don’t you just disappear already?”

“I wish I didn’t have to look at your ugly face, your belly or smell your stinking armpits.”

“You look like a whale in a bikini.”

“Do you know how many men wish I was theirs instead of stuck with you. I could be starting my new life. Why don’t you just say ‘yes’ and have it over with.”

“I don’t want that load put on me. I want to be free, too. What do you think?”

“No woman would want you. Even without her around.”

Aria moved around uncomfortably. Her legs were starting to get stiff. Marguerite called the elevator, jabbing it furiously with her thumb.

“You don’t want her just because you want to have more fun, you worthless man?”

“What’s your excuse?”

“I don’t have the patience. You take Marie-Capucine and we can divorce tomorrow if you like.”

Aria gasped. Marie-Capucine was the reason her parents had not yet divorced! 

Nobody wanted her. Nobody loved her.

“You take her and we’ll be done. She’s away at school during the year.”

The elevator doors opened and the arguing couple rushed in.

Aria dropped her head in her hands with disbelief. Poor Marie-Capucine! Did she know? No doubt her heartless parents lacked discretion. 

She must know.

Leaving the hotel, Aria made her way to the beach in a daze.

She joined her friends near the barbecue. Hortense and Maxime were talking earnestly about New York, while Agnes and Marie-Capucine criticized those around them. Marie-Capucine wore her perpetual pout and Aria presently knew why. 

She thought of the times she had feared being a burden to her father. He had never confirmed her doubts. He had never told her he wished she were not there. Aria shuddered.

Without knowing what she was doing, she found herself in front of Agnes and Marie-Capucine. The two stopped speaking.

“Hi, Aria,” Agnes said with a puzzled look on her face.

Aria glanced at Marie-Capucine nervously.

“Hi!”

Marie-Capucine did not bother to reply to her greeting.

“What do you want?”

“I just ... our parents are friends and I just thought we never really talked.”

“That’s true,” Agnes put in when her friend did not answer. She smiled politely and Aria was grateful at least one of the two gave her a chance. What had possessed her to speak to Marie-Capucine with kindness?

“I think I’ll just go see my friends now.”

“Wait!” Agnes cried out before she turned to leave. “You’re my mother’s best friend’s daughter. We should do something together one of these days, okay?”

“Sure,” Aria replied.

“You’re one of us now,” Agnes said with a small but genuine smile. “We’ll often be together. We should get to know each other.”

Aria nodded and left to get something to eat. Once she had chosen a cheeseburger, she neared Rose, busy talking with Margot and Paul.

“And that’s how I decided to become a ballerina,” Rose said. “And I’ve never stopped dancing since. I’m passionate like that.” She brushed Paul’s nose playfully.

“Yes I saw that ... I mean I see that.” Margot took a sip of her lemonade and gave a tight smile.

“When I’m passionate about something, I just can’t stop myself. I have to do it.”

“That’s what I adore about you,” Paul put his arms around Rose’s waist. 

Margot coughed. “You two are just sooo cute,” Margot’s voice cracked. “Aren’t they cute, Aria?”

“Mmmm” Aria took a bite from her hamburger to avoid giving a real answer. She never would understand how Margot could think she was fooling anyone.

“You’re at the National Academy of Arts too, Margot?”

“Sixth-Year.” She brushed her bangs away from her face with pride.

“Wow!” Her eyes shone with envy. “Paul, could you get me a glass of lemonade like Margot?”

Paul nodded and was about to walk away when Margot asked with a sweet smile, “Could you bring me a hamburger, too? Please?”

He bowed obligingly with an amused grin tainted with triumph.

“Aria, do you mind helping me out?”

Aria gladly abandoned the two girls with frozen smiles.

“It’s working isn’t it?” said an exulting Paul as they made their way to the food.

“You should be ashamed.”

“Why?”

“You’re using Rose and you’re playing with Margot’s heart. You do realize you’re making her miserable.”

“Rose isn’t in love with me. I’ll finish it at the end of the summer. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Aria shook her head but refused to worry.

“Hey, Paul!” Rose chirped, springing from behind them. Aria jumped, surprised to find Rose there.

“Can you bring me a hamburger, too?” She kissed his cheek and left as soon as she had come.

“She must have heard you,” Aria said. 

“No way. Look at her! Do you think she’d look so happy if she’d overheard us?” Rose was with Margot again talking with joyful animation.

Aria shrugged, accepting his carefree outlook, and refusing to worry when he obviously did not.

Instead she spent an amusing evening with her friends, playing beach volley, dancing and singing.

But when she returned to her room that night, Florence Duchêne waited in the hallway. She did not bother to cross her arms. Her set face spoke volumes on her state of mind.

“Hi, Florence. I was just in Hortense’s room ...”

“Save it. Get inside.” It was in Florence’s nature to avoid confrontation in a hall where people of distinction might hear them.

“Where were you?” she asked as soon as she had shut the door.

“On the beach,” Aria admitted with a sigh. She took a seat on the edge of the bed with an air of resignation.

“We were invited to dinner with two of my friends.”

“They’re not mine.”

“I cancelled the dinner with them and I went looking for you.”

“I didn’t want to spend another evening with the Andrieux. I wanted to spend it with my friends.”

“When I tell you ‘no’, it’s not optional.”

“You’re really taking this whole mother thing way too seriously. The most annoying parts at least.”

“It’s my role as your mother to discipline you!”

“Ah, now you’re interested!” She jumped off the bed. “Because sixteen years ago, you didn’t seem to care so much about my discipline. You lost your chance. Only my father gets to impose his rules.”

“Oh, spare me! From what I see he hasn’t imposed that many.”

“Don’t criticize him,” Aria said through gritted teeth. “He gets me. He bothered to raise me. You can’t just waltz into my life, criticize the upbringing he did alone and expect me to obey every single one of your commands. The only reason I even obeyed your marshal laws is because he made me promise I would.”

Florence blinked once. Twice.

“Basically, I’m not allowed to tell you what to do? Because I wasn’t around when you were little.”

“You’d think a new parent would at least try to get to know their daughter. You haven’t asked me a single thing about myself. Do you even want to know me?”

“We’ve spent every morning together!”

“To sing! You haven’t bothered to ask a single question about my life before you came along.”

Aria lowered her voice until it was just above a whisper. “Don’t you wonder how it was to be raised by a father who was so depressed after you left him that the only way to forget about you was to drink?”

After a moment of silence, Florence crossed her arms against her chest and said, “I’m not responsible for your father’s actions. Don’t put that on me.”

“You don’t care that I had to work sometimes two jobs to buy groceries. Or go from door to door selling cookies to make ends meet. Or ...” She stopped. The weight of the painful recollections forced her to sit on the bed once more.

“What do you expect from me?” 

“You could apologize,” Aria hissed.

“I can’t apologize for something I don’t regret. As I’ve said before, I wasn’t ready to be a mother. I would’ve made a terrible parent and you wouldn’t have been much better off.”

“You don’t regret anything at all,” Aria realized.

“I’m ready now. But you don’t seem to want to let me in your life.”

“You only want the authoritarian part of being a parent. You’re just happy to have someone else to boss around.”

“Boss you? My assistants are more cooperative than you are.”

“If you’d known me a little better, you would know that I’ve always been allowed to establish my own set of rules. I became responsible early. My father trusts I’ll do the right thing.”

“So what? I should let you do your thing? Look at how well that turns out.”

“If you want to be my mother, how about you ask me my opinion from time to time?”

“You know what? How about we stay away from one another until the end of the summer? You want your freedom, you can have it.”

Florence Duchêne marched to the door. Just before she opened it, Aria said, “Go ahead and flee responsibility once more. That’s all you’ve ever been good for.”

Hands shaking, Florence turned the doorknob, and left the room.
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Chapter 8: Dreams and Desires
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ANGER IS LIKE AN ISOLATED hot coal that burns red and bright then dies out. 

Aria was furious during the following two days and evaded her mother by all means. 

She played beach volley with her friends and would hit the ball a little harder than usual. She went sailing and would pull the sail with more strength than usual. At the Bar du Soleil, she would gobble up many more oysters than her usual share. 

Lingering under different coats of outrage, sadness surfaced only as anger subsided. It appeared while she was on the beach and Florence walked by with Agnes and Viviane. They were laughing and not one of them saw her or cared about her. Aria excused herself from her friends’ table and took a walk on the beach.

She did not know with whom to talk. 

Her father would be caught in a conflict of interest she did not have the heart to put him through. He would side with her and call Florence to give her a piece of his mind. The last thing she wanted was to cause an argument between two people who had not spoken to each other face to face in years. Aunt Mimi would just put it all up on the fact that Florence was ‘That Woman.’

The grim sky, gray and forlorn, stretched endlessly until it united with the ocean and one was left to wonder whether the white sailboats seen in the distance floated on water or clouds. Crashing waves held a tremendous allurement and she wished for just an instant that she could swim away into the horizon. Instead she sat. Seashells surrounded her, empty shells of clams and mussels lying like fallen butterfly wings. An empty wine bottle emerged from a heap of sand.

Aria took it, then put it back in its place. She had no paper, no pencil. She could not write down her fondest dream, put it in a bottle and send it in the ocean.

What was her fondest dream? One that would chase away the recurring nightmare she’d had the last three weeks with the faceless woman. 

She closed her eyes and when she opened them again, Marie-Capucine stood inches from her.

They looked at each other in silence. Aria was about to get up and leave when Marie-Capucine spoke.

“We haven’t seen you at dinner for a while. Florence finally managed to scare you off?”

Aria glared and turned away to face the sea.

“Come on. You can be honest with me. I won’t judge. It’s not like my parents would win the Parents of the Year award.”

Aria turned back to Marie-Capucine with awkwardness.

“I don’t get it!” Aria cried out suddenly. “Why did she even bring me here if all she does is tell me what to do, how to talk, what to eat? She has no idea who I am!”

“And you think that’s true just because she became your mother recently? Children and parents don’t understand each other. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”

“What about Agnes and her mom?”

“They’re freaks of nature,” Marie-Capucine sat next to Aria cross-legged. “They have their own issues. Their bond is so strong because they’re both the butt of Richard’s jokes. Nothing is ever perfect.”

“Florence and I are far from perfect.”

“You expect too much. Looking for perfection in singing is one thing, looking for it in a human being is something else.”

“I’m not looking for a perfect mom. I just want her to be just a little bit more ...”

“Different. But you can’t change her. Just like she can’t change you, American girl. I can’t change my parents and I stopped trying a long time ago.”

Aria thought of the conversation she had overheard between Marie-Capucine’s parents and dug her heels in the sand.

“You can’t tell me that you’re happy with the way things are? Between your parents.”

“I just stopped caring. That’s my defense mechanism. It doesn’t have to be yours. You’re the sort of person who feels things way more strongly than the rest of us.”

“Excuse me for having a heart,” Aria said wryly. 

“Don’t turn what I said into a compliment when it’s not.”

“Thanks.”

“Your pride is your biggest problem. Maxime said one mean thing last year and you went on this epic rivalry.”

“It wasn’t just one mean thing.”

“What if you hadn’t cared?” Margot went on, ignoring Aria’s protest. “Would your school year have been any worse for it?”

“I care,” Aria answered sullenly. “I can’t help it.”

Marie-Capucine shook her head.

“Florence, in her own twisted way, is trying. Now you can either mope around with the picture of the ideal mother running around in your stupid little head. Or you can accept who she is and wipe that pathetic frown off your face.”

“What about your frown?”

“It’s here to stay.”

Aria rose to her feet, but before leaving she bent down again next to Marie-Capucine and said, “Thank you.”

“For what it’s worth, I wouldn’t want Florence as a mother either,” Marie-Capucine declared. “Maybe nature has a way of making us see that the grass isn’t greener on the other side. Because I’m positive you don’t envy me my parents either.”

*****
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THE NEXT MORNING, ARIA sang Mon Coeur S’ouvre A Ta Voix in her hotel’s empty conference room when Florence walked in. Aria, who had not yet noticed her arrival, continued to sing. 

Ah respond to love’s caress 

Join in all my soul expresses

“Sing that again,” Florence interrupted. “But with a pretty legato this time.”

Aria executed and Florence nodded with approval.

“Better.”

Aria took a deep breath to resume where she had left off, but Florence spoke.

“Your father, despite his many qualities, is the sort of person to stop talking to a person for years if you disagree with him. I, on the other hand, cool off almost as quickly as I get angry.”

“I’m like you I guess.”

Relief appeared on Florence’s face.

“I wasn’t sure. That’s why I didn’t come to see you sooner.”

Aria nodded, folding her hands behind her back.

“I can’t apologize for letting your father raise you,” Florence said. “He did a wonderful job. My career was just taking off when I became pregnant. I wanted you to be adopted by a good family. I even found a great one with an adoption agency. But Miles said he wanted to raise you. I agreed only if our arrangement was similar to a closed adoption. You wouldn’t know my name or anything about me. He agreed to say nothing so I stayed in New York, though not with him, until I gave birth. You have to understand, singing was my deepest desire. Not all women dream of being mothers. I wasn’t ready. But last year, around October, I was curious and I looked you up. That’s when I learned you’d entered the Academy. I followed your progress from afar. I saw how much you loved music and, to be honest, you might not like this, but you reminded me a little of me. When Caroline told me you were going to get expelled, I knew I couldn’t let your career go down the drain. That’s when I knew I was ready to be in your life. I had to save you and I did. But I did nothing wrong sixteen years ago.”

“I know,” Aria replied.

“Maybe you think you know. Or maybe you’ll only understand this in a couple of years. Society looks down on a woman who does not have a strong maternal longing. It’s commonly thought that becoming a mother is a yearning all little girls have as soon as they play with dolls. It’s encouraged by made-up notions of a mother’s instinct or nurturing qualities we’re all supposed to possess. We’re abnormal if our other ambitions supersede society’s ideals of maternal bliss. Make no mistake, I am a happy woman. And I want to help you have the opera career you wish to have. Our early morning sessions, the people I made you dine with who are affluent in the opera world, all of that serves one goal. Your career.”

Aria nodded, her throat tightening.

“Viviane Villeroy may be a little meek at times, but she is the best costume designer the Opera de Paris has had in decades. Her husband’s a tool, but he’s a great orchestra conductor. Marie-Capucine’s parents are both excellent opera producers and Pierre-Henri’s mother, as nitpicky as she is, is a well-established composer. As for Anatole Andrieux, well, you know who he and his family are.”

“But I was wrong also,” Florence continued. “You’re obviously not a baby anymore. I can’t make you follow me everywhere like a little dog.”

Aria smiled at the thought of her mother owning a pet.

“I’m not here just to discipline you. I may have come off a little hard on that. But since you’re under my care I do get to set certain rules. Whether your father established the same ones or not. I just won’t burden you with too many uncompromising ones.”

“That’s fair.”

“I’m just not a person anyone really says no to. Except maybe Caroline. Sometimes.”

“She said no when you told her to stay away from me last Christmas.”

Florence nodded. “She’s the exception.”

“I’m not afraid to tell you how I really feel about something.”

“I see that. I honestly thought that I was getting to know you better as we sang together. But you’re right. There are other things outside of music. So in that spirit, I’m going to surprise you today.”

“Really?”

“Meet me at noon for our last day in Deauville.”

At noon, Aria thought she was not appropriately dressed for the occasion. Yet she had put on her best pants. As she walked near Agnes in a smart white dress and her impeccably dressed mother, she thought they had to know where the four of them were heading.

But nothing had prepared her for the Deauville Racecourse; its horses, its frenzy, its buzzing excitement. 

The four had a fine lunch in a panoramic restaurant with a stunning view of the racetracks before going to the bleachers to watch the races. Each placed a bet on their favorite horse. Aria and Florence’s hearts beat as one for the beautiful dark Thoroughbred with a jockey wearing fluorescent blue and yellow gear. They yelled, encouraged and rooted together for Damascus. Thus, they found in each other mutual consolation when he did not come out first.

Finding themselves alone, while their mothers went to buy drinks, Agnes beamed at Aria. 

“This is fun, don’t you think? You and me spending time together.”

“It’s nice,” Aria agreed.

“The only people missing are Maxime for me and Lucas for you.”

“Lucas broke up with me,” Aria answered. The reminder of Lucas disturbed her. She focused on the race.

“Such a shame. Lucas is very cute.”

“He’s single now if you want him.”

“Maybe I do!” Agnes said airily. “Maxime’s been different since he’s come back from New York. Restless. Ready to challenge the established order of things.”

“Isn’t he entitled to some misbehavior?”

“You don’t know Maxime’s family. They’re tight. Saying no to them is the worst betrayal. His sister learned it the hard way.”

Aria remembered her Aunt Caroline had mentioned it once when they were celebrating her sixteenth birthday.

“Didn’t his sister marry an American man?”

“Yes, she did,” Agnes nodded. “Of all the guys crazy about her, he’s the one she chose.”

“You can’t really choose who you love.” Her father probably wished he had never fallen in love with Florence Duchêne.

“Don’t be naïve, Aria. If you constantly stay with people like you, you’ll inevitably end up falling in love with one of them.”

“Are you in love with Maxime? Or did you just ‘inevitably’ convince yourself that you were?”

Agnes questioned her audacity with a wry smile.

“You asked me about Lucas, remember?”

“Fair enough,” Agnes conceded. “Maxime and I are a good team. That’s what we appreciate about each other. We’re both of equal social background and we sing great duets together.”

“You’re satisfied with that?”

“We can’t all be wrapped up in an epic love story. I don’t expect a guy to say I’m his everything. Or to think I’m special.”

Sadness welled up in Agnes’ eyes, but also calm resignation. Aria found her the most beautiful at that instant. Agnes had always appeared to her as a distant statue in a museum, grand but inaccessible.

“Come on, let’s ask our mothers to place another bet! I’m sure Damascus will win this time.”

Agnes laughed cheerfully. “Aria, not everything has to be about winning and beating someone. You’re one curious little creature. But I like you.”

Agnes said the compliment like she spoke of a fitting dress.

“You never would have liked me if I hadn’t been a part of your circle.”

“I would never have got to know you. I would not have known that I could like you. There’s the difference.”

Aria raised her eyebrows with amused perplexity.

“If you’re honest enough to admit that, I guess I can like you, too.”

Agreeing upon their twisted sense of likeness, the girls went down to greet the horses and enjoy their last day in Deauville.
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Chapter 9: Return to Versailles
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ARIA’S RETURN TO VERSAILLES happened on a glorious day at the end of August. 

New changes awaited which transported her with great joy.

Miles and Aunt Mimi waited in front of the pink castle for the giddy girl wearing a French béret, who finally arrived in a taxi, laughing with Florence Duchêne as she got out of the vehicle.

Florence saw Miles first. Her walk slowed to the trudge of an ancient turtle, at a pace quite startling for a woman as active as the celebrated diva.

Her heels scratched against the pebbles as she made her way to the person she recognized immediately.

Aria, busy talking to Florence about Damascus, did not see her family right away.

But once she saw the tall man with the new mustache and the plump woman in a jean skirt that enhanced the size of her bottom, Aria dropped her bags and ran to them. They welcomed her with equal, though less voluble, warmth. Aunt Mimi pinched her cheeks and Miles crushed her in arms as hairy as his upper lip. 

These arms were not exactly the ones she had left the previous month. These arms had gone through transformation effected by gym classes. Her father’s slight beer belly had also disappeared. Aria wondered at these alterations though when she turned back to see Florence arrive with the bags Aria had dropped, the mystery was resolved.

Florence was not the same either. Her haughty, brisk assurance had all disappeared. Her step was uneven less because of the weight of the bags than due to her uncertainty.

Silence hung over the group for what seemed like the passing of an entire century. 

Aunt Mimi, who viewed silence like an anomaly, spoke first.

“You That Woman?”

“That Woman?”

“That’s what we call women who ...” Aunt Mimi trailed off as she noticed her brother’s glare. “... who wear heels.” Aria’s head jerked to take in a full view of Aunt Mimi. Never before had Mimi refrained from speaking what she thought. 

Florence Duchêne had the gift of making people do what she wanted them to do.

“I know what you mean by That Woman. I’m Aria’s mother. And you’re Miles’ sister. I’ve seen pictures of you. Aunt Mimi.”

Aunt Mimi did not object upon hearing her neighborhood title pronounced by a woman of such distinction. She would not have been more pleased had the Queen of England called her ‘Aunt Mimi’ in front of her subjects in Buckingham Palace.

Aria, meanwhile, heard her father’s name pronounced like a child who realizes her parent has a name other than ‘Daddy.’”

“I think I’ll leave the three of you together.” Florence spoke with a voice just above a whisper, so that the birds’ songs were louder than her words. 

“It wouldn’t be the first time.” Nostrils flaring like an angry stallion, Miles’ arm tightened around Aria’s shoulders. 

In an instant, Florence’s former self was back, if indeed it had ever disappeared. With a sardonic raised eyebrow, she pursed her lips.

“Nor will it be the last,” she warned. Aria’s heart stiffened ever so slightly, mirroring her father’s locked jaw.

Florence held Miles’ gaze until Aria moved to take her bags.

“Thank you, Florence.” With the hint of a disapproving frown, Aria wrapped her hand around the handles removing them slowly from Florence’s grip. Her father took her parcels.

“I’ll see you soon.” Florence’s velvety voice could not mask the triumph directed at Miles.

Aria, unsmiling, nodded. “Of course.”

Satisfied, Florence turned away, walked to the taxi and did not look back as the vehicle drove away.

“Let’s go put your stuff away, then you can come see our new Parisian apartment,” Aunt Mimi said, staring at the cloud of dust left by the car’s sudden departure.

Aunt Mimi and Miles’ new apartment was in the 18th Arrondissement between the bourgeois quarters of Montmartre and the popular quarters of Porte de Clignancourt.

When they got off at Porte de Clignancourt, Indian merchants sold sizzling roasted chestnuts, women in colorful boubous carried children in slings, while hipsters entered a disused outdoor train station recently turned into a hip café.

Aria liked the lively atmosphere of this new neighborhood she had not yet visited and decided there was still so much she needed to learn about Paris.

During their walk from the metro to the apartment, the scenery changed. The disused train station with the graffiti appeared more fully. Chickens, goats and dogs roamed in the tracks. Aria passed her hand through the fence to caress a wide-eyed goat, but her hand could not go all the way through. Instead, she stared at it in wonder.

“I can’t believe there’s a small farm in the middle of Paris.”

“From what I’ve heard it’s this new artistic project. People get to grow their vegetables in the outdoor part of the disused train station.”

“It’s so cool.”

“Told ya she’d like it,” Miles told his sister.

“With all them fancy things she’s been doing, I didn’t know if we were still good enough for her.”

Aria did not bother to answer her aunt who expected a strong defense.

Discovering a mother and entire part of her heritage was one thing. But having her father and aunt move to Paris for her was beyond anything she could have ever hoped.

“You’re fancy, but you’re willing to work in a hair salon,” Miles mocked.

“You’re really going to work, Aunt Mimi?”

“I rented my house for lower than I’d planned to a nice couple. They got soul. So I’ll work in a hair salon not far from here.”

Aria held back laughter as she imagined her aunt abiding to rules established by a bossy matron and a number of picky clients.

Her father’s apartment was a three bedroom in a lovely building on Damremont Street facing an antique shop and an Italian restaurant. It was on the sixth floor without an elevator and they arrived out of breath. Aunt Mimi arrived first and berated Aria’s lack of energy.

The apartment was decorated according to Aunt Mimi’s taste. Abandoning her china dogs had been difficult, but she had let her creative side take over and had tried something new. The living room was decorated in an African design with large paintings set in the savannah, zebra sofa spreads and handcrafted wooden furniture. Miles had made sure the living room could hold his entire vinyl collection. 

Taking his daughter’s hand, he led her to her room.

“You’re welcome here anytime you want.”

It was a room with yellow wallpaper. But the first thing Aria saw was not the new piano or the Classical records she had hidden in her room for years. It was her favorite poster of Marian Anderson, the famous contralto who had made her want to sing. Sleek hair, red lips, gorgeous smooth brown skin, Marian Anderson looked down at her with the kindest smile.

“I’ll be here so often; you’ll have to force me to leave.”

*****
[image: image]


THE BACK-TO-SCHOOL ceremony was a different affair than the first time, when Aria had entered, nervous and apprehensive, into the refectory.

The second time she went with the confidence of a seasoned scholar of the National Academy of Arts. 

Sitting between Margot and Hortense, she listened with only half an ear as Madame Robert, whom she now knew to be her aunt, welcomed the First-Years and newcomers from Fifth-Year.

Margot nudged Aria, aghast. She pointed to the Fifth-Years in Ballet class sitting under the stucco relief ceiling representing the Dance department’s pink slipper.

“What is it?”

“Third girl from the right. First row.”

Aria immediately recognized the dark hair in a high ponytail, the long lashes and the dreamy grin listening with clasped hands to the principal’s speech.

“Is that Rose?”

“That’s her,” Margot plunged her face in her hands. 

Aria’s gaze searched for Paul and found him sitting with Maxime two rows in front of her. From his serene expression, he had not seen that his summer fling had followed him to his school.

Aria tried to focus on Caroline’s speech, but her attention diverted to Rose and her enthralled expression of pure delight.

“This year, there will no longer be a ban on Popular music,” Madame Robert was saying. “We expect you to work just as hard as you usually do.”

Caroline looked down at Aria as she spoke of the end of the ban. Aria smiled proudly, confident her name would go down in the school’s history as the one who had braved the unjust prohibition. Caroline returned her smile and continued her announcements with a cheerful disposition.

“We will also have special guests at this year’s Christmas Ball: a delegation from the Milan Institute of Musical Arts. I hope you will all do your best to impress them.”

“I heard their invitation was a show of power,” Hortense whispered in Aria’s ear. “The Board wants to prove to the Milan school we’re still number one and that we’re in no danger of losing our spot. MIMA went from fourth to second rank this year. Apparently, they have drastic methods and the Board is thinking of enforcing a few.”

Aria frowned. If the Milan Institute had stricter rules that the Academy, that was fine, as long as her school kept its integrity.

Once the ceremony ended, Aria quickly made her way to Paul, grabbed his arm and dragged him away from a startled Maxime.

“You broke up with Rose before leaving Deauville right?”

“Yeah, sorta.”

“‘Sorta? Sorta?” Aria grabbed his shoulders and pulled him to her. “What does ‘sorta’ mean?”

“I told her I didn’t want to make a long distance relationship work. And that I was sad but this was how it should end. Why do you ask? Is Margot the one asking?”

“You’re in trouble.”

“What’s going on?”

Before Aria could answer, she heard a high-pitched squeal.

Paul froze, his shoulders up to his ears, his face a violent flush, and turned around with the reluctance of child caught stealing from a cookie jar. 

Before him stood Rose, grinning from ear to ear, hopping on her ballet feet.

“Rose?” Paul shrieked in a voice as high as Rose’s. “What are you doing here?” Only the forced smile indicated a remotest attempt at civility. The sweat pearling his forehead and his tense shoulders gave away his irritability.

“I wanted to surprise you!”

“By following me to my school!”

“Oh Pauly, I’m not following you. I’d sent my application way before you and I met.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” He still wore a forced smile.

“I was going to but then you told me how you were sad you couldn’t make a long-distance relationship work, how much you would miss me.”

Aria glared at Paul who shook his head with embarrassment. 

“So, I thought it would be so much better to surprise you here. Like in the movie ‘Grease.’”

“Look, Rose, I can’t ... we can’t ...”

“We can’t what?”

Aria turned to leave, but Rose’s following words stopped her.

“You mean you can’t go out with me because you used me to get to Margot?”

Aria gasped and turned around back to the couple.

“W-what?” Paul stammered.

Rose’s smile turned into a smirk.

“Yeah, I heard you and Aria talking at the barbecue.” She lowered her voice. “You’re going to listen to me, Pauly. Your family’s pretty well-connected from what I hear. You’re an Andrieux and that can get me places. So you and I are going to go out for a while.”

“No way!”

“Come on, Rose,” Aria intervened. “You can’t force Paul to go out with you.”

Ignoring Aria, she spoke to Paul in a threatening snarl. “You’ll do it willingly or else I’ll tell Margot what you did. And you won’t have a shot with her.”

Paul’s face wavered between a potential outburst and indignation, but settled on resignation.

“Fine. For a while, we can pretend.”

“I’ll decide how long.”

She kissed Paul’s cheek.

Aria turned away with disgust. Her eyes fell on Caroline, waving discreetly, inviting her to come to her.

Aria left the malicious girlfriend and her enslaved boyfriend without reluctance.

“How are you, Aria?” Caroline asked upon her arrival.

They kissed each other fondly on each cheek before Aria answered, “Eager to resume our lessons.”

“My sister does not have the best teaching methods, I suppose.”

“That’s for sure.”

“She can’t be good at everything.” Caroline’s smile disappeared and her pupils dilated. Almost as soon as it had come, the hardness of her expression disappeared, leaving Aria to speculate over its cause. Caroline stroked her niece’s chin with a hand as soft as a peace lily. Remembering when she thought Caroline was her mother, her heart squeezed with a regret she fought to suppress. She would be content to have her as an aunt. 

“How was your summer vacation?” Caroline asked.

“It was very enlightening. I learned a lot about, well, a lot of people.”

“Ah yes, my sister chooses her friends very carefully. Not one of them is unimportant.”

Aria nodded. 

“I also tried a lot of new activities and sports.”

“She’ll turn you into a very accomplished young girl.”

Aria did not reply, only observing Caroline’s bitter expression. 

“Is your father in France?”

“He is. So is my Aunt Mimi.”

“I believe the last time I saw him, he was ending his Starry Night Blues tour at the Apollo Theater. He was something. I just never suspected he and my sister were an item.”

“No?”

“They’re so different. I’m sure you see it as well.”

“I’ve been trying to wrap my head around it. But I can assure you, I still don’t understand anything about my father and my mother coming together. And I don’t dare ask one of them.”

“Perhaps when the time comes, we’ll both get answers to our questions.”

“If you don’t get any answers, I don’t see how I ever will.”

Madame Nerval, her vocal repertoire teacher, joined them and addressed Aria with the usual curtness she reserved for her students.

“So, you’re trying to become a mezzo-soprano from what I hear. Learning Mon Coeur S’Ouvre A Ta Voix.  How are you getting along with that sol bémol?”

Aria hesitated before answering. There was no doubt that the higher note she was aiming for did not come as naturally as the lower ones. Her mother had been irritated with her feeble high notes. Of course, as a soprano, Florence Duchêne could not fathom that high notes were not easy for all operatic singers.

“I’m still working on that.”

Madame Nerval’s bun of snowy white hair quivered as she compressed her mouth with strong disapproval. 

“We’re working on it,” Caroline turned sharply and faced Madame Nerval with blatant remonstrance. “Don’t discourage Aria.”

“It’s not discouraging to let her know that she should be realistic.”

“Perhaps if you had not insisted she would get secondary roles as a contralto she might have found her own voice more appealing.”

“You know as well as I do that most contraltos—”

“Aria is not most contraltos. And I believe that it is up to each singer to make their own path.”

Madame Nerval grumbled and walked away to another of her colleagues.

Aria looked at Caroline Robert with troubled eyes.

“Don’t worry, Aria. I’ll take care of you. You’ll ace that sol bémol with the correct exercises.”

Aria nodded, encouraged by her aunt’s calm confidence, but unsure it was not misplaced.
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Chapter 10: Full-Fledged Sixth-Years
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THE FIRST WEEK OF SCHOOL began at a quicker pace than it had the previous year, with teachers each giving a speech on the professionalism Sixth-Years should have acquired in their previous years and reminding them, in case they had forgotten, that Seventh-Year was just a short year away. 

To Aria, the hour of truth had finally arrived.

In Drama class, Monsieur Esseau took his severest stance. He was a man of great conviction and passion for his art and only his love of the theater could force him out of his overall easy disposition. 

As he paced in the Academy’s theater, each step cemented his dedication and the paintings of France’s most famous playwrights approved his stance. 

“This year, students from the Music Department will have to work on their acting skills even more than before. You’ll be playing more scenes. Also, I’ll be working hand in hand with Madame Nerval to make you develop your acting techniques while singing. That is not something that can be improvised. And it is much harder than it looks. For now, you have been asked only to sing or act. Never both at the same time. That’s over. Now I’ll put you in groups of two and you’ll work together the entire year on the list of scenes that I will hand out. Take a look at your first script.”

He called out names and handed out scenes like a general preparing for battle.

“Margot and Paul, Maxime and Aria, Hortense and Agnes, Marie-Capucine and Elodie ...”

Aria and Maxime glanced at each other from across the room with surprise.

Margot nudged Aria.

“If you want to trade partners, I’m fine with that.”

“I’m good,” Aria said, looking down at her list of scenes.

The first one was a comedic scene from Molière’s Les Femmes Savantes.

“You’re sure about that?” Margot asked with amazement. “Last year you never wanted to work with Maxime.”

“Don’t repeat last year’s piano fiasco,” Hortense warned, flipping through the pages of the first script.

“I ... ” Aria hesitated. “Margot, you shouldn’t run away from Paul.”

“I don’t want to hear him talk about his girlfriend all day long.”

“He won’t. And you don’t care anyway, do you? Rose is a peach,” Hortense put in. Aria raised a wary eyebrow, but refused to delve into the topic of Rose’s supposed kindness any further.

“You can trade with me if you want, Aria,” Hortense offered, closing her booklet of scenes with a definite clap. “You and Agnes are getting along much better now.”

Aria did not know how to turn down her proposal without raising suspicion.

Hortense was already on her way to talk to the teacher. Aria relented. When Hortense returned, she said, “There you go, you get to work with Agnes.”

Aria stifled a huff of annoyance, instead producing an exaggerated sigh of relief, which attested to her poor acting skills. Her friends saw only what they wanted to see, and patted her shoulder as a show of support, before leaving for their next class.

In Madame Nerval’s classroom, the students waited impatiently behind their music sheet stands for their teacher to arrive, to give them the scores and to determine who they would be paired with during the school year and which duets they would be allowed to sing. 

Aria and her friends were watching the latest music video by Eric Tamlin on Paul’s phone, when Maxime and his friends walked in. 

Among them, a sulky Elodie dragged her feet. Ever since her friends had come back from their summer vacation with Aria, she had noticed with displeasure they did not find it as amusing to mock the American girl as they once did.

Only Maxime, she believed, remained true to his initial dislike. Elodie, who could not afford to go to fancy summer resorts, detested Aria all the more that she had managed to weasel her way into a world Elodie continually attempted to enter. Had she spoken to Aria, she would have realized how little Aria regarded the new friendships she had made and preferred the older and stronger bonds she had formed with Hortense, Margot and Paul to Agnes and Marie-Capucine’s superficial attachment.

As it was, Elodie kept her thoughts to herself, but they affected her entire being as she appeared more miserable than ever. Drooping eyelids, face pale with fatigue, and lips carved in a grimace like a Jack-o-Lantern, she looked back at the world with the fierce vengeance of youth betrayed by ideals she could never attain. 

Passing by Aria and her friends, Elodie nudged Maxime with her pudgy elbow and pointing to Aria said, “Don’t you think it’s sad that the ban on Pop music has been lifted?”

Eric Tamlin’s guitar solo blared from Paul’s smartphone.

Maxime hesitated, but Elodie’s expectant eyes decided him. “It’s sad. But what are you going to do about it?”

“Just because you want to listen to Rock music, Aria,” Elodie snarled, “doesn’t mean everyone else wants to.”

Aria looked at Elodie quizzically and ignored her. Agnes and Marie-Capucine went to their benches depriving Elodie of their support.

Only Hortense took pains to answer Elodie’s comment.

“Nobody in this school supports the ban anymore.”

“Maxime still does.” Turning to Maxime, Elodie took out her phone. “Didn’t you just give an interview for your father on Pop music. Saying that now that you had visited New York you were stronger in your stance against Pop music?”

Dropping Paul’s phone on her music stand, Aria’s head jerked up.

“Hey, watch out!” Paul cried out. He cuddled his phone lovingly then glared at Aria.

Aria no longer paid attention to him; her eyes were on Maxime.

Stroking the back of his neck with unease, he shrugged in a helpless gesture.

“Let me show her.”

Elodie tapped into her phone and soon Maxime’s speech on Radio Classique filled the room, drowning out Eric Tamlin’s last notes.

“Having spent part of my summer in New York, I’m more assured than ever that the American way of life is only for Americans. Their food, their art, their music, should belong only to them. Popular music that I discovered over there is loud, ridiculous and lacks harmony. I fully support my father in trying to limit this music on French radio stations.”

Madame Nerval’s brisk entrance forced Elodie to turn off her phone and scurry away. 

Maxime, however, remained rooted to the spot by Aria’s hurt expression, her eyes filled with disappointment. On the verge of speaking, perhaps to try a feeble defense, his attempt was curtailed once Madame Nerval called for calm.

“Maxime, are you going to take root or do you wish to give class today?”

“Sorry, Madame,” he answered curtly.

He hurried to the nearest empty music stand next to Aria. Ignoring him with every fiber of her being, she concentrated on what the teacher was saying. Try as she might, her mind could not stay on her lesson and wandered with insistence back to Maxime’s fortnight at Aunt Mimi’s house. Dinners, improvised concerts, songs, challenges. Her father’s laughter, his patience; Maxime’s enjoyment, his eagerness. Was her entire recollection fabricated?

“All right, class. I want to see who has been working during the summer vacation.”

Madame Nerval’s students stood upright, alert, and began their vocal yawns.

While the teacher concentrated on Agnes’ breathing, Maxime leaned toward Aria and whispered,

“Let me explain.”

“There’s nothing to say really,” Aria hissed back. “Um aaa.” She continued her exercises, holding her head higher than ever.

“I didn’t have a choice.”

“Was there a knife at your throat?”

“You have no idea what my family’s like.”

“Did you even think to tell them at some point that you had a good time during your trip and that you actually listened to some good music?”

“My father would never understand. His bill is supposed to be examined in Parliament in a couple of months and ...”

He stopped as Madame Nerval turned sharply to them.

“Um aaa,” they sang louder than the rest of the class.

She continued her tour.

“Family loyalty is important in my family. You know that. Have you never done things you regretted just to please your father?”

“I have,” Aria sighed. 

The lies, the model behavior she wanted to preserve, she had all done it to protect her father, to give him less to worry about, he who was raising her all on his own.

“I wanted to warn you before but I didn’t know how to tell you.”

“I understand family loyalty, Maxime. But your words count. And at some point, you’ve got to stand up for what you believe in.”

She glanced at him sadly. It pained her more to see he was torn.

“It’s easier said than done.”

“It’s a good thing no one knows we were once friends,” Aria said.

“We’re still friends,” Maxime insisted.

Aria turned away.

After warming up their voices, the students took turns showing they had done their summer homework.

When it was Aria’s turn, she sang Mon Coeur S’Ouvre A Ta Voix. 

My heart opens to your voice

Like the flowers open

To the kisses of the dawn!

She turned away from Maxime, but could see him out of the corner of her eye. Still, what he had declared during the interview stayed with her. 

Loud. Ridiculous. Lacks harmony.

The words came back like tidal waves until they shattered her concentration. Her breath shortened, her legato became clumsy so that not one of her phrases sounded coherent.  

She stopped before the fateful sol bémol.

“Humph,” her teacher snorted. “Hortense, it’s your turn! Make Aria hear what homogeneous singing sounds like.”

Aria’s eyes flashed with wounded pride. Shrugging apologetically to her friend, Hortense, with a clear soprano voice, began her aria.

At the end of class, Madame Nerval announced pairings. 

Maxime and Aria were chosen to work together, though Aria, this time, did not wish to be paired with Maxime, and told her teacher so with quiet self-possession. But Madame Nerval was no Monsieur Esseau. She laughed off Aria’s request and commended her student for the vast improvement of her comedic skills. Once Aria pointed out that her situation was particular as she was a mezzo-soprano in the making, Madame Nerval relented.

“You’re wondering why every teacher is pairing you two up?” Paul asked as they left the class. “You’re the two best students of our year. You wanted to be number one, so wear your crown Princess Aria.”

The group of four friends went to the cafeteria for lunch.

Aria, still mulling over her failed performance in class, only looked up from her plate when a newcomer came to their table. Rose dragged the vacant chair between Paul and Margot and sat promptly down. She slapped a sloppy wet kiss on Paul’s lips and, beaming, turned to Margot. 

“Are you going to eat that?” She pointed to Margot’s éclair au chocolat.

“I took it, didn’t I?” Margot put a protective arm over her dessert.

Rose turned to Paul instead and said, “That’s fine. I’m sure Paul won’t mind giving me a piece of his. Right?”

Paul grumbled, but cut her a piece of his dessert. Pointing to her mouth, she indicated wanting to be spoon-fed, which Paul proceeded to do with a scowl.

With the gleeful noises of a baby being fed applesauce, Rose squealed with each bite.

“I thought ballet dancers watched their weight,” Paul said with irony.

Rose glared and after taking a final hearty bite said, “You’re coming to the Alvin Ailey ballet performance with my friends, right Paul?”

“Of course,” he said with a tight smile.

“You’re all invited to come.”

“I doubt I’ll be available,” Margot said between furious bites.

“I’ll find something else to keep me busy that evening,” was Aria’s sarcastic answer while Hortense gave an enthusiastic yes. Margot’s eyes lowered to her plate, and Aria, noticing how downcast her friend was, decided to come to her aid.

“It’s so cool you two get to work on the first scene together in Drama Class.”

“Really?” Rose knitted her eyebrows with a cloud of tempestuous resentment.

“Yes,” Paul said brightening up. “It’s a really difficult scene from Les Femmes Savantes. We’ll have to work a lot on. I’m looking forward to it.” Paul looked at Margot with kindness and she gave him a shy smile.

“You’ll have to make up for that by spending lots of time with me. Let’s finish lunch at my friends’ table.”

Rose pushed her chair back with a loud screech, and sprung out of it so fast it tumbled backward.

Paul arose as well and said a goodbye heavy with pathos and followed little Rose to her table at the other end of the refectory.

“Thought we’d never get rid of her,” Aria muttered.

“Don’t tell me you don’t like her either, Aria,” Hortense said with reproach.

“Don’t tell me you do.”

“She’s sweet. Though she likes bossing Paul around. He doesn’t seem to be too thrilled that she’s at the Academy.”

“You think?” Hope filled Margot’s eyes and she took a strong bite of her food, munching like a ruminant. 

“She doesn’t seem to like you too much either or the fact you’re going to be playing together. It’s a good thing Agnes isn’t the jealous type or she’d be ripping her hair out over the fact Maxime and you are being paired up all the time.”

“I’d rather avoid him as much as I can, I think. I can’t believe those awful things he said.” Aria sighed.

“He been saying that since last year at least.” Margot rolled her eyes.

“But I thought he’d changed since his trip to New York. At least a little. That’s what I’d heard,” Aria added quickly.

“I myself was surprised he even decided to set foot in New York,” Hortense said. “He told me he had a nice time. But Aria, really, you don’t know how his father is. Monsieur Andrieux probably refrained from speaking of his real ideas in front of you on vacation because of Florence, but he hasn’t changed. Neither has Maxime.”

“Do you think his father could really limit music?”

“Only if Parliament passes the bill. My mother doesn’t think it will go through. Members of the opposition, like Madame Ferrian, are pretty vocal in their disapproval. Of course, they also have their own political motives. If the law is voted, I doubt Parliament will agree to a quota of 90%. That would be disastrous,” Hortense declared.

“Then why is he insisting on this stupid idea?”

“It’s purely political my mother says. He wants to create a buzz to keep people talking about him. And to keep from talking about real issues like unemployment. It’s actually working. Which is why mother is trying to round up other members of the government to denounce the bill. But nobody wants to take a stand on this divisive issue. Especially because the general public isn’t strongly against the bill.”

Aria chewed her food as the conversation drifted to their following class. She remembered Maxime’s last day in New York. She had been so sure he was sincere. 

Deep down, she could not shake off the feeling that he worked with his father, not only out of family loyalty, but out of the strongest conviction. 
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Chapter 11: Tata Mimi
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WHEN ARIA GOT OUT OF the metro station Château Rouge, a group of energetic African men immediately approached her offering to make her the most beautiful girl in the world if she only deigned to follow them to their hair salon. 

“Hey miss! You want beautiful braids? Beautiful braids!”

“Get your hair done here! Miss, miss!”

“No, thank you.” Aria’s refusal was drowned out by the playful jibes of other callers.

“What is it you want? Weaves? Braids? Perm? We can do it all at African Beauty.”

“I have the best hairdresser in all Paris!”

Aria stopped near a woman selling knockoff handbags to take out the piece of paper on which she had written the address of Aunt Mimi’s beauty parlor. This enabled more enthusiastic young men to come to her, reinforced in their conviction she could be a potential client.

“What are you looking for? Whatever you’re looking for, my salon is the best for it!”

“Actually I’m looking for the Beauté Noire Salon.”

“I work there? Who are you looking for? Don’t say—”

“Aunt Mimi.”

“Tata Mimi? Non non non!” He cried out in horror putting his hands on his head.

“What is it? Is she that bad?” Aria asked worried.

“Non, non non! Pas Tata Mimi!”  (No, no, no! Not Aunt Mimi!)

Aria left him with irritation, seeing she would get no more information from him. She entered the first salon she came across ready to ask where her aunt’s salon could be found.

Her eyes swept the room. Balls of hair rolled around the floor, and women laughed as they braided and weaved. A tall woman with plaited braids and tight jeans pulled the hair of a very distracted customer, too busy talking on the phone to notice the hairdresser’s frustration in dealing with her hair.

“You want to get your hair done?” she asked Aria.

“I’m looking for Aunt ... Tata Mimi?” She used the French moniker to name her aunt.

The woman smirked and shooed her away with a crisp, “Eh, elle travaille pas ici, hein!” (She doesn’t work here.)

When Aria finally found the Beauté Noire Salon, after the series of negative reactions she had received upon pronouncing the words ‘Tata Mimi’, she expected horror. 

Instead, she found a bustling Mimi braiding box braids with the energy of ten women. In the corner, a mature woman in red bazin fabric shook her head in her hands, cursing under her breath. All around her, female clients sat on chairs or on the floor each holding a cup of tea and a biscuit. Some asked Aunt Mimi when she would be done with her current client. Some spoke French, others from African countries spoke English. All knew how to ask Mimi when she would care for them.

“Hey, Trésor!” Aunt Mimi ordered, “Pick up the bits of hair over there! Cissoko, bring tea to dear Miss Aventure. And why doesn’t Aissata have her lemonade?”

“I can’t do everything!” the boy Aria assumed was Trésor protested. “I need to get back to the streets to get new clients.”

“Uhn-hun!” Aunt Mimi waved her wide toothcomb in the air. “You ain’t never heard of word of mouth?”

Trésor wailed and grumbled, but went away to get the tea.

“Who are you?” The lady in the red bazin said with contempt, upon noticing Aria.

“I’m Tata Mimi’s niece,” Aria said, trying to hide an amused smile.

“Aren’t we all?”

Tata Mimi, busy giving orders, heard nothing of the exchange. Aissata, her client, was in the process of pouring out her heart.

“... then he said I can’t dance because my butt wasn’t jiggly enough.” Aissata blew in a handkerchief, before crunching it up and handing it to a disgusted Trésor who had come back with a cup of lemonade.

“Ah, forget this guy. He just can’t handle you. Trésor, the tea for Mathilda, now,” Aunt Mimi barked. “Don’t worry ma chérie, Tata Mimi will take good care of you.”

“Hé, ramène tes fesses dehors!”(Get your butt outside). The lady in red bazin pulled Aria outside.

“You! Get rid of your tata!” Eyes bulging, the matron pointed an accusatory finger in Aria’s face. She looked back at the desperate woman, undaunted.

“Who are you?”

“Mama Fatou, owner of this salon. Get your tata out!”

“Why? She seems to be doing a good job.”

“She’s giving out free tea and lemonade. She’s bossing everyone around.”

“The clients don’t seem to be complaining.”

“My other hairdressers are losing clients.”

“They don’t want to work with her?”

“No, they like her, too.”

Aria gave her a blank stare and held it until the woman crumbled.

“I ... I can’t give orders anymore. This woman ... I don’t have a salon anymore!” At last they had reached the real problem, the shift of power. The woman with a mask of makeup, full lips and smelling of sweet coconut body lotion refused to yield power without one final fight. She would rather let her ship sink at her own hand than to see it weather a storm through the expert hands of a mere deck man. Aria did not have the heart to tell her she had lost control of the helm once she had hired ‘Tata Mimi’ among her crew.

“See my dress. It’s beautiful bazin fabric, all shiny and nice. I wear it not just to formal events; I wear it everyday because I can afford it. If your tata stays, my business will go down. I won’t make any more money. I won’t be able to wear my pretty dresses.”

“Sorry,” Aria said sympathetically. “I’m coming to pick her up. So you can have the evening off.  That is all I can do.”

The woman grumbled, but let Aria re-enter her salon.

“Tata Mimi!” Aria chirped.

“Ah, ladies! My niece!” Aunt Mimi said proudly.

“Mais nous sommes toutes tes nièces,” (We’re all your nieces.) Mathilda pouted at the loss of privileged rank while the other hairdressers expressed their delight.

“We’ve heard so much about the singer!” one exclaimed.

“Viens ici petite soeur,” another said. (Come here little sister.)

After a series of hellos and exclamations, a hairdresser with a curly weave asked, “You’re dining with the whole family tonight? Tata Mimi, Miles et La Sorcière (and the Witch)?”

“The Witch?” Aria asked.

“Mais oui, the woman who seduced your father with voodoo and then abandoned him and you.”

Aria glared at Aunt Mimi who dismissed her silent reproach with a wave of the elbow, her hands being otherwise occupied.

Mimi’s rule was to share with those who confided in her. She would never hold back when others confessed. It was a way of putting herself on an equal standing and to encourage talking, which to her was the remedy to many problems inflicted on humankind. Even Trésor had divulged the entirety of his boyish secrets.

“You have fun at the Ethiopian restaurant. It’s the best in the city.”

“Faith, Abina, come finish this woman’s head.” Aunt Mimi dropped the last braid she had finished and waved to two younger hairdressers who complied immediately.

“Aww, Tata, I wanted you to finish,” Aissata moaned.

“These two’ll take real good care of your pretty head. I’ll give them my entire earnings for the day if they do a good job, right girls?”

The girls’ faces brightened and they nodded energetically, promising to braid the best braids Aissata had ever seen in her entire existence.

“Bye, girls!”

Tata Mimi waved to her colleagues while a cheerful chorus of goodbyes resounded in the small salon.

“So, you’ve taken over poor Mama Fatou’s hair salon,” Aria declared as one would comment on the weather.

“She lucky I took over. She wasn’t doing nothing right.”

*****
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THE ETHIOPIAN RESTAURANT was not ready for Florence Duchêne’s overwhelming presence. Though a slim woman, her airs alone took up more space in a room than any imposing piece of furniture. After settling in her chair like the Queen of England on her throne, she surveyed the room critically, ignoring Miles’ glares and Aria’s embarrassment. Once the waiter arrived, a handsome young man with teeth as white as his starched uniform, Florence pestered him with questions.

“How are the vegetables cooked? Where are the forks?”

“You’ll eat traditionally.”

“Traditionally?” Florence’s brows knitted ominously.

“With one hand. You cut a piece of injera, which is a traditional flatbread used to take a hold of the salads, vegetables, and stews on your plate.”

Florence’s dry laughter chimed like a gloomy Catholic church bell.

The waiter took their orders, including Florence’s “Whatever he’s getting.”

“Aria, darling, have you resumed your lessons with my sister?”

“Yes, Florence.”

When she addressed her mother, she often found herself longing for the days when her father let her do whatever pleased her.

“What about you? What are you doing these days?” Aunt Mimi stared at Florence as if she had discovered the presence of pests. Resenting people who took up more sonorous space than she did was Aunt Mimi’s lot in life.

“I’ll be beginning a new opera at the Bastille Opera. I’ll be playing Charlotte in the opera Werther. It’s normally a mezzo-soprano role, but I’m taking it on.”

Aunt Mimi’s blank look was a strong indicator that she had not understood a single word coming out of Florence’s mouth, though the diva spoke perfect English.

Aria was about to explain the story when her father spoke.

“It’s a French opera about a man who falls in love with a woman who is already engaged to another man.”

Had Aria’s jaw dropped further, it would have landed in her plate. The waiter served each dish and poured water in each glass, before Aria found her voice again.

“How do you know?”

Miles took a sip of his tap water.

“Why, your father is a connoisseur. He could teach a Classical class if ever he put down his Blues guitar for more than five minutes” Florence chuckled at her daughter’s surprise. “Isn’t he the one who taught you most of what you know?”

“No.” Aria’s voice choked. “He hates Classical. Or that’s what I thought.”

“Miles, you told your daughter you hate Classical?”

“He forbade me from ever listening to it.”

Florence’s pretty mouth opened in a silent “Oh.” Eyes swinging between an astonished Aria and Miles, she put her hand over her mouth.

“Yeah, you really did a number on him.” Aunt Mimi cut a piece of injera and added salad before swallowing the whole with a satisfied smile.

“To think you were always so proud to say how open minded you were compared to my stuck-up family.” Florence chuckled.

“Your family never listened to anything but Classical,” Miles spat “Caroline had never heard a song from the Beatles before I made her listen to one.”

“What a loss! Really,” Florence said sarcastically, looking at the main dish with circumspection, “our parents wanted us to have the best Classical education they could provide. They wanted us to focus on Classical. Obviously you did not do that with our daughter. It’s a miracle she ever discovered it in the first place.”

“She disobeyed Miles’ orders from what I heard,” Aunt Mimi put in.

“I’m not surprised. But Aria, let me tell you this, your father could have made a great baritone if he had ever been properly trained.”

“He’s a great Pop baritone.”

Florence waved Aria’s comment away like she would a fly. “What else did your father hide about himself? I’m curious to know.”

“He never told me he spoke French. And of course, he told us nothing about how you two met,” Aunt Mimi said.

“Caroline knew him first. She met him at one of his ... little concerts.”

“Could you say the word concert with more disdain?” Miles said.

“Oh, come on. Back then you were still looking for your sound. I actually liked your music you know.”

“Aunt Caroline met him,” Aria urged her mother to continue.

“She did. And she fell in love with his music. But then my sister has never had my musical ear. And she and he talked. She was going through a bad phase. She was deciding she would become a mezzo-soprano due to my mother’s insistence, but she did not really want it. Your father helped her a lot. And that’s how we met. Because I often followed my big sister around. Miles saved Caroline.”

“Really?”

“I only helped her see that she could make her own choices in life. I listened to her. Which you never seemed able to do.”

“Caroline had no idea Miles and I had a fling. She would have told our parents and they would have gone ballistic.”

“Aunt Caroline isn’t a tattletale. She didn’t even tell me you were my mother. Not even when I asked her.”

“Well, maybe she’s changed. But she was always jealous of me even back then. Sisters. Aren’t you glad you’re an only child, Aria?”

Aria was satisfied with her sibling situation, but not for the reasons her mother invoked. Indeed, at times she had wished to have someone who would have aided her in the hardest bouts of depression her father had endured. Other times, and this was with the most frequency, she was relieved no one else had to carry the weight of the particular family life she had shouldered. 

“I’m grateful for my sister at least.” Miles raised his glass to Mimi. With an apparent annoyance barely veiling her great pleasure, she clinked her glass with the brother she had once bottle-fed.

“Apart from these singing gigs, what else do you do?” Mimi asked.

Florence put her hand to her chest.

“Singing gigs? These are not singing gigs. You have no idea what being an opera singer entails, do you?”

“Nope.”

Wincing, Florence remained thoughtful while Mimi stared back. Florence diverted her gaze first and stared into space. Mouth ajar, her eyes rested on her daughter with a look of wonder, a newfound awe. The emotion disappeared from her features as soon as it came.

“Singing is a difficult art. One you can’t take lightly. But then, Mimi, you have never been confronted to it.”

“It’s not my fault. I don’t have that kind of luxury.”

“I know. But I would like to change that. You and Miles should know what Aria is going to become. I’d like you two to spend a day with me before my premiere of Werther. And then, for you to come to the premiere. You’ll get to see the final preparations and the performance. You’ll never be the same again.”

Mimi agreed, and with a little insistence on Aria’s part, Miles accepted.

Florence took Mimi’s hand and squeezed it with a warmth she rarely displayed. She proceeded to explain the role she was singing. Her face shone with pleasure as she explained the difficulties of singing Charlotte, a role written for a mezzo-soprano.

“It’s a very sad role, full of drama. A mezzo-soprano voice, which has graver tones, expresses this drama much better than a soprano. It’s up to me to convince people that my heart is breaking because I have to marry a man I do not love to honor the promise I made my dying mother.”

“A daughter’s reverence to their mother. That’s something you understand well,” Miles spoke in a softer tone, not fully lacking sympathy.

“Why?” Aria asked with curiosity, while Florence looked down at her napkin and folded it in half.
“Florence has an overbearing mother,” Miles explained when Florence did not.
“I do not!” 

“What do you call the fact that she completely dictated you and your sister’s careers when I met you?”

“Everything she does, she does out of love.”

Miles snorted. 

“Have you told her who the father of your child was? What does she know about Aria?”

“They know nothing.” Florence folded her napkin in a quarter. 

Silence fell at the table. The restaurant was not full and few clients were eating. Yet, to Aria’s ears, the plate scrapings were louder, the splash of wine being poured in crystalline glasses were like crashing waves, and the smell of pungent spices coming from the kitchen made her nauseous.

“Your parents don’t know about me?”

She wondered if, forever, she would be the object of shame and regret for her parents. Was there one person who would ever be proud to know her?

American, infamous and illegitimate.  

Maxime, Lucas and Florence each saw something in her that caused them shame if they associated with her. 

But she had never been ashamed of her own self. She thought of Marie-Capucine who said she reacted too strongly to Maxime, that she took things too much to heart.

Her pride protected her from falling apart every time a person told her she was not good enough to be whom they wanted her to be.  

She could never be anything else than what she was.

“I’ll tell them about it along with our mother-daughter concert on Mother’s Day. They’re not in town before that. My father convinced my mother to go on a world trip with him.”

“It’s better you didn’t know them from what I understand,” Mimi said. “Her mother seems a handful.”

“Sure.”

“She really is,” Florence insisted. “I’m doing you a favor. It’s best you and I get to know each other without my mother intervening for now.”

“What does she look like?”

Florence showed her a recent photo she had taken with her phone. Aria’s grandmother, a wide woman with a stern demeanor; thin pursed lips; long, flowing clothes; and an elaborate hairdo looked back at her grimly.

The waiter came asking if the food was to their satisfaction and spared Aria the pain of having to pretend she was fine with being a new source of shame for someone who was supposed to feel nothing but pride at who she was.

The rest of the dinner went by smoothly, Mimi showing interest in Florence’s career enough to please Florence’s desire to shine, enough to relax Miles’ tense shoulders. But not enough to relieve Aria of the pressure created by this new source of worry.  

The mother-daughter concert was not so much her introduction to the opera world, than her introduction to a grandmother who would view her as little more than a nuisance.
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Chapter 12: An Evening at the Theater
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WHEN MONSIEUR ESSEAU declared Aria’s class comprised of the worst acting students he had ever laid eyes on, it was not without consequence.

The Music Department was forced to accompany the Drama Department to the theater to acquire acting skills by watching France’s greatest actors.

Most of the music class grumbled, but they nevertheless dressed up to go to la Comédie Française for a performance of Tartuffe by Molière. 

The Richelieu Room inside the Comédie Française was impressive.

Aria was enchanted by the red and gold haven and its intimate atmosphere. Four atlantes framed the scene holding the theatre firmly together like Atlas once held the sky on his shoulders. The ceiling in shades of gold and ochre formed a radiance over the sparkling crystal chandelier. In the middle of the dress circle, the first level of seats, she saw the coat of arms of the company, a beehive encircled by the motto Simul et singulis.

Being together and being oneself. She liked the motto.

“What’s the use of listening to acting without singing, I wonder,” Margot grumbled as she slid into her seat. 

“I think it’s a great idea!” Hortense, looking two rows behind, smiled to a boy with dark curly hair. Aria followed her gaze and understood her enthusiasm for the play.

“You know you could sit with Karim if you like?” Aria tilted her head coyly in Karim’s direction.

“No way. I can’t do that.” 

“Why not?”

“Margot’s on a boy cleanse.”

“And?”

“I promised I’d support her.”

“Is that the only reason you don’t want to sit next to him?”

Hortense hesitated.

“There’s another reason.”

“I knew it! Tell me.”

“Well, it’s very embarrassing and I can’t believe I’m going to tell you this. But, oh well.” She leaned closer to Aria and whispered in her ear. “Seat’s already taken.” Hortense laughed triumphantly while Aria rolled her eyes.

“You and Karim have been circling each other since last year. Maybe even before that, but I wasn’t there to see it.”

“Have you never thought that perhaps I don’t want anything more?”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Because instead of it being cute, things get complicated. I don’t have time for that.”

Maxime and Agnes sat next to Aria, still as two statues. Aria wondered if the two ever communicated. They both seemed so far away, so removed from the other.

Agnes caught her gaze and frowned slightly. Sitting straighter in her seat, Aria smoothed out her skirt as the curtain opened.

Tartuffe was an amusing play. 

Fully in the role of the hypocritical Tartuffe, the actor was brilliant in his display of false religious devotion. Reciting his alexandrines like music, the character put others under his spell.

Aria stole a quick glance at Agnes and Maxime. She could not comprehend her fascination for the couple. Her gaze wandered their way in time to notice Agnes advancing her fingers surreptitiously near Maxime’s hand. As her fingers brushed his, he shifted position, placing his elbow on his armrest as he laughed while Tartuffe attempted to steal a kiss from Elvire.

Agnes’s hand returned to her own lap and Aria could see her disappointed scowl. She watched as Agnes tried again, this time succeeding in securing his hand in hers for a complete three seconds before he eased it out to place it on the armrest again. He smiled at Agnes briefly before turning his attention back to the scene.

Rubbing her knuckle against her lap, Agnes sighed. Her third attempt was interrupted by the closing of the curtain.

On stage appeared a tall man in a tuxedo.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we seem to be experiencing a technical problem with the sets. It will soon be fixed. In the meantime, we invite you to enjoy refreshments at the bar.”

Aria and her friends walked out joining their teacher outside of the Salle Richelieu.

Agnes marched daintily away from Maxime.

Twenty minutes later as the play had not started again, Aria went to the bathroom. 

Once out, she realized the halls were empty. She stopped in front of the door to enter the room as an usher blocked her entry. 

“You can’t go back inside, Mademoiselle. The play has started again.”

“But I was in the bathroom. I didn’t hear the announcement.”

“I’m very sorry, but we can’t disturb the play.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but deciding against it once the usher crossed his arms against his chest, she went to the cloakroom, retrieved her coat and walked out of the building.

Outside, she saw Maxime speaking to a young woman under an archway.  She was a few inches taller than him, nicely dressed, and dark hair framed her lovely face. She spoke quickly; Aria could see from the movement of her lips.

She could not hear a word from where she stood, but could read anguish on her face. Tears and mascara streamed from her pupils to her chin like the rush of a mudslide. 

Maxime hugged her with a tenderness Aria found herself envying. Stroking her hair, he rocked her like a child. 

He loved her. 

Aria could see that plain as day.

She recoiled and leaned against the stone wall for support. Pressing her hand to her heart, her mind whirled in state of confusion. She was about to turn and leave when the young woman noticed her. Staring at her, the young woman pointed to her with her chin. Maxime swiveled around, finding Aria in front of the theater.

Aria hurried away with a halting awkwardness and headed for the theater’s little garden underneath the vault.

She sat on the nearest bench, by the fountain, and buried her face in her hands as she fought to soothe her nerves. 

She was not alone in the gardens of the Palais-Royal for more than ten minutes before Maxime joined her. He stopped a couple of feet from her, his face marked with distress.

Rising from her bench, she closed the distance.

“You don’t have to explain,” she said. 

Staring at the sky, Maxime sighed.

“I can see how much you love her,” Aria continued. “I won’t tell Agnes about her.”

“What?” He finally said.

“Come on, Maxime. You’re cold with Agnes, you don’t have feelings for her. You’re in love with that girl.”

Maxime laughed and retrieving his hands out of his coat pockets, he shook with more laughter.

“She’s my sister.”

“Oh!” She wondered if the happiness she felt translated into that single interjection. Fearing he would read the relief on her face, she turned away.

“I’m sorry she was upset.”

Maxime took a seat on the bench, legs wide apart, he bent over his knees, head hanging low and hands crossed.

“Upset probably isn’t the word.”

“I’m sorry if you felt I was intruding and if I ruined your moment. I wasn’t trying to spy. I got locked out of the room and took a breath of fresh air.”

“It’s fine. She had to go anyway. There wasn’t much I could do.”

With dejection, he kicked into the stones that covered the path he had just walked on.

“Sometimes listening is enough.”

“Listening,” he said bitterly. “I want to help her, save her!”

He rubbed his face in his hands with weariness. 

“I can’t stand it anymore. I don’t know what to do.”

Aria herself was at a loss for words, and sat next to him on the bench.

“My sister, Sophie, was banned from the family three years ago when she married Josh.”

“He’s American, right?”

Maxime nodded. “My father and mother refuse to talk to her and the rest of the family is forbidden from entering in contact with her as well.”

“You didn’t obey. How long have you been in contact with her?”

“I never stopped.” Maxime shook his head sadly. “There was no way I was going to stop speaking to my sister. Not even for my father.”

“It must be so hard on her. Why would your parents do that?” Softening her accusatory tone, she added, “Is their hatred against Americans stronger than their love for their daughter?”

“Aria, you don’t know my family at all. Pride is stronger than anything else. She went against their wishes and they will never forgive her. Especially not if they hear that her marriage is falling apart.”

“Your sister isn’t happy?” Aria asked dismayed. “But it can’t fail? She chose him; she left everything for him.”

“This whole ordeal has put way too much strain on the couple and it’s not working. You can’t replace the love of an entire family with just one person. They’re separating.”

“But if he’s right for her—”

“He isn’t, Aria. How can a person be right when your entire family hates her ... him, I mean,” he corrected quickly.

Aria, whose wheels were spinning, did not notice the slip.

“He’s right for her if she loves him. She was willing to give up her entire family to be with him. She wouldn’t have done that if she wasn’t sure he was right for her.”

“Love is so ... worthless!”

“How can you say that?”

“My parents have a real companionship. They’re a real team. That is all that is real. Love, elopements. They’re best left in books and movies.”

“Is that what you really think?” Bitterness choked her words. “Then you and Agnes are perfect for each other.”

“What’s the use of taking a huge risk, losing everything, and not even being happy with the person you left everything for?”

“Just because your sister’s marriage is ending doesn’t mean she regrets it. Or that you should live your life afraid of making the same mistakes.”

Maxime looked at her and got up, pacing in front of her.

“I’m not blaming her. I just hate the entire situation. I want to be able to see Sophie whenever I want. Not in secret. I can’t even tell my friends because they might let it slip. Besides, they all think she was silly for leaving the family.”

With a pang, Aria remembered how Agnes had mocked Sophie, implying she had abandoned much better marital prospects. 

“Do you?” Aria asked, miserable.

“No.”

“Then that is all that matters.”

“I just ... I can’t make the same mistake.”

“Nobody is asking you to choose.”

“Are you not?”

“Me?”

“You say you can’t be friends if I continue to work for my father’s campaign.”

Aria closed her eyes.

“That’s not what I said. Exactly.” She took a deep breath. “Even if I were out of the picture, would you be comfortable lying about what you really thought about New York, about Pop music and Americans?”

He looked at his hands.

“I wouldn’t. But there’s no denying I would probably do it far more easily if you weren’t in my life.”

Aria’s heart squeezed. Under the moonlight, she found it harder than ever to dislike Maxime, for all his misguided loyalty to his family.

“You can’t let others decide for you, Maxime. What do you want?”

Maxime looked at his feet.

“I want my sister to be happy.” He was not answering her question. They both knew it, but chose to ignore it.

“Then talk to your parents. Stand up for her.” She took his hand as tenderly as she knew how, half expecting him to remove it. When his hand stayed in hers, she stroked it gently. 

“I will,” he said firmly. “He’s not an awful man you know.”

“Who?”

“My father. I know you hate him, but he’s a great man. He fights for what he believes in even when nobody else agrees with him. Do you know he funded this program for underprivileged teens to access Classical music and opera performances for free? And he was the best director the Opera de Paris ever had until he left to enter government.”

“He’s passionate about culture, Maxime. I know that. Obviously you admire him greatly. Just don’t let it blind you. Or you’ll never be the person you want to become because you’ll be too busy imitating a model you can’t reproduce.”

“When did you gather so much knowledge?”

“I had a father I was afraid to disappoint too. It was only when I stood up to him and came here that he relented. I don’t regret it at all. He came around and now he lives in Paris with my aunt. I’ve never been happier.”

“How is Aunt Mimi?”

“It’s Tata Mimi in France,” Aria said playfully. “She’s never been better.”

Maxime smiled.

A small crowd entered the garden talking about how brilliant Tartuffe, Orgon and Elvire were.

“The play must be over,” Aria sighed. 

She did not regret missing half the play, but the idea of leaving the lovely gardens was a sad one. They got up, hands still tangled together. Maxime slipped their hands in his coat pocket and they walked to the theatre. She did not try to take it out of his grasp and instead matched her steps to his. As they neared it, he took their hands out of his pocket, blew on her hand to keep it warm, before letting it go.

“Thank you, Aria.”

She only nodded and he left to meet his friends while she joined hers.

“Where were you?” Paul asked once she had arrived in their circle. Margot peered at her suspiciously.

“You look happy!”

“I’m not!” Aria protested, diminishing her large grin. “I went to the bathroom and by the time I got out I couldn’t get in.”

“Well, you’ve missed an amazing performance,” Hortense said. “I’m sorry your evening was ruined.”

“Don’t be.” Aria smiled sweetly as the quartet went to the bus with the rest of the class. “Sometimes the best plays are performed behind the scenes.” 
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Chapter 13: Idols and Ideals
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THE ARROW IS LESS RAPID

In bringing death,

Than your love is

By flying into your arms!

Ah! Respond to love’s caresses

She closed her eyes, ready for the sol bémol. But instead of producing it, she stopped.

“Aria, hon, you did not sing the note.” Madame Robert’s kind voice forced Aria’s eyes open.

“It sounds awful every time I sing it,” Aria wailed. 

“That’s what you think. But you can’t improve if you don’t try.”

“I know, Aunt Caroline. I just ... The Christmas concert is nearing and I don’t think I’m ready.”

“Don’t think about the concert for now.”

“But the Milan Institute of Musical Arts will be present! I can’t embarrass our school.”

“Let me worry about MIMA,” Caroline stroked her hair gently. “Concentrate on the last four notes. For now, don’t start over. Just take a deep breath and sing those four last notes. Don’t forget to take a deep breath before the second La. Prepare yourself for the sol bémol that you will sing with a strong forte.”

Aria straightened her shoulders.

“Si, la.” She took a breath and sang the two last notes “la, sol.”

She held a feeble Sol until her teacher nodded.

“All right, you sang it. That’s good. Now we have to work on making that note sound more rounded. Confident. Let’s practice those last four notes again.”

They practiced again for thirty minutes, until Aria thought Si, la, la sol was the music accompanying wretched souls to hell.

“Nice improvement. It’s important that we go gradually with this. You can’t expect everything to come as effortlessly as when you sang in your initial voice range.”

“Aunt Caroline?”

“Yes?” Caroline gave a small smile every time Aria called her with affection.

“Do you regret becoming a mezzo?”

“Ah, my dear Aria, regrets are useless.”

“I know, but still. Do you wish you’d remained a contralto?”

“I wish I hadn’t given in to the pressure. My mother’s mainly. But it’s not the same with you, Aria. You know what you want. That’s something no one will ever take from you.”

“No one can put more pressure on me than I put on myself.”

“Perhaps you need to remember what it is to sing for fun.”

Aria nodded absentmindedly as she looked at her phone. Three missed calls and a text.

All were from Lucas.

Hey Aria! How are you?

Would you be available to put on the last vocals this week?

Let me know? L.

“Maybe this is the answer,” Aria mumbled. 

“Hmm?” Caroline said, curious as to what was on that phone that prevented her niece from looking at her when she spoke.

Aria typed swiftly.

I’m available now if you are?

The answer came back instantly.

Sure thing. Come straight over. We’ll be ready.

“You’re right, Auntie. Gotta go! Bye!” She kissed her aunt on the left cheek, grabbed her coat, béret, gloves and scores and ran out of the principal’s headquarters.

*****
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AS SHE WALKED UP THE stairs to Studio d’Artistes, Aria thought of the last time she had met Lucas in the winter. They had gone up the Eiffel Tower, she had tried to kiss him and he had pushed her away. Now, a little less than a year later, she had dated and been cast aside by the same boy and wondered why she was running back once he called her.

She had promised she could be a professional and work with him, but she was not entirely sure that was the only reason she was in such a hurry to return to Studio d’Artistes.

She knocked on the door, hoping no one would answer.

The door swung open. 

He had not changed in the least. The same charm, afro and easy-going nature.

“Hey.”

Aria’s plastered smile wavered upon seeing him.

She squeaked something resembling a hello, but was not certain it had come out like the correct word.

Entering the studio, familiar memories surfaced.

The kitchen where they took breaks, the studio where she had stood on her head. She greeted the sound engineers. There were some new faces, but all in all, not much had changed since she had last been there.

They entered Studio B together. She put her things with deliberate slowness in the corner of the room.

“I know this is a little awkward.”

“It’s not,” Aria interrupted quickly.

“It’s not?”

“OK, maybe a little.”

“It’s probably going to be a little more awkward than you thought because ...”

The studio door slammed making Aria jump. She turned to the newcomer and let out a little squeal.

In front of her stood a petite woman with a Mohawk, blue lipstick, and a fluorescent pink jumper.

“Miss. Educated!” Aria yelled. Ready to pounce on her like a golden retriever greeting its master after a long day, Aria clapped with excitement.

“Oh,” Miss. Educated said, with the air of someone who has seen it all, “you’re that girl my boy announced as his boo and dumped the next day.”

Aria’s enthusiasm fell as quickly as it had appeared.

“He shoulda kept you. You so cute.” She came closer to Aria, inspecting her on all sides. “And you were right about that Tamlin dude. Thinks he can sing, but he can’t.”

“Lucas didn’t dump me; it was a mutual breakup.” Hands on hips, Aria glared at Miss. Educated who only let out a roar of laughter. 

“Don’t worry, it happens to the best of us, baby.”

Aria did not know whether to protest or let it go. She knew her idol’s version was closer to the truth than hers, but she refused to let the great Miss. Educated think she was a loser. Her indecision allowed Miss. Educated to continue speaking.

“You’re also the mystery girl who’s been helping my son with his Rock album.” She threw out the word ‘Rock’ like she spoke of a child’s toy.

“Exactly and, speaking of that,” Aria said bitingly, “I’m going to get to work since that’s what I’m here to do.”

“Aw, don’t be like that, baby. You’re way too emotional to be in this business.”

“Emotional?”

“You don’t even know me. What do you care about what I say?”

“I-I don’t.”

“Right. You try convincing yourself of that.”

“I care because you’re an artist I admire.”

“You think I got to where I am by caring what people said?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Most of them Rappers I admired were male and they couldn’t care less about my feelings. So what’d you think I did?”

“You didn’t listen to them,” Aria answered with a keen smile. 

“You betta toughen up.”

“I’m tough,” Aria moaned.

“I thought Miles Thompson’s daughter was a tougher cookie.”

“Lucas told you who was my father? I heard you like his work.”

“I do and I want us to talk about it.” She gave Aria her card. “Now you tell him to call me and I’ll make time for him. Okay?”

Aria nodded energetically and squeezed the card tight. She winced only when she thought she would have to convince her father to call. He had lost so much confidence in his music since his record label had abandoned him; he had dared to sing only in front of the miserable patrons of The Lost Dreams Bar since Florence had left him. Aria thought of the folder called ‘Love’ and smiled. Her father definitely had works of quality he could show Miss. Educated.

“I’ll leave you to it now, Miss. Aria.”

Aria smiled with one corner of her mouth, fished her phone out of her pocket and asked, “May I?”

Miss. Educated sighed which Aria took as a ‘yes’. Putting her left arm around Miss. Educated’s shoulders, she yelled “cheese” and took a selfie.

Followed by a chorus of thanks and a hopping Aria, Miss. Educated left the studio.

“You ready now?” Lucas asked, with an amused smile, once the door had closed on his mother.

“I am.”

The first time she had stood in front of a microphone, she had looked upon it with wariness. Now, she was a natural. 

The two singers, Rock and Classical, stood side by side and sang together without the slightest unease. No longing appeared in Aria’s eyes, no sweaty palms, her heart did not rush when Lucas squeezed her shoulder to congratulate her. She listened to his deep, gravelly voice with the awe of a musician, no longer with the ears of an enamored groupie.

As she sang using her deep contralto voice, her whole being was appeased until she feared she would never want to leave the studio again. Leaving would mean attempting yet again to sing a high sol bémol, which her voice painfully reached. Leaving would mean trying to change into something she clearly was not.

Aria recorded her voice on three songs and finished with a sigh of deep satisfaction.

“Great job,” Lucas said at the end of the session.

“It was nice.” Aria smiled at him. The awkwardness was gone. Finally, she was singing again for fun.

“Your songs are great. When will the album drop?” 

“January.”

“Wow, next month. You’re so ready. I’m sure.”

“I think so too. I just want it to be perfect. Thanks to you, it is. You’ve got to come to the album release party.”

“I wish I could. But I won’t be in New York.”

“We’re doing a small party here before the real release party.”

“I’ll be there. I’m glad I could help. I think we’ve come a long way. Last year, at this time, I was preparing for the Christmas Ball which we went to together.”

“That ball was cool. One of my favorite events last year. My mom still wants to taste the shrimp I told her about.”

“Why don’t you both come this year?”

“You sure?”

“YEAH! My father will be there and your mother could meet him there to talk about his music.” Her father would have no excuse not to see Miss. Educated.

“We’d go as friends, right?” Lucas peered suspiciously at Aria.

“Of course!” Aria reassured genuinely. “It’ll be great. Can’t wait.”

She was over Lucas.

The Christmas Ball would only prove a truth of which she was already certain.
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Chapter 14: Miles’ Christmas Ball
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MILES WAS A MAN OF quiet assurance. 

Never in the habit of putting down others, he did not need to be at the center of the room to feel that he was of consequence. A handsome man, he enjoyed more or less discreet stares from female onlookers, but did not give them more credit than they deserved. His bitterness over the failed relationship with the only woman he had ever loved had rendered him impervious to the silky glances of female companions. In each velvety stare, he saw an ensnarement; in each smile, an entrapment. 

He saw it all in the multiple reflections the Hall of Mirrors offered thanks to its stunning glass display.

When Caroline Robert walked to the stage to begin the evening, however, he sought to catch her eye but only succeeded in craning his neck.

He had not seen Caroline since she was the awkward twenty-three-year-old who had admitted her mother scared her more than ghosts in the attic.

She had aged gracefully into a regal woman with curves, spotless brown skin and elegant taste.

“We are very happy to have all of you here for this year’s Christmas concert. New and old friends ...,” as she said this, her gaze fell on Miles and left it as soon as it had, so that the silent nod he gave her was not returned. 

“New and old friends,” she continued, “all are welcome. We’re particularly happy to be receiving members of the Milan Institute of Musical Arts.” Hand opened, she acknowledged the front row, where two men with jet black hair and a woman with dyed blond hair sat like royalty. Next to them, eight students from the Milan Institute sat straight and erect in their seats. “I do hope you will enjoy this evening’s performances.”

Aria’s classmates took turns to impress their audience with their vocal prowess. Elodie and Marie-Capucine, while they sang a duet, threw mean looks at the front row meant to intimidate their Milanese counterparts. 

The foreigners, however, were not easily frightened. In fact, these taunts bolstered their courage and, when it was their turn to sing in a chorus, they gave the audience a thrilling performance. Their secret weapon was Lydia, a girl with hair as dark as a crow’s feather, and a voice that could move the coldest heart.

As he listened to the Milanese students’ skilled performances, Miles wondered at their youth and recalled his. 

His parents, far from discouraging music in him, never thought he would attempt at a career. They thought he would have work like theirs: tiring, not well-paid, but enough to afford a family. Work that would send him to his grave the day he retired.

But seeing them come home every night, exhausted, had not been an incentive to follow into their weary footsteps. He had wished for a life he could enjoy. Hard but enjoyable toil. They had not understood. 

This life was made to suffer; the next life to rest.

He had wanted a real life right away, not wait for the next.

He had talent like the same children he was looking at right now. He’d had their confidence, too.

It had paid at first. 

His two albums Happy Man Blues and Starry Night Blues had made him a respected artist.

Until the summer of 1998 when he met Caroline Robert and her little sister who was still called Florence Robert back then.

Aria’s entrance brought him back to the present. To all, she walked with confidence. Only Miles saw the hesitation in her eyes as she began to sing.

He knew his daughter’s voice ever since the time she cried to be fed the first months he had her. It had evolved from the infant’s cry to the deep voice of a confident young girl.

Presently, he recognized it less. While her lower notes were assured, every time her voice went over her normal range, her hesitation was audible. The breaths she took were not only to sing, they were also her way of finding courage. 

Miles saw the struggle and shook his head. He had feared for his daughter when she had come to this school. This world changed a person until the only trait remaining from one’s former self was ambition. 

Miles had heard a performance like that one before. And it was from the same woman who was now teaching his daughter to become something else. His gaze moved swiftly from his daughter to Caroline. Knitting and unknitting her hands was the only way she expressed her worry. 

When Aria ended her performance, he clapped louder than anyone else. Unsmiling, she left the stage, before exiting the room entirely.

Miles followed her into the Peace Room.

“I know I was bad,” she said before he spoke.

As a parent, his duty was to reassure her. As a musician, he appreciated honesty.

“You weren’t bad,” he began. “You weren’t yourself.”

“I can’t be myself anymore, Dad. I told you.”

“Do you remember when you sang This Little Light Of Mine and you got stage fright?”

“How can I forget? I almost peed on myself.”

“Who came to your rescue?”

“You did. You came on stage with your guitar and you played the notes to suit my pitch. And I sang.”

“I thought you’d gotten over this phase of your life where you questioned your voice. You were proud of it before you came here.”

“I was. But Dad, I want to be famous.”

Miles leaned against the wall. What could he say? It was the dream, avowed or not, of every musician. His daughter was, after all, just that. His daughter. 

He understood the sentiment too well to scold it.

“To be famous you’ve got to use what makes you special and make others realize it is. Don’t imitate a false idea of what makes another person famous. You’ll lose at that game.”

Aria mulled over his words.

“But there’s still a common foundation to all divas. Only certain types of roles allow a female opera singer to be famous. If I can’t sing those, I’ll be a nobody.”

“What about you? What are your dreams?”

“I used to daydream of Lucas Watkins. I haven’t in a while. I’m having the same nightmare over and over again. But I guess you’re asking, what I wish for in my career.”

“When I was your age, I wanted a career that was hard work, but still something that I loved. Do you love what you’re doing?”

The clapping in the room behind them interrupted their conversation.

“The ball is going to start soon,” Aria said.

They re-entered the Hall of Mirrors. 

Guests were mingling and, among them, one stood out more than the others. In an electric blue dress, with nails the length and sharpness of paper clips, Miss. Educated’s eye caught Aria and she made her way through the crowd.

“She’s arrived!” Aria cried out, excited. “Dad, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Miles looked up and his jaw dropped. “Miss. Educated is here. Why is she coming toward us?”

“That’s her all right. I invited her and Lucas. Dad, she wants to meet you.”

“What have you done?” His face fought between pride and disbelief.

“Just hear her out.”

Miss. Educated greeted Miles with a vigorous handshake. 

“Aria, my son’s looking for you.”

It was an unnecessary, implicit demand to let the adults speak. Aria had no intention of listening in on this conversation. Her father was a grown man, but she knew that if she eavesdropped he would botch his first impression. The pressure of her hopeful eyes would be too much for him.

“I heard a lot about you, Mister Miles.” Miss. Educated pursed her blue lips once they were alone. It was not meant to be an act of seduction, but it appeared as an act of interest.

“How?”

“Followed your career since the early 90s. Up ‘til now.”

“There hasn’t been much lately.”

“It don’t have to be that way.”

Miles’ heart slowed. He had heard all this before. 

“I want to release a Blues album. I want only the best.  You want in?”

“You’re going to release a Blues album?” he scoffed. His heart beat at a normal pace once more. “You’re a Rapper.”

Miss. Educated crunched her hors d’oeuvre loudly and swallowed.

“When I told folks I was gonna be a Rapper back in the day they all laughed. The only difference was they said ‘But you a girl.’”

Miles looked down into his glass with embarrassment.

“Aren’t you tired of having people tell you what you can or can’t do? That daughter of yours is. As for my son, he don’t do nothing I tell him to. I ain’t surprised. He’s my son after all.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Produce my entire album and I want your voice on one of my songs. A duet.”

“Why me?”

“Because just like me, you ain’t got nothing to lose.”

“You’ve got an entire reputation to lose.”

“Not if I decide it’s something I ain’t afraid to lose.”

Miss. Educated finished her glass. “Now, I ain’t gonna hang around here all night. I’ve had it with these stuffy people. I got better parties to go to. Give me an answer tomorrow, or I’ll know you’re either crazy or a wuss. I ain’t workin’ with neither.”

She made a brisk salute sign and left.

He watched her strut past the waiters, the old dowagers and their husbands, who looked at her like she had just landed from a spaceship.

She cared not and pranced out of the room.

Miles walked over to Caroline Robert who chatted with a parent.

“I assure you, Caroline, my son has not stopped listening to Rock music since you lifted the ban. Signora Brocolomini from the Milan Institute says there is a real danger if he continues.”

Caroline looked across the room where Signora Brocolomini chatted with other parents, all of whom were engrossed with every word she spoke. A shadow of exasperation marked Caroline’s face as she turned to Madame Melun.

“I’m sure Signora Brocolomini means well, but she does not know your son like I do. Gabriel’s grades are excellent and he is one of our best Second-Year students. He needs to be allowed to explore various forms of artistic expressions or his work will suffer, believe me.”

Miles intervened before Madame Melun could answer.

“Caroline, a waltz?”

Madame Melun looked Miles up and down. 

Caroline hesitated, and stared at Madame Melun.

“I’d rather you stayed and discussed my son’s—”

“I can’t possibly turn down this kind man’s invitation. It would be very rude, don’t you think, Madame Melun?”

Caroline, without waiting for the overly concerned mother’s answer, walked away swiftly with an amused Miles.

“You’re lucky Madame Melun was a worse alternative than dancing with you,” Caroline said through gritted teeth as Miles took her hand and placed it on his shoulder.

“You know how to make a man feel special.”

Caroline closed her eyes. 

“I promised myself I would stay away from you.”

“You’ve managed that pretty well. I’ve been here four months and you never came to see me.”

“Did you really think I’d want to see you? After everything?” She paused and let out a heavy breath before asking, “Why didn’t you ever tell me my sister’s baby was yours?” Her voice cracked and she looked away. He followed her gaze. Aria danced with Lucas.

“I promised her I wouldn’t tell a soul. It was the only way she would allow me to keep Aria. It was like a closed adoption. I couldn’t tell anybody she knew.”

“I’m anybody?”

“You know very well that’s not true.”

“Do I?”

Caroline’s eyes grew hard.

Miles lowered his gaze.

“I was ashamed.”

“You moved on. There was nothing to be ashamed of,” Caroline whispered with regret. “I just had no idea you’d move on with my sister.”

“I wasn’t in love with her and you know it. You forced me to leave you! You said you couldn’t make a proper decision about your career if I remained in your life. You said your mother would never approve of me.”

“I was lost, Miles! Tugged between what my mother wanted for my voice and what you wanted me to be. I had to be on my own.”

“I would never have forced you to become a Blues singer if that wasn’t what you wanted. I loved writing songs with you. I didn’t know it was torture for you.”

“Working on our ‘Love’ album was the best time in my life. But if I’d stayed, if we’d produced that album, I’d have been following your dream. Not mine. That’s why I had to break things off.”

“You didn’t just break things off. You broke me, Caroline. I looked for someone like you and the first person who slightly resembled you was your sister. It lasted a week before I fully realized just how different you two were. I’ve looked for you in every woman I met ever since. Never found one like you.”

“I should have gone back to you, years later when I had learned to stand on my own. I lost courage every time. I thought you must have moved on. In a way, I was right,” Caroline said bitterly.

“Your sister and I, we were a mistake. She knows it as well as I do. I hated her for a long time when in reality I hated myself. I felt she had ruined every chance I had with you when I did that all on my own. How you must hate me!”

“I haven’t despised you all these years. Why would I start now?”

“Isn’t it a strange thing? Everyone believes that all this time I was in love with Florence, when the only woman who ever haunted my every song, my every night, the only woman I ever loved was you, Caroline. You’re The Only Woman I ever loved.”

“Miles ...” Caroline’s eyes brimmed over with tears.

“I wish you’d stood up to your mother. When you decided to go back to France and become a mezzo-soprano, when you went back to everything you had wanted to escape that summer, I knew I would never see you again.”

“I was such a coward. But everything you taught me that summer about freedom, I never forgot it. It took me a couple of years to figure it out. But when I decided I’d had enough, I found what I truly loved. Teaching. I’ve never been happier in my entire life.” 

“I’m happy to know that everything you really wished for became reality.”

“I still listen to your records. Everyday.”

“I listen to your recordings as well.”

“Oh my! Those awful takes we recorded in your studio after a night out. That’s not fair. My voice was barely warmed up.”

“It was still lovely.”

“You haven’t changed one bit.”

“You have, but in so many good ways. Yet your heart is still as kind as when I first knew you.”

“How do you know?”

“You love Aria as if she were your own.”

“She is.”

“If I were to ask you out to dinner one of these days, would you turn me down?”

“You would have to ask first. But my answer would not offend you.”

––––––––
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Chapter 15: Aria’s Christmas Ball
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FEW THINGS DELIGHTED Aria more than the holiday season. In Versailles, the entire holiday season was like walking through a winter wonderland.

There was rarely a more beautiful room than the Hall of Mirrors during the Christmas Ball.

Aria twirled around with Lucas but her mind was elsewhere. She reveled in the confirmation that her feelings for Lucas were purely platonic. Her hand on his shoulder meant nothing. His smooth smile and his gorgeous features did not cause the flutter it used to. 

Yet regret inhabited her. She missed the feeling of excitement he created in her.

She looked over at Paul, trapped in the arms of Rose, and felt sorry for him. But when her eyes found her father and Caroline, she smiled at them pleasantly. Her aunt looked lovely as always.

Her eyes darted to Maxime and Agnes and her heart skipped a beat. They talked with much animation and laughed. They were getting along. 

The notion displeased her far more than she cared to admit.

“Are you listening to what I’m saying?” Lucas peered at her with enquiry in his eyes.

“No, I mean, yes. The album will be out next month. I heard you.” Her eyes remained glued to Maxime.

The waltz stopped and she dropped her hands.

“Would you dance this new waltz with me?”

“Actually, I’d rather not. Maybe the next one.”

She hurried away from Lucas and went to the table swallowing a glass of water in three gulps. “Hello, Aria.” Madame Duchamp was at the table choosing an array of hors d’oeuvres.

“Hello, Madame Duchamp. Are you having a fine evening?”

“I am. Marie-Capucine sang well enough, did she not?”

“She did. She’s a talented singer.”

“I believe there is always room for improvement. In our family, nothing but the best is allowed. Of course, my husband is much more slack on these kinds of things. But I, on the other hand, pride myself on succeeding at nothing less than perfection.”

Aria glanced at Marie-Capucine sulking near Pierre-Henri, who asked her to dance receiving blunt refusals each time he dared. 

An idea popped into her head and before she completely thought it through, she blurted, “It’s too bad then, that Monsieur Duchamp should be mainly in charge of your daughter’s education.”

“Oh no, we’re both invested in Marie-Capucine’s education.”

“Oh, but since Marie-Capucine wants her father to have sole custody of her I guess he will influence her musical education more than you will.”

“Excuse me?”

“Oh, I thought Marie-Capucine told you? I assumed you knew.” Aria blinked innocently.

“I would never allow Marie-Capucine to make a decision on her own. I’m her mother after all. Children should be with their mothers.”

“I didn’t turn out so bad. Even though it is a little weird for a mother and daughter to get along after so many years apart. You won’t let that happen between you and Marie-Capucine. I’m sure. You’ll never have to introduce her ten years later to friends who have never heard of your daughter.”

Marguerite Duchamp’s eyes widened as she pictured the scenario. It was good enough for Florence Duchêne and her extravagant ways, but not for her.

“I’m going to talk to Marie-Capucine right away.”

“Oh, you can’t!” Aria interjected, panicked. She thought fast. “If you tell her not to live with her father, she’ll just do it to spite you.”

“Of course, of course. I’ll tell her I want her to live with me and that it’s best for her to do so.”

“Exactly. Seduce her into the idea. She’ll go along with it.”

Marguerite Duchamp smiled wisely. “You, Aria Duchêne, are a very smart girl. An excellent judge of character.”

“That I am,” she muttered as she watched Marguerite waddle to her daughter. Instead of watching the pair talk, she searched for Lucas to apologize for her abrupt departure, but finding him nowhere, she stayed at the table until Maxime came to find her.

“Would you like to dance?” Arm outstretched, he smiled at her.

“I’d love to.”

He guided her into a delicate waltz.

“You won’t leave in the middle of the dance like last year now, will you?”

“No, I’ll fully respect etiquette.”

“Good.”

“You and Agnes seem to be getting along great.” She bit her lip with regret. Why could she not think before speaking?

“Yes.” He looked at her uncomfortably. “You and Lucas?”

“We’re as good friends as two exes can be.”

“Ex?

“Of course, didn’t you read about it? Oh, I forget it appeared mainly in American tabloids. He dumped me a couple of days after telling everyone I was his girlfriend.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I assumed you two were still together since he was here tonight.”

“No, that’s just ...” Not wanting to speak about her father and Miss. Educated, she said, “He wanted to come back so I invited him and his mother.”

“I guess it’s hard getting over someone you cared about.”

Aria was about to deny his claim, but he dropped her hand suddenly as soon as the waltz ended.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll sit the next one out.”

As he left her, she gazed at his back. 

She left the room and wandered in the castle. She loved the exquisite taste, the finery of everything. She walked into the King’s room, but stopped short.

Not far from her, sitting on the King’s bed, Agnes and Lucas were kissing.

Aria gasped and they stopped. Agnes saw her first and pushed Lucas away. Swiveling around he caught sight of Aria’s gaping mouth and groaned.

Aria fled the room and, despite her confusion, she could not help but wonder what the King of France would have thought about what went on in his room centuries later.
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Chapter 16: Molière’s Secret Message
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THE BEGINNING OF JANUARY brought only dreariness. That year, no snow filled the rooftops. The air was warmer than any other year in Versailles. No snow fights raged in the gardens, no snowmen decorated the groves. The winter was a prolonged state of autumn.

Looking out the window of her Drama class, Aria found she missed the snow and that a real harsh winter was what she needed. 

She could feel Agnes’ eyes on her, but refused to give in. The Christmas break had allowed Aria to put off any discussion with Agnes. Since classes had resumed, avoiding Agnes proved more difficult.

Her gaze remained on Elodie and Marie-Capucine performing a scene from the famous French play, Le Mariage de Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro). Marie-Capucine played the role of Suzanne, Figaro’s spunky fiancée. Since the Christmas Ball, Marie-Capucine’s transformation was visible.  As she embodied Suzanne, the paleness of her skin receded and her cheeks continually colored with a rosy flush. Her lips would at times form a smile and, for anybody who knew her, the occasional smile was a tremendous improvement from her continual scowl. 

Marie-Capucine was a changed being.

Aria, sorry to see their amusing scene end, regretfully rose from the bench.

It was her and Agnes’ turn to play their scene of La Jalousie du Barbouillé (The Jealousy of le Barbouillé) by Molière, a comedy about a husband trying to prove his wife’s infidelity to her parents.

Agnes played Angelique, the unfaithful wife, while Aria, uncomfortable as it was, played Valère, her lover. The irony of the situation was not lost on Aria, who wished Molière had not been obsessed with the subject of infidelity, a running theme in most of his works.

Agnes stood before Aria and murmured under her breath, “We need to talk.” 

Monsieur Esseau, who sat on the first bench, called out to them.

“Proceed with your scene, girls. We don’t have all day.”

Agnes took a deep breath and began:

I assure you, sir, that you will oblige me very much by coming to

see me sometimes: my husband is so ugly, so ill-behaved, and such a

drunkard, that it is perfect martyrdom for me to be with him, and I

ask you what pleasure one can have with such a clown as he is?

Aria looked at Maxime taking notes on their performance. Were those Agnes’ real thoughts on Maxime? He was neither ugly, nor ill-behaved. Did she consider it unbearable to be with him?

Aria’s character was in love with the cheating wife. But as she gazed upon Maxime she could not find it in her heart to recite the script she had learned.

Eyes flashing, she said:

Perhaps your husband is all you say simply because he is sad and if you really were interested in his wellbeing he would be happier. Maybe you should make a decision. Either you tell him about what you’ve done or I will.  

Maxime’s head shot up from his notebook. The rest of the class listened with interest. 

Agnes raised her head high up and followed Aria’s lead:

Valère, if I didn’t know better I’d think your opinion was biased. What interest would you have in aiding my husband? Would it be because you’re interested in him and want his friendship all to yourself?

Monsieur Esseau frowned, but did not interrupt their dialogue.

Aria continued in a strong voice:

Not at all, I’m simply in favor of honesty, which you obviously have no notion for.

Agnes crossed her arms across her chest:

Perhaps all that bothers you is the person I chose to be unfaithful with, Valère. The fact that you are not as desirable as you once thought you were. And that so many suitors choose to be with me.

Aria fumed silently:

I don’t care in the least for your other suitors. They are of little consequence to me. I just think your husband deserves better.

Aria looked at her teacher’s frown and decided it was time to go back to the original script.

I promise you I shall do my utmost to amuse you, and since you are kind enough to say that my company is not unpleasant, my care and attentions shall prove to you what pleasure this good news gives me.

Monsieur Esseau rose and, waving his hands, begged them to stop.

“What’s this? You think you can ruin Molière’s play with no consequence?”

“We wanted to try our hand at improvisation, sir,” Aria explained.

“This is neither the time nor place. I told you to work on five main points not to destroy a masterpiece.”

Agnes glared at Aria while she looked back at her unapologetic.

“I’m sorry, Monsieur.”

“You will be when you see your grade. Back to your seats. Paul and Margot. Your turn.”

Aria joined Hortense on their bench while Paul and Margot went on the stage.

“What was that about?” Hortense whispered.

“Agnes knows,” was all Aria said.

They watched Paul and Margot’s scene from La Jalousie du Barbouillé.

Their exchange was witty and, as they played, their mutual attraction was palpable.

It was a funny scene and their repartee was on point. The door was open and carried their exchange through the halls of the school. 

No one noticed another student had crept by the door and was watching their performance.

Monsieur Esseau lauded their ending with loud claps.

“Very good! Now that is an enjoyable scene to watch.” He turned to Aria with narrowed eyes, indicating that her performance was far from good. “You two should be paired more often.”

Paul shrugged full of false modesty, while Margot looked away with repressed satisfaction.

“Good job,” Paul said, hand outstretched.

“You too.” Margot shook his hand just as the bell rang, breaking them from their reverie.

“I’ll miss rehearsing that scene with you.”

The class filed out while Paul and Margot continued complimenting each other.

They might have continued for a while, but for the interruption provided by Rose.

She arrived clapping loudly in the most exaggerated manner.

“Beautiful performance, you two. Mouah.” She pressed her fingers to her lips pretending to give a kiss of delight. “Really. You should do this more often. Bravo!”

“Thanks, Rose.” Margot looked away and moved to her bench to gather her things.

“If I were mean, I’d think there was something going on between you two. But I’m sure that’s not the case, right, Paul. Who do you love?”

“You, of course,” Paul stiffly put his arm around Rose’s shoulder.

“I’ll see you two later,” Margot mumbled.

Paul looked at Margot leaving with a sigh.

“You should watch out, Paul,” Rose declared, shaking his arm off her shoulder. “You’re not very discreet about your feelings. Need I remind you your future with Margot depends solely on me?”

“You remind me everyday.  Don’t worry. I won’t forget.”

“Good. I’d like you to invite me to your family’s house. Your mother’s a former prima ballerina and I’d love to meet her.”

“No way.”

“It seems to me you’re forgetting ...”

“Fine! Just leave me alone for now.”

“I have class here. I’ll see you later.” She walked to the nearest bench and, as he watched her take out her things, Paul’s jaw locked with intense displeasure.

*****
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THE LAST PERSON ARIA wished to see was Lucas. But having received an invitation to his French album release party, she showed up with her father. 

Miss. Educated greeted them with high-fives and ushered them inside Studio d’Artistes.

“It’s just a small gathering before the real release party in New York,” she explained. 

“I’m glad you made it, Miles,” she took his arm. “And boy am I glad you said yes to my offer.”

Aria turned to her father with wide, happy eyes. “You didn’t tell me!” She squealed and improvised a happy dance. 

“Hold still, Miss. Aria,” Miss. Educated steadied her with a calming hand. “No need to get crazy here. We won’t be starting for a couple of months. Right now, it’s time to partyyy.’

The music blared and Lucas chatted pleasantly with the main sound engineers with whom he had worked. His mother gave Aria’s father a tour of the studio.

Spotting Aria, he greeted her with an embarrassed smile. Aria nodded. 

“Glad you could come,” he said once he had joined her.  “I didn’t know if you still would want to.”

“I didn’t. But we worked hard on this album, especially you. I’m proud of you. And I don’t think anything should get between our friendship.”

“I’m sorry you saw what you saw that evening.”

“How long has it been going on?”

“Just that evening really. I mean, of course, we hit it off last year, but I wasn’t interested because I liked you more.”

“You don’t have to lie just to spare my feelings.”

“I’m not lying. I know we weren’t right later on. I had time to think about it since our breakup. I wasn’t ready to be in a steady relationship. With anyone. But we still work really well together.”

“Truth is, I don’t have feelings for you anymore, but I’m worried about Maxime.”

“I thought you hated him.”

“I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.”

“Look, I can’t control what Agnes wants.”

“But if our friendship means anything to you, you’ll do me this favor. Don’t do anything behind Maxime’s back.”

“Why do you care so much?”

“He’s got a lot going on. Just please.”

“I always suspected something was going on between Maxime and you.”

“Nothing’s going on. He’s a friend.”

Lucas looked at her with a skeptical smile. “You got the hots for him. Would you be this hard on him if he kissed you behind Agnes’ back?”

“I wouldn’t encourage him to hide anything from Agnes!” she declared hotly. As soon as she spoke, she remembered their evening at the theater when she saw him with Sophie. Without knowing Sophie was his sister, she had promised to keep his secret love from Agnes. 

Guilt washed over her. She did not seek to destroy their relationship. Did she?

“Maxime is more my friend than Agnes is,” she said. “So maybe I’m not impartial, but my intentions are good.”

“OK, OK. Now can we enjoy this release party? I’m stressed as it is about this album being a complete flop.” He sighed.

“If it is, you’ll do better next time.”

“That’s some encouragement. Way to go, Doc. It’s a good thing you’re a singer not a shrink. Shouldn’t you be saying, ‘No way that album’s going to stink. It’s dope.’”

“I won’t say that because I know that’s what you expect me to say. Truth is, you can never be sure how an album’s going to be received.” 

“If my Rock album tanks, I’ll go into Rap,” he joked.

“Rocker. Son of a Rapper. And a chameleon. Is there anything you’re not? Whatever happens, I guarantee everyone will talk about this historic moment. The day the son of a female Rapper released a killer Rock album.”

When the album was released that week, it debuted at number one on the charts, and Aria smiled when she read articles about the Mystery Girl:

––––––––
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BEWARE OF LUCAS WATKINS

Lucas Watkins’ album has the same name as his first single and the title is perfectly suited for an album introducing us to an amazing new artist. 

Mostly known as the son of the infamous Miss. Educated, it seemed he would be doomed to be a celebrity simply because his mother was the bad-ass Rapper we all love, doomed to never top the merit his mother had established all on her own. And for the last two years, celebrity sightings and pictures in the tabloids was all he was good for.

Until he released Beware.

He is not only a true Rock artist with a voice that nobody will forget, he masterfully plays the guitar and blends his numerous influences harmoniously. From Chuck Berry, Jimi Hendrix and more recent influences such as Muse. And let’s not forget his secret weapon, a Classical singer known as the Mystery Girl, a thrilling deep voice that could easily be mistaken for a man’s if we didn’t listen carefully enough.  

All in all, Lucas Watkins shows a lot of promise and is definitely an artist to watch out for.

Lexie Staz

Beats Magazine
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Chapter 17: Florence’s Fears
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ARIA EVADED MAXIME as much as she could during the following weeks. It was not overly difficult as no one knew that their animosity had evolved to friendship. Still, she found she missed his comradeship and that the secret she kept from him was eating her inside.

The evening her class attended the Werther premiere at the Opera Bastille, Aria did not sit with her classmates, but with her father, her Aunt Mimi, Caroline and Hortense, Florence having granted one of Aria’s friends to sit with them in the third row. In the front row, sat the Andrieux as Florence’s closest friends. Maxime slouched in his seat between his two parents, looking at the stage with dissatisfaction, waiting for the curtain to open.

The Opera Bastille was a modern opera without the ancient charm of the Opera Garnier that she had been to last year.

It was a vast building of granite-cold colors. But it was an opera house and, as such, Aria found a certain charm in its modern monstrosity.

She soon discovered the acoustics were far from stellar. Nevertheless, she waved that inconvenience away, once her mother appeared on the stage against the backdrop of a somber sky announcing a rainy day and the tragic atmosphere of Massenet’s masterpiece.

Her mother appeared in white muslin and her voice was swift like the flight of an eagle, agile like the coloratura soprano that she was. Her expressions, without exaggeration, portrayed the character’s sadness. 

Aria listened with awe. The last time she had heard Florence Duchêne perform, she had not known she was her mother.

Presently, she gazed at her with the admiration of a beguiled daughter. That was her mother! Her own. She gaped and wanted to get up from her seat and scream to the world that Florence Duchêne was her mother.

But the admiration was daunting. How was she ever to sing beside her with her faulty mezzo-soprano voice? How could she stand beside her mother in a concert room and spew out notes that were only half good?

She pushed the doubt away and listened on. Hortense whispered her admiration in Aria’s ear. She nodded, eyes glued on Florence.

At the intermission, Aria, Miles, Aunt Mimi and Caroline were invited behind the scenes at Florence’s request. Aria found it strange that they should be thus summoned, afraid that they might bother Florence while she prepared for the next act.

“So, what do you think?” Florence asked as a hairdresser braided her extensions in a long French braid.

“You’re amazing,” Aria said with breathless honesty.

“And what about you, Miles,” she asked sweetly. “What do you think? Or were you too busy holding my sister’s hand to notice I was singing?”

“Dad? Aunt Caroline? What are you ...” Aria swung her head to take a closer look at her father.

Miles took a step back while Caroline looked away embarrassed.

“You thought I wouldn’t notice? You’re sitting in the third row. Singing didn’t make me blind.”

Caroline cleared her throat.

“I think we should talk about this after­—”

“No, no, now is fine, big sister.”

Caroline shook her head with disgust and turned to leave.

“Why don’t you just admit that you’ve always wanted everything I’ve ever had?” Florence spat. Her hairdresser cleared her throat uncomfortably to remind Florence of her presence. 

Halting her departure, Caroline marched back to Florence.

“I have never wanted anything of yours. Why don’t you understand that I’m content with the decisions I made?”

“Even leaving Miles?”

“Why did you go after him in the first place, Florence? To get back at me for something, isn’t that right? You knew I loved him.”

“Did I? You never told me you loved Miles. Not ever. Or that you two were seeing each other. No, you were so secretive, Caroline. Once you hit eighteen you shared nothing with me anymore and you know it.”

“I was secretive? You kept the identity of your baby and its father for sixteen years. Mom and Dad don’t even know why you went back to the USA that year, pretexting some silly singing workshop once your belly started showing. They don’t even know Aria exists! You’ve always been so afraid of Mom that I couldn’t tell you anything without you babbling back to her. You would have told her I was in love with an American Bluesman and she would have come straight to New York to bring me back home.”

“I wasn’t the only one afraid of Mom! And I’d spilled one of your secrets. Just one! I was barely sixteen. But from then on you never trusted me again!”

“It wasn’t just any secret! You told her I was thinking of remaining a contralto!” Caroline yelled.  “After that, she followed every lesson, she checked every music I was listening to, making sure I became the singer she wanted. That secret you told changed my entire career. It changed my life. Who needs enemies, when they’ve got bratty little sisters?” Caroline spat, turning away.

Florence wrenched her braid from the hairdresser’s trembling hands and marched to Caroline.

“You, of all people, should know the hold she has on us. Why else have you refused to see her these last years?”

“It wasn’t just her influence on you. You love to be adored, Florence. You love to be loved and you can’t stand it when you don’t get the things that you want. You’ve always wanted what I had. Not the other way around. Look at me right now. Are you mad because you love Miles and can’t imagine your life without him? Or are you furious because you think you possess him? Because it pleased you to think that he remained all these years miserable because of you?”

Florence shuffled, turning to her hairdresser with vehemence, she shouted, “You get away! Go get me a glass of wine! Red wine!”

“You can’t even answer, can you?” Miles intervened quietly. “All these years, I was ashamed of the one mistake I made. But that’s over now.”

“You’ve got to grow up, Flo,” Caroline muttered. “You can’t control every little thing in your perfect little world. Your assistants, even your cast mates, you can boss around. But you can’t prevent this. You have no hold over me.”

Miles and Caroline joined hands and left the room.

Aria ran to Florence as she crumbled to the floor, sobbing.

“I had no idea my father and Caroline were together,” she said, as those were the only words she could think of.

“I don’t care about that. God, I’m a monster, aren’t I?”

Aria’s hesitation was plain. 

“You don’t have to lie. I knew what I was doing all those years ago. Caroline hadn’t told me she loved Miles, but I suspected it. It’s just, she and I were so close until she turned eighteen. Everything changed. She didn’t want to spend time with me; she had her friends. And then, I talked, told her secret, and she hated me. She still despises me.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.”

“Didn’t you see her eyes just then?”

“She was angry.”

“She’s right. I have always wanted what she has. Not because I was jealous, but because I looked up to her. So much. Ever since I was little. Her voice, oh my! Have you ever really heard her sing as a contralto? She was something. I took singing lessons just to spend time with her. I followed her around like a puppy.”

“Why did you tell your mom Aunt Caroline wanted to stay a contralto?”

“I was afraid of my mother. But there was another reason. I wanted Caroline and I to sing together. Mezzo and sopranos have way more duets than contraltos and sopranos and I wanted us to have a career together.”

“Florence, that’s selfish,” Aria rebuked sternly.

“I know, but I’ve never said I put other’s needs before my own.”

“Why don’t you tell her all of this? I’m sure she would understand. I mean, it’s a little twisted, but Aunt Caroline is the most patient person I know.”

Florence winced at the compliment directed at her sister.

“Don’t you wish she were your mother, not me?”

“I did once. But there is no one I’m prouder to say is my mother right now than the woman who sings the most beautiful version of Charlotte that I have ever heard.”

Florence sighed with grateful pride, bent over and dropped a harsh kiss on Aria’s forehead leaving a trace of bright red lipstick.

Her daughter, who hated red smudges, refrained from wiping them off and smiled at her mother.

“Speaking of Charlotte, I better get ready.”

“You’re going back there? But you’re a mess!”

“Oh honey, there’s always a drama of some sort behind the scenes. If that prevented us from singing, there would never be a full opera for anyone to hear!”

Aria hurried back to her seat, only to realize her Aunt Caroline had left.

But when Florence arrived on the stage, it was as if there had not been a meltdown five minutes before. Her voice was as pure as ever, her grace as intact, and when the audience clapped at the end of the opera, whispering at what a talented performer Florence Duchêne was, they had no idea how right they were.

*****
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THAT EVENING, AFTER the performance, the Minister of Culture invited his friends to celebrate Florence’s brilliant debut as Charlotte. Florence invited her daughter as well as Miles.

Miles agreed to go only after Aria begged him and Aunt Mimi said there was no way she would miss out on such a fancy invitation.

It had been a while since Aria had evaded her mother’s friends, but she felt more comfortable being in their midst now that her aunt and father stood by her side. Though she worried about Aunt Caroline, there was not much she could do at the moment.

The Andrieux’ house was immense. Never had Aria entered such a big domain in Paris. Even Madame Artois’ house was a den compared to the Minister’s.

Their house, the size of a small castle, was situated in the seventh district, the most expensive residential area of Paris.

There was a gate, a perfectly tended pathway and a large impeccable garden. When Aria entered the house, she thought she would never be satisfied until she bought a home of that caliber when she became a famous diva.

The guests were invited for drinks in the living room. Agnes, who sat with Viviane, glared at Aria from across the room like she was a burglar. Marie-Capucine whispered in Pierre-Henri’s ear and giggled, her eyes lightening up in a charming way as she did so. Standing near Agnes, Maxime smiled at Aria and his smile widened when Aunt Mimi walked in. Immediately leaving Agnes’ side, he greeted Mimi warmly.

“And how are you?” Mimi responded, after Maxime had asked her how she was doing.

“I’m great. I’m so happy to see the Thompson family.” Maxime shook hands with a chuckling Miles.

“I got roped in coming. I can’t say this isn’t a little awkward.” Miles looked around the room, well aware of the curious stares he was receiving as well as his sister.

“I’m glad you came,” Maxime said pleasantly. “Ah, and here is the woman of the hour.”

Florence entered the living room and, receiving a round of applause from her friends, bowed obligingly with a pleased smile. It was in those moments that she was happiest.

Monsieur Andrieux brought her a glass of champagne while the butler served the guests.

“You were breathtaking. As always.”

“A toast to Florence Duchêne,” Marie Andrieux cried out.

“What would the French opera scene be without her,” Richard Villeroy applauded.

“Thank you all so much. This is a very special evening for me. Indeed, as you all know it’s the first time that I take on the role of Charlotte. Also, it’s the first time Aria is in the audience as my daughter. I’m happy she could hear me at my best.”

She brought out a chuckle from the crowd of intimate friends who knew her to be only half joking, but who never tired of paying her compliments though she obviously did not suffer from any form of self-consciousness.

“Thank you to all of you for always being by my side.”

And with that, the evening started on a high note.

Aria avoided Agnes and edged closer to the butler, bumping into Marguerite and Nicolas Duchamp bickering.

“No, you sign the papers,” Marguerite hissed.

“Not unless you agree to give me the only thing I ask for.”

Aria’s heart dropped to the bottom of her stomach. The Duchamp were still arguing about the custody of Marie-Capucine. She thought she had observed a pleasant change in Marie-Capucine since Christmas, but she must have misread the signs.

“I’ll sign the divorce papers,” Nicolas said, “if you give me custody of our daughter.”

“You little scum-bag. I’m her mother and you only want custody to spite me!” Marguerite whispered angrily.

Aria smiled and walked away, satisfied that Marie-Capucine had become the coveted prize of her two competitive parents, and no longer the undesirable object they both wished to be rid of.

Her smile lasted until she found Miles and Mimi speaking with Monsieur Andrieux.

“So you two are Americans, is that so?”

“We are.”

“I had trouble reconciling the fact that Florence, who isn’t overly fond of Americans herself, would choose one as the father of her child.”

“Things change.”

Aunt Mimi, who did not understand most of the exchange, only smiled and nodded.

“Have you heard I had launched a campaign to reduce American music on the radio?”

“I heard, and read,” Miles replied. “That’s all anyone seems to talk about these days.”

“Even more than how the unemployment rate is going up and up and up.”

“There are more important moral issues to be dealt with.”

“Music has to do with morality now?”

“It has to do with our way of life, our French identity. If we allow all of American culture to invade us, there will be no France left. My wife here is fighting for the French language just as hard as I am fighting for French music.” Marie Andrieux came up to her husband in time to hear her name mentioned in the conversation.

“That’s right. I’m a part of the Comité d’Orthographe, in charge of creating a French word for every ugly English neologism that forces its way into our beautiful language. For example, streaming is ‘diffusion en flux continu.’”

“Everybody uses the word ‘streaming’, even in French,’ Aria observed. 

“Soon the word ‘streaming’ will disappear altogether.” Marie Andrieux pronounced the word with a frown of disgust.

“I’m certain that will make a huge difference,” Aria said sarcastically.

“Each act is a form of resistance. And that is what our people know how to do best.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Miles said. “Have you ever even been to the States?”

“No, but my son has, right Maxime?” Anatole drew Maxime away from Aunt Mimi. “Tell him what you told me?”

“Dad, I really don’t want to get into that right now.”

Maxime looked at Aria, his face troubled. 

“What did you tell him about New York?” Miles asked quietly, eyes narrowed. 

“I didn’t—”

“He said the food was disgusting, people were nearly savages. The music was loud, in the streets and just horrific. Noise everywhere and pollution. I’ll never let him set foot there again.” Marie Andrieux pursed her lips with scorn. Aria, aghast, grabbed her father’s arm.

“Dad, Maxime didn’t mean­—”

“That’s what you told your parents?” Miles asked, wrenching his arm from his daughter’s grip. His eyes burned with anger and he took a step closer to Maxime. “Wow, you really are a politician’s son. Your speech changes depending on the person you’re talking to, right?”

“Dad, please don’t make a scene,” Aria began.

“What’s going on?” Florence waltzed to their corner of the room and faced Miles with a soothing smile.

“I should’ve known your friends were as big a snob as you, Florence. Does this guy know that Maxime stayed at our place while he was in New York?”

“Dad, stop, please!” Aria begged. 

“He was bored to death and Aria took care of him for the rest of his time in New York. My sister and I cooked for him for almost two weeks and you’re here saying our food was disgusting? The music I shared with you. All of that was just us being savages?”

“He stayed in your home? For two weeks?” Anatole gasped. Marie closed her eyes, her hand covering her gaping mouth. She held on to her husband in despair.

Aria heard a glass crash and jumped. Agnes’ glass had dropped to the floor and she stood before Aria, livid, glaring at her with hatred. Paul moved closer to Aria, mouth open wide, while Mimi surveyed the disruptive crowd, wondering why everyone had lost their minds.

Anatole Andrieux found his voice with difficulty.

“Maxime, is this true?”

“It’s true,” Maxime admitted after a pause. 

Marie began to cry. She sat in the nearest seat, ventilating her face with her hands.

“This can’t be,” she wailed.

“Dad, listen to me,” Maxime stepped between his father and Miles, but Anatole pushed him away.

“Mr. Thompson, I had no idea that my son had remained in your dwellings during his stay. I will reimburse you all your expenses.”

“I don’t want none of your money,” Miles growled. 

“If what Maxime described of your country is all that he saw in your company, I believe you need this money.”

“I won’t stay here listening to this garbage. Aria, Mimi, come on.”

Aria looked in anguish at Maxime.

“Aria, I’m so sorry.” He moved closer to her, but she shook her head sadly.

“Maxime, you go to your room. Now!” Anatole bellowed. But Maxime did not listen, and, moving closer to Aria, he whispered, “Aria, not a word of what my mother said is what I truly think­­—”

Miles stepped in front of his daughter.

“Don’t come near her. Why don’t you just leave her alone?”

Maxime nodded, turning to Mimi, he repeated, “I’m sorry” and marched out of the room.

Aria followed her father and her aunt down the hall.

“Dad, please slow down.”

“Slow down?”

“Could ya’ll please explain what’s going on?” Mimi asked.

The maid opened the door to see them out.

“We forgot to ask for our coats.” Aria stopped on the threshold.

“You go back,” Miles said. “I ain’t setting one foot in that house anymore.”

Aria hurried inside and took the staircase immediately on the right, searching for Maxime. What she heard was loud voices and shouting.

She neared the room from which the noise came and peeped into it just in time to see Agnes throw a pillow at Maxime.

“You stayed with her the entire time you were in New York. And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“Nothing happened.”

“Nothing happened? Then why didn’t you tell me? You were pretending to hate her! You said you hated her!”

“I’m sorry. I should have told you—”

“Do you love her?”

“What? This is ridiculous.”

“Is it? You’re making me sound like a perfect fool!  You can’t even answer one simple question.”

“We’re friends.”

“You defended her! In front of your father. You’re ready to risk him hating you for her! You love her.”

“I respect her a great deal,” Maxime spluttered. “But that’s it! We’re friends.”

“That’s not answering my question, Maxime. But you know what? I’m through! To think that I felt guilty about making out with Lucas at the Christmas Ball.”

“You made out with Lucas?” Maxime seemed tired and rubbed his face.

“You don’t care, do you? You don’t even care! I should have known. I always choose boys like my father who don’t care one bit about me and who imagine I’m the stupidest girl on the planet.”

Agnes burst into tears and Maxime went to her.

“Agnes,” he said soothingly, “I care about you. But you’ve got to admit, we aren’t right for each other. If you’re making out with other boys then you probably don’t love me as much as you think.”

“But I do.”

Agnes leaned into Maxime to kiss him, but he stopped her.

“It’s over, Agnes.”

Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. Aria moved away quietly and went back downstairs to ask the maid for the coatroom. Once she had taken all three coats, she left the room and bumped into Maxime’s father, who threw her a loathsome look.

“I never want to see you anywhere near my son ever again.”

Aria raised her head high and said, “That’s not up to you. Or are you ready to cut him off from his family, like you did with Sophie?”

“How dare you mention her.”

“You’re running out of children really fast, Monsieur Andrieux. That’s because you think they should be your replicas. They can’t think on their own, they can’t speak on their own, they can’t love on their own.”

“Maxime does not love you. He doesn’t value you; he finds you disgusting. Do you hear me?”

Aria flinched and, though her throat tightened and she was close to tears, she whispered hoarsely, “He’s my friend, whether you like it or not.”

“He’s my son. I have power over him you’ll never have. Turn the TV to channel five at eight- thirty next Thursday and you’ll see.”

“You do have immense power over him. It’s so sad that you should use it to hurt him over and over again.”

Aria held her head high and walked past Monsieur Andrieux. She ran out of the house as fast as she could and met her father and aunt. He paced on the doorsteps.

“If I never come back here, it would be too soon. You’re never setting a foot here again, Aria. I can’t believe you brought this two-timing kid into our lives.”

“It’s not what you think. He only told his father ...”

“What excuse are you going to make for him, Aria?”

“He’s afraid of his father.”

“Are all French kids afraid of their parents or what?”

“Children fear disappointing their parents. That’s universal.”

“If he truly cared about you he would be proud to say how much he cares about you and that he likes spending time with you. Don’t make the same mistake you made with Lucas.”

“What do you mean?”

“You weren’t a part of his world. And you’re not a part of Maxime’s.”

“Lucas was different. He didn’t want a steady girlfriend. My feelings for Maxime have nothing to do with that.”

“Your feelings? Your feelings?” 

“Not like that! I­—” She sighed.

“I don’t want you anywhere near that boy. Do you hear me? If you so much as talk to him again—”

“Dad, I decide who I speak to.”

“I won’t have it, Aria. I’m doing this to protect you. I warned you about that world before. I know how they are. Would you really be friends with a boy who just insulted your father, your aunt and your entire family? Whose father thinks you’re a nobody?”

Aria looked to her aunt for support, but she shook her head sadly. Aria turned to her father. She read the pain, and, though she wished to understand Maxime, she never wanted to see her father hurt. He let people in with great difficulty and he had grown fond of Maxime so quickly, so deeply. 

“Of course not,” she finally agreed.

Her father straightened up and took her hand.

“Let’s get out of this place. These French people are just too much to handle. I never should’ve allowed you to come to this school.”

“Wait!” 

Aria turned around to find her mother on the threshold, holding her coat under one arm.

She hurried down the steps and caught up with Aria. 

“Nobody talks to my family like that and gets away with it.”

Miles nodded, unable to hide his surprise. All together, as one, Miles, Mimi, Florence and Aria left the Andrieux’ property.
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Chapter 18: Spring
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“WHY DID YOU LIE?” WERE Paul’s first words the next morning when he met Aria at breakfast. He sat with Hortense and Margot who shared the same look of wounded reproach.

“I don’t know.”

“Try harder,” Hortense said.

“It was easier. I just didn’t want to have to explain that I had changed my mind about him. I was afraid people would make assumptions about us.”

“Why would we?” Margot narrowed her eyelids. “Unless there is something else of course.”

“Nothing happened.”

“I’ve always encouraged you guys to be friends. I would never have made fun of you. You’re both my friends.”

“I know, Hortense. I just didn’t want to say right away and then we weren’t really friends anymore so I didn’t feel like there was so much to tell.”

“But you spent part of the summer together?” Margot asked.

“And he slept at your place?” Paul added.

“At my aunt’s,” Aria underlined. “It was cool. It was amazing,” she added in a softer tone. “There really isn’t much more to say.”

“I’m glad you two are friends.” Hortense squeezed her hand warmly. Her kindness and solicitude made Aria crumble.

“I don’t know how I feel about Maxime anymore,” Aria blurted.

“I knew it!” Hortense and Margot cried out simultaneously while Paul groaned.

“If any other person had humiliated my father that way, I wouldn’t have hesitated at all. He’d be a dead man. But I don’t know why; I just can’t hate Maxime. Also, I feel I shouldn’t be so happy he broke up with Agnes, but I am.”

“Maybe you should tell him that,” Hortense said gently.

“I overheard him speak with Agnes and he insisted he felt nothing more than friendship. He said this even as he broke up with her. So I’m confused.” She let out a sigh of relief. Telling the truth felt good.

“Maybe you should let things die down,” Hortense advised.

“I agree. My side of the family is going completely crazy over all of this,” Paul admitted. 

“So is mine.” Miserable, she pushed her food around her plate limply. “How come you’re still talking to me?”

“Ah, nobody ever expects me to listen to anything the family ever says. If Maxime had been like me from the start, he wouldn’t be in this mess today. If you give your parents the bad habit of obeying, they take advantage and you’re doomed for the rest of your life.”

“Not all families are as intense as yours,” Margot laughed.

“I’m glad you’re still my friend,” Aria patted Paul’s shoulder. “But if you breathe one word of what I admitted to your cousin, you’re a dead man.”

“Yeah, yeah. As for you,” he pointed his fork under her chin, “no more lies.”

“You’re one to talk,” Aria grumbled.

Paul smiled sheepishly, while Margot eyed him curiously.

“I’m sorry,” Aria said. “Please don’t make a bigger deal than it is.”

“OK, you’re forgiven,” Margot said. “You’ve had a crappy evening as it is.”

“I can’t believe what Monsieur Andrieux said to your father. And Maxime! He should have told his Dad he loved it in New York.”

“I heard Agnes threw things at his face,” Margot whispered.

“That wouldn’t be the first time,” Hortense said.

That morning, no one talked of anything else but Maxime and Agnes’ breakup. 

Unfortunately, rumor attributed it to Aria.

Marie-Capucine’s eyes threw daggers each time they met, while Agnes’ only spelt resignation. Whisperings trailed Aria’s path in the hallway as well as giggling and pointing, until she thought her head would burst with indignation.

At lunch, she took a stroll in the gardens. The Temple of Love offered its early spring beauty. The trees’ timid flower buds, the birds’ return and their gay whistles, the wet grass and its reinvigorated green, all contributed to soothe Aria’s troubled spirit. Her father’s words, her aunt’s disappointment, Monsieur and Madame Andrieux’ fury. She no longer knew which voice to heed.

Her family had come to France for her and her only. Even if she believed Maxime to remain true to the person they had met, how could she overlook their hurt? 

She went to the curved turquoise bench only to realize someone else had beat her to it. 

Maxime rose immediately.

“I’m sorry about yesterday evening.”

“So am I. I wish I hadn’t come to your house at all,” Aria said. Her gaze wandered to the grazing sheep as she recalled the last time they had met in the Temple of Love. The ill-fated day they had decided to become friends.

“Your father must hate me.”

“I’ve never seen him so humiliated, deceived. Aunt Mimi, once she found out, was furious too.” Aria’s eyes shone with poignant sadness. Her voice trembled as she finally found the courage to say, “I think we should stay away from each other.”

Maxime nodded tightly.

“If it makes you feel any better, I hate myself too. But I could live with myself if you told me you don’t hate me?”

Aria closed her eyes, and smiled a reluctant smile.

“I don’t hate you. How can you think that?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time.” He shrugged. Aria’s eyes opened.

“I didn’t hate you last year. Not really. I just disliked you strongly.”

“We can remain friends from afar. I guess, you were already distant these last couple of weeks. I now know why.”

“Agnes told you?”

“Yes, she told me what you saw.”

“I couldn’t tell you. I just didn’t want you to think that I was telling you because ...” She hesitated, “... because I wanted you all to myself.”

“I would never have thought that.” He touched her arm lightly. Gently, he made her face him. “Your feelings for me have always been perfectly clear.”

Aria was about to speak, but hesitated. He had told Agnes that they were just friends. And she knew that was how he felt about her. It was a million years since they had stood under the cupola and he had admitted he loved her. His feelings had died, while hers were far from tame, though their true nature still eluded a clear definition.

“I get you, you know,” Aria finally declared. “Even if I don’t agree with you. When I saw my mother yesterday at the Opera, she was so grand. I was so proud, but at the same time, I thought, how will I ever live up to that? I know how you feel.”

She kissed his cheek, turned and walked away, hoping Maxime would call her back, feeling only half-relieved when he did not.

*****
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SPRING HAD SETTLED in Versailles. 

With Mother’s day coming up, Aria was growing more and more nervous.

A day before the concert, while she attended her singing lesson with Aunt Caroline, she peered through the window and the flowers had fully blossomed. Caroline was whispering in her phone in the kitchen. She hung up and came next to her niece to resume their lesson.

“Aunt Caroline, I don’t think I can take this any longer.”

“What can’t you take, my darling Aria?”

“The fact that you and Dad pretend that you’re not together when I know that you are.”

“We’re not pretending anything.”

“You’re pretending you’re fine when I know that you’re miserable you and your sister fought.”

“My sister and I fight all the time. You should be happy you don’t have siblings. I wish my parents had stopped after me.”

“You don’t mean that. You wouldn’t say that if you knew how much Florence looks up to you.”

“Haha,” she laughed dryly. “Florence Duchêne doesn’t have one shred of respect for me. She’s only always wanted to have all the attention on her.”

“I refused to get in the middle of this, but you know what? Maybe I will. I don’t have siblings and sometimes I really wish I did. You’re lucky. And I’m going to say this only once because Florence would kill me if I told you what she told me. She was devastated when you two stopped hanging out once you turned eighteen. She told your secret back then because she wanted you two to sing together and she knew that as a mezzo you two could have more duets together.”

“How selfish of her. I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“It was selfish, but it came from a good place.”

“Her love for herself.”

Aria gulped. Of course her aunt would see it that way.

“She fooled you too.”

“Caroline, if you’re the patient and kind person that I know you are, you’ll go and talk to your sister. Before it’s too late.”

“What do you mean? Is my sister sick?”

“No!” Aria said triumphantly. “But the fact that you worried right then proves you still care. Besides, you never know what might happen tomorrow. So talk to her.”

“How about we resume the lesson now.”

“Fine,” Aria mumbled. She stood straight and sang with a strong confident voice:

Ah! respond to Love's caresses,

Join in all my soul expresses!

Her sol bémol came out strong, a heart-wrenching wail full of emotion as she pressed her hand against her stomach.  

“How you’ve improved!” Caroline clapped. 

“It’s much, much better,” Aria replied uneasily. “It still doesn’t feel like me though.”

“It’s not perfect, but that sol bémol sounds much more rounded. You sing with more assurance.”

“Thanks, Aunt Caroline.” She hugged her aunt, yet could not shake the feeling that the concert would go horribly wrong.
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Chapter 19: The Lady in the Dream
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ALL THESE PEOPLE ASSEMBLED this evening at the Opera Garnier. Did they really all come to hear me sing?

My Mother and I. I believe I’m ready. Am I? My hands are moist. Thud, thud, thud. That’s my heart. This is my time to shine. My dress is a beautiful, dark, rich red, my hands filled with diamond rings. At my throat, a triple row necklace. 

I’m a diva!

I peer through the red curtains at the front row. There’s my father. He’s sitting next to Aunt Caroline. They’re holding hands and I’m so happy. Maybe they’ll get married someday. She’s sitting next to Florence Duchêne.

Florence!

Why is my mother sitting in the front row? She’s supposed to sing with me! Why isn’t she on stage?

Why am I already on stage? And if Florence is sitting, who is the woman standing on the stage? Tall, slender, beautiful dark skin. I know her. She refuses to turn around, but today, I’ll find out who she is.

I sing Mon Coeur S’Ouvre A Ta Voix. My voice is beautiful, clear, my sol bémol is perfectly thrilling.

The crowd rises and thunderous applause surrounds me.

The woman in front of me on stage turns around.

“Is this what you really want?”

I gasp as I recognize the woman and I realize that I knew all along who she was.

*****
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ARIA AWOKE, BUT THE dream stayed with her the entire day: the woman she had seen, the woman whose identity she now knew and the meaning of the recurring dream.

That evening she dressed, her heart heavy, but she knew what she had to do.

When she arrived in the Hall of Mirrors, many guests had arrived already. She heard her name mentioned in hushed tones as she crossed the Palace’s grand hall. In the mirrors’ reflection, she saw eminent and distinguished personalities of the Classical world.  

“I heard Florence Duchêne’s parents had no idea she gave birth to a baby!” a woman in mink whispered to her friend.

“I heard the girl was born in a wheat field in Oklahoma!” her friend replied with a sly grin. “Do you think cows breastfed her, too?”

They giggled, until the woman in mink put a crooked finger to her lips as Aria walked past them.

She went to find her mother in the War Room where the makeup artist added the final touches to her face. Seeing her daughter’s tight features, Florence requested privacy.

“Florence, please forgive me for what I’m about to say,” Aria began once they found themselves alone. “I can’t sing with you tonight.”

“Why can’t you? Are you feeling unwell?” Florence put her hand to her daughter’s forehead. Aria could not help but notice Florence’s genuine worry and realized it was the first occurrence of authentic parental concern her mother had displayed. This bolstered her determination to speak her mind. 

“I don’t want everyone out there to know me as a mezzo. I had a nightmare. At least I thought it was nightmare, but in fact, it was dream. I was on stage and you were sitting in the crowd. Another woman was on stage with me. At first I didn’t know who she was. But I should have known.”

“Who was it? Caroline?”

“It was Marian Anderson, my idol since forever. She asked me if I knew what I was fighting for. I know why I saw her.”

“Well, she is a contralto.”

“That’s not just it. She fought so hard for what she wanted. As an African-American opera singer in the early 20th century, she was denied entry to the Philadelphia Music Academy because she was black, regardless of her immense talent as a contralto.”

“They must have regretted turning her down.”

“I’m sure they did later on. But at the time, Marian Anderson didn’t give up on her dream no matter how hard it seemed. She didn’t know if she would be famous or if she would succeed. She didn’t let anyone tell her who she was supposed to be. I’m sure there were people who told her she should stick to singing in church or give up being a Classical singer and sing something else. Of course, I’m sure she would have made a great gospel singer, or Rhythm and Blues diva like Aretha Franklin. But she wanted to be an opera singer. She didn’t try to be anyone else than who she was. She became one of the most famous Classical singers in the world just as she was. I don’t know what my future will be made of, but when I make my grand debut, people have to know me as I truly am. My voice is who I am. It’s taken me some time, but I finally understand what all this means. Of course, I want to be famous and respected like you. But it would mean nothing if I have to change who I fundamentally am. I can’t be a travesty. I’ll sing male roles, secondary roles, or play an evil witch if I have to. But one day I’ll be the greatest diva. Not a soprano diva, not a mezzo-soprano diva. I’ll be the best contralto singer this century has ever heard.”

Florence pressed her hand with pride. 

“I’ll help you and so will Caroline.” She let go of her daughter’s hand with a sigh. “Too bad there aren’t many duets we can sing together.”

“I’m not Caroline and I’m not you. I’m not my father. I have to make my own path.’

“I now know better than to make you. You don’t respond well to force. I’ll just sing something else this evening.”

“You don’t have to,” Aria smiled. “I brought someone who can sing with you.”

Caroline stepped in the room while Aria made her way out.

“We need to talk, Florence. This talk is long overdue. But first, we’ve got a concert to give.”

Aria listened to her mother and aunt’s concert. It was the first time she heard her teacher give a performance, and she was breathtaking.

As they sang, not a noise disturbed the audience. Until the door of the Peace Room opened with a long ominous creak. Heels stomped the floor as loud as thumping elephants running in the savannah. Clac, clac, clac. 

Aria turned around and gasped. At the back of the room, stood her grandmother. Lips pursed, eyes as dark as a sea storm, she stared at her two daughters as they sang, shaking her head in an imperceptible movement.

Florence and Caroline continued singing the Flower Duet, but instinctively grabbed each other’s hands, eyes widened with alarm. Their shared fear rendered their performance all the more beautiful as they held on to each other, their voices as pure as the chorus of celestial beings.

With a final thunderous glare, Yolanda Robert turned. Clac, clac, clac. Her feet, square like horses’ hooves, carried her out of the room.

Aria breathed a sigh, relieved her first encounter with That Terrible Woman would be another day. 

Florence and Caroline ended their duet on a beautiful note and no one in the audience noticed anything amiss.

Aria leaned against her chair with pride. If there was so much talent in the family then there had to be a place in the sun for her. 
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Chapter 20: The Debate
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THE END-OF-YEAR EXAMS were difficult, not only for Aria.

The teachers, who did not care for the matters of the hearts of their students, had increased the difficulty of the exams given to previous Sixth-Years and were proud to have done so. No one would ever challenge that the National Academy of Arts held its students to the highest standards. Not even the Milan Institute of Musical Arts.

Aria passed her exams with flying colors and, though she beat Maxime who arrived close second, the victory held little of the appeal it once had when her only goal was to prove to him that she could be the best.

Had anyone ever doubted her brightness, they would have been corrected. But no one dared to question her spot.

Maxime was no longer in the same frame of mind as he had been the previous year. His rank was of little consequence to him when all everyone could talk about in the school was his upcoming television appearance at eight-thirty alongside his father.

That afternoon, Paul and Margot joined Hortense and Aria in their room to watch the live edition of the debate on Hortense’s laptop.

“I don’t think I want to stay,” Aria said.

Yet her eyes remained glued to the screen and could not look away.

The familiar jingle of the debate show Débats appeared. Its presenter, Monsieur Calvin, a man with a nose like a trumpet, short dark hair and drooping cheeks, welcomed his guests. Monsieur Andrieux greeted the presenter as did Maxime and the two other guests: Madame Ferrian from the opposing party, as well as a female student from the Conservatoire de Paris.

“So, as you know, the debate has been going in France about quotas on the radio to promote French music. Present with us are Madame Ferrian and Cecile Bonneau who are against the quota. Cecile is a French soprano studying at the Conservatoire de Paris while Maxime Andrieux is a student at the National Academy of Arts in Versailles. His father, Monsieur Andrieux, is here to defend his bill, while Madame Ferrian from the opposing political party is formally against. Now, first question for you, Monsieur Andrieux. What is the actual quota for French music and why do you want to increase it?”

“Thank you, Monsieur Calvin. The actual quota is of about 40% but is not always respected by radio hosts who prefer to put American Popular music on the radio than singers from our own country. The same can be said about streaming sites like Deezer who prefer to put top-selling artists like Rihanna, Sia and Madonna than artists like Coeur de Pirate, Stromae, or Bernard Dentier. Now, I’m more of a Classical music listener, nevertheless, my fight is for all French music to be listened to by our youth instead of them thinking that our music is inferior to the music produced in a country who doesn’t care about anyone else’s culture than their own. That is why I would like to amend the actual legislation and increase our quota of French music from 40% to 90%.”

Monsieur Andrieux nodded, approving his own speech. The presenter turned to Madame Ferrian, who refrained from rolling her eyes.

“I would like to say that I generally am not crazy of any of the artists he stated, I mean, really. Their music is just constantly the same. But that doesn’t mean that I agree with what this man is saying. Of course, I would like my children to listen more to the music that I used to listen to: Edith Piaf, Daniel Balavoine, Serge Gainsbourg, or even the newer generations of French artists. But I think it is our job to promote our music without completely suppressing the music coming from elsewhere. Our country should be open to other cultures.

We live in a world where cultures interact. Do we really want to appear as a country that is closing down on itself? To close is to become obsolete. It wouldn’t even be economically sound. Our culture needs to be promoted and I think our Minister has done a fine job of it so far. But what he offers now takes things too far. We can’t ban music from our youth just because we want it to listen to our music. We have to seduce it because that is what democracy is all about. Bans are for totalitarian regimes.”

Aria held her breath as the presenter turned to Cecile, a prim young woman with a cascade of chestnut hair.

“Now, Cecile is a young woman studying Classical music, a genre that often looks down on American Popular music. But she doesn’t, right?”

“No, I don’t. I was raised in a household that made sure I studied Classical above all because I want to become a Classical violinist in the Paris Orchestra. But my parents never prevented me from listening to all sorts of music whether French Popular music or American music or music from the world. I truly enjoy Salsa music and music from Latin America which sounds really great on the violin. It doesn’t prevent me from being an amazing Classical violinist.”

“Really?” Monsieur Andrieux said. “I have on good authority that your grades have dropped about 50% this year.”

She blushed and spoke again, “Yes, that’s correct, but that’s because of personal reasons that I don’t wish to disclose.”

“Personal reasons indeed. Your school lost its ranking to the Milan Institute of Musical Arts last year. It’s not your fault your school refuses to put a ban on Popular music when it should strongly consider it.”

“But the ban in your school failed, did it not?” Monsieur Calvin asked Maxime.

Maxime opened his mouth to answer, but was interrupted by his father. He brushed his arm lightly as if to say ‘let me handle that’ and spoke.

“It was a test which succeeded. Grades in the music department rose significantly from the year before. Comparing to this year, when we stopped the experiment, grades have been sliding ever since. Including my son’s who went from first to second position this semester.”

“But that is another debate entirely,” Madame Ferrian intervened. “So what, we should ban all forms of Popular music just so that Monsieur Andrieux’s son can have good grades?”

“If you had children of your own, perhaps you would understand.”

“Nice. Resort to sexism just to prove a point. Monsieur Andrieux, you are stuck in a tiny world in which you think that just because you want something you should have it. What will be next, banning American movies? I love French culture just as much as you. We gave birth to the Louvre, the Eiffel Tower, Debussy, Molière, Corneille and other artists for centuries. Our culture is still relevant today and it is our job to make it loved not imposed. If our ancestors had excluded all other cultures, we would not have the famous Italian Mona Lisa in our Louvre today. Why don’t you start by learning about American culture before saying that it is so decidedly inferior to your own?”

“I have learned about American culture,” Maxime spoke up.  Madame Ferrian looked at him sharply, not expecting him to be able to speak.

“He has!” Monsieur Andrieux said triumphantly. “His description of it was appalling.”

“I spent two weeks in New York City,” Maxime began before being interrupted by Madame Ferrian.

“That does not make you an expert,” she said curtly.

“It doesn’t,” Maxime agreed. “But I never said I was. All I can say is ...” He looked at his father who urged him with an impatient movement of the hand to proceed.  “Those were the best two weeks of my life, including in the music domain.”

Monsieur Andrieux gasped while Madame Ferrian laughed at her opponent’s reaction. Cecile’s eyes widened with pleasure, glad to find an ally in a cause she felt she had unintentionally harmed.

On the other side of the screen, Aria put her hand to her mouth. He was finally telling the truth.

Hortense and Margot high-fived while Paul said, “Oh man.”

“My son is not ...”

“Please let him speak,” Madame Ferrian said. “Or are you not versed in the simplest rules of decorum?”

“That is not it at all, but I know very well what he was about to say­—”

“I was about to say,” Maxime interrupted loudly, “that musically speaking, I learned a lot about Blues which is a marvelous musical genre, as well as Jazz, Soul and Rock. I may not become a fan of Rihanna either, but there were a lot of new musical genres that I loved. I met a lot of people on the way that were kind to me and received me in their country with open arms. Perhaps kinder than they would be treated here in return. I tasted new foods that I loved and discovered places that I would love to visit again.”

“So you don’t agree with your father?” Monsieur Calvin asked. “This was unexpected.”

“I don’t completely disagree with my father. I believe that every culture should be promoted. Each people is entitled to be proud of their culture. Americans and French alike. But we shouldn’t take it so far as to exclude others because that’s where the danger lies.”

“Is your father taking it too far?”

“Maxime ...” his father warned.

“I disagree with his bill and I hope that he will reconsider introducing it in Parliament.”

Anatole Andrieux banged the table. His mask of calm placidity slipped in time for all to catch a glimpse of his true nature. His lip curled with savage rage as he banged the table, once, twice and a third time. The toupee atop his head slipped ever so slightly unto his forehead and covered his right eye. He placed it back hurriedly as Cecile let out an involuntary giggle.

“If even his son disagrees with him, I wonder who in Parliament Monsieur Andrieux will be able to convince?” Madame Ferrian said with a satisfied grin.

“Those are very philosophical words to end this debate. A debate which, if I may add, appears to have made quite an imbalance in its two parties with the pro being outweighed by members of its own side.”

The soundtrack began to play while Monsieur Andrieux angrily rose from his seat and left the set.

Paul turned to Aria. “What Maxime did. That was for you.”

Hortense and Margot nodded with excitement.

“No.” Aria shook her head in disagreement, a small grin playing on her lips. “That was for him.” 

*****
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BY THE NEXT DAY, THE video of the debate had gone viral with the minister being ridiculed in every French media.

Le Monde titled its front page ‘Andrieux Furieux’ (Angry Andrieux) and Le Figaro titled its front page ‘Le toupet d’Andrieux.’ (Andrieux’s Toupee).

The French Minister of Culture was ridiculed and the Guignols, the tv show with puppets making a satire of politics, did not have to search long for inspiration for the next evening’s show.

When Maxime did not appear the next few days in school Aria began to worry, though Paul assured her his cousin was fine.

The antepenultimate day of school, Aria was with Margot about to go to the gardens to take her mind off of Maxime, when they met Rose sitting on the staircase crying.

“Rose, are you okay?” Margot rushed to her with concern.

“No, I’m not OKAY!” she wailed.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Paul!”

“Did you break up?” was out of Margot’s lips before she realized there was far too much hope in her voice.

“Ha! He broke up with me! And he told me that he had been going out with me just because ...”

“Rose, I think you should calm down.” Aria tried to grab Rose’s shoulder, but she pushed her away.

“No, Margot should know the truth. He said he had gone out with me just to make another girl jealous!”

Margot gasped, but her eyes shone in a strange way.

“Aria knew and helped him!”

Margot turned to Aria with indignation. “Aria?”

“I did not help him, really,” Aria argued.

“How could you help him do such a thing to poor Rose? And who was the girl?”

Aria hesitated, but could not betray her friend’s secret. Especially when Margot appeared to be furious with this newfound knowledge.

“To think I fell in love with him. He broke up with me and threw me aside like some rag doll. The girl he wanted was some other random girl in Deauville.”

“I’m so sorry, Rose.” Margot said chewing her lip, wondering who this new rival was. “You know what? I’ll go find him now and give him a piece of my mind. Where is he?”

“He went rowing with Hortense.”

Margot got up and marched off. Aria caught up with her outside.

“I think you should think about this, really. I’m sure Paul is really sorry.”

“You knew he cared for some other girl enough to do this and you didn’t tell me. When you knew how I felt about him?”

“I couldn’t tell his secret!”

“Who is the girl?”

Aria stopped.

“Never mind, I won’t believe anything that comes out of your mouth. You’re only good for lying and keeping secrets.”

“Hey, that’s not fair!”

“Isn’t it? Why don’t you tell us that you’re in love with Maxime?”

“Because I’m not.”

“Oh please, quit lying. Your look when he gave the debate was priceless. Unless, you don’t know yourself.”

“I don’t love Maxime. I don’t feel the same way I felt for Lucas. And I was in love with Lucas. I like Maxime more than a friend, but I’m not in love.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. You may not have the same symptoms, but it’s still the same illness.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Whatever, there’s Paul.”

Margot ran to the lake where Hortense and Paul were putting their canoe to the water.

“Paul Andrieux, you should be ashamed for what you did to poor Rose!”

“What have I done now?” Paul sighed.

“She knows,” Aria said.

“Oh.”

“Don’t play dumb. You played with that poor girl, you manipulated her and broke her heart.”

“I’m not proud of myself, but she wasn’t supposed to tell. She’s known this for a while and blackmailed me into staying with her.”

“All this time I thought you were in love with her and I became her friend just for you.”

“She’s manipulative really, that one. I’m glad I don’t have to pretend anymore that ...”

“ All this for what? For some trashy girl you met in Deauville ...”

“... I am in love with anyone else but you,” Paul completed.

Margot stopped short to catch her breath.

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Isn’t that what she told you?”

“She said you liked someone else. Aria refused to tell me who.”

“Aria? Why didn’t you tell her it was Margot?”

“Because I keep secrets people confide.”

“She also kept the secret that I liked you,” Margot said.

“You knew Margot liked me?” Paul screeched.

“Of course, but I couldn’t say anything. It wasn’t for me to tell.”

“But you could have saved us a lot of trouble if you’d just said something!” Margot exclaimed.

Aria thought about it and tried to remember the logic behind her silence over the matter.

“But Margot was supposed to be on a cleanse ...” she began.

“Whatever, I’ll never confide anything in you ever again,” Margot said.

“Me either,” Paul added.

“You won’t tell me your secrets because I can actually keep them?” Aria asked incredulously.

“Because you have no idea how love works,” Paul said. “It’s no wonder you still don’t know you’re in love with Maxime.”

“She really is dense, huh?” Margot said, taking Paul’s arm.

“We love you despite it all,” Paul said flippantly. He looked into Margot’s eyes and, as if on cue, they walked away as if nothing else mattered in the gardens than their unveiled love.

Hortense, who stood by, patted Aria on the shoulder, “Don’t worry about those two. They actually think that their love story should matter more to you than to them. So much for Margot’s boy cleanse. I have to say, I’m surprised it lasted almost a year. I’m positive her relationship with Paul will be better because of it.”

Aria shook her head with laughter but quickly sobered up.

“Have you seen Maxime?”

“No, but it’s a good thing you’re not in love with him.” Hortense paused and, peering at Aria with troubled eyes, she said, “He’s leaving Versailles in a couple of days. His parents are sending him to the Milan Institute of Musical Arts for his final year.”
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Chapter 21: Promises
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SOON AFTER HORTENSE had announced the terrible news, she sought to bring comfort to her distraught friend, but she left Aria to herself upon her friend’s insistence.

Once alone, Aria sat on the bank, took off her shoes and put her feet in the warm waters. Their calmness, however, did not assuage the riot in her heart.

Maxime was leaving for Italy.

This single notion had turned the skies to darkness and she could no longer see the sun though it shone on her still.

He would not be allowed back to the academy to say his goodbyes. She would never see him again!

It was at that moment, with the sharpness of her anguish, that she realized she had fallen in love with Maxime. The realization alone managed only to bring tears of regret that she had not known it sooner. Thinking of the moments they had spent in New York and Deauville she wondered at herself for mistaking her enjoyment of his company for pure friendship. Not when she had been jealous of Agnes. Oh yes, she could admit it now. She, who had not felt the slightest torment when she had caught Lucas kissing Agnes, when her only thought had been for Maxime, his pain. Her mind weaved a delicate tapestry filled with the moments they had shared: their races at Prospect Park, their dance at the Christmas Ball, their moment in the gardens of Palais-Royal.

It became clear why she had wanted to hide their friendship from others. The secrecy had preserved all these moments, keeping them unmarred, precious, untainted.

She only wanted to keep their moments to herself.

How she regretted her own blindness and foolishness! That he should leave without knowing how deeply she valued him.

The sun set slowly over Aria and the lake had long been abandoned by the other students.

Only the swans remained rulers of the Grand Canal, eyeing a distraught Aria with their natural suspicion.

Suddenly a canoe appeared and in it a young boy with dark hair and sad eyes rowed toward Aria.

She looked up only once the boat was close enough and brought her hand to her heart with joy.

“Maxime,” she whispered.

With a gesture of his hand, he invited her to take a seat in his boat, which she promptly did.

“I suppose you’ve heard by now that I was leaving.”

Aria nodded without speaking.

“I couldn’t leave without honoring my promise that I’d take you on a boat ride in the summer on the Grand Canal.”

Aria laughed lightly, self-conscious, as if she encountered him after a long absence.

“I can’t believe what you did.  The debate. In front of everyone.”

“I don’t regret it. I should’ve done it much sooner.”

“I don’t want you to leave.” She put her hand on the canoe for support. Looking at him, tears welled up in her eyes.

“Don’t cry, Aria.” Anguish was heard in his voice and he fought to make light of things. “The Institute is a great school and maybe you’ll be happier without me here. You’ll rule as number one student. No rivals.”

“I’ll miss our silly rivalries,” Aria laughed despite a couple of sniffles.

“Is that all you’ll miss?” he asked seriously. He put down the oars and moved to her side of the boat.

“Aria, I know we’ve evolved from rivals to friends. Am I completely foolish in believing our relationship could evolve beyond friendship?”

They sat shoulder to shoulder. Aria looked up at him, as the sun’s last rays illuminated her face.

“Had you asked me the question a couple of hours ago, I would have been silly enough to think that the only feelings I felt for you were those of friendship. I know now that your friendship is no longer what I want. I’m in love with you and the knowledge that you will be far from me next year breaks my heart.”

Maxime’s eyes shone as she spoke.

“I feel the same.” He took her hand and pressed it lightly. “I promise you, we’ll find a way to make this work.”

She kissed him as the sun’s last lingering rays set in a fiery blaze, while the swans swam near their lonely boat overlooking the two lovers and protecting their new love with the soft feathers of their outstretched wings.
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THE AMERICAN GIRL IN Paris Series

An American Singer in Paris is the second book in the American Girl in Paris Series. If you wish to tell me how much you’ve enjoyed the book, please leave a rating on the retailer of your choice to encourage other readers to read the series.
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THE FRENCH GIRL SERIES

If you’re interested in Maude Laurent’s adventures, the series starter, ‘A French Girl in New York’ is FREE for a limited time.

Here’s the summary!

“Maude Laurent is a spirited sixteen-year-old orphan who grew up in a small, provincial town in the North of France with a passion for piano and a beautiful voice. 
One day in Paris, she is discovered by an American music producer who takes her to New York to live with him and his close-knit family while producing her first album, with help from teen pop star, Matt. Maude will dive into a new fascinating world discovering New York City, music, family, love and the truth about her past.”

With over 4,000 great ratings on Goodreads, ‘A French Girl in New York’ has won over thousands of readers who have fallen in love with its spunky heroine, Maude Laurent. 
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BORN IN FRANCE, RAISED partly in the United States and in France, I grew up loving stories in French and English. I currently live in Paris.

I’m the author of the French Girl series and the American Girl in Paris series. When I’m not writing, I enjoy traveling in Europe, Asia and I dream of going to Africa.

You can follow my trips and my life in Paris on Instagram.

If you wish to receive exclusive news about my series, don’t hesitate to join my newsletter or  like my Facebook page.

I also love receiving emails from readers and I answer them individually as often as I can! So send me an email at annaadams333@gmail.com
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