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For Helmut Ragnitz, a connoisseur of the arts. And for Megan, who has brought so much music into my life.
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One

H
er voice was a thing of perfection. Like catching a snowflake on the back of your hand and seeing every little stem of it before it melted. I was frozen in my spot backstage at the Paterson Center for the Performing Arts. My best friend, Crissy, grabbed my hand and put her other hand over her mouth.

“Oh my god,” she whispered. “Is that her?”

“It is,” I said. “It’s Isabel Rossetti.” Isabel Rossetti is widely considered one of the greatest sopranos on earth. Some people disagree, of course, but at this moment I was ready to put her up there in the top ten of all time.

And all she was doing was running scales.

“Dammit!” she yelled. Then we heard something smash. “Never in my life…” Crissy and I
backed up beside some chairs that were stacked against a wall.

The dressing-room door was slightly open. I could see Isabel inside, her hands deep in the thick curls on her head.

“It’s lemon!” she yelled. The air around us shook with the sound of her voice.

Amanda Disenzo, the director of the current production, happened to be walking past. She stopped and leaned into the doorway.

“Is something wrong, Isabel?” she asked. Amanda is slightly short, slightly pale, slightly mousy-looking and, at the same time, absolutely astounding. She’s what people call a firecracker. She became a director because she knows how to manage people. And in opera, a lot of people require a lot of managing.

“This is lemon,” Isabel said. I could just see her inside the room. She was holding a bottle of water out before her, much like someone might hold a dead mouse that a cat has brought into their home. “If I wanted flavored water I’d drink a soda.” Her voice was clipped. As though she believed each word was stealing some glorious moment from her career. “And I never drink soda.”

I tittered, and Crissy kicked me. “Hailey, stop,” she whispered. “Someone is going to see us here.”

“I do apologize,” Amanda said. “I’ll get Catering right on it.”

Isabel rose to her full height and held her breath before ever so delicately dropping the Perrier bottle to the floor.

Which was when I laughed. Because, judging by the look on Isabel’s face, she had thought the bottle was glass and would make a great spectacle, smashing all over the floor. But it was one of the new plastic bottles, so it just bounced a little and then fizzed out on the carpet.

Amanda turned but, luckily, didn’t spot us.

It took only seconds for people to arrive—two cleaners, another singer and Isabel’s personal public-relations representative, who ran to comfort her.

Isabel was having none of it. She brushed the public-relations guy aside and grabbed at her hair with both hands again. “I need order to perform, Charles.”

Charles nodded to this. “Of course,” he said.

“Without order, everything falls apart.
I
might well fall apart. And you do not want me
to fall apart. Because if
I
fall apart, all of
you
will as well.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I do not ask for much.”

“You really don’t,” Charles said. Then, turning to Amanda: “She really doesn’t.”

“And it is not as if I have kept my requests a secret.” Isabel held up a single-spaced sheet of paper, full of text to the bottom.

“Isabel’s dressing-room requirements are right here,” Charles said, taking the sheet from Isabel and holding it out toward Amanda.

“I am aware,” Amanda said. “As I said, I will have Catering bring the proper water over immediately.” She turned and walked away, muttering under her breath.

“Let’s go,” I said when the coast was clear.

As we moved down the hallway, I heard Isabel exclaim to Charles, “She thinks it’s just about water.”

To which he replied, “I know. I know.”

* * *

Crissy and I took the long way around back to the rehearsal hall.

“That was insane,” I said.

“She’s very serious about her water,” Crissy replied.

The Paterson Center for the Performing Arts is a massive complex with studios, rehearsal halls, practice rooms, a five-star restaurant and a huge concert hall, where a production of
The Marriage of Figaro
is set to open. The whole building fills me with a kind of awe. I usually don’t like to use the word
awesome
. First of all, it feels overused, and second, it is an ultimate word. Full of awe. Beyond what you would ever have imagined possible.

But the Paterson Center hall
is
awesome.

As we came back out into the main hallway, I spotted the rest of our choir.
The Marriage of Figaro
features a youth choir of peasant girls, and our choir was selected to perform in the opera. It was a huge honor. We’ll be on the stage with professional singers, performing for an actual audience.

And that fact is also truly awesome.

Two

C
rissy and I just managed to sneak to the back of the concert hall as Amanda and Isabel stepped onto the stage.

“Thank you all for being here,” Amanda said.

Crissy grabbed my hand, and we sat down together.

“I am sorry to announce that one of our principal singers, Alexa Johnson, has been forced by illness to remove herself from the production. As many of you know, Alexa was to perform the role of Barbarina. I understand that many of you have been practicing Barbarina’s parts. Therefore, we will be selecting Alexa’s replacement from this choir.”

There was no applause. A few gasps. I was a bit dumbstruck. No one had expected this kind
of announcement. We were all in our late teens, and it was unheard of for someone so young to be cast in a major opera. Three of the girls turned to look at Crissy and me. I gave them a little wave, and they turned back around.

“This is crazy,” Crissy whispered, nudging me with her shoulder.

“Seriously,” I whispered back.

Amanda went on. “Though I know there are many wonderful singers here, we will only be able to select two of you for the role.”

Heads turned again. I tried to keep my attention on the stage.

“We will need the principal singer and an understudy,” Amanda said. “The understudy might never perform for an audience. Still, it’s a very important position. Many understudies have gone on to have incredible careers. Isabel would now like to say a few words.”

Isabel stepped forward and gave us a smile that lasted about half a second. “Barbarina was one of my very first roles and remains dear to my heart. This is a very bold move for the opera program. To have a complete unknown playing a major role in one of Mozart’s finest operas is
incredibly brave. In some ways, I envy whoever is selected as the principal.” She stopped for a moment. “I also hope that the winner of this competition does not allow such an early success to go to her head. This business is more of a marathon than a sprint. Miss Disenzo has asked me to assist in this selection. Though there will be other judges, I know the industry. I know what it takes to succeed. I won’t only be looking for a great singer. I will be looking for a singer, an actor, but, most of all, a presence. Someone who will take control of this role and make it her own. Someone who believes in herself and her abilities. Someone very much like I was when I first played Barbarina.” She bowed again, holding her hands before her, and stepped back.

Amanda came forward again. “I wish all of you the greatest of luck. I have faith in this group and am certain we will find the perfect Barbarina.”

There were more bows. More applause. And then shuffling as our choir director and voice instructor, Mrs. Sturgeon, motioned us out of the theater.

Sean Christiansen stepped up beside Crissy and me as we were crossing the threshold of
the theater. “I guess the only question is which one of you will be principal,” he said.

Neither of us tried to deny it. We laughed it off and kept moving, but I knew we were both wondering the same thing.

If you’ve never heard
The Marriage of Figaro
before, it’s a pretty strange opera. Honestly, all operas are kind of strange in their own way. They’re also seriously old-fashioned.
Figaro
(and you’ve likely heard this bit if nothing else—
Fiiiiiiigaro, Fiiiigaro, Figaro, Figaro, Figaro, Fiiiiiiigaro
) is a comedy. Here’s the story of
The Marriage of Figaro
in a nutshell. You’ve got this guy Figaro, who’s like a personal assistant to a count. He wants to marry this girl Susanna, who is like a personal assistant to the countess. The problem is that the count, Figaro’s boss, has been eyeing Susanna himself, even though he’s married. Then this guy shows up who Figaro owes money to. By some bizarre deal, if Figaro can’t pay up he has to marry this guy’s old housekeeper! Add to this the fact that the count has a page, which is like a messenger. The page happens to be one of those guys who falls deeply in love with every woman he sees. He can’t control himself.

The weirdness doesn’t end there.

The page has been messing around with the count’s gardener’s daughter, Barbarina, and therefore is trying his best to stay hidden. And to make things even more strange, Figaro can’t marry this guy’s old housekeeper because…she’s actually his mother!

These complications all come to a head in the garden, when Susanna and the countess decide to trap the count by switching outfits. It was apparently pretty easy to trap people back then. I mean, your wife wearing someone else’s clothes is
still your wife.
Anyway, they catch him as he’s putting the moves on Susanna. Then the countess forgives him for being a cheating jerk, and all is well again.

So yeah, not exactly a feminist show. But it was written ages ago. For that time, the fact that the women set out to catch the cheating husband was pretty amazing.

In our production, Isabel was playing the countess. Denise Cambridge, another fantastic singer, was Susanna. Denise was a star on the rise. Isabel, obviously, was famous, and her name would bring in the crowds. So it totally made sense to have a young singer in the role
of Barbarina. This giant star, Isabel, was on one end of the production, and on the other would be an absolute beginner.
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