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Dedication
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To the artists who dare to create, and to those who hide their hearts for fear of not fitting in—may you find the courage to feel, to express, and to be unapologetically yourself.
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Chapter One
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The sun had a way of making everything feel like it belonged in two places at once, casting its golden light on the town while stretching shadows that seemed to make everything a little more perfect. Debbie rested her elbow on the window, the warm breeze tousling her hair as she smiled over at Mike. He drove with that quiet confidence that made it look effortless, like he’d mastered the road as easily as he had mastered this moment.

“Watch this,” he grinned, plugging his phone into the USB port. The dashboard lit up with icons as the system buzzed to life. “Call me,” he said, glancing at her with a playful smirk.

Debbie humored him, dialing his number. The car’s speakers rang out with a cheerful tone, and Mike answered hands-free, his voice echoing faintly around them. He hung up only to call her back, laughing at the little loop they had created. “See? I don’t even have to touch the phone,” he said with boyish satisfaction.

When he asked her to send him a text, Debbie raised an eyebrow but played along, tapping on the screen. A moment later, the car’s synthetic voice announced her words with comic seriousness.

Mike chuckled. “Now I’ll never forget to treat the ice fairy.” With a flourish, he cranked the air conditioning all the way up.

Debbie burst into laughter as a wave of cold air rushed over her. “Oh, that feels good,” she said, leaning back and letting the chill embrace her.

“Good for you, maybe,” Mike replied, laughing along. “I don’t want to freeze in my own car.” He adjusted the settings back to seventy degrees and lowered the fan speed, pretending to shiver.

“You’re no fun,” Debbie teased, nudging his arm lightly.

The car rolled smoothly past the town square, its speakers playing upbeat music, when suddenly, the synthetic voice cut in again.

New message from Meredith.

Debbie blinked, turning her head just as the voice began to read aloud: I was thinking it’d be fun to hang out sometime if you’re free. Maybe grab coffee or catch a movie. Let me know if you’re up for it. And I promise, no kisses this time, unless you want one, but I’m not that bold, haha.

The words hung in the car like smoke. Debbie’s laughter from moments ago dissolved, her smile vanishing into silence.

“Mike...” she said slowly, her tone carrying an edge. “You want to explain that?”

Mike tightened his grip on the steering wheel, his eyes fixed firmly on the road. “It’s nothing. Just Meredith being—Meredith.”

“Nothing?” Debbie turned in her seat, facing him fully now. “She literally mentioned a kiss. Did you hang out with her? Did something happen?”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair as if the gesture could shake the tension from the air. “I haven’t hung out with her lately, I swear. And the kiss—” He hesitated, then forced himself to continue. “It wasn’t even a kiss. At the graduation party, when she danced with me, she leaned in. I pulled away right away.”

Debbie’s brow furrowed. “And you didn’t think that was worth telling me?”

“I thought you saw,” Mike said quickly, almost defensively. His eyes flicked toward her before returning to the road. “The moment our dance ended, you came over and hugged me. I figured that’s why—you know, because you noticed.”

Debbie remembered that night: the music fading, the glow of colored lights, the sudden swell of possessiveness that had made her wrap her arms around him. At the time, she hadn’t questioned why she’d done it. Now, sitting in his car, the memory burned in a way that felt different.

Her voice softened, but her suspicion didn’t fade. “So she tried, and you pushed her away?”

“Yes.” Mike exhaled, shoulders sinking. “And I didn’t think it mattered because it was over in a second. Debbie, I don’t want Meredith. I want you.”

Debbie sat back against the seat, her arms crossed, trying to swallow her irritation. Maybe it really had been nothing. Mike hadn’t exactly hidden anything. She inhaled slowly, willing herself to let it go.

But before the silence could soften, the car’s voice chimed again:

New message from Meredith.

Debbie’s heart skipped.

Just realized I didn’t actually ask if you’re busy or anything. I get it if you’re tied up with stuff, though. And if it’s the kiss that’s got you nervous... well, when we were studying lines, you didn’t seem that uncomfortable. Just sayin’.

The words struck like a slap. Debbie turned, her expression sharp, eyes searching Mike’s profile. “Studying lines? What is she even talking about, Mike?”

His jaw clenched. “It was nothing. We rehearsed for the drama workshop play—remember? I helped her go over some dialogue. That’s all.”

“That’s all?” Debbie’s voice wavered between disbelief and anger. “Was it that Saturday?”

Mike blinked, caught off guard. “What Saturday?”

“The one when you didn’t answer my messages,” she pressed, her words quick and trembling. “You said you were visiting your uncle and rehearsing with her until late at night. But every time you’re with me, you’re checking the clock, rushing home before curfew like your parents are ready to kill you. So which was it, Mike? What made that night different?”

Color rose in his cheeks. “Deb, I already explained this.”

“Then explain it again.”

He groaned softly, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “My parents didn’t freak out because I was fulfilling my tasks. They trust me when I’m being responsible. That night, rehearsing with Meredith was part of that. I wasn’t out screwing around.”

Debbie’s chest ached with the strain of holding back her tears, but her voice finally cracked. “Do you hear yourself? You expect me to believe all that, when she’s texting you about kisses and making it sound like you didn’t mind? I can’t—” Her words faltered, and the tears broke free. “I can’t trust you anymore.”

Mike glanced at her in panic, but she turned toward the window, shoulders shaking.

“Maybe...” She wiped her face with the back of her hand, struggling to find the strength to finish. “Maybe it would be good to take a break.”

“Debbie, no—”

She pressed on, her voice raw. “We’re about to be two thousand miles apart. Two thousand, Mike. And if I’m already worrying about some girl flirting with you when you’re right next to me, what’s it going to be like when you’re across the country?”

The weight of her words settled over them, heavier than the silence that followed. Mike’s throat worked, but no answer came. His knuckles were white on the wheel.

Mike finally spoke, his voice steady but desperate. “Deb, breaking up isn’t the answer. Think about it—if you’re already imagining me flirting with girls while we’re together, wouldn’t it torment you even more if we weren’t? At least this way, you’d know I’m committed to you. If I’m free... you’d drive yourself crazy wondering what I’m doing, who I’m with.”

Debbie shook her head, cutting him off. “So you’re saying I should just stay with you so I can keep an eye on you?”

“That’s not what I mean,” Mike rushed on, unwilling to lose his chance. “We love each other, right? That doesn’t just disappear because of a few doubts. If we break up, it won’t make the love go away. It’ll just make it worse—both of us wondering about the other, both of us hurting. Why choose that?”

His words struck something in her, but instead of soothing, they fanned her frustration. Debbie’s voice rose, sharp and trembling. “So what you’re really saying is that you do plan on doing whatever you want the moment you’re free. That’s why you’re so scared of me letting you go.”

Mike’s eyes widened, his knuckles flexing on the wheel. “No! That’s not what I said.”

“Then what did you mean?” she snapped.

“I meant—” His voice faltered, then steadied, lower this time. “I meant that I don’t want to lose you. I’m trying to show you that breaking up won’t solve anything. I’m not looking for freedom. I’m looking for us.”

Debbie’s voice broke through the humming air. “You already lost me, Mike. You lost me that damn Saturday when you kissed Meredith.”

“I didn’t kiss her—she kissed me,” he shot back, but Debbie only folded her arms tighter. His jaw clenched. After a beat, he asked, “What about you? You’ve never made a mistake in our relationship?”

Her chin lifted. “No. I haven’t.”

But her eyes betrayed her—flicking away for a heartbeat too long. Mike caught it instantly.

“Deb...” His voice lowered, steady but insistent. “What is it? What aren’t you saying?”

She pressed her lips together, her silence only fueling the tension.

“Tell me,” Mike demanded, softer now, almost pleading. “Please.”

Debbie exhaled shakily, her words spilling out like a confession she had rehearsed in her head but never meant to say aloud. “During winter break... I kissed a boy. But it was nothing. We weren’t even together back then.”

Mike’s mind reeled back to the dream that had haunted him on New Year’s Eve—Debbie with someone else, her laughter, her lips, the intimacy he had always believed was theirs alone. At the time, he had brushed it off as just his own insecurity, a fear that gnawed at him. But now...

His throat felt dry. “You kissed him.”

Her voice shrank, defensive. “It didn’t mean anything. We weren’t a couple.”

But the image burned in Mike’s mind anyway, colliding with the sting of Meredith’s texts. He had been fighting so hard to prove his innocence, and now the thought of Debbie’s lips on someone else’s was a splinter he couldn’t ignore.

“Funny,” he murmured bitterly, “how you crucify me for something I didn’t do... while you get a free pass for what you did.”

Debbie’s hands balled into fists on her lap, her eyes flickering with a mix of frustration and hurt. “Do you hear us, Mike? You don’t trust me, I don’t trust you. What’s the point of dragging this on and hurting ourselves more? Maybe we should just... take a break. Let things cool down.”

The words stabbed at him. He shook his head immediately, his voice rough. “No. I don’t believe in breaks. People don’t come back from them. Once you walk away, it’s never the same.”

Her chest tightened, but she forced the words out anyway. “Then I... guess... this is it. The end of our relationship.”

The sentence dropped between them like shattered glass, impossible to gather up again.

Mike wanted to argue, to reach for her, to say anything that could undo what she had just declared. But no words came. Debbie stared out the window, tears streaking down her cheeks. There was nothing they could do anymore. 

* * * *
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Debbie stepped through the front door, she didn’t even bother to hide the redness in her eyes. She kicked off her sandals and headed straight toward the living room, but Sarah, curled up on the couch with her phone, noticed immediately.

“Hey,” Sarah said, frowning. “What happened? You look like you’ve been crying.”

Debbie hesitated, then let out a shaky sigh. “I asked Mike for a break.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Why?”

Debbie sank into the armchair across from her sister, curling her legs up under her. 

“We had a fight. Meredith texted him... about a kiss.” Her voice cracked on the word. “He swears he pulled away, but the way she wrote it—it didn’t sound like that at all. And I—I admitted I kissed someone too, back in winter break, before Mike and I were official. It all spiraled. I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and now...” 

Debbie buried her face in her hands. “Now I’m convinced it was just jealousy. A stupid jealousy issue.”

Sarah set her phone aside, her voice calm, almost too calm. “Then maybe it’s for the best. You should let things flow, Deb. Things happen for a reason. Who knows? What if you find someone at university? Someone better for you?”

Debbie’s head snapped up, anger flashing in her tear-filled eyes. “Are you serious right now? I don’t want someone better. I wanted Mike!”

Sarah flinched at her tone, then quickly softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just... I don’t want to see you hurting, that’s all.”

Debbie didn’t answer. She pushed herself up from the chair and walked briskly upstairs, closing her bedroom door behind her. She sank cross-legged onto the floor, closing her eyes, trying to steady her breathing. Yer, her thoughts whirled faster with every attempt to silence them. The fight replayed again and again, words sharper in memory than when they were spoken.

Frustrated, she stood abruptly and stripped off her clothes, heading for the bathroom. She twisted the knob all the way to cold. Cold showers had always steadied her—part of what she’d once read about action meditation, a way to quiet the mind by forcing it to endure.

But tonight, the cold didn’t bring peace.

Instead, each shiver pulled her back to him. Mike, watching her with that familiar mix of admiration and amusement whenever she pushed herself—whether it was walking barefoot in the evening or standing coatless in the winter air just to prove she could. His voice echoed in her mind: Ice fairy. The nickname that had once made her laugh, that had once felt like a secret badge of pride.

Debbie wrapped herself in a towel, but even as warmth returned, her senses felt sharpened, almost raw. Every movement—her hair clinging damp against her neck, the fabric brushing over her thighs—reminded her of how different she had become since Mike.

She paused in front of the mirror, studying her reflection. The girl looking back wasn’t the same shy Debbie from before. Her clothes had grown bolder, her confidence louder, her body tuned to endurance and exposure. But how much of that was hers, and how much had been shaped by his gaze—by the way he admired her?

Pulling her damp hair back, she left the bathroom and found Sarah still awake. Debbie hesitated, then stepped closer. “Hey.”

Sarah looked up, guarded after their earlier clash.

Debbie’s voice softened. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. You didn’t deserve that.” She sank down beside her sister, fingers knotting in the edge of her towel. “It’s just... I realized something. I’ve changed so much since Mike, but I don’t know if those changes were really mine, or if I just wanted to be the girl he saw in me.”

Sarah set her phone aside, giving Debbie her full attention. Her tone was gentle, reassuring. “It doesn’t matter how it started. What matters is how you feel about yourself now. If those changes make you feel powerful, keep them. If not, let them go. You don’t owe anyone an explanation for being you.”

Debbie’s chest loosened at her sister’s words. She leaned lightly against Sarah, letting herself feel the comfort. “Thanks. I think... I just need time. I’m not ready to throw myself back into anything. I’ll wait until university starts before even thinking about asking Mike for a second chance.”

Sarah smiled faintly and nudged her. “That sounds like the Ice Fairy I know. Brave enough to wait and see what’s really right for her.”

Debbie smiled through her tears, her chest tight with a longing that only the words "Ice fairy" seemed to stir. Yet, there was something steady in it, a quiet resolve. Despite the ache, a flicker of confidence rose within her. Whatever the future held, she knew it would be what was meant to be—for her, for them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Mike and his dad toured the dorms with a student guide, stepping in and out of rooms that all smelled faintly of detergent and fresh paint.

“This one’s nice,” Mike said, his eyes lighting up as he stepped into a small studio with its own kitchenette. He turned in a slow circle, already imagining posters on the walls, late-night ramen on the counter, the privacy of a door he could lock.

His dad frowned at the price sheet. “Nice, sure. But a thousand a month? For this? You’re not moving into a hotel, Mike. You’ll spend half your time in class, the rest at rehearsals.”

Mike crossed his arms. “It’s not just about sleeping. It’s about—having my own space.”

“Space is overrated,” his dad muttered, then pointed toward another door down the hall. “That one’s cheaper. Shared bathroom. Still perfectly decent.”

Mike bit his lip, frustration bubbling. As they walked past a cork board crowded with flyers, his eyes snagged on one: Looking for roommates—off-campus housing near bus line, affordable rent. He tapped the paper with his finger.

“See? We don’t have to decide right now. Maybe I could live off-campus. Share a place, split the rent. Could be cheaper.”

His dad sighed, heavy and skeptical, but nodded. “Fine. Let’s at least take a look.”

The off-campus visits didn’t go well. One house smelled of damp carpet, another had paint peeling in sheets, and at a third, a guy with bloodshot eyes answered the door shirtless, yawning.

“This is what you want?” his dad asked, his voice sharp. “Strangers who don’t even own a mop? No. You’ll live on campus. Safer. Rules. Structure. You need that.”

Mike felt his stomach knot. “Dad, I’m not a kid anymore. You can’t just—decide everything for me.”

“I’m paying for it,” his dad snapped back. “And I need to know you’re safe. End of discussion.”

Mike’s cheeks burned. He wanted to argue, but the words tangled in his throat. 

“What about studying abroad?” he finally managed. “You said it depends on grades and budget. If we blow all the money on this, how am I supposed to afford it?”

His dad’s expression softened just a little. “Mike, listen. This is temporary. If you do well, if you find good roommates later, we’ll talk again. And you can always get a part-time job to help save.”

Mike clenched his fists, then slowly let them go. He hated the way his dad had grilled the potential roommates, hated how little say he’d had. But he swallowed the protest. “Fine. Whatever.”

The next morning, they went shopping for basics. Mike pushed the cart in silence while his dad loaded it with toilet paper and a plunger, like some strange ritual of nesting.

By afternoon, his clothes were folded into drawers, his posters stacked in a corner. At the airport, he hugged his dad quickly, the way he always did, both of them pretending it wasn’t awkward.

“Call me if you need anything,” his dad said before disappearing into security.

When Mike finally unlocked his room alone, the quiet hit him like a wave. He kicked off his shoes, peeled off his shirt, and stretched his arms wide, testing the air of freedom. It wasn’t the sleek studio he had wanted, but it was his. No one watching. No one judging. Just the first taste of the independence he craved.

* * * *
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Debbie knocked on the apartment door and was instantly swept into Emily’s arms.

“There you are!” Emily exclaimed, squeezing her tight before Dan reached in to give her a bear hug of his own.

Debbie smiled, letting their warmth wash over her. “Hey, guys. I missed you.”

The greetings faded, but instead of the rush of excitement she’d expected, Debbie felt... nothing. No flutter in her chest. No giddy sense of freedom. Just a hollow echo, as if she had left something behind in Greenville that no city apartment could replace.

She laughed politely at something Dan said about the long drive, but her mind wandered. Sure, her parents weren’t hovering anymore. She was on her own. Independent. But had that ever been the cage? The only secrets she’d ever guarded back home were a few stolen, reckless moments with Mike. Now Mike was gone, and without him, this freedom felt flat, almost meaningless.

Later, in her small bedroom, she dropped her duffel bag on the bed and unzipped it. A few t-shirts, two pairs of shorts, a hoodie, leggings, the heavy boots her parents insisted she’d need for winter. 

Her throat tightened when her fingers brushed the sandals she’d packed last minute. She sat down slowly, staring at them. They had been her favorite—open, light, carefree. But she knew why she’d bought them. Why she’d chosen them over sneakers? Mike had loved her feet.

Her stomach gave a small twist. The thought had once thrilled her, made her feel daring, even powerful. Now, slipping off her sneakers, she stared at her bare toes and felt a mix of nostalgia and unease. How often had she gone barefoot for herself... and how often just for him?

The room seemed suddenly too quiet, too heavy. Then her phone buzzed. Debbie blinked, pulled it closer, and the name on the screen made her lips curve despite herself.

“Hey, Sarah.”

Her sister’s voice came through bright and familiar. “Deb! How’s the new apartment?”

Before Debbie could answer, muffled voices overlapped in the background. Then their mother’s voice came clearer: “Is that Debbie? Put it on speaker, Sarah!”

A click, and suddenly the whole family was there.

“Debbie!” her father’s voice boomed.

“Sweetheart, how are you?” her mom chimed in right after.

Debbie laughed softly, settling onto the couch. “I already miss you all so much. But I’m happy—I mean, being with Dan and Emily makes it easier. And I can’t wait to start university. In two days we’ll have the induction course.”

“That’s my girl,” her dad said proudly. “You’re going to do great.”

Her mom added, “Just don’t forget to eat properly. And don’t overdo it with late nights right from the start.”

“Mom...” Debbie sighed, smiling despite herself. “I’ll be fine.”

They chatted for a few more minutes, her parents alternating between encouragement and gentle fussing, before finally letting Sarah take back the phone for a private word.

“Okay,” Sarah said, her voice softer now. “Tell me honestly—how are you really doing?”

Debbie leaned back, her gaze drifting across her shared bedroom. Her chest tightened. “Everything here reminds me of Mike,” she admitted. “Even the little things. And... I still feel a bit of discomfort when I’m alone with Dan. It’s not that he does anything—it’s just me. Like, I can’t stop thinking about Mike and jealousy and all that.”

There was a pause, then Sarah’s steady voice: “Deb, relax. Let things flow. You’ve already been brave enough to move forward, to chase your dreams, and to stand firm in your decision not to run back to Mike right away. That was the hardest part. The rest... it’ll sort itself out.”

Debbie closed her eyes, letting the words sink in. She had made her choice—university first, herself first. Mike would have to wait, no matter how much her heart tugged at his memory.

“You’re right,” she whispered. “I just need to give myself time.”
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Chapter Three
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Mike woke up. For a second, he just stared out at the campus grounds. The gardens were still, with the shadows of tall trees reaching long across the grass. The hills in the distance stood as silent sentinels against the bright blue sky. It was the kind of scene that should've filled him with peace, and maybe it did for a moment. But there was something missing.

Something had always been missing.

He sighed, running a hand through his hair, and pulled on his bathrobe. His flip-flops slapped softly against the floor as he headed to the showers. The motion of getting ready didn’t help chase the heaviness that had settled in his chest.

The cafeteria was quiet, a few people scattered at the tables, faces tense with the weight of the newness around them. Mike grabbed a quick breakfast and found a corner to sit alone. He thought about how, back in high school, he used to crave this independence. But now, with the city stretching out around him, he realized how little he knew about being truly on his own. The freedom was supposed to feel liberating, but instead, it felt like an empty room.

After breakfast, he decided to take the bus and just... wander. The city was an endless parade of sights: storefronts crowded with bold, flashing signs; parks where people walked dogs and jogged with earbuds in, oblivious to everything except their own rhythms.

When the bus looped back to the park he’d noticed earlier, he got off. It spread out before him, lush and green. He walked along the paths, past families gathered for picnics, and paused by the pond, watching ducks glide across the water.

But it all reminded him of her. Debbie. The way she used to drag him on walks in places like this, telling him they needed “space to breathe” because everything else in life felt too cramped, too loud.

She would’ve loved this.

He sank down onto a bench beneath an old oak tree. His heart squeezed. She would have laughed here. She would have tugged his arm and asked if they could get ice cream. She would have...

Mike pulled out his phone and opened their old message thread, staring at the first message he’d sent her in weeks, the words almost too familiar: Hey Deb. Thought of you just now... this place is beautiful. You’d love it.

Her reply came instantly: That’s sweet. I’m glad you’re out enjoying the day. Sounds lovely.

He studied it. The warmth was there, sure, but something was off. Her words felt thin, distant, wrapped in caution. She wasn’t angry, but she wasn’t close either. 

I miss you.

The words escaped before he could stop them. He stared at the screen, his stomach twisting as her reply appeared: Mike... I don’t think we should go there.

He had no words. She’d drawn a line, and there was nothing he could do to cross it.

He slid his phone back into his pocket and leaned back on the bench. Unlike Debbie and Emily, Mike’s calendar felt strangely empty. His own program at the Institute of Arts wouldn’t begin for another three weeks, and even then, it would start not with lectures but with the slow, impersonal rhythm of new student orientation.

He kept reminding himself why he was here early. Mrs. Thompson, his old drama workshop teacher, had insisted. 

“Find Mr. Chiaro,” she had said. “He’ll guide you, give you the foundation you need.”

Mike had nodded back then, clinging to her confidence. Now, that promise of guidance felt very far away. His first appointment with Chiaro wasn’t until Monday afternoon, and the long hours ahead seemed to stretch endlessly.

* * * *
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Mr. Chiaro sat in the living room sipping from a gourd with a metal straw. The man was as unusual as the stories had suggested.

“So, you’re Mr. Michael Jensen?” he asked without standing, his voice calm but direct.

“Yes, that’s me,” Mike replied, a little stiffly.

“Why are you interested in visual arts?” Mr. Chiaro gestured to a nearby chair, inviting Mike to sit.

“Well,” Mike began, “I’ve enrolled—I mean, I’m start—”

But before he could finish, Mr. Chiaro raised a hand and asked again, slower this time: “Why are you interested in visual arts?”

Mike hesitated. The interruption rubbed him the wrong way, stirring a flicker of frustration. He wasn’t used to being cut off so abruptly. Still, this man was his best—perhaps only—chance to be better prepared for the start of his classes at the Institute. He couldn’t afford to walk out.

Taking a breath, he tried again. “I need to learn about visual arts—”

“I’m sorry,” Mr. Chiaro interrupted once more, setting him aside. “I have nothing for you.”

“What?” Mike sat up straight, his voice rising in protest. “But Mrs. Thompson told me you could help. You’re the most respected visual arts critic in the country, and you’ve got years of experience and—”

This time, Mr. Chiaro didn’t cut him off. He let Mike run out of steam on his own. When the room finally fell silent, he sighed and repeated, more gently now, “You’ve just proven me right. I have nothing for you.”

Mike’s frustration softened into confusion. “Why?” he asked. It wasn’t defiance now—it was genuine curiosity.

Seeing the shift in Mike’s tone, Mr. Chiaro decided to offer an explanation. “Because you want to learn something that can’t be taught,” he said, leaning back against the cushion. Then, almost abruptly, he asked, “Are you in a relationship?”

Mike blinked. “No,” he said, caught off guard. “But what does that have to do with anything?”

Mr. Chiaro didn’t answer directly. “Have you ever had a girlfriend? Or a boyfriend? A significant one?”

Mike’s anger surged again. “I just broke up with my girlfriend. And honestly, I don’t feel comfortable talking about that.”

Mr. Chiaro’s eyes lit up with a slight smile. “Wonderful... Maybe I was wrong when I said I had nothing for you.”

“I don’t want to be disrespectful, but you don’t know how bad—”

“That’s why it’s wonderful,” Mr. Chiaro said, interrupting again, but not harshly. “Because you can’t teach me how to feel about your breakup. And yet, I can feel your emotions. You seem angry—but that’s just the surface. Underneath, you’re sad. Deeply sad. And disappointed.”

Mike stared at him, absorbing the words. His shoulders eased slightly, though confusion lingered. “I still don’t get the point.”

Mr. Chiaro sighed, folding his hands over his knee. “The point is that art can’t be taught—not really. It’s expression. It’s personal. No one can teach you how to fall in love or how to grieve. The same goes for creating something meaningful. Art... art is emotion distilled.”

Mike looked up at the ceiling, letting the silence stretch as he processed it. Then, slowly, he spoke. “That’s true... But we still listen to advice about love, don’t we? I mean, we take people’s guidance, their stories—it’s like they’re teaching us how to love, in a way.”

He leaned forward now, making his case with more conviction. Mr. Chiaro didn’t interrupt. He listened, quietly, even thoughtfully, as Mike built his argument.

Eventually, Mike trailed off.

“You’ve just proved me right again,” Mr. Chiaro said gently. “I can’t teach you art.”

“But Mrs. Thompson said—”

“Linda Thompson,” Mr. Chiaro muttered with a sigh. “That stubborn, silly girl. Working with her was always a headache...”

Mike’s eyes widened. He admired Mrs. Thompson deeply. She had been the one to push him toward the arts in the first place, nurturing his talent for performance and emotion. Her drama workshop had been the highlight of his high school years.

“And yet,” Mr. Chiaro continued, “I admire her. She's too methodical for my taste, but somehow, she makes people feel something. I still wonder what Bizet, Meilhac, and Halévy would’ve thought of Summer Echoes—or was that what it was called? The last play Linda directed? Either way... I imagine Mérimée would’ve been the one truly offended.”

Mike blinked. The names meant little to him. It was obvious from his face that he had no idea who Mr. Chiaro was talking about.

“You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” Chiaro asked.

“Summer’s Echo, I guess...” Mike replied, cautiously. He waited, hoping Mr. Chiaro would explain the names, but when he didn’t, Mike continued, trying to connect the dots. “It was a success. I played Matt. And I think I’m starting to get your point—the play was more than just a play. It was about what we felt while doing it. But even so... Mrs. Thompson did teach us how to perform. All those exercises—”

Mr. Chiaro raised an eyebrow and interrupted with a smile. “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

Mike grinned, despite himself. “Not really.”

“Do you have a DVD player?” Mr. Chiaro asked suddenly.

“I think my laptop plays DVDs,” Mike said.

Mr. Chiaro left the room for a minute, and when he came back, he reached behind him and handed over a disc in a case. The title was written in bold red ink: Carmen.

“Watch this,” he said. “Then we’ll talk about Summer’s Echo.”

As soon as Mike got into his room, he dropped onto the bed and slipped the DVD into his laptop. The opera began. He didn’t hate it—at least, not the way he’d expected—but he couldn’t pretend he loved it either.

His parents went to the opera now and then, dressing up in their stiff evening clothes. Not because they cared for the music, Mike thought bitterly, but because it was the kind of thing upper-middle-class people were supposed to enjoy. A way of proving they had taste.

Still, as he watched, he couldn’t help tracing the outlines of something familiar. Carmen with her teasing defiance reminded him of Jackie; Don José’s brooding weakness felt almost identical to Jack. But the similarities stopped there. Summer’s Echo had no bullfighters or cigarette girls—just football players and cheerleaders. The high
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