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      Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.


    

    
      Matthew 11:28-30
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I winced as my bow screeched against the strings on the final note of Bach’s Cello Suite One in G. Clutching the offending bow in my right hand, I dropped it to rest on my knee, stomach churning as I looked at my teacher’s stony face on my laptop screen. “Sorry, Mrs Morozov. It slipped.”

“Don’t apologise to me, Angela. You’re only letting yourself down.” Tone sharp, the disapproving woman removed her black, horn-rimmed glasses and rubbed her eyes with one hand. “But I can’t help you win a scholarship to Gardner Conservatorium if you won’t listen to me. Your competition also has natural talent. You must prioritise practise.” She replaced her glasses and looked into the camera with a heavy sigh. “And it’s time to stop playing around, and choose more difficult pieces for your auditions.”

Hugging my cello, I tugged my fingers through my tangled chestnut curls as I looked from Mrs Morozov’s exasperated face to the tiny webcam. Fluid and beautiful, Suite One had always been my favourite of Bach’s cello suites, and any of the movements would make a lovely contrast to the one audition piece that we’d already agreed on, Squire’s Tarantella. “What about the—”

She raised her hand to cut me off. “Movements from a beginner suite will not get you a scholarship at any conservatorium, and your limited performance experience already puts you at a disadvantage. I want you to reconsider Suite Four.”

Stomach dropping, I looked away from the camera, disappointed that she kept circling back to Bach’s Suite Four in E flat. I didn’t like the way that the erratic, heavy movements resonated through my body when I played them, but she just wouldn’t let it go. “The audition instructions say that I’ll be judged by how I play, not what I play. Wouldn’t it be better for me to focus on something simple and beautiful that I can play well?”

Her thin lips curved upwards, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Not if you want a scholarship. The Shostakovich concerto would make you a far more competitive applicant, but you’re not putting in enough practise time as it. Suite Four is a more reasonable goal.”

Was she joking about auditioning with one of the world’s most difficult cello pieces? I often found it hard to tell. Chastened by her words about my poor practise habits, and mindful of the exorbitant cost of her considerable experience with getting into Gardner Con, I gave in. I’d worked too hard to risk my calling on the wrong audition pieces. “Alright. Suite Four.”

Even though I’d conceded, I doubted whether I could master any of the movements within the three weeks remaining before conservatoria auditions; not unless God held the sun in the sky like He did for Joshua, to give me more hours in the day.

Ooh, that could work for my song. Keeping my eyes glued to the webcam, I laid my bow across my lap and reached for the notepad on my desk, hoping that Mrs Morozov wouldn’t notice me scribbling down my thoughts. Stop the sun in the sky for me, I need more hours in the day…

My instructor cleared her throat, brows knitting into a line, and I dropped the pen. She’d noticed. “Our time’s up. Work on Suite Four over the weekend, and we’ll choose one of the movements for your audition next week.”

Pushing back rising panic, I nodded. “Yes, Mrs Morozov.” Underneath my lyric notes, I added another line. Please help me, God. Between my dinner shifts at Thai Temptations, helping with lunch tomorrow at Leyla’s, my morning shifts at Linke’s supermarket, playing at a wedding with the string quartet on Saturday, and church on Sunday morning, I wouldn’t have much time to spend on Suite Four before our next lesson.

“I’ll see you on Monday, Angela.” It felt like a threat as she ended the meeting, and I slumped back into my chair, feeling overwhelmed and anxious about my future. Just as I had at the end of every lesson for the past six months.

I loosened my bow to prevent the horsehair from stretching or breaking from the tension, and tucked it into my case before putting my cello away. The wedding had slipped my mind over the past couple of days, and I wished that I had time to practise for it and maybe work on Suite Four, but I had to get ready for my dinner shift. I need more time, more hours in the day…I need more time to practise, I need more time to pray.

Humming an experimental tune, I stepped out of the music room into the lounge to find my mother taking pictures of a mannequin draped in an elegant, pale blue dress for her online store. She’d taken Mrs Braun’s car to visit her old school friend, and must have stopped at the thrift shop in town to sift through the latest offerings on her way back. After lending her car to me when mine started breaking down, the kind older woman had bonded with Mum over their shared love of music, and invited her to use the borrowed car, too.

Curious, I wandered over to take a closer look. “That’s pretty.”

My mother’s hazel eyes glanced at me, a wistful smile rising to her face as she smoothed her fingers over a wrinkle. “It’s Dior. Pure silk.” Gesturing towards a pile of garment bags beside her, she shook her head, her straight, ash-blonde hair spilling forward over her shoulders like a waterfall. “I can’t believe that Jade planned to donate these. She would have paid a fortune for the designer clothing in here.”

Her friend couldn’t have known what a generous gesture that was, given how hard we tried to prevent anyone other than the bank from finding out exactly how poor we were. I knew better than to ask whether she’d tried on any of the beautiful clothes; we needed the money more.

“It was nice of her to offer them to you first.” I hugged one arm around her, seeking comfort after my lesson with Mrs Morozov. “I have to get ready for work. Will you and Dad make pizza tonight?” Darren, the manager at Linke’s supermarket, had sent me home that morning with marked-down pita bread, bacon, and vegetables past their prime that hadn’t sold the day before.

She rubbed my back, leaning her cheek against the mess of curls I’d inherited from my dad, and the tension that had wrapped around my chest began to unwind. “Yep. We’ll save you some, Angel.”

“Thank you. I’d better get changed.” I hurried into my bedroom, glad to have something delicious to look forward to. I’d stopped accepting food from the cook at Thai Temptations after overhearing Holly complain about the wasted resources. A bowl of Pad Thai cost about a dollar to make, but I didn’t want to risk my job by arguing the point when she paid a higher hourly rate than anyone else in town.

I dressed in black pants and a black tee shirt, and twisted my temperamental curls into a bun, grateful that they chose to comply with my directions and stay tucked down. As I tugged my coat on, I noticed yet another thinning patch in the felted wool. I wouldn’t need it for much longer, though; while nights were still cold, the spring sunshine warmed the air during the day, offering the promise of summer. Spring, the promise of summer… Spring in my heart, warm with the promise of summer… Hmm. That had potential, but I didn’t have time to write it down.

Thinking about my song turned my mind towards my number one fan, the memory of Emir’s cheerful smile warming my heart. Even though he came to church with his sister and brother-in-law every week, he’d made no secret of blaming religion for the rift that had separated Leyla from his family, but at least he still turned up and heard Pastor Cooper preach the gospel. “Please soften Emir’s heart towards you, God, to accept your gift of salvation.”

I stepped back into the lounge to find Mum taking photos of a new dress, peach this time, and singing ‘How Deep the Father’s Love for Us’ in a soft voice. Resisting the urge to stay and harmonise with her, I moved towards the door. “I have to go. Will you still be awake when I get home?”

She shook her head, turning to me with a small smile. “Dad’s got an early start tomorrow, so we’ll probably be in bed. Have a great night, Angel.”

My dad had an early start every day; the price that he paid for taking a job an hour away, but he always insisted that it was God’s provision, and appreciated that there were fewer gossips and better pay. I moved towards the door. “You, too.”

Letting myself into the garage, I climbed into Mrs Braun’s car, stomach churning as I followed the long driveway to the road leading into the heart of Cedar River. For the thousandth time, I worried about my dad. Did the cows grazing in open fields remind him of the rows of vineyards that used to march across the property? I didn’t want to leave the house that we’d called home since I was seven, but he might feel better if we moved away. This land was steeped in memories and regrets. Now that’s a good line.

I wound the windows down to breathe in the sweet, floral fragrance of the pale pink blossoms clustered over the crab apple trees lining the end of the driveway, unwelcome thoughts about our sudden move to the vineyard pushing up into my mind. One minute Dad had been working for the owner as a viticulturist, and the next, he’d bought the property. It had only taken two years of drought, low grape prices, and a mysterious disease sweeping through the vines for my family to lose everything but the house. I couldn’t understand why God had let this happen, but I had to believe that He somehow still had a good plan for my life.

Filled with fresh determination, I turned onto the road and wound through the hills towards the town. Until her untimely death three years ago, my grandmother had made the decisions and covered the costs associated with my calling as a professional cellist, which I had underestimated until I had to cover them myself a year and a half ago. If a movement from Bach’s Suite Four was what it would take to realise her hopes and dreams for me, then I would make time to practise.

I parked Mrs Braun’s car behind the Thai restaurant and let myself in through the back door, finding Holly shuffling papers in the office. “Hi, Holly.”

She looked up, short blonde ponytail bobbing with the movement, and offered me a tight smile. “Hey. You’re just in time to set the tables.”

“Okay.” Used to Holly’s abrupt manner, I tucked my bag and coat into the drawer reserved for staff personal items, and went into the kitchen to find cutlery.

As I served our customers that evening, my eyes shot to the door every time it opened, half-hoping to see Emir’s golden-brown eyes and cheerful smile. This wasn’t rational, as he rarely came to the restaurant, but with each disappointment I reminded myself that at least I would see him at Leyla’s tomorrow.

“Not that it matters,” I muttered to myself as I cleared a table by the window. After all, he was just a friend, and it wouldn’t be long until I left town, anyway. That would make another great line for a song, but one that I couldn’t bear thinking about. Still, I couldn’t suppress the foolish hope that rose in my heart every time a customer walked in.

We were unusually quiet for a Thursday night, and Holly tapped me on the shoulder just after nine. “You can go home, Angela. I’ll close.”

“Okay.” Even though I needed the money, I was grateful to gain an hour to practise after my uncomfortable lesson today. Following her back to the office, I fetched my bag and shrugged on my coat before moving towards the back door. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you.” She offered me her usual tight smile before walking past me into the kitchen.

The house was quiet when I let myself inside, but light spilled out from under my parents’ bedroom door. I put my things in my room and crossed the hall, hoping to see my dad before he went to sleep.

Tapping gently on the door, I kept my voice soft in case I’d missed my chance. “I’m home.”

“Come in, Angel.” Dad’s invitation reassured me that he was still awake, and I pushed open the door to see him pushing himself to sit up with a weary smile on his face. “You’re just in time to say goodnight.”

I walked towards him, grief squeezing my heart at the grey streaking through his curls and the lines marring his forehead. The past few years had aged my energetic, handsome father. Wrapping my arms around him, I buried my face in his broad, tee-shirted shoulder. “Goodnight, Daddy.”

Tucked beside him in bed in solidarity, Mum laid her book on her bedside table and rubbed my arm. “You’re home early. How was your shift?”

Longing to climb into bed between them like I used to when I was little, I walked around the bed to hug her, too. “It was quiet tonight. But it gives me some extra time to practise.”

She tucked an errant curl behind my ear. “Okay. Dinner’s in the fridge. Don’t stay up too late, baby girl.”

“I won’t.” Seeing Dad’s eyelids drooping, I moved towards the door. “Goodnight. Sleep well.”

I went to the kitchen and grabbed a couple of slices of leftover pizza before heading to the soundproof music room – the biggest benefit of being able to keep our family home. Shutting the door, I tugged out my cello, laying it on its side while I pulled out my plastic binder of sheet music for weddings. As I nibbled at my cold pizza, wishing that I’d taken a few minutes to heat it up, the lyrics from earlier popped into my mind again, and I sat at the desk to jot them down before I lost them.

“This land is steeped in memories and regrets…” My experimental tune came back to me, and I moved to Mum’s keyboard to tap it out in different keys. “No, C is too upbeat. Maybe A minor? Memories and regrets… it’s a place I’ll never forget…”

I played around, tapping and tweaking until I settled on a melody, and added a couple more lines to the lyrics before closing my notebook. Turning to my cello, my jaw dropped as my eyes fell on the clock above the door. My morning shift at Linke’s Supermarket started in seven hours. Guilt weighed down my heart as I packed the neglected instrument away again. I’d just have to find time to practise tomorrow.
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“That’s thirty-four dollars. How would you like to pay?” Hiding a yawn, I tucked a stalk of celery and loaf of bread into a shopping bag while I waited for the strawberry-blonde woman on the other side of the checkout counter to answer.

Rosemary rifled through her handbag and fished out her wallet with a sheepish smile. “Card. It looks like I left my phone at home again.”

It wasn’t the first time, and I wondered why it always seemed to embarrass her as I held out the card reader. “That’s fine. Tap here, please.”

Glancing along my queue, tension wrapped around my chest to see my distance-education classmate and first violinist in the string quartet, Harrison Cartwright, towering over Sheila from church. He ran a hand through his cropped blond hair, tapping his fingers on the checkout conveyor belt and humming Pachelbel’s Canon in D. It sounded like Harry had been practising for tomorrow’s wedding while I’d been ringing up people’s groceries.

Irritation stirred in the pit of my stomach. Between my studies, work, and last night’s spiral into the song-writing vortex, I hadn’t had a chance to practise any of the wedding pieces since Tuesday’s quartet practice, escalating my usual performance stress to a state of nervous agitation. Even though I’d played exactly the same pieces at previous weddings, I wouldn’t feel prepared until I’d run through the set at least one more time.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to make polite conversation with Sheila while battling conviction over feeling so irritated. I’m sorry, God. Although seventeen-year-old Harry was an immature show-off and annoying flirt, he was also my friend. We’d known each other our whole lives through music, school, and my grandmother’s social circle. It wasn’t his fault that his wealthy parents supported him to focus on the violin, while I worked so hard to pay for the things that I used to take for granted, too.

It just rankled that I was slipping further and further behind, and it didn’t help that he’d already been offered early admission to Gardner Conservatorium. I’d wanted to audition for the prestigious school back in July, too, but with so much going on, I just hadn’t been ready – and still wasn’t, according to Mrs Morozov.

His smug smile rubbed salt into the wound as he stepped in front of me. “Hey, Angel. What’s a beautiful girl like you doing in a supermarket like this?” He pushed a bottle of raspberry kombucha across the counter for me to scan.

Ignoring his use of my family nickname and his cheesy-pickup-line-of-the-day, I rang up his purchase. “Hi, Harry. That’s four fifty, please.”

“Thanks. Keep the change.” He dropped a ten dollar note on the counter.

I picked it up and rifled in the cash drawer, pushing the balance towards him. “That’s not how things work here. You have to take it.”

“I was just trying to be nice.” His voice was quiet as he picked up the coins.

My heart raced as fire rose up my neck and into my face, cheeks burning with shame. Nothing would humiliate my father more than someone giving me money because they felt sorry for me, even a friend, and my professional facade cracked. “Well, don’t. I don’t need charity.”

“Are you sure? Because your three jobs could have fooled me.” His pale cheeks flushed as he looked down at me with wounded blue eyes.

Breath whooshed out of me as though he had kicked me in the stomach, and my gaze dropped to the glass bottle on the counter between us, heart pounding in my chest as though trying to break free. “I’m working to save up for a car. You know that.”

This was mostly true. I saved what was left after paying for cello lessons and other expenses for travelling to Sydney for my Gardner Con audition. While every other music school accepted digital submissions for rural students, Australia’s most prestigious conservatorium insisted that all applicants audition in person; no exceptions. With their reputation, they could get away with making demands, too. And whatever remained after that would go towards buying a car, as I wouldn’t be able to take Mrs Braun’s with me when I moved away to study.

“Good luck with that.” He grabbed his kombucha and stormed off.

I slumped against the counter, wiping away the tears that had filled my eyes at the unexpected altercation. At least no one had been waiting in line behind him to overhear it. I’m really, really sorry, God. I know that Harry didn’t mean to upset me. I wished that I hadn’t snapped at him, but I felt mortified that he could tell how bad things were. Had he overheard his parents talking about my family?

In spite of my penitent heart, I couldn’t help fretting over his words as I continued my shift on autopilot. It seemed naive in hindsight, but it had never occurred to me that people might look at my three jobs and draw the right conclusion. I knew that other teenagers didn’t work three jobs, but other teenagers didn’t have the same flexibility with their time.

“And besides, I only work a few hours for Leyla just to help her out. That hardly even qualifies as a job,” I argued as I walked down the main street towards Leyla’s Cafe an hour later. “So I really only have two jobs.” Which was still more than most people my age, but it made me feel a little better to think of it that way.

Stepping into the courtyard scattered with tables and potted palms, my stomach tightened and my heart raced in a far more pleasant way as Emir looked up from the table that he’d been serving. A warm smile spread across his face as he moved to greet me at the entrance. “Hi, Angela.”

“Hi, Emir.” His calm, cheerful presence was a balm to my troubled heart after my spat with Harry, and my eyes misted over again. Something about Leyla’s handsome brother had pulled a confession out of me about my family’s financial situation when we first met, but he didn’t seem to think any less of me for it.

He tugged his phone from his pocket and showed me my channel page on the YouView app, a hint of smugness colouring his tone. “Did you see that you got another two subscribers this week? That makes a grand total of forty-three.”

Blinking away the moisture, I followed him into the kitchen. “That’s great!”

The YouView channel had been his idea. In the absence of orchestras in Cedar River, I took every opportunity to increase my performance experience by playing my own songs at restaurants and wineries, and he’d started recording and uploading videos of my performances. I liked that the channel gave us something to work on together, and was both flattered and humbled by his enthusiasm, but I never had time to look at it during the week.

As I followed Emir into the kitchen, Pip looked up from stirring a large pot of soup, her brown eyes crinkling as she smiled. “Hey there, Maestro. How are you?”

I always felt embarrassed when she called me ‘Maestro’. Still too emotional to give an honest answer to her question, I opted for a socially-acceptable one. “I’m okay.” I hung my bag on the hook beside the door and washed my hands. “How are you?”

“Great. The final soup of the year has exceeded even my own expectations. I can’t wait for people to try it.” A gleeful look crossed her face as she bounced on her toes, her infectious joy lifting my spirits, and I envied the way that she always radiated sunshine, even on the cafe’s busiest day.

Ooh, that’s a nice line. My eyes drifted back to Emir at the coffee machine, his cheerful smile filling my heart with a warm, happy glow. Even on a rainy day, he’s radiating sunshine.

Tying my apron around my waist, I repeated the words to myself a couple of times to help me remember them later, and peered into the pot at what looked like tomato soup. “It smells good. Where’s Leyla?” She was usually at the cafe on Fridays.

“It’s just us three today. Her mum’s going home tomorrow, so I convinced them to take the day off and spend some quality time together.” Pip hugged my shoulders with one arm. “Would you please do a quick walk-around to check whether our guests need anything?”

“Of course.” Pushing away disappointment that I wouldn’t get to see the gentle cafe owner, I circled the courtyard and greeted our regular Friday guests, checking water bottles and collecting empty coffee cups as I went. Leyla was the only other person whom I’d told about my family’s situation, and she’d been so nice to me, even after I shouted at her when she’d tried to help me with my car. I still felt awful about getting mad, even though she’d forgiven me on the spot.

Which reminded me of my earlier outburst, making me feel even more dismal. I’d been doing better with managing strong emotions until I talked to Harry that morning. I felt like the embodiment of Paul’s words in Romans about doing what he didn’t want to do, and not doing what he did want to do. Please help me overcome that, God, I prayed as I carried cups back to the kitchen. I want to do better.

I took care to be extra polite as people came and went for lunch, as though I could somehow make up for snapping at Harry earlier that day, but I couldn’t help fretting over what had happened. The tension building around my upcoming auditions and exams must have gotten to me. I’d never spoken him like that before, no matter how annoying he’d been, and I felt sick. Maybe I’d get the chance to apologise if I got to the wedding venue early the next morning.

Leyla and her mother, Ayşe, walked into the kitchen just before two o’clock, and my heart leaped to see them. An involuntary smile rose to my lips, and I paused to greet them on my way to wipe down empty tables. “Hello. What are you doing here on your day off?”

Ayşe bent and kissed the air beside my cheeks. “Raiding the kitchen.” She cradled my chin, examining my face with golden-brown eyes that matched her children’s. “You look pale today, tatlım. You should eat.” Releasing me, she strode to the oven and peered inside. “Pip, is there any kofta left? Or do I need to make Angela gözleme?”

The corners of Pip’s mouth twitched as she watched my imperious advocate pull the trays from the oven and push back the foil, tutting over the contents. “Only a few, thanks to your daughter’s excellent predictive modelling. You’re just in time for lunch, though, so perhaps you’d better make two gözleme.” We usually ate together after two o’clock, supplementing the leftover food with my favourite Turkish treat.

“Perhaps I’d better.” Catching my eye, Ayşe gave me a sly grin as she scooped the remaining kofta onto a plate, and I wondered whether they had arrived in time for lunch on purpose. I treasured our late lunches at the cafe, but I always had to leave too soon.

Leyla shook her head as she stepped into the large cool room, emerging to place a jar on the kitchen counter in front of her mother. “I knew that the pickled cucumbers were just an excuse. I’m beginning to suspect that you love the cafe as much as I do, Anne.” She pronounced it as ‘Ah-neh’, which according to Emir was Turkish for ‘Mum’.

“What can I say? It’s a nice cafe.” Ayşe gave me a gentle push towards a stool, and I obediently sat down behind the plate of meatballs and yoghurt dip. She laid a fork on the counter and squeezed my shoulder. “Afiyet olsun. Enjoy your meal, tatlım.”

My heart warmed as she called me her sweetie. Even though I felt uncomfortable eating while Pip and Emir were still working, I loved Leyla and Emir’s mother, and I didn’t want to be rude. “Thank you.” Picking up the fork, I dipped a meatball into the yoghurt and took a bite, chewing slowly as I waited for my colleagues to join me.

From the other side of the counter, Pip pushed two stainless steel bowls towards me. “Do you want some salad with that, Maestro?”

I nodded, relieved to see my colleagues preparing to join me. “Thank you.”

Emir placed a plate of gözleme wedges on the counter between us before perching on a stool opposite me. “Are you ready for the wedding tomorrow, Angela?”

My heart sank as I shook my head. “Not quite. I need to practise.” Guilt over not making time for it squeezed around my chest. I had so few opportunities to perform in front of other people, and even fewer opportunities to play the cello in an ensemble. Mrs Morozov had been right to tell me off.

Settling on the stool beside me, Ayşe pulled the plate of gözleme closer. “Don’t you know the songs, tatlım?”

“I do, but I still need to practise.” Performances were always stressful, but weddings especially so. One wrong note could ruin a day that people spent years planning, and I lived in fear of being the person who ruined that day. Harry had persuaded me to join the string quartet to gain ensemble experience and get over my fear of performing, but playing weddings had actually made my anxiety worse. “I always need to go over them a few times, just to feel prepared.”

Pip pulled out a stool next to Emir and joined us. “That makes perfect sense. I used to be the same way when I taught statistics. Even though I knew that I knew things, I still had to run through it all before getting up in front of a group of surly teenagers.”

“Exactly.” The former university lecturer’s previous career seemed to have a lot in common with performing.

Emir’s face lit up. “Have you thought about singing at weddings? I’ll bet that would be much more popular than the string quartet.”

I shook my head. “I’ve played for a few weddings at church, but they were hymns that I already knew. I don’t have time to learn new songs.”

Shaking his head, his golden eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled at me. “I meant singing your songs, Angela.”

Heat rushed to my face at his suggestion. “Oh. No, I hadn’t. I doubt that they would be suitable for a wedding.”

“Of course they are. They’re beautiful.” Emir truly was my biggest fan, apart from the Coopers, and came to every gig. While I’d admitted to feeling less nervous when I could see familiar faces in the crowd, I hadn’t confessed to anyone that I found his face particularly encouraging. His sunny smile always filled me with confidence.

Standing beside me, Leyla leaned against the counter and reached for a wedge of gözleme. “Angela’s under enough pressure as it is, canım. Give her a break.” She patted my shoulder with her free hand. “How is everything going with your studies?”

I couldn’t help wincing at the sensitive topic. Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday were my ‘schoolwork’ days, but I’d just started a Wednesday morning shift at Linke’s. It was getting harder and harder to balance study and practice alongside everything else. I need for you to hold the sun and stop the days racing away…

If I told Leyla about that, the considerate cafe owner might release me from my Friday shift here, and I couldn’t stand the thought of losing one of the happiest parts of my week. “They’re okay. I’m looking forward to it all being over, though.”

“Don’t wish the year away, Maestro.” Pip’s happy glow dimmed a little. “We’re going to miss you when you leave to study.”

“I’ll miss you, too. It’s hard to believe that it’s September already.” Being reminded about the rapid approach of auditions and exams stirred up a fresh wave of panic, and I pushed back my chair and carried my empty plate to the dishwasher. “I’d better go and fit in some practise before my dinner shift.”

Ayşe intercepted me with air kisses to each cheek on my way to the door. “You should find a school in Sydney, tatlım, so that you’ll have someone there to look out for you.”

Her words warmed my heart, but it wasn’t that easy. While Gardner Con had always been my number one choice – well, my grandmother’s number one choice – what happened with the vineyard had taught me that things didn’t always go the way that one hoped. I planned to apply to conservatoria in other states, too. But Gardner was the most prestigious launchpad for a classical music career, and Harry would be there. At least I’d know two people in Sydney.

“I’d like that. I’d need to win a scholarship, though.” I wouldn’t be able to afford the cost of relocating and living there, otherwise. And being the most competitive music school in the country, I was far from confident, given that I was still waiting to hear back from them about even auditioning.

With a heavy heart, I moved towards the door, looking back over my shoulder at the tableau of friendly faces that I was leaving behind. “Bye, everyone. I hope that you all have a lovely evening.”

“You too, Angela. Break a leg at the wedding tomorrow. We’ll see you at church on Sunday.” Expression pensive, Leyla raised her hand in farewell as she watched me sling the strap of my bag over my shoulder.

Emir rose and followed me to the door. “I’d better check on the courtyard.”

We stepped out of the kitchen together, and I turned left to walk down the long corridor to reach the street as my companion turned right. “Bye, Emir.”

“Bye, Angela.” Turning back towards me, he laid his hand on my arm. “Just so you know, my mother wasn’t speaking empty words. She’ll look out for you if you move to Sydney.” His forehead creased as his gaze dropped to the floor. “I’d feel better knowing that you’ve got a friend nearby.”

My skin burned underneath his gentle touch, and heat rushed to my face again. “Thank you for caring.”

Their concern stirred up an uncomfortable truth that I’d been trying to ignore for weeks now. Amidst the day-to-day demands of working, studying, and practising, I’d kept too busy to think about what would come afterwards. 

It was going to be hard to leave town. I loved Cedar River and the people that I’d gotten to know through my various jobs over the past eighteen months. And if I failed to get a scholarship at Gardner Con, I’d have to study somewhere else. 

A flash of terror gripped my heart at the possibility of ending up alone in an unfamiliar city. “I’d feel better if I had a friend nearby, too.”

With a gentle squeeze, Emir removed his hand and turned towards the courtyard, his voice soft. “Then I’ll pray that God will help you to get there.”

“Thank you.” I stared after him as he walked away, taking in his words.

In the past he had referred to God as ‘your God’; what did it mean that he’d suddenly dropped the ‘your’, and just called Him ‘God’? Had my prayers already been answered? Had he come to share his sister’s faith? I wished that I’d had the presence of mind to ask about it before he’d returned to the courtyard. Maybe I would get a chance to ask him on Sunday.

Walking down the hallway to the road, terror returned to wrap around my chest. If I wanted to attend the most prestigious, competitive conservatorium in the country, then Mrs Morozov was right. I needed to impress the Gardner Con panel enough to give me a scholarship. But with time flying past so quickly, could I master two pieces from Suite Four in the three weeks that remained before auditions began?

It would take a miracle.
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Leaving might break Angela’s heart.
Can she put her future in God's hands?
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