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      CHAPTER
ONE

      
      
      
      THE MOST THANKLESS JOB ON THE PLANET MAY WELL BE TEACHING REnaissance love poetry to a group of hormone-dazed adolescents on a beautiful spring day. I had saved up against just such
         a day, through the deep snows of February, the sleets of March, and April’s endless deluge, one of the most popular and accessible
         of Shakespeare’s sonnets, but I might as well have been reciting the Dow Jones Industrial Average for all the impact the Bard’s
         words were having on the class. Even Robin Weiss, my best student, was more interested in the sunbathers and frisbee players
         cavorting five stories below us in Washington Square Park than in answering my last question.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” he says, his eyes still on the sun-splashed scene outside the window. “Could you repeat the question?”

      
      “I asked what you thought of Shakespeare’s promise to his beloved to immortalize him through art.”

      
      
      “Hmph.” Robin begins by ejecting a disdainful breath of air. “I think of it the way I think of most lovers’ promises, that
         he ‘speaks an infinite deal of nothing.’ ”
      

      
      A chorus of sighs from the girls in the back row greets Robin’s pronouncement. Had they all had their hearts broken recently?
         I wonder. Perhaps by Robin himself? Weren’t they a little young to be giving up on love? But then I remember that this is
         exactly the age that feels love’s disappointment the most keenly, the age when one might forswear love, never guessing there
         might come a day when one is forsworn by love.
      

      
      “So you don’t think that art provides immortality?” I ask, unwilling to let Robin hide behind the world-weary pose he’s worn,
         along with a vintage Versace tweed jacket lined in yellow silk, since returning from his junior year abroad in Florence last
         semester. I still remembered the fervor he’d had in Freshman Comp. He was going to be a playwright because, he said, to have
         your words spoken on the stage after your death meant you’d never truly be dead. I knew he’d switched his ambition to filmmaker
         since then and had spent his year in Italy making a film that the whole campus was talking about. In fact, tonight it was
         to be shown at the Hudson College Invitational Film Show, where it was expected to win first prize. Was Robin already jaded
         by success?
      

      
      Turning from the sun toward me, though, his face looks not so much jaded as bruised. His pale blue eyes are dilated and bloodshot, his full lips are chapped and swollen, and his delicate skin is chafed and
         raw. His sandy brown hair looks as wild as the signature Medusa heads on the buttons of his jacket. I’m used to my students
         looking haggard around finals time, but Robin looks as if he’d spent the last week weeping. I would happily let him off the
         hook—especially since I can tell by the shuffling of books and shouldering of backpacks and by my watch, which lies on the
         desk in front of me, that the class’s hour is drawing to an end—but Robin chooses to answer my question with a question. Or
         rather, two questions.
      

      
      “If you lost someone you loved, would reading something about him—or by him—lessen the loss one iota? Wouldn’t you trade all
         the poems and all the plays in all the world for just five minutes with him again?”
      

      
      
      “Well,” I begin, intending to deal with Robin’s question as I usually deal with difficult—or in this case, unanswerable—questions
         in class: by turning it back to the student. Maybe even assigning it as an essay topic. But Robin is looking at me as though
         he really expects an answer. As if he’d been offered this Faustian bargain last night at the Cedar Tavern and there’s a sinister-looking
         man in a dark overcoat waiting in the hall for his answer. All of literature for five minutes with your lost beloved? Even
         the class’s incipient rustling, which should have swept us all out of here like a late November rainstorm cleaning out the
         dead leaves, has been stilled by Robin’s urgency.
      

      
      “Five minutes?” I ask. As if I could bargain. Get in on the deal.

      
      Robin nods, the ghost of a smile curving his chapped lips, reminding me of someone else whose lips used to curve in that same
         Cupid’s bow.
      

      
      “Sure,” I say, blushing at the memory of that other mouth, “who wouldn’t?”

      
      There’s another class in the same room after ours, so there’s no lingering. In the hall I answer a few of my students’ questions
         about the final and the term paper and explain, riding the elevator down to the lobby, that my regular office hours are suspended
         today because of the film show and reception tonight. When the elevator reaches the ground floor the students quickly disperse,
         and I’m surprised to see Robin, who had bolted out of the class after I answered his question, still in the lobby. It’s been
         a while since he’s waited for me after class. I’m even more surprised to see him in conversation with a young man who might
         have sprung from my Faustian fantasy of ten minutes ago—right down to the black sheepherding overcoat and sinister expression.
         The boy turns his face to the light and I’m startled both by how handsome he is—his finely modeled features like a white marble
         bust of a Greek god framed by blue-black ringlets—and by something familiar about him. No doubt he’s a drama major whom I’ve seen in a student play. He certainly seems to have a flair for the dramatic
         as he replies angrily to something Robin says, shakes his fine head of hair, and then sweeps out of the lobby, the tails of
         his coat floating behind him.
      

      
      
      For a moment Robin looks as if he were considering following him, but then he sees me. “I know you don’t have office hours,
         Dr. Asher,” he says, “but could I walk with you a minute?”
      

      
      “As long as you don’t ask any more soul-searching questions,” I say, preceding Robin through the revolving doors. Although
         it’s late in the afternoon, the light is so bright that I have to fish in my bag for sunglasses. When I’ve gotten them on,
         I see by Robin’s downcast expression that he’s taken my remark seriously.
      

      
      “Oh, no, you do have another soul-searching question. Well, ask away, but try to remember that I’m old, Robin, and such urgent questions
         of love are a little less urgent these days.”
      

      
      “You’re hardly old—” he begins, but I wave my hands in the air to stop him. God, had I been fishing for a compliment? Had
         I—even worse—been flirting?
      

      
      “Actually, that’s what I wanted to ask you ab-bout,” Robin says, stuttering a little on the last word. I haven’t heard Robin
         stutter since first semester freshman year, when he started taking voice and acting classes. It must be the film show tonight
         that has him so nervous. “You’re . . . what . . . in your mid-thirties?”
      

      
      “Thereabouts,” I say, thinking, Close enough. No need to tell him that at thirty-nine I’m at the bitter end of my thirties. “Why?”
      

      
      “Because you were at La Civetta when you were in college and I wondered if some of the same teachers were there. I’m going
         back there this summer and I’m trying to decide what classes to take.”
      

      
      We’ve reached Graham Hall, the nineteenth-century brownstone that houses the comp lit department and my office. The building
         is named for Hudson College’s most famous alumnus, Cyril Graham, who donated his New York townhouse to the college, along
         with the use of his villa in Tuscany, La Civetta, four decades ago. There’s a plaque with Cyril’s profile etched in bronze
         beside the front door, and as I turn to answer Robin’s question (making it clear, I hope, that he shouldn’t follow me up to
         my office), I can almost feel the old man’s hawklike eyes boring into my back.
      

      
      “Well, let’s see,” I say, pretending that the year I spent at La Civetta  twenty years ago is such a distant and minor episode that I have to ransack my memory in order to recall its dramatis personae.
         “The old man himself was there, of course,” I say, cocking a thumb over my shoulder at the plaque, “teaching that class . . . what did he call it?”
      

      
      “The Aesthetics of Place,” Robin says, smiling.

      
      “My God, is he still at it? Does he still go on about the Mitford sisters and the Duchess of Windsor?”

      
      Robin smiles and looks a little more relaxed. “He manages to imply he went to Oxford with both Oscar Wilde and Evelyn Waugh—a chronological impossibility—and was simultaneously lunching with Fellini on the Via Veneto while making silk
         screens with Warhol at the Factory—a geographical impossibility.”
      

      
      I laugh, relieved to see that Robin’s stutter has disappeared again. The remarks about Cyril Graham sound like a set speech.
         Even his pose—one hand grasping the lapel of his vintage jacket so that the sun glances off its gold Medusa-head buttons—looks
         rehearsed. I suspect that Robin, like many a stutterer before him, has learned that his delivery is improved by rehearsal.
         “I have to admit that I enjoyed that class. It was such shameless gossip and a rest after declining Latin nouns with Harriet
         Milhouse and memorizing Renaissance architectural terms with Professore DelVecchio.”
      

      
      “I think they’ve retired,” Robin says, “but I would have thought the class you’d mention first would have been the one on
         the sonnet—”
      

      
      “Oh, but the professor who taught that class was a graduate student,” I say, perhaps a little too quickly—as if I’d had my
         excuse for not mentioning him ready. “He went back to Rome the next year to finish his degree.”
      

      
      “Bruno Brunelli, right? He’s back. His wife, Claudia, took over the job of hospitality coordinator from Bruno’s mother, Benedetta,
         only in Claudia’s case it’s really a misnomer—”
      

      
      “Oh, really? I didn’t know.” I hold up my wrist to check the time but my watch isn’t there. “Damn,” I say, “I must have left
         my watch in class.” I always take my watch off in class and lay it on the desk so that I can keep track of where I am in my
         lecture without having to look at  my wrist. I’ve never left it behind, though. Had Robin’s question rattled me that badly?
      

      
      “I’ll run back for it,” Robin offers gallantly. “Will you be at the film show?”

      
      “Of course, Robin, I wouldn’t miss your opening night, but please don’t bother—”

      
      “Then I’ll give it to you there,” he says, brushing away my objections, “and we can talk some more? There’s something really
         important I have to discuss with you.”
      

      
      “If I can get through your flock of admirers after your film is shown, I’ll be happy to talk to you.” The shadow that had
         been over him in class is back—or perhaps it’s just that the spring light is fading from the sky, leaving us both in the shade
         of the brownstone.
      

      
      “I might need rescuing from an angry mob instead. The film isn’t going to be what everyone expects.”

      
      “That’s just opening-night jitters, Robin. I’m sure it’ll be great.”

      
      “But even so, will you?”

      
      “Will I what? Rescue you?”

      
      Robin lays his fingertips on my wrist—in just the place laid bare by my missing watch—and I shiver at his touch. The spring
         day’s promise of summer has faded to chill evening. I start to laugh at the absurdity of Robin’s request, but when I see the
         look in his eyes I don’t.
      

      
      “Of course,” I tell him, “I’ll do my best.”

      
      I carry the chill of Robin’s touch up three sweeping flights of the main staircase and one back-stairs flight to the garret
         (formerly a maid’s room) under the eaves that’s been my office for the six years I’ve taught at Hudson College. Mark Abrams,
         the college president, has offered to relocate me to the new faculty building on Mercer, where I’d have elevator service,
         high-speed Internet access, and German coffee machines perking finely ground Colombian coffee all day long. But I prefer my
         little garret with its egg-and-dart moldings and nonworking fireplace. Besides, I have my coffee at Cafe Lucrezia on MacDougal,
         which has  two working fireplaces and makes the best cappuccino this side of the Atlantic.
      

      
      I wish, though, as I open the door, that I’d run in for a cup on the way here, because the office, with its blinds closed
         all day against the spring sunshine, feels cold. An unaccountable sadness stirs in me—as if I’d missed something by closing
         out that light from my dusty bookshelves and faded green upholstered Morris chair—and pulls me across to the window to open
         the blinds before turning on the desk lamp.
      

      
      The Graham brownstone is on the west side of the park and the sun has already passed over its roof, but I can still see the
         last of the light reflected on the old townhouses that line the north side of the park, turning the sooty New York bricks
         to a rich Florentine ochre. I close my eyes to preserve that Mediterranean color for one moment longer and feel, where I’d
         felt chill before, the warmth of an embrace spreading across my back.
      

      
      “You’ve got to stop letting yourself in,” I say, turning into Mark’s arms. “I’m going to scream one of these days and the
         secretaries in comp lit will come running.”
      

      
      “We’d just have to explain that you were reacting to departmental budget cuts. You wouldn’t be the only one screaming about
         that.”
      

      
      I’m about to register my concurrence with my colleagues but Mark kisses me, pressing the length of his body against mine so
         tightly that I feel the wide ledge of the window cutting into the small of my back. I ease myself onto the ledge, pulling
         away from his kiss.
      

      
      “I wish all my faculty were so easily persuaded to see the necessity of cutting back,” he says.

      
      “I certainly hope you don’t use the same persuasive techniques on them,” I say, leaning lightly onto the cold windowpane behind
         me. I imagine that one day I’ll lean back a little too hard and the two of us will crash through the glass and hurtle to the
         pavement below, where we will land, limbs entwined, below the amused bronze gaze of Cyril Graham. This is where we made love
         the first time, three years ago, after a faculty party, and even though I live only two blocks away and Mark’s apartment is
         only a short subway ride uptown, we’ve made love here many  times since then. It’s the risk, I think, of someone discovering us that still draws us here. Mark had thought then that
         we should keep our affair secret—at least until I made tenure. At first I’d been suspicious that he wanted to keep the relationship
         secret only because he didn’t intend to stay in it, but he’s been (as far as I can tell) a faithful lover for three years.
         Only lately, as my tenure review looms near, have I found myself wondering whether half the pleasure in our affair comes from
         that enforced secrecy, and half the pleasure in making love here from feeling that cold glass barrier, hard but fragile, always
         at my back.
      

      
      Mark brushes the hem of my dress halfway up my thigh, but I catch his hand. “Don’t you have a speech to give in, like . . . ten minutes?”
      

      
      He makes a face but quickly smooths my dress back over my leg— a little too compliantly, I think.

      
      “Is this what you’re wearing to the reception?” he asks, taking a step back to observe my outfit—and also to give me room
         to get down from the window seat.
      

      
      “That’s the plan,” I say, moving past him toward my desk. I slip out of the jacket I wore to class and slide the silk scarf
         from around my neck to reveal a sleeveless black cocktail dress that I found in a vintage clothing store on Horatio Street
         last week. Then I sit down at my desk and turn to the mirror I keep propped up on the bookcase between the collected canzoniere of Petrarch and Helen Vendler’s book of Shakespeare’s sonnets. Mark sits on the windowsill and lights a cigarette—another
         vice he saves for my company alone even though I’ve managed to quit— while I let my hair down and start to brush it.
      

      
      “You should wear it down,” he says when I start to coil it back into a twist. “The color is so pretty—like a Botticelli madonna.”
         He smiles at his own compliment, proud, I think, that he’s recalled my favorite painter.
      

      
      “Why this sudden concern for my appearance?” I ask, leaning a little closer to the mirror to see whether he’s right—whether
         the color is still more gold than silver. It is, but only just. I still look fairly young (mid-thirties, Robin had said) but for the tiny lines at the corners of my eyes and the light silvering around my temples. “It’s just the
         student film show.”
      

      
      
      “Some of Cyril Graham’s Hollywood cronies are coming and they’re sure to report back to him. It wouldn’t hurt to make a good
         impression.”
      

      
      “That will be good for Robin Weiss,” I say, ignoring the idea that anyone from Hollywood would be interested for two seconds
         in a fortyish English professor, “to have his film seen by people in the industry.”
      

      
      “I’m pretty sure that’s why they’re here. Graham told them the film was done on the grounds of the villa and he expected from
         what he saw of the filming that it would be quite interesting—and there’s even talk of a major film being made at La Civetta
         based on a screenplay Robin’s written.”
      

      
      I frown into the mirror—instantly aging my face several years— remembering what Robin had said. The film isn’t going to be what everyone expects. “Well, I hope it’s not too much pressure on Robin,” I say. “He looked ragged in class today.”
      

      
      “Don’t you think that you’re perhaps too emotionally involved in your students?” Mark asks.

      
      I angle my mirror so that I can see Mark’s expression—or rather, more important, to see whether he’s watching my expression. To see whether what he’s really concerned about is my emotional involvement with this particular student. Three years ago, when Mark and I first found our way back to my office after that faculty party, Mark
         had expressed his professional concern that I’d become overly familiar with Robin Weiss. I’d been seen having coffee with
         him at Cafe Lucrezia and he spent a lot of time in my office.
      

      
      “I wouldn’t worry,” Mark had said then as we climbed the back stairs to my office, “except that it would be natural for a
         boy to have a crush on such a beautiful woman.”
      

      
      The compliment had taken me by surprise. Not because I didn’t think a man could find me beautiful, but because Mark Abrams
         had struck me as too serious a man to bother with compliments. I knew he was very ambitious for the college, that he planned
         to transform Hudson College into a premier liberal arts institution. Like a lot of my colleagues, I had not always been happy
         about how he was going about achieving that goal—deferring money from more traditional academic  departments to the more high-profile film department, for instance. I had become so used to thinking of him as an adversary
         in departmental meetings that I hadn’t considered him as a prospective suitor.
      

      
      When I had let myself into the office I crossed to the window ledge, where I sat down and lit a cigarette (I still smoked
         then). Instead of reminding me of the no-smoking rule, he crossed the room and, letting his hand rest on mine for a moment,
         took the cigarette out of my hand and raised it to his lips.
      

      
      “Maybe,” I said, watching him inhale. His lips were a trifle thin— no Cupid’s bow—but he had a strong jaw and the kind of
         clean-cut features that aged well. An undeniably handsome man. “But would it be natural for a woman my age to be interested
         in a boy?”
      

      
      He didn’t answer. I’m sure he thought it was a rhetorical question and that the way I pronounced boy was meant as a disparaging comparison with the charms of an older man. He tossed the cigarette out the window and kissed
         me, pushing me onto the window sill until I felt the cold glass at my back. He never asked me about Robin Weiss again, but
         I’ve often wondered whether it’s ever occurred to him that I never answered his question, that I merely turned it back on him the way I did with my students.
      

      
      He doesn’t appear to be thinking about that now as he stands at the window, one hand in his trouser pocket rumpling the line
         of his good gray wool suit, one hand still holding the cigarette, which has nearly burned down to the filter. He’s looking
         out over the park, toward the NYU buildings on the east side, their violet flags glowing in the late spring sunshine. He looks
         like a general surveying a neighboring kingdom and planning his attack. He doesn’t appear to notice that I haven’t answered
         his latest question, either. He flicks his cigarette out the window and comes up behind me, resting his hands on my shoulders.
         “You need a vacation,” he says, massaging the tight muscles.
      

      
      I glance at my own reflection in the mirror to gauge my expression. The last time Mark and I discussed the summer, we decided
         (or rather, Mark suggested and I agreed) that we should spend it apart. After all, my tenure review was coming up in September.
         Why risk anything now? Had he changed his mind? Did I want him to have changed his mind?
      

      
      
      “I’m taking one,” I tell him as I apply a coat of mascara to my eyelashes. “Six weeks at the cabin in Woodstock, where I plan
         to finish the sonnet book.”
      

      
      “That’s not a vacation,” he says, “that’s hard labor.”

      
      “Surely you’re not discouraging a faculty member from publication, President Abrams,” I say teasingly.

      
      But Mark doesn’t laugh. “Actually, I have a better place for you to work, a place a little closer to the birthplace of the
         sonnet . . .”
      

      
      “Sicily?” I ask. “If you mean the court where Giacomo da Lentini was employed—”

      
      “I meant Italy in general,” he says, sounding impatient, “and La Civetta in particular. Graham says he’s got some very important
         sixteenth-century manuscripts—”
      

      
      “Cyril Graham is a crank, Mark, you know that. He’s spent the last twenty years dangling the promise of ‘very important’ manuscripts
         in front of half a dozen different academic institutions to raise interest in that moldering old villa of his so that he’d
         be sure to spend his twilight years surrounded by eager young scholars.”
      

      
      “That moldering old villa, as you call it, has been estimated to be worth nearly a billion dollars,” Mark says, “and crank
         or not, Graham is on the verge of bequeathing it to Hudson College . . . unless he changes his mind and chooses another institution.
         There’s a rumor he’s been talking to one of the SUNYs—”
      

      
      “Ah,” I say, swiveling in my chair to face Mark. “Cyril’s playing coy with his will again. I thought all the papers had been
         signed—”
      

      
      “Some complications have come up and it looks like I’ll have to spend the summer—along with one of our lawyers—at La Civetta.”

      
      “Poor baby,” I say, pursing my lips. “Most of the professors are fighting tooth and nail to spend the summer there. I hear
         Frieda Main-bocher in women’s studies had a fit when she learned Lydia Belquist in classics was going to teach the Women in
         Italian History class this summer.”
      

      
      “I solved that by making them co-teach the class,” Mark says. “So that’s who I’ll have for company over there if you don’t
         come: Lydia, Frieda, and the drama department. I thought that if you could work on  your book there we’d get to spend some time together, but if you’d rather be alone . . .” The look of hurt on Mark’s face
         makes me instantly regret teasing him. Clearly he wants us to spend the summer together, and I would, too—just not at La Civetta.
      

      
      “I don’t think I’d be any help with Graham,” I say. “He wasn’t happy with me when I left.”

      
      “Really? He speaks quite fondly of you. He said he’s been reading your sonnets in The Lyric and was quite impressed.”
      

      
      “Oh, please,” I say swiveling back to the mirror to put on my lipstick—and to hide the blush of pleasure the compliment has
         caused. “Cyril hasn’t read anything but Debrett’s Peerage and Town & Country in decades.”
      

      
      “Then someone must have shown them to him,” Mark says, rubbing my shoulders again. His right hand drifts from my shoulder
         down the front of my dress, but I’m finding it hard to focus because I’m replaying the professors Robin Weiss said were in
         residence at La Civetta. There’s only one whom I can imagine subscribing to The Lyric.

      
      “No,” I say, laying my hand over his before it reaches my breast, “I’m afraid you’ll just have to make do with Lydia and Frieda.
         I can’t possibly go.”
      

   



      
      CHAPTER
TWO

      
      
      
      MARK LEAVES BEFORE ME, TAKING THE BACK STAIRS TO AVOID ANY LINGERing secretaries in comp lit. We’ve joked that those stairs have probably accommodated any number of Graham men after clandestine
         visits to the maids—but we don’t joke tonight. He’s not happy that I haven’t agreed to his idea of going to La Civetta. He
         must have thought I’d be happy to spend the summer with him. And I would be if he had chosen anyplace else. Unfortunately,
         I can’t explain that to him.
      

      
      I exchange the flats I wore for teaching for a pair of high-heeled sling backs and the conservative suit jacket I wore earlier
         for a cashmere wrap. I take the main staircase down, three grand curving flights that always make me feel as if I’m a heroine
         in a nineteenth-century novel. Tonight I feel like Lily Bart in The House of Mirth when she finally decides to accept Sim Rosedale’s offer of marriage only to discover that  the offer’s been downgraded to mistress. I feel, in other words, as if all the compromises I thought of as desperate measures
         have turned out to be made to no avail.
      

      
      Half the park is already in shadow as I cut across it, but when I reach the center I find a patch of sun warming the statue
         of Garibaldi just past the fountain and decide to sit there for a moment on its base to collect my thoughts before going to
         the film show. There are more comfortable benches close by, but I’ve always been fond of the statue—a reminder of the neighborhood’s
         Italian community. Besides, the granite, having soaked up the day’s sun, feels comfortingly warm. Leaning against it, I remember
         that when the statue was moved in 1970 a glass vessel was discovered in the base containing newspaper clippings about Garibaldi
         and the dedication of the statue. Another thing I like about the statue. It reminds me that hidden messages may be embedded
         in impervious stone.
      

      
      I wonder how many of the students gathered in the dry basin of the central fountain even know who Garibaldi was. The girls,
         who had unpacked their thrift store summer dresses for the first time this year, are shivering now under denim jackets and
         college sweatshirts, many of them in NYU’s violet, but quite a few in Hudson College’s blue and gold. Hudson’s not entirely
         a newcomer to the neighborhood. The Graham brownstone has housed a small portion of the college since the sixties, when the
         college opened as an alternative liberal arts college. Along with the New School, the School of Visual Arts, Pace, and Baruch,
         it’s carved out a small niche for itself in the downtown landscape dominated by NYU, often taking the overflow of artistically
         minded students drawn to the city. Then, five years ago, the college received a large donation from Cyril Graham to start
         a film program and a promise that at his death Graham’s Tuscan villa, along with its valuable art and rare manuscript collection,
         would be given to the college as a center for film and the performing arts.
      

      
      Such an influx of wealth into a small academic institution was bound to create friction as well as opportunities. I myself
         have wondered what place a specialist in the Renaissance sonnet would have at  Hudson among the glittering new cast of film directors and acting teachers who had swept into the school. I also couldn’t
         help noticing that the type of student drawn to Hudson College was changing. I had more drama majors than English majors these
         days, more actors than scholars, and more would-be screenwriters than would-be poets.
      

      
      Of course, college-age kids are dramatic to begin with, but it has seemed to me lately that there’s an element of performance
         in everything this latest crop does. Right now my eye is drawn to a girl with long frizzy hair streaked with bright raspberry
         dye who is balancing on the rim of the fountain as if it were a circus tightrope while she narrates a story to a group of
         admirers crouched below her. She’s dressed in the standard navel-baring jeans, but hers ride so low that I can make out her
         bare hip bones. When a particularly expansive gesture offsets her balance, several boys are there to steady her. I notice
         that one of the boys is Robin and that the girl manages to time her fall so that she lands, shrieking, in his lap.
      

      
      I find myself smiling at her exuberance and then sighing. Perhaps I’m concerned about the direction Hudson is moving in because
         it seems to be moving away from me, because I’m beginning to feel old when I look at my students. Maybe I’m just jealous. I glance once more at Robin
         and his pink-haired girlfriend and resolve to enjoy the sight instead of resenting it, but then I notice that I’m not the
         only one watching them—and this observer is definitely not watching them with a friendly eye. He’s leaning against a fence on the far side of the fountain, his long dark coat merging
         with the late afternoon shadows. It’s the same boy I saw talking with Robin earlier. Again I think he seems familiar and yet
         surely I’d remember that Greek profile and that full, mobile mouth (shaped now into a pained grimace) if I’d seen him before.
         As he pushes himself off the gate and walks toward Robin I feel a sudden urge to move forward to intercept him before he reaches
         the fountain, but it’s the pink-haired girl who jumps up and places herself in between Robin and the stranger.
      

      
      “What are you doing here, Orlando?” I hear her ask.

      
      
      “I am here to talk to Robin, Zoe,” he answers in an accent that might be Italian or Spanish, “about something he’s stolen
         from me.”
      

      
      I can see from here—without realizing it I’ve left Garibaldi and moved closer to the fountain, drawn by the scene being played
         out by the three young people—that Robin’s face has turned as pink as his friend Zoe’s hair, but when he opens his mouth to
         answer the charge, he’s not able to get past the first syllable.
      

      
      “Th-th-th-,” he sputters.

      
      Zoe reaches her arm behind her to stop Robin from coming closer and answers for him. “You’re just jealous, Orlando.” Turning
         to Robin, she adds, “Ignore him; no one will believe him for a second. Come on, the film show’s about to start and you’re
         the star.”
      

      
      Robin and Zoe turn and start walking toward the auditorium on the south side of the park, leaving the boy—Orlando, I think, what a perfect name for him!—staring spitefully at their backs. They look like such a perfect image of young love—moving through a drift of petals fallen
         from the park’s Bradford pear trees—that I can’t blame him for feeling jealous. I feel a pang myself, watching Robin stop
         and stoop to the ground, scoop up a handful of petals, and toss them at his companion, who playfully careens into him, clutching
         his jacket for balance. Orlando pauses on the same spot and kneels to the ground as if he wanted to absorb that moment, but
         then as I pass by him he stands up, slipping a few petals into his pocket, and calls to me.
      

      
      “Scusa,” he says, his accent now clearly recognizable as Italian, “you are the professoressa of Robin?”
      

      
      “Yes,” I tell him, trying not to smile at his name for me. Leave it to the Italians to make a dry academic title sound like
         the honorific of nobility. “I work here at Hudson. Are you a student here?” As we approach the south side of the park I’m
         looking around for a police officer or campus security guard. There’s something unnerving in this boy’s manner that has set
         my nerves tingling.
      

      
      “No, I go to university in Florence. I met Robin there at the American school at La Civetta, where my father teaches. I think
         you may know him, my father, Bruno Brunelli?”
      

      
      
      I stop three feet from the sidewalk and turn to face him, searching for the resemblance to Bruno in his face, but while this
         boy looks like a statue of a Greek god, I’d always thought his father’s profile was a little craggier—more like that of a
         Roman senator. No, the reason Orlando looks familiar is because he looks like his mother. “Yes, of course,” I say, “I took
         your father’s class on the Renaissance sonnet when he was still a graduate student. He was a wonderful teacher . . . and a
         wonderful poet. Does he still write?”
      

      
      Orlando laughs and his face is transformed from the mask of anger he’d assumed a few minutes ago while watching Robin and
         Zoe to something so much softer that I wonder whether I’d imagined the previous look. But then his father was also very good
         at assuming a mask. “Not so much anymore. My father always says, oh, how do you say it in English? Non vale la pena?”
      

      
      “Not worth the pain,” I translate. Yes, I remember Bruno using that expression, but I had never imagined him using it about
         poetry. “And how is your mother?” I ask. “I heard she was the hospitality coordinator at the villa.” A misnomer, Robin had said, but of course I don’t repeat that.
      

      
      “Yes, she took over the job when my grandmother died.”

      
      “I was sorry to hear about your grandmother. It’s hard to imagine La Civetta without her.” This is true. Benedetta Brunelli,
         Bruno’s mother, had no academic standing, but she had come to La Civetta during the war when she was a young girl, first as
         Lady Graham’s private secretary and then, when the villa was turned into a school, as the hospitality coordinator. She’d managed
         everything, including the vegetable gardens, where she grew the tomatoes and herbs for the kitchen, and the olive groves,
         which still produced the villa’s cooking oil. I remember that her hands—she would often give you a little pat on the face,
         cooing “Que facia bella!”—felt like satin, softened by years of pressing olive oil. She had made the villa feel like a home. It’s hard to imagine Claudia
         in her place.
      

      
      “Sì,” Orlando answers, his expression turning dark again, “she was the real mistress of La Civetta, but like most Americans Cyril
         Graham  takes what he wants and never thinks to share. Like Robin. All the time I work on the film with him and I never guess what
         he is doing . . . that he is stealing . . .”
      

      
      “Are you accusing Robin of plagiarism?”

      
      Orlando shakes his head, making his dark ringlets tremble, and furrows his brow. “Plagiarism?” he says, pronouncing the word
         with difficulty. “I am not sure what this means. Does it mean to steal?”
      

      
      “Well, it means to steal someone else’s words.”

      
      “Si, si, he’s stolen words and told lies. Someone must help me . . .” Orlando’s voice is agitated again. I look around for help and
         see with relief that Mark is standing at the entrance to the auditorium, just across the street.
      

      
      “The president of the college is right over there,” I say, putting my hand on Orlando’s arm to steer him across the street.
         “If you have any concerns about the eligibility of Robin Weiss’s entry in the film show, he’s the man to talk to.”
      

      
      I’m relieved to see that Mark has caught sight of me, but then I see his face darken as he notices my companion. I’ve only
         wanted to make him aware of a potential disturbance to the show, but I’d forgotten how jealous Mark can get. It’s flattering
         in a way, but right now I just want Mark to know that this boy isn’t some lovestruck student of mine—he’s potential trouble.
      

      
      “President Abrams,” I say as Mark makes his way toward us, “I think you should have a word with this young man. He has some
         concerns about one of the films.” I extend my arm to usher Orlando forward, and as soon as he’s in front of me, I mouth the
         word “trouble” to Mark. Mark responds with an almost imperceptible nod, but it’s enough for me to see he’s taken my meaning
         and will handle it. The face he turns to Orlando is calm and concerned, but firm. It’s one of the things I admire most about
         Mark—his ability to take charge and get things done. I’m confident that he won’t let a hot-tempered student disrupt the film
         show—especially with dignitaries present.
      

      
      As I leave Mark talking to Orlando and find my way to the reserved faculty seating near the front of the auditorium, I feel
         a pang of  concern—not for Orlando, but for Robin. What if Orlando’s accusation of plagiarism has some merit? Sinking into my seat,
         I realize that it wouldn’t be the first time.
      

      
      Robin had taken an Intro to Shakespeare class with me his freshman year. He was one of my best students, always lingering
         after class with a question about that day’s reading. The questions were astute and revealed reading beyond what was assigned.
         Unlike some of my students who were fascinated by the so-called authorship question (which, I always went to great pains to
         explain, I didn’t consider a question at all), Robin was fascinated by whom Shakespeare was writing to—he wanted to know the identity of the young man and the Dark Lady of the Sonnets. He’d written a brilliant term paper on
         the possibility that Shakespeare had written the sonnets to one of the boy actors in his acting troupe. It was a little too
         brilliant. One of the phrases in particular echoed in my head with a nagging familiarity: “Of all the motives of dramatic
         curiosity used by our great playwrights, there is none more subtle or more fascinating than the ambiguity of the sexes.” I
         submitted it to ithenticate.com—the Web site I used to check student work I suspected of plagiarism—and discovered its source.
         It had been written by Oscar Wilde in 1899. In fact, Wilde had written a small book (published posthumously in 1921) called
         The Portrait of Mr. W.H., in which I found the crux of Robin’s theories about the sonnets.
      

      
      When I called Robin into my office and confronted him with the plagiarism, he burst into tears. He’d meant to credit Wilde
         for the theory and of course for the quote. Hadn’t I gotten the bibliography attached to the paper? I told him I hadn’t and
         that I had to give him an F for the paper. In addition, if I ever found any cause to suspect him of plagiarism again, I’d
         have to report him to the dean’s office.
      

      
      Although I told him I couldn’t give him credit for it, Robin rewrote his paper. He did good work throughout the rest of the
         class, and even with the one F he managed to get a B-minus for the term. Most surprisingly, he kept taking classes with me
         and kept lingering after class. He’d never given me any reason to suspect him of plagiarism since, and I liked to think that
         he had learned his lesson. Now I wasn’t so sure.  Worse, I couldn’t help thinking that by not reporting Robin’s first in-fraction I might have given him the idea that he could
         get away with plagiarism. Had I been swayed by how much I liked him? And by how much he obviously liked me? I certainly didn’t
         relish telling Mark about the Oscar Wilde paper, which I’d have to do if Orlando’s claims turn out to have merit.
      

      
      When the lights dim I realize how tired I am. I close my eyes to rest them for a moment and only half listen to Mark’s opening
         remarks. I know the spiel well enough. How Hudson’s film program has grown since Cyril Graham’s generous donation, the many
         Hudson graduates whose films have won prizes at film festivals around the world, the growing prestige of the internship at
         La Civetta, which many of tonight’s filmmakers will be taking advantage of this summer . . . all this glamour casting a reflected
         glory onto the college in general. I’ve heard it all before—it’s practically all Mark talks about these days—and the reflected
         glory is beginning to look a bit tarnished to me.
      

      
      Five years ago a student like Robin with his passionate love of Shakespeare and Renaissance poetry might have chosen to go
         on to graduate study in English or comparative literature—or maybe an MFA program in playwriting. But instead the new film
         program has propelled Robin into a filmmaking career that I can’t help but fear— remembering how ragged and tense he looked
         in class today—is too much for a boy of his age. Perhaps it is even the kind of intense pressure that might compel a boy like
         Robin to embellish his film with someone else’s words.
      

      
      As the first film begins, another thought makes me queasy. What if this is what Robin wanted to talk to me about earlier today?
         Maybe he’d wanted to confess that he’d “borrowed” part of the script to his film and that was why he was worried about how
         people were going to react to it. He’d asked me to come to his rescue. But what on earth could I do for him? And what would
         Mark think if I came to Robin’s defense?
      

      
      I try to concentrate on watching the films, willing my heart to beat slower, willing the voices in my head to quiet. I let
         the montages of disconnected (at least they seem disconnected to me) images and loud  music roll over me until I feel a little numb. I can barely feel my heart beating at all. But then the second-to-last entry
         is filmed with a hand-held camera that’s so shaky, I begin to feel nauseous. I close my eyes until I can tell by the applause
         that it’s time for Robin’s film. When I open them, my heart begins to race again.
      

      
      It’s as if I’ve been transported to the garden at La Civetta at the height of summer. The scene is so lush, so green, that
         when I breathe in I’m surprised the air doesn’t smell of lemons. The avenue the camera moves down is lined with lemon trees,
         each one in its own huge terra-cotta pot. A slim girl steps out from behind one of the pots and, as the camera hovers just
         over her right shoulder, she opens an old leather-bound book and turns past its marbled endpapers to a page marked with a
         yellow ribbon. As she begins walking down the avenue of lemon trees, her head bowed to the book as though she were reading,
         we hear a voice reciting Shakespeare’s sonnet 18.
      

      
      
         Shall I compare thee to a summer day?

         Thou art more lovely and more temperate.

      

      
      The camera hovers over the girl’s shoulder, so close that strands of her golden hair stray across the lens, but the angle
         allows us only to glimpse her profile. The breeze that blows her hair also stirs the climbing rose vines that cling to the
         arbor arching over the avenue. The camera follows a trail of loose petals as they float down to the tiled walk and drift beside
         the girl’s feet.
      

      
      
         Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

         And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;

      

      
      The girl stops and shades her eyes against the sun for the next line:

      
      
         Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

      

      
      And then a shadow moves across her face while the narrator reads:

      
      
	  
	   And often is his gold complexion dimmed;

      

      
      The choreography of poem and image would be hokey if the girl weren’t so mysteriously beautiful and the voice so strangely
         sad. It’s Robin’s voice, I realize as the girl pauses at the end of the lemon avenue to look out at a view of the Tuscan countryside
         and the orange-tiled roofs of Florence in the distance.
      

      
      
         And every fair from fair sometime declines,

         By chance or nature’s changing course untrimmed.

         But thy eternal summer shall not fade

         Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,

      

      
      It’s the same poem we read in class today, but while most of my students could barely be bothered to listen to it, this audience
         seems to be held in thrall as the girl turns from the sunlit lemon avenue to a shady path between clipped yew hedges.
      

      
      
         Nor shall Death brag thou wand’rest in his shade,

         When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st;

      

      
      At the end of the yew walk is a marble tomb, surmounted by a statue of a reclining woman, her face veiled. As Robin reads
         the concluding couplet of sonnet 18 we see the same lines inscribed in the marble:
      

      
      
         So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

         So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

      

      
      The tomb and the statue are from the late Renaissance, but the lines were added in the early twentieth century by Cyril Graham’s
         father, Sir Lionel, who was so taken by Shakespeare that he peopled his gardens with statues of Shakespearian characters and
         adorned every available inch of bare marble with lines from the plays and sonnets. The tomb  stands, I remember, just outside the lower entrance to the teatrino, the green theater, so I’m not surprised when we follow the girl into the semicircular grove framed by topiary clipped to
         look like side wings and footlights. The green stage is peopled by statues modeled after Shakespeare’s leading ladies. The
         girl strolls by Miranda, Ophelia, and Juliet, and then comes to pause in front of the last statue. This one is of a boy, or
         rather, I realize, it’s supposed to be Rosalind from As You Like It dressed as a boy. But when the girl leans forward and kisses the statue, it becomes a real boy—one I recognize as Orlando.
         As she embraces him, I recognize her as well—she’s the girl from the park, Zoe, wearing a blond wig. The embrace is so realistic
         that I begin to wonder whether this is what all the fuss was about in the park—a teenage love triangle that’s gone sour. Maybe the real theft Orlando was upset
         about was of this girl—not a piece of writing after all.
      

      
      The long embrace is broken by a noise that we don’t hear but sense in the couple’s guilty expressions. While the girl looks
         behind her, the boy snatches the book from her hand and flees the teatrino, disappearing into the shrubbery. We see the girl’s face for one moment, her features contorted with grief; then she plunges
         into the hedges to follow him.
      

      
      The camera follows the girl crashing through dense woods. The garden has become a wasteland of overgrown thicket and toppled
         and broken statuary. It takes me a few minutes to recognize—or even notice—the sonnet Robin’s reciting now: number 35, which
         begins “No more be grieved at that which thou hast done”—Shakespeare’s note of forgiveness for his beloved’s betrayal. The
         poem’s images of corruption—cankerous roses and mud-stained fountains—are mirrored in the landscape through which the girl
         wanders. The rose petals that drifted by her feet in the first scene appear again, but now they stain the tiled walk like
         splotches of dried blood. Her face is scratched by thorny bushes and her clothes are stained by mud by the time she comes
         out of the wilderness and sees the dark-haired boy sitting on the rim of a ruined fountain with another woman, their heads
         bent over the Moroccan-bound book, laughing at what’s written there. We can  see from Zoe’s ravaged expression that her degradation is complete. When the couple leave the fountain, they leave behind
         the book, which Zoe picks up.
      

      
      She turns away and begins walking up a wide, bare avenue, which I recognize as the lemon avenue of the first scene—only now
         the lemon trees are gone and the rose arbor, which had been flowering in the first scene, is bare. In the course of the short
         film, spring has become fall, afternoon has become evening. We see the sun setting over the Tuscan hills as the girl pauses
         outside a stucco building, the last light seeping into its rich ochre paint. I recognize the building as the limonaia, the lemon house, where the potted lemon trees are kept in the winter. The girl presses her face against the glass and we
         can see her breath crystallize on the cold pane. Inside, the lemons glow like jewels against the glossy green leaves. The
         lemon trees, beyond the glass, are like a mirage of summer, more a memory than something real. The camera stays on her face
         as we hear the last poem.
      

      
      It’s not one I recognize, which is unlikely considering I wrote my dissertation on Shakespeare’s sonnets. I realize after
         a moment that although the language, the rhythm, the structure, even the turn of mind, are undoubtedly Shakespearian, the
         poem could not be by Shakespeare. After all, Shakespeare never wrote a sonnet about a lemon house.
      

      
      
         The way the limonaia wombs these trees,

         Within its sun-veined skin of fragile glass

         To be reborn amidst spring’s gentle breeze,

         I’ll give to thee, whose face art can’t surpass.

         For how thy memory has lingered on—

         In spite of cruelest winter’s drear and howl—

         By inner mirror seen; I’ve dwelled upon,

         I must confess, my treachery most foul.

         But then!—I spy such lemons hanging bright,

         And delicately sheathed with glass to show,

         How prosperous our love might be despite

		 
		  Betrayal, wombed against entombing snow.

         When love feeds on a fruit as bold as wine

         I once again can conjure thy love mine.

      

      
      There’s something heartbreaking about the poem. The lost love trapped behind the glass, the sense of summer giving way to
         cold winter. Or perhaps it’s just my own associations with the limonaia that have brought tears to my eyes.
      

   



      
      CHAPTER
THREE

      
      
      
      WHEN THE SCREEN GOES DARK, THERE’S A LONG MOMENT OF SILENCE. Then the applause begins, slowly at first, but building to a steady roar. It’s all Mark can do to silence the crowd long
         enough to announce The Lemon House (I must still have had my eyes closed when the title played) by Robin Weiss as the winner of the Hudson College Invitational
         Film Show. The applause becomes thunderous. As Robin appears on the stage, I feel a sob catch in my throat at the sight of
         him. He looks so frail and ghostly pale caught in the spotlight.
      

      
      There’s clearly no way I’ll be able to get through this crowd to congratulate Robin, so I beat a hasty retreat to the reception,
         where I’ll have less competition. I show my invitation and faculty ID to the security guard stationed in front of the elevators
         and ride ten floors up to the penthouse suite.
      

      
      
      I realize I’m a little too early when I get off the elevator, but at least there’s no line at the bar. Plus, I recognize the bartender as a former student.
      

      
      “A Greek Goddess, Dr. Asher?” he asks me as I approach.

      
      I look behind me as if expecting a white-robed Athena to appear from behind one of the potted trees in the corners.

      
      “It’s the party’s signature cocktail,” he tells me, pouring a drop of orange liqueur into a glass flute. “A hint of Grand
         Marnier, Cointreau, and”—popping the cork on a bottle of Moët Chandon— “champagne.”
      

      
      When the fizz settles, he hands me a drink the pale orange color of Tuscan stucco. I take an experimental sip and nod my head
         appreciatively. “Nice, Jake,” I say, pulling his name out of an invisible roster in my head. “Are you graduating this year?”
      

      
      “I graduated last year,” he tells me, lining up a dozen champagne flutes and carefully measuring a few drops of Grand Marnier
         in each one. “I’m bartending until I can get an acting job. I heard there’s going to be a lot of film people here tonight.”
      

      
      The elevator opens and a flood of laughter and perfume wafts into the room. I see Jake looking over my shoulder appraisingly
         at the crowd. “Well, I’ll leave you to it, then,” I say. “Good luck.”
      

      
      I walk away from the newcomers toward the wall of north-facing windows overlooking the park. It’s a gorgeous view, one of
         my favorites in the city, especially at this time of day, when the sky is the cobalt blue of twilight. Across the park, the
         Washington Square Arch, recently cleaned and restored, gleams white, and the lights of Fifth Avenue seem to spring out of
         it like a luminescent river that casts shimmering droplets along its banks. Something in how the lights look tonight, distant
         beyond the cold glass, reminds me of the lemons in the limonaia in the last scene of Robin’s film. I find myself pressing my face against the glass just as Zoe had.
      

      
      “You shouldn’t stand so close to the glass,” a voice says from close behind me. “It could break and you’d fall to your death.”

      
      I turn, wincing at the image of my broken body—the second I’ve  entertained today—and force my face into a smile to greet Mara Silverman, wife of Gene Silverman, the head of the film department.
      

      
      “Hello, Mara.” I tilt my head to receive a kiss on the cheek. “Actually I’d just end up on the balcony, but thanks for the
         warning.”
      

      
      The balcony, which runs along three sides of the building, has a Plexiglas railing so as not to obstruct the view. There are
         two metal doors to it, one each at the east and west corners of the room, but they’ve been locked tonight because of an incident
         at a party last year when a distraught sophomore tried to climb over the railing and was saved from ending her life only by
         one of her friends, who hung on to her feet until security was called.
      

      
      Mara’s cheek—colder even than the glass—grazes mine, and then she pulls back as if stung by the contact. Or maybe she’s just
         afraid of getting lipstick on the collar of her buttercup yellow Chanel suit. As usual, she’s overdressed for the event. She
         looks as if she’s dressed for a country club dinner or a formal bar mitzvah instead of a film show in downtown Manhattan.
         What’s painful is knowing how much time and money she probably spent picking out the outfit and having it altered to perfectly
         conform to her size-four figure, then having her shoulder-length black hair touched up to hide the gray, blown, and set, her
         nails manicured, and even her feet, which are hidden in tasteful Ferragamo pumps, pumiced and pedicured. I know because I
         once made the mistake of accepting an invitation to a “girls’ day out” with Mara, and this is what we did.
      

      
      “Is Gene here?” I ask, looking hopefully around for her husband.

      
      “He’s still downstairs with all those Hollywood people.” Mara shudders and takes a sip of her sparkling water. Mara never
         drinks. “But I felt claustrophobic so I came up here. Can we move away from these windows? I don’t like heights. Didn’t one
         of those suicides happen here?”
      

      
      “No, that was at the NYU library.” I follow Mara a safe distance from the windows. “They’ve had to glass in the atrium at
         Bobst. They should make these railings higher, too. That’s why the doors are locked.”
      

      
      
      A waiter with a tray of miniature quiches approaches us, but Mara waves him away as if he were a homeless person begging for
         money. No, that’s not fair. Mara would give money to the homeless person way before she’d allow dairy to pass her lips. “So
         far, though, Hudson’s been relatively lucky in that department—” I begin.
      

      
      “Imagine not knowing your child was in that much trouble. I bet they’re mostly children of divorce.”

      
      I’ve heard Mara’s views on divorce before. On our girls’ day out she talked of little else. She told me she “didn’t believe
         in it,” as if divorce were a figment of the popular imagination like Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny.
      

      
      “What if you knew your husband was cheating?” I’d asked, knowing full well that Gene was infamous for sleeping with his students.

      
      “Men,” Mara had said, crossing her legs and nearly kicking the pedicurist in the head. “What can you expect from them? They
         think with their penises. The trick,” she said in a stage whisper that only the women under the hair dryers would miss, “is
         to never let on that you know.”
      

      
      I had stopped feeling sorry for her then, but it was too late. By then I was the only professor or faculty wife who had spent
         any time with her and so she always latched on to me at college functions. I resign myself to spending the next quarter hour
         with Mara and ask after her son, Ned. She treats me to a rundown of Ned’s college application procedure, which sounds as if
         Mara herself had been the one actually applying. After she has recited his application essay to Cornell verbatim, I remark
         that it’s a shame he hadn’t wanted to go to Hudson, as he would have been eligible for tuition reimbursement.
      

      
      “Yes, well, he was interested in the acting program, but I helped him to see how impractical that was. He has to make a living, after all, and he always did so well in science, so he agreed to be premed if he could do the
         theater program in Italy this summer. Besides, I didn’t think Hudson would be right for Ned,” she says, and then adds, in
         a throaty whisper, “Too many gays.” Mara’s eyes dart nervously around the room, as if on the lookout for homosexual predators. But again I  realize I’m being unfair to Mara. She’s not exactly a homophobe—she loves her gay hairdresser, for instance, and La cage aux folles is her favorite musical—she’s just a little overprotective when it comes to her Ned.
      

      
      I follow her gaze around the room, which is filling now with men in crisp suits and women in summery cocktail dresses. The
         lights have been dimmed to show off the glittering skyline beyond the windows. Votive candles in blue and gold glass bowls
         are scattered about the room, echoing the lights of the city. The room feels more like a garden party than an academic reception
         on the tenth floor of a Manhattan building. I see Robin and the girl Zoe talking to Mara’s husband, at the center of a cluster
         of men in white suits. As no self-respecting New Yorker would wear a white suit before Memorial Day, I conclude that these
         must be Cyril Graham’s friends from Hollywood. Robin himself is wearing the Versace tweed over a white T-shirt and faded jeans,
         but he looks every bit as sartorial as the Hollywood clique—and he doesn’t look a bit like he needs saving.
      

      
      “There’s Robin Weiss, the one whose film won first prize,” I tell Mara. “He’s talking to Gene.”

      
      Mara wheels around and scans the room to find her husband. When she does, she undergoes a sea change, not so much in her expression
         (she’s had far too much Botox for her face to give away anything) as in her posture. Her shoulders hunch up to her ears and
         she wraps her bony arms over her flat chest as if defending herself from an attack. I look back to see what’s brought on this
         bout of anxiety and notice that Zoe’s standing very close to Gene, one slim bare hip cocked against his leg. Poor Mara. She
         must be afraid that Gene’s found another conquest.
      

      
      On our girls’ day out Mara had devoted a good half hour to extolling Gene’s good looks. He’d been the handsomest boy at Tufts,
         she’d assured me; all the girls were after him. She’d even shown me a picture she carried in her wallet of the two of them
         at their senior prom. “Yes, quite handsome,” I’d said, trying not to inject too much enthusiasm lest Mara decide that I, too,
         was after her husband. The truth was that I’d never found Gene’s type—wispy blond hair cut in a seventies  shag framing a babyish face and grazing footballer’s shoulders—that attractive. And two decades had done nothing to improve
         his looks, which have gotten softer rather than sharper. He still wore his hair longish—often pushed back by sunglasses on
         the top of his head even at an evening event like tonight’s—and his face had gotten pudgy around the eyes and jawline. His
         shoulders still strained the expensive Tommy Hilfiger jacket he wore over black jeans, but much of that muscle had turned
         to flab. He still managed to attract enough student admirers to keep Mara on her guard, though. Clearly she now thinks that
         Zoe is a threat.
      

      
      Just when I’m feeling sorry for her again, she points across the room to a cluster near the east door to the balcony. “Who’s
         that lovely young woman President Abrams is with?”
      

      
      I turn and see Mark talking to a slim blond woman in a tailored dove gray suit. “I think she’s the new lawyer working on the
         Graham bequest,” I say, my voice neutral. I can guess what Mara’s up to. On our girls’ day out I’d stupidly confessed that
         Mark and I were involved. Now she must think that if she has to feel jealous of her husband, she would like company. I swallow
         the last sip of my champagne cocktail, making a silent promise to myself not to get sucked into Mara’s games again, and hold up the empty glass between us. “Can I get you something from the bar?”
      

      
      “No,” she says, “I can’t mix alcohol with the medication I’m on.”

      
      Her eyes are darting back and forth nervously. In addition to her fear of heights and flying, Mara admitted to me at the salon
         that she’s an agoraphobe—clearly panicked to be left alone in the growing crowd.
      

      
      “I think I’ll get some air.” She edges away from me toward the door on the west side of the balcony.

      
      “President Abrams has ordered the doors to be locked . . .” I begin, but Mara has already summoned a security guard (the one
         posted, in fact, to keep people off the balcony) to open the door for her. It doesn’t take long for the guard to yield to
         the incipient hysteria in Mara’s voice. She slips out onto the balcony, keeping her back pressed up against the window and
         staying as far as she can from the railing. The folds of her  yellow knit suit creased against the glass make her look like a rare butterfly specimen splayed between sheets of wax paper—caught
         between her warring fears of the crowd inside and the sheer drop from the balcony.
      

      
      When I turn from her, I feel curiously flattened and exposed as well, as if my motives for putting up with Mara Silverman
         were as transparent as the glass itself. “Just because you slept with a married professor once upon a time doesn’t mean you
         have to make up for all the wronged faculty wives of the world,” my friend and colleague Chihiro Arita has told me. I wish
         Chihiro were here tonight, but she’d opted to take her twelve-year-old niece to an anime film instead. “Give me katana swordplay
         over faculty politics any day,” she’d e-mailed me last night when I asked whether she was coming.
      

      
      I look for Robin and see he’s still in his crowd of admirers, but when he sees me he waves for me to come over. As I approach
         the group, though, one of the white suits peels away—like a petal falling off a chrysanthemum. I’m so pleased with the image
         that I’m reaching into my purse for pen and paper when I realize that the man is headed straight for me.
      

      
      “Dr. Asher, isn’t it?” he asks, thrusting forward his hand.

      
      “Yes,” I admit, submitting my hand to his firm grip. Everything about this man looks firm, in fact, from his flat stomach
         and well-developed chest muscles under a close-fitting black T-shirt and gleaming white cotton jacket to his tanned bare skull.
         “I’m sorry,” I ask, when he releases my hand, “have we met?”
      

      
      “Leo Balthasar,” he says, as if I’m supposed to recognize the name. He draws a business card from the breast pocket of his
         jacket. Leo Balthasar, I read, Producer, Lemon House Films.

      
      “I’m sorry,” I say, “I don’t get to the movies much.”

      
      He throws back his head and laughs as if I’d said something very witty. The top of his skull shines in the yellow candlelight.
         Without turning his head, he reaches out to intercept a passing waiter’s tray of champagne flutes and procures us each one
         of the orange-tinted cocktails.
      

      
      
      “Have you had one of these Goddesses, yet? Cyril Graham claims to have invented it on a cruise with Jackie Onassis in the
         Greek isles.”
      

      
      “Ah, so you’re a friend of Cyril’s . . .”

      
      “That’s who told me about you. He said you were the one to get on board the sonnet project. Said no one had a better feel
         for Shakespeare’s sonnets.”
      

      
      “That’s hardly true,” I say, sipping my champagne. “There’s Helen Vendler, for instance—”

      
      “You,” Leo Balthasar says, leaning in closer and holding his glass of champagne up to my face like an orange exclamation point,
         “are the one Cyril Graham wants on the project.”
      

      
      “And what project is that?” I ask, trying not to appear as clueless as I feel.

      
      “The Shakespeare project. A film based on the sonnets of Shakespeare. The whole Dark Lady–slash–beloved boy–slash–famous poet
         triangle. It’s your boy’s idea.” Balthasar looks over his shoulder toward Robin Weiss. My boy?
      

      
      “Robin’s my student,” I say, instantly hating how prim I sound. A Miss Jean Brodie in the making. “Do you mean the film we
         just saw? The Lemon House?”
      

      
      Leo Balthasar laughs his full-bodied laugh again, which seems to require leaning his head far enough back to draw in air from
         the upper reaches of the ceiling. “What we saw tonight was a sweet student effort, but what I’m interested in is a script
         Robin Weiss sent me two weeks ago. I don’t usually pay attention to student work, but this project has potential—and backing.
         Cyril Graham has interested some of his rich friends in making the film at La Civetta. Picture Shakespeare in Love, only steamier. And set in Italy, of course.”
      

      
      “Italy? There’s no proof Shakespeare ever went to Italy.”

      
      “There’s no proof he didn’t, eh?” he asks, winking at me. “According to Robin, there’s a legend at La Civetta about a woman
         poet who lived there in the sixteenth century who some people believe was Shakespeare’s Dark Lady.”
      

      
      “He must mean Ginevra de Laura,” I say, finishing my Greek Goddess  in an unwisely large swallow and looking around for an exit strategy. In a minute he’ll be telling me that Shakespeare didn’t
         write the sonnets. “I’ve heard of her. She was the mistress of Lorenzo Barbagianni, the villa’s owner, and said to be a great
         poet, only all her poems were lost, so that’s really just speculation. I’ve never heard this rumor about her being the Dark
         Lady, though.”
      

      
      “But, see, at least you know who she was,” Balthasar says, waving his glass in the air. “That’s why we want to get you aboard
         as a writer on the script. With your credentials—”
      

      
      “There are plenty of academics with better,” I tell him.

      
      “But none,” he says, clicking his half-full champagne glass against my empty one, “who also writes sonnets. You see, we want
         the poet’s sensibility, not one of these dry-as-dust academics’. Of course, the money will be a little better than what your
         average academic publisher pays.” He leans in even closer so that I can smell the sweet orange liqueur on his breath and mentions
         a figure that’s roughly ten times larger than the advance I’d gotten from the university press that’s publishing my book on
         the Renaissance sonnet.
      

      
      “And that’s just for six weeks’ work this summer,” he says rocking back on his heels. “All expenses paid, of course, and first-class
         airfare.”
      

      
      “Airfare?”

      
      “To Italy. I’m doing the preliminary location scout in July and then, if everything checks out and we’ve got a script, we’d
         start shooting at La Civetta in August.”
      

      
      It’s the second time today I’ve been invited to La Civetta, and although I have no intention of accepting this offer either,
         I suddenly have the uneasy feeling that, like a hero in a fairy tale enduring some test of will, I will find the third time
         the offer is made the hardest to resist.
      

      
      “Thank you, but no thank you,” I say, putting my empty glass on a table and holding my hand out to shake his. He takes my
         hand, but instead of delivering the firm shake he’d greeted me with, he pulls me in closer to him.
      

      
      “You’ve got my card,” he says. He makes it sound almost like a threat. Like I’d taken something that belonged to him. “We’ll
         be in  touch.” Then he lets me go and turns away. I see him go out the door to the west side of the balcony, which—once breached
         by Mara—has now filled with cigarette smokers. I turn back to look for Robin. The nucleus of white-suited men has acquired
         an outer ring of film students in their uniform of black jeans and black T-shirts. Robin, at the center of this circle, is
         beginning to look a little wilted. If the movie people around him are anything like Leo Balthasar, I’m surprised there’s any
         air left to breathe in the room. When he sees me he throws me a desperate look. I see him mouth the words “save me.” A bit
         dramatic, I think, reminding myself that Robin is one of the drama crowd now—a group well known for their histrionics. I’m
         worried, too, that Robin has been talking about me to these film people. What impression must he have given for Leo Balthasar
         to refer to him as “my boy”? But still, I can’t leave without at least congratulating him.
      

      
      As I head toward Robin, I tell myself that once I’ve fulfilled my promise I can go home. I pick up another Greek Goddess on
         my way and pause to listen to the comments of some nearby partygoers. I overhear two young men condemning Robin’s film as
         overly sentimental and a girl with lime green hair earnestly explaining to three other girls, who, like this girl and Zoe,
         have dyed their hair in various fruit shades (tangerine, pink grapefruit, kiwi), why the winning film wasn’t by a woman. “It’s
         a boy’s club at Graham’s villa,” she complains. “They get all the best equipment and first pick of the prime locations. And
         the best rooms. The girls were all stuck in an old convent with bars on the windows and no ventilation. It was like an oven.”
      

      
      I’m tempted to stop and commiserate with the girl—I’ve been in the “little villa,” as the old convent is called—but I intercept
         another desperate look from Robin and I’m afraid that if I don’t get to him soon he might begin calling my name aloud. As
         I get closer to Robin, the comments I overhear grow more favorable, but there’s still an edge of resentment to many of them.
         Near the center, a skinny boy in torn jeans, cowboy boots, and an Invader Zim T-shirt asks Robin whether he didn’t feel as
         if his film was derivative. “I mean, the words weren’t your own, man. You were just quoting some dead white guy.”
      

      
      “Finding images to evoke Shakespeare’s sonnets is no easy feat,” I  say, feeling I’ve arrived just in time to speak up for Shakespeare as well as Robin. Of course, it’s only Robin who can reward
         me with those bow-shaped lips curving into a smile. “I thought the film was lovely,” I say, raising my glass to Robin. “Worthy
         of the Bard.”
      

      
      A few people join me in the toast, including Gene Silverman, who calls out, “Here, here,” and claps Robin on the back. His
         hand slides off Robin’s shoulder and somehow manages to find its way onto Zoe’s arm. He’s probably just drunk, but I find
         myself wondering whether there’s anything to Mara’s suspicions. I take a long sip of champagne to drown out the thought, and
         as I’m lowering my glass, Leo Balthasar, returned from the balcony, turns to me.
      

      
      “And what did you think of the last sonnet, Dr. Asher? Worthy of the Bard, as well?”

      
      “It’s hard to judge on a single hearing, but I found the last sonnet”— I pause and stare past Balthasar’s amused smile to
         the windows as if looking for the right word in the lights streaming up Fifth Avenue, but really I’m remembering again that
         final image of the lemon trees behind glass—“moving. The comparison between the lemon trees surviving the winter and the endurance
         of a betrayed love was . . .” I stop because I see Orlando Brunelli entering the room. How in the world did he get in? I’d
         thought for sure that Mark would alert the security guards to his presence. “Um, very nicely developed. The rhymes were exact
         and the iambic pentameter consistent,” I finish lamely, glancing around the room to locate Mark. Orlando has spotted Robin
         and Zoe and is walking straight toward us. “Although I’d have to see it in print to make a more considered evaluation.”
      

      
      “But could it have been written by an Elizabethan poet?” Balthasar asks. “By Shakespeare’s Dark Lady, perhaps?”

      
      I laugh. “I don’t see any reason to think so. The poet seems to be offering his or her beloved the gift of a limonaia—which is sort of an Italian greenhouse for lemons. And if we take the limonaia as a synecdoche—”
      

      
      “Oh, I know what that is,” Zoe calls out. “It’s when a part of something stands for the whole thing, right?”

      
      
      “Very good. So here the limonaia might stand for the whole villa. In which case, the poet intends to make a gift of the entire villa to the beloved. If Shakespeare
         had inherited an Italian villa, I think we would have heard about it.” A few people laugh and I’m glad to have diffused the
         situation with a joke. Glad, too, to see that Mark has managed to intercept Orlando and is talking to him now—until I see
         Robin’s expression. His pretty lips are curving downward and he looks stricken—just as he had when I’d accused him of plagiarism.
         And yet in this case I’m not saying that I don’t believe he wrote the poem. In fact, I suddenly realize that the opposite
         is probably true, that Robin wrote the last poem of the film and is claiming that it’s a poem he found. In our little talk
         about plagiarism, the focus was all on taking credit for someone else’s writing, not pretending something you wrote was written by someone else. Is that what Robin’s up to—presenting his own poems as the lost
         poems of Shakespeare’s Dark Lady?
      

      
      “Did you write the poem?” I ask Robin gently. “I’d like to see a copy of it.”

      
      Robin stares at me for a moment, his eyes glassy, his skin an unhealthy color. He takes a step toward me and stumbles. I reach
         forward to catch him and he presses something into my hand. “Here it is,” Robin says, beginning to stutter, “w-w-watch.”
      

      
      The envelope he presses into my hand is thick and lumpy. I realize it must be my watch that he went to fetch for me. I start
         to thank him but then he leans his face against mine. For one terrible moment, I think he’s going to kiss me, but then he
         only whispers, “I need to talk to you alone.”
      

      
      “Well, tomorrow’s Saturday,” I say, slipping the envelope into my purse. I feel somehow ashamed of the transaction, as if
         Robin were passing drugs to me. “But if it’s really important I could meet you in my office.”
      

      
      “ ‘Tomorrow,” Robin says, rearing back on his heels, his eyes full of disappointment, “and tomorrow, and tomorrow / Creeps
         in this petty pace from day to day.’ ” His speech is no longer stuttering, now that he’s reciting Shakespeare’s words. When
         he turns away from me, he sees  Orlando. He suddenly looks as if he’s going to be ill. Orlando tries to approach Robin, but Mark has a hold of his arm.
      

      
      “Lascia me,” he says, wrenching his arm out of Mark’s grip. “I only came to get what belongs to me. The last poem in the film . . . he
         stole it—”
      

      
      “I-I-I-,” Robin stutters.

      
      “Any accusations of plagiarism will be taken into due consideration,” Mark tells Orlando in a loud, firm voice, “but this
         is not the time and place for it.”
      

      
      The word “plagiarism” echoes around the room as it’s taken up by students and faculty. There’d been a messy plagiarism scandal
         last year that had resulted in a student’s expulsion. Robin looks at me and I imagine he’s afraid that I’ll bring up the incident
         of the Oscar Wilde paper. “Dr. Asher,” he says, “I swear—”
      

      
      “President Abrams is right,” I say. “This isn’t the time or the place, Robin. Maybe you should get some air—”

      
      “That sounds like an excellent idea,” Gene Silverman says, putting one arm around Robin’s shoulder and the other around Zoe’s
         and steering them both toward the balcony door. Leo Balthasar follows them, taking a cigar out of his pocket. As they pass
         me I hear the Hollywood producer ask Gene, “Are you sure there’s not a problem with the script?” I expect Mark to tell them
         that the balcony’s off-limits, but he’s got his hand clasped firmly onto Orlando’s arm and is trying to steer him toward the
         elevators. I notice that Orlando winces and I feel an unexpected pang of sympathy for him. I consider following them to make
         sure Mark isn’t being too rough on the boy, but then decide against it. All I need now is for Mark to think I’m trying to
         defend Bruno’s son. There have been enough jealous scenes for one night.
      

      
      Turning back toward the balcony, I see I’m wrong. Mara has worked her way around to this side of the balcony and found her
         husband with his arm around the nubile young Zoe. Since the doors are closed I can’t hear what she’s saying, but from her
         expression I can guess. Even from here I can see that her lips are white with rage. She’s backed Zoe, and Robin with her,
         against the edge of the balcony, where  they both cower under her assault. The scene has its comical elements— Leo Balthasar, puffing on his cigar in the corner
         of the balcony, seems to find it amusing—but I’m uncomfortable with the students’ proximity to the railing.
      

      
      I look around to find Mark and see he’s waiting at the elevator with Orlando and the blond lawyer. As Mark leans closer to
         hear something she’s saying, Orlando suddenly bolts away from them. He crosses the room in surprisingly few long-legged strides,
         his black leather coat billowing out behind him and brushing against my leg as he passes me and opens the door to the balcony.
      

      
      “Shit,” I hear Mark say, close on his heels. I follow them to the balcony door, but it swings shut behind Mark and before
         I can open it the guard suddenly appears and blocks my way. “Now you’re keeping people off the balcony?” I ask incredulously.
      

      
      “President Abrams said—” he begins, but I push by him and struggle with the heavy door. When it swings open I feel a warm
         gust of air on my face and hear the sound of someone screaming. It’s Mara, I see, who’s turned away from the balcony, clutching
         Gene as if she’s afraid the wind will sweep her away. Leo Balthasar is pulling Zoe away from the railing where Mark and Orlando
         are standing, looking down at the street below. Only when Mark steps back, one arm still around Orlando’s chest, do I really
         take in the fact that Robin is gone.
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