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CHAPTER 1



Nat Greco felt like an A cup in a double-D bra. She couldnt understand why her tiny class was held in such a huge lecture hall, unless it was a cruel joke of the registrars. The sun burned through the windows like a failure spotlight, illuminating two hundred empty seats. This class filled only nine of them, and last week the flu and job interviews had left Nat with one very uncomfortable male student. The History of Justice wasnt only a bad course. It was a bad date.

Justice and the law, she pressed on, are themes that run through William Shakespeares plays, because they were central to his life. When he was growing up, his father, John, held a number of legal positions, serving as a chamberlain, bailiff, and chief alderman.

As she spoke, the law students typed on their black laptops, but she suspected they were checking their email, instant-messaging their friends, or cruising the Internet. The classrooms at Penn Law were wireless, but not all technology was progress. Teachers didnt stand a chance against sex.com.

When the playwright turned thirteen, his father fell on hard times. He sold his wifes property and began lending money. He was hauled into court twice for being usurious, or charging too much interest. Shakespeare poured his empathy for moneylenders into Shylock, in The Merchant of Venice. Its one of his most complex characters, and the play gives us a historical perspective on justice.

Nat stepped away from the lectern to draw the students attention, but no luck. They were all in their third year, and 3Ls had one foot out the door. Still, as much as she loved teaching, she was beginning to think she wasnt very good at it. Could she really suck at her passion? Womens magazines never admitted this as a possibility.

Lets turn to the scene in which Antonio asks Shylock to lend him money, she continued. They agree that if Antonio cant pay it back, the penalty is a pound of his flesh. By the way, future lawyers, is that a valid contract under modern law?

Only one student raised her hand, and, as usual, it was Melanie Anderson, whose suburban coif and high-waisted Mom jeans stood out in this clutch of scruffy twentysomethings. Anderson was a forty-year-old who had decided to become a lawyer after a career as a pediatric oncology nurse. She loved this class, but only because it was better than watching babies die.

Yes, Ms. Anderson? Contract or no? Nat smiled at her in gratitude. All teachers needed a pet, even lousy teachers. Especially lousy teachers.

No, its not a contract.

Good girler, woman. Why not? Theres offer and acceptance, and the money supports the bargain.

The contract would be against public policy. Anderson spoke with quiet authority, and her French-manicured fingertips rested on an open copy of the play, its sentences striped like a highlighter rainbow. Antonio essentially consents to being murdered, but murder is a crime. Contracts that are illegal are not enforceable.

Right. Anybody agree or disagree with Ms. Anderson?

Nobody stopped typing emoticons to answer, and Nat began second-guessing herself, wondering if the assignment had been too literary for these students. Their undergraduate majors were finance, accounting, and political science. Evidently, humans had lost interest in the humanities.

Lets ask some different questions. She switched tacks. Isnt the hate that drives Shylock the result of the discrimination hes suffered? Do you see the difference between law and justice in the play? Doesnt the law lead to injustice, first in permitting enforcement of the contract, then in bringing Shylock to his knees? Can there be true justice in a world without equality? She paused for an answer that didnt come. Okay, everyone, stop typing right now and look at me.

The students lifted their heads, their vision coming slowly into focus as their brains left cyberspace and reentered Earths atmosphere. Their fingers remained poised over their keyboards like spiders about to pounce.

Okay, Ill call on people. Nat turned to Wendy Chu in the front row, whod earned a Harvard degree with honors in Working Too Hard. Chu had a lovely face and glossy hair that covered her shoulders. Ms. Chu, what do you think? Is Shylock a victim, a victimizer, or both?

Im sorry, Professor Greco. I didnt read the play.

You didnt? Nat asked, stung. But you always do the reading.

I was working all night on law review. Chu swallowed visibly. I had to cite-check an article by Professor Monterosso, and it went to press this morning.

Rats. Well, you know the rules. If you dont do the reading, I have to take you down half a grade. Nat hated being a hardass, but shed been too easy her first year of teaching, and it hadnt worked. Shed been too strict her second year, and that hadnt worked either. She couldnt get it just right. She was like Goldilocks and all the beds were futons.

Sorry, Chu whispered. Nat skipped Melanie Anderson for the student sitting next to her, class hottie Josh Carling. Carling was a tall twenty-six-year-old out of UCLA, with unusual green eyes, a killer smile, and a brownish soul patch on his square chin. A Hollywood kid, hed worked as an A.D. on the set of a TV sitcom and he always wore an Ashton Kutcher knit cap, though it never snowed indoors.

Mr. Carling, did you do the reading? Nat knew Joshs answer because he looked down sheepishly.

I didnt have time. I had a massive finance exam to study for. Sorry, for reals.

Damn. Then youre a half-grade down, too, she said, though her heart went out to him. Carling was in the joint-degree program, so hed graduate with diplomas from the law school and the business school, which guaranteed him a lucrative job in entertainment law and a spastic colon.

Nat eyed the second row. Mr. Bischoff? How about you?

I would have done the reading but I was sick. Max Bischoff looked the part, with credibly puffy eyes, a chapped ring around his nostrils, and his library pallor paler than usual. Yesterday, I ralphed all over my

Enough. Nat silenced him with a palm and quizzed the rest of the second row, Marilyn Krug and Elizabeth Warren. They hadnt done the reading either, and neither had Adele McIlhargey, San Gupta, or Charles Wykoff IV.

So no one else in the entire class has done the reading? Nat blurted out in dismay, and just when she thought things couldnt get any worse, in the door strolled Vice Dean James McConnell, Faculty Vampire.

Nat stiffened. She wasnt sure what McConnell did except hire and fire people, and she had already been hired.

McConnell was in his sixties, with a silvery wave of hair that rolled sideways across his head. Today he was dressed in a dark wool suit with a bloodred tie, unusually formal for this schools faculty. Everybody here dressed academic casual, which was like business casual only with footnotes.

McConnell entered the lecture hall, took a seat, and crossed one leg over the other, scrutinizing Nat from behind his tortoiseshell bifocals. Nat imagined how he saw her. She was thirty years old but looked thirteen because she was only five foot one, with her mothers sparrow-thin bones. Her features were nice in a forgettable way; large brown eyes, a slightly upturned nose, and a small mouth. She had thick, straight hair, a deep red brown, which she wore shoulder length in an overpriced cut. Today she had on a tailored black pantsuit, but nevertheless came off more middle school than law school. Her childhood nickname was Gnat for a reason.

She saw her career flash before her eyes. She was only an assistant professor and was up for tenure next year, and McConnell must have come to evaluate her. Did he hear her say that nobody had done the reading? For a minute, she didnt know what to do. She didnt want to lower the grades of the entire class, especially for the students without job offers. But she couldnt let them get away with it, not in front of McConnell. The vice dean watched her, puckering his lined mouth in appraisal.

Do something, Gnat! She squared her shoulder pads to show that she deserved her job, despite all evidence to the contrary, and said, Well, then, class, you leave me no alternative.

The students gulped collectively. McConnell half smiled and folded his arms.

Mr. Carling? Nat pointed to him. Please come up here and bring your book.

Uh, okay. Carling rose, slid his paperback from his desktop, and climbed the steps to the stage with a too-cool-for-school smile.

Come here, please, Nat said, motioning him over to where she was standing.

Carling crossed the stage, scanning the high-tech lectern, with its touch-screen controls and multicolored display.

This is sick up here.


When Carling was beside her, Nat reached up and took the wool hat from his head.

May I borrow this?

Sure. Carling refluffed the layers of his sandy hair, looking at the class from the stage. I could get used to this, yo.

Now stay there, please. Nat scanned the lecture hall. Mr. Wykoff? She pointed to Charles Wykoff IV, an all-Ivy lineman from a Main Line family, via Dartmouth. Wykoff had a big baby face, a fringe of crayon-yellow bangs, and guileless blue eyes that telegraphed Legacy Admission. Please come up and bring your book. And Ms. Anderson, please come with him.

Sure. Anderson happily made her way to the steps. Wykoff followed her, mystified.

Hurry up, guys. Nat hustled over as the students made their way to her. She positioned Wykoff by his shoulders, solid as bowling balls under a faded Patagonia fleece. Good. Now, Mr. Wykoff, you be Bassanio.

Ba-what-io?

Bassanio. Hes the hunky boyfriend in the play you didnt read. Open your book. Youve got lines. Nat turned to Anderson. Lady, youre Shylock.

Terrific! Anderson grinned.

Whoa, were putting on a skit, in law school? Carling asked in disbelief.

Not a skit, a play, Nat answered. Its William Shakespeare, not David Letterman.

Pssh. Whats next? Milk and cookies? Nap time?

Wykoff guffawed. Damn, I left my protractor at home.

Guys, would you rather I lowered your grades? Nat didnt wait for an answer. Youll read this play, one way or another. By the way, Carling, youre Antonio.

But hes gay!


So what? Nat turned on her heel. And how do you know that, if you didnt read the play?

I saw the movie. Jeremy Irons borrows the money from Al Pacino because hes in love with a dude.

Way to miss the point, Mr. Carling. Dont discriminate in the class about discrimination.

The students laughed, and Nat startled at the unaccustomed sound. Theyd never laughed at any of her jokes before. In fact, all nine of them were paying attention for the first time ever. Behind them, McConnell leaned back in his seat, but she couldnt stop now. She took her place downstage.

Everybody, Nat said, please turn to act one, scene two, the big courtroom scene. Im playing Portia, one of Shakespeares best female characters, except that she fell for the wrong guy. Shes about to save the day, and in this scene, she disguises herself as a man, like this. She shoved Carlings wool hat on her head and hurried to the lectern for her purse.

You look hot, Professor Greco! Elizabeth Warren hollered, and the class laughed.

You aint seen nothin yet. Nat rummaged through her makeup bag, found her eye pencil, and drew a crude mustache on her face with two quick strokes, courtesy of Clinique.

Awesome, professor! San Gupta shouted, making a megaphone of his hands. The class broke into applause that echoed in the cavernous hall. Somebody in the back of the room wolf-whistled, and Nat looked toward the sound. It was Angus Holt, whose blond beard and ponytail qualified him as Faculty Freak. Angus taught in this room after Nats class, but she didnt know him except to say hello and goodbye. She smiled, then caught sight of McConnell in the foreground, which gave her an idea.

We need a judge. Nat rubbed her hands together.

Ill do it! Max Bischoff volunteered, forgetting he had typhus.


Pick me! It should be a woman judge! Marilyn Krug shouted, and Adele McIlhargey chimed in, in an unprecedented traffic jam of class participation.

Wait a minute, gang. Nat waved them off. Vice Dean McConnell, would you please be our judge this morning?

The students turned around, surprised to see McConnell sitting in the back. The vice dean frowned at the sudden attention, cupping his earlobe as if he hadnt heard, but Nat wasnt buying.

Vice Dean McConnell, wed love for you to play the Duke of Venice. Right, class?

Yes! Everybody shouted, smiling, and Nat started a cheer.

McConnell! McConnell! McConnell!

The students joined her, and as if on cue, Angus Holt lumbered down the sloped aisle of the lecture hall. He scooped up McConnell on the way and escorted him to the stage, amid laughter and clapping.

Special delivery, Professor Greco! Angus handed over a slightly winded vice dean.

If it pleases, Your Grace. Nat extended her arm to McConnell with an Elizabethan flourish.

Gotcha.











CHAPTER 2



After class was over, Nat said goodbye to McConnell, who had rendered judgment on Shylock and presumably on her, too. She grabbed her stuff to leave, but by then Angus Holts class was entering the hall, pouring down the center aisle, laughing and joking like they were at a party. They kept coming and coming, and soon she found herself swimming upstream against a student tsunami of water bottles and Coach purses. She watched, astounded, as one by one they filled every seat in the lecture hall. Nat had never seen so many students in one place, except at graduation.


She started up the aisle, where Angus stood surrounded by a circle of clinic students, identifiable by their unruly hair, so collectively curly it hovered above them like a cloud. She didnt know much about the clinic, except that it taught students to work as lawyers for the public good, while avoiding the abstract legal issues that bored everyone but her. Whatever Angus was doing, it was working. Faculty Freak trumped Faculty Comic Relief.

Natalie! he called out, waving to her. His student circle broke up and went to their seats, and Angus strode down the aisle in jeans and Frye boots.

What do you teach? Nat asked, looking up at him. He towered over her by a full foot and wore his blond hair parted messily down the middle. His thick, uncombed ponytail trailed over his shoulders and the knitted cables of his fishermans sweater.

Issues in Constitutional Law. Why? Anguss eyes flashed a bright, amused blue. His nose was straight and his grin omnipresent, even if buried inside a mellow-yellow beard, and he smelled vaguely of patchouli, or marijuana.

Becausethis room, its full. It must be a great course. You must be a great teacher.

Angus smiled modestly. Not at all, and by the way, I love your mustache. Most women shy away from facial hair, but I say, go for it.

Nat had forgotten. Her hand flew to her face and she almost dropped her purse and papers. She spit on her fingertips and wiped her upper lip.

Youre just smearing it around. Angus laughed, his teeth white and even. Forget it, it doesnt matter. That was a cool move with McConnell.

Thanks. Nat gave up on the mustache. Did he say anything when he left? I thought I saw him speak to you on the way out.

Dont worry about it. You love your course, and it shows.

Its my passion, which I suck at. Rather, at which I suck. Did McConnell say that? Am I fired?

All he said was that he found the class unusual. Angus made quote marks in the air. Dont sweat it. Of course youre not fired.

Easy for you to say. You have tenure. I have nine students.

How do you do in your other classes?

I fill the room when the courses are mandatory. And theyre 1Ls, so theyre too terrified not to listen.

You know what your problem is? Youre not getting to the right students. You need marketing.

Marketing, of justice? Nat recoiled. Theyre law students. They should be interested in justice.


No, theyre interested in law, and theres a difference. Isnt that your point? Angus looked down at her, smiling. For example, how many of your students want to practice law?

I assume all of them.

I bet youre wrong. In my non-clinic classes, like this oneAngus gestured around the noisy hallmany of the students are going into business. They just want the law degree.

Really?

Absolutely. Didnt you ever ask them? Talk to them about their future? Their plans? What they want out of life?

No. Nat reddened. She had office hours but no one came in, and she communicated with her students mostly by email. She probably kept too much to herself; thats what her father always said. She felt guilty that she didnt network, especially now that it had become a verb.

You need to reach the students who want to be trial lawyers. Students who feel justice at gut level, like the students in my clinic. Theyd love your seminar. Angus nodded. Tell you what, Ill spread the word, and maybe you can stop by sometime and promote yourself.

Yuck. Nat shuddered.

Anyway, can I ask you a favor? I need your expertise.

My expertise is legal history. Who are you suing? Julius Caesar?

Youre funny.

Youre high. Two male students walking in stared at Nats mustache.

You know how the clinic works. We give the students hands-on experience outside the classroom, through externship programs. One is at a local prison in Chester County. Id like you to lecture there, with me.

At a prison?

Its safe. Minimum security. Inmates who take my class have to be selected, and most of em are only in for DUIs or pot possession.


Bingo. What would I lecture on?

Tell em exactly what you told your class today. It was a great class. Angus sounded genuinely enthusiastic. Tell em that true justice is tempered with mercy. That the Duke was wrong to bring Shylock to his knees. That law and justice are not always the same thing.

But Shakespeare? To prisoners?

Hath not a Jew eyes? Angus knit his furry blond brows, and his tone stiffened. Maybe prisoners can relate to Shakespeare better than Ivy Leaguers can. Nobody knows the difference between law and justice better than prison inmates. He checked the clock. I should get started. So, you free tomorrow morning?

Its tomorrow youre talking about?

One of my students got sick, and I need to fill that spot. Id really love it if you came along. Please? Angus slapped his hands together in mock prayer, and heads turned, one by one.

I dont know. Nat tried to think of a way to say no. She wasnt teaching tomorrow and she couldnt lie. Faculty schedules were online.

Please, Professor Natalie? Im begging you. Suddenly Angus dropped to one knee and raised his hands in supplication. His students giggled and pointed, the whole room beginning to take notice, and Nat laughed, disarmed. It was fun and embarrassing, both at once.

Okay, yes. Stop.

Cool! Pick you up at nine. Angus popped up with a broad grin, and the students clapped and hooted with approval, which he seemed to absorb and reflect like the sun itself, beaming down at her. He soaked in the attention, and Nat could see that there were no failure spotlights in the life of Angus Holt.

She turned and fled.










CHAPTER 3



Nat shook off the cold night air, set the Whole Foods bag down on the mahogany console, and slipped out of her gloves and toggle coat. The big house radiated light and warmth, its elaborate crystal chandelier in megawatt blaze and probably the gas fireplace fake-burning, too. Flowered wallpaper shed never seen before covered the entrance hall, so fresh she could almost smell the paste. The Courtney Road house was her parents most recent McMansion, and she had stopped counting at twelve. Greco Construction had custom-built all of them, starting with their first twin in Ocean City, N.J. As family fortunes increased, theyd sold and built bigger each time, and there was always a For Sale sign planted on the front lawns, permanent as an oak tree. Nat grew up thinking that their family name was Builders Own Home!

She hung up her coat in the hall closet, the hinges of its louvered doors still stiff, and she knew that even the tiny defect would not escape her fathers punch list. The aroma of roasting filet mignon and baked potatoes wafted from the kitchen, mingling with a clove-and-orange room fragrance, her mothers signature Open-House spray. Tony Bennett sang in the background but was drowned out by boisterous laughter and a raucous argument; her boyfriend, father, and three brothers armchair-quarterbacking the Eagles. In the spring, theyd armchair-quarterback the Sixers, and in summer, heyd armchair-quarterback the Phillies. You could say they had a passion. Not for sports. For armchair-quarterbacking.

No way! came a voice from the great room. You cant run a team that way, with a player thinking he runs the show. Coach runs the show. Management runs the show, calls the shots. Owner runs the show. Not a dumbass wide receiver.

Dad. Big John Greco, enunciating the standard management-rights line, not at all influenced by the fact that he ran a successful construction business and a family obsessed with football.

Aw, come on, Dad! They never shoulda let him go! He was the best receiver in the league. They let too many good players get away. Started a long time ago, with Corey Simon and Ike!

John Greco, Jr., still known as Junior. Junior was Operations Manager at Greco Construction and had been an All-American quarterback at Villanova, like Dad. Hed just missed the NFL draft, also like Dad, and was heir to the CEO throne, to be vacated when Dad retired, which was never.

Nat was just about to join them when Jelly, their huge Maine coon cat, ambled across the Oriental like a moving ottoman. He stopped and stretched, extending his front legs with their mop feet, then leaned forward sleepily and extended his back legs. Nat would never understand how he slept with this noise level. It was survival of the fittest chez Greco, even for the pets.

Get over it! It was years ago now! They lost who they could afford to lose.

Tom Greco. Tom was the second son and had been an offensive lineman at Villanova until an ACL tear ended his football career. Hed graduated with a degree in accounting and was now the company CFO, which they said stood for Chief Fuck-Off. The joke was that nobody worked harder. In the world.


Hey, Jellybelly. Nat bent down and scratched the cat, which shed named for the Jellicle cats in the Eliot poem. Gray wisps sprouted from his ears, his coat was dense and striped, and only his funky teeth gave away his age, which was sixteen. He had been her Christmas kitten, the perfect gift for a bookworm who loved to curl up with a new Nancy Drew, a waxed sleeve of Ritz crackers, and a glass of cold milk. From early on, she preferred reading to sports and had ended up warming the Greco bench. Not that she minded. There were worse things than being The Smart One.

I AGREE WITH TOM! ITS DONE AND DONE. GET OVER IT, JUNIOR! ALWAYS, WITH THE T.O. THING. LET IT GO!

Paul Greco. The third son and the baby of the family, he couldnt speak softer than three billion decibels, in case he didnt get enough attention. Hed excelled at high school football but didnt get enough playing time at Penn State, so was forced to settle for golf and a three handicap. Hed been a rabbit on the pro tour until he quit to become property acquisition jock at Greco.

Funny how you dont hear from Rosenhaus anymore. I gotta admit, I miss the guy. Remember T.O. at the podium with him and some reporter asked that great question? How funny was that? Ill never forget it. Whatd he say?

Hank Ballisteri. Nats boyfriend of three years, a commercial realtor who did business with Greco Construction and who had impressed Big John enough to get invited to every family function, where he and Nat had met, as part of her fathers master plan. Tonight was Hanks thirty-third birthday. Shed wanted to take him out alone, but hed closed a big deal with her father and a client today, so it made sense to celebrate his birthday en famille. It reminded Nat of a poem about birthdays. She scratched Jelly, and while he purred, she tried to remember the poem. She couldnt hear herself think for the shouting. It sounded like theyd started celebrating early.

WHAT HAVE YOU DONE FOR YOUR CLIENT BESIDES GET HIM FIRED? the men yelled in unison, then burst into loud laughter. Jelly startled at the sound, curling his tail into a question mark, then skittered off like a monkey. Hank shouted, Hey, stop, thats my birthday present! Gimme that! Hands off my stick! They burst into new laughter, and the fight was on. I WOULD NEVER TOUCH YOUR STICK, YOU LOSER! YOU COULDNT PAY ME ENOUGH TO TOUCH YOUR STICK!

Nat picked up her shopping bag and went through the sample-house living room, sinking into the dense burgundy carpet and following the noise to the great room. She crossed the threshold into a House & Garden version of country casual, except for the horseplay between Hank and her brothers. The boys were fighting over a wooden cue stick, bumping the coffee table. All her brothers had her fathers huge, heavy-boned frame and his thick, dark hair, deep brown eyes, and largish noses and lips, as if Big John had called all the genetic plays. The family resemblance was so strong their brawl looked like a fistfight among overgrown triplets.

Hey, watch it! Junior swung a cue stick at Paul and Tom, who grabbed the narrow end and struggled to wrest it back.

I got dibs first game! Tom called out, holding the cue stick until Hank wrestled it from him. The others jumped in, the four of them in silk ties and oxford shirts, making a corporate scrum and almost knocking over her mother as she walked past with an empty china platter.

Paul, put your back into it! Her father stuck out his tasseled loafer and almost tripped his youngest son, which was when Hank noticed Nat.

Hi, babe! he called from the melee. Were gonna play pool with my new stick!

Happy Birthday, Hank. Nat waved. Now you have to grow up. All of you.

No, stop! Tom shouted, as Junior broke free with the cue stick and ran for the door. Nat stepped aside at just the right time, from years of practice.

Thats mine! Hank bolted after Junior, chased by Paul and Tom, an express train of flying ties.

Ill take you all! her father yelled, hustling to bring up the rear. At sixty, he was still quarterback-broad in a smooth blue shirt, Herms tie, and dark pressed slacks. He had conventionally handsome features, round brown eyes with deep crows-feet, and thinning hair a shade too dark to be completely credible. He ran past, trailing Aramis.

Hi, Dad, Nat called out, but he had already gone. The room fell abruptly quiet, as if the life had gone out of it, leaving the women alone with Tony Bennett. Nat trailed her mother as she made her way back to the kitchen. Ivory-enameled cabinets lined the walls above a built-in plate holder and a tile backsplash in floral curlicues. New tile, Ma?

Its an upgrade.

Pretty.

Did you get the cake?

Chocolate with red roses, and two kinds of cheesecake, plain and cherry. Nat picked up the Whole Foods bag, crossed to the glistening Sub-Zero, and made room for the bag, sliding it inside. How can I help?

Im fine. Tables almost set. I just need the napkins.

Nat folded the napkins, seven in all. No girlfriends tonight?

The boys came straight from the settlement, so no. Its enough work with just us, believe me.

Nat felt a twinge. I feel guilty that youre doing so much.

Dont be silly. I was home all day. Your father didnt need me.

Well, thanks. Nat came over to the granite counter, next to her mother. The former Diane Somers had been a flight attendant when she met John Greco in the first-class cabin of the now-defunct Eastern Airlines, and they were a match made in heaven, or at least, at 35,000 feet. Then, her mother had been tall, honey-blonde, and pageant-pretty. Today she was only more beautiful. She had azure eyes set off by photogenic crows-feet, her nose was small and straight, and her mouth generous. Shed smoothed her hair back into a chic ponytail, her makeup was perfect, and her forehead remained uncreased, though shed never admit to Botox, even to Nat. Especially to Nat, who asked again, You sure I cant help?

No, I enjoy it. Her mother layered beefsteak tomatoes on a plate, then began to cut a wet, spongy ball of mozzarella, in a routine Nat knew by heart, the way daughters always know their mothers go-to dishes.

I gather that you guys gave Hank a new cue stick.

Paul picked it out. Its got his initials on it.

That was very nice of you.

Were very nice people, her mother said defensively, and Nat let it go. As much as she loved her mother, she could never get close to her. Diane Somers Greco had transferred her awe of first-class businessmen to her family life, and when shed called herself a mans woman, Nat knew what she meant. That a daughter, born third, would always finish fourth.

Howve you been, Mom?

Not good. Her mother shook her head, her tone agitated. Im just sick about Paul.

He makes me sick, too. Nat leaned against the counter, and her mother didnt laugh.

Hes got this cold and it wont go away. Im afraid its pneumonia, walking pneumonia. Her mother sliced the mozzarella, holding the cheese between clear-lacquered nails and expressing the slightest bit of water from it with her fingertips. He was playing racquetball and he couldnt catch his breath.

He was probably just running hard.


I dont think thats all it is.

So tell him to go to the doctor, get some antibiotics.

He wont. He says hes fine. Her mother kept slicing, and whitish water leached from the mozzarella.

Im sure hell be okay. Dont worry, Mom.

How can I not worry? He was a preemie.

Twenty-six years ago. Nat let it go. She had long ago accepted that Paul was her mothers favorite, though she herself was the runt of the litter.

I looked on WebMD, and it only made me more nervous. Its not good for people to know everything. I say, a little knowledge is a dangerous thing.

A little knowledge is better than no knowledge, Mom. You just have to keep it in perspective.

Her mother layered the mozzarella ovals on the tomato plate, and Nat knew shed said the wrong thing. A moment passed in which Tony Bennett had the world on a string, but she didnt. She tried to get back in the game.

What does Dad say?

He says not to worry.

Then hes right. Her father never worried; it wasnt the Greco way. He regarded every football injury as proof of the boys toughness. He and her mother had run the Booster Club at the kids high school, organized the awards dinners for the coaches, and used whatever house they lived in as the unofficial locker room. Everybody knew the Grecos. They werent a family, they were a cult.

Well, this should be a very nice dinner. Her mother chopped fresh basil and sprinkled the bright green strips on the platter, and Nat handed her the wooden grinder, knowing her mother would want fresh-ground peppercorn on top.

Great job, Mom.

Thanks, dear. Her mother lifted the platter and took it to the dining room table, an elongated cherry oval set with Villeroy & Boch china. Once back in the kitchen, she picked up where she had left off. Were happy to do it. You know we love Hank.

Nat smelled what was coming, and it involved grandchildren. Time to change the subject. Mom, guess where Im going tomorrow?

Suddenly a loud crash came from the living room, then the inevitable tinkle of glass, followed by cursing and laughing. The womens heads snapped around to the sound.

On no, her mother said, already in motion toward the door. Whatd they break now?

Just so it wasnt the cat. Nat followed on her heels.



At midnight, Nat and Hank got back to her apartment in Center City, where she undressed as she walked to the bathroom, finished there, and padded nude into her bedroom. The only illumination was a sliver of gray moonlight that slipped through the curtain and the halogen lamp on Hanks night table. They lent a soft glow to the room, with its pale blue walls, gray-blue rug, neat pine dresser, and an armoire that hid the TV. Over the brass bed hung a muted watercolor of a cat who looked like Jelly, sitting on a lemony table with his tail curled neatly over his front paws. It was signed and numbered. Nat had bought it in a downtown gallery, prima facie evidence of her having grown up. Books sat in stacks on both night tables, and Nat loved every inch of this room, especially when Hank slept over, which happened more often, of late. She crawled into bed next to him and pulled the blue flannel comforter up to her chin. It was too cold to be comfortably naked, but she owed him birthday sex.

She turned over on her side, propped herself up on her elbow, and eyed him as he dozed. His nose was strong and perfect, ending in flat lips, which she found very kissable. The bedside lamp picked up the shiny, dark filaments of russet running through his brown hair. She stroked his hair gently, finding it silky to the touch. Hank had the best hair, which was completely wasted on him, since he mistakenly thought there were more important things in life. Like golf.

Nat smiled to herself. She saw Hank Ballisteri as the chocolate Lab of men; overgrown, active, and affable. A Penn State econ major and born salesman, Hank connected instantly with people, complementing her perfectly. She knew enough not to go for you-complete-me love, but she did enjoy knowing that she could delegate her social life to him, at least for the foreseeable future.

Her cold toes found his under the covers, and he wiggled back, their customary toe-hello. She leaned over and kissed him on his slightly oily cheek, since he never washed his face at night, and he shifted onto his back, smiled lazily, and opened his eyes, a rich, large brown.

Thanks for a great birthday party, he murmured.

Youre welcome. I was cooking all day.

You did buy the cake.

True.

I love my new pen. I hope I dont lose it.

You wont. Youre thirty-four now. Thirty-three-year-olds lose gold pens. Men your age, never.

Hank smiled with pleasure and fatigue. He reached up and touched her hair. I love you.

I love you, too. And my family loves you even more than I do.

The lamp was Pauls fault, no matter what he says.

I know. Forget about the lamp. Nat inched close to him and warmed her breast on the side of his arm. Im nude, by the way.

I noticed.

I want extra credit.

For not wearing that disgusting sweatshirt to bed?

Exactly. They both smiled, and Nat stroked his chest under the covers. You too tired?

For what?


Actually, Nat wanted to tell him about the vice dean and the trip to the prison, but men never stay up to talk about work. For Happy Birthday.

Now thats worth missing Conan for, he said, rolling over and giving her a deep kiss.

After they had made love, Hank fell fast asleep, but Nat tossed and turned. She couldnt stop thinking about her seminar or the prison trip. She regretted saying yes to Angus. She should have just begged off. She even had work to do, writing another article that no one would read. What would she do at a prison? More important, what would she wear? How do you dress to look terrible?

Nat turned over and shut her eyes. She would have switched on the light and read but then shed never get to sleep. She tried to relax, breathing in the sweetness of the dark bedroom, with the chill of winter safely at bay and the man she loved slumbering beside her. In time, she drifted off, and at the threshold of sleep, she remembered the birthday poem.

My heart is gladder than all these, because my love is come to me.










CHAPTER 4



Nat and Angus were driving in his sunflower-yellow VW Beetle along a one-lane road that wound up and down through the snow-covered hills of the Pennsylvania countryside. Angus had been pleasant company on the drive from the city, and Nat was relieved to note that he didnt smell like a controlled substance this morning.

Its gorgeous out here, she said, looking out the car window. The mid-morning sun climbed a cloudless sky, late to work as it lingered behind the barren branches of winter trees. They drove past a field of snow, its glazed veneer broken in patches from horses, which stood together under worn blue blankets, nosing the snow from habit or in vain hope of grass. Their long necks stretched down with a quiet grace, and chalky steam wreathed their muzzles.

This is southern Chester County, the Brandywine River Valley. Wyeth Country. Angus downshifted around a curve. The Wyeths live around here, and the Brandywine River Museums not far, in Chadds Ford. Ever been to the museum?

No.

I go there all the time. Its dedicated to the Wyeth family. They have Andrew and his son Jamie, and N.C., the grandfather. Newell Convers Wyeth, the patriarch. I love his stuff.


Why?

The colors. The light. The superheroes. He was more into people than landscapes. He started out as an illustrator of adventure books. Old N.C. was a painter of knights and pirates, and I can relate.

To the knights or the pirates?

To the painter, Angus answered, and Nat smiled. She sat enveloped in her toggle coat, unusually near him in the forced intimacy of the small car. Up close, he had intelligent, if narrow, blue eyes and heavy eyebrows of a darker gold shade. His thick hair, barely contained by an orange rubber band, still looked uncombed, and he wore the same clothes as yesterday; a faded blue workshirt, its wrinkled collar sticking out from underneath a thick fishermans sweater, worn with jeans and boots. He barely fit in the drivers seat and looked as incongruous in a VW as a Viking.

That house is a funny color, Nat said, as they passed a Colonial-scale home, its gray stone shining oddly green.

Its the copper in the stone, leaching through. Have you ever been out this way, in Chester County?

No, but I do a chapter on the Fugitive Slave Act in my seminar.

Whats that have to do with Chester County?

Chester County was an important stop on the Underground Railroad. On a map, you can see that its just north of the Mason-Dixon Line. The Quakers down here, especially from the Longwood Progressive Meeting, brought thousands of slaves north.

Longwood? Thats not far, about half an hour. Silence fell for a minute, then Angus said, I thought I knew everything about this area. I was trying to impress you with my Wyeth lecture.

I was impressed. Nat smiled. I think the Progressive Meetinghouse still stands. I read that its part of Longwood Gardens.

So why dont we go, after the prison? Angus shifted gears around a curve, and his hand accidentally bumped her knee.

I cant. I should get back to work.


We can get back by two, even if we grab lunch.

Did he just ask me out? I dont have time. Im working on an article.

But how can you pass up the chance to see it? You teach it.

I teach The Merchant of Venice without going to Italy. Thats why we have books.

No, thats why we have clinics, Angus shot back with a grin. How about Saturday? We can take in the Wyeth museum, find the meetinghouse, and then have dinner. A day o fun!

His hand bumped her knee again, and this time, Nat wondered how accidentally. She stole a glance at his left hand. No wedding band, but maybe he didnt wear one. She had thought he was married. For school gossip she always relied on a colleague, whod gone on sabbatical this year. Maybe delegating your social life wasnt such a hot idea.

I cant go. I have plans.

What about Sunday? Angus hit the gas, and Nat shifted in her seat so her knee wouldnt get bumped. She didnt want her bumpage to lead him on, and, anyway, enough was enough.

Arent you married?

Not anymore. We divorced about a year ago. Angus kept his eyes on the road, and if he was upset, it didnt show.

Im sorry. I didnt know.

I didnt advertise. She dumped me for a Republican. He smiled, then it vanished. So how about it? Would you like to go out?

Thanks, but Im seeing someone.

I should have known. He braked at the stop sign, his lower lip puckering somewhere inside his beard. Cool move by me, huh? Am I rusty or what?

Youre fine, Nat said, touched by his openness. He really was a nice guy. Then she thought of something. Is that why you asked me to go to the prison?


No. I thought my class would benefit from what you had to say. But I admit I was looking forward to the driveway too much. He glanced over. I thought what you did in your class was so cool, and its too bad we dont know each other, even though we have so much in common.

We do? Like what? Nat asked, keeping the incredulity from her tone.

For one, were both outsiders at school.

Are you kidding? She scoffed. No one is more inside than you. I saw your students gazing at you adoringly.

Those are my clinic members, and the clinic is its own little world, didnt you notice?

No, Im in my own little world.

Angus smiled crookedly. We have the same problems. The truth is its tough to attract students to the clinic. How do you get a kid to go into public interest law when he has student loans of a hundred grand? Its a lost cause.

Which is what you love about it.

Exactly. Like you and your class. Dont you like the idea that youre doing something important, even if no one else recognizes it?

Nat understood. He was right; they did have that in common. She let an awkward moment pass.

My clinic needed marketing, too. I had to explain to the students whats so great about what we do, so they would see the benefit to them. I told them that they could get into court and actually represent people. Angus paused. In our situation, I would explain to you the many benefits of dating me.

Youd market yourself?

If thats what it took.

Its not happening, Nat said with a smile, and Angus laughed, which broke the tension.

Are you and this lucky guy serious?


Yes. But dont tell my mother.

So, okay, Professor Holt strikes out. If you two break up, will you take me off the wait list?

Nat flushed, flattered. Yes, she answered, and they took off through the countryside. She could have been imagining it, but he seemed to drive faster after she turned him down. They traveled up and down hills, through forest and pasture and over the Brandywine Creek, and in time, rounded a sharp curve. On the right was a brick building with a bright green roof behind a Youth Study Center sign, but they drove on. Tucked uphill behind a grove of tall evergreens appeared an older wooden sign that read, CHESTER COUNTY CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTION in white-painted letters that were oddly rustic for a penitentiary.

End of the Wyeth part. Nat instantly regretted that shed come. She should have been back at school, teaching class. Her students needed sleep.

I know, right? Angus said matter-of-factly. They drove up to a tall, white guardhouse, and out of its skinny door stepped a young, blue-uniformed guard with a black rifle slung over his shoulder. The guard leaned into the car window, which Angus had rolled down. Hi, Jimmy.

Hey, Teach! the guard said, grinning broadly. He had brown eyes under the patent-leather bill of his cap and sported a small, dark mustache over unevenly spaced teeth. You brought a new student? Hi, honey.

Keep it classy, Angus said, mock-stern. This is Professor Greco. Shes lecturing here today.

Oh, jeez. The guard shifted his cap up, instantly sheepish. Sorry.

Its okay. Nat waved him off, and Angus thanked the guard and hit the gas. Nat asked, Dont we have to show him any ID?

Nah. He knows me.


I have to show ID in a store, when I use a credit card.

Like I said, minimum security. Angus shrugged, but Nat didnt get it.

More minimum than J.Crew, yet not so minimum that the guard doesnt carry a gun.

Exactly. The VW traveled up a single-lane paved road to a small, elevated parking lot. Freshly plowed snow sat piled around the perimeter of the lot, decreasing the number of spaces. Angus continued, Inside, none of the guards is armed. I should say C.O.s. Corrections officers. They dont like when we call them guards. Theyre nice guys, most of em.

They dont have guns inside? Nats tone said, You told me it was safe.

No. Its standard in prisons. Most of the C.O.s treat the inmates with respect, but still as a group. Like a lower caste, not like each one is an individual. The C.O.s have to, to manage them. But in my class, I try to make up for that.

Nat sensed that Angus was climbing a soapbox, but she didnt mind. Passion did that to people. Shed sound the same way if anybody asked her about Abraham Lincoln. She loved reminding her students that he was a lawyer. Nobody believed her.

Rehabilitation is essential here. These men are inside for only two years, so theyre getting out again. Theyre in for misdemeanors and nonviolent offenses. Petty larceny, burglary, fraud. Chester County offers drug and alcohol counseling, and job training like heating and air conditioning, auto repair, even haircutting.

Bad to worse. With scissors?

Sure, and the inmates who work in the kitchen use knives.

Great.

Dont worry. Angus steered the car into the parking lot. They hang up the scissors and knives in glass cases, on pegboards painted with the shape of the tool, and when the inmates are finished, a C.O. locks the cases. He found a space, and Nat noticed that many of the cars were idling, with white plumes of exhaust puffing from their tailpipes.

Whats up with the cars?

Theyre inmate families, waiting for visiting hours to start. Angus put on the emergency brake and looked over at Nat with a smile. Lets rock. Bring your drivers license but leave your handbag. Only legal papers are allowed. Do you have lecture notes?

Yes. Nat retrieved her accordion file, and they got out of the car. She stepped into the cold and clasped her file to her chest like a security blanket, surveying the scene.

The prison complex was situated on a large, flat tray of snow-covered land, which looked as if it had been created by cutting the top off of one of the hills. A tall blue water tower stood behind the compound. The prison itself was a sprawling brick edifice shaped like a T, with a public entrance and largish windows at the bottom of the T, in front of a circular driveway. The no-joke end of the prison was the body and top of the T, where the windows were ugly slits. Double rows of cyclone fencing topped with razorwire surrounded that section. The compound was discreetly screened from the surrounding neighborhood by a man-made forest of tall, full evergreens, encircling the entire property.

Its something, isnt it? Angus asked. His breath made a cloud in the cold air. Lovely setting for a place with no windows.

Its crime and punishment.

So they say.

Didnt you bring a coat? Its freezing out.

Too manly. Lets go. Angus touched her back, and they walked up a long plowed road, their shoes crunching in the salt and ice patches. They reached the circular driveway, which was lined with black prison vans and a grimy Chevy pickup loaded with lumber and covered with a blue tarp that flapped in the wind. Behind the truck sat a construction trailer with a plastic sign that read, PHOENIX CONSTRUCTION, some white propane tanks, and a pallet of cinderblocks. Ahead lay the prison entrance.

Nat tried to shake off her nerves, and Angus slowed their pace as they passed a dark blue sedan with its engine running. Two men in dark suits and ties sat in the front seat. Angus pointed. Look, federales.

What? Nat asked, but he was already walking up to the car and knocking on the drivers window.

We dont need no stinking badges, Angus said as the window slid down, and the driver laughed. He wore Ray-Ban sunglasses and held a slim can of Red Bull.

The original army of one! the driver said, and Angus flashed a peace sign.

Ha! I prefer the loyal opposition.

Whore you suing today, Holt? Somebody miss yoga?

Dont give me any ideas, Angus shot back, and they laughed as the window slid back up. Angus touched Nats elbow, and they resumed walking. Those poor guys, theyre federal marshals, bored to tears. Thats the truest thing about this place. This prison, any prison, whether its
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