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      And here is where I fall.

      A fire truck of laughing clowns with squeaky horns, dangling over a red-and-white striped engine, rushed from the left side of the auditorium toward center stage. Behind came the lion trainer, slashing the air with his whip near an empty diamond-studded cage. And acrobats in striped tights jumped and tumbled beside the fire truck, up and down, doing somersaults and flips, with jugglers not far behind. Then music: a disturbing mix of puissant class with the frenzied Big Top. An orchestra triumphant thundering Don Giovanni in D minor. Then light shone down on raspberry lips and the white-and-black painted face of the Don Juan himself.

      Mina leaned forward, captivated. She recognized this clown. This was Monsieur Antonio Vollini, her teacher and close friend back in the university in Paris. An older man with a dark beard and thick black eyebrows. A vibrant man, now thrusting his hands high, wearing a bright-red flannel suit with a tail and a sad painted smile. His face was powdered paler than the fools around him, yet he walked across the stage, emitting grandeur. The sight of him bordered between ridiculous and brilliant—exactly like his play. Exactly like him. Antonio Vollini. The harlequin.

      He stiffened his body and held his head high, demanding attention. And she was close enough to the stage to see a smile behind the painted frown. Then he waved his hand in broad strokes before the audience and bowed, seemingly adoring the adulation as the crowd applauded. But when she turned and looked behind her, there was no one there. The seats of the auditorium were empty.

      The harlequin removed his red coat and spun the cloth around like a magician, and pigeons flew out from within the satin folds. Then the clown gave another majestic bow, throwing his coat to the crowd amidst thunderous applause—from no one.

      “This is my favorite part,” whispered a male voice.

      Mina was surprised to see a man sitting beside her, wearing a shiny black mask covering one eye and much of his face. This stranger touched her fingers with soft white gloves, which contrasted with his pitch-black mask. As she gazed at him, trying to recollect who he was, he leaned forward in his seat, just as enthralled as she was. The open part of his mask revealed a goatee and stubble extending up his hard cheekbone. It made for a handsome portrait. Then she felt tingles as he pressed her fingers again with those soft cotton gloves. She followed his muscular arm and chest in a sleeveless tuxedo up to his broad shoulders. He turned and flashed a smile, looking at her with bright jade eyes, rubbing her fingers some more.

      “Enjoying the play?” he asked.

      She recognized a French accent.

      “Yes.” Who are you?

      The crash of drums jerked her eyes back to the performers. Two women wearing tall, frilly hats and white tights rode on tall bicycles—penny-farthings—to center stage. They circled the Harlequin and jumped off, swaying and contorting around him. Their white spandex pants and thin shirts twisted over their shapely hips and chests. Then a third ballet dancer interrupted the dance, rushing to the clown. She kissed his white-painted cheek, running her fingers along his beard and gliding them over his chest and stomach. She touched his shoulder then grabbed him, swaying and dancing to Mozart. And the Harlequin, in his ridiculous flabby white pants, twirled in a senseless bourrée.

      The sound of a trumpet, an odd, shrill instrument in the midst of such lovely strings and choral music, broke the spell. Lights dimmed. The music stopped. There was a roar of applause—from no one.

      When a yellow floodlight lit the stage once more, two tall steel towers rose until they nearly touched the ceiling; a tightrope stretched between them. To Mina’s right, the Harlequin sat very high atop one of the towers on a narrow pedestal. It grew dark, with only an array of rainbow light shining over him. He shifted his balance and, for a moment, it looked like he was going to fall. There were gasps. He threw up a white-gloved index finger. His hand seemed to be in step with the orchestra. One solitary finger. He dropped it and raised it again, miming a conductor’s movement, as if he were conducting a great symphony with the colored lights. A few onlookers in empty seats laughed.

      Then the strangest of strange things happened. Although the Harlequin was painted in clown face, wearing baggy pants and ridiculous circus shoes, and at times swayed stupidly as if about to fall from the rafter, he sang a baritone accompaniment to Mozart. He sang and the circus transformed into an opera. Although his huge red clown shoes were barely balancing atop the narrow platform, he was absorbed by the music, looking into the bright light as his voice bellowed.

      Mina recognized the song as the second and final act of Don Giovanni, playing again. There Toni stood, high above Mina, with his lovely baritone voice, singing his best Italian. She mouthed the words as if accompanying him. Back at the Conservatoire de Paris, they had sung this opera together. The orchestra thundered and, as he sang, she no longer thought of music. She thought of him. Toni. Her harlequin. Her clown. Her dear friend. But he seemed sad, with his painted frown, singing to her. He looked right down at her, only her, for there was no one else in the auditorium … except the stranger.

      “Enjoying it?” the stranger asked again.

      She nodded and pulled her fingers away from the stranger’s soft glove to wipe a tear running down her cheek. The orchestra finally rang in a crescendo.

      And here is where I fell.

      Toni cried out a shrill scream of terror, so unsettling and discordant from such a jovial man. The shriek shook her. She felt dizzy. Everything spun and grew dark.

      When she opened her eyes, a flood of bright red and purple and green began shining up from below. Now she was atop the high precipice, naked, looking down over her chest and shaky legs. She adjusted her bare feet, trying to balance on the cold, narrow steel ledge, in the same place Toni had been standing, singing his opera. She had replaced him. The light brightened, nearly blinding her. She could barely balance.

      And here is where I fall.
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      Mina sat in a large booth by her lonesome, waiting for Toni, in a swanky downtown Manhattan restaurant. It was an elegant establishment, lined with windows, with white-columned walls and waiters wearing formal suits. Really swank. A single candle flickered on the center of her table. And quaint. Her booth was surrounded by a three-walled window overlooking the bright lights of the New York City skyline. The city was absolutely breathtaking. But she was high—too high—over fifty floors up. The street was so far below her.

      She spotted Toni. He approached the maître d’ and bound inside. He wore an elegant black suit. His short black hair and thick beard were perfectly manicured, and his skin was a bit tanned. The only major imperfection was his nose. It was a little round and ruddy, perfect for reminding her of the clown in her dream. She was surprised at how little he had changed.

      She stood up and embraced him as he kissed her cheek.

      “Oh, Mina, cara mia … cara Mina, you’re so lovely.” He had a thick Italian accent. “Absolutely lovely. I’m so happy to see you.”

      “Me too, Toni. Hi.”

      “Sorry I’m late but, believe it or not, it had to do with our play.”

      “Our play?” she asked with a chuckle.

      “Si. You look breathtaking. Stunning.”

      “Thanks. It’s great to see you too. You look pretty good yourself.”

      “Time moves fast, eh?” He removed his suit jacket, draping it over a seat across from her at the table. Then he sat down with her and looked outside the window, taking a deep breath as if enjoying the fragrance of the view.

      “Quite a nice table you arranged,” she said with some smugness.

      “Meeting with you, my dear…” He gestured with a swoop of his hand. “I planned the best. The very best.” He smiled again.

      She loved his smile, but his broad hand gesture disturbed her a little, reminding her of her dream.

      He shrugged and stared into her eyes for a moment—just stared. Then he looked some more.

      “What?” she asked with a nervous laugh. “What is it?”

      “Bellissima.” He shook his head. “Simply bellissima. Did you order anything yet?”

      “No. It’s so great seeing you. And thanks for the invitation. This place is amazing.”

      It really was. She looked up from the menu, under the candlelight, and admired the view again. Then she laughed as he tapped his fingers on the table, thumbing through the menu as if it was a bother.

      After brushing through a couple of pages, he put it down. “How are you, Mina? Tell me. I mean, how are you really?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Not just hello. How are you? Are you still living at the university? That’s what you said on the phone. Painting? You have so many talents. I introduced you to Blateman when you first arrived in New York. Did he help display your artwork?”

      “No. He … well, it just didn’t work out.”

      “Dancing then?” He leaned back in the chair, stroking his beard.

      A waiter in a double-breasted navy-blue suit came back with two glasses and a bottle of wine before she could respond.

      “What’s this?” Mina asked.

      “Celebration,” Toni said with a smile and a wink. “For you.”

      “Celebrating what?”

      “You.”

      The waiter uncorked the bottle and presented the cork to Toni to sniff, then offered it to Mina. She waited until both glasses were poured by the waiter and he left.

      “I’m doing fine,” Mina said. “Thank you, Toni.”

      “That makes me so happy.” He raised his glass. “To you and I, my dear. And the past. I’ve missed you so. Your voice is exquisite, but it is not as welcoming as the vision of your soul.”

      “Oh Toni, you still talk silly.”

      “Arabesque?” he asked, laughing with her. “True, true.” He stared at his wine glass. “I like to have fun.”

      “You are fun.”

      He raised his glass to that. Then he cocked his head and looked at her curiously. “You remember before, no? Remember what I said right before you left Paris with that gentleman you were with? I can’t remember his name.”

      “It didn’t work out between us.”

      “You told me. But do you remember what I offered you?”

      Yes. She remembered. Toni had offered her a job. She hoped that’s what he was proposing tonight, and that’s why she had spent so long fixing her hair, applying the perfect makeup, and putting on an attractive, but professional, navy-blue dress in her apartment. She had chosen her finest clothes. Even around her neck, she’d added her favorite diamond stud silver necklace. The diamond was tiny, but the chain was her best silver.

      “I sent you my screenplay,” he added. “Did you read it?”

      “For sure.” After all, it had imprinted itself in her dream.

      “What did you think?”

      A black shadow brushed by the window and drew shade over their table. At first, she mistook it for a bird, but then she realized that was impossible in the middle of the night. Toni still stared at her, waiting for her to respond.

      She looked outside and jumped. A black figure in a cape stood like a perched raven with hands tucked in coat pockets and head tilted downward. Although the man gazed down, he wore a mask—the same half-mask that the figure in her dream had worn. He seemed very real, only he stood midair and she could see two buildings through him.

      The waiter returned.

      Mina forced a fake smile at the waiter. Toni glanced at the window a couple of times and then just furrowed his brow. The waiter had placed a salad plate before each of them and a basket of bread. Mina quickly grabbed her fork and stuck it into a carrot. Her hand shook as she brought it to her mouth.

      “Are you all right?” Toni asked.

      “Um-hmm.” Get it together, Mina. Not now.

      “So … what did you think?” he asked again.

      She took a deep breath, squeezed her hand under the table tight, and closed her eyes for a second.

      “Hmm? What’d I think about what?”

      “My musical, Mina? Did you like it?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      She dipped another carrot in the dressing and tasted it. It was sweet and tart—absolutely delicious. She savored every bite.

      “Umm,” she said. “This food is really good.”

      Toni raised his eyebrow, staring impatiently, waiting for her response.

      “Oh, Toni, well … it was different. But yes, it was good. All your stuff is really good.” She swallowed some kale and finally summoned enough courage to glance back at the window. The apparition was gone.

      “It will be the number-one show on Broadway. If you help me. Remember what I offered you before you left? That offer is still good, now on Broadway. What do you say?”

      “Well, well, well. But I haven’t danced in a long time. Not since we lived in Paris.”

      He just smiled.

      “A show on Broadway?” she asked.

      “Si.” He folded his arms.

      Mina swirled more leaves into her salad dressing, enjoying whatever heavenly stuff it was. The food was so good. It was a pleasant distraction from the window.

      Toni looked at her with a warm smile.

      She stabbed some more leaves and crunched on them, patting her chin with her cloth napkin surreptitiously to make sure the dressing remained inside her mouth and not on her lips. She laughed inwardly as he just attacked his plate, seeming not to care about his appearance or the food. It was cute.

      “Why Mozart?” she asked.

      “Che?” he replied with his mouth full.

      “Why Mozart, Toni? I don’t get it. I never did.”

      “I love Mozart.”

      “I do too. But why did you stick him in a play about clowns?”

      “The play is an adaptation of Don Juan.”

      “I know.”

      “Don Juan was in Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni,” he said matter-of-factly, shrugging. Then he chuckled. “So why not have Mozart in my clown musical about Don Juan?”

      “It’s theft, for one thing.”

      “It’s not theft.” Toni threw his fork down, laughing. He pointed at her. “Only you’d say that. Mozart didn’t end his opera with a clown atop a pedestal.”

      He has a point there. “But you used his work to conclude yours. His conclusion. His music. His art.”

      “All art is theft, Mina. The best is what you steal from life.” He picked up the fork and pointed it at her. “Anyway, it was the perfect finale.”

      “A clown falling to his death, singing Don Giovanni?”

      “No, a harlequin taking off a clown mask, singing a eulogy before death. Remember the end of Act II of Don Giovanni? Don Giovanni faces a statue for the sins of his past. Yeah? The play, which is largely a comedy, becomes a masterful statement of life and death. Don Giovanni refuses to repent for all the sexual conquests of his life. He is threatened by the statue and told he will go to hell if he does not repent, but he ignores the warning. That would be against his nature. He is a libertine, no? More so, he is human. And so he falls. In so doing, Mozart takes light opera and turns it into a piece of pure genius. That is art that touches God.”

      “And what does that have to do with your play?”

      “It, it, it …” He stared pensively outside at the view for a moment and then took a deep breath, turning and looking into her eyes.

      She had always loved his eyes. They were hazel and almond shaped, under bushy but well-groomed brows.

      He smiled. “It’s a show of sensuality. A dance with a clown and ballerinas on stage. It’s, of course, absurd, as the clowns are dressed in white baggy pants and in clown face. Ridicolo. But that draws you to watch. Why do lovely clowns dance around the Harlequin? And, of course, all dance is sex.”

      She raised her brow at that.

      “By the end of my play, the clown sits atop a pedestal and tempts a fall. That temptation excites everyone. That is life. Death at any moment. It draws them to look and listen to me.”

      “Which you love,” she interjected with a chuckle.

      “Which allows the Harlequin to sing. But, it … it, it is not only the end of Don Giovanni; it is a harlequin singing Don Giovanni. A clown close to you and me. Not just a libertine, a clown. A mask. Us.”

      “Do you two know what you’d like this evening?”

      Toni jerked in his chair and turned to the waiter standing beside the table. He had been so engrossed in explaining his play that the man had surprised him.

      “We have a special dish tonight. Crab-stuffed shrimp with a pepper sauce. Absolutely delicious.”

      “La bistecca alla fiorentina, please,” Toni said in his exquisite Italian accent. “I’d like that. How about you, Mina?” he asked with a wink. “Do you remember our evening in Naples?”

      “Oh, Toni,” she said, laughing. Then she leaned forward. “How do you remember that?” She turned to the waiter. “I’ll have your Florentine steak too. And …” She searched the menu some more and pointed at a side dish. “With this side. The mac and cheese.”

      “Excellent choice,” the waiter said.

      For a flash, she caught him wrinkling his nose. It didn’t seem like the macaroni and cheese was an excellent choice to him at all.

      “The food here is fabulous,” Mina said, enjoying her salad.

      “Si.”

      Mina smiled at Toni’s dismissal.

      He had another taste and put his fork down again. “A human falls, no? Literally, Mina, the clown dies. The symbolism becomes direct metaphor. We live, we love, we die.”

      “On Broadway?”

      “Of course.” He nodded. “On Broadway. The threat of the Harlequin’s fall clinches it. It’s why people will come. They’re going to wait for the platform to sway or for a foot to slip. The rest, the depth, nobody cares. I brought the fun of the Big Top under the sway of Mozart. And what better composer to showcase such a feat of brilliance. Those around him said Mozart laughed like a clown.” And then, indeed, Toni laughed just like a clown. He struck his chest with his hand and acted with silly bravado, like the performer in her dream. “Ridicolo. Divertente! Mozart e Antonio Vollini!” Then he burst into laughter.

      “You’re so conceited.” Mina laughed while dabbing her mouth with her napkin. “I can’t believe you.”

      He just nodded.

      “It’s adorable.” She touched his hand.

      “Food is food. A face is a face. You can do what you will to hide it, Mina, but ultimately you are what you are underneath. God gave us purity. It is what we choose to cover it that leads to our fall.”

      He grabbed some bread, pushed it into his mouth, and said, “Mina, tell me, I thought you said on the phone that you were dancing at the university? What do you mean you haven’t danced in a long time?”

      Uh-oh. “I’m modeling. Not dancing.”

      “I see.”

      She touched his hand again. “I’d be honored to dance in your play. If you want me to. Crazy or not, it’s your play. I warn you, I haven’t danced in years. But I’ve always loved your work.”

      “With clowns?” he asked, looking down at her hand with a playful grin.

      “Yes. Clowns, Toni.”

      She sighed and forced a look out the window again. It was just a gorgeous view of skyscrapers and twinkling lights. Her heart quickened, but not out of fear this time. She was going to get a job tonight. She knew it! That’s why she had gotten all dressed up. She had been excited to see her friend, but the prospect of working on a play on Broadway excited her so much more.

      She shook her head and turned back to him. He wasn’t eating. He seemed to be watching her.

      “A clown singing Don Giovanni,” she said, shaking her head. “Why not? The Big Top and Mozart? On Broadway.”

      “We’re ar-tists,” he said. “You sing. You dance. You paint. Hell, you know more about classical music than I do. You know Bach provided foundation, Mozart colored it, and Beethoven hammered it in. Their best works touch God.”

      “And you think your art touches God, Toni?”

      “I know it does. This will be like the mac ’n cheese you ordered with our Florentine steak. In this restaurant. Food is food, Mina. That is my play.”

      She paused in thought and then nodded. “So you’re throwing mac ’n cheese all over Broadway?”

      “Esattamente,” he said with a chuckle, holding his arms wide open again. “You got it. I knew, of all people, you would.”

      “No, Toni, I don’t.” She furrowed her brow and shook her head. “I don’t get it. I really don’t understand it at all.”

      “I think you do.” He turned stern, leaning back in his seat, and folded his arms again. “And it will be the number-one show on Broadway … if you help me.”

      “How can I help you?”

      “I want you to be in my play. Can you? What modeling job are you doing? What agency are you using?”

      “I’m a model for art students.”

      He nodded.

      “A nude model, Toni.”

      He furrowed his brow, put his fork down on the plate, and turned to the window. He looked uncomfortably somber for a moment. She had never mentioned it to him on the phone.

      “Why me?” she asked. “You need another ballet dancer in the ensemble?”

      “Hmm? No. I don’t want you in the ensemble. Mina, I told you many years ago, at the institute, what I thought of you. Your face. The way you smile. You have a glow. It’s in your blood. You know your great-ancestor, Christine Daaé, was a famous performer in the Palais Garnier. You’re a talented dancer … but dancing is not what I want from my Mina Daaé.”

      “What do you want then?”

      “Your voice. You have the voice of an angel. A voice that touches God.”

      She nodded thoughtfully again. “I haven’t sung in a long time, certainly not Mozart. I’m probably more rusty at singing than dancing, even.”

      “But you did in school. You know the opera. You were in Don Giovanni. I would like you to help with my show. So how ’bout it? Do you want to be in my mac and cheese play on Broadway?”

      “I said I did. Of course. What will I be singing?”

      “Don Giovanni, of course.” He gestured with wide-open arms. “You’re to have the starring role as the Harlequin.” He smirked. Then after a moment, he laughed more heartily than ever.

      She dropped her fork and it clanged on the fine china. A few people from other tables turned. Then she heard herself gasp and felt her face flush and her eyes bulge.

      Of course, Toni didn’t lose his smile. He laughed harder than ever.

      “Is this a joke?”

      “No, I’m quite serious. You’re a star, Mina. I’ve always known it. Now that it’s my play, I consider myself lucky to be the one debuting you.” He reached for her hand, but she pushed it away.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought the Harlequin was a man’s role?” she said, staring at the table. “I read it. He has women accusing him of being a libertine. A Don Juan.”

      “I’ve changed that. Now they’re men accusing you. And women too.”

      “You’re absolutely crazy, you know that?”

      “Si.” And he took a deep breath. “Mina, I know your voice and I’ve seen you dance. It’s my play and my choice. But I also know you’re the only one crazy enough to refuse. So—I ask you again and, truly, as your good friend, I urge that you say yes to me—this is the chance of a lifetime, and I can’t offer it to you again. Will you perform as the Harlequin in my play? You will be my main character. The Harlequin. On Broadway. We open in three months. Do you accept?”

      “For sure,” she said, throwing her long hair back.

      Then it became oddly quiet. Too quiet.

      He lost his smile and became strangely contemplative, nodding and turning back to their view—much as he had after she’d told him she was a nude model. She just stared at the flickering candle on the table.

      She had been nervous about what he’d intended for the meeting, but she never would have guessed this. The starring role? She really thought that because he was moving to the States he just wanted to see her again—perhaps become closer to her. And maybe he’d offer her a bit part that would make her some money. And she would have been happy with that. But this, this was different. The starring role?

      She risked a gaze out the window again with him. It was still just the lovely Manhattan skyline. But when she saw how high up they were, she didn’t want to look there either.

      “Isn’t it an insult for a woman to play a clown?”

      “Che?” he asked, furrowing his brow. “No, no, no. Do not think that. I told you that the head clown can be either male or female. The clown covers who she truly is. Not a fool. A mask. With you, a woman. But you of all people—Mina, if you perform it, I will never disrespect you. Not you, my jewel. Of course, you are to be a female Don Juan. A female lost in lust. You are fallible and you shall fall, just as my man did in Paris. But as for you being a clown, I would never dare cover your face. I shall be discreet. For why would I foolishly cover such beauty?”

      “Oh, stop.” She laughed.

      “Mina, you will be dressed like a Pierrot, but I will barely cover you. I will not disrespect you. Everyone in my play is a clown.” He pointed to people at the other tables. “Because … after all, every single one of us is.”

      “But I don’t care for heights.”

      “But you will soar, my dear.”

      After sipping some red wine, she said, “Mind telling me why me?”

      “I already have. Your voice touches God. We shall receive ovations from heaven!” He drank some wine, laughing, but then became stern. He lifted a finger, just like he had atop the pedestal in her dream, reached back into his blazer on the seat, and took out a single red rose. He handed the flower to her. “Mina, my jewel, you shall steal the sound and sight of angels and bring them down to Broadway for every clown to see and hear.”
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      Mina didn’t like her job. She wasn’t ashamed of nude modeling per se; she was more ashamed that her ambitions in dance and theater ended in modeling. That’s why she had felt ashamed when she told her former instructor, Toni, about it. It seemed like her life was a dead end — until last night at dinner with him.

      Nude modeling was the most lucrative job she could find. It paid well, and soon the students, even the new ones, didn’t seem to pay any more attention to her than they would a mannequin. Her boss—a very nice, short, Asian woman with small, thick glasses named Ms. Kuni—was one of the sweetest ladies she had ever known. Ms. Kuni was sensitive, unlike her instructor a year before. On her first job, the teacher embarrassed the hell out of her by walking up close, touching her boobs with a stick, and gliding it along her ribs down to her ass. Ms. Kuni never disrespected her.

      The worst part of her job now was not embarrassment; it was physical demand. She had to remain in the same position, like a statue, for fifteen, even thirty minutes at a time.

      Today, on a very hot summer morning as the students settled down with their paints, Mina stood beside her stool, holding her long black hair back behind her head and looking straight out in no particular direction. Ms. Kuni liked this position because it accentuated Mina’s firm
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