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For my friend Rose,
who came to Elba and fell in love



“What’s past is prologue.”
—The Tempest
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Chapter One
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JULY 13, 2019

Water sliced past the boat in a froth of deep blue and grey, the kind of froth that made you think about pollutants. Off in the distance, the island of Elba was a dim green mound.

Elba isn’t known for much. It produces a perfume called Acqua dell’Elba that smells of white flowers and the sea. It’s regularly visited by yachts the size of the Titanic. But mostly, it’s the island where Napoleon was exiled with a throwaway title, Emperor of Elba.

Lizzie Rose Delford was headed to Elba because of Napoleon’s whining comment, Able was I, ere I saw Elba.

It had a dark humor that worked for Lizzie. A stupid little sentence, although the English professor in her noted that “Able was I” was an aphorism and a factoid, as well as a palindrome. Symmetrical, beautiful, and meaningful in its own dark way. To Lizzie: perfect.

Not that any woman with Stage Three cancer could call herself “able.”

An arm abruptly wrapped around her shoulders. “Rohan sent me up to see if we’re about to capsize.”

The boat was pitching in a strong wind. Lizzie rubbed her head against Grey’s chest. “We’re fine.”

“Is that Elba?”

Lizzie nodded. “Should Rohan know? Would he want to come up?”

“No. He’s down in the cabin pretending to be nauseated so he can do the Times crossword in peace.” Grey drew her closer, tucked her into the crook of his arm. “Remember that time when we almost capsized on the way to Lesvos?”

Lizzie leaned against him, loving the lean strength of his body and the Georgia drawl he’d never managed to get rid of, though he complained that there was nothing more out of place than a southern man living in L.A. “I dreamed about it for years after,” she admitted.

He opened his mouth and shut it. Probably about to tell her, again, that she should confront her demons, before he thought better of it. Screw her demons.

Elba grew larger in a lumpy sort of way, and German tourists standing in the helm took numerous pictures with their cellphones. The water turned clear turquoise closer to the shore, little whitecaps glinting like sparklers.

Stores lined the harbor, and above them, smoky pink and saffron buildings sprawled on rounded hills.

“The town looks so accidental,” Lizzie said, liking the way the houses piled on top of each other and spilled down narrow streets.

“Italians don’t do city planners,” Grey said.

A half hour later, Lizzie humped her suitcase down the narrow metal stairs and got herself out of the belly of their ferry, the Moby-Dick. Once on shore, she stopped.

The pitted cement at her feet was so hot that it seemed to undulate. The air even smelled hot, like brilliant sunlight turned corporeal. Close up, the saffron buildings were cheerfully yellow and orange, and looked even more disordered.

Italians streamed by her, chattering loudly, their tickets littering the ground like confetti. Perhaps they had come over for the day, since they had no luggage.

Someone recognized Rohan. No, a whole group of someones.

He was smiling, likely telling them how much he enjoyed being an Avenger, or an ER doctor, or, since they were middle-aged, lauding the days when he played a feisty kid in a well-meaning gang, he and his buddies roaming around, airing their tats, and accidentally doing good deeds.

Lizzie had watched a few episodes three years ago, after Grey told her he’d met Rohan.

Not, I met a famous actor, or one of People’s most beautiful people, but: “I met a man named Rohan.” That was enough to get her to watch a couple of Marvel movies, a lot of Diagnosis: Unknown, and a bit of In the Hood.

Grey was striding toward her, brown satchel over one shoulder. It looked like the same satchel he’d had when they wandered around Europe before she went to grad school.

“A coven of fans,” he said unnecessarily.

“You can’t fall in love with Rohan Das and expect to avoid his fans,” Lizzie pointed out.

“I could have fallen in love with an unsuccessful actor.”

“True. All those gorgeous failures in L.A. to choose from, and you somehow decided on the ‘most beautiful.’ ”

“Don’t bring it up,” Grey said, elbowing her. “He really thought he might get the cover this year.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Lizzie said, sitting down on her suitcase.

“He’s not bad for a Hollywood type.”

“I like him,” Lizzie said. “I really do.”

Grey reached over and tousled her hair. “I really like your curls.”

“Here he comes,” Lizzie said.

Rohan was striding down the cement toward them. Narrow-hipped and broad-shouldered, he looked taller as a Marvel hero than he did in real life. In the Italian sunshine, his skin was a shade darker and warmer than the tea-dyed linen he wore. Grey turned and they watched together as Rohan slipped on sunglasses, jacket slung over one shoulder.

“Why no luggage?” Lizzie asked.

“His assistant sent his stuff to the hotel last week.”

Lizzie tried and failed to imagine having so many clothes that she could mail them ahead. “He’s even more handsome than the billboard.”

“Weird, right?” Grey said, one side of his mouth quirking up.

She got it. Whenever she caught sight of Rohan’s underwear ad in Times Square—a gorgeous forty-year-old sprawled on a couch in boxers—she had to wrestle with the fact that he was a real person, let alone that she knew him, and was going on vacation with him.

“Because he’s a regular guy?” she asked.

“Because he’s mine,” Grey said. His happiness was usually unspoken, so Lizzie stood up and kissed his cheek.

“What’s that for?” he asked, squinting at her.

“A salute to certainty, which isn’t your forte, you have to admit.”

Once Rohan joined them, two men appeared out of nowhere, picked up Lizzie’s suitcase, and drove them halfway around the island to a village made up of a few hotels and a handful of houses. Their hotel was low and white, with lavender shutters closed against the sun.

The hotel manager rushed to meet them, not to ask for passports and credit cards, but to offer prosecco in a shady courtyard. They sat down under a huge oak tree, at a table that had faded from violet to a gentler hue.

Lizzie couldn’t stop grinning. The hotel was way above her pay grade, but Grey had asked her to join them with the excuse that Rohan had wrangled his first deal as director—a new film version of Romeo and Juliet—and she was a Shakespeare professor. Time was, Lizzie might have been affronted by such obvious charity.

She thought about it. No, she’d still have taken the vacation, but she would have insisted on Paris instead of Elba.

After they were escorted to their rooms—whitewashed walls, lavender windowsills, fresh flowers—Lizzie had a shower and unpacked, pulling on a short raspberry-colored linen dress that almost felt equal to the hotel before she went back to the courtyard.

Grey and Rohan were there already. Rohan had a copy of Romeo and Juliet tucked in the fold of the Times. “I’ve always wanted to direct Shakespeare,” he told her. “I plan to make Romeo relevant, you know? I played Mercutio in high school and most of the cast didn’t get it. I knew right then that someday I would make the play everything it could be.”

When they were together, Lizzie tended to forget that Rohan was a movie star. He never flaunted it. But when he focused his attention on her, the contours of his face came into focus and she found herself nodding every time he paused.

“Roh’s not just directing,” Grey said, squinting across at Lizzie. “He’s writing a new script.”

“I have to, don’t I, to make it relevant,” Rohan said. “No offense, Lizzie.” He flipped the book over on the table and spread his hand on top, as if he was pinning it to the wood. “Great writer, but this language doesn’t work. Grey thinks I might have trouble writing the script.”

“There’s an art to writing,” Grey said.

That was the weary response he gave to random readers who told him that they too planned to write a bestseller, just as soon as they had time.

“I sleep with a bestselling author,” Rohan pointed out, grinning. “I’ve got a leg up on those poor sods at your book signings.”

“Sleeping with Hitchcock wouldn’t make me a better horror writer,” Grey retorted, but he reached out and squeezed Rohan’s knee.

“There’s your next plot,” Lizzie said, feeling third-wheel-ish. “The ghost of Hitchcock seduces would-be screenwriters and improves their scripts while they sleep.”

“My point is that I have Grey to help,” Rohan said. “And I have you, Lizzie, a real Shakespeare professor. I’ve been jonesing for this project my whole life. It’s my chance to sink my teeth into something deep, with substance.”

“Have you read any other Shakespeare plays?” Lizzie inquired.

“Sure. I was actually taking an elocution class, working on Othello, when O.J. started driving down that highway in L.A. My teacher loved it.”

Loved it?

“I haven’t had time to reread Othello since, but the play stuck with me. Iago came along, a sweet-talking white guy, and drove Othello crazy, talked him into killing his wife.”

“You remember the play as being about Iago?”

“Yeah. He made Othello do it. He drove him crazy.”

As Lizzie saw it, every Shakespeare play was like a kaleidoscope: You could shake it and come out with an entirely different script every time. “How about if we discuss Romeo and Juliet after you finish rereading it?”

Rohan nodded. “I just have to take a call from my agent.”

“Don’t be too long,” Grey said, bumping Rohan’s shoulder with his own. Not a kiss, because they were in public, but still sweet, she decided, watching Rohan’s face ease.

“I’ve figured out this hotel,” she told Grey in the early evening, as they waited for Rohan to stop talking to strangers. “Yacht people empty out here.” They were seated in the parlor, which was frescoed up the wazoo and dotted with clusters of low sofas and bronze statues of lean ancient Etruscans.

Grey looked around, owlish and disinterested. “There does seem to be a preponderance of good bloodlines here. Likely the effect of generations of powerful men marrying the most beautiful women they could find.”

“I count four teenagers and not one has acne,” Lizzie said. “Let alone lumpy hips and a hangdog look.”

Grey shrugged. “Acne wasn’t my biggest problem growing up. I don’t remember you breaking out.”

“I must have a drop of yacht blood in me.” Since she had no idea who her father was—neither had her mother—she had always felt free to speculate about her ancestry.

“The hotel made a lot of promises about Roh having room to breathe, and people not bothering him,” Grey said.

Rohan returned with the news that he’d run into an old friend. “We were at school together when I was a kid, in Bournemouth. Her name’s Ruby. And get this, she’s a makeup artist now.”

Lizzie looked over. A pretty woman with twisted curls and a pointed chin waved, so she waved back. “Film or fashion?”

“Normally films, but she’s working on a yacht right now,” Rohan said, jerking his head at a corner crammed with more beautiful people than the Oscars. He picked up the acqua frizzante that Grey had ordered for him. “Cheers.”

“How’d you do with Romeo and Juliet this afternoon?” Lizzie asked.

“I didn’t get to it,” Rohan said. “I was trapped for hours trying to sort out the bloody script for my next Marvel movie. I’ll be damned if Captain Britain has to kiss Captain America’s ass again. They’re promising to give me my own arc.”

“Didn’t you tell me that Marvel could kiss your ass?” The waiter had brought them a plate of hors d’oeuvres: olives, tiny pizzas, and curls of prosciutto balanced on melon medallions. Lizzie picked up a pizza that smelled like fresh rosemary.

“Yeah.” Rohan downed his sparkling water. “I had to give in to get Romeo. Loads of CGI, boring as hell, six months on set, but worth it because after that, I’ll finally be doing a project that could make a difference. They wouldn’t give me a go-ahead on Romeo unless I committed to the Avengers.”

“I still have nightmares about failing the Hamlet quiz sophomore year,” Grey said. He had eaten through a pile of olives, putting the pits neatly to the side, and was starting on the pizzas.

“I’m not worried about understanding the language. The play is in my bones. I know all about men,” Rohan said, “and that’s what interested Shakespeare, obviously. How’s your room, Lizzie?”

“Marvelous,” she said, snatching a pizza before Grey could finish them.

“The hotel has a private beach,” Rohan said, eyes happy. “I’m going to do yoga every morning, early. Be alone, in a way I haven’t been in years. Spend the rest of the day writing the screenplay I’ve dreamed of doing my whole life.”

“Sounds like bliss,” Grey said, irony leaking into his voice.

Rohan squinted at him. “Mind the negativity. Stop worrying about me. I can see the screenplay in my head.” He sprang to his feet. “I’m not hungry. You guys eat. I’m going for a run on the beach.”

They watched him leave, stopping to exchange greetings with yet another yachtful.

“What did he mean that he knows men?” Lizzie said. “Is his Romeo gay?”

“You think I got him to bring you because I want you to come with us on vacation,” Grey said. “That wasn’t it. This production might be a phenomenal failure. Marvel ventures into Shakespeare: A disaster couldn’t get more public, right?”

Lizzie eyed him. “You need to up your supportive spouse game.”

“I’m not his spouse. And you know how I feel about people who think that writing is an easy gig.”

“Is Marvel making him set the production in outer space?”

Grey shook his head. “Stan Lee, Marvel’s overlord, loved Romeo. One of the last things he did before he died was adapt the play into a graphic novel. They’re proposing Roh’s version as a tribute to Stan. Which doesn’t mean that the critics won’t savage it, even without CGI and spandex.”

“Probably more so,” Lizzie agreed.

“How are you feeling?” Grey asked.

“Fine,” Lizzie said. “How’s the new book coming along? We haven’t talked in ages.”

“Are you really fine?” Grey frowned at her, managing to look like Gregory Peck’s Atticus, in the trial scene. Big question to him, in other words.

Not a question she wanted to delve into.

“Yes,” she said. “Book?”

“It’s going. Remember when we moved into that first apartment in New Haven, and I wrote all day long?”

“Stained carpet,” Lizzie said, wrinkling her nose. “We didn’t have any furniture.”

“Not to mention the murder next door. But what I mean is that back then my mind was boiling with ideas. I could scarcely breathe because so many plots wanted to be written.”

“I mostly remember trying to fit in with Ivy Leaguers, while you only wanted to talk about the fungus in the bathroom.”

“Fungus got me my first contract. Horror is all about the little stuff. This book isn’t boiling out of me, the way they used to.”

“Maybe you should set a novel on a yacht.” Lizzie waved her hand. “You’re always writing about normal people; how about terrifying the one percent for a change?”

“On the plane, I got the idea that I could do something with mold spores,” he said. “But it isn’t working.”

The waiter went by, so Lizzie asked for more pizza.

“Returning to the question of spouses,” she said, putting her elbow on the table and propping her chin on her hand. “Are you two going to get married one of these days? Big Hollywood wedding with helicopters overhead?”

Grey shook his head.

“Why not? You’ve lived together for, what, two years now?”

“As his friend, the bestselling author, who is supposedly writing a script.”

“That’s kind of shitty,” Lizzie said, trying to keep indignation out of her voice.

“It’s not Roh. He wants to marry me, come out, the whole thing. He’s sick of being a superhero, and he wants to be an artist.”

“And love publicly,” Lizzie said, nodding. She chose her words carefully. “So you’re the one saying no to that, why?”

“He’s not looking ahead. His career will die. Captain Britain can’t be gay. No more jobs, no more People, no more underwear ads, that’s for damn sure.”

Exhaustion was making the skin around Lizzie’s eyes feel tight. She couldn’t ask, Isn’t that up to Rohan to decide? She liked Rohan, liked him even more knowing that he wanted to marry her best friend.

“Roh is dramatic and emotional, and I’m not,” Grey said, answering the question she didn’t ask. “You and I, we run away from the tough stuff. Roh falls into it. No, he runs toward it.”

“Runs toward emotion?” Lizzie had no idea what Grey was talking about, maybe because she was so tired.

“He’s eager. Permeable. He’s—and this is ridiculous—he lets himself be unknowing. Over and over.”

Lizzie couldn’t make head or tail of that.

“Innocent,” Grey said. “Choosing Romeo and Juliet, for Christ’s sake. I’m terrified for him, but he isn’t. He’s excited.”

“You’re a worrier,” Lizzie said. “Maybe not worrying is the actor thing?”

He shook his head. “I’ve met lots of them in the last few years. They’re a hardened breed, overall. Rohan is . . . I’m lucky to love Roh. But marriage is a big step.” He was on his feet. “I want to have dinner in my room.”

She didn’t believe that, but old friends should accept obvious fibs.

“I’ll order some pasta and have it sent to your room too.”

“What kind?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Something simple that you’ll like. I’m sure it’s all good here.”

They walked up the stairs together as if they were going to the same room, but she turned at the end of the hall and opened the door to her own. A lovely pool of silence greeted her. After a shower, she sat in her pajamas on the balcony, overlooking the Mediterranean. Room service had brought her pasta with a sauce apparently made from a lemon and a sprig of rosemary, which managed to be incredible.

She found herself asking unanswerable questions rather than avoiding them.

How did she feel?

She felt curious.

Were there ever dinosaurs on Elba? Had they looked up at the stars, or out at the darkening sea?

At breakfast the next day, Rohan informed them that he had done yoga on the beach at dawn. “You should join me tomorrow morning,” he told Lizzie, having long ago decided Grey was a lost cause.

“Do you see the horror in my eyes?” she demanded.

He peered at her. “No.”

“I have a free pass from exercise,” she said patiently. It wasn’t the first time she’d explained this. Cancer would never stop Rohan: He would topple over and die in the tree pose, so her explanation never seemed to sink in.

They talked superheroes over crusty bread and jam made from wild blueberries. Then Grey went back to his writing, Rohan pulled out Romeo and Juliet, and Lizzie took a last slice of bread and wandered down to the public beach, not the hotel’s exclusive patch of sand. The path to the beach was built from weathered boards and lined with lazily commercial stores full of shells painted to look like ferrets, and handbags woven out of seagrass. They weren’t doing much business.

She rented an umbrella that came with a flat sunbed and a chair, which she folded up. She had neighbors, but they carefully circled around her patch when going to swim.

Italians were very polite.

Dogs? Not so much.

The dog that trotted over to greet her had the kind of hair that bristled in some places and lay down in others. She was scruffy and ugly and very fond of licking.

She could have been homeless, a wandering dog, given the way she gave so many kisses and wagged her small bony behind. She put on a good display of ecstasy after being given a bite of Lizzie’s jam toast.

“But homeless dogs,” Lizzie said to her severely, “don’t wear velvet collars with the name Lulu embroidered on them.”

Lulu flopped down and rolled over, showing a scruffy stomach with sagging nipples that had seen better days.

“I’m not a dog person,” Lizzie told her.

Lulu was too busy wagging her tail in the sand to be insulted. Lizzie ended up scratching the dog’s belly, because it seemed the polite thing to do. Later, when the sun moved, Lizzie dragged her bed around to stay under the umbrella. Lulu wanted to be in the shade too, so she crowded Lizzie over, and they went to sleep.

Like that. With Lulu’s back against Lizzie’s stomach, the way that lovers sleep in films. Except that Lulu was moonlighting and presumably belonged to someone else’s umbrella, and Lizzie didn’t do lovers anymore.

Lulu snored, which was par for the course. Lizzie’s previous lovers had always snored. She knew because she couldn’t sleep with someone in her bed, so during those years when she had entertained men, she generally didn’t sleep much. Or at all.

A hangover from foster care.

Not that Lizzie had had an unpleasant experience in foster care, because she hadn’t. She was one of the lucky ones, whose various foster mothers had cared about the job. But she had learned quickly that one’s bed was never really one’s own, because at any moment a fraught social worker might drive up in a battered car with three kids who’d end up in “your” bed, while you moved to the couch.

It was so obvious that Lulu wasn’t someone to worry about that even Lizzie’s absurd subconscious finally accepted it.

An hour after she fell asleep, she woke up with the panicky feeling that she had gotten behind on her meds. Could she have? No. Sometimes just remembering that she had taken the pills helped. Before her nap, she had washed one down with sparkling water.

There was a man sitting between her umbrella and the sea, where the children usually played, reading. Lizzie sat up, spilling Lulu onto the ground.

“Excuse me,” she said, not quietly. “That’s my book.”

“That’s my dog,” he said, looking up. He was as scruffy as Lulu, and his nose had a distinct bend, as if he’d been in a fight. Dark hair tousled in a sandy, windy way. Facial hair. It was short, but still a beard.

Lulu was licking his ear, so she guessed he had a point.

“Romeo and Juliet, huh?”

Lizzie always woke up irritable, even more so since she was on so many meds. Sleep dragged at her cheekbones and made it impossible to smile. “Yeah,” she said flatly. Now he would either reel off a verse or two, or confess that he never understood the Bard. Or that his fourth-grade teacher saved his life.

He quoted from Macbeth.

At least it wasn’t tomorrow and tomorrow and the whole petty pace thing. Now that she didn’t have many tomorrows left, she’d lost all patience for Macbeth’s self-centered response to his wife’s suicide.

“Live you?” he asked with a grin. “Or are you aught that man may question?”

“Questions are out,” she said, pulling her sunglasses back down over her eyes. “Do I look like a witch to you?” Stupid question. “Don’t answer that,” she added. “Are you sitting on my hat?”

“No.” He stopped staring at her and looked around. “Is it a pointy black hat? Didn’t the Macbeth witches wear wild clothing?”

Lizzie was wearing her favorite new bikini: white eyelet embroidered with yellow flowers and crochet trim. The queen of England might consider it wild, but no one else. He must be trying to pick her up. He must be desperate.

She got herself to her feet. So what if she’d paid twenty euros for the umbrella? She could give it up for the pleasure of getting herself away from the amateur Shakespearean reading her book.

She gave him a smile, one without any joy. “I’m so sorry, but I’m going to my hotel now. May I have the play back?”

“Where are you staying?”

Oh, great. This was like those stories about countries where you were pestered to go stay in somebody’s cousin’s hotel, and the only way they could identify you later was by your fillings. “I’m not interested in meeting an Italian man, and I don’t need a recommendation for a hotel,” she told him.

“I live in America most of the year,” he said.

“America is a big place.”

“Do you live in New York?”

“Absolutely not.” It was a lie.

Lulu pranced up to her, an orange straw hat in her mouth. “Bad dog,” Lizzie said, but she couldn’t help laughing. Lulu wagged her tail and danced backward.

Lizzie dropped to her knees, holding out her hand. “Please give me my hat.”

He intervened. “Lulu.”

Lulu looked at him sideways and shook the hat.

“Lulu.”

She pranced over to Lizzie and dropped it at her feet.

“Sweet dog,” Lizzie said, rubbing her ears. “You’re a good dog, aren’t you?”

“Do you ever—”

Lizzie had found that honesty could be devastatingly effective. “Please,” she said, standing up again and letting the smile fall off her face. “I want to be alone.”

He stood up and handed over the play, and didn’t even look sulky, which was a miracle. Or perhaps it meant that he shambled around the beach all the time, getting turned down. He had to be in his forties, after all. He had nice muscular legs, but he was no youngster, like the Italians strutting up and down in their miniature Speedos.

“You should go to Fabrizio’s for lunch,” he said. “It’s the pink one, down that way. Just tell me one thing. Why are you reading Romeo? Isn’t that high school fare?”

“And college. I teach Shakespeare in a university.”

“That’s even less of an answer. A busman’s honeymoon.”

“What?”

“Haven’t you read Dorothy Sayers’s mysteries?”

Lizzie shook her head. Violence was all very well couched in sixteenth-century language, but otherwise—no. She didn’t go anywhere near Grey’s novels, for example.

“A busman’s honeymoon is a phrase from the 1940s referring to a man who drives a bus for honeymooners, so he’s bored to death when it’s his turn. Why Romeo?”

Lizzie shrugged and tugged her hat over her eyes. “I guess I like the smell of petrol and the squawking of honeymooners.”

He nodded and snapped his fingers at Lulu. They wandered off down the beach as Lizzie watched to make sure that he went.

He had a nice ass. Worth watching. He didn’t look back.

Fabrizio’s was painted the faint pink color of the inside of a seashell. It was weather-beaten and old, and no one from a yacht would consider eating there. The dining room smelled like salt and tomato sauce, though the windows were open to sea air and screaming gulls.

A teenage waitress, sullen and pierced, served Lizzie a dish of polenta with wild mushroom sauce. It was crispy and savory, and came with a little pitcher of Elba wine, which looked milky white and bubbled slightly, like flat champagne.

She wasn’t supposed to drink, not with her meds. The Elba wine slid down her throat with guilty pleasure, like a cigarette smoked in a middle school bathroom.

After lunch she waded into the sea. She had made brownies once that tasted as salty as seawater. She had measured salt instead of sugar, and her foster mother had laughed and thrown them out.

After reclaiming her umbrella, she watched children killing jellyfish. The jellyfish were transparent pink, a clearer color than Fabrizio’s walls. The children were scooping them out of the water in little pails and digging holes to bury them.

After a while she couldn’t watch anymore because she started to wonder if jellyfish had central nervous systems. And if they did, what did they experience when they were pulled out of the salty water in which they bobbled and swayed, and found themselves buried in—

It wasn’t a line of thought worth pursuing.

When she woke, the Italian mothers were tidying up their children, screaming at them in cheerful voices. The sun was low over the ocean, a fiery ball surrounded by layers of red and orange. The shadows of umbrellas stretched out like the ghosts of long, lean Etruscans.

She watched as the sun slid down, lower and lower. The change between there and gone was so fast . . . a slow dip and then a plunge.

Back in the hotel, Rohan was in the courtyard, but he didn’t want to talk about Shakespeare.

“I still haven’t got past the first act.” He was wearing such dark glasses that she couldn’t see his eyes. “I need to ease into it.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t remember that Romeo was such a dunce. I want the film to be about manhood, and Romeo prances over the stage whining about being in love.”

That was true.

“I often teach it as comedy,” Lizzie offered. “At least until the end when the tomb gets crowded. From that point of view, it’s very modern. The Coen brothers would love it.”

Rohan frowned at her. “Are you saying I should get RuPaul to play Romeo? Oh me, what fray was here! I’m being backed by Marvel, aka Disney, so I’m seeing some problems with a drag queen playing the hero.”

“It would be fun,” Lizzie said, starting to get into it. “The first scene could be hysterical. All the swords and blood—and Romeo wants to have lunch?”

“Yeah, he’s hungry. And then he throws himself on the ground. At least, I think that’s what he does. He clearly doesn’t give a damn about Rosaline rejecting him. He doesn’t really want her. No testosterone.”

“He’s very young.”

“I told Marvel that Romeo was at the heart of the modern male consciousness—and I didn’t mean queer preteen consciousness.”

Lizzie grinned and patted Rohan on the shoulder. “You could switch to the Public Theater in New York. They staged Constable Elbow from Measure for Measure in a diaper. They won’t care what you do.”

He looked at her incredulously. “This is a film, Lizzie. A major film.” He dropped the play on the ground. “I’m thinking of setting it in an American public school, maybe in Minnesota. The important thing is that Romeo has all these dudes around him, his wingmen.”

“Rival gangs have been done. West Side Story.”

“I can’t go anywhere near gangs, or all I’ll hear about is what a wanking terrible actor I was at fifteen. No, my Romeo is about men who are friends, real friends, who’d die for each other. I’ll put race in there too, make Romeo Indian and Mercutio white.”

“Interesting,” Lizzie said, pulling on her hat and thinking that his characters sounded like Rohan and Grey, not Romeo and Mercutio. “You’re going to have to cut a lot of the play. Where does Juliet fit in?”

“Obviously I have to write some extra scenes,” Rohan said, narrowing his eyes. “It won’t be too hard because I can see what this play needs.”

Jesus.

Time to go.




Chapter Two
[image: Illustration]

The next day, Lizzie rented an umbrella in sight of the seashore and the children’s jellyfish massacres. She paid for a month, and then pulled out Romeo.

If Rohan turned the play into a celebration of dudes, what would happen to the balcony scene? She got up to fold away the extra chair and tilt the umbrella just so. Reluctantly, she returned to the sunbed and opened the play again.

What was a Minnesota teenager like, anyway? As opposed to one from the Bronx?

She put the book down and adjusted her sunglasses. The two kids closest to her umbrella were building something with rocks and sand. Their mother was sprawled in a seat, talking on her cellphone. Her hair was streaked the color of . . .

The weathered seat of an outdoor toilet.

That Norwegian goat cheese that smelled terrible.

The cork top of her old desk.

Not bad. She was out of practice. She used to do metaphor trios all the time, back when life was long, and she was going to write a novel.

Not true.

She found it remarkably easy to be honest to other people, which probably explained why she didn’t have a special someone. That didn’t mean that she was honest with herself.

She had never really meant to write a novel. She had planned to write a book about her childhood. A memoir, brisker and funnier than Mommie Dearest, not that she’d ever read it.

Some book that would be. Around three pages, since she could scarcely remember her mother, and she had no harrowing stories from foster care. Her water bottle was baking in the sun, and it scattered sand all over her medicine bag when she picked it up.

She snapped the play open, skimmed scene two. One problem was that there wasn’t anyone evil in Romeo and Juliet, ready to take out Manhattan, a baddie like Voldemort. The three witches in Macbeth were theatrical gold, with the way they babbled about killing swine and tormenting sailors. Even when they awkwardly circled a pot, hand in hand.

How hokey was that? If only evil could always be visible. You could fight it then. You could do something about it. If only evil wore wild clothing and spoke in rhymes.

The worst evil snuck up, like a nasty compliment. It didn’t announce itself the way Voldemort did, with shining signs filling the sky at night. You can’t pretend to be good when your face is pasted on the back of someone else’s body. Or if your only friend is a big snake.

Evil snuck into your blood at night, hiding, showing up under a microscope.

Of course, death was everywhere in Romeo and Juliet. The tomb was crammed with young dead people at the end. Death—

Lulu was on top of her, scrabbling up and licking her ear before Lizzie knew what was happening. Lizzie shoved her hard, and Lulu flopped backward off the sunbed onto the sand, still wiggling, and had to be scooped back up in a burst of regret after Lizzie took a quick look around and confirmed that Lulu was on her own.

“I’m sorry,” she said, pulling Lulu’s furry body back up next to hers. “I didn’t know it was you. I didn’t mean to throw you off.”

Lulu lay down and panted. She was too hot, the poor dog. She should be at home, in one of those deeply shadowed Italian houses, built with walls so thick that heat never intruded. That man should be giving a damn about her.

“If you were mine, we’d be in the air-conditioning right now,” Lizzie told her.

Lulu panted some more and wagged her tail. It wasn’t much of a tail. Some of the hair on one side was missing. Lizzie picked it up for a closer look. “What happened to you, Lucy-Lu?” she asked. “It looks as if a rabid cat munched on you for breakfast.” That wasn’t a very good one. “Like a child came along and stripped your bark like a beech tree.” The jellyfish killers must be getting to her. “Like . . .”

Of course, children were cruel. Her foster mothers had been nice, but the kids at school always knew. She would have had to relive middle school in order to write a memoir.

Embrace the suck, cancer patients say to each other. The upside of her diagnosis? Not thinking about eighth grade, ever again.

They managed to stay relatively cool for another hour. When Lulu panted hard, Lizzie poured water over her head. She put Shakespeare to the side and started reading a book about Georgian courtesans.

“I would have made a terrible courtesan,” she told Lulu a while later. Lulu opened one eye. “I am very hardheaded when it comes to money, and these women seem to live for the moment. Plus . . . all those penises.”

Lulu looked bored.

So far the book hadn’t answered the questions she’d wanted to ask. One had to suppose that a courtesan didn’t have the right to get a headache, as it were. But her period? What about that? Maybe men back in the 1800s were less squeamish than they are now.

She adjusted her hat so that it cast an orange glow over the pages and spared a moment for her first boyfriend, Jake, who’d been fussy when it came to bodily fluids. Sweet, but fussy.

She was still thinking about Jake, and whether it would be fair to blame her imperfect relationships on him (answer: no), when a shadow fell over her legs.

Lulu’s owner brought a towel this time and threw himself down at Lizzie’s feet as if they were old friends. Lulu went into transports of ecstasy, leaping off the sunbed, wagging her whole body.

“Ciao,” he said, twisting away from Lulu’s mouthy kisses enough to speak.

He was looking at her and smiling, so Lizzie said “Ciao” back. He was obviously not from the yachting contingent, which was a point in his favor. His hair was black with silver streaks, but his brows were still black. Most of the men in the hotel had hair that was resolutely dark, no matter their age.

“How’s Romeo coming along?”

“Boring as a busman’s honeymoon,” she confessed.

“Why are you reading it, then? I can lend you a Terry Pratchett.”

He liked satirical British fantasy? Another point in his favor.

“A friend of mine is directing a film version of Romeo. I’ve never read it with an actual performance in mind, let alone a movie.”

“Are they doing it in iambic pentameter?” He looked vaguely alarmed. “I failed that test.”

“Your professor made you accent a speech?” She only hammered on iambic pentameter if she disliked a class. Mostly, her students were lovable. Mostly.

“No, it was scuola media. Middle school to you.” He shivered. “Interrogazione, otherwise known as ritual humiliation. Stand up next to your desk and read Shakespeare in iambic pentameter until you miss an accented syllable. We’d all been taking English for years, but no one could understand a word we were reading.”

“Sounds tough.”

“When you messed up, Mr. Baldini would hoot with laughter and make everyone clap for the dunce.”

“Brutal,” Lizzie said, impressed. “My students think that I’m being mean if I call on them.”

“Americans like to complain. I have a restaurant, so I see it all the time.”

“Aren’t they allowed to offer an opinion about your cooking?” Lizzie asked, feeling defensive. It was sometimes hard to defend her countrymen, but she always did it, even if she had to fib.

“They think I’m mean because I won’t give them exactly what they want.”

“French fries? Hamburgers? What kind of food—” She broke off because that was a stupid question.

“Italian,” he said, not bothered. “We love French fries; we just shape them differently. But I serve one dish every night with no substitutions.”

Lizzie thought that over. “What about vegetarians?”

“I do vegetarians, nut allergies, and gluten. But I won’t do vegans, and I won’t make French fries on command.”

She thought about pointing out that his restaurant might not thrive under those circs, but he likely didn’t care.

He was flat on the sand now, only his head under the shade of the umbrella. He was wearing long swimming trunks covered with poppies. Lulu jumped back up onto the sunbed. He had his eyes closed, so Lizzie examined his body under the shade of her sun hat. It was a beautiful brown color. For someone who had a beard—albeit clipped short—he wasn’t very hairy.

“My name is Lizzie,” she said, after a while.

“You’re going to love this, English professor,” he said, sounding drowsy. “Dante.”

She did love it. “If I ever had a son, I meant to name him Dante, Prospero, or Lucio.”

He raised his head and peered at her. “Thirty?”

“Thirty-two, but not for long.”

“Even if your birthday is tomorrow, you have time to have Dante, Prospero, and Lucio. Could I persuade you to avoid Dante? No one can spell it in the U.S. It’s a pain in the ass.”

His casual comment felt like a punch in the gut, the kind that sent Lizzie’s mind racing down a familiar path: How could a thirty-year-old have been diagnosed with cancer? How—She pulled her mind away. If two years of cancer treatment had taught her anything, it was that there was no point in comparisons, or grieving for time (and children) she wouldn’t have.

“I won’t have a son named Dante,” she said. She took a swig of water.

He sat up and looked at her. “Something’s wrong.”

He had beautiful eyes. They weren’t unlike Lulu’s, actually. Dark and sweet. Lizzie turned back to her book and read a couple of lines of the play. “Here and there,” she said, not looking up. “A few little things, nothing much.”

“Ah.” He lay down again. “I have a twelve-year-old daughter.”

Did his phrasing imply he didn’t have a wife? He’d better not have a wife, the way he was ambling around the beach being friendly to strange women.

“What’s your daughter’s name?”

“Etta. So are you teaching the director iambic pentameter?”

She shook her head. “The film isn’t going to have tights or long speeches. Last night he was talking about adding scenes he means to write. I thought I was supposed to make sense of the play for him, but apparently he learned everything he needed while playing a stoned Mercutio in high school.”

Dante put his hands behind his head, staring up at her umbrella. Lizzie discreetly ogled his biceps. “I don’t see what there is to make sense of,” he said a while later. “They fall in love, and then they die because they’re teenagers. I hope Etta is never that stupid. I’d rather she was Lady Macbeth, without the homicides.”

“Are all chefs as well read as you?”

“Italian high schools split between science and literature. I took literature because I was already working in a restaurant, and there was less homework to worry about.”

“Desdemona wouldn’t be a bad role model,” Lizzie said. “She was awfully softhearted, though. She loved Othello for the dangers he’d gone through as a soldier and a slave. Pitied him, in fact.”

“Not a good reason to date, let alone marry someone,” Dante said. “I get it, though. I pitied Etta’s mum because she seemed lost, island-hopping, looking for something it turned out I couldn’t give her.”

“Pity is a terrible reason to start a relationship,” Lizzie said, registering his lack of a spouse. She had learned in the last two years that cancer had a golden glitter that drew strangers who radiated sympathy. Her old friends were busy with babies and tenure, and the new ones she’d made in treatment weren’t sustainable. Cancer wasn’t a good glue, or perhaps it attracted people for the wrong reasons.

“It wasn’t much of a relationship; pregnancy kept her with me for nine months, and then she took off.” He stood, shaking off sand. “I’d better get back. I left one of my sous-chefs in charge of the second course, cacciucco. Fish stew that’s trickier than it might be.”

She looked up, brushing curls out of her eyes—white-blond curls, the gift of chemo—and smiled because, willy-nilly, she’d made a friend. “Taking Lulu with you?”

“She knows her way home.” He nodded up the beach. “You should come to dinner. Where are you staying?”

“The Bonaparte.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Fancy.”

“Full of yacht lice.”

His shoulders were broad enough that they blocked the sun and made it hard to see his eyes, but he gave a crack of laughter. “Like gate lice? The people who jump up and try to get on a plane first?”

She nodded, liking the way his laughter came from the belly. “I could come, but I have two friends with me.”

“Three people for Lizzie at eight-thirty. My treat.”

He took off as she was about to ask the name of his restaurant, which likely meant it was called Dante’s. She had tried to wring every bit
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