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INTRODUCTION





You must have chaos within you to give birth to a dancing star.


—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE




CANDACE BEEBE PERT STOOD AT THE DAWN OF THREE REVOLUTIONS: THE WOMEN’S movement, psychopharmacology, and integrative health. A scientific prodigy, she was thirty years ahead of her time, preaching a holistic approach to healthcare and medicine long before yoga hit the mainstream and “wellness” took root in our vernacular. As mother of the mind-body revolution, Candace launched a paradigm shift—but not without a fight.


I read Molecules of Emotion, Candace’s provocative memoir and exposé of the cutthroat scientific establishment, almost twenty years after its 1997 publication, yet still it packed a punch. I marveled that the same woman who’d discovered the opiate receptor in 1972 as a twenty-six-year-old graduate student had also proved the mind-body link and created Peptide T, the underground AIDS drug featured in the film Dallas Buyers Club. As daily headlines announced the opioid crisis’s devastating toll, Candace’s work felt surprisingly relevant, so I devoured her second book, Everything You Need to Know to Feel Go(o)d, and watched her appearances on Larry King Live and Bill Moyers’s Healing and the Mind as well as in the 2004 documentary What the Bleep Do We Know?, which gained a cult following and increased her renown.


Candace’s interdisciplinary insights related neuroscience, pharmacology, immunology, and virology at a time when most scientists and doctors never looked beyond the narrow confines of their specialties. In the early 1980s she demonstrated that, rather than being a control center, the brain works together with the endocrine, immune, and gastrointestinal systems to produce the thoughts and emotions that define our reality. Contrary to most neuropharmacologists at the time, she lobbied for natural solutions, warning that when it comes to prescription drugs, “less is best.” She counseled that our minds could be used to heal our bodies, and vice versa.


Though Candace’s views were seen as radical and went largely unsupported during her tenure as chief of brain biochemistry at the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), a subsidiary of the National Institutes of Health (NIH), her studies formed the basis of the now booming field of embodied cognition. Today, scientists across the globe continue to monitor the interconnections between thoughts and emotions, emphasizing how integral our feelings are to healing. Bessel van der Kolk, a psychiatrist who has spent thirty years studying trauma and has received grants from both the NIMH and the National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH), affirms Candace’s findings that psychology and physiology are intertwined. In his bestselling book The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma, he explains how trauma produces physiological changes such as recalibrating the brain’s alarm system.


Given that one in ten Americans now takes antidepressants and half a million children in the United States are prescribed antipsychotics, van der Kolk echoes Candace when he writes that “the drug revolution that started out with so much promise may in the end have done as much harm as good.” He also posits that psychiatric medications often mask symptoms while leaving the underlying causes of trauma untreated. And, because we now know that the brain has plasticity, as it is wired by experiences rather than genes, van der Kolk instead advocates techniques Candace espoused decades ago, such as meditation, yoga, biofeedback, theater, and eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR), to reprogram our brains at the cellular level.


Likewise, Lisa Feldman Barrett, who is among the top 1 percent of most-cited scientists in the world for her research in psychology and neuroscience, says that Candace’s discoveries are built into the fabric of her work. “So much of what she wrote about are not hypotheses anymore; they’re ground assumptions, assumed to be fact, to the extent that they’re not even attached to her name,” says Barrett, a University Distinguished Professor of Psychology at Northeastern University. “I walk in this woman’s shoes. I stand on her shoulders.” In her 2017 book How Emotions Are Made: The Secret Life of the Brain, Barrett refines Candace’s findings to explain that emotions are not emitted from a specific part of the brain, nor do they have a biological fingerprint. Rather, we construct our emotions spontaneously, becoming “architects of our own experience.” Our experiences are the amalgam of a complex dance between brain and body, which therefore must be studied and treated holistically.


Following Candace’s lead, Barrett notes that stress and trauma may cause the misallocation of energy and resources assigned to various physiological functions, which can lead to anything from chronic pain to heart disease and cancer. Increasingly, scientists also acknowledge that illnesses previously dismissed as mental disorders (e.g., anxiety, depression, and even autism) have roots in the physical, as inflammation results from persistent “misbudgeting.” “New discoveries about the nervous system are dissolving the sacred boundary between what we think of as physical and mental illness,” Barrett reports, confirming Candace’s insights.


However, while Candace focused mainly on chemical communication, Barrett makes a case for wiring. “She was thinking about the brain as a bag of chemicals, but it’s not only a bag of chemicals.… There’s also electrical communication, which is faster and more expensive, and she doesn’t talk about it. It’s not that this is more true, it’s just also true,” Barrett says. “From my perspective, that was an oversight, but I’m saying this in 2022. I wouldn’t expect her to have had the whole picture.”


During Candace’s lifetime, her message often fell on deaf ears, for science is resistant to change and original ideas are slow to take root. As Naomi Oreskes asserts in her 2019 book Why Trust Science?, the field is based on consensus rather than universal truths. When scientists with varying backgrounds and points of view arrive at the same conclusions through observation and analysis, consensus is born. Then, even “absolutes” can change. Ideally, a scientist retains a beginner’s mind throughout her career, remaining open to new data even when they contradict earlier findings. The profession requires that one modifies interpretations, formulates new hypotheses, and tests them. If, however, a researcher becomes mired in certain dogma, she ceases to practice science and begins practicing religion.


Regardless, as the saying goes, “science proceeds one funeral at a time,” and researchers who’ve built their careers defending a worldview often champion their beliefs even in the face of conflicting evidence. Only after they die or their influence wanes do the edicts of a new generation take hold. Candace died before her perspective was fully embraced by the scientific establishment, but she’d pioneered a course of study that did not previously exist. “In neuroscience, biology, pharmacology, and psychology, people are taking mind-body connections very seriously,” Barrett says. “That’s what a scientist’s true legacy is. It’s not just to publish papers; it’s to seed the field so that the next generation of scientists can carry forward ideas and do miraculous things.”


Indeed, Candace was a visionary. What’s more, she was a character in the truest sense of the word, a lightning rod for trouble. She had an obsessive quality that was contagious, and during hundreds of hours of interviews with her family, friends, and colleagues, I’ve found one common thread: no one can let her go.


Initially I set my sights on making a film about her life and approached her widower, Michael Ruff, in 2016 to secure the rights to her memoir. However, because it was published twenty-five years ago and Candace passed away in 2013, I also sought Michael’s help facilitating interviews with associates who might fill in the gaps. How did her story end?


I was eager to know what became of Candace, but the more I researched, the more things didn’t add up. I discovered that, in writing Molecules of Emotion, she had not only presented herself in a flattering light, as memoirists are wont to do, but also twisted the truth. Her existence was more complex than she let on, and her moral compass more compromised. Throughout her life, Candace was besieged by bloodsuckers keen to profit from her brilliance, until she too succumbed to greed.


Yes, Candace was a genius whose breakthroughs shaped history. But while working as a seeker and sage merging science with spirituality, she’d become the ultimate wounded healer, tainted by hubris, consumed by demons, and riddled with regret. I knew that, for science, Candace had ventured to the edge, but how far would she go in the name of healing?















CHAPTER ONE



EUREKA!


“HOLD STILL, YOU FUCKIN’ RAT!”


Candace Pert sat in her underwear on the bathroom floor, her hairy legs crossed and a thin cigarillo dangling from her lips. Her four-year-old son, Evan, and his teenage babysitter, Deborah Stokes, stood rapt as she struggled to inject a squirming rodent. She edged the needle closer, piercing its skin before tossing it back in its cage. Once dressed, she’d call morgues for cadavers before driving to her lab to behead hamsters, gouging out and blending their brains into a frothy soup for study.


“I’d never known anyone like her,” Stokes says. Candace lived for science.


In 1971, she was less than a year into her graduate studies in neuropharmacology at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, where she had the good fortune to train under Solomon Snyder, a dazzling “golden boy” of the medical establishment who was, at age thirty-one, the university’s youngest full professor. As a neuropharmacologist and psychiatrist running the PhD program, Snyder was pursuing exactly what Candace longed to do: combine the examination of brain chemistry with an analysis of human behavior for a real-world application of drugs. Better still, he was part of a scientific dynasty that linked the profession’s best and brightest, a lineage that electrified their field.


Research science follows an apprenticeship model akin to artists and architects, and luminaries often trace lines of mentorship back to early trailblazers. Wisdom and knowledge filter through generations by both instruction and osmosis, and mentors serve as benefactors invested in the long-term success of their progeny. Lab chiefs call in favors to secure plum positions for protégés, seeding a global network of trusted comrades on whom to call for the duration of each member’s career. Like an exclusive old boys’ club or Ivy League university, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, and membership has privileges.


In science, it is said that 90 percent of groundbreaking discoveries are made by a select 10 percent of investigators, and this elite cohort just happens to be the same web of scientists descended from pioneers. Remarkably, researchers attempting to isolate the distinguishing traits of Nobel Prize winners have been surprised to find that—rather than IQ, parental engagement, alma mater, or socioeconomic status—one’s mentor or scientific lineage is the determining factor, as at least half of all scientific Nobel laureates studied and trained under other Nobel laureates. As a result, a researcher’s early pedigree is defined as much by her “genealogy” as by her personal achievements.


Candace knew that in joining Sol Snyder’s lab, she was being adopted into a scientific royal family, receiving keys to the kingdom. Snyder was in constant contact with his revered mentor, Julius Axelrod, who had won the Nobel Prize just a year before for his work on the release, reuptake, and storage of catecholamine neurotransmitters (i.e., dopamine, norepinephrine [noradrenaline], and epinephrine [adrenaline]) in the brain, which had revealed how the body processes and regulates these chemical messengers. And Axelrod, for whom Snyder had worked as a research associate from 1963 to 1965, had trained under Bernard Beryl “Steve” Brodie, the veritable father of modern neuropharmacology, the study of how drugs impact the nervous system to influence behavior. Brodie was credited with originating an entire field with his leading-edge demonstration of how the human body interacts with and transforms the chemicals it absorbs.


Now Snyder was grooming Candace in the freewheeling, intuitive approach to science that he had learned from Axelrod, who had learned it from Brodie. Brodie descendants focused on “hot science,” or big, bold leaps that addressed grand questions of the day. These researchers reveled in probing the great unknown, approaching science with the wonder of children. Fancying themselves noble explorers, they stressed that existing scientific literature described only what was known, not what had yet to be found. Instead of diligently consulting journals, they brainstormed with peers, batting around ideas to unearth some new kernel of truth, some technique or data that might be applied in one’s own lab. For this lot, science was a high-stakes, exuberant adventure filled with trailblazing discovery that blended logic with instinct and artistry to unlock the mysteries of life.


Brodie stock remained flexible. They strove to see the “big picture,” investigating how a domain related to other fields. Theirs was an adrenaline-fueled, entrepreneurial approach to science in which researchers took risks, failed, and recovered quickly. They were taught to speculate freely and question authority or accepted wisdom. Crackling with new ideas, they followed hunches and kept their eyes peeled for results that seemed peculiar or unique, adjusting experiments to suit penetrating observations as they arose. Like jazz musicians, they riffed and extrapolated, building upon each other’s thoughts. No need to chart a course at the outset, they said, but rather follow the tune and delight in the journey. It was bound to lead somewhere great.


Brodie’s “scientific family” was also marked by aggressive ambition, as members “skimmed the cream,” capitalizing on the ponderous work of others to leapfrog to crucial innovations. Unlike other scientists who made tiny inroads by plodding through detailed assays, or analyses of substances and their concentrations, this group would “take a flier on it,” designing simple, quick-and-dirty experiments that granted enough information to know whether an idea held promise. Why spend weeks or months in a library mapping out an assay when a few hours in a lab would yield the same answer?


If early experiments augured well, Brodie’s researchers followed the meticulous path with appropriate controls. If not, they jumped to the next conjecture. Doing so eschewed tedium and ensured that no one got bogged down in low-impact trials. Instead, they’d plant seeds to see what sprouted, take shortcuts to meaningful insights, and scoop rivals to clinch a final victory or prize. Perhaps their methods were unorthodox, but they produced astounding results.


Thus, Sol Snyder’s fiefdom at Hopkins pulsed with his pupils’ thirst to prevail. If science was a game to be won, then Snyder was grandmaster, goading mentees to spar not only with other labs but also with each other, as each student angled for his attention and praise. Presiding over at least a dozen projects (three or four times as many as other lab chiefs), Snyder was kinetic, always in motion, assessing new ground and guiding acolytes who flew in formation. Even his features, pointed and birdlike, suggested a capacity to see from a great distance, home in on a target, and dive in for the kill.


When Candace arrived in Snyder’s lab as one of a select eight to ten postdoctoral fellows, PhD students, and MD-PhD students, the “neurosciences” were just being defined. Working at the crossroads of psychiatry, biochemistry, neurology, and pharmacology, Snyder was fixated on identifying new neurotransmitters, or chemicals secreted in the brain that were thought to convey information to direct the body’s actions and emotions. He aimed to probe the chemistry of the brain to understand the biological basis of mental illness and then devise treatments.


“Sol knew that the work being done in his lab was at the center of a revolution and communicating this to his students was part of his charisma,” Candace writes in her memoir, Molecules of Emotion. “He had a way of letting us know we were on the cutting edge, caught up in a grand and glorious gamble, which, if we won, would make us all stars.”


Candace loved gleaning meaning from oceans of data. But initially she’d struggled with the workload at Hopkins and had quickly earned a reputation as exuberant yet impatient and somewhat sloppy. So, on the advice of the department’s senior faculty, Snyder devised for her a structured path toward a dissertation that seemed a surefire success. She was to refine the earlier findings of his postdoc Dr. Hank Yamamura, researching how the body regulates the production of acetylcholine, the first-discovered and most common neurotransmitter that was known to slow the heartbeat and impact memory circuits in the brain. While Snyder assumed Candace would jump at a “bread-and-butter” study, instead she balked at this humdrum task. Candace longed to solve complex riddles of her own, not play second fiddle to a postdoc.


For her graduate thesis, Candace sought a project that would set her apart from the crowd, one that addressed a real-world issue whose impact would be seen and felt. Such an opportunity appeared when, on June 17, 1971, President Richard Nixon declared a war on drugs. America’s drug problem had been front-page news since the late 1960s, as “flower children” increasingly migrated from marijuana and LSD to amphetamines and heroin, the last an opioid made from morphine, which is produced in the seed pod of opium poppy plants. Across the nation, a spike in crime rates was increasingly blamed on an epidemic of addiction, and heroin use had spread to the white middle class. The press was riddled with stories of teenagers dying from overdoses, even decades before the current opioid crisis.


Moreover, an estimated 25 percent of the 270,000 American soldiers serving in Vietnam were hooked on a form of heroin that was far more potent than the version commonly available on American streets. Drug abuse of all sorts was said to be driving barbarous acts by American troops, including the 1968 My Lai massacre during which U.S. soldiers gang-raped, mutilated, and slaughtered between 347 and 504 South Vietnamese civilians, including infants and children. With reports of wasted, dispirited, and increasingly monstrous soldiers overseas, the American public was growing weary of this foreign war just as Nixon sought to escalate bombing in North Vietnam.


The president knew that taking credit for a decline in addiction and drug-related crime would bolster his case for reelection. Vowing to sweep junkies from American streets, Nixon established the Special Action Office for Drug Abuse Prevention to distribute federal funds for biomedical research to isolate and treat the causes of addiction. Dr. Jerome Jaffe, an eminent psychiatrist with extensive experience treating heroin addicts, was named the agency’s “czar,” affording heretofore unprecedented political acclaim to a physician.


For years Sol Snyder had known Jaffe as a comrade in arms, part of a small cadre of psychiatrists who, like himself, were interested less in psychoanalysis than in the biology of mental illness. When Snyder learned of Jaffe’s appointment, he immediately offered to help. Admittedly, his intentions were far from selfless; Snyder saw an opportunity to further his personal goals by staking a claim to funds being appropriated by Congress. He knew that once scientists were able to pinpoint the cause of opiate addiction, they might find the source of other addictions such as alcohol and nicotine, or even develop a nonaddictive opiate that would alleviate the chronic pain suffered by millions. Here was a chance for Snyder to make his name.


Candace, in turn, had developed a fascination with opiates during the summer of 1970 after a horseback riding accident at Fort Sam in San Antonio, Texas. She’d moved there with her husband, Agu, an experimental psychologist who was fulfilling part of his military requirement, being trained as a Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (M.A.S.H.) unit commander in a three-month medical service course at a burn center for Vietnam veterans. To pass the time, Candace had taken riding lessons from a stern, aggressive colonel, and almost immediately she’d tumbled and injured her back, suffering a compression fracture of her first lumbar vertebra.


In the hospital, she’d been surrounded by soldiers just back from Vietnam, many of whom were addicted to heroin. When Candace received Demerol to ease her pain, she understood why. The drug transported her to a state of woozy bliss, and she spent much of that summer flat on her back, free from discomfort or distress about both her injury and her separation from Agu and their young son.


When she was lucid enough to read, Candace had called Snyder to ask how she might prepare for her upcoming graduate studies in neuropharmacology, and he’d recommended Principles of Drug Action: The Basis of Pharmacology by Avram Goldstein, Lewis Aronow, and S. M. Kalman. In this seminal text, Candace discovered the mechanism for the sublime sensation she’d experienced each time a nurse injected her with intramuscular morphine, and the reason she’d been tempted to abscond with extra doses upon departure. Candace never got hooked on the drug, but she craved an understanding of how opiates functioned. Though her back had healed by the time she began the PhD program at Hopkins, opiates remained fresh on her mind.


At that point, doctors and scientists knew that opiates worked on the brain, but they didn’t know how. For centuries, physicians and poets alike had extolled the pain relief and euphoria caused by derivatives of the poppy plant. Modern researchers also observed that opiates depress breathing, suppress cough, trigger nausea, and constrict the pupils of the eyes. Yet no one had located the spot in the body that set off these changes. Where and how did opiates interact to initiate such diverse outcomes?


Logic dictated that for drugs to function in the body, they needed to adhere to receptors, or molecules that float on a cell’s surface but have roots plunging deep inside. Receptors act as docking stations for drugs that fit into them like a key in a lock and initiate a chain of biochemical reactions. They are also specific, binding only to certain chemical keys, or ligands. The word “ligand” is derived from the Latin ligo, which means “to tie” or “to bind,” and thus a ligand is a binding substance. Exogenous (external) drugs are ligands that mimic the body’s endogenous (internal) hormones and neurotransmitters, faithfully targeting specific receptors to elicit a precise response.


The receptor concept was first proposed in the early twentieth century by Paul Ehrlich, the Nobel Prize–winning German physician and scientist who discovered salvarsan, the arsenic-based treatment for syphilis, and sketched schemas to illustrate how drugs might be recognized in the body. Until recently, however, no one had proved receptors’ existence, though ample evidence pointed in their direction.


First, doctors had long been combatting overdoses with “antagonists,” drugs known to reverse or block the effects of opiates. For instance, a shot of naloxone was known to prompt near-miraculous recovery in victims of heroin overdose, presumably because naloxone occupies the same receptors, thereby knocking off heroin or thwarting it from attaching. Next, researchers had observed that the effects of opiates increase with dose, but at a certain point they produce no additional response; saturation stood to reason, as there was presumably a finite number of each receptor in the body. Finally, scientists knew that opiates were stereospecific, meaning that on a molecular level they exist in mirror-image forms that are chemically identical except that one is “right-handed,” while the other is “left-handed.” Only the left-handed version of opiate drugs is effective, which indicates that the binding site is characterized by highly specific recognition.


Avram Goldstein, a pharmacology professor at Stanford, had devoted fifteen pages of Principles of Drug Action to explaining receptors and had been one of a mere handful of narcotic researchers committed to finding the opiate receptor in hopes of curing addiction. However, once the Nixon administration announced its war on drugs and allocated more than $6 million for research (the equivalent of $40 million today), labs nationwide had all the incentive they needed. The race was on.


During the summer of 1971, Snyder had taken copious notes at a lecture given by Goldstein following the publication of his coauthored paper “Stereospecific and Nonspecific Interactions of the Morphine Congener Levorphanol in Subcellular Fractions of Mouse Brain,” which had recently appeared in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. While Goldstein’s attempts to locate the opiate receptor had failed, his strategy was sound, so Snyder speculated that his methods could be refined for success. Like his legendary mentors, Snyder believed he could build upon Goldstein’s foundation to “skim the cream.” If finding the opiate receptor was the first step in eradicating chronic pain and drug dependence, then creating a nonaddictive opiate was surely the holy grail.


Once Candace learned that Snyder was securing grant money, she begged to abandon her dull acetylcholine assays to pursue this moonshot for her doctoral dissertation. “Now here was a goal I could easily imagine pursuing, a project worthy of my dreams, my ambitions, my aspirations,” she writes. In the tradition of her esteemed scientific family, she would tackle one of the most pressing issues of her day.


Competition was fierce, but instead of deterring Candace, rivalry fueled her. While completing her required courses, she pored over Goldstein’s paper and embarked on a two-month rotation with Pedro Cuatrecasas, a wunderkind endocrinologist and pharmacologist who, the previous year, had discovered the receptor for the hormone insulin, which is secreted by the pancreas and controls the body’s blood sugar level and metabolism. In Cuatrecasas’s lab, Candace learned a technique first employed in the 1950s: using radioactive chemical tracers to locate where a drug acts in the body. One of the drug’s atoms is replaced with a radioactive isotope of the same element, and then the drug is blended in a test tube with homogenized tissue. The mixture is filtered under vacuum pressure to measure where the radioactive drug has bound to the tissue. To characterize the insulin receptor, Cuatrecasas had pioneered a rapid filtration method that would prove vital to Candace’s subsequent work.


Candace and Snyder regularly compared notes, identifying Avram Goldstein’s missteps and laboring to correct them. Meanwhile, she toiled long hours in the lab, relentlessly trying every variation of Goldstein’s method. She monitored the ingredients in each day’s mixture as well as other variables, switching drugs and modifying temperatures and incubation times. In this way, Candace’s approach diverged from her mentors’: far from flying by the seat of her pants, she was tenacious and steadfast, even dogged in pursuit—initially to no avail.


After six months of failed attempts, she had a lightning-bolt moment. Maybe the “hot” or radioactive dihydromorphine she’d been using in her experiments wasn’t the right trace, or substance to track toward an endpoint. Until now, she’d exclusively employed opiate agonists, or drugs that, upon binding with putative receptors, shift cellular activity. What if she tried antagonists instead? Candace had read a paper by the English pharmacologist W. D. M. Paton that theorized why agonists and antagonists function differently, and she’d learned that certain antagonists are more potent than opiates. Perhaps this meant that an antagonist would compete more aggressively for receptors, like sperm to an egg, and provide a clearer line to her target.


Candace’s husband, Agu, was using the drug naloxone, a known opiate antagonist, to counteract analgesia in test monkeys in his lab at Edgewood Arsenal, the Maryland-based chemical warfare research institute where he now worked. Perhaps if she was able to make naloxone radioactive or “hot,” she could follow it straight to the bull’s-eye. Snyder, however, was unconvinced. The wisdom of his mentors dictated that when early efforts fail to yield evocative results, it is best to move on. Plus, radioactive naloxone couldn’t simply be ordered from a catalogue; it had to be custom-made and, at $300 per unit, was expensive. Candace appeared to have wasted half a year, and Snyder couldn’t afford to spend additional resources on her wild goose chase. As her advisor, he had the responsibility of making sure she earned a degree, and he insisted that Candace return to the more basic acetylcholine experiment he’d initially proposed. In short, Snyder was pulling the plug.


Candace griped and sulked before reluctantly acquiescing, but secretly she hatched a plan. While Snyder was away at a conference, she convinced Agu to acquire some cold, or nonradioactive, naloxone, which she then sent to the Boston-based New England Nuclear Corporation, the go-to company for medical researchers, to be made radioactive. Because she lacked a radiation license, Candace either forged an authorized user’s signature or listed herself and somehow escaped officials’ scrutiny. Regardless, after retrieving her illicit parcel from Hopkins Radiation Control weeks later, she prepared to perform a clandestine assay on a Friday night, once Snyder and her lab mates had departed.


On the evening of October 22, 1972, just as she’d begun, Agu called to say that their babysitter was sick and couldn’t retrieve their son Evan from his Montessori school. Quickly, Candace made a calculation: she’d need at least an hour to set up the experiment, which meant that she could dash to pick up Evan but would have to bring him back to the lab to finish in time. Yet how to sneak Evan past the guards, given the university’s prohibitions against children near radioactive substances? She took a flier on it.


Once safely inside the lab, Candace gave Evan thirty-six vials to uncap while she hurried to transfer the brain membrane filters that were core to her experiment, using three variables for each cluster of twelve. The first group held pure radioactive (“hot”) naloxone; the second, levorphanol, a powerful opiate, combined with hot naloxone; and the third, dextrophan, a non-opiate, combined with hot naloxone. She placed her test tubes in a counting machine and waited on pins and needles until Monday for results.


When Monday arrived, Candace raced early to the lab and opened a notebook to record her findings on a sheet of scientific graph paper. Slowly she copied numbers from the machine. When she found a low count of radiation in the tubes filled with levorphanol plus hot naloxone, it indicated that the two substances had competed to bind with the receptor and naloxone had lost. Meanwhile, tubes with dextrophan plus hot naloxone had high counts because, as a non-opiate, dextrophan could not bind to the opiate receptor. And tubes with only hot naloxone had the highest counts because the antagonist lacked any competition.


Candace shrieked with joy. This was exactly the outcome she’d desired, the stereospecific binding that researchers the world over were seeking. “O my god! It worked!” she wrote at the bottom of her protocol paper. “Will it continue to work? I bow to the great God of science!”


Later, Candace would dedicate her doctoral dissertation to her husband—“For Agu, who has given me love, Evan, encouragement, and naloxone”—but for now she savored this eureka flash. In finding the opiate receptor, she’d achieved the kind of breakthrough most scientists only dream about. Candace believed she’d taken the first step toward ending drug dependence, laying the groundwork for the creation of a nonaddictive opiate. She never could have imagined the nightmare she’d set in motion.















CHAPTER TWO



SHAINA MAIDEL


CANDACE WAS DRIVEN FROM AN EARLY AGE, AND SHE RELISHED BEING A teacher’s pet whose talent distinguished her from the pack. Flashing a ready smile and dark, hooded eyes that revealed her Eastern European heritage, she was always up for a challenge, quick to answer a question or act on a dare. “Some kids stand out,” says Nancy Marriott, who befriended Candace in a Brownie troop in second grade. “Candace was a star, set for greatness from day one.”


As the eldest of three sisters and the first grandchild in a fierce, close-knit matriarchy, she was also a leader at home. Candace’s maternal grandfather, David Rosenberg, was descended from wealthy Lithuanian Jews who’d emigrated to the United States in the mid-nineteenth century, while his wife Rose’s family had fled persecution in Ukraine. One of nine children, Rose was beautiful, vain, and proud of the advantageous match that enabled her to raise her daughters, Mildred and Lillian, with the help of servants in a grand home in Chester, Pennsylvania. That is, until the stock market crash of 1929.


While Rose was strict and selfish, David was a classic mensch, a compassionate property owner who’d been forced into bankruptcy and lost his own home after failing to collect rent from starving tenants, thus placing himself and his wife at the mercy of extended family. Rose grudgingly relocated to Atlantic City, New Jersey, to live in a cramped apartment behind a candy store and soda fountain David’s brothers had purchased and that he would now manage. For a woman as status conscious as Rose, this fall from financial grace exacted a harsh toll, and her anger simmered at the surface.


Keen to restore her family’s standing, she moved to orchestrate profitable marriages for her daughters and was devastated when Mildred fell in love and eloped with Bob Beebe, a penniless World War II veteran. Lithe and handsome with a brooding gaze, Bob was a sensitive artist and musician who had “cracked up” after his tour of duty as a medic cleaning up bodies in the South Pacific. He was being treated for “shell shock,” or what is now called post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), at the hospital where Mildred worked. Each time a car backfired, Bob would dive under a bed, and later, when his daughters asked what he did during the war, Bob would say, “I hid.”


While the Rosenbergs attended an Orthodox temple, Bob was a “goy” from a clan of Congregationalist ministers in New Britain, Connecticut. His father, Joseph, taught at The Hill School in Pennsylvania, while his mother, Anna, had roots that traced back to the Mayflower and had been one of Wesleyan University’s last female graduates before the school stopped accepting women in 1902. What the Beebes lacked in money, they made up for in social standing and academic achievement, but Bob was a black sheep whom Joseph had yanked from The Hill and placed in a New York military academy to be toughened up.


After the war, following hospitalization for his fragile temperament, Bob’s prospects appeared slim, and he struggled to find work. Once Candace was born, he and Mildred had no choice but to live with the Rosenbergs. For four years, the couple raised their daughter behind the candy store with the help of Mildred’s parents, and under Rose’s thumb.


By all accounts, while Grandma Rose adored Candace, she was critical and exacting, with a violent temper; once, when Candace disobeyed, her grandmother yanked her wrist so hard that it broke. Rose’s fear of scarcity overshadowed daily life, and Candace was often left sitting alone in a high chair at the back of the store, having been told that she couldn’t leave until she’d cleaned her plate. After pumping her with food, Rose would then perform horrific enemas and summon doctors for humiliating daily weigh-ins, prompting an ongoing debate over whether Candace was spoiled or sick; accordingly, she would attribute her perpetual struggles with weight to the Rosenbergs’ fixation on food.


A born performer and prodigy, Candace entertained candy store patrons by dancing out front, but privately she thrashed against the obsessive focus of her “four parents.” Her every move was questioned, and even mundane childhood accidents were the cause of bitter fights. For instance, when Candace climbed over a tent and fell face-first on a stake, causing a deep wound between her eyebrows, a family battle ensued over which doctor to call and whether to get stitches. Candace would later speculate that her parents had been making love, as it was unusual for her to be unsupervised; that would also explain the heightened blame and recrimination by Rose about “The Scar.” Afterward, young Candace felt damaged, as relatives cast reproachful glances rather than praising her as the unscathed shaina maidel—in Yiddish, a pretty, well-behaved girl—she’d been before.


According to family, Candace inherited smarts from her grandfather, learning math by counting cash with “Poppy” Rosenberg, then stuffing rolls of bills into cigar boxes for pickup. Over time, the Mafia had strong-armed David into running illegal gambling rackets and, though gangsters seemed to love him, the threat of violence was pervasive in the Rosenberg home. Rose knew what fate awaited if her husband failed to deliver, and the family credits her with engendering fortitude in the face of misfortune.


From Rose, Candace acquired strength, as her grandmother pushed women in the family to be educated and independent, reminding them not to rely on men for financial security. “The family was very women-centric, always about empowering the women,” says Candace’s cousin Nancy Morris, whose mother, Lillian, Mildred’s younger sister, became a model and owned a store. “We were taught women could do anything because we had to. It comes from my grandmother. Rose never got soft.”


Bob chafed under Rose’s command, however, and came to resent his mother-in-law’s relentless criticism. As an act of rebellion, he had an affair. While Candace remembered that at age three she entered her parents’ bedroom and found her father in bed with a blonde, her family claims that it was Rose who discovered his cheating. Either way, living with the Rosenberg parents proved untenable in the aftermath.


Bob and Mildred reconciled after a short separation, vowing to “break the umbilical cord” and escape the clutches of Grandma Rose. Mildred became pregnant with a second daughter, Wynne, and the young family moved to Levittown, a development on Long Island subsidized by the Veterans Administration and the Federal Housing Administration as affordable housing for returning World War II veterans.


Bob eventually launched an advertising business and became a graphic designer who worked from his garage, but he was always more of an artist than a businessperson, and he balked if clients made requests that rankled his creative sensibilities. Tension brewed when Mildred, who did his billing, forced her husband to make concessions, reminding him that they had kids to feed. The couple often needed their relatives’ help to pay the mortgage, and they lacked medical insurance and routine healthcare. All five family members shared a single bathroom. “Candy said that when she got married, she bought her own tweezer and realized they cost nothing,” says her youngest sister, Deane Beebe Fitzgerald. “We were always struggling to make ends meet.”


In middle age, Bob would dye his thick, Salvador Dalí mustache or comb over his thinning hair to interview for art director positions at advertising agencies. By then, he was rejected for being overqualified and, with no other options, eventually worked as a security guard to provide for the family. To Mildred, this didn’t seem fair. Her husband was a polymath and savant whose talent went unrecognized and unrewarded while less impressive friends and neighbors prospered. The couple wrangled privately with disappointment, and the specter of Bob’s failed potential hung over the home.


When Candace and her sisters needed clothes, especially for visits to Grandma Rose, their aunt Lillian Glasser stepped in to help. She’d settled less than a mile away after marrying a wealthy accountant who furnished an elevated lifestyle. While the Beebes kept to themselves, Lillian and her husband, Henry, were active members of their temple who socialized with other couples every weekend. Still, Mildred and Lillian remained close, beginning every morning with a phone call to check in, and their children traveled freely between the houses. Though the Beebe girls never received formal religious education or training, they were raised culturally Jewish and celebrated Jewish holidays with the Glassers. If Mildred’s children had been male, she would have insisted on bar mitzvahs, but as it was, the Beebes lacked the funds required to join the prominent temple the Glassers attended.


Relatives didn’t judge Mildred for observing Christian holidays with Bob as well; after all, she called Christmas “X-mas” to excise the presence of Christ. Plus, the Beebe girls admitted to feeling out of step with their father’s WASP kin. When Mildred brought her daughters to visit Bob’s family in Connecticut, she wore heels and makeup while her in-laws remained understated and unadorned. Whereas the Rosenberg branch was “huggy-kissy,” the Beebes were reserved. Their uncle Bill Beebe gave each child one slice of roast beef with a potato, and they knew never to ask for more, but the Rosenbergs were always pushing food: “Eat, eat, eat! More, more!”


As Candace and her sisters grew older and increasingly self-sufficient, Mildred eased the family’s financial burden by returning to work. For years she’d seen professional women gathered at train stations for their daily commute to Manhattan, yet never felt it was possible herself. Given Bob’s erratic nature, Mildred lent stability at home and her girls’ welfare came first. However, once Candace and her sisters were launched, Mildred came to love her autonomy. She began hosting focus groups to test products on housewives for a market research firm, and then worked in a local library.


Later, Mildred took a full-time job as a clerk typist in Long Island’s family and criminal courts, which afforded health benefits for the family, as well as a sense of identity outside her home. She enjoyed dressing up, getting briefed on cases, and admiring the handsome court officers. “My mother said if she’d started working full-time sooner, it would have been a lot easier for us,” Deane says. Having seen their mother struggle, the Beebe girls were destined to work.


Notwithstanding their economic hardship, Mildred and Bob loved each other deeply and knew how to make life fun. Bob experimented in the kitchen and, at a time when the most exotic food most families ate was pot roast, he grew an organic garden and would drive to culturally diverse neighborhoods throughout New York in search of unusual ingredients. He’d buy wonton skins to make his own dumplings, or uncommon cuts of meat to prepare on the grill. The couple was open to different cultures, and when Candace worked at the World’s Fair and brought home eclectic, international friends, Bob prepared a meal from each visitor’s home country.


Though Bob was also an accomplished painter and sculptor, he loved nothing more than music. He played the guitar, piano, and trombone, and even organized a jazz band composed of local high school students who would perform for the neighborhood on a makeshift stage in the Beebes’ backyard. “Bob could write a score for a sixteen-piece jazz band on a napkin in the subway,” says Steve Bitel, who was two years older than Candace and went to a rival high school. Bitel was hitchhiking one evening and carrying his trombone case when Bob picked him up. When Bob realized that Bitel’s music teacher was an army friend, he recruited Bitel to his band.


“Bob was a genius, but he was a wacko too,” Bitel continues. “I heard from his army buddy that he would sit on a chair in front of the army chapel stark naked singing ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ and playing the cello. He would be three sheets to the wind and have a due date for the next arrangement for the band and he’d be up all night turning it out.”


Bob and Mildred were known for being nonconformist. His opium pipes hung over the family’s front door, which he’d sometimes answer naked, not knowing who was on the other side. And every Halloween the family dressed in outrageous costumes; one year, Bob posed as a creepy abortionist with Mildred as his patient. Later, when Candace’s son Evan surprised Bob by snapping a photo of him sitting on a boat toilet, Bob chose that image for the family’s holiday card. The couple was unabashedly themselves, no matter who was watching.


“They were unique and weird and mostly good-hearted, but whoa—what a pair!” says Candace’s school friend Nancy Marriott. “I can’t remember a time at Candace’s house where there wasn’t yelling. Bob was almost abusive at times and out of control, but not in a violent or threatening way. They were just loud.” Bob would curse or bloviate on whatever fascinated him, regardless of the reception his diatribes received, and though Mildred was a steadying force, she was also in-your-face. Beaming with a wide-eyed smile, she’d become hyperpresent, looking directly into a guest’s eyes as though peering into her soul. “She’d say anything off the cuff, whatever was on her mind—not with condemnation or judgment, but she just never held back,” Marriott continues. “If Mildred had been my mom, I would have been embarrassed and ashamed. But Candace wasn’t. She accepted her.”


Despite their volume and intensity, the Beebes’ interactions seemed free of animosity. They could fight, chase each other around the house, and even throw things, but then they’d collapse in laughter. Mildred and Bob acknowledged each other’s freedom and creativity, and their riotous, no-holds-barred household provided space for each child to express her true nature. This lack of restraint inspired Candace to take risks—or, as Marriott says, “to do something out of the ordinary, and be someone that’s never come before.”


The Beebe sisters were perceived as follows: Candace was the smart one, Wynne was the pretty one, and Deane was the nice one, a peacemaker who brokered compromises and held the family together. Yet Candace remained the favored child, the apple of her parents’ eye. “We were raised that everything was all about Candy,” Deane says. “We were all very distinctive and I was so much younger, so it wasn’t an issue for me. But Wynne must have had it really hard being in Candy’s shadow.” While Candace was an animated extrovert, Wynne was sullen and withdrawn, a quiet scowler who would explode in rage and run from the dinner table, at which point Candace would blithely tell guests, “She’s just like that.” The family bickered constantly, even in front of company, but they also accepted and celebrated each other’s differences.


No matter their varying temperaments, Candace adored her sisters and assisted Mildred by walking Deane to school, reading to her, and teaching her to tie her shoes. She also organized inventive games for her younger cousins, and her love of high jinks was apparent from an early age. “You know the scenes from The Cat in the Hat when the parents go out? That’s what it was like,” says cousin Nancy Morris. “Our parents would leave, and bedlam would start. As a kid, it was always something to look forward to.”


Candace would lead whipped cream fights, pretend to flush her cousin David down the toilet, or build ice slides on her driveway in winter. One Thanksgiving she placed pots and pans like helmets on her cousins’ heads, then steered them outside to throw candy at the house, convincing Grandma Rose that thieves were at the door. On another occasion, when the cousins were visiting their grandparents in Atlantic City, Grandma Rose left freshly baked Passover cookies in a container on the dining room table and forbade the children to touch them. In protest, Candace led her army in trench-crawling past the kitchen to snatch the goodies and then dashing back to a bedroom to devour them. The cousins began throwing pillows in celebration and accidentally bombarded Rose when she walked in, prompting harsh and immediate punishment. “It was always funny,” Morris continues. “We would laugh until we cried.”


Through her teen years, Candace remained a wild child and joyful provocateur. As a gag, she’d stuff a pillow under her shirt to pretend that she was pregnant, then stroll the Atlantic City boardwalk with her boyfriend as passers-by stared aghast. Having inherited Bob’s love of music, if not his proficiency, Candace played the cello in her high school orchestra and flagrantly sat in the front row with her skirt hitched up, the instrument between her legs. Later, upon finding a string quartet at a friend’s wedding, she pushed aside the cellist, grabbed his instrument, and again spread her legs, not caring who saw up her dress. And in tenth grade, when Candace learned that the Beatles were playing at Carnegie Hall, she ditched school to sneak backstage into the band’s dressing room, where she rifled through their garbage and returned with Ringo’s drumsticks, a handful of cigarette butts, and a telegram wishing the Fab Four well on their show.


While Candace was her family’s zany ringleader, she could also be manipulative, using her sisters or younger cousins to get what she wanted—and often what she wanted was boys. She’d offer to take her younger sister Deane and a friend to Jones Beach for a day, but instead of watching the girls, Candace would meet her boyfriend for a make-out session in the dunes. A separate time Candace used babysitting as a ploy to visit a boyfriend on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. The young man gave Deane and her friend money to buy candy and sent them off to Riverside Park for the day, while he and Candace amused themselves in his apartment. By the time Candace returned home late that night, Mildred and Bob were livid. “Candy loved men,” Deane says. “She did what she wanted to do, pretty much always.”


Candace’s sexuality was core to her being, and she was never afraid to express it. She posed as a nude model for a college art class on figure drawing and delighted in playing strip ghost, a word game akin to strip poker, in which the loser of each round forfeits an article of clothing. Nancy Marriott recalls that at age seventeen, the girls made a pact to lose their virginity at the same time and tell each other about it. “We said it should be special,” she recounts. “We didn’t get slutty until college.”


During the summer of 1965, when Candace and Marriott were nineteen, they shared an apartment in Manhattan and worked at the World’s Fair, Candace as a Belgian waffle girl and Marriott as a helicopter stewardess, giving tours. “We were boy-crazy with our birth control pills and women’s lib,” Marriott says. Because the fair drew an international crowd, they’d say, “Tonight I want a Russian! Tomorrow I’m getting a Dane, the next night a Brit!” A cute Dutchman lived one floor below and, scheming to lure him to their apartment, Candace showed up at his door wearing only sexy lingerie. That same summer, the young women also danced topless in Relativity, a short film by Marriott’s middle-aged neighbor Ed Emshwiller, an artist and filmmaker.


Mildred and Bob excused their eldest daughter’s antics because she was an academic superstar. Candace had applied and been admitted to Smith, Vassar, and the University of Michigan but had chosen Wheaton College in Massachusetts for its full scholarship. After a few months on campus, however, she’d found herself miserable and isolated as she struggled to make friends with the conservative young women in her classes. Candace had been raised in the loving embrace of an extended family who applauded her quirks, and for the first time she felt judged and desperately alone. Following a period of mania during which she subsisted on a diet of peach pie, she was sent home with her parents, who committed her to a local hospital, where she was depressed for several months and prescribed a blend of electroshock therapy and the thyroid-stimulating hormone thyroxine, which proved useless.


The Beebes were distraught over their daughter’s “nervous breakdown” and battled over their inability to afford treatment. Yet they expected her to stabilize and rematriculate at another top school, and thus were further alarmed by her slapdash romance with Agu Pert. While contemplating her future, Candace had enrolled at Hofstra University because it was close to her family’s home. She met Agu in the fall of 1965 when she began assisting in the lab where he worked as a graduate student, applying scientific principles to the study of human behavior to earn his master’s degree in experimental psychology, a precursor to neuroscience.


When Agu first saw Candace among the cages of his professor’s exotic animals—kinkajous, coatimundis, Gila monsters, pythons, king vultures, and a gibbon—she seemed a rare creature herself. He was immediately attracted to this striking young woman with long, tan legs, wearing shorts. He asked Candace for a cigarette one afternoon and quickly discovered that, far from being a mere “shiny thing,” she vibrated with a free spirit and burning intellect. “Candace was open and gregarious, unbelievably vital, full of energy and life. She had no inhibitory filters. What you saw was what you got, which is sometimes refreshing and sometimes tiring,” says Agu, who is by nature quiet and polite, straitlaced and understated—in many ways the opposite of Candace, yet equally ardent.


Immediately, Agu was overcome by the exhilaration of new love, the feeling that he’d connected and resonated so completely as to be irrevocably consumed. It was an unforgettable high, he says, with memories that linger forever. From their first beer at Ryan’s Pub just off campus, Candace and Agu were inseparable, spending every minute together, discussing their future’s endless possibilities. Candace told Agu about her breakdown almost immediately and confided that, while she’d stopped taking medication, she felt confident in her full recovery. At the time, Agu was unconcerned about Candace’s mental health; if anything, her weakness activated his self-confessed “white knight syndrome,” a masculine urge to rescue and protect, and her madcap nature made each day feel like an adventure.


“We could not get enough of being together,” Agu recounts. “We talked about everything. It was a very passionate relationship.” So passionate that, two months later, on November 7, when the couple was caught during a blackout in Room 007 in Phillips Hall, they made love on the laboratory floor. Weeks later, when Candace felt nauseous at a movie theater during Thunderball, she was savvy enough not to blame James Bond or the meal she and Agu had shared before a roaring fireplace at 17 Barrow Street, a romantic restaurant in Greenwich Village. While the couple suspected it was morning sickness, they avoided the truth until an obstetrician confirmed that they had, indeed, conceived a child. “We were both kind of irresponsible, not very orthodox,” Agu reflects. He was twenty-six and Candace a mere nineteen.


Agu and Candace never considered getting an abortion because they were already secretly engaged. In December he’d given her a Linde sapphire ring with a few small diamonds that he’d purchased on a payment plan for $125, and, like Mildred and Bob before them, they’d conspired to elope. On March 18, 1966, the couple told their parents that they were going to a seminar at a shark lab in Sandy Hook, New Jersey, then drove with the top down in his Oldsmobile convertible to the Nassau County courthouse. Agu’s taciturn professor, whom he’d invited to bear witness, read the New York Times while Candace and Agu deliberated with a judge who initially refused to marry them because their parents were absent. Ironically, when Agu had arrived in a suit to pick up Candace at her family home, Mildred had laughed, remarking that the couple looked like they were about to get hitched. Little did she know.


After the ceremony, Agu had $100 to spend on a pizza reception at the bowling alley next door. The newlyweds then hopped into Agu’s car, put the top down, turned the radio up, and drove to the Bronx Zoo, where, giddy with excitement and hope, they held hands and wandered among the animals. On their return to Long Island, they stopped at a restaurant and nightclub on Jericho Turnpike in Mineola that Agu envisioned as a bastion for the elite but which turned out to be a Mafia hangout where a comedian performed jokes in Italian. Following a rich meal with the Cosa Nostra, the couple spent the next two days at a Syosset motel, leaving bed only to eat.


Vowing to keep their shotgun wedding a secret, they removed their rings and stuck them in the trunk of Agu’s car before retreating to their respective homes. Less than two weeks later, however, Mildred’s friend saw the couple’s marriage posted in Newsday’s court record and phoned her with the news. Mildred, in turn, called Agu’s mother, Elsa, who flew into a rage.


To Elsa, a conservative immigrant who’d escaped Estonia during World War II on the strength of her father’s German citizenship, her son marrying a Jew felt like an affront. When Agu was a baby, she’d had only a day to decide whether to leave her family to flee with retreating German troops, and she’d relied on the kindness of German strangers when she and her son landed in a foreign town in the southwestern federal state of Baden-Württemberg. Elsa had worked in a factory making parts for military equipment by day and endured British bombs at night. Sometimes she and Agu would wander into fields surrounding their village and stare at a sky ablaze in orange as the nearby city of Pforzheim was razed.


When World War II ended, millions of displaced people were shuttled into camps around Europe as governments debated where they would live. Those who’d escaped Communist-occupied countries would be shot or sent to Siberia if they dared return, so Elsa and Agu were fortunate to land in a camp specifically for Estonians located in a sector of Germany administratively controlled by Americans. For four years, they waited to hear whether they would be sent to the United States, Canada, Australia, or Sweden. Finally, in 1949, under the terms of the Displaced Persons Act, they were sponsored by an Estonian family and joined eleven thousand refugees from their homeland admitted into the United States between 1948 and 1952.


Agu and his mother lived for a few months in Harlem on West 124th Street before Elsa found a job as a live-in domestic for a prominent Spanish diplomat in tony Locust Valley, on Long Island. “It didn’t work out because my mother didn’t put up with shit,” Agu says. “At that point, she’d been through quite a lot. She was one of the most amazing people, an unbelievably strong person to have gone through what she did.” Before long, Elsa found work as a maid and cook at a paper baron’s estate in Old Westbury, and her wealthy patrons helped procure a green card for Elsa’s former Estonian lover, Arthur Orav, with whom she’d reunited when he arrived illegally in the United States. When Agu’s mother and stepfather married, the family moved to Baldwin, where Arthur joined an Estonian construction crew. Because communication was cut while the Iron Curtain was in place, Agu learned only in his thirties that his birth father, August Pert, was still alive.


While the Beebes were fervently antiwar, particularly given American incursions in Vietnam, Agu had channeled his gratitude for the sanctuary granted to his family by enlisting in his college’s undergraduate ROTC program. Intending to become both “an officer and a gentleman,” he’d completed his college language requirement in Russian and dreamed of joining the army’s Special Forces with mysterious deployments in the Baltic states. At the time, Agu even deemed Simon and Garfunkel subversive and had voted for Barry Goldwater, the Republican senator from Arizona, in the 1964 presidential election. He also still needed to satisfy his ROTC military requirement, and given Bob’s torturous tour in World War II, the Beebes dreaded the effects of a deployment.


Considering Agu’s heritage, Aryan appearance, and fervent patriotism, Mildred and Lillian were overwrought for months, imagining a Nazi had just married into their family. “In my family, there weren’t a lot of closed-door conversations. It was all out there. You heard everything over the dinner table—except this,” Deane says. “It was earth-shattering.” However, since the Beebes had caused a scandal with their own pairing, Candace’s mother eventually saw past Agu’s fair complexion and shy demeanor, but only after confirming that Agu and Elsa had escaped both Communists and Nazis and were not fans of either.


Still, Mildred’s daughters were her trophies and her eldest was a rising star, so the Beebes worried that Candace’s pregnancy would derail her education and job prospects. Fearing that Candace would suffer a fate worse than Bob’s if she got off track, Mildred insisted that she not squander her natural gifts. “When she got pregnant, my mother was like, ‘Where’s your career? What’s going to become of you?’” Deane says. Once Evan was born, however, he took center stage and was showered with affection; and when, two days after his birth on August 8, 1966, the New York Times published an article with the headline “Births Up 9 Months After the Blackout,” the family learned that he was one of many children conceived that November night.


Just as her family grew comfortable with Agu, Candace scandalized them again by deciding to drop out of college to follow her husband to Pennsylvania. As an ROTC reserve officer, Agu was expected to serve in the Vietnam War, but reports from the front were horrifying and Agu shuddered at leaving his new wife and baby. To avoid being drafted, he’d decided to pursue his doctorate, choosing Bryn Mawr College for its prestigious psychology department and healthy stipend for a PhD candidate.


The couple packed everything they owned into a U-Haul and moved to a one-bedroom, ground-floor apartment within walking distance of the suburban campus. After subtracting the $85-per-month rent, they had $115 per month to live on, so Candace spent her days experimenting with recipes from The Joy of Cooking and caring for Evan, following advice from Dr. Benjamin Spock’s famous child-rearing book.


Candace and Agu agreed that this relocation wouldn’t mark the end of her education, but she had no clear plans to rematriculate and soon grew restless from a lack of intellectual stimulation. She considered taking night classes at Temple University in Philadelphia, but with money tight she soon sought work, first selling cosmetics three nights per week at Wanamaker’s department store in the King of Prussia mall, and then waiting tables at the Haverford Hot Shoppe, where she had the good fortune to serve a Bryn Mawr dean of admissions. After delivering the dean’s food, Candace mentioned that her husband was a graduate student and that she wished to resume her studies. Upon learning of her standout grades and SAT scores, the dean invited her to interview the following day.


“Candace was unbelievably sociable and extroverted, and she talked her way into Bryn Mawr,” Agu recalls with a smile. “She could talk her way into anything.” She was accepted at the end of August and offered a break on tuition but, with classes starting just a week later, the couple still scrambled for a bank loan to cover Bryn Mawr’s $1,500 bill. That fall, Candace commenced a heavy course load that included advanced calculus, chemistry, biology, and physics, which proved to be the first time she’d been challenged academically. Bryn Mawr, Agu says, was exactly where she belonged.


At Wheaton and Hofstra, Candace had declared a major in English with hopes of becoming a magazine editor. Yet she’d become disgruntled after receiving a C-minus on a paper titled “The Greek Mind.” Candace thought it a masterpiece, but when her professor disagreed, she grew frustrated by the subjective nature of written work. There was no black or white, no right or wrong, and despite her best efforts, the professor couldn’t see her case. In contrast, Agu’s world of science felt clear and linear. During the couple’s nightly discussions, Candace had developed a fascination with the inner workings of the brain and had found herself reading Agu’s textbooks for fun. She’d loved the biology class she’d taken at Hofstra, so she chose this concentration at Bryn Mawr.


Though she excelled in her classes, Candace was discouraged from pursuing science, particularly by female professors. As she recounts in Molecules of Emotion, the few women who survived in this arena did so by donning the armor of men, assuming a persona Candace calls “the science nun.” These severe scholars sported an all-black uniform, pulled their hair tightly into buns, and banished all evidence of frivolity or femininity to prove they were just as robust as male peers. Upon learning that Candace was already a married mother at age twenty, they clucked that she’d never last in their competitive world. To prove naysayers wrong, Candace survived on little rest, often sleeping only from 6 a.m. to noon, which was the only time available after classes, labs, homework, dinners with Agu, and caring for Evan.


Candace and Agu fancied themselves a modern couple, a scientific team who aimed to make strides together. Atypically for men of his generation, Agu encouraged his wife to achieve, in part because he spent two years as a “warden” or dorm parent at Bryn Mawr, developing sympathy for the talented young women in his care. Generally, wardens were either young faculty or advanced graduate students, and Agu and Candace had been invited for their capacity to provide a trusted, familial environment. The position came with a stipend that doubled Agu’s research assistantship and provided a free place to live, along with free phone usage and meals with students while school was in session. Though Candace was an undergraduate herself, she managed to gain the respect of her peers because her life experiences and responsibilities were sufficiently weighty. She became a confidant to anyone who asked for her advice, and fellow students loved hearing Evan sing Woody Guthrie’s “This Land Is Your Land” while strumming his toy guitar in the dorm’s common room at night.


While Agu found his initial interactions with his new charges awkward and intimidating as they approached him with distinctly female troubles, he was shaped by these students, as most had progressive ideas that challenged his own political leanings. Influenced by Candace and her peers, Agu voted for Hubert Humphrey for president in 1968 and participated in anti–Vietnam War marches and protests in Bryn Mawr and at Rittenhouse Square in Philadelphia, without regard for the consequences he’d face as an army officer with a deferral. A minority in the company of gifted women, Agu also grew to understand the female perspective. “Living with fifty young, extremely bright ladies set the foundation for my later transformation into an ardent feminist,” he says.


Rather than feeling threatened by his wife, Agu marveled at her ability to shift from right to left brain. Candace brought art into science, and while Agu believed “she could do anything,” in those days “anything” for women meant aspiring to teach. God forbid anyone thought of women in a lab. Yet Bryn Mawr had instilled in Candace a love of scientific research, and after she earned her diploma cum laude, she aspired to do graduate work in biology at either Johns Hopkins or the University of Delaware, to which she could commute from Agu’s post at Edgewood Arsenal, forty minutes north of Baltimore, where he would fulfill his military requirement by evaluating the long-term effects of nerve gas poisoning and searching for antidotes. Candace’s Hopkins application was rejected, however, after an interviewer learned that she had a young child and a husband who, at a moment’s notice, might be summoned to serve in Vietnam. With her duties as wife and mother, he averred, she couldn’t possibly commit to biomedicine.


Though Candace seemed destined for Delaware, her life seldom went according to plan, and fortuitous events soon changed her fate. When she and Agu attended the annual Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology conference in Atlantic City, Candace caught wind of a young prodigy, Dr. Solomon Snyder. Coincidentally, Snyder’s name came up again after she’d returned to Bryn Mawr, when the couple attended a psychology department lecture. Their speaker that evening was Dr. Joe Brady, a colorful psychologist who, as a U.S. Army captain, had founded the department of experimental psychology at Walter Reed Army Medical Center and was now a professor of behavioral biology, conducting studies on the physiological effects of stress in monkeys at the Johns Hopkins medical school. At a party that followed, someone began playing an old 78 rpm record of Peabody dance music and Brady sought a partner. Though Candace had never danced the Peabody, she had a natural sense of rhythm and commanded the floor until she and Brady collapsed in a sweaty heap.
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