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To Jeff, who owns my heart.


“Truth is the only firm ground to stand upon.”

—ELIZABETH CADY STANTON



CHAPTER 1

Phoebe

November 2009

Phoebe never hated her husband more than when she visited him in prison. The preceding nightmare of ordeals—eleven hours hauling a suitcase by bus, train, and cab, her muscles screaming from the weight—were the coming attractions of the misery she faced the next day.

She arrived at the grimy hotel close to midnight. Without sleep, exhaustion would lengthen every minute tomorrow. After wrestling her luggage to the bed, Phoebe thumbed through a small stack of folded sweaters, hoping they would withstand the raw weather. So many never-envisioned experiences: riding a dingy Greyhound bus; drowning ramen noodles in a hotel coffee maker; choosing clothes to wear to Ray Brook Federal Correctional Institution—and then envisioning her choice through her husband’s eyes.

Each month, Jake became more of an albatross, and yet, even now, through tooth-grinding anger, Phoebe found herself still seeking his approving smile and the satisfaction of soothing his melancholy.

Phoebe worried how long she could, would, continue making the long trip to this prison in upstate New York. One hour farther and she’d be in Canada. To stop visiting required strength she hadn’t yet found—loving and worrying about Jake had been her default for too long—so she agonized about everything from prison conversation to the choice between wearing a cardigan or crewneck sweater.

“Why won’t you stay longer?” She dreaded hearing those words Jake repeated every visit. “Other wives come Saturday and Sunday, not for a measly few hours.”

She’d stare just as she had before. Silent, hoping her eyes might express the command she couldn’t speak: Screw yourself, Jake. Her husband, once a titan—a god—now whined like a child.

What she said: “A few hours is plenty.”

What she didn’t say: Two days would kill me.

What he said: “Getting out after three hours must be nice.”

What he probably meant: I hate you for being free.

What she said: “Staying here must be hard.”

What she didn’t say: Leaving is deliverance from you.

Then she’d change the topic—a difficult task with a world of off-limit issues: The kids. Jake’s guilt. Her lack of money. Her not knowing this man; this fraud of a husband who steamrolled over her desperation to unravel the tangled skein of their past.

She held up first a soft white turtleneck, and then a subdued blue cardigan, and finally a camel-colored blazer. Jake liked her to dress sharp. Even in prison he demanded that she reflect well on him. How ironic. Yet, after building her life on pleasing Jake—even after him swindling her and everyone else in his life—she couldn’t shake the habit of following his orders.

Phoebe also needed to please her other husband, the new authority in her life—the Federal Bureau of Prisons—and adhering to the prison’s rules for visitors meant dressing to its standards.

“Visitors are held to a dress code before being admitted into the institution.”

Stark divisions outlined her life. Before, she would wander through the highest-end stores clutching fabric from an old Caribbean-blue dress, a shade that brightened her eyes, to match that color in a sweater. After . . .

“Visitors wearing transparent clothing, dresses, blouses or other apparel of a suggestive or revealing nature, halter tops, short shorts, miniskirts, culottes, or excessively tight fitting clothing will not be admitted into the institution.”

Too tired to concentrate, she placed her wardrobe choices on the extra twin bed. In the morning, when she knew the temperature, she could make her decision. And November temperatures in the Adirondack Mountains often fell below freezing.

After brushing her teeth and covering her face with motel lotion, she carried her laptop to bed. Her closest relationships were with her sister and her Mac; lately she had started Googling “average life of Apple laptops.” Imagining life without her electronic connection petrified Phoebe. Thoughts of spending almost two thousand dollars for a replacement provided equal amounts of panic.

Messages from frightening strangers stuffed her Gmail in-box. The distraught and inflamed found her no matter how many times she changed her email provider. Her encrypted email account—Hushmail—the sole communication method she managed to keep private besides her cell phone, contained only one new message, from her sister. Deb wrote daily, always cheerful. Today a long-ago picture of the two of them climbing on iron monkey bars in a Brooklyn playground accompanied her note.

No word from the kids. Occasionally, Kate sent updates about Amelia, Phoebe’s granddaughter. Noah wrote monthly emails filled with agony and anger.

After dashing off a quick note to Deb—“Everything is fine! Weather holding up—more tmw”—she opened Etsy, her online Xanax. Phoebe daydreamed of having an anonymous work life there, building friendships with a community of crafters who appreciated one another only for their dedication to the perfect quilt or ceramic mug. She could sell handmade recipe books devoted to cupcakes. At night, as she struggled toward sleep and fought against memories—and giving in to sleeping pills—she invented pen names: Mimi Appleby. Yoshiko Whisby. Gianna Gardner.

Phoebe tried holding back, but finally, pressing her lips hard together, unable to resist, she opened PrisonMessages.com. Within moments, she found herself captured by Karlgirl’s question: “Would you be angry if your man showed off your sexy pics?”

Phoebe couldn’t conceive of any man wanting photos of her, sexy or otherwise, but still, she slipped into the world and wondered about Jake in that situation.

The man she thought she’d married would have gouged out the eyes of any man trying to see her naked. Today’s Jake would likely sell pictures of her to the highest bidder.

Like a man vowing to stay off porn sites, she slammed her laptop closed.

Ten minutes later, Phoebe reopened it, and then unwrapped a packet of peanut butter crackers as she waited for the machine to come fully alive. She munched as she scrolled through the topics: “Prison Weddings.” “Legal Help.” “Loving a Lifer.” On and on. She never visited “Execution Watch” or “In Memoriam”—the latter full of tributes to those who died in prison—but she lurked in chat rooms, reading, trying to learn something about Jake’s world.

The women she followed were Mrs.25Years, Nick’sOne, and JimmysGirl, all experienced guides to prison protocol. From them, she discovered that underwire bras set off alarms and precipitated a guard’s too-familiar hands feeling you up. Phoebe dreaded seeing someone mention Jake. “Guess who my man saw in the yard!” PrisonMessages.com shackled you to your husband by name and deed.

She clicked “Loving a Lifer,” despite knowing that her love for Jake died more each day. After his confession, Jake had morphed into that awful relative attached to your flesh like a parasite; one you were forced to care for because he lived on your family tree.

She scrolled down the forum, reading titles.

Thread: “What bonds you to your lifer?”

If her daughter could see her, she’d fold her arms and ask, “Exactly, Mom. How can you continue choosing him over us?” Phoebe would again beg Kate to understand why leaving Jake alone, pummeled by a world’s anger, seemed like kicking him as he lay on the ground.

At the time, Phoebe hadn’t thought that she’d chosen Jake or rejected her children, not while the mash of shame, confusion, and loyalty roiled. She hadn’t known how to abandon him. Her son and daughter had their spouses, their children, and each other. Jake could lean only on her. She became his security blanket. He became her prison.

Thread: “I am exhausted.”

Yes. They were all tired, facing their angry men on visiting days. Tired of their men’s locked-up desperation boiled with resentment, these overly sensitive men offended by their need for women living on the outside. They exhausted their women, these men.

Thread: “Need topics for talking with my man on the phone.”

Conversation with Jake required only audible nodding from her.

Thread: “What are the best traits of your lifer?”

Inexhaustible stores of love dust sprinkled the screen. Despite having committed crimes so awful they had received life sentences, these men still inspired their women to enumerate their good qualities. Had they forgiven them their murders, their rapes, their thieving?

Jake swore that no singular moment had marked the beginning of his thievery, but he was lying. Everything began somewhere. He hadn’t slipped into his Byzantine plot. His had been no banana peel of a crime.

And now he talked about the guys. People imagined prisons as all fear and knives, but the truth didn’t unfold so tough. They cooked. They shared books. They were his goddamned buddies.

Phoebe longed for her children. Deep, visceral want threatened to topple her each morning. Antidepressants, antacids, and shame sustained her.

•  •  •

The cab driver didn’t acknowledge Phoebe, except for nodding when she asked for Ray Brook Federal Correctional. Maybe he was being polite, accustomed to allowing psychic space to sad women visiting locked up men, but more likely, she disgusted him. She recognized the expression: the shock of detection and the scowl.

You.

Her.

The face of Jake’s crime. Wife of the demon. Even if she dyed her hair, wore sunglasses, dressed plainer than an Amish woman, someone shook his or her head as she passed.

The prison loomed. The cab stopped.

Tipping the driver worried her. Too little, and he’d despise her. Too much, and he’d hate her for giving him tainted money.

She paid the thirty-five-dollar fare, adding six dollars. Wind hit as she stepped out and faced the cold colorless brick of Ray Brook. Already she’d curled her hands into fists so tight that they ached.

Her entire marriage had been a battle against being known only as Jake’s wife—now she feared the battle could be over for good.

Phoebe had become two almost-spectral things: a widow to a living man, and a childless mother.



Part 1




The Early Years



CHAPTER 2

Phoebe

August 1960

“You’re not going to that party, young lady. You’re too young, and he’s too old. Case closed.”

Phoebe ignored the shrill threat penetrating her bedroom door and concentrated on building layers of rosy pink lipstick. She disappeared inside her reflection, coloring each millimeter of her lips, and then pressed her mouth against a tissue. Finally, she dipped her finger in a blue container of Pond’s loose face powder.

Her mother banged on her door. “Your father’s on his way up.”

Tap powder on upper lip.

Tap powder on lower lip.

“He’s removing the lock from this door and it’s going to stay off until you prove yourself to be trustworthy. Mark my words.”

Tissue.

Powder.

Lipstick.

Phoebe repeated Seventeen magazine’s advice three times. She smiled at her image, tilting her head, trying to capture her more attractive side. Seventeen swore that the angle a girl presented determined her degree of desirability. When she first read the article, she’d run to the mirror, magazine in hand. Now the words were etched so deep that she could recite them:

For most girls (whether it be for taking terrific photos or making a great first impression) one side of the face looks better than the other. Angle that side toward the camera—or the boy whose eye you want to catch.

Not sure of your best? Use a sheet of paper to cover one side of your face and then the other and choose the half with more upturned features (such as the corners of your eyes or lips). If you can’t decide, pick your left side, the more visually pleasing for most faces.

Phoebe’s sister, Deb, laughed when Phoebe asked her which side was Deb’s best. Despite being two years older, Deb, an actual seventeen-year-old, read National Geographic. Deb didn’t require the safety of makeup. Family and friends all called Phoebe the pretty one, but instead of giving her confidence, their praise necessitated that she maintain it daily. How could she not, when almost everyone but her mother so valued her appearance?

Phoebe peered into the mirror again. Left. Definitely prettier. The moment Jake entered, she’d turn that side toward him.

“Do you hear me? Are you alive in there?” Her mother’s Brooklyn accent assaulted Phoebe’s ears. Lately, Phoebe enunciated her words with such care that her parents asked if she had a sore throat and did she need a lozenge, for God’s sake? “Are you planning to spend the rest of summer vacation in that room?”

Phoebe wondered if her shirt were the right shade of blue.

“If you’re not out in three minutes, your father’s taking the door down.

“Red!” her mother yelled. “Get the toolbox!”

Like so many Brooklyn men, her father kept his neighborhood name, Red, despite that his hair had faded to more of an autumn-leaves color than the strawberry blond it had once been. When Phoebe wished aloud that she’d inherited his hair, her mother snorted, “You want to look even less Jewish than you already do?”

Phoebe dialed up the radio volume. Deb always tried to teach her to just do what her mother said, but her sister didn’t understand. Nothing Phoebe did resembled anything their mother wanted, a fact made evident by her relentless harangues:

“Stop teasing your hair into a rat’s nest! Are you a streetwalker?”

“Maybelline should name that lipstick Evening Blood! You look like a vampire!”

“Your room is filthy. You think you’ll catch a husband with those habits?”

She caught her mother’s anger on a daily basis. Lola Beckett didn’t like Phoebe—not the way she adored Deb. Her mother and Deb matched, with their curly brown hair, curves, and practicality bred into every cell.

“Our little shiksa girl,” her mother called Phoebe, with her straight, near-black hair and the eyes her father had christened California blue. Her wire-skinny body also aggravated her mother. After preparing cottage cheese and Jell-O for Deb and herself, she slapped extra-thick peanut butter on slabs of buttered rye bread for Phoebe, who then nibbled at half the sandwich before throwing the rest in the garbage. Phoebe planned to stay skinny. Jake admired her thinness, seeing her tight body as his win.

Her father gave his trademark three sharp raps on the door. “Pheebs, don’t drive your mother crazy. Come on out, honey.”

“Don’t ‘honey’ the girl,” her mother said.

“Let me handle this, Lola.” He knocked again. “Enough, Phoebe.”

Hi, Jake, Phoebe mouthed at the mirror. She opened her eyes as wide as she could without appearing crazy, mimicking the magazine models who appeared so thrilled with life.

“He’s holding the screwdriver,” her mother warned as Phoebe unlocked the door so quickly her mother almost fell into the room.

“Jeez, Mom. What’s going on with you?”

“Lose the tone, missy. I’m protecting you.”

“From what?” Phoebe widened her eyes at her father.

“Don’t look at Daddy when I’m talking. You’re getting too serious with the boy.” Her mother blew out cigarette smoke disgustedly. “Not a boy. Almost a man!”

“He just turned eighteen, Mom.” Phoebe placed her hands on her hips.

“You’re only fifteen. A child.”

Phoebe blinked away tears of anger—afraid her mother would notice forbidden mascara dusted on her lashes. “He makes me happy!”

“Happy.” Her mother spit out the word as though repeating something corrosive. “ ‘Happy’ only means one thing at his age. I don’t trust him.”

“Deb met Ben at fourteen, but you act like he’s perfect.”

“Ben is a mensch. Smart and good.”

Daddy put a hand on her mother’s arm. “Lola, sweetheart, he is a go-getter.”

Phoebe smiled, but before her glee grew all the way—she had found a go-getter!—Daddy swiveled back to her with stern eyes. “Your mother’s right: you’re too intense with this guy. He steamed up your glasses. Or you steamed his. Either way, neither of you is thinking straight. We want you to be a good girl, Phoebe. Promise us—”

The doorbell rang before Phoebe could hear the guarantee that her father wanted to exact from her, but she’d have promised every star in the sky to end the conversation.

“I promise to be perfect. Always!” She grinned, not worrying which direction her face pointed. A father loved you from every angle. A mother’s job, Phoebe supposed, was judging you whatever the viewpoint.

“That’s my girl,” he said. “We can trust you, but your mother worries.”

“Just don’t think about anything serious.” Her mother spoke faster as Phoebe backed toward the stairs, desperate to race down and greet Jake. “Your life is in front of you. You’re bright and talented. You can do anything, go anywhere. Don’t throw anything away.”

No more fighting tonight. Freedom beckoned.

“Do I look pretty?” She almost sang the words as she pirouetted for her parents.

“For goodness’ sake, Phoebe,” her mother answered, “you’re never anything but pretty. You think beauty’s the solution, but in truth, your gorgeous face is the problem.”

Even beauty could be a curse in her mother’s world.

•  •  •

“What a looker you are.” Jake brought Phoebe closer and hummed the melody of the Drifters’ latest hit in her ear before murmuring a few words of the song. “This magic moment, when your lips are close to mine.”

All around, couples swayed in the dim light of Jake’s friend’s finished basement.

Jake tightened his grip, and she leaned against his broad chest. He towered over Phoebe, preventing her from peeking over his shoulder to see if Helen saw them dancing. Last night she and Helen had spent an hour on the phone, trading time being in love. First Helen talked Alan, Alan, Alan, then Phoebe babbled Jake, Jake, Jake, until they’d nibbled every morsel of their sumptuous elation.

Secretly, Phoebe thought Jake tons more exciting than Alan, who’d planned his entire life by sixteen. Just about every girl in Erasmus Hall High School would pick Jake’s sardonic humor and tough-guy looks over Alan’s nose-to-the-grindstone personality.

Jake planned to conquer the world. Phoebe believed him capable of anything. Except, perhaps, being a doctor. Or a dentist, like her father. She laughed against his starched shirt.

“What’s so funny?” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Cute ears. Like little shells. Did someone spin you out of gold?”

“I’m imagining you as a doctor. You don’t have the patience for patients.”

“Very funny. Measuring me as husband material? Are you planning on marrying a doctor?”

She drew back. “Whoa. My parents warned me about going too fast.”

“Your parents don’t like me?” Jake’s wounded look touched her.

“Don’t be silly. How could they not like you? They barely know you.”

“So why are they worrying about you going too fast?”

“I’m only fifteen.”

“Years go by in a flash, as my father reminds me every day.” He pressed his hand against her back. “You won’t always be young.”

Phoebe frowned, not enjoying being yanked out of their magic moment. With his words her skin dried up, her shiny hair fell limp and drab, and her taut waist expanded enough to require a corset. “Good work finding the world’s most not-romantic thing to say.”

“Hey! You may not always be young, but you’ll always be gorgeous. You’re a thoroughbred. You won’t let yourself go. When my mother married my father, he considered her a babe. His hands could span her waist. I wonder if you’re small enough.”

Jake circled Phoebe’s midsection with his hands and squeezed. She sucked in until her stomach hurt, even knowing that he’d exaggerated.

“Now my father would have to hire a guy to help hug my mother all the way around.” His crooked grin shot sparks straight through her despite his appalling words.

“Meanie! What a way to talk about your mother.”

“Ha. She says worse about my father and me. Anyway, you’ve seen her, right?”

Sadly, yes. Phoebe and his parents both turned up to watch Jake lead the swim team to victory a few weeks after she and Jake began dating. Helen had nudged her and nodded in the direction of an overweight couple.

“Jake’s parents,” Helen had whispered.

Phoebe tried not to stare, but temptation hung heavy. Compared with Mr. and Mrs. Pierce, her parents were Tony Curtis and Janet Leigh. Her father kept trim and immaculate, his thick red hair always close cut, shirts ironed taut. Her mother girdled her body into submission, arranged her curls to flatter her wholesome, round face, and never left the house without swiping on her Royalty Red lipstick.

Jake resembled his father, but only in the broadest terms. Mr. Pierce drooped as though someone had vacuumed out his muscle, leaving only the doughy parts. His arms dangled like a monkey’s, making him appear shorter than Jake, even though he matched him in height—both of them nudging six feet, though losing out on the final half inch. But where his father wilted, Jake gleamed with rugged ambition and virility.

Even now, at the beginning of summer, Jake had become toasted-delicious, with a lifeguard tan matching his broad swimmer’s body, which narrowed at the hips. Sun streaks coppered his thick russet-brown hair. A cleft divided his chin. Rough skin and heavy-lidded eyes saved him from being a pretty boy.

Jake’s mother had worn a housedress to the competition; the sort worn by women who lived in ancient apartment houses complete with basements perfect for murder. Phoebe’s mother described living in those dingy brick buildings as having tickets to a tiny bit of hell.

“Not even an elevator! You know who lives in those places?” she’d ask. “Lazy people who don’t care how their children grow up. Remember, girls, never let your husband come home to a messy wife.”

That bit of Mom’s wisdom seemed worth taking. After all, her parents still held hands. Daddy’s smile when he looked at her mother wrapped their whole family in love. At night, Phoebe could hear them giggle from their bedroom.

Jake twirled her in a circle, almost lifting her off the ground. “Once upon a time, my mother combined the looks of Jayne Mansfield and Jane Russell in one woman—though personally, I go for the Audrey Hepburn type. Now my mother’s Sophie Tucker. Catching my father when she did was a good move for her.”

“You make marriage sound horrid. Like a game.”

He raised his dark eyebrows. “The game of love, baby. Everything in life is some sort of contest, and everyone wants to be a winner.” He squeezed her close. “You and I, we’ll always win.”

•  •  •

Phoebe slowed her steps as she and Jake approached her house. She almost tiptoed; if she made the slightest sound, her mother would be out on the porch before Jake’s lips touched hers.

Two weeks before, when she had come home from a date with scraped red cheeks, beard burn showing on both her good and not-so-good sides, her mother had lectured her for forty minutes on the fate of girls who got mixed up with boys who didn’t control themselves.

“Listen, Phoebe. No one ever blames the boy when something happens. You better believe girls always wear the mistake. You’ll be the one taking care of the results, and you can take that to the bank.”

Jake’s energy traveled at the speed of light, gathering friends and followers as he sprinted. He worked two jobs, but being miserly didn’t come with his hard work. Every time she turned around, he opened his wallet, whether buying burgers for the entire crowd or buying her a teddy bear that she had thought cute.

“Do you know how lucky you are? Look at this.” He spread his arms wide as though to hold the wide, leafy street. Buckingham Road resembled a miniature world. Walk one block away, and congested Brooklyn returned: people jostling into one another as they raced to the subway, hurrying from the candy store to the delicatessen to the Chinese laundry, everyone rushing like the tide at Coney Island. Molecules pressed in, all the breath, all the words flying out of people’s mouths.

In fourth grade, Miss Leanza had said that almost 8 million people lived in New York City. Sometimes Phoebe thought they all converged on Church Avenue.

Buckingham Road offered an oasis. An island of green divided it in two. A median of trees and grass lifted her street into something majestic.

Jake reached for her. A magnetic pull slammed them together. Since meeting Jake, she understood why her mother made such a fuss over Phoebe’s comings and goings. Without the rules of convention, Phoebe would crush her lips to Jake’s until they consumed each other.

He pressed against her. The sensation of wanting him closer, an arousal as agonizing as it was exhilarating, left her confused and breathless.

“Okay. Okay.” She pushed him away, excitement slowing her speech. “My mother will come out any minute.”

He walked her to the doorway, stopping for one more clench before they stepped on the porch. “Which window is yours?” he asked. “I want to imagine you curling up in bed.”

She pointed to the corner of the second floor. Her room overlooked the lush greenery. Sometimes, when her mother’s criticisms piled up and Phoebe began to see nothing but wispy hair and pimples in the mirror, she would stare out the window and imagine an amazing future when her life gleamed so bright that even her mother’s words couldn’t hurt.

For now, she had Jake.



CHAPTER 3

Phoebe

November 1963

“Come on, Pheebs. What’s the big deal in missing one class? You’re in college, not the army.”

Phoebe tuned Jake out, shuffling notes as she sat cross-legged on her bed.

“All the other girlfriends will be at the party,” he said. “Show up for me, okay?”

Phoebe gritted her teeth as Jake begged. “I told you. I’m not cutting class. My paper’s due.”

The only way he’d please her at this point was to leave and let her finish writing “What People Think of the Poor.” He deserved credit, though. He’d helped her with the assignment, distributing her questionnaire to twenty of his Brooklyn College fraternity brothers and forcing them to fill them out. He’d even answered one himself, surprising her with some of his responses—quick and pointed; Jake was not typically one to indulge in pontification.

Q: To what degree do you think the poor are responsible for their own plight?

A: The rich will do anything they can to keep what belongs to them. Thus the poor must claw at the rich to get theirs.

Q: Which of these aphorisms do you think best describes your attitude toward the poor in America?

1. God helps those who help themselves.

2. The poor must pull themselves up by their bootstraps.

3. The meek shall inherit the earth.

A: Number 1!!! Everyone’s got to grab their own prize. No one hands over money.

Jake peered over her shoulder, reading the questions aloud as if seeing them for the first time. “ ‘Is society responsible for fair wages?’ ‘Can people be expected to rise above their parents’ societal place?’ You bet I’m rising above my parents’ place. Not that it’s a long leap.” He gave a lopsided grin. “But I plan to pole-vault to the top. For both of us.”

Phoebe reached back and patted his shoulder, his dense muscle almost distracting her determination to make this paper perfect. “I question plenty in this world, but your success never makes that list.”

“You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.” He lay back and laced his fingers behind his head. “Plus, you’re so damned smart. You can go all the way. As much as you love books, you can get your doctorate. Teach college. Together we can do anything. I’ll make sure of it.”

He rolled over and traced the outline of her knee. “Our kids will be terrific, you know. We’ll give them everything we never had.”

She hardened herself against his dreams. “Rising in status and the size of a paycheck isn’t the only proof of worth,” she said. “What about people who want to help other people? Or those who devote themselves to the arts? Or teaching?”

“Like you?” Jake draped an arm around her shoulder. “People like you need people like me to support your do-gooding. So come to the party.”

“You’re relentless. And I don’t mean that as a compliment.”

“Class is more important to you than me?”

“No. Class is more important to me than your frat party.”

“Everything at City College outweighs anything at Brooklyn College?”

“To repeat. Going to class trumps your Christmas party. Why are they celebrating in November, anyway?”

“Everyone’s gotta be with their family during the holidays. Anyway, we’re not having a Christmas party. We’re celebrating Hanukkah.”

“You’re a rabbi now?”

“And being in Manhattan has turned you into the Queen of England? Too good to go to my party?”

She hated when he twisted her words, as though going or not going proved her loyalty to him. “How about if I take the train straight to the frat house after class? So I’ll only miss—what? An hour or two?”

“Fine. Whatever you want. Have it your way.”

With a bare brush of his lips as a good-bye kiss, a bit of punishment masquerading as affection, he left. Jake was a two-headed coin. On one side lived the rough-sexy guy who knew how to both protect her and accept that he needed her—the guy who took her on magic carpet rides. On the other side was the man who bared his teeth when he didn’t get his way. She adored the first; the second wearied her.

She inched the front door closed, fighting her craving to slam the wood to splinters, knowing her mother would race in and ask, “What’s wrong? Are you mad at Jake?,” her voice betraying the truth that she hoped to hear about a problem in the relationship.

If her mother were Catholic, she’d be lighting daily candles at Holy Innocents, bribing God with her piety, praying for His intervention, that He would force Phoebe to dump Jake.

Which, at the moment, tempted Phoebe more than she wanted to admit.

From the day she received her acceptance letter, Jake had acted as though Phoebe attending City College of New York instead of Brooklyn College portended treachery against him, her parents, and the entire borough of Brooklyn. For Phoebe, being at the relatively more sophisticated CCNY made her impatient with Jake in ways she’d never been—reacting against the same traits in him that had impressed her a mere few months ago. Whereas before he seemed like the go-getter that her father had admired, now, especially compared with her brilliant sociology professor, his ambition seemed uncouth. When they were out with others, Jake squeezed her hand every other second, seeking squeezes back as admiration for something clever that he had said. Conversely, listening to her professor lecture about class differences in America made Jake’s glib talk seem thin as waxed paper.

Monday through Friday, breaking up seemed the best course; come the weekend, feeling Jake’s shelter, knowing she’d caught the love of the guy that every girl wanted and every guy admired, she shoved those thoughts away. Walking through the world with Jake meant half the work was already done. He cleared the way for her.

The downside of those weekends was their going-all-the-way arguments. She didn’t want to sleep with him. Not yet. The more he pushed, the tighter she locked her legs against both of their cravings.

“Are you afraid that I won’t respect you?” he’d ask. “I damned well worship the ground you walk on! I love you. You know I’m marrying you, right?”

Soothing her with talk of a wedding didn’t help. Despite his sway over her—even after three years of dating, his touch thrilled her—getting married seemed like a final chapter in a life that she hadn’t yet led. Why the rush to marry him? To marry anyone? Sex sealed a deal she didn’t want at the moment.

Yet saying no was hard. Whatever “physical chemistry” meant, they certainly owned the formula. Wanting him had never presented a problem, but she’d fallen in love with college, too. Recently, the City College of New York brought the roses to Phoebe’s cheeks. She skipped off to her Introduction to Sociology class as though running to meet her lover. Poli-sci class met her with a hug of newness. In high school, she had done okay—she was especially good at taking tests—but the distractions of Jake’s attentions, along with staying on top of her clique, had distracted her from studying. Now education drew her as though it wore the sexiest cologne on earth.

Being smart and writing reports, getting good marks—that didn’t satisfy her anymore. Phoebe wanted to be learned. School left her just about breathless.

•  •  •

The next day, on the subway ride from Church Avenue in Brooklyn to 135th Street in Harlem—a long, soporific ride—Phoebe faced up to another reason for the roses in her cheeks and her motivation for never missing an Intro to Sociology class.

Professor Robert Gardiner.

Phoebe rolled the name around as she walked onto campus, entered his classroom, and chose a seat two rows from his desk. When he smiled, she beamed back. She slipped her pen and pencil from her bag and pulled out her notebook. She was cool and ready.

Professor Gardiner had most definitely not come from Brooklyn. For the first few weeks of class, Phoebe hadn’t wanted to speak for fear of sounding like a parody of a Brooklyn girl, all dese and dose. At night, she whispered to the mirror: cahn’t, instead of caint, and cahfee in place of cawfee, until she went too far and sounded like Katharine Hepburn. Jake spotted the changes right away. “Stop putting on airs,” he’d ordered.

Life became complicated. Phoebe spoke in a manner she thought sounded educated when outside Brooklyn, and then reclaimed her accent as she exited her neighborhood subway stop.

“Today we’ll jump ahead and study deviance and crime,” Professor Gardiner announced.

While her Jake was no shrimp—he almost touched six feet—Gardiner topped him. Sun-colored hair hung in his eyes. When he spoke about pioneer social worker and suffrage activist Jane Addams and the settlement house she helped found, he sounded as reverent and impressed as Jake did when talking about Mickey Mantle and the Yankees.

Each quiet word Professor Gardiner uttered provided depth and clarity. Like Phoebe’s father, her professor understood the worth of being good. Unlike her mother, who shook her head in frustration and muttered “Enough!” when Phoebe’s father dropped a coin into the cup of every beggar they passed. (Though she knew her mother secretly admired Daddy for his generosity—as she did everything. To her mother, Daddy was a minor god.) Phoebe stared trancelike as Professor Gardiner lectured. His strong, straight white teeth impressed Phoebe the dentist’s daughter, and his blinding smile screamed fourth-generation American—he looked like a sexy portrait of Jesus.

She scribbled down the golden nuggets of information that Gardiner provided, resentful of others—mainly girls—who were similarly engaged in doing so. She wanted him to be only her discovery.

As he turned to the board to write down the key events tying the Industrial Revolution to changes in social conditions and crime, the door opened. A panting woman wearing a too-long skirt clutched a clipboard to her sizeable chest.

“Professor Gardiner.” She huffed out a teary breath before continuing. “I need you in the hall, please.”

Without a word of apology for the interruption, she left. Gardiner held up his hands, signifying “I don’t know,” followed her out, and the whispering began.

The girl next to Phoebe put a hand to her chest. “Maybe someone in his family died. Or it could be an emergency for one of us.”

Chills shot through Phoebe. What if her mother had suffered the heart attack that Mom always worried about? Or Daddy? Hadn’t her mother mentioned that his color seemed off yesterday? Work would drive him to an early grave, her mother always said. As Phoebe imagined her father in a hospital bed, or worse, Professor Gardiner returned, frowning and colorless.

“We have some bad news.”

A waiting silence came over the room.

“I . . .” He stopped and closed his eyes, pressing his fingers to his brow. “President Kennedy has been shot.”

A collective gasp sounded.

“He’s dead?” asked a rumpled young man from the back of the classroom.

“I’m afraid so.” Professor Gardiner walked to the front of his desk and sat on the worn oak. After a moment of quiet, he crossed his arms and spoke. “Mrs. Treisman—she’s our department secretary; such a kind woman—suggested I dismiss everyone. So you can be with your families. But—”

Competing thoughts swirled. Where were her parents? Deb? Was Jake at the fraternity house? Who had shot the president? Their handsome, brave President Kennedy. Had a war begun in America?

“—I don’t think you should go, though. Not immediately. Of course you want to be with your loved ones, but rushing to the subway might not be the best idea. Not right away. Certainly, if you need to go, do so. Only you know your family circumstances. But if you can, let’s take a few minutes together. Let this settle in.”

A few students stood, nodded at the class, and then left, books held tight.

“Anyone have a transistor radio?” Professor Gardiner asked after the door closed.

Two students raised their hands.

“Bring them up front. Let’s tune them to the same station, shall we?”

One guy, wide and hefty, the other built low to the ground, like a wrestler, carried their small radios to the professor. Phoebe’s nerves buzzed as the group set up the radios on the professor’s desk. Static-filled voices vied for primacy until they both hit the sound of Roger Mudd reporting from Washington.

With his voice came reality.

They wept as they listened. Professor Gardiner radiated calm. When Mary Alice Haverstraw actually started sobbing, gulping between ragged breaths, he patted her back, leaning down and whispering secret words.

She hated Mary Alice. In Phoebe’s family, her nickname would have been Sarah Bernhardt—the name her mother coined for whenever she thought Phoebe became too dramatic. After the hundredth time of being compared with some old actress, Phoebe had learned to hold her tongue. Hey, she’d love to weep like Mary Alice, but being a spectacle was a sin in the Beckett home. Any time that she or Deb whined, their mother reminded them that Daddy listened to people in awful pain all day, and he didn’t need more agony when he got home—as though their father treated leprosy, when, in fact, he injected Novocain the minute a patient opened his or her mouth.

After wiping away a few escaped tears, Phoebe caught Mr. Gardiner’s eye. Without a hint of her usual reserve, she blurted out her thoughts. “Losing President Kennedy feels like a lifeline slipped away,” she said. “Everything seems dark. Frightening. Who’s Lyndon Johnson, anyway?”

No one paid the vice president attention—at least no one who grew up in her Brooklyn neighborhood. A Catholic president was as close to a Jewish one as they’d get in their lifetime.

“President Kennedy represented a bridge to a world where you couldn’t imagine how your relatives might end up in an oven,” Phoebe continued, before realizing she sounded like a Sarah Bernhardt minus tears.

Professor Gardiner didn’t seem disgusted by Phoebe’s sentiments. He walked over and sat in a blessedly empty seat across from hers, squeezing her shoulder—not as good as getting the slow sympathetic pats Mary Alice got, but welcome. His cool hand comforted Phoebe. His long fingers could have conducted a symphony.

“You’re right,” he said. “John Fitzgerald Kennedy represents . . . represented a new generation. We will mourn, but the world won’t go backward. The changes the president brought will remain.”

A calm and measured cadence—with none of the staccato wise-guy sounds so endemic to Brooklyn boys—colored his words. His voice carried the sound of Manhattan private schools; a man who illuminated the workings of the world. “Your observation captures all our feelings, Phoebe. Thank you.”

Fear of the future mixed with a shameful shiver of delight at Professor Gardiner’s admiration. The possibility that he might think her wise brought a never-before-experienced satisfaction. By the time Professor Gardiner dismissed them, he and the sainted dead president had merged into one beacon of light.

•  •  •

Three weeks later, Phoebe handed in her last Introduction to Sociology paper before Christmas break, this one on “Corporate Responses to Poverty.”

“Ready for the holidays?” Mr. Gardiner asked when she approached.

“Almost.” Phoebe searched for a witty line. Her energy had been spent angling to be last to place her report on his desk. Now, as she faced him, new concerns jumped forward. Her dry mouth might breed anything from bad breath to stuttering.

He meant Christmas; they’d celebrated Hanukkah over a week ago. Even in New York, non-Jews assumed that everyone spent the days before Christmas wrapping presents and drinking eggnog, when, in fact, her family would be eating a luxury spread from the delicatessen for Christmas Eve dinner: a platter of lox interspersed with silky sable and golden white fish. Chocolate-covered grahams—made even more delicious with the addition of a layer of jelly between the sweet cracker and the thick hard shell of chocolate. Blackout cake from Ebinger’s, the best bakery in Brooklyn. Chopped liver. Egg salad. Rare roast beef sliced thin. Fresh rye for her grandfather. Honey cake for her grandmother. Bialys for Deb.

Religion didn’t rule her family, but her parents respected the altar of heavy Jewish cuisine, making up for their lack of Christmas festivity with food-packed silver trays.

“My grandparents are coming over,” Phoebe said.

“Ah, so you do mark the occasion. Thought I put my foot in my mouth for a moment.”

“We don’t have presents or a tree,” she said. “Blintzes and bagels—that’s our rejoicing.”

“I know bagels, but I’m a little vague on the blintzes.”

“You never ate blintzes?” Maybe she lived in too homogenous a neighborhood, but his unfamiliarity surprised her. “Something delicious is in your future.”

He leaned back and put his hand behind his head. “Perhaps you’ll introduce me to the custom. Expand my sociological knowledge of cuisine.” His crisp blue shirtsleeves, rolled up two perfect times, revealed golden, fine hair on his arms.

“How are you still tan?” she asked.

He laughed, and she blushed at her stupid boldness. “I play tennis until I slip in the snow.”

She pictured him and his wife batting the ball back and forth, their classic gold wedding bands reflecting the sun—a woman so exquisite that even a drop of cosmetics disturbed her flawlessness. They likely spoke about Proust in bed.

Jake read Mickey Spillane and Ian Fleming.

“I always thought missing out on the brightness of the holidays must be sad.”

“We light candles for eight nights,” Phoebe said.

They remained silent for a moment. Professor Gardiner doubtless pictured a dingy menorah in her shtetl-like home, compared with an evergreen crusted with ropes of lights and shimmering with ornaments placed before a brownstone’s fireplace.

He grabbed her hand. “I apologize for insinuating that Hanukkah is any less important than Christmas.” His warm skin sent sparks through Phoebe. She wanted to run her fingers over and around his knuckles, caress the light hair on his wrist.

“Black hair with blue eyes. A stunning combination. You’re magnificent,” he said. “You must hear those words constantly.”

“Not really.” Why had she lied? Jake complimented her on everything from the sheen of her hair to the curve of her cheek. She strained for memories of Jake’s generosity to offset Professor Gardiner’s charged touch. The gold bracelet he’d bought Deb for her birthday. How he challenged her mother or anyone else who dared to be unkind to her. Distributing her questionnaires to his buddies.

She forced herself to see a vision of Mrs. Gardiner. “Your wife is lucky,” she said. “Your talent for praise is outstanding.”

His smile disappeared. “Presently, she’s not appreciating many of my talents.” He dropped her hand. “We’re apart at the moment.”

At the moment. What did he mean? A week of breathing space? A few steps from a divorce attorney? How old was he? Thirty, at the most? She could almost touch her eighteenth birthday.

“You should try blintzes sometime,” Phoebe said. “I think you’d like them.”

“Yes. I think I would.”

•  •  •

In February 1964 Rob Gardiner tasted his first blintzes at Katz’s Deli. Running into anyone Phoebe knew seemed unlikely in this no-frills room, crowded with yellow-topped Formica and chrome tables. People from Brooklyn didn’t trek to Manhattan—not even to the Lower East Side, which was just across the Williamsburg Bridge—for food that was already available around the corner.

Between bites, they exchanged life stories as though gifting each other rubies and gold. Now Phoebe knew that Rob had married without thinking—caught up with, as he said, “the will of the crowd.” She bent her interpretation of his hazy words to meet her wont: Professor and Mrs. Gardiner, an ill-matched couple, joined in haste, ecstatic at separating.

Over the next few months Rob and Phoebe moved from Rob tasting his first blintz at Katz’s to him introducing her to Chinese-Cuban restaurants, along with the hushed Cloisters in Upper Manhattan. The Cloisters’ stained glass, sculpture, and medieval manuscripts in the midst of acres of greenery seemed impossibly exotic just an hour’s drive from her house. That the subway traveled there—a place so quiet, so not related to Brooklyn—astonished her.

They first kissed in the shadow of a worn tapestry hanging on a wall. Elation at being in Rob’s arms swirled with overwhelming guilt toward Jake. Wrong, so wrong, what they were doing, but true love had arrived.

She and Rob should marry in the Cloisters, surrounded by the hush of cool walls covered by ornate fabric. Phoebe conjured up a June ceremony, her body draped in yards of white eyelet with a form-fitted top. Tiny pearl earrings would be her only adornment until Rob placed a burnished gold wedding band on her finger.

Now, two months later, with breaths of warming April air drifting through the open window, she sat on the edge of Rob’s desk in his small office. Dusk obscured the campus; they’d only allowed themselves the luxury of meeting at school in darkness.

“Can you sneak out for dinner?” Rob ran a finger down the nylons covering her leg—the Hollywood gesture turning her inside out. “What say you?”

“My parents will go crazy if I don’t get home soon.” She tamped down thoughts of Jake, coming at eight to take her to see the new Stanley Kubrick film, Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. Not her choice, but when she suggested seeing a Black Orpheus rerun down in the West Village, Jake said, “Why stop there? Let’s go see Shakespeare, m’ lady,” as though seeing a Brazilian foreign film was a joke.

Each weekend, Phoebe meant to break up with Jake, but she couldn’t find the courage to destroy him. And, she knew she’d miss him. Spending time with Rob brought shivers of excitement and fireworks under her breastbone. If sensations were made visible, sparkles would emanate from her head. From her skin to her soul, her sensitivity grew until being touched had become exquisitely painful.

Weekends with Jake provided a welcome calm, where she could sit back and let the world wash over her.

“I can’t say good night yet,” Rob said.

She swung out her leg from the edge of the desk where she sat. Electricity ignited, but they couldn’t touch, since Mary Alice or any hungry coed might appear in an evening burst of need. “Me either.”

Rob spun the air between them with his finger. “Do you feel the energy?”

She nodded, unable to speak.

“Ripening air.” He gazed up as though reading the wall. “ ‘This bud of love, by summer’s ripening breath, May prove a beauteous flower when next we meet.’ ”

“Shakespeare.” Phoebe imbued her guess with authority. “Romeo and Juliet?”

“Brooklyn turns out quite learned girls.”

“You’d be surprised what Erasmus can teach.”

“The priest?”

“The school.” She didn’t admit her ignorance of Erasmus High being named for a priest. Keeping up with Rob took work.

He traced her hand resting on his desk, running his index finger over each of her nails. “Winsome,” he said of her pale polish. “Opalescent.”

Phoebe closed her eyes against the blood rushing up her legs. He worked his way to her forearm with the softest of touches.

“I want to be alone with you.” He held out his hand and drew Phoebe from her chair. Before opening the office door, he peeked out and checked in both directions. After a moment, he nodded. She tipped her head forward as though the CIA spied on them.

He left the room first. A few moments later, she followed, ten paces behind. Paintings of horses lined the hall. Rob slipped into a door at the end of the corridor and began climbing the staircase, Phoebe following.

When they reached the uppermost floor Rob’s patrician fingers touched her shoulder and turned her left. He reached around to open a door, slipped past, pulled her inside and latched the lock behind them. In the dimness, she made out a broad conference table, oak chairs with wide arms, and a worn brown couch.

“Where are we?”

“Wait,” he said. He led her through another door to a wrought iron staircase that coiled up to another floor. She climbed the steps behind him. Cold curlicues along the railing bit into her palms. At the top, he pushed hard against a heavy door that opened to a steeple. Wooden beams crossed the ceiling, circling a huge brass bell. The walls surrounding them were chest high. The campus sprawled before them.

“I give you the tower.” He swept out his arms as though offering her a palace.

“We’re allowed up here?” She tiptoed to the edge and surveyed the paths filled with people.

He came from behind and enclosed her, covering her hands with his. “We’re invisible.”

“What if somebody comes up?” Flashes of want overwhelmed her.

“I locked the door below.”

“What if someone wants to come in?”

Rob ignored the question and pressed his lips to the back of her neck. She arched back, catching the scent of Muguet des Bois perfume rising from her heated throat. He touched her breasts, first with tenderness and then with ownership.

“So small to be enclosed in an iron circle.”

“Cotton.”

“Cotton like iron.”

“Small?”

“Small as in wonderful. Small as in bijou, delicious and perfect.” He spun her and teased open a button on her blouse. She began to stay his hands and then stopped. Rob was no high school boy, no college kid, not a member of the Church Avenue softball team. First, second, third base—you didn’t play those games with professors.

“I adore you.” He held his hand inside her bra, the not-so-iron barrier, and ran his hand over a now-bare breast. “You are the satin of youth, and I must possess you. We are in the very wrath of love.”



CHAPTER 4

Phoebe

May 1964

“Again?”

Her mother’s question followed her from the kitchen as Phoebe raced into the downstairs bathroom. She fell before the toilet, raised the seat, and vomited. Tears leaked as she pressed the heels of her hands against her forehead. She’d thrown up every morning for the past week. Waiting for her period had become her constant occupation.

She washed her face with cold water, careful not to splash her blouse, and dabbed her skin dry before turning to go back to the breakfast table. Her mother stood outside, arms crossed, blocking Phoebe’s path as she tried to leave the bathroom.

“Again?” her mother repeated. “Still you’re going to tell me you caught a bug? Whose bug is it?”

“I just don’t feel well, Mom.”

“Do I look stupid? You don’t feel well at exactly eight o’clock every morning? You’re lucky your father leaves early for work.”

Lucky why? Her mother conjured her father for anything related to the body or emotional state of her daughters, using him as a cudgel to crack them open.

“You’d better tell me how much weight you gained at camp, Deb,” she’d say, “or I’ll ask your father.” As though her father’s dentist eyes could weigh Deb with one glance. And yet her threat often worked. Neither sister wanted Daddy drawn into their battles with Mom.

“The cafeteria food is awful. Maybe I have food poisoning.”

“And last month the food tasted perfect, right? Now, voila, you’re a delicate flower?”

Phoebe erased all expression until her face became a blank slate. “It’s the cafeteria.”

As she walked away, her mother threw out more words. “You better pray that’s the case. And if it’s not, you make sure to talk to me first.”

Phoebe kept walking.

Her mother caught up with her and grabbed her shoulder with a mobster’s grip, forcing Phoebe to turn and face her. “I mean it. You’re barely eighteen years old. The smoke from your birthday candles still hangs in the kitchen. You need me, daughter of mine.”

•  •  •

Phoebe slid her tiny gold locket back and forth on its thin chain as she waited at Katz’s Deli for Rob. She’d lied to her parents, to Jake, and even to Deb, about the heart, telling them the necklace had come from Helen (and swearing her best friend to secrecy).

“You can’t put my picture in there,” Rob said when he gave her the present. “At least not yet. But simply wearing it will bring me close.”

He planted kisses on her bare shoulders as he placed the almost weightless chain around her neck.

Everything would work out.

I love you. I love you. Rob had vowed his devotion countless times.

Her parents would adjust. Being Jewish meant little to them. Her cousin in Great Neck had married an Italian girl, and they attended the baby’s baptism bearing pink-wrapped presents six months after they’d gone to the church wedding.

Jake would explode.

Phoebe worried the edge of her wool sweater, soothing herself by pressing her fingers hard against one another.

She’d break his heart, but she had no other choice. Tears leaked at the idea of never seeing Jake again, his pain, imagining him with another girl, but she couldn’t have two men.

Confirming the pregnancy was step one, but that meant solving two mysteries: how many weeks before a test would work, and who would give her an exam without her parents finding out.

She prayed that Rob would offer answers.

Her stomach churned. She searched for the ladies’ room, just in case, hoping the queasiness signaled only nerves.

Rob walked in wearing a sports coat and a wide smile. Blood rushed from her head so fast that she knew her skin matched the white of the chipped mug in front of her.

After a not-so-furtive glance around, he pecked her on the forehead. His chaste lips brought heat back to her heart, even if the rest of her was still made of ice.

“Tea?” He cocked his head to the side as he examined her cup. “I thought you were a coffee person.”

“My stomach’s been off,” she said. “My mother served tea with tons of milk and sugar when we were sick.”

“No milk there.” He pointed to the dark liquid, the tea bag sunk to the bottom of the cup.

“I grew up.” Dairy nauseated her these days.

“So you did.” Rob’s smile became tender. “So you did.”

He picked up the smeared menu, studying the plastic-wrapped paper, looking proud of his newfound knowledge of Jewish delicacies. “Can one eat blintzes for breakfast?”

“Any time of day is fine,” she said. “They’re like pancakes: breakfast, lunch, or dinner.”

“I ate a bowl of Wheaties at six.” He weighted his gaze with significance. “Writing.”

Together they worshipped at the altar of Rob’s novel. The first few pages immediately revealed his worship of J. D. Salinger, but in a good way, she told him—and she believed what she said. He wrote as Salinger would have written if Salinger had composed with more heart.

Salinger had children, right?

“How about we share a plate?” he asked.

“A plate of what?”

“Blintzes, of course. Where are you this morning?” Only after studying her face did he reach for her hand. “Whoa! You’re cold.”

“I’m freezing.” With those words she began chattering so loud she heard her teeth clicking.

“Phoebe, are you sick?” Rob rushed around the table and sat in the empty chair beside her.

She squeezed her eyes tight against tears. “I—I can’t eat any blintzes.”

“Forget the blintzes!” He moved the glass sugar pourer to bring her hands closer. He covered them with his own, sharing his heat.

“My period is late,” she whispered. “Two weeks.”

Rob dropped her hands. She twisted her tiny locket, twirling until the chain would twist no more, then unfurling the necklace and starting over. Perhaps she’d put a picture of Rob on one side and the baby on the other.

“You can’t be pregnant. I used a condom every time.” He offered this as though arguing an irrefutable point of logic.

“They’re not infallible.”

The ancient waiter arrived carrying his small green pad and nub of a pencil. “Order?”

“Coffee. Just coffee,” Rob said.
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