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1

Los Gatos, California

1974

The rain pattered on the rooftop of the house in which Emma and Jesse Tree lay sleeping. Emma’s dream shifted; someone was tap-dancing. Clickety, clickety, click—her unconscious heard the rain as time-steps.

In the small yard, squirrels chittered to one another about the falling water. Would it wash away the nuts they’d hidden so carefully in the redwood siding that covered the small two-story house? They’d tucked reserves into its red shutters too, and around the edges of the now screened-in carport where in summer the Trees potted begonias and barbequed. Would it wash away the ivy they’d watched Emma plant beneath the back of the house where the house stood on stilts?

The rain ran in torrents down the single-lane twisting road that led to the house. It wiped out the tracks of pickup trucks lugging in cords of wood for the canyon’s fireplaces. It washed them down into the creek that flowed out of the canyon, under the highway, into the reservoir.

It scrubbed the large windows that paraded across the back of the Trees’ bedroom, cleaning the outside where Emma couldn’t reach, for the land dropped off there and she’d need a ladder fifty feet tall.

Emma was dreaming of sailing now, sailing in rough seas. Salty water was splashing in her face, roiling in bigger and even bigger waves. She was going to drown. Someone had been in the boat with her, but now he had disappeared. She was all alone, terrified, and there was water, rising water, everywhere.

Then she jolted awake to the taste of salt in her mouth. She was drinking her own tears.

She wiped her bright-blue eyes open. Then Emma, a long, pretty blonde woman, smiled. She wasn’t drowning after all. She was safe, well, as safe as she could be, in bed with her husband, Jesse. It was only the first rain, early this season, only the rainfall of which she was dreaming.

Thank God, the rain was back from wherever it had spent its summer vacation. Emma hated the long annual drought that spread from May to October, sometimes November, the endless golden days when nothing changed, as if the weather wore a permanent smile and she felt that she should, too. If the weather were this good, shouldn’t she be deliriously happy? Instead, she waited for the rain as if she were waiting for her period, holding her breath, teetering on the edge of good news or bad.

Slyly, slowly then, Emma pulled her long blonde hair across her face like a curtain. She peeked through it to see whether Jesse was awake.

She hoped not. She wanted to lie here for a while alone.

She didn’t want to answer Jesse’s questions about the weekend she’d just spent in Berkeley. She didn’t want him to reach over and tweak her nipple like the switch on the automatic coffeemaker, as if he could turn her on just like that. She wanted to simply wallow in the glory, like the first taste of a lemon-meringue pie, of this first day of rain—and she had the time to do that.

Emma had never had free time in the fall before—teachers didn’t. But this year she’d taken a leave from the junior college where she taught literature and composition. In another month she’d be leaving for Italy, then France.

She stretched her arms, but carefully so as not to awaken Jesse. Oh, she was in hog heaven, happy—as they would say back home, her home, in Louisiana—as a pig in shit on this rainy October Monday morning. Nowhere to be, nothing pressing. How she adored rainy days with no have-tos. They were like Saturday mornings when she was a child, a little bit too comfortable to rise and shine with Big John and Sparky on the radio who couldn’t see her anyway—so she’d told herself in West Cypress. How would they know if she didn’t march around her room when Sparky sang their theme song? “If you go down in the woods today, you’d better not go alone.”

But this morning she was already in the woods in her California mountain home, and she most certainly was not alone.

She sneaked another blue-eyed look at Jesse, listened to his steady breathing and his little whistling snore.

Then, propped on one elbow, she studied his lovely paper-bag-brown face, the full lips, the slight tilt of his closed lids. The springy curls of his short black hair and beard were sprigged just here and there with white. He was holding his own. Jesse, she thought, you’re going to be gorgeous forever. Who would guess that you’re thirty-six? But then his brown skin was never going to tell tales on him as her complexion, translucent as a fine china cup, was beginning to.

Emma ran her eyes over her husband’s naked body. Always hotter than she, he had tossed the covers down.

His broad brown chest, shoulders and arms were thick with muscle. His stomach was flat. At six feet he was a big man, but not nearly as big as people thought.

“It’s the combination of things, darling, that builds the illusion,” Emma had once told him, ticking off as if they were building blocks his bull-like neck, the surname Tree, his rich deep bass-baritone.

“They think you’re the Jolly Black Giant,” she had teased. “If it weren’t for that laugh of yours you’d be downright scary.” For Jesse did have the most wonderful laugh, though on this rainy morning she couldn’t remember having heard it in a very long time.

“That ain’t why, honey,” he’d gone along with the joke, imitating a Deep South (where he’d never been) black. “It’s ’cause I’m a darky is why they thinks I’se big. Big everywhere!”

Then he’d leered like a lunatic, wet his lips, jutted his pelvis and reached for her rear end.

“Ain’t that right, Miss Emma, ain’t that what you white folks think?”

They’d fallen onto the bed laughing then, Jesse rolling over her, or was it she who was on top? It hadn’t mattered in those good old days, at first.

A while later, he’d breathed into her ear, “Miss Anne, Miss Anne,” still teasing her with the black slang for a high and mighty white lady, “I’m coming, I’m coming.” Then the joke had stopped. “Jesus, Emma,” he’d gasped. She’d smiled and held him tight. But she didn’t want to think about that now.

Then Miss Emma, Miss Anne, Miss Scarlett, she said to herself, staring out the windows at the rain, what are you going to think about? The rain, perhaps?

I will. I’ll do just that. She closed her eyes again, and time fell back.

She was in a steamy delta summer of her childhood, flopped out in the side yard watching the thunderheads gather. The hot heavy sky darkened, and the mile-high cumulus clouds that had grown gigantic out over the Gulf piled one on top of another like meringue on a banana pudding.

Something about the waiting for them to collide and then explode made her itch. Then there was a CRASH! and the smell of ozone just as the drops began to fall was quick and sharp, a rush of aphrodisiac—though she hadn’t put a name to it as a little girl. She had known only that the flash of lightning, the roll of thunder, the sudden dizziness in the sultry summer air made her want to run around the yard like a crazy person, rubbing her legs together very fast until she was tingly all over.

Now Emma sneaked another glance at her sleeping husband. Her lust for Jesse—the most handsome man she had ever known, whose sexuality practically glowed in the dark—used to strike her like lightning, stun her with its force. Where had that passion run away to now? Why did she never smell the heat, the ozone, the musk?

There had been a time when the rain outside drip-dripping made her grin and roll against him, tickling him awake. Then they would pull the covers over their heads and play with each other till they couldn’t anymore.

“No need to rise and shine if there’s no shine,” Jesse had said, his fingers exploring all the while.

Where had all that loving gone?

Was it up in the beams of Skytop, the old hotel that he’d been renovating for all of their four years together?

Had their heat been transmogrified into the lodge’s joists and ceilings, studs and posts, the mile after mile of cabinetry—all of which Jesse insisted on doing by hand, alone? Jesse, trained as a sculptor, was a cabinetmaker, a fine-furniture maker, an artist in wood.

When Emma met Jesse his work had already been in a host of museums, including the de Young, MOMA, the Metropolitan, and the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. He was a success—approaching fame.

But, Emma thought, nobody was ever going to see another of Jesse’s massive desks of ebony, delicate tables of tulipwood, cherry jewelry boxes, signed and dated on bottoms that were finished as finely as if they were the tops. If you wanted to see Jesse’s work now, you’d have to drive up and see Skytop.

* * *

Their conversations went like this: “Jesse, you’re obsessing. You’re not a carpenter, you’re not an innkeeper, you’re an artist. You’ve taken a wrong turn. You can’t see the forest for the tree.”

“Mixed metaphors and a bad pun, love.”

“What about the New York Contemporary Crafts Show? You’re going to let that opportunity pass you by?”

“How many times have I told you, Skytop is my work now. Every foot of it is part of one gigantic show!”

Emma changed her tack. “I never see you.”

“You never saw me in the studio.”

“That’s not true. All I had to do was walk out the back door and up the steps. I don’t know what you’re doing anymore.”

Jesse raised one eyebrow, cocked it like a pistol. “And you’ve always been an open book. Right, Emma? Always laid out every little part of yourself for me?”

“Oh, please, let’s don’t go over that. Jesse, come with me off this mountain. Come with me to Italy.”

She could see them in her mind’s eye, in a little inn, still slightly drunk on the rough red wine they’d drunk before bedding down for the night.

“Run away with me,” she had begged. “Come to Europe for a while. We’ll eat ourselves silly, drink buckets of good wine.”

For Emma, who had been hungry for a multitude of things for most of her life, had discovered that more than anything what she wanted to do was cook, not just cook but cook. Her dream was to leave her junior-college English post forever, to do more than her part-time catering, to do it right: apprentice in restaurants in Italy and France and return home a chef. And now she was standing on the edge of her dream. She had finished summer school. In a few weeks she’d be cooking in a kitchen in Rome, then Provence.

“No,” he said, “I have to stay here. Then we’ll talk about traveling, before I go back to furniture again.”

“It’s not that easy to go back,” she had answered.

“No,” he had said, giving her a long look, “not for some things.”

* * *

Jesse stirred again, murmured, groaned. He smiled, still asleep, dreaming as the rain raged.

Emma watched his face. And about whom, my good man, my dear husband, are you dreaming? Who makes you stiffen and grow erect? Your ever-loving wife, Emma Fine Tree? Or Caroline, your lover, that bitch?

I’m getting out of here, she said to herself then, easing up and reaching for her robe. Lying here lonely but not alone is no way to spend a perfectly good rainy morning.

As Emma shut the bedroom door behind her, Jesse Tree opened one brown eye and grinned. He wore a very amused expression for a man whose wife had just left him in bed with a magnificent erection.

* * *

Emma reached out of the tub to tune the bright-red radio. Her favorite country-and-western station was fading. She couldn’t make out which it was, his busted tires, busted wallet or busted heart, that was causing the singer such pain.

She wondered: If the portable radio fell into the tub, would she fry? Would her silver fillings bounce radio waves off the mountains over to the Pacific thirty miles away? Would her lover, for, yes, she too had one, though Jesse didn’t know it, would her lover on his sailboat bouncing on the waves read her last electric gasps on his radio: Mayday, Mayday?

Suddenly the bathroom door flew open and in strode Jesse wrapped in the paisley silk robe she’d given him for Christmas. Circling around his head as he whistled were the tinkling notes of a Vivaldi melody.

Jesse loved baroque music. It wound Emma up tighter than a tick.

She splashed one hand in the water and waited for the question he would ask in his ever-so-polite classical-radio-announcer voice, his tones plummy and full as if the words Neville Marriner and St. Martin-in-the-Fields wouldn’t melt in his mouth: “You don’t mind if I turn this down, do you?”

But this time he didn’t say that. Instead his full lips, pursed into a sweet brownness like a fig, changed their tune, segueing neatly into the lament of being busted flat in New Orleans that was playing on the radio.

Emma narrowed her eyes at his wide silken back, the interlocking figures of the paisley fitting together like pieces of a puzzle or gourds making love. What was up with him this morning? Jesse, who was whistling harmony now, hated country music.

“Excuse me,” he said, lifting the toilet seat and relieving himself in a hot, splashing stream. He dropped the seat again before running cold water in the sink. One thing for which she was grateful—growing up with two sisters, Jesse did know that the proper position of the toilet seat was down.

He brushed his perfect teeth, then patted hot water on his cheeks and neck, on the parts where he shaved around and under his beard.

Emma stared at his reflection in the mirror.

She loved the ritual of shaving; it was a peek behind the door marked MEN. That intense act with a deadly sharp razor on the face, so close to the jugular, how did it feel, that singular act reeking of soap and testosterone? How did it feel, pitching instead of catching? Flexing muscles, slapping towels in locker rooms, all that bullshit and bravado, how did it feel?

Then his brown eyes caught her blue ones on the shiny face of the mirror. Her gaze could run, slipping off the edges, but it was already too late to hide. She knew that he knew what she was thinking.

Suddenly she was aware of her nakedness—covered only with a thin blanket of iridescent and now cooling bubbles. It reminded her of her other nakednesses, stolen embraces, things she didn’t want Jesse to look into her eyes and know.

Play busy, she thought, falling back on the posturing that came naturally to a Southern girl. A study in nonchalance, she turned on the hot water and switched on the Jacuzzi.

“So, how were Clifton and Maria?”

Emma’s answer, just as she’d practiced it, was cool as lemonade on a summer afternoon. “Just great. Maria and I took a drive up into the hills, found a little vineyard we’d never seen before.”

“Do some tasting? Anything good?”

Emma nodded. “A dessert wine I loved.”

“Since when do you like sweet wines?” He paused a beat. “But your tastes have changed so, I don’t know what you like anymore.”

Emma opened her mouth and closed it again. Be careful, she warned herself. This bathroom is laced with mines. Watch where you step.

Jesse turned back to the mirror now. He was letting the moment go. She couldn’t believe that—Jesse retreating, Jesse who was so clever at closing in for the kill. What did he suspect about the weekend she told him she’d spent in Berkeley? What did he know? But he was concentrating now on his neck, the silvery razor flashing. Then once again he caught her reflected eye. He grinned and touched his nose.

“Wanna trade?”

It was an old joke.

Jesse’s nose was almost as broad as it was long, with a rounded Santa Claus tip. Hers, like her father Jake’s, was long and thin with a little hump. Night and day, black and white, they had chosen their noses to joke about.

“Sure, I’ll trade.” She kept it light. What did he have on his mind or up his gold-and-red-paisleyed sleeve?

She watched her husband pat himself dry, and then he turned to face her. He leaned back on the redwood vanity of his creation; in its doors graceful irises supported milk-glass dragonflies. She escaped his gaze and fiddled for a moment, letting a little of the water out of the tub. Yes, two could play this game. In fact, two were. Except that Jesse’s affair with Caroline had been on the table for a while. She was still holding her lover hidden in her hand, a trump card whose value she was unsure of. She reached for a can of shaving cream, shook it and pressed the button, releasing a cloud of foam onto her fingertips. Then she lifted her long right leg and began to paint it soft white.

Jesse was leaning over her. “Here,” he said, taking the razor from her, “let me do that.”

Emma looked up at her husband standing over her. The sharp steel glittered. A shadow crossed her clear blue eyes.

“I’m not going to cut you, woman.” He chuckled and reached for her calf. “Now give me that long pretty leg.”

Her grin looked silly as she did as she was told.

Jesse pulled his robe around his middle and settled on the edge of the tub. Then in slow careful strokes he pulled the razor up and up again, pausing to dunk it now and then, leaving little foam islands in the warm bubbles.

He stroked gingerly over the dead-white scar on her left shin, a testament to the first time she had locked herself in the bathroom to scrape away her adolescent fuzz. “Emma, you open this door this minute, do you hear?” Rosalie Fine had cried. When she finally did, she’d left behind a bathtub full of bloody water and a six-inch piece of shin skin curled up just like a potato peel.

“Would you relax?” Jesse goosed her in the ribs beneath the water.

Gradually she did. She leaned back against the end of the tub and closed her eyes. She listened to the man on the radio sing of old love and new tricks and wondered what Jesse was up to.

When he finished with her legs, he started on her toes, lathering them with soap and kneading, massaging, finding tender places he hadn’t explored in ages.

She wondered, as she stretched even longer, her limbs liquid like warm maple syrup, what had happened to the times when they used to play like this before making love.

Now he was sucking her toes. Nibbling. Tickling. Licking in between. A hotline of electricity zapped straight up her legs, making her damp in a way that the tubful of water couldn’t.

The next thing she knew, he had lifted her up and out and had wrapped a blue bath sheet around her. He was rubbing softly through the nubby cotton, drying and warming her at the same time. But gently, judiciously, thinking about what he was doing. He concentrated on the hollow just above the flare of her hips, the tender spots behind her knees. Now he was rubbing her temples, the top of her head as if she were a pup. She tried to fight it, wanting to stay in that distant place from Jesse where she’d been so long, that place which neither gave her pleasure nor caused her pain, but the momentum had already carried her too far to catch herself. She was falling. She was done for. She was gone.

Emma turned and pressed herself full against him. She smelled the minty fragrance the shaving cream had left on his warm neck. She nuzzled there, her tongue tracing the contours of the little scoop beneath his Adam’s apple.

“Jesse,” she breathed.

“Yes, babe,” he answered and lifted her once more. He carried her quickly past the bright-blue lacquered stairs, through the long living room, back into their bedroom, where he gently lowered her to the now-cold bed.

Outside, the rain had revved up, gathered force and speed. This was a storm now, banking against the tall windows that looked out across the valley to the tops of the mountains on the other side. But the mountains were invisible as gray sheets of rain filled the air. Naked, Emma shivered.

Heat was only a touch away. Jesse threw aside his robe and pulled her to him. He gently stretched her out full length. Nose to nose, her feet atop his, their toes pumped up/down, up/down, in a love calisthenic from the good old days, now almost forgotten.

He nibbled at her bottom lip, then let her suck his in. How long had it been, she couldn’t remember, since he had moved over and let her do what she did so well? Best kisser in her class, even when she’d been caught by Rosalie practicing her technique in a church park the summer after the sixth grade. Kissing was an art, she thought, a talent. It could be developed, but you had to have a God-given gift for it, like painting, or sculpting, or writing, or music, to understand all its shades and nuances and do it well.

Which she did, but Jesse hardly ever let her. In that, as in all things, he wanted to direct. It was his mouth over hers setting the rhythm, his tongue pushing hers back. Why could she never convince him that the appeal was in the play: Your turn, kiss, mine, I’ll raise you, suck, I’ll see you, rub, ours.

But this time his mouth was listening, attentive. He let her lead, and then he answered. Once again, his mouth received. Then as she began to rock her full length against his, slowly looking for the places that felt the best, he followed. He was letting her dance.

Around and around they whirled, twirling in tandem, the rhythm and the posture ever changing. The motion and the heat grew and grew and grew, and then he found her center, and he nuzzled there, suckled there, drew it all out of her, pulled as if he were a magician, pulled all the vibrating light right out from between her legs. He dangled everything she’d ever been or wanted to be on the tip of his tongue. Then he raised his head for a moment and lowered his wet mouth on hers. She could smell her heat and taste it. He whispered, teased as his fingers replaced his mouth, then the insinuating question, “Now? Now?”

When finally she could resist no longer, she grasped him, pulled him down into her, and answered, “Yes, damnit, now!”

It was good, oh God, it was so good. She couldn’t remember when it had last been like this.

She was soaring, lights and colors flashing behind her lids. The rain outside was pummeling, falling so hard she couldn’t hear Jesse. She knew he was speaking, but she couldn’t make out his meaning.

And then she did.

“Is this how he does it to you? Huh? Is this the way you like it with him?”

Her blue gaze snapped open into his brown one. His face was contorted with rage.

“Jesse?” She heard her voice, soft and small, coming from the far-off place where she’d been. She sounded like a little girl.

“Yes, bitch?”

He wasn’t kidding. Something had gone very wrong. She tried to turn, to lift herself out from under him, but his big hands, strong, beautifully articulated sculptor’s hands, grabbed her by the shoulders and pinned her down.

The long slow stroking had become a whole different thing. He pumped raggedly into her now. Their pelvic bones clashed and pounded. Her pale skin was going to be marked black, purple and blue.

“Jesse, you’re hurting me!” she yelled right into his face.

“I know.” An ugly grin pulled his lips tight, showing his ever-so-perfect teeth. “Like you hurt me, babe, fucking with that son-of-a-bitch.”

She twisted, but he followed. She pushed with her hips, but his determination was too strong.

“Oh, no, you’re not getting away. I’m having you this time, Miss High and Mighty, my way.” He drove again and again and again inside her. “Isn’t this the way you like it, you and your boyfriend?”

“Jesse,” she gasped, “what the hell are you talking about?”

Lie, lie like a rug, she said to herself. Don’t admit a thing until you see how far he’s caught you out.

He laughed. It was a very nasty sound, the laugh that boiled up out of him when he was angry. She had never believed the laugh before, had thought it a stagey bit of business, his James Earl Jones in The Great White Hope routine. But this time she was a believer. He’d scare her pants off, if she were wearing any.

“Don’t play coy with me, you whore,” he snarled, and then he pulled himself out of her so quickly it was like a slap in reverse.

Before she could move away, he grabbed her and flipped her over. Her hands scrabbled to hold on to the side of the bed. He held one hand on the back of her neck, shoved her face deep into the pillow. The other hand was beneath her belly, lifting her up. He plunged into her again.

“Jesse, stop! I don’t want to!”

“I don’t give a shit what you want. What you want is that prick Tony, isn’t it?” He punctuated each phrase with his cock.

Who the hell was he talking about? Tony Boccia, the restaurateur who’d hired her to cook in his kitchen from time to time, who’d helped arrange her cooking abroad, was a beautiful and charming man, but was also as queer as they come. She almost wanted to laugh. Jesse, oh Jesse, how could you be so wrong? I told you you should have met him.

He was still pumping. She’d never felt him this hard before. She was going to die before he came.

“Do you think I’m a fool?” Behind her his voice was ice. “Did you think you could flaunt it in my face and I’d never know?”

He slid a hand up under her, searching for a nipple he found, and squeezed.

“Jesse!” she grimaced.

His mouth was on her ear. “Don’t you like it, my precious? A little pain? You could have used a bit of this years ago.”

Was that true? She felt dizzy, sick to her stomach. The tub, the warm bubbles, the slow stroking, the excitement, the aphrodisiac of guilt, the fear, the pain: she wasn’t sure where one left off and another began.

“I never slept with Tony.” Her words slurred against the pillow.

He ripped himself out of her once more and flipped her over again, slamming his body down flat atop hers. His face was inches away. On her wrists, his hands were steel bands.

The question came slowly, his beautiful voice insinuating, coaxing, almost sexy, almost to the end. “Well, if you didn’t fuck Tony and you didn’t fuck me, and I know damn well I haven’t been getting any, then who the hell were you fucking this weekend?”

His gaze drilled hers. Did he think if he looked hard enough he could read the answer printed in scarlet letters on her brain?

“Answer me.” He shook her wrists, and her hands flapped as if she were a chicken. “If not Boccia, then who?”

Emma had thought about the possibility of this moment for months now. She had carefully turned it this way and that as if it were a miniature, like the tiny moment frozen on the cameo she wore on a gold chain around her neck. And she had decided that when the moment came, if the moment came, she’d never say her lover’s name. No matter what, she’d lie. No matter whether Jesse thought it was Tony while the correct answer lay, probably still sleeping now, right up the hill.

“Nobody, that’s who.” Emma spat out the words while she screwed her eyes shut to hide their lie.

Jesse collapsed then. All the air sputtered out of him as if he were a great dirigible and her words had perforated his silver skin. He let go of her wrists, rolled off her and flopped over on his back.

“You make me crazy, do you know that?” His voice was weary. It sounded as if it came from far, far away. “You never fight fair, Em.”

“What’s fair?” she spat. “That you have a lover and so you wish I did, too? Would that make you feel better?”

Besides, I fight any way I can, she thought. And now I’m going to run while I can still get out of here.

She sat up slowly, testing the waters. Jesse didn’t move.

She edged off the bed and gingerly stood as if she expected the floor to slip away. Her robe was hanging on the doorknob.

Jesse rolled his great bearlike head and looked at her. “Where are you going?”

“To make some coffee.”

He sighed, but he didn’t move to stop her. His head rolled back and he stared at the ceiling.

Then she got while the getting was good.

Standing in the kitchen now, Emma carefully ground, then measured French dark roast coffee into a paper filter and poured boiling water over it. There was no sense in depriving herself of a good cup of coffee, she thought, just because her marriage was crumbling into ruins.

Jesse stepped into the room. He leaned against the countertop. “Em, I’m not letting this go. You have to tell me what you’ve been doing.”

“I don’t have to tell you anything, my man.” She was sloshing hot water now in her growing anger. He’d been cheating on her for months now. Who the hell did he think he was?

“Tell me!” The escalation was quick. Again Jesse was approaching fury, hot rage this time, different from his bedroom ice.

“Why? You want to swap war stories? You want me to tell you all about my lover, Jesse, and you’ll tell me what you and that tramp do in bed? Want to compare notes?”

At that Jesse slammed down his empty coffee mug so hard that it shattered, leaving only the handle on his forefinger.

“Leave Caroline out of this!”

“Why? Doesn’t she count? I mean, I know she’s not much, but we ought to at least consider her in the game.”

And then she stepped back. Both lightning and tears flashed in Jesse’s eyes. Oh, the histrionics, Emma thought. Talk about who doesn’t play fair.

Hot and cold, cold and hot, Jesse’s voice now came from an underground cave. “Caroline counts all right. She keeps me sane. If it weren’t for her I’d have gone crazy already, living with you!”

Emma leaned her chin into the cup of one hand and smiled. It was not a very nice smile.

“Does she like to do it every day, Jesse? Or does she fake the desire—” and now her voice began to rise as she lost control— “does she fake it like anybody would have to to keep you happy, keep you feeling like a man?”

“Fuck you, Emma!” And his hand, empty now, slammed again on the counter. Veins stood out on his neck. He had never hit her. He had never laid a finger on her. Yet she wondered if this time maybe she hadn’t gone too far.

But his explosion had given him a little distance. Just enough to grasp again the real, real for him at least, issue at hand.

He plopped down heavily on a stool. “But we’re not talking about me here, my lovely. What we’re talking about is you. And where you really spent this past weekend.”

Emma’s heart hesitated and her blood pooled. Keep it going, she said to herself. And keep it simple.

“You know where I was—with Maria and Clifton.”

“Yes.” The s hissed like a snake. Ah. Now he was closing in for the kill.

“Yes. That’s true. Almost. But I called yesterday noon, and Clifton fumbled around, then said you had already left. Six hours before you got home.” He dangled the next words slowly, as if he were the one with the secret. “What did you do with those six hours, Emma? Hmmmmmm? Or were you ever really there at all?”

How could she have been so careless? But she’d been furious when she left for the weekend with her lover, so angry she had grabbed at any story as if it were a sweater, a last-minute afterthought. She should have known Clifton would never get it right. After all, Clifton was Jesse’s friend. Well, it didn’t matter now. What mattered was that she be nimble, that she be quick. You can do it, Emma, you can tap-dance. You can dazzle him with the flashy spangles of your virtuosity as you lie through your teeth.

“I drove. I cruised around the hills. I picked up two sixteen-year-old boys and fucked them silly. It’s none of your damn business what I did.”

* * *

What she did. What she really did. Even as she said those words, she warmed inside, she tingled, just as she did under her lover’s stroking fingers.

She could lie forever in his arms on that boat bouncing out in the blue Pacific. He waited for her there, his patience endless, he had waited and taken her for a ride, out across the waves, out toward the sunset, out beyond the three-mile limit. Away from the pain of Jesse and his Caroline.

But no, that wasn’t right. Or was it? Was Jesse right when he said that Caroline was just a symptom? That he hadn’t stopped loving Emma, that she had pushed him away, that she’d never really wanted him?

“You let me get this close, Emma.” He had held up a thumb and forefinger, almost touching, but you could see light between them. “But never any closer. Do you think I’m going to steal your soul? Find out all your secrets and then run away?”

“I don’t have any secrets,” she’d said.

“I think you’re the biggest secret of all, Emma, from yourself. A goddamned mystery. You don’t know what the fuck you want. Or you do, and you lie about it.”

“You think fucking means being close, Jesse?”‘

For, even when he was angry with her, cold and distant, even after Caroline, he still demanded her flesh, all too often, as if coupling meant coupled.

“You never get it, do you, Emma? I still love you. Fucking you is the only way I have of getting inside you anymore.”

“No, that’s the only way you can control me anymore—with your dick.”

It was different with her lover. In his arms, it just flowed, she was free.

But Emma, a voice whispered, it isn’t for real, is it? He’s not free, you’re not free. You can’t be tied together. Or is that the real freedom?

* * *

“Oh yes, it is my business,” Jesse was saying, pulling her mind back into the kitchen. The rain was still pounding outside. It poured off the redwoods onto the deck like torrents of mountain tears. “It is most definitely my business and you’re going to tell me.” She could feel his breath on her face.

The coffee had dripped through. She reached for a mug and poured herself a cup. She stared at her hand, waiting for it to shake. It didn’t.

“I went for a long drive, Jesse. I wanted to think. Now, that’s the truth, and that’s the end of this stupid conversation.”

If he ground them any harder, she thought, his front teeth were going to snap.

“Then get out.”

She turned from the refrigerator, where she was looking for the cream.

“I beg your pardon.”

“I said get out.”

“Get out where, Jesse? Where would you have me go?” Her words were slow and deliberate, her blue eyes cool as a High Sierra lake. She stared at him until his gaze broke. Then his body followed, crumbling bit by bit like a china doll that had been dropped. He leaned forward as if his stomach hurt, his chin tucked. His right arm and leg pumped in unison, knee toward elbow. Tears poured down his face like the rain rivuletting on the kitchen windows. This didn’t look like acting anymore. This was for real, for, more than anything, though he didn’t know what to do about the mess they’d gotten themselves into, Jesse loved Emma to death.

His voice sounded like breaking glass as he cried, “I can’t stand this anymore!”

Emma stood staring at him for moments that seemed hours long, holding the cream in one hand, her pink-and-blue mug in the other. Everything inside her was stopped. There was a dazzling white quiet in her head.

Then something clicked. Finally, after months of indecision, Emma knew what she was doing.

“Jesse,” her voice so soft he could hardly hear her, “you’re right. I need twenty-four hours. I’ll be gone after coffee tomorrow morning.”

* * *

He stood naked in the doorway, early-morning bleary-eyed, watching as she slammed the trunk of her little blue sedan. Even the rumple of pillow prints on his face couldn’t hide his disbelief.

Had he thought she was joking?

“Where are you going?” he called into the bright air washed fresh by the rains the day before.

“Home.”

“To Louisiana?”

“No, to Alaska. Where do you think?”

“You hate it in Louisiana.”

“So what?”

“So why are you going there?”

“You know, Jesse,” she smiled her not-very-nice smile, “one of the nice things about leaving is that we don’t have to have these stupid conversations anymore.”

At that he turned on his heel with as much dignity as his nakedness would allow and slammed the door behind him.

She was almost out of the driveway when he reappeared, partially covered by his robe, followed by Elmer, their collie. Emma’s heart lurched. No problem leaving Jesse, she thought, but you’re sure as hell going to miss the dog.

“When are you coming back?”

“I don’t know,” she called over the revving engine.

“You’d better be back in time for dinner.”

“I wouldn’t count on it.”

She stepped on the gas and was gone.

The miles had flown by. Leaving California was easy, zipping down Highway 5, the straight six-lane north-south red line through the middle of the state. There was nothing to see and nothing to do but drive.

Emma kept waiting for the bottom of her stomach to drop, for a cold hand to clutch it and make her tremble. Instead, she was grinning into the wind. She felt like Elmer with his head hanging out the car window, ears flying.

She fiddled with the radio, finding more and more honest-to-God country-and-western stations as she drove into the Big Valley.

Why didn’t she feel scared, sad, broken-hearted like the good old boys singing on the radio? All she seemed to feel was relief.

Maybe it was because this wasn’t really running away from home—if she was also running to home on the other end. Except Louisiana hadn’t been home for many years, and she really didn’t know why she was going there. To see Rosalie and Jake? That was a joke.

Maybe she’d told Jesse she was going home to make him mad, because she knew he hated the South.

Let’s think about this a minute, Emma. No need to cut off your nose to spite your face. You don’t have to go to Louisiana just because you told Jesse you were going to. That’s even more reason not to. Why don’t you go back, pack your stuff, and leave early for Italy?

It was too complicated, the travel arrangements, they wouldn’t be expecting her.

Emma kept driving south.

* * *

There was Bakersfield, quick, she missed it. Then she hung a left and headed east across the Mojave Desert as the sun set behind her back. She stopped with a toe still in California, pulled up in front of a motel in Needles. Just across the dotted blue line on the map was Nevada.

Dinner was a hamburger. Not bad. Maybe she’d eat nothing but hamburgers all the way. “The Definitive Emma Rochelle Fine Tree Survey of the American Hamburger.” Back in her room, she took a long hot shower, pulled back the swirly orange-and-brown bedspread and collapsed.

She stretched and rooted. For the first time in four years she was truly alone again. She could read in bed all night long if she wanted to. She could call room service, if there were room service. She could eat nothing but Mallomars, drink a fifth of Southern Comfort, bathe in it if she wanted. She could do anything she was big enough to, when she got around to it.

For now, she reached into her zippered bag and pulled out the new paperback she’d been waiting to have a chance to read.

She held the book up and stared at its cover. Even Cowgirls Get the Blues. Well, she’d just see about that.

But Emma and the cowgirls didn’t ride very far together. Four pages down the road, she began to fade. It had been a hell of a forty-eight hours.

She switched out the light, snuggled down and began to drift, when a thought lit her mind like Las Vegas neon.

Goddamn Jesse to hell! Why did he have to remind her, with his soft sweet insidious seduction, that lovely fucking, before he’d gone insane and pounded into her as if she were a piece of liver, that he remembered exactly what would sweet-feel her into boneless, mindless lust?

Come, now, Emma, she asked herself, did you really think that he’d forgotten?

Then why didn’t he ever do it? she argued with herself. Why had it been so long that she’d forgotten that he knew?

Because he’s an ornery, manipulative six-plus son-of-a-bitch, that’s why.

That settled, she closed her eyes and relaxed—for a moment.

Is that what you’re going to tell them when you get to West Cypress? Are you going to tell on Jesse? Tell them that he’d been fucking around instead of sweet-fucking you until you decided to do the same?

Of course not.

There would be cold comfort indeed in spilling out all her troubles to Rosalie and Jake. She wasn’t quite sure why she was headed south, but it sure as hell wasn’t for that.

They weren’t that kind of Southern parents. And she wasn’t that kind of Southern girl.

Southern girl…she was drifting again. Words played hide-and-seek on a drive-in movie screen in her mind.

Hell, what was a Southern girl? After all those years away, was she one anymore?

Jesse had always teased her—You can take the girl out of the South, but you can’t… And what was it about Southern girls? She remembered a childhood singsong.

Nice Southern girls don’t drink or smoke or go with boys who do.

Southern girls don’t say shit even if they have a mouth full of it.

Southern girls definitely don’t screw.

And Southern girls don’t go out in the sun.

Emma drifted further and further, then her body jolted. She balanced on the knife edge of sleep.

Don’t go out in the sun ’cause it’s bad for your complexion, makes your skin all dark and wrinkly like a prune. Then who will want to marry you? And if you’re not married, honey, where are you? You’re alone in the world, with nobody to love or take care of you.

The way she was right now.

At least, that’s what most folks would say.

Except Rosalie.

She wouldn’t say that at all.

She’d say, had always said since Emma was a little girl, “Emma, don’t you ever depend on a man. Most of them are no good, even if they look it at first. Girl, you better learn to take care of yourself.”

Emma had taken care of herself. She always had. Even when she didn’t want to.

And years later, when she was grown up, long after all the others in West Cypress had written her off as an old maid, Rosalie Fine had never asked that terribly rude question that others posed: “Why’s a good-looking girl like you not married?”

Though when Emma finally did meet and marry Jesse Tree, she hadn’t bothered to tell her parents.

As she’d said to Jesse and herself, there were lots of things Jake and Rosalie hadn’t told her.

Keeping secrets ran in the family.
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West Cypress, Louisiana

1944

It was late in the evening of Jake Fine’s third night on the road when the bus driver announced, “Next stop, Cypress, Louisiana.”

Jake stretched and yawned, as much to relieve his nervousness as his fatigue. What was he doing here?

Then the baby in the seat beside him whimpered. He looked down at her and remembered. Emma, she was the reason he was three days and nights and fifteen hundred miles from New York City, Emma and the promise he’d made to Helen.

“If anything happens,” she had said, somber-faced, four months pregnant, “promise me you’ll never give up the baby, Jake. Find it another mother, but don’t ever let it go.”

So Jake was on this bus, changing diapers, changing his life as the miles rolled on, setting out on his second giant migration. And though the distance of the first, from Minsk to New York City, was greater than that from New York to West Cypress, he had a feeling that the changes were going to be just as momentous.

Jake leaned his bald head back against the prickly brown cushion once more. His hazel eyes closed. He didn’t want to think about what might lie ahead for him. It was too terrifying. The past was safer. The memories of his first trip were like sepia photos, crackled and faded, but nonetheless preserved.

* * *

He could see himself as a tiny boy in short pants holding on to his mother, Riva’s, hand. They were in a tremendous open hall jammed with thousands of people all jabbering in languages he couldn’t understand.

A fat woman on the bench next to them whispered rumors into his mother’s ear.

“They won’t admit you if you have more than four children…. They send you back if you have lice…. You have to have a job…a relative who can vouch for you.”

Then, finally, up the long stairs they marched, his father, Isidore, straight-backed and stern, his mother Riva, with Rhoda, Moe and Jake holding hands between them.

“Hurry,” Isidore urged them. “Take the stairs in big steps and don’t stumble. It’s a test, to see if you’re strong enough to make it.”

They’d streaked up the steps and soon were on the ferry headed toward buildings taller than he’d ever imagined, even in his dreams.

As the breezes blew his hair, Jake looked up at his stern-faced father with pride. Isidore was a macher, a mensch. He knew his way around. Two years earlier, he’d made the journey alone. Now in this place called Battery Park he waved away the flailing arms of men shouting their offers: “Rooms…” “Over here, jobs…” “Work papers, I’ll get you work papers…” “Trains, where do you want to go?”

Isidore knew where he was going. The first time, a greenhorn, he had almost ended up on a train for Houston, Texas, rather than on a trolley for Houston Street and the Lower East Side. But he had found his way, had worked in a kitchen, behind a pushcart, in a boiler room, to earn the dollars with which to bring over his family.

This time, with them firmly in tow, he stayed on the trolley until it reached Grand Central Station. He had moved up and out of the city already. There was an apartment waiting for them, six rooms at a respectable address in New Haven, Connecticut. There the family would live and three more children, Joseph, Ruth and Sidney, would be born.

Jake smiled as he thought of that first apartment’s kitchen, the kosher meals his short, round mother prepared, the kasha, the borscht, the chickens yellow with fat. What kind of food was there going to be in West Cypress?

Outside the bus windows, the lights of Cypress were beginning to flare through the flat blackness like Friday-night candles. Jake could see himself in the mirror of remembrance in a yarmulke, serious-faced among the children as they watched Riva light the Sabbath candles. Were there synagogues in the South? Were there even any Jews?

The city lights grew brighter, and his pulse quickened. It wouldn’t be long now. He thought about friends he’d left behind: the Goldbergs, who had lived next door in New Haven. They’d come over a couple of years earlier, and their kids were already as proud and as street-smart as the natives. They taught the Fines more English than the Cedar Street School. And they taught them stickball, how to order in the candy store, how to fit in.

It was their father, Nathan Goldberg, who taught Isidore the fine arts of distilling and bottling. The smell of their homemade hooch, rich and ripe and yeasty, filled the whole neighborhood until Riva put her foot down.

“What are we going to do, Isidore, when they lock you in prison and send you back to the other side for this little bit of extra money? Are you going to be happy then, when the children and I starve to death?”

Where was Jake going to find another friend like Herb Goldberg, who had stood under the wedding tent with his sister Rhoda? Rhoda and Herb—they had been the first, when the family had started to grow smaller, yet larger; Rhoda, then Ruth, then Moe, and on down the line, the children had married and left. Except for Jake. Jake had stayed at home.

“You’ll find someone, Jakey,” his mother hugged him and said. “The right girl will come along.”

But Jake knew that she wouldn’t.

He was the one who had dropped out of the Cedar Street School the earliest, after the sixth grade when he couldn’t take the taunting anymore: “J-J-J-Jake, wh-wh-what’s the matter, cat got your tongue?”

He could rattle on in Yiddish just as well as the next one, but when he had tried to wrap his tongue around this new language it twisted and turned.

At home he told tales about the weekend trip to Coney Island, the rides, the roller coaster, the beach, the daring with which he had jumped into the mammoth waves—that big. He bragged in the kitchen to his mother and his favorite redheaded sister Ruth until they threatened to toss him out.

But his father insisted. “He’s got to speak English, Riva, if he wants to get ahead.” So his mother tried her best to practice the little English she had with Jake, but late at night, after Isidore had gone to bed, it was in Yiddish that they whispered.

Those nights couldn’t last forever, though, and as Jake grew and the family shrank, he became more silent. As long as he said nothing, no one could laugh. He sought out jobs in the back of a grocery store, in a cannery, a cleaner’s, jobs that he could hold with no education, jobs where he could keep his mouth shut.

Long days of work ran one into the other until one of the Goldberg boys said, “Come on, Jake, let’s go see the world.” Why not? That’s what the Navy promised. And for three years he was a real man, a sailor in San Diego. He went home with tattoos blue as the Pacific on both his forearms. The heart, the flowers, the cowgirl, Mom—they were on special, he told his mother proudly, a bargain twenty-five cents apiece. Back home in New Haven, Isidore frowned: Jews don’t have tattoos.

Isidore had frowned at him more and more after his return, so he hadn’t settled back into the family house but moved into Manhattan. There eight, ten, twelve years had slipped by, the days all the same at one job or another, the evenings brightened by picture shows and vaudeville.

Al Jolson, Burns and Allen, and Jack Benny were on stages just minutes away on Broadway. The movies were a quarter, and dime novels, especially his favorite detectives, filled the stands. These were enough for Jake. So the twenties, the thirties, his twenties and thirties, passed; except for the visits to his family’s homes, he lived his life quietly and alone.

Until Helen. At first he hadn’t seen her in the dark hallway of his rooming house on upper Broadway and had bumped into her coming out of the room next door.

“Sorry,” he’d muttered and then flushed. He was always bumbling, he thought, always putting his foot in it.

“Oh no,” she’d said in a soft Southern drawl that prolonged and multiplied every word until it sounded like three. “It’s my fault. I should have looked where I was going.”

And then he looked at her. She was tall for a woman, an armful, with soft brown hair and a pretty smile.

He’d thought about her for days after, listening in hopes of hearing her through the wall. He found himself racing home from work in the evenings, taking a quick shower in the bathroom down the hall and dressing in his best pleated pants, a fresh shirt. Then he sat and listened. When he heard her radio go off, he grabbed his coat and ran out the door. They almost collided once again.

She’d smiled. “Well, isn’t this a coincidence? Neighbors back home run into each other all the time, but here in New York it seems like everyone’s just strangers. Doesn’t it?”

Jake nodded and ducked his head. He wanted to talk to her. Oh, how he wanted to talk with her. But what to say? And how to make his tongue do his bidding?

Goddamn you, stutter, behave! he shouted inside his head.

“Yes, b-b-b-bu…” He couldn’t get it out. Goddammit, he couldn’t. He wheeled away.

“But what?” she asked softly. Was she laughing at him? “But you aren’t a stranger, are you, even though I don’t know your name.”

“Jake,” he’d managed. Quick, he’d outtricked his tongue. “Jake Fine.”

“Helen Kaplan.” She’d stuck out her hand. Jake couldn’t believe it—a Jew with a Southern accent. “I’m on my way to get some Chinese food for supper. Would you like to join me?”

Over chow mein she told him she’d been in New York a year. She was from Georgia, from a small town. She was working as a clerk and seeing doctors at Mount Zion. Something about her heart. Two weeks later they had married at City Hall. Helen was lovely in a pale-blue gabardine dress. Jake’s vanilla-colored suit looked like ice cream. The next day they moved to Baltimore. The jobs were better there, Helen had said, shipbuilding for the war. It was early spring 1943.

“Will you have to go into the service again?” Helen asked Jake while sweeping the steps of their little row house, its redbrick face like that of a hundred thousand others.

“I served my time. And until they call me again, I’m not volunteering.” They didn’t call, and Jake went to the shipyard every day and stayed home evenings with Helen, listening to the radio. They had just settled in, new curtains just hung, when she told him about the baby. At first he thought she was joking.

But she wasn’t joking when she extracted the promise from Jake. “If anything happens, you never give our baby up. Do you hear?”

“Don’t be silly,” he’d answered, when he’d gotten used to the idea, patting her stomach beneath a brown-and-white polka-dotted dress. “Nothing’s going to happen.” He’d reached across their kitchen table and touched her light-brown hair. “You’ll see.”

But he’d promised.

Had she known then that they would never cuddle a child together, watch her grow into a long-legged little girl? Had she always known that her heart wasn’t up to it?

“Don’t make me laugh so hard.” (Or love so hard, she’d whisper.)

“Jake, if you tickle me anymore, I swear I’m going to have an attack.”

“Honey, would you carry this sack for me? I can’t walk up these stairs as fast as you.”

Then she’d grown pale, and a little clammy, but what did he know? What did a Yankee Russian Jew know about a Southern lady and her games? All he knew was that he loved her. Nothing else mattered.

And for a brief time, all was golden. They named the beautiful blue-eyed baby Emma after Helen’s mother. Then came that afternoon just nineteen days after Emma was born, when Jake came home from work to a house that was too still.

He had raced the last few blocks from the trolley down Independence Avenue, hurried so that the roses wouldn’t wilt and the milk wouldn’t grow warm. He’d made it. The milk was still cold when he walked in the door, the cream separated, rich and thick in the bottle’s neck.

“Helen,” Jake had called.

He waited for her answer from the bedroom, but none came.

Then there was a whimper which swelled into a wail. He dropped the roses and the milk on the table and stepped to the bedroom door.

“Helen?”

Emma was in her crib, her little pink mouth wide with rage.

Helen was lying face down on the floor on the far side of the bed. She was marble pale, marble cold and very still.

“Probably heart failure,” said the white-coated doctor summoned by the frantic call on a neighbor’s phone.

It didn’t matter what the doctor thought was probable, what he guessed. No matter what he called it, Helen was dead.

Just the day before they had eaten half a cake decorated with little pink roses, thirty-seven candles, and “Happy Birthday, Jake” spelled out in blue icing.

Jake sat in their quiet kitchen, with the cake on the cabinet growing stale, for what might have been hours, could have been days. Emma never left his arms. She was all he had left.

Then as if waking from a dream he asked himself, What next?

His mother, Riva, had been gone for several years. His older sister, Rhoda Goldberg, rambled through her big house carrying pictures of her son Marty, the bravest little boy in New Jersey, as if she could find him again if only she opened the right door. Her husband, Herb, said she looked through their other two children as if they were ghosts, as if they too had been snatched away by rheumatic fever.

His brothers had families, problems, of their own.

“Ruth,” he cried into the phone, “Helen’s gone.”

The next day his redhaired baby sister was at his side, Ruth who had slapped the faces of boys who teased him about his stutter, the one who could always make him laugh, dancing a jig, striking a pose.

“Oh, Jake.” She stroked the top of his balding head. “Poor Jake, I’ll take her home to raise with my little Ed.”

“No!” The word had burst out. But then he wrapped Emma in the blanket embroidered with pink and blue cat faces that Helen had stitched with her slender hands. He had to move back to New York and let Ruth keep Emma. This wasn’t breaking his promise to Helen. This wasn’t letting Emma go.

He took the train Saturdays at noon after his job at a Manhattan cleaner’s. It was only an hour to Connecticut, where Ruth lived while her husband George built destroyers in New London.

Ruth met him at the door with Emma, handing the bundled baby to him before she even kissed him hello. Then they sat in her front room, their feet resting on an Oriental carpet, and sipped hot tea through lumps of sugar held in their mouths as Riva had taught them. Ruth served a pot roast, purchased with the coupons Jake had saved, and her famous pilaff with noodles, tomatoes and green beans.

“She’s a precious baby, Jake. Helen would have been so proud. I just wish I’d known her.”

Jake’s eyes filled with tears and he nodded.

No one had known Helen except him.

“Why didn’t you ever bring her around, Jake? Just that once, to Rhoda’s house, that one afternoon.”

Jake stared into his hands. He couldn’t explain to Ruth that he’d always felt himself a failure, that his father favored the other brothers, the ones who never stopped talking, talking, talking with glib tongues that made deals, made money, made friends, while he sat silent on the sofa and watched his life drift by. Finally, when he had found Helen, the things he felt were too complicated to even begin to explain.

Perhaps he had feared that they would disapprove. And if his father had said a single harsh word, he would have…well, he wouldn’t have been responsible.

Or was he afraid his brothers would tease him, marrying so quickly and so late, as if to seize romance, under any circumstances, before it got away?

He only knew that it felt safer just keeping to themselves. Helen hadn’t asked any questions about his family. And he didn’t ask any about hers. They had each other. The past didn’t matter. What they had was enough.

“I don’t know, Ruth,” he finally answered.

“Well, that’s okay. We’ll just raise her as a Fine. Nothing wrong with that.” Jake agreed, nothing wrong at all.

But it wasn’t long after that—Emma was just beginning to creep across Ruth’s red-and-blue Oriental carpet—when a middle-of-the-night desperate call had come the other way, from Ruth’s house to his.

God, if anything’s happened to my baby I’ll curse your name and die, Jake thought as he squeezed the receiver in his hand.

“It’s George,” Ruth cried on the other end of the line. “He’s been burned—in an accident in New London. They don’t expect him to live the night.”

George did live, with Ruth at his side changing his dressings, slipping ice through his parched lips.

And Jake stood, once again, alone with the infant Emma in his arms.

Then his old friend and brother-in-law Herb called. “My sister Shirley is living out in Brooklyn, in Flatbush. Her husband is overseas. She’ll take care of Emma.”

“But I can’t…”

“Can’t what, Jake?”

Shirley’s family, Helen. I’m not letting her go.

* * *

“There are lots of women in this neighborhood giving you the eye, Jake,” Shirley said. They were walking to the candy store for an egg cream on a steamy Brooklyn afternoon.

“Don’t be silly.”

Emma, dressed only in a diaper against the August heat, gurgled in his arms.

“You listen to me, Jake. It’s been eight months now. You know I love Emma and if you’d let me I’d keep her forever.”

Yes, he did know that, and it was beginning to worry him. Shirley was growing too attached.

“But there are plenty of widows here, nice women whose husbands aren’t coming home from the war, and you ought to start thinking about settling down with one.”

How was he going to do that? He worked five and a half days a week stocking and sweeping a grocery store nearby. He picked up Emma Saturday noon and kept her all day Sunday. He couldn’t court someone with his baby in his arms.

“Well, if you don’t want to remarry, there are lots of women who would love to have this precious little girl. Why, just the other day Mrs. Rosenberg asked me—she and her husband can’t have any—”

“No!”

“Shhhh! You’re shouting. Here, I’ll hold her while you go in and get the egg creams. Watch out for those little boys. They’ll mow you down.”
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