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To all the survivors and other activists who make it possible for nobodies to go against a somebody and change the reality for everybody.



Prologue

Danforth University, Otsego, New York, Friday, August 18, 1978

Let her be from New York City. Let her wear black. Make sure she’s smart and funny. Let her think I’m smart and funny, too.

By turning this into a mantra and keeping her eyes on the trees whizzing by, Deborah was able to drown out her parents’ yammering in the front seat.

“You brake before the curve, Debbie,” her father boomed from behind the wheel. “That’s the ticket!” He’d begun mapping the drive from Cleveland to Otsego the moment the acceptance letter arrived, revising the official TripTik after frequent consultations with the atlas he kept on his desk.

“Mixers. That’s what your cousin Rivka did: she went to every mixer she could find, and look at her—she met that Harold the third week!” Her mother, head turned slightly, hurled the words from the passenger seat toward the back of the car while keeping her eyes on the curves.

“Debbie has plenty of time to find someone.”

“Thank you, Mr. Ann Landers. Oh my God, will you slow down? That truck is coming right at us!”

“Sylvia, please. You’re killing me here.”

Deborah shifted away from the pile of bedding wedged between her and the carton that held her brand-new electric typewriter and a tin of cookies, both presents from her grandmother. The plastic surrounding the dove-gray coverlet had left her back sweaty and her blouse wrinkled. Leaning against the back door, Deborah hoped the breeze from her father’s window would air her out.

“Don’t slouch, Debbie; it’s bad for your complexion. Brains are good, but they’ll only get you so far.”

“And harping makes your skin glow?”

Listening to her dad come to her defense, always without raising his voice, Debbie wondered whether he did this out of love for her or to needle his wife.

The sun wove its way through the filter of trees and made patterns on Deborah’s blue skirt. Let her be from New York. Danforth University had sent only her roommate’s name, no other information. Deborah pictured Elizabeth Golmboch as a Manhattan sophisticate, willowy, maybe an English major, definitely not a virgin. She’d be striking but not vain, have lofty ambitions, never obsess over the mundane. Deborah’s grandmother had warned her not to pin too much on any one person. Whatever happened at college wouldn’t depend on who slept in the other twin bed in the room at Martha Hillerman Hall. But Deborah clung to these images like a sign. If the roommate worked out, Danforth would provide the transformation she longed for, from American Wasteland to World That Mattered.

Let her wear black.

The Timex on Deborah’s wrist flashed 1:48. She’d hoped for something more chic when she graduated high school, but Timex was what her dad sold in his drugstore. “Digital, Debbie—you’ll always know exactly what time it is,” he promised, fastening the watch to her wrist as though it were a diamond bracelet. At that moment, she’d promised herself she’d morph into Deborah the second she arrived at college.

The room was empty when they finally pulled into the Hillerman parking lot and hauled the suitcases and boxes up to the seventh floor. But the south side had already been set up, the bed covered with an abstract quilt of various purples; Deborah could picture the quiet Village boutique where Elizabeth bought it, maybe with her mother, maybe with her own credit card. There were no stuffed animals or froufrou pillows, no Yankee pennants like they’d spotted covering an entire wall a few doors down. Over her roommate’s desk was an assortment of postcard prints, arranged not in rows, like Deborah would have done, but in an artful pattern.

“See, I was right, Debbie!” her father said. “The campus is magnificent. I told your mother they didn’t airbrush that brochure, but she wouldn’t believe me. And this isn’t half bad for a dorm room.” Her father, five feet eight with his shoes on, stood between the beds and extended his wiry arms. “Your brother had to be careful his roommate’s tuchus wasn’t in his face every time he turned around.”

“So, where is the roommate?” Her mother opened the closet door on their side of the room as if Elizabeth Golmboch might have been hiding there. She checked herself in the full-length mirror, smoothed her slacks over her panty girdle, reapplied the powder meant to slim her nose (“like Barbra Streisand’s, only shorter and without the bump,” she liked to say), and tugged on the hair around her face. The heat threatened to restore its natural curl. How many fights had they had (“You have my features; why not learn my beauty lessons?”) because Deborah refused to wear powder or let the beautician straighten her hair? “We want to take you girls to an early dinner. Your father is convinced we have to leave at the crack of dawn. If he’s not back for his pinochle tournament, the Heights social scene will come to a grinding halt.”

Her father might not have a clue about sophistication—Deborah had to talk him out of wearing his plaid golfing pants—but he did seem to get that she needed to be on her own. A better daughter would be grateful that her parents, however tacky, had traveled all this way to get her settled. A better daughter would have been glad to explore the campus with them, slurp the local ice cream, take photos of the Tamarack Gorge. Deborah just wanted them to disappear.

“Go on to the hotel, Mom. Dad deserves a nap for doing all that driving. And then you can wander around the campus a little. I’ll put my stuff away. Remember, I have to be at a student-only orientation with the provost at four o’clock.”

Her mother insisted on unpacking Deborah’s clothes first and making the bed while her father stood on a chair to stow sheets and blankets on the top shelf of the closet. Deborah could have written the script: “How’s she going to reach those?” “She’ll stand on a chair, like I did.” “And the next thing you know, our daughter will be trying to get to class on crutches.” “Don’t worry, Debbie, I’ll come autograph your cast.”

They’d been gone only ten minutes when a slight girl with fair skin and a pixie haircut walked in, wearing a wrap-around denim skirt and plain white blouse and brandishing a campus map. Her hair, an ordinary brown, was practical, rather than cute. She had features that were neat but unremarkable, what Deborah’s mother would call a weak chin. A man with a similar chin lingered in the hallway, twirling a Milwaukee Brewers cap in his large hands.

“Hi, I’m Liddie Golmboch.” The girl tossed the map on her desk and stuck her hand out. “You must be Deborah Borenstein. It’s okay, Dad, come on in.”

Even though Liddie was approximately the same height as Deborah, her dad had to stoop a little when he entered the room. “Horace Golmboch, from Saukville, Wisconsin,” he said, nodding his head. “Very pleased to meet you.”

Deborah had no idea where Saukville was, only that it was a long way from Manhattan. She could picture Liddie in ads for a 4-H club, her arm around the neck of a large calf, a straw hat shielding her skin.

Mr. Golmboch stuck his cap in his back pocket and looked around the room as if scanning for something that needed fixing. When he’d satisfied himself that everything was in working order, he cupped Liddie’s head in his hand. “I need to get on back, Lid. Have to work on the Schmitz place tomorrow. And you need to get started here. But I’m so glad I got to see the Lutheran chapel. And to meet your roommate.”

He turned to Deborah. “It’s easy to get lost around here. I’m glad they gave you gals that map. Make sure my daughter shares the kringle her mom made. She was real sorry she couldn’t get away. And I’m sorry we didn’t get to meet your folks.”

Deborah backed up slowly until she felt her bed with the backs of her knees and sank down on it. Okay, so you didn’t have to be best friends with your roommate; there’d be other girls on the hall she could hang out with, someone else who could be her guide to a world of sophistication. This Liddie was probably very nice. At least she had a good eye.

While Liddie filled out paperwork for her work-study assignment, which turned out to be busing tables in the cafeteria, Deborah finished sliding her things into the dresser drawers and setting up her electric typewriter on the desk. They talked a little over a piece of kringle—it turned out to be a kind of Danish in a flat, skinny ring, apricot flavoring, unexpectedly tasty. Liddie hoped to get into the textile design program—she’d made that quilt herself. Deborah spoke of her interest in political science. But there wasn’t much time; they’d been encouraged to get to orientation early. Just as they were about to leave, a girl with honey-colored waves stuck her head in the room and introduced herself as Nancy Minkin, their neighbor from down the hall.

“You two look normal. Can I walk with you to orientation?” Nancy’s roommate turned out to be the Yankee fanatic. “When I told her I don’t really like baseball, she nearly had a shit fit,” Nancy told them. “‘You’re from Long Island!’ she yelled. Her whole side of the room is Yankee decor, and if there’s a game on, she’s already announced, it will be playing loudly on her radio in our room.”

Nancy talked nonstop all the way across the bridge and down to the arts quad. Having a small-town Midwesterner as a roommate was starting to look less alarming to Deborah, if this was what the New Yorkers were like. They made their way to Willard Broome Hall, where several hundred students were gathering in a large room made somber by heavy red drapes. Nancy broke away to hang out with a friend from her hometown. Some dean introduced the provost, both men right out of Animal House central casting, with hearty smiles and full heads of hair. Deborah was only half listening to the platitudes about “the greatest adventure of your life” and the need to “buckle down,” when the provost made a sudden, dramatic pause.

“Look to your right and to your left,” he bade them. Liddie was balancing on one leg on Deborah’s right. On the left, a skinny black girl in khaki pants introduced herself as a physics major from Rochester. The provost peered at them over the lectern. “Now recalibrate your expectations. You may all have graduated at the top of your high school class, but you can do the math. Half of you will be at the bottom of the class here.”

Deborah bit the inside of her lip and blinked hard. She tried to summon up the shimmer of the acceptance letter on her fingers, the fresh print smell of the course catalog she’d pored over all summer, the visions of stimulating conversations on the quad, but the sound of the provost’s voice triggered the only sense still functioning.

Beside her, Liddie crossed her arms over her chest. “Thanks for the welcome, asshole,” she muttered. Then she looped one arm through Deborah’s. “I hear they call this building the Broome. From now on, I’m calling it the Willard, ’cause that guy will always give me the willies.”

Deborah felt the gratitude whirl throughout her body like something injected into her blood.

Liddie had to miss dinner to attend cafeteria training. Deborah didn’t mention the provost incident to her parents. But she described it in full to her grandmother in a letter the next morning. “Dear Grandma,” she began. “I lucked out. My roommate’s not what I pictured, but I think she’s just what I want.”



One

Washington, DC: Thursday morning, January 28, 2010

“Are you really going to let a rapist become a United States senator? Crap all over your life’s work? It’s crunch time, sister. Heroine or hypocrite—what’s it going to be?”

As she spit out these words, Gillean Mulvaney was barreling her way into Deborah Borenstein’s office, having opened the door so quickly, a whoosh of air blew several envelopes off the corner of the desk. Gillean stomped on them with her boots as she charged over to the visitor’s chair and plunked herself down.

The woman hadn’t said a word in the antechamber outside the office, where an intern from American University was filling in for Marquita Reynolds, Deborah’s chief of staff. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you need an appointment,” the intern had said loudly enough for Deborah to hear.

“Ma’am, you can’t go in there.”

“Please, ma’am.”

“Oh my Lord . . .” The intern, hand clasped over her mouth, trailed Gillean as she barged in.

Although Deborah had managed all these years to avoid meeting Gillean Mulvaney, she’d have known the reporter anywhere—the short, squat body; the reddish curls that looked unkempt by design, rather than neglect; the rapid-fire speech. And that voice, so gravelly from years of smoking, Deborah couldn’t believe the woman had made it to her office without a tank of oxygen strapped to her back.

Mostly, Deborah was blown away that Gillean had found out about this story in the first place. Who on earth could have tipped her off? Deborah ground her feet into the floor beneath her desk and prayed her voice wouldn’t wobble.

“Shari, this is Gillean Mulvaney,” Deborah said. “She’s a reporter, not an assassin. Ms. Mulvaney, if you wish to make an appointment . . .”

Gillean’s eyes remained trained on Deborah as she pulled a cigarette from the pocket of her voluminous coat, holding it like a cocked gun. Obviously, she had as much regard for the DC smoking ban as she did for interns and potential sources.

“You listen to me, Deborah Borenstein,” Gillean was saying. “I don’t give a flying fuck about one more man in the Senate who can’t keep his dick in his pants. I don’t give a rat’s ass about run-of-the-mill adulterers or family-values hypocrites. But this guy, Mr. William Harrison Quincy III—this one is a ra-pist.” She drew out both syllables and held her thin lips together an extra beat on the “p.”

Shari pivoted and ran out of the room.

“I’ve got a very busy morning,” Deborah said, waving an embossed invitation to a briefing by Vice President Biden on the Violence Against Women Act.

“I know you know Quincy got his party’s nomination. Amanda Pruitt told you yesterday.”

Deborah straightened the pencils in the pot beside her computer. She wouldn’t put it past Gillean to have planted a microphone in there.

“I also know you know he did it. What I can’t figure out is why Breaking the Silence”—Gillean read from a brochure she must have grabbed in the reception area—“‘the nation’s largest organization fighting sexual violence against women,’ hasn’t already held a news conference to denounce the motherfucker. Did Quincy buy you off?”

“Look, my schedule is really tight today.” Deborah watched Gillean scan the massive desktop, as if ready to pounce on an envelope stuffed with cash. Instead, the reporter’s eyes took in the stacks of files in color-coded boxes: purple for CONGRESSIONAL ACTION NEEDED, scarlet for GRASSROOTS CAMPAIGNS, green for MAJOR DONORS, mustard-brown for FUNDER DEADLINE.

“Goddammit, he’s going to win unless you stop him.” Gillean scattered ashes as she punctured the air with her right hand. “I need you on the record. I need it now.”

“I . . . really, I . . .”

Gillean ground out her cigarette in the BEST MOM EVER bowl Deborah’s daughter made when she was eight. “Christ almighty, talk to me! Are you going to pony up or pussy out? Liddie Golmboch was your roommate!”

Just then Marquita marched in, all five feet nine inches of her, the intern tucked behind her. “Security is on the way,” Marquita said. “I’m told it’s much more comfortable to walk out on your own.” Marquita had been the front line of defense since the day the organization opened, twenty years before. “I learned from the best in Senator Kennedy’s office,” Marquita told the search committee. “I can sniff out a woman in pain or a reporter in heat faster than most people can smell shit on a stick. Those who need help will get in. Those who need to be kept out won’t have a prayer.”

But not even Marquita Reynolds could have kept Gillean out today. Nothing could keep the woman from clawing her way to this story—nothing, except the silence of Deborah Borenstein.

“I don’t know what your game is, lady.” Gillean kept staring at Deborah while placing her surprisingly delicate hands on her generous thighs and pushing herself to standing. “But don’t think you’ve seen the last of me.”



Two

Danforth University: Saturday evening, December 1, 1979

Her calendar page allowed no deviation—“LIBRARY UNTIL CLOSING”—but Deborah kept finding her head on her arms and spittle on the page. Normally, a description of the shunning of Bengali women after they’d been raped by Pakistani soldiers would have kept her riveted, but tonight her eyes wouldn’t stay open. Deborah peeked through her hair to see whether anyone had noticed. The stacks were empty except for two graduate students sprawled in the far corner, playing chess, and a senior who seemed to live in his carrel, surrounded by index cards and a deflated Wise potato chip bag.

Had she missed the eleven o’clock chimes? Deborah pressed the light display on her Timex. Ten eighteen—the green digits flashed on and off like a frat boy mooning her. Here she was on a Saturday night, swallowing another sigh of self-pity. A year ago she and Brad would have been curled on his bed after a movie, maybe dinner first at the deli in town. The girls on her floor envied her for having a boyfriend already in law school—and in New York City, no less. “So you slog away now and schlep to New York once a month,” Nancy Minkin told her. “You’ll both graduate in eighty-two. Boom: marriage, a steady income. Instead of having to support him, you can make him a daddy right away!”

But Deborah didn’t want to make Brad a daddy right away, and she was less and less sure she wanted to make him a husband. On her last two trips to NYU, all he could talk about was mergers and acquisitions. Brad’s dorm room was dark and narrow, his suitemate, far from home, China or Korea or Japan—Brad didn’t know which, and Deborah was too ashamed to ask—hovering somewhere just outside the door. “What happened to litigating a civil rights case before the Supreme Court?” she hissed in reluctant whispers. “When did you change your vision of the future?”

“My vision or yours, Deb?” he replied.

The potato chip guy balled up the bag and took aim. Deborah watched the plastic sideswipe the wastebasket and land on her boots. That did it. She shoved the econ text and Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will into her book bag and dragged on her parka. Even the librarian failed to nod in Deborah’s direction. She might as well have been invisible.

A new snowfall dusted her face as she walked onto the quad, adding another layer to the foot or more that had accumulated over the past two days. She used to complain about winters in Cleveland, but the weather over Thanksgiving had seemed mild in comparison with upstate New York. Still, as she trudged up the hill to the dorm, Deborah couldn’t help admiring the drifts. “Admit it,” Liddie once challenged her. “Without mud stains, snow has glamour, even brilliance.” All the same, Deborah hurried to get to the warmth of Martha Hillerman Hall.

A few students dotted the lounge, but Deborah headed straight for the elevator to the fourth floor. She just wanted to pull on her flannels and wait for her roommate to come back from her date with Will Quincy.

“Why do you think a campus dreamboat would go out with someone like me?” Liddie asked that afternoon as she tried on various outfits from Deborah’s closet.

“Maybe Will Quincy’s smarter than he looks,” Deborah replied. Actually, she’d been wondering the same thing. Deborah remembered her own reaction that first day in the dorm—Liddie’s small-town-Lutheran-nice-girl exterior gave no hint of her wit and smarts. You had to make her laugh to see her eyes crinkle and light up her face. The only relationship that lasted was with another design student, named Tommy Lannihan, who turned out to be gay—something Liddie figured out when they finally had sex. Other dates included a hotel student from Waunakee, Wisconsin, who announced proudly that he’d scoured the freshman rolls for anyone from his home state, and a guy in Liddie’s biology class who needed help with dissection and saw that Liddie had a steady hand. Deborah and Brad had tried to fix her up several times, but Liddie resisted. “Blind dates remind me of church hand-me-downs,” she said. “They never fit.” She preferred hanging out with Tommy and his friends.

Deborah pulled off her boots and blew on her hands until they warmed up enough to unlock the door of their corner room. As she turned the key, she heard what sounded like the moans her cocker spaniel made one summer when his leg got trapped under the backyard swing. She must have left the radio on—good thing her father wasn’t here to remind her they didn’t own stock in the electric company. At least she’d remembered to turn out the lights.

Deborah dropped her book bag on Liddie’s desk, closest to the door. The first thing she noticed when she switched on the lamp were several of the postcards Liddie had above her desk, a Vermeer and two blue Picassos, scattered on the floor. As Deborah bent to retrieve the one she’d just squished beneath her sock, she heard her roommate’s bed squeak and noticed Liddie’s leg, the borrowed black jeans around her ankle, thrust at an odd angle from her bed. The air held the acrid smell of male sweat.

Oh God, Liddie would die of embarrassment. Deborah quickly spun around and clicked off the lamp. But as her fingers reached the doorknob, she heard the moans again. Deborah had no real sexual experience besides Brad, and she was pretty sure she hadn’t yet had an orgasm (“If you’re still asking whether you have, then you haven’t,” her women’s studies professor had told the class). Still, Deborah was certain those were sounds of agony, not pleasure. And there was something about the position of Liddie’s leg, the dislodged postcards, a year and a half of rooming together—Liddie would never hop in the sack on a first date.

This time Deborah turned on the overhead fluorescent light, which illuminated what had to be Will Quincy’s ass in the air and his arm, flecked with tiny gold hairs, bent across Liddie’s neck. Deborah recognized the stranglehold from years of forced attendance at her brother’s wrestling matches. She locked on Liddie’s eyes, frozen wide with terror.

“Liddie!”

As Will lifted his arm, Liddie’s moan turned into a rasping intake of breath, like the squawk of a machine about to burn out.

“Get the fuck off her now!” Deborah screamed. She pictured herself flying through space, tearing Will off the bed, ramming her knee into his balls so hard they would fly up to his throat and choke him.

In what seemed an unusually graceful motion, Will rolled off the bed on his own, pulled up his jeans, and slid out of the room, like someone who’d performed this maneuver on numerous occasions. Apparently, he’d never taken off his shoes. His eyes, an eerily light blue, looked right at Deborah as he grabbed the coat he had flung on her own bed and squeezed past her out the door. She caught a whiff of some fruity drink.

Liddie coiled into a fetal position against the wall and kept gulping in air. Deborah was at her bed in two strides, as if her legs had been transformed into the long and graceful limbs of her dreams. Frantically, she searched her brain for the words of the rape crisis counselor who’d come down last month from Rochester: “Talk softly, don’t touch, offer support, don’t tell her what to do.”

Lowering her body onto the bed as lightly as possible, Deborah willed herself not to shriek or cry as she covered Liddie with the Danforth fleece presented to each student at orientation. “He’s gone, Lid,” she kept whispering. “I’m here. I won’t leave.”

The chimes were fainter up here. Shortly after they sounded, Liddie’s body began to shudder as she kicked off the jeans still bunched around her ankles. Deborah jumped up to get her own fleece and tucked it around Liddie’s feet, taking care not to touch her directly and cursing the stereo down the hall, which was blasting James Taylor’s “Something in the Way She Moves.”

When she finally rolled over to face Deborah, Liddie’s face looked raw. There were abrasions on her right cheek and a scratch just under her right ear. Her voice was hoarse and weak. “He wanted to borrow my Rilke.”

“Oh, Lid.” Deborah pictured a late-night huddle where the same guys who sold term papers tutored newcomers in lines like this.

She rested her fingers on the edge of the crimson blanket, wishing she had one that didn’t resemble blood. In the harsh overhead light, she could see a hideous bruise spreading across Liddie’s neck. Deborah dug her teeth into her lip and begged God not to let her mess this up.

“I can call a cab to take you to the clinic, babe.”

“There’s no evidence,” Liddie said. “You came before he did.” She started to laugh, great guffaws that sounded like geese honks. Deborah pushed down her own panic as if it were a physical presence and resisted the urge to slap Liddie, instead putting just her fingertips on Liddie’s shoulders and saying her name over and over. The laughter disintegrated.

Deborah struggled to keep her voice low and even. “There’d still be fluid. And you have bruises, Lid. There, on your neck.” Liddie’s hand swung up as if to hide the evidence.

“I bet your arms are covered with them.” Deborah made no move to lift the covers and push up the sleeves of the borrowed blue velvet V-neck, one she knew neither of them would ever wear again. “I know he hurt you, babe.” Deborah couldn’t shut out images of the photos the crisis counselor brought, torn labia and battered vulvas—words Deborah had come to see as beautiful that should never be paired with such vile adjectives.

Liddie pulled the fleece up to her chin. Tears leaked from her eyes into her small ears, but her body was motionless and her voice steady. “My parents.”

Deborah could almost see Mr. and Mrs. Horace Golmboch of Saukville, Wisconsin, standing awkwardly at the foot of the bed. Liddie’s mom was an elementary school librarian, with a voice that promised stories and fresh-squeezed lemonade. She barely came up to her husband’s shoulder. Last summer, during a visit to their home, Deborah found Liddie’s parents charming. Now she resented the hell out of them for crowding their way into this story.

“First thing they’d do is call my folks,” Liddie said. “My dad would have me out of here in a heartbeat, scholarship or not. They never wanted me to go to such a big school in the first place.”

Claire Rawlings, the rape crisis counselor from Rochester, had made a big point about the importance of medical testimony. Still, Liddie did have a witness. Not in time, not nearly fast enough—oh God, why hadn’t Deborah left the library earlier?—but still, a genuine I-saw-that-was-no-kiss-and-I will-tell witness. Mr. William Harrison Quincy-the-Second-or-whatever number-he-was was a dead fuckin’ duck. Deborah longed for some dramatic gesture—spray-painting his car (surely he’d have one) with “rapist” in lurid purple letters; handing out WANTED FOR RAPE flyers all over campus with a photo of Will from the Delta Omega registry or the rugby team. Members of the Stop It Now group were dying for an opportunity like that. But Liddie had to call the shots.

Back on her side, Liddie looked young, frail, diminished. Even her pixie cut seemed shorter. In the silence of the last few minutes, her breathing had taken on a rhythm—more plaintive, for being so soft and regular.

“Whatever you decide,” Deborah said, “I’m here for you, Lid.”



Three

Washington, DC: Wednesday morning, January 27, 2010

Deborah wondered whether Marquita’s stylist designed everyone’s hair according to personality. The woman’s braids spun across her scalp in dazzling precision, each swirl signaling style plus authority. She was waiting for Deborah with her hands on her hips and reading glasses on her nose—her only concession to turning fifty.

“I made one adjustment to your calendar for today,” Marquita said. “Amanda Pruitt’s coming at ten. You’ll catch up with the accountant tomorrow.” As most people knew and the others quickly found out, if you wanted to schedule something with Deborah, you had to go through Marquita. Deborah was no longer allowed to set her own appointments, not since the time in 1997 when she’d arranged a lunch date with a prospective donor for the same hour she was supposed to meet with First Lady Hillary Clinton. “You’ve heard of gatekeepers?” Marquita had announced. “Think White House. Better yet, think air traffic control. If it hasn’t gone through me, it’s not happening.” That’s when Deborah promoted Marquita from office manager to executive assistant. Two years ago, they’d changed her title to chief of staff.

Deborah already knew that Amanda wanted to see her. The head of Equality Unlimited, one of the nation’s largest feminist organizations, had been calling both Deborah’s cell and her home phone for the last twenty-four hours. They met informally every few months to catch up and often saw each other at meetings in between. But something was up; Amanda had left cryptic voice mails and finally took to heart Deborah’s outgoing message. “The best way to reach me, really, is to call Marquita Reynolds at the office. Unlike me, she always knows where I am and where I’m going to be.”

“I heard the word ‘urgent’ three times,” Marquita said. She wasn’t defending her decision, just explaining it.

In the hour before Amanda’s visit, Deborah spoke on the phone to a grassroots leader in Chicago about their Keep Your Hands to Yourself! campaign to stop harassment on public transportation; a Chicago Tribune reporter about why that initiative should be a national model and why he ought to be speaking to the local leader; a trio of Senate aides working to increase funding for the Violence Against Women Act; and her daughter, Rebecca, who wanted Deborah to proof two college admission essays before the end of the day. “Don’t start in on me about waiting till the last minute, Mom—they’re not due till Monday. But my advisor just told us he wants to take a look before we send anything in, and I’d like you to proof it first. Can you squeeze me in, please?”

When the intercom buzzed, Deborah asked Marquita to free up a half hour of her afternoon. Rebecca had been adamant that she wanted to write every word herself—no consultants, no parents ghostwriting in the guise of “tweaking.” She refused to parlay any connections or cachet her folks had, would not apply to Danforth or Tufts, their alma maters. Aaron had been hurt. “It’ll be your thoughts entirely, Becca,” he said. “We make our livings sprucing up words.” On this front, at least, Deborah knew when to back off. She waited until she and Rebecca were alone. “See if you’re open to having someone proofread for you. I never send out anything that hasn’t been viewed by at least two other pairs of eyes—not since we printed twenty-five thousand copies of that brochure calling for new pubic policies.”

The proofing would have to wait until after she found out what bee was in Amanda Pruitt’s bonnet. Deborah moved from behind her desk to greet her guest. Unlike Aaron, whose income as a political consultant was more erratic than the needle on a liar’s polygraph, Amanda’s husband pulled in big bucks at a politics- and recession-proof law firm, one of the largest in the District. As usual, Amanda was wearing a suit, a new one of finely spun black wool—clearly some designer label, although Deborah never could tell one from another—and diamond stud earrings, small enough not to be ostentatious but sizable enough to say they didn’t come from a department store. Who knew where she got time for the expert makeup? Deborah wouldn’t be surprised if Amanda had some sort of personal attendant. Not that Deborah saw herself as shabby. She spent a decent portion of her salary on clothes, but they fell into the standard black-pants-or-long-skirt-with-fashionable-jacket category. Most days she added a little blush and mascara; she’d never gotten the hang of daily lipstick. Several staff at Breaking the Silence dressed in this fashion. Another group, the ones under thirty who ran marathons or did sweat yoga, wore pencil skirts and blazers from Ann Taylor Loft. The rest of the two dozen employees and interns showed up in jeans topped by T-shirts adorned with some meaningful statement—except for Marquita, who could walk out of Goodwill with a designer jacket and outshine them all. “You’re a sales maven,” Deborah told her, and vowed to find time for an apprenticeship someday.

“Good to see you, Amanda,” Deborah said, grabbing both her guest’s outstretched hands. Amanda wasn’t really a hug-me kind of gal. “Let’s go sit by the window.”

Years ago Marquita pointed out the need for Deborah to think of her office layout according to the types of conversations her work required. “Chair opposite your desk for the typical guest—reporter, Hill staffer, someone seeking your support. No window behind you, fewer distractions for the guest, plenty for you if you need them: things to fiddle with, a silent intercom signal for me if you need to be rescued. Your chair swivels; theirs won’t budge.” She dropped into the burgundy leather side chair to demonstrate. Roomy enough to sit comfortably; no way to wriggle around.

Marquita then moved them both to the conference table. “Here’s the place for weightier subjects, a small group meeting with funders or staff. Space for everyone to bring notebooks”—today that would be laptops—“coffee, snacks.” She strolled around the table and tapped her index finger against her lip. “But what about girlfriend talk? You gotta have a place for that.”

While Deborah surveyed the room, Marquita had pointed to the view of the Capitol from the window in the south corner, an area then occupied by bookcases bought on the cheap from the group who rented this space before them. “Right there. We haul all the reports and half the books outta here. A small couch, tasteful upholstery, a matching chair. That’s where you’ll hold someone’s hand or plot earth-moving change.” Marquita put in the furniture order that day.

Now Amanda started talking before they even reached that couch, still upholstered in the same deep-blue fabric but showing signs of wear. “This is big, Deborah. It’s about an endorsement for the open Senate seat in Delaware.” Amanda smoothed her skirt as she lowered herself into the chair, instead of sitting next to Deborah on the couch. Maybe they should have gone to the conference table.

“We’ve got the Republican male we’ve been looking for.” Amanda pronounced the words as if they were a little naughty, like she was talking about a new sex toy. “He just won that primary by a landslide—did you read about it?”

News stories about Republican politics in Delaware attracted Deborah’s attention about as much as reports of fly fishing. “No,” she said. “Can’t say that I have.”

“I need to tell you how the cow ate the cabbage, darlin’. Feminists hear ‘Republican’ and shift immediately to enemy mode.”

Deborah hated these kinds of blanket generalizations, especially when they lumped her in with everyone else. Still, after practicing for hours, she’d learned to keep her face absolutely expressionless. “Folk in DC will read you like a subway banner,” Marquita advised two months after they started working together. “You, Ms. Deborah Borenstein, have got it bad—nostril flare, eyebrow lift, lip twist. You might as well just say, ‘Man, you’re pissing me off.’ But I’ve been watching you. You’re smart and you’re tough. You can learn.” Marquita’s own smarts were a combination of street skills and on-the-job training. Her grandfather, one of the first black security guards at the Capitol building and a friend of Senator Ted Kennedy, got her an internship in the senator’s office while she went to UDC Community College and raised a baby on her own.

Amanda was describing the candidate as an influential industrialist, “optic fibers or something like that, family business that was already lucrative and he made it even more so. But he’s pro-choice, has been a solid supporter of women’s issues, including donating to women’s groups. And yes, he is a Republican. But he’s like a Susan Collins, only more influential because he’s a guy. This could be our ticket to persuading other Republicans to keep abortion legal—and, the way things are going, even to get backing for the Violence Against Women Act.”

Normally Deborah would have broken in to ask questions or give an opinion. Today she was mildly curious how long Amanda could talk without a break. Deborah and Marquita had once made a bet on it; Deborah had never been able to restrain herself long enough to find out.

“The Democratic opponent is terrible—anti-choice, sticks his finger in the wind or up his ass to decide which way to go on funds for VAWA, voted for abstinence only, open to privatizing Social Security.” Deborah wondered how much Amanda really cared about Social Security. Given her husband’s pension and the heft of their portfolio, Social Security would amount to chump change.

The more Amanda went on, the more the whole thing sounded like a no-brainer. Despite Aaron’s connections to the Democratic Party, Deborah got the importance of bipartisan support. Surely her colleague should know that by now.

Amanda hinged forward to signal she was about to divulge confidential information. “It’s really important for Breaking the Silence to show it’s nonpartisan. Some folks on the Hill have raised flags about women’s groups whose PACs give money only to Dems. And you didn’t hear this from me, but several big funders organized a private meeting making the same point.”

A few years earlier, Deborah had been summoned to lunch with a foundation program officer who had engineered substantial grants for Breaking the Silence and had become a good friend. “We’re getting heat from the IRS,” the woman said over curried tofu salad. “The message was pretty clear: if we don’t stop supporting what they see as ‘blatant violations of the ban on partisan activity,’ they’re going to demand we pay out more of our principal.”

“I know all about it,” Deborah told Amanda. “But don’t you think the IRS is going to back off under this administration? Surely that’s part of ‘change we can believe in.’”

Amanda sank back into her chair. “Foundations are gun-shy by definition,” she proclaimed. “Plus, they’re getting heat from some big donors.”

Deborah sat up taller, wishing she were five feet eight and long-waisted, instead of five feet two and waist-challenged. “You know I don’t kowtow to funders,” Deborah said. “That’s not how we make decisions around here.” She didn’t mention that this was the source of many heated discussions on the board, and that the view she championed was dangerously close to being overturned. “Anyway, we’ve supported moderate Republicans before.”

“So you say, but everyone knows the kind of candidates Aaron works for.” Amanda maintained her gaze as if she were waiting for Deborah’s mask to crack. “Plus, I know you distrust corporate biggies, especially old money like this one. But I’ve met this William Quincy . . .”

Amanda’s mouth kept moving but Deborah couldn’t hear her over the pounding in her ears at the sound of Will’s name. Delaware, blue blood, optic fibers—her antennae should have been up. She cursed herself for not paying more attention to state politics. Somehow, she managed to reach beneath the couch and press the intercom button Marquita had installed there “in case girlfriend talk degenerates into bitch slapping.” So much for PC office lingo.

Marquita was at the door within seconds. “Sorry to interrupt, Deborah, but you have an urgent phone call.”

“Back to you soon, Amanda.” Deborah pushed herself up from the couch, vowing to make time for the gym classes Rebecca kept urging her to go to. “Email me the specifics, and I’ll take it to the board.”

Or not.

At this moment, only one person’s opinion mattered to Deborah—Liddie Golmboch’s—and she was as likely to serve on the board of Breaking the Silence as Deborah was to join a women’s hockey league.



Four

Danforth University: Sunday, December 2, 1979

According to the Timex, it was 6:48 a.m. when Liddie’s breathing evened out enough to qualify as sleep. Deborah never stayed up this late or got up this early—the slit in the curtains revealed a sky still plastered in darkness. Despite nodding off several times, she’d managed to keep her eyes open most of the night, smushed in the desk chair she’d moved to the side of Liddie’s bed. For hours Deborah sat in silence, holding Liddie’s hand, supplying Kleenex, adding or subtracting blankets as Liddie shivered or began to sweat, occasionally throwing out useless assurances that everything would be all right, wondering whether that would ever be true again. Before collapsing on her own mattress, Deborah carried the chair back to the desk so Liddie wouldn’t trip over it when she managed to climb out of bed.

Mutilated creatures shuttled through Deborah’s dreams—her cocker spaniel with his leg severed, chess pieces made of human flesh—until she heard a commotion up and down the hall. “Ten minutes to one! Last call for lunch! Drag your lazy asses out of bed!” God, it was that obnoxious freshman who’d managed to snag a spot on a sophomore floor. Deborah hated people who thought they knew what was best for you. She twisted to see whether the self-appointed hall monitor had interrupted Liddie’s sleep as well.

All that greeted her in the other bed was a tangle of bedding.

Deborah jumped to her feet and made a mental list of places to search, chasing off images of Will returning to finish the job. As she pulled on yesterday’s jeans, she struggled to remember the breathing tips they’d learned in self-defense class. In through the nose. Exhale through the mouth. More air out than in. But before Deborah managed to slow her pulse, Liddie was pushing the door open with her hip. Both hands gripped a child’s purple pail filled with bathroom supplies, shoulders hugging her ears as if the bucket contained cement.
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