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prologue

When Rebecca Strand was five years old, she saved her money—quarters from drying dishes, a dollar bill for the one tooth she’d lost so far—to buy a sister. She had in mind someone like her best friend Charlotte’s nine-year-old sister, Olivia, nice enough to French-braid their hair and teach them how to play Miss Mary Mack, yet tough enough to chase down the block bully who twice tried to pee away their chalk-drawn hopscotch board.

Rebecca had brought her Curious George piggy bank to her parents for help in counting what she had. “Do I have enough?” she’d asked. “Grandma Mildred said kids cost money.”

Her mother, unaware that Rebecca did have a sister (no one knew, except Rebecca’s father, of course), sat Rebecca on her lap and told her about the birds and the bees. That yes, kids cost money, but the reason Rebecca didn’t have a sister—or a brother—was because God hadn’t blessed them with one.

Now, more than twenty years later, Rebecca tried to remember if her father had looked pained as her mother explained what God and biology had to do with each other. If he’d excused himself from the room. Or if he’d just stood there, smiling as always.



one

The moment Rebecca did learn she had a half sister she never knew existed—a twenty-six-year-old half sister—she was twirling (just one twirl, really) in a hand-me-down wedding gown and her beat-up Dansko clogs in her father’s hospital room. The dress wasn’t hers. It belonged to Michael’s mother. And though Rebecca wasn’t entirely sure she loved Michael Whitman, her boyfriend of two years, she adored his larger-than-life mother with her Real Housewives overly long blond hair, showy jewelry, and supersized heart. According to Rebecca’s married friend Charlotte, being fond of a man’s mother ranked high up on the pro side for marrying him.

Glenda Whitman had driven close to two hours from Connecticut today when she heard that Rebecca’s father had taken a turn for the worse. She’d whisked Rebecca off for a quick bite because “I know you need your lunch hour to see your dad,” then mentioned that the dress bag she was schlepping around was for Rebecca, that maybe it was time she and Michael got serious about being serious. Rebecca had unzipped just the top and saw something very white and very satiny.

“I’m making a statement,” Glenda had said, laying the garment bag over Rebecca’s arm before kissing her on both cheeks and dashing off on her heels with a tossed back, “I’ve always wanted a daughter just like you.”

I once had a mother just like you, Rebecca had thought. In your face in a good way. Funny, kind, bighearted. A know-it-all who really did know it all. “She was a menschy yenta,” her Jewish father always said of her Christian mother. “The best kind.”

Her mom would have loved Glenda Whitman. Michael, not so much.

With the garment bag weighing a thousand pounds on her arm, Rebecca went to NewYork-Presbyterian to see her father. The hospital was like a palace, all atriums and marble and glass-enclosed wings overlooking the East River. She hated the place.

“Fancy shindig tonight?” her father whispered, eyeing the dress bag. His voice, once so radio-announcer strong, was now nothing more than a hoarse whisper. He lay in the standard-issue cot, IVs and poles aplenty, beeping constant, a Mets cap covering what was left of his sparse brown hair. There were flowers in vases everywhere, so many that they lined the wall underneath the window.

“Michael’s mother is making a statement,” Rebecca said with a bit of a smile, a bit of a shrug, smoothing the down comforter over her father’s slight form. “She thinks it’s time we got engaged.” She rolled her eyes, then pulled a pair of SmartWool socks from her tote bag. “I got you the best socks, Dad. They are so warm.”

He smiled and tried to kick his feet out from under the comforter, but the lightweight down barely moved. That was how little strength he had left. As she slipped the thick blue and white marled socks on her dad’s skinny feet, he said, “Try on the dress for me, Becs. This’ll be my only chance to see my baby girl in a wedding gown.”

She kept the Oh, God, do I have to? to herself. Her father had days, maybe a week, left on this earth, and if he wanted to see his only child in a long white dress, so be it.

Days left. The relentless truth of it made Rebecca burst into tears everywhere since she’d gotten the news of his collapse three days ago—at work with clients, in the supermarket while checking eggs for cracks, on the subway, and this morning while watching a man she barely knew from her apartment building hoist his two-year-old daughter onto his shoulders as they headed out.

“Be right back,” she said, tears pooling in her eyes. There was no “Be right back” with stage 4 pancreatic cancer. She could be right back in a split second and he could be gone.

She went into the small bathroom and took off her Whitman, Goldberg & Whitman–approved gray pantsuit and slipped into the wedding gown. It was one size too big, but beautiful, simple, perfect. A strapless princess dress, not too poufy, not too plain. She stepped back into her comfy commuting clogs to make herself a little taller (she was only five feet two) so that the gown wouldn’t trail on the well-worn tile floor.

She stared at herself in the mirror above the sink, almost surprised to see she looked exactly the same. Yup, there was the same shoulder-length, wavy, chestnut-brown hair. Same pale brown eyes. Same fair skin, paler these past few days, since her father had been admitted and would not be discharged.

She felt like the gown was getting tighter, squeezing her.

“Becs?” her dad called.

I do, I don’t, I do, I don’t, she thought as she came out. She should want to marry Michael Whitman, handsome young partner at Whitman, Goldberg & Whitman (not that he’d asked). But every special occasion, holiday, and birthday, she held her breath until she opened his gift and breathed a sigh of relief at the doorstopper edition of How to Be a More Effective Paralegal or the charm bracelet with charms that made no sense to her. A tiny silver tennis racquet? Rebecca had never even held a tennis racquet. Last month, for her twenty-eighth birthday, she’d almost hyperventilated over the small jewelry box he’d handed her until she’d opened it to find exquisite diamond stud earrings, a half-carat each.

“You’re beautiful, Becs,” her father whispered, but then his gaze strayed over to the wall, his attention on the little poster of fire-safety rules. He turned back to her. “You should know that you’re—” He clamped his mouth shut, then let out a deep breath. “That you’re not going to be all alone when I go.” His voice cracked, and he coughed, and Rebecca sat down on the edge of his bed and took his hand.

“Michael’s a good guy.” Her dad didn’t need to know about her ambivalence. Michael was a good guy.

“I don’t mean him.” He burst into tears and covered his face with his hands. “Rebecca—I …”

“Dad?”

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” he said, dabbing at his eyes. “I’m just so damned emotional. Pour me some eggnog, will you?”

Rebecca headed over to the minifridge. It was only mid-September, but eggnog had started appearing in the supermarket along with the giant bags of Halloween candy that Rebecca easily ignored. As if she could pop fun-size 3 Musketeers bars in her mouth when her father was dying.

He wanted to be surrounded by certain favorites, ones he’d whispered in her ear. And so every day she brought something he loved, from the eggnog to strawberry cheesecake, from Junior’s (his beloved original on Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn, even though a Junior’s had opened close to her office in Grand Central) to a greasy, no-good Steak-umms sandwich piled high with fried onions. The cuddly down comforter she’d bought him for Hanukkah last year. And Neil Diamond’s greatest hits on repeat on his iPod, her present for his fifty-ninth birthday last week.

He burst into tears again. She hurried back to him, then realized she’d forgotten the eggnog and spun around, the beautiful white dress swishing at her ankles. The one thing her father hadn’t done since he’d been admitted this time around was cry. Daniel Strand was tiny for a man, only five feet four like Michael J. Fox, and he’d told Rebecca he’d learned in first grade that never crying and being very funny was the way to make up the inches with the other kids. Rebecca could think of only two times she’d seen her father cry: when he’d told Rebecca her mother had died and then again at the funeral.

“There was a baby,” he whispered.

She set the plastic cup of eggnog on the gray swivel tray over his bed. He’d been doing a lot of this these past few days: throwing out the odd reference to events big and small. Big like her mother, who’d died when Rebecca was nineteen. Medium like Finn Weller, who’d broken Rebecca’s heart during her senior prom. Small like Cherub, Rebecca’s childhood guinea pig, who’d lived a short, uneventful life in a cage on her pink and white dresser. “We had a dog,” he’d said last night. “What was its name?” His brown eyes had twinkled with memory, but then he’d turned and stared out the window, his expression heavy and sad. “Bongo, was it?” Rebecca had held his hand and reminisced about their dear little beagle, Bingo, reminding him of how he’d taken her to the ASPCA on her sixth birthday and let her pick out any pet she wanted, from the biggest dog to the tiniest kitten. She’d chosen the sad-faced beagle, and every morning and every night, she and her father would walk Bingo together, singing funny versions of the old song—that first year, anyway. “Was a chicken, laid an egg and Bingo was its name-o…”

“Is a baby,” her father said. “Is. Is.” Tears pooled, and he turned his head toward the wall, his gaze on the poster of fire-safety rules again.

Rebecca tried to think what her father was referring to, hoping to fill in a blank for him. Perhaps her mother had lost a baby and they’d kept it a secret from Rebecca?

“I never wanted you to know, Rebecca,” he said, his voice cracking again. “Your mother never knew.”

Whoa, Rebecca thought, her shoulders stiffening. Wait a minute. What was he talking about?

“Dad, what baby?”

“She called her Joy.”

“Who?” Rebecca asked.

Tears streamed down her father’s face. And for the next half hour, between sobs and “I’m sorry,” Rebecca slowly learned the story of a baby named Joy Jayhawk. Of an affair, a summer affair in Wiscasset, Maine, where the Strands had gone for vacation. There’d been a woman named Pia Jayhawk, an artist.

Rebecca had a half sister. A twenty-six-year-old half sister.

This made no sense. Her tiny, hilarious father, the kindest person she’d ever known, had a secret life?

“Don’t hate me, Beckles,” he whispered. “Please just don’t hate me. I can’t go with that. But I had to tell you. I couldn’t go without telling you.”

Beckles. He’d started calling her that when she’d come home complaining that she didn’t have freckles like the reigning queen of first grade, a girl named Claudia. And when he’d been calling her Beckles, somewhere in Maine was a four-year-old who was probably starting to ask where her own father was.

“I have a half sister,” she repeated. “I can’t believe this.” Rebecca stood and paced the room, stared out the window at the stretch of gray water. A hot shot of anger slammed into her stomach, but at the effort it took him to take a deep breath, the sadness returned, the grief.

He took another deep breath, then another, and told her about the phone calls he’d received from Pia Jayhawk when the family had returned to New York. There were two: the first to alert him to the pregnancy, the second to the birth. A girl, six pounds even, named Joy.

“When she called to tell me she was pregnant, I didn’t say anything. Not one damned word,” he said, staring up at the squares of ceiling tile. “She’d said, ‘Daniel, are you there?’ And I didn’t say anything. I just held the phone, not breathing, afraid to move a muscle. And she said again, ‘Daniel?’ And finally she said, ‘Okay,’ and hung up.”

Rebecca stared at her father, unable to process this. The words were just building up on top of each other.

“Every day I expected the phone to ring again, expected your mother to answer it, expected her to come ashen-faced to find me with ‘I know.’ But weeks passed, and months, with nothing. I think I was in some kind of denial. It just went away and I didn’t think about it.”

Didn’t think about it? This couldn’t be right. This couldn’t be.

“Until she did call again,” her father said on a strangled sob. “The day the baby was born. I thanked her for informing me, then hung up and went back to the Sunday crossword. I finished the entire puzzle, Rebecca.” He covered his face, then let his hands drop as he stared up at the ceiling again. “And then I suggested to your mother that we take you to the Central Park Zoo and maybe the carousel. We never made it to the carousel because you couldn’t bear to leave the polar bears. You screamed every time we tried to wheel your stroller away. By the time we were back at the apartment, it was as though the phone had never rung.”

He explained it was why they moved a few weeks later to the Westchester suburbs. Why their telephone number was never listed. Why he dared never make another false move.

Her mother’s face, the sweet doe eyes and long, strong nose, her wavy auburn hair, floated into Rebecca’s mind. Norah Strand had died almost ten years ago, three days before Christmas during Rebecca’s freshman year in college. A speeding cab at the corner of Lexington and Sixtieth, right in front of Bloomingdale’s, where her mother had bought a pink cashmere hat and matching gloves that Rebecca still used every winter. Rebecca, a dazed, grieving mess, hadn’t gone back to Cornell. Despite a complete lack of interest in the law, she’d worked for her dad’s law firm for a while, not wanting to take her eyes off him for a second, then commuted to Hunter College to finish her degree (psychology) and earn a paralegal certificate for its structure and security, its “you are now this” quality. She’d lived with her dad in the too-big Westchester colonial through college and her postgrad work. He’d been so devastated by her mother’s death. Seemed so devastated.

“So the reason you didn’t cheat again was because you were afraid of another phone call like that?” she asked, the anger building again.

“I had a vasectomy,” he whispered. “Right after I found out. I was so ashamed, Rebecca. I didn’t deserve another child with your mother.”

So much for God and biology.

“Please don’t hate me, Rebecca. I couldn’t—”

A large, squishy lump made its way from her stomach to her throat. “I couldn’t hate you.”

She was about to ask if he’d loved the woman, this Pia Jayhawk, but then realized she didn’t want to know.

“Rebecca, come close,” he said, and she hesitated, but sat down on the edge of bed. “In my desk drawer at home, in a red leather case, there’s a key to a safety-deposit box at the Citibank on Lex near my office. There’s more in there about all this. It’ll explain better than I can now. Go there now, Becs.”

No. No, no, no. She didn’t want more. And she couldn’t bear the idea of being alone with this crazy story. As long as she was in this room with her father, the man she’d always known, always loved and adored, things were as they always were. He was still the same man, the same father. There was no lie. No baby named Joy. No more.

But the moment Rebecca walked out of room 8-401, cold, gripping reality would knock into her knees.

There was a baby.

Is a baby.

“I want to stay with you, Dad.”

He shook his head. “Please, sweetheart. I want you to get what’s in the safety-deposit box. I want to know, be sure, that you’re going to the bank. Please, Rebecca.” A wheeze came from his throat, and her heart clenched.

“What’s in the box, Dad?”

“I’m so tired, honey. So, so tired. Just promise me you’ll go today. I know you always keep your promises.”

“I promise,” she assured him. Suddenly, she could imagine leaving, could imagine walking out of this room, could imagine going to the bank with the key—as long as she didn’t open the box. “But, Dad, what do I do with what’s in the box? Do you want me to bring it back here?”

“No,” he said. “Not here. I know you’ll know what to do.”

He closed his eyes and she sat there in the wedding gown, afraid to move.

“A half sister?” Michael repeated. Rebecca had flung out the story in a rush of words and wasn’t sure she’d made any sense. “What?”

Michael Whitman wasn’t easy to surprise. As a divorce lawyer, a specialist in mediation, he’d been there, done that, and heard it all. From affairs to hidden assets to secret children. Last year, he’d had a case involving a man who juggled two families at the same time, a wife and two kids, and a mistress and a daughter, but the mistress hadn’t known about the wife either. She’d believed him to be an international businessman when he really lived less than thirty miles away half the week. Still, Michael had managed to work his mediation magic on the couple—the married one—and they’d avoided a long and nasty divorce battle.

An unacknowledged baby? A secret safety-deposit box containing who knew what? Business as usual around the law and mediation offices of Whitman, Goldberg & Whitman.

Michael shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”

Rebecca nodded. “Me either. I have a half sister. I’ve known about this for almost an hour and it’s still not sinking in.”

They stood at the windows in Michael’s office. If Rebecca looked left, she could make out the cluster of buildings that the hospital comprised. She’d almost gotten off the bus when she saw her father’s Citibank branch on the corner, but she hadn’t been able to move, lift her herself up. She’d stared after the Citibank logo as if bypassing it would make this all go away, temporarily anyway. She would go to the bank after work. She would find out what was in the safety-deposit box, then be able to go home. Michael would make her his famous Irish chai latte and she could try to think.

There was a tap at Michael’s door, and Marcie Feldman, the senior paralegal who reported to Michael, poked in her shellacked blond bob. She sneered at Rebecca. “I was looking for you. The Frittauers are here.” She made a show of glancing at her watch.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” Rebecca said. From her father’s bedside to this. To smug Marcie and Rebecca’s interminable case files of divorcing couples. For the past several months, walking through the front doors of Whitman, Goldberg & Whitman had required three strong cups of coffee. Because Michael was there? Or because her job had become so unbearable?

Or both?

“And as an FYI,” Marcie added, “per HR, if you’re going to be out of the office past allotted lunch hours between noon and two, you need to clear it with me first.”

If my father dies at 2:01, I’ll be sure and call you first to ask if I can stay by his side, she felt like shouting. Talk about not sucking up to the boss’s girlfriend. Rebecca almost had to give Marcie credit for that.

“She cleared it with me,” Michael said. He was always way too kind to the superefficient automaton that was Marcie Feldman. Granted, the office would fall to pot if it weren’t for Marcie, but still. “I was so busy I forgot to mention it to you.”

Marcie smiled her tight smile at Michael, then looked at her watch again before the shellacked blond bob withdrew from the doorway.

“Forget the Frittauers,” Michael said. “I’ll have Marcie cover it.”

“She’ll just hate me more. I can do it. And I like the Frittauers. They’ll distract me from thinking about my dad and I’ll be able to focus on them. I think I can keep them on track.” Unlike the Bergerons or the McDonough-Pages, the last two sets of clients who’d had to be physically pulled apart—and not because they were hugging or had rediscovered their love at the eleventh hour. Marian Bergeron had flipped out over something Rebecca had said (seemingly in favor of her husband) and had pushed Rebecca so hard against a credenza that Rebecca had gotten a whopper of a black-and-blue mark on her thigh. And Jeffrey Page had thrown the contents of a water pitcher at his wife—and the pitcher at Rebecca. At least it hadn’t been a glass pitcher.

And Rebecca was just a paralegal—she wasn’t even the mediator.

She’d once actually thought she’d enjoy working in divorce mediation. Boy, had she been wrong. The result was always the same: a divorce. Divorce with dignity (the firm’s tagline) or not.

“No one could hate you, Rebecca Strand,” Michael whispered, and then pulled her into a hug. For a moment she actually felt that she could do it, sit down with the feuding Frittauers and go over the few remaining unresolved issues in their case. A hug from Michael had that power. Another addition to the pro column.

She and Michael had been a couple from her third day at the firm. On that third day, Rebecca had entered conference room 1 to attend to new clients, Mr. and Mrs. Plotowsky, and the moment she sat down she smelled Chanel N° 19, her mother’s signature scent. Her mother had been gone for years then, but it was the first time she’d smelled that scent since she’d put her mother’s clothes in storage, unable to give them away or put them in her own closet. Chanel N° 19 wasn’t popular like Chanel N° 5. And so she’d smiled at Mrs. Plotowsky and said, “Your perfume reminds me of my mother. It was her favorite.”

And Mr. Plotowsky, who’d sat staring at the cherrywood table until that moment, jumped up and yelled, “No fair! No fair! Disqualified!” He’d run screaming into the hallway, yelling that Rebecca had sided with his wife and couldn’t be impartial.

Mr. Goldberg had sent the senior paralegal (the smug Marcie) to “write Rebecca up” and go over protocol, which included no personal comments. Ever. That afternoon, Michael Whitman, the young partner at the firm (the elder Whitman and Goldberg were in their sixties), asked Rebecca to lunch, and she’d assumed it was to fire her.

“Actually,” he’d said at their little table in a crowded Chinese restaurant around the corner from the office, “I asked you to lunch because I think you’re beautiful and smart and kind and I wanted to know if I had a chance.”

A chance. Michael Whitman, six feet two, eyes of blue, a smart, compassionate, if uptight, thirty-two-year-old attorney-mediator in a three-piece suit and an expensive briefcase, thought she was beautiful and smart and kind, even though he himself had had to spend over an hour calming down Doug Plotowsky. She’d recently had her heart bruised, if not broken, by an effortless liar, and Michael Whitman’s romantic intensity, especially given her mistake with the Plotowskys, had done something magical to her spirit. She’d explained how she thought her years of experience as a paralegal, her psychology degree and interest in counseling might serve her well in the field of divorce mediation, and Michael had been so encouraging. Her entire life she’d been the go-to girl for friends with problems, which was why she’d chosen to study psychology in the first place.

People had been telling her of their tragedies and triumphs since preschool. With pinky promises and crossed hearts and swearing on various boyfriends’ lives not to tell (and Rebecca never did; she was a supreme keeper of secrets), she would hear stories of parents divorcing, of older sisters getting pregnant, of letting a boy unhook a bra. When she’d started working, she’d spent her lunch hours listening to all sorts of family dysfunction, of boyfriends, fiancés, and husbands who wanted this or didn’t want that. But then her mother had died and Rebecca had lost her way and trailed along in her dad’s career as a real-estate attorney—for too long. She’d started at Whitman, Goldberg & Whitman with such high hopes, and as she’d realized very quickly that she hated the job, she’d fallen for one of the partners, which had made coming to work a lot more enticing. For a long while, anyway. Michael had told her often in the beginning that she had a gift for paying supreme attention without judging or validating, which allowed the other person to unload and reach his own conclusions without even realizing it. He sad it was why divorcing couples responded so positively to her style.

“Sweetheart,” Michael said, “if you really think you’re up to dealing with the Frittauers, go ahead, but if you need to just let all this new information percolate, I understand.”

What he really meant was: Don’t screw things up with the very prominent clients. Like you’ve done several times in the past few months. If she weren’t Michael’s girlfriend, she would have been on probation and fired by now.

New information. Rebecca hated when Michael spoke to her as though she were a client. But the words lit up a lightbulb over her head. “Michael, I just realized I’d better find this Joy Jayhawk fast. Before my dad—” She burst into tears and covered her face with her hands.

Michael leaned his head down on hers. “Becs, listen, honey. One thing at a time. Just focus on your dad right now.”

“But there’s no time left,” she said, wiping her eyes. “If I track her down and let her know, she might want to come. At least meet him before—”

Michael tipped up her chin and shook his head. “Rebecca, I strongly advise against that. Keep in mind that you are operating under an informational deficit. This woman, whoever she is, is not your sister. She is a total stranger who will feel entitled to half of your father’s estate.”

Depending on the circumstances, Michael was sometimes more attorney, sometimes more mediator. Right now, behind closed doors in his office, the corner office he’d worked eighty hours a week to get (the elder Whitman did not believe in nepotism and grudgingly made Michael a partner only when he had to concede the old adage about the chip and the block), he was both of these things, when what Rebecca wanted, needed was more boyfriend.

“Straight talk here, Rebecca. Your dad is worth over a million dollars. You want to see half disappear into the hands of someone you know nothing about? She could be mentally unbalanced. Or a junkie. Or just a greedy bitch. You wouldn’t be wrong to excise her from your mind. Like your father did.”

Rebecca could not seem to do that, not that she was trying. She already had a picture formed in her mind of the half sister. Despite her own brown hair and her father’s, she saw blond hair. Yet brown eyes, like hers and her father’s. A sweetness in the face. A need for an older sister.

Rebecca, the classic lonely-only, hadn’t stopped asking for a sister. Every birthday, every Christmas, every Hanukkah, until she was old enough to understand about God and biology and luck, she asked. She’d received pets instead. A betta fish, a guinea pig, a white rabbit, the sad-faced beagle named Bingo. All that time, all these years, she did have a sister. A sister walking and talking and breathing the air.

“Take the rest of the day off,” he said, hugging her. “Go be with your dad. He needs you more than the Frittauers right now.”

Leave the Frittauers in the hands of Marcie Feldman? No. They were hers. They were the one couple in the past several months who seemed to truly calm down in Rebecca’s presence. At the tail end of the mediation process, the Frittauers had been married for six years and separated two months ago over Edward Frittauer’s admitted and ongoing affair with an administrative assistant at his firm. An administrative assistant who was now pregnant with his child. Gwendolyn had been willing to overlook the affair until Edward mentioned he now had an extra mouth to feed and that perhaps little Angelina could attend a summer camp for less than ten thousand next year. When Edward Frittauer came to pick up their five-year-old daughter for scheduled “Daddy time,” the fighting and screaming and accusations between Mommy and Daddy in the doorway of their co-op led little Angelina Frittauer to hyperventilate. She was rushed to the hospital, where the ER doctor, a former client of Whitman, Goldberg & Whitman, handed the Frittauers Harold Goldberg’s card.

Rebecca had done much of the preliminary work with the couple, sitting across from them at the large square table in conference room 1, gathering information to see where they stood on the major issues: division of property, child support, and visitation. During the first five minutes of their first meeting, both Frittauers said that nothing mattered more than their daughter and her well-being; they wanted to divorce as calmly and as amicably as possible. That sentiment lasted for another minute, until Michael Whitman walked into the room with his briefcase. Suddenly, Edward wanted to sell the co-op, which Gwendolyn Frittauer wanted to keep. Suddenly, Gwendolyn wanted every-other-week visitation for Edward, and Edward to split the week. Suddenly, they were screaming again.

Until Michael left Rebecca to “redirect the tension.” She’d so appreciated his trust, his faith in her, when everyone else in the office had started expecting very little. In less than ten minutes, she had the couple quiet and verbally agreeing that Gwendolyn would live in the co-op and Edward would have weekends with their daughter. Something about Rebecca, something in her looks or her manner, seemed to appeal to Gwendolyn Frittauer. Apparently, she reminded Gwendolyn of her favorite cousin, who’d moved to California years ago. And when Gwendolyn was calm, Edward was calm.

Because of the Frittauers, Rebecca had gotten back some of her standing in the office. She wasn’t the “screwup” anymore.

The Frittauers would have been Rebecca’s parents had her mother known about the affair. Norah Strand had been such a proud person. She wouldn’t have stood by her man. She would have kicked him out. Rebecca was sure of it. It was clearly why her father had protected his secret.

The Frittauers were here for their final meeting to draw up the separation agreement. Rebecca would lead them through it before Harold Goldberg came in to finalize everything. Then she would go find that red leather case containing a key to a safety-deposit box she wasn’t sure she wanted to open.





two

Gwendolyn Frittauer reminded Rebecca of a younger version of Glenda Whitman. She was forty, yet had past-bra-strap-length bouncy blond hair. She wore heavy makeup, including iridescent lipstick and bronzer. Her eyes were remarkably close together, giving her the look of a ferret, yet there was a sweetness in her face and a sadness Rebecca had picked up on right away. Gwendolyn sat across the square table from her husband, who alternated between staring out the window and glancing at his watch.

“Afraid you’ll miss an ultrasound appointment?” Gwendolyn snapped at him. “Oh, wait a minute—that’s right. You don’t go to those things.”

Okay. This was going to be a long session. Rebecca sat down at the head of the table and opened her case file, the one that had accompanied her on the subway to Junior’s last night for her father’s cheesecake. But instead of making a quick review of what was already in her head, she envisioned Pia Jayhawk, vampish-looking, a man stealer, a home wrecker, lying on the obstetrician’s table, no one waiting with her to see the heartbeat, the tiny growing form of a baby. Focus, Rebecca, she reminded herself. Stop thinking about Dad.

Mr. Frittauer was examining his nails. “You won’t bait me, Gwendolyn. So don’t waste your bad breath.”

“Would you like some coffee?” Rebecca rushed to say. Redirect the tension. “I recall you both liked the French roast.”

Gwendolyn snorted. “Bad breath. Is that the best you can come up with, Edward? Sad.”

“I’m dying for a cup of coffee,” Rebecca said. “Why don’t I have our receptionist bring in a carafe and a tray of pastries, and we’ll get started on the last few items.” She picked up the phone to buzz Jane.

“Fine, whatever,” Edward said to Rebecca, then turned his attention to his wife. “I repeat: You won’t bait me, Gwen. I’ve been attending Buddhist meditation classes.” Edward did look less … buttoned up. He usually wore wire-rimmed glasses and precisely combed hair; today, the glasses were gone, the red hair showed signs of gel, and the Rockports had been replaced by Italian black leather.

Sometimes divorce had that effect.

Gwendolyn laughed. “Hilarious! I’m wondering what the karmic repercussions are for adultery. And, hmm, you fought me for years on having a second child, yet your skanky girlfriend is knocked up. Trust me, the kid will be born with eleven toes. Or worse.”

“Shut the hell up, Gwen,” he practically spat.

Welcome to divorce mediation. Sometimes the couple was so grateful to be splitting up they fell over backward to get their agreements in order. “No, you take the one-hundred-inch plasma TV!” “No, you!” Though those couples were rare. There had been only three in the past two years. And sometimes the couple needed help in seeing what was fair for both.

And then there were Gwendolyn and Edward, both of whom had been determined to avoid the kind of divorce that would clearly affect their daughter’s well-being. Their lawyers were not present and would not advocate for their clients during the mediation sessions. They would vet the agreements, of course, but at the table would be the husband, the wife, and the mediation team, who worked for the end result: a divorce agreement both parties could live with.

That was both the positive and negative of working in divorce mediation. In the end, you were dealing with the dissolution of a marriage. That result never changed. Very rarely did Rebecca ever see the flicker of love in a client’s eyes for their soon-to-be-former spouse. When she first started working at Whitman, Goldberg & Whitman, she used to think it possible that discussing what was fair for both parties would reignite some spark, some not-too-distant memory of love, of vows, of happily ever after. But the couple usually sat glum-faced and resigned, the only resolution signatures on an agreement to part.

Because the nature of the work was in itself positive, no miserable divorce battle, no custody fight, no throwing vases at each other’s heads (just the occasional water pitcher), Rebecca had slowly learned to accept that there was something called a good divorce. That was how Michael put it, anyway, whenever she would talk about leaving, about going back to school for graduate work in counseling or clinical psychology. “Why waste your paralegal certificate by going back to school?” he’d say. “We can put that money toward a trip to Aruba.” And then he’d actually surprise her with tickets to Aruba and she’d have a great, relaxing time away from New York, where everything moved so fast, and away from the office, where everything moved so … meanly, and she’d be rejuvenated for about three weeks. And then Michael would buy her something fancy. Deflection was the name of the game.

She knew one thing for sure. She did not want to be a paralegal in a divorce mediation firm. She did not want to be a paralegal. The only thing she knew she did want, even just once, was for the divorcing couple to agree to go back to the start, take everything they’d been through and start over with their experienced heads and hearts.

“Well, then we wouldn’t be a divorce mediation firm.” Michael had said. As if that helped.

“That whore isn’t getting a cent of what should go to me and Angelina,” Gwendolyn said as calmly as if she’d mentioned it had started to rain.

“Give it a rest,” Edward said, rolling his eyes. “For God’s sake, just shut the hell up! We’ve been through this over and over.”

Focus them on the good ending, Rebecca told herself. Before they lose control. “Hey,” she said, setting out some documents. “Let’s go over the few areas left unresolved. You’re so close to reaching a resolution that’s good for both of you and for Angelina. Let’s focus on that, okay?”

“Do you know what I’m focusing on?” Gwendolyn said through gritted teeth. “Do you know what we haven’t been through over and over? That his skanky slut had the nerve to show up on my doorstep yesterday to ‘talk woman to woman.’ First of all, she’s not a woman—she’s a dirty slut. Second of all, I wouldn’t give her two seconds of my life. And third, she’s not getting a goddamned penny extra that should be allotted to me and my child.”

Edward crossed his arms over his chest and turned toward Rebecca. “I’m not speaking directly to her.”

Gwendolyn picked up her water glass and flung its contents at her husband. It was time for an office memo about not allowing beverages in the conference rooms.

Edward leaped up, flailing his arms and shrieking, “You bitch!”

Rebecca rushed to the credenza in search of a roll of paper towels, but only found a box of tissues. The tissues left a sheddy residue on Edward’s jacket.

Restore order. Restore order. Restore order, Rebecca chanted to herself. “Gwendolyn,” she said. “I understand how difficult this is for you. But you are so close to a peaceful resolution. That’s what you wanted most of all—for Angelina’s sake.”

Gwendolyn glared at her husband. “I want additional child support for the extra therapy that poor Angelina will require from having an illegitimate half sibling. An additional one thousand.”

“I have another child to support,” Edward yelled.

“I don’t care about your other child. I care about my child. That slut’s spawn can rot in the street for all I care.”

You should care, Rebecca wanted to yell in her face. It’s not the kid’s fault.

She wondered about Pia and how she’d managed, an artist in Maine left to raise a child alone. Perhaps Pia Jayhawk had had a trust fund. Or, very helpful, rich parents. Perhaps she hadn’t been a struggling single mother, which was what Rebecca envisioned: Pia sitting at a kitchen table in a small one-bedroom apartment, the flip-out couch open in the living room, a pile of bills that would leave just enough for one new shoe but not two.

“Gwendolyn,” Rebecca said, “Edward is taking responsibility for his child—”

Gwendolyn stared at Rebecca, her cheeks bright red. “So now you’re on his side?”

Rebecca held up a hand. “I’m not on anyone’s side. I’m here to help both of you reach agreement.”

“But you’re saying I’m right, right?” Edward said, his beady eyes suddenly bright. “I can petition for less child support now that there’ll be another baby?”

“You stupid bitch!” Gwendolyn screamed at Rebecca.

The door opened and Marcie entered, Jane at her heels with the tray of coffee and pastries. “Rebecca,” she whispered through gritted teeth. “We can hear you all down the hall.” She smiled from one Frittauer to the other. “May I be of assistance?”

Gwendolyn lunged for Rebecca’s folder and began ripping papers in half and tossing documents in the air. “I want Harold Goldberg in here right away! She’s fired!” she added, pointing at Rebecca with her long red fingernail.

This was not the good ending Rebecca had envisioned. Then again, maybe it was.

• • •

Rebecca arrived at the hospital just as it began drizzling again, the heavy gray sky and distant crack of thunder warning of a downpour. She stood outside and lifted her face up and let the intermittent raindrops pelt her until someone bumped into her with a “Lo siento, señorita.”

The “I’m sorry” did her in and tears pricked her eyes. People rushed by her in both directions, and a taxicab driver slammed on his horn so hard that Rebecca almost jumped. She stared at the taxi driver, blabbering into his cell phone and making angry hand gestures out the window at the cab that had stopped short in front of him to let out a passenger. You could be the lunatic driver who killed my mother, she thought, tears streaming down her cheeks. And in that moment she was filled with a hatred of New York. Of the speeding taxis and the noise that never stopped, even at three in the morning. Of the cancer that was taking her father from her, eight floors up.

As she stood there letting the rain soak her instead of dashing under the hospital’s overhang, she realized she was in trouble. There was no haven anymore, now that her father was lying on the cot, attached to those tubes, barely able to bite into the fancy chocolates she brought him. Her best friend Charlotte was married and wrapped up in her career. Her mother was long gone. And Michael …

She desperately wanted to blink herself away to Aruba again—without Michael.

“I told you to go home!” he’d said in his office after the big blowout with the Frittauers. “I wish you’d listened. Take the rest of the day off, Rebecca. Go see your dad. I’ll see what I can do to get this fixed. Don’t worry, okay? Everyone knows you’re up against a wall.”

Up against a wall. When she was younger, Rebecca would bargain with God. If you let me pass this test I will never not study again. If you make me more popular this year, I will think kinder thoughts about Claudia Herman, of whom I am deeply jealous.

There was no bargaining now. No If you let my father live by some miracle, I will be a better daughter, a better person. She knew because she’d tried that on her way over to the hospital that first day, before she’d known just how sick he was. And she’d tried when the oncologist had explained to her that she should start thinking about arrangements.

The tears pricked again, but as she headed inside, the anger rushed up inside her. Her father had had an affair. And he’d let his own child grow up without him. Without being acknowledged in the slightest. How dare he! He wasn’t who she’d thought he was. Not from the time she was two years old.

She pushed back the wet hair stuck to her face and closed her eyes and counted to five. As she passed the nurse’s station, Rebecca nodded at the kinder of the two nurses who attended her father during the day, then took a deep breath and headed inside room 8-401. Her father was still. She moved closer, checking the telltale sign of his chest rising and falling. He was sleeping. The anger abated, then returned with a rush a moment later. He’d slept through his child’s entire life.

She had so many questions. Did you ever think about the baby? As she was growing up? Did you send money? Did you ever see her? Did you love her mother?

And the biggest: How did you just turn your back on them?

“I don’t understand,” she whispered. And she didn’t want to learn the whys from whatever was in that safety-deposit box; she wanted answers from her father, the man she loved more than anyone else on earth.

“How could you?” she whispered so low that if he were by chance awake, he couldn’t have heard. She kissed his forehead and watched him for a moment, then took the long way out of the hospital and walked uptown in the rain to his apartment building. He’d downsized from the house Rebecca had grown up in when she’d moved to the city to be on her own with a roommate from work. They lived in the same neighborhood, and Rebecca always liked the surprise of running into her dad in The Food Emporium or in Barnes & Noble or on the subway platform.

She let herself in with the key that was always on her key chain. His third-floor one-bedroom was spotless, thanks to his weekly cleaning service. She stood in the small living room and felt his presence so strongly. Her dad was a collector, and his apartment was like a scrapbook and photo album of his life. His fossil collection from an excavation trip to Belize lay on the long windowsills. Shells from every beach he’d ever walked on were strewn across the top of the upright piano against the far wall. And a self-portrait Rebecca had painted in seventh grade was hung above it.
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