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‘Fools consists of cunningly, surprisingly interlinked short stories, which in this case wind their way through the last American century – in particular, the last one hundred years of belief, commitment, monogamy, integrity, all the things that complicate our lives and take us out of ourselves...”You don’t know what you’re going to be faithful to in the world, do you?” asks the narrator of “Two Opinions” plaintively, and Silber’s characters illustrate this unpredictability with a whole range of dilemmas, all of them carefully and intricately imagined. Silber, I can tell, is never going to let me down, and I will keep a copy of one of her books, one I haven’t yet read, on a special emergency get-out-ofbook-jail-free shelf’ Nick Hornby, The Believer


‘Excellent . . . the pleasure of Ms. Silber’s overlapping tales is that in all of them characters do something to surprise you’ Wall Street Journal


‘A memorable meditation on work, religion, love and the search for personal integrity’ Booklist (starred review)


‘Powerful and moving . . . Recalls Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad in its novelistic cohesion of multiple sprawling tales’ Library Journal (starred review)


‘Well made and pleasurable . . . [Silber] kicks ass’ O, The Oprah Magazine


‘The linked characters in Joan Silber’s collection Fools . . . go from the fiercely principled (young anarchists in 1920s Greenwich Village) to the fervently hedonistic (a newly married hotelier’s son who can’t resist temptation). But it’s those who admit their ambivalence – such as the daughter of a conscientious objector whose life detours from the wifely domesticity she envisioned – who approach true dissidence’ Vogue


‘Sly, graceful’ Daily Beast


‘Fools is astonishing for its range, for its sweeping sense of time and place, and most especially for its deep insight into the way small choices can circle out to shape lives, and even human history. This is a beautiful book and an important literary achievement’ Dan Chaon, author of Sleepwalk


‘I loved Fools. The stories always surprised me, with the narratives unfolding as if in real time, and then turning unexpected in so many ways, twisting into stories that felt like remembered history, but with such added emotion that I thought about the characters for several days afterward as if they were here in my house’ Susan Straight, author of Mecca


‘Joan Silber’s stories charm us. And amuse us. And engage us. And move us. And even enlighten us. Fools embraces us all’ Amy Bloom, author of In Love
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If the fool would persist in his folly he would become wise.


—WILLIAM BLAKE


I am painfully aware of the fact that conduct everywhere falls far short of belief.


—MOHANDAS K. GANDHI


Happiness is when what you think, what you say, and what you do are in harmony.


—MOHANDAS K. GANDHI


Our problems stem from our acceptance of this filthy, rotten system.


—DOROTHY DAY
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Fools


Alot of people thought anarchists were fools. I finished high school in 1924, and even during my girlhood, when the fiercest wing of anarchists still believed in “propaganda by deed” and threw bombs and shot at world leaders, people thought they did it out of a bloody kind of sappiness, a laughable naïveté. All this laughing, I came to think, ignored the number of things a person could be a fool for in this life—a fool for love, a fool for Christ, a fool for admiration. I had friends who were all of these, as it turned out. But I took my own route.


I wasn’t born into anarchism. I read myself into it. Someone handed me a pamphlet in the street, and that was the beginning. And my cousin Joe was an influence. Joe was a third cousin, hardly related at all, but in our teen years we were both enlisted in my mother’s brief attempt to distribute used clothes to the poor in our church. Musty woolen topcoats, faded school pinafores, piles and piles of men’s hats. The problem was, my mother was afraid of the people who showed up for the clothes. We stood behind a table in the dank church basement while she pled for an orderly line and whispered at me not to touch the children. On the other side, Joe was muttering to me about why we had these extra goods and they didn’t.


I was born in India, in the city of Madras in the state of Tamil Nadu, when my father was a missionary for the Congregationalist Church. We went home to Philadelphia when I was six, but I had memories. My father left the mission in a state of great disillusion, embittered by ecclesiastical infighting in a country so filled with suffering. In America, I was mocked for the way my speech sounded Indian and was hounded in school by a group of bullying girls.


In my adult life, when my friends heard I came from a missionary family, they teased me about how I naturally came from a long line of zealots, didn’t I, which was how I liked to view it. Actually, the zealotry had drained by the time I was growing up. My father was just another bald, tired minister who mumbled through the services and didn’t really want to look anyone in the eye. My mother was more ardent, more desperate.


I hated the unbearable Ladies’ Aid meetings in our living room and the tedious Sunday school with my poor mother teaching improbable platitudes. In high school I was infamous for cynical jokes about the Virgin Mary. Only Joe was worse. In the school auditorium, he passed me notes parodying the psalm read in assembly. (He that hath clean hands and a pure heart and always washes with Boraxo.)


When I was reading the books Joe lent me, I felt a kind of joyous relief, once I got past the hard parts. What I loved in anarchism, from the first, was the obvious truth in it: people had gotten it all wrong to expect justice from any state. Power never protected the weak, it only protected itself. Tyranny was built into the system. The clarity of this argument was pretty stunning, I thought, and so was its insistence that this didn’t have to continue, despite its long human history.


I was a girl Joe had always known. It hadn’t occurred to him to be attracted in a noncousinly way until he saw me in the park one chilly autumn day, listening to speakers for Sacco and Vanzetti. I was leaning against an elm tree when he came striding toward me, with his slicked-back hair and his long-legged walk.


“They think I’m off studying in the library,” I said.


“Well, you are, Vera.”


“I’ve been here awhile,” I said. “Aren’t you cold? I’m freezing.” I shivered for effect, put my hand on his cheek so he could feel its coolness. I knew what I was doing.


I’d had a crush on him for a while. He took off his muffler and wrapped it around my shoulders, coming closer to knot it for me. “Is that better?” he said. How easy this part was.


•     •     •


All our excited feelings for each other were mixed up with ideas, with anger and vision, but what was wrong with that? Our meandering conversations, full of half-remembered reading and sudden bits of clarity, felt majestic. Together we picketed a textile mill with the workers—on a Saturday afternoon when my parents thought we were at the pictures, we took a streetcar and then we lined up with a big group. Joe was a fast walker and we were up in the front with the yelling schoolboys. I kept close to Joe, I heard myself yell and chant. It was my first time in public as this form of myself.


Joe was older than I was, by a year. Once he was done with high school, he got a managing job in a printing office. He liked being out in the world, and all the mechanical processes of rotary presses and dry offset were interesting enough to him, but he had to put in very long hours. And I had a baby brother I took care of. On Saturdays I’d take my fat little Robert to the park in his carriage, and Joe would walk the paths with us, wheeling the carriage for me, so I could take his arm.


My mother spoke of us as courting, but this was a misunderstanding on her part. We didn’t mean to marry at all. We both assumed we would be together for life, no papers needed. I really loved that idea—the purity of our bond, without the government having anything to say about it or any religious body presuming it could sanctify us. The whole notion of a legal wedding seemed profoundly disrespectful to us, us of all people. I was so insulted when my sister said, “What’s to keep Joe from taking off? He could go anytime. You want that?” No one believed how unfair that was to Joe or how belittling to me.


We were still at home with our families, and we didn’t hide our plans, we were nothing if not straightforward. My parents were not backward or strict, as clerical families went. They didn’t send me away to a distant relative, they didn’t lock me in my bedroom. But they wouldn’t let Joe in our house again. No matter how many times he came to the door. My mother told me, “You think we could ever get over it if you did this? We never would.” My father said, “There’s a reason for the commandments. Don’t you feel God all around you? You think you’re above God?”


Outrage might just have hardened us, if there hadn’t also been tears. I heard my father weeping! My tired, desiccated father. It was a choked, unnatural, gasping sound through the wall. What were we doing, Joe and I? I began to think we were sticking too blindly to a technical point. Like my friend Mary Elizabeth from grade school, who thought eating a raisin before going to Communion was wrong. One raisin. Who cared, what did it matter, if we said a few words in a public ceremony? Was cruelty better? Even Joe agreed, though his face had a terrible half-smile of embarrassment. It hurt us to have me see him. So, in the end, we were hypocrites for kindness. Both of us. Standing with my bouquet of orange blossoms, I thought: I’m happy but I’m in disguise. But probably many people feel that at their weddings.


•     •     •


We lived for two months in an apartment overlooking a box factory, and then, as soon as we could, we moved from the Philadelphia of our families to the freer, more unknown spaces of New York. First we were in a very cramped and desolate room in a boardinghouse, and then, after we started going to meetings and had more of a social life, we shared a place in the Village with a couple named Betsy and Norman and a single man named Richard and his dog, Bakunin. Sometimes other people too. I liked this arrangement very well.


We didn’t drink as much as the others, but we didn’t seem to need to—we got into the arguing and the clowning and the repudiating of theories at just as high a volume without it. We were testing how to be right. Richard was the most dogged in posing questions.


“Joe,” he would say, “what would you do if you caught a man stealing your wallet? Would you have him arrested?”


Joe was against prisons, we all were. Kropotkin had called them “universities of crime.” “I’d grab my wallet and really talk to him,” Joe said.


“Oh, that talk,” Betsy said. “Maybe he’d rather be in jail.”


But I thought it was a good answer.


I brought up Tolstoy’s hero in Resurrection, who decided prisons had never, ever done any good. “Listen to her,” Joe said. “Are you listening?” Everyone knew I’d read more than Betsy.


“Tolstoy said money was a new form of slavery,” I said. “People don’t read his essays.”


“Only you have set eyes on them, I guess,” Richard said. “Don’t brag, it’s never effective.” This embarrassed me and I really did stop bragging after that.


Dorothy, a friend of Richard’s who liked to drink with us, said, “I’ve been in jail. It didn’t reform me.” She was in her late twenties, older than we were, and she’d once been arrested in a march for women’s suffrage. And now she never voted, because she’d come to believe that voting was colluding. I admired these scruples.


I liked watching Joe when he waited to speak, his solid chin, his dark, soft eyes. My mother had told me that the first years of her marriage were the hardest ones, but the shock of cohabitation went fine for us, mostly. We had the fire and puzzle of ideas, a goad to keep our better selves showing. And we had all those other people around.


None of us slept enough. The others went out after midnight to drink at a speakeasy a few blocks away. They had less regular jobs, looser hours—they wrote articles for magazines, they sketched ladies’ fashions for department store ads, and I thought Betsy had money from her family. Joe had found work in a print shop uptown, and I had a job painting letters for a sign and banner place in the neighborhood. I had always liked to draw and sketch and used to do all the decorating in the church.


This was a very good time for us. Joe loved the long debates, but at the end of any evening, once we were in our room, he would say, “I am so tired,” and make a big joke of collapsing against me, where lust took over whatever fatigue either of us had. How luxuriant those nights were, our secret lives of excess.


•     •     •


We’d come to the city in the thick heat of late summer, but within a month we were in an autumn of clear days, of morning air with light in every molecule. I made a vow to walk to my job, to get more time in the sudden freshness outside, but this excellent habit lasted two days. I envied our friend Dorothy, who owned a tiny, unheated bungalow by the beach in Staten Island. A very nice man named Forster stayed with her there on weekends, when he wasn’t working in the city. They claimed to live on bootleg wine and the fish he caught. Once they brought us a basket of lovely shells that smelled like drying seaweed and I put the shells all around our room, big white whelks and nacreous jingle shells, thin as paper, and blue cockles striped with yellow, on the mantel and the bed table. “Think of this as your island hideaway,” I said to Joe, as I flipped down the covers. “Where the roaring surf echoes the passion of mortals.”


“I hear it, I hear it,” Joe said.


Joe had never been to the ocean, but I had. My mother walked with me along the Jersey shore when she was trying to talk me into giving up Joe. I was busy thinking at that moment how the rhythm of the surf sounded like a great animal breathing, sounded like the pulse of sex. I knew what sex was, or thought I did—my mind was entirely colored by the few chances Joe and I had taken. I sat with my mother on a bench along the sands, watching the curling froth and trough of the waves, and I had remembrances that made me feel smug in her company.


“We can take the ferry to Coney Island sometime,” Joe said, taking off his shoes.


“This is our island,” I said to Joe, setting my palm on the bed.


Joe liked this sort of beckoning frankness. (He was reaching for me now, while he turned down the lamp with his other hand.) As long as it wasn’t too frank. If my praise of his body ran to candid exactness, if I was moved to use blunt and stumbling language to exalt something we’d done, he would laugh and say, “Yes, yes,” but not happily. So I stopped doing that. Everyone thought Joe was the bolder of us, but no one knows how a couple fits together. The twists in that knot. For his part, Joe had learned not to talk so much when we were already lying in bed at night, not to squander this time reflecting on his day until we were too sleepy for love. The quarrels we had turned each of us huffy but caused useful corrections.


Dorothy had said that their beach was glorious at night, with tall, skinny pines against the sky and lights in the houses along the shore and the rolling surf invisible and tremendous in the dark, and I was thinking of that now, while Joe and I entered our own night, our own sea. We stayed awake so long we could hear the clop of the horse’s hooves outside when the milk truck went by in the very early morning.


In the morning, when Joe and I got up, only the dog—a big mongrel with some police dog in him—was awake and pacing the kitchen. The others always slept late. But I sort of liked being someone who went to work, and I didn’t mind my job. Nothing fascinating, but I could lose myself in it.


I spent a perfectly pleasant afternoon painting—in dark brown and ivy-green—a sign that suggested to all passersby




ADAMS CHICLETS


“Genuinely and Truly Delightful to All”





with a spearmint leaf below. The leaf was easy and I took pride in adding serrated edges, tiny veins, a jaunty stem.


It was true that chewing gum was a worthless product, a clever vendor’s dream of packaged nothing. Betsy refused to buy it. My father had banned chewing gum for all his daughters, who were not to be seen masticating like cows. My poor father. In India the people used to chew beeda after a meal, to freshen the mouth and aid digestion—a leaf with sweet spices rolled into it. My mother was in anguish, close to tears, when men spit its red juice in the street.


My unhappy mother. What an effort she always strove to make. Sometimes now she wrote me letters. Regards to my dearest son-in-law. I hope that he is enjoying your cooking! She would never really like Joe, never forgive him for wanting to dishonor me. I made fun of her letters to my friends, as if I were the sort of person who wanted a bluffer, franker mother.


When I finished the sign, my boss, Mr. Frances, said, “The leaf looks like a caterpillar somebody stepped on.”


“It’s mint,” I said. “We used to grow it in our yard.”


“Do I pay you to be an imbecile?” Mr. Frances said. “I’m the imbecile then, aren’t I?” He talked to all of us like that.


Sometimes he docked our pay when he didn’t like the way the signs turned out. Ten cents, or even twenty cents, enough for a meal. He called it fining us for artistic offenses. Or he’d have us stay late into the night to paint a sign over again. “Right is right,” he’d say. A few times I’d passed out union literature to try to organize our little group of workers, but that was as far as my bravery went.


“You’re one of the sloppiest, least talented sign-painters I’ve had the misfortune to be around,” Mr. Frances said, “and anyone can see it. Isn’t that true?”


That was the worst, his wanting you to agree. He always wanted that.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Yes, you do,” Mr. Frances said.


I took my brushes to the sink to soak them in a jar of turpentine. “You do know,” he said.


I had the water running, and I kept my back to him. I didn’t want to look for another job. We had no savings.


“You do know,” Mr. Frances said.


The others had stopped talking. I wiped my hands on the towel. I should have turned around but I didn’t. The room was waiting.


“I know,” I said.


What if he fired me anyway? They were looking at me, the others, but they all would have done the same thing.


“Go home to your husband who has to put up with you,” Mr. Frances said.


I put on my jacket and got out of there. I thought about Joe the whole walk home. In my head I was explaining, trying to make myself sound better. Most of my days were not as bad as this one, but the sweetness and the one true thing at the end of all of them was Joe.


I didn’t stop to say anything to the others when I came in the door. I went down the hall at once to change out of the clothes that smelled of turpentine. I waited, sitting on the bed, and when Joe came in, tired and inky himself, he had to hear about my day.


“It’s not for profit that the man acts that way,” I said. “It’s to push someone around. He can’t resist. Do you think that’s a human instinct?”


“Of course,” Joe said. “But we overcome other instincts. We’re housebroken, we don’t go around mounting each other’s wives.”


I had to go in to work the next day too. Joe had his hand on my knee as we spoke. I leaned against him, against the hard span of his chest. “I’ve compromised too much, haven’t I?” I said. “It’s ugly.”


But I was as blithe as anyone when Betsy decided later that night that we should all go out to a speakeasy she liked. There I was, only hours after my unspeakable day, singing “Beautiful Dreamer” with her at the bar. She had a better voice than I did but I could keep on key after drinking. “Out on the sea,” I sang, “mermaids are chanting the wild lorelie.”


I secretly loved the song. Joe and Forster were talking nearby—Forster kept saying Goya was the best draftsman who ever lived. “No! Rembrandt!” I said. Gin makes you very certain about things. I didn’t want to fight with Forster or cross him. “I really like Rembrandt,” I said, more quietly and dumbly.


Dorothy said, “Nobody ever gets over those Goya war etchings. It’s Goya.”


“What about the leper?” I said. “What about what Rembrandt does with Christ healing the leper?”


“You people,” Betsy said, “have such grim ideas of beauty.”


“Beautiful dreamers,” Joe said. “What queens of song you are.”


“I bet you can sing,” Betsy said. “Can you sing?”


“Like a half-dead frog.”


“Frogs have outstanding voices,” Dorothy said. “As good as crickets.”


I thought they all liked Joe better than me. I liked Joe better than me. He was a better talker, more showy and funny, and also more uniformly nice. Now he was twanging a frog’s version of “Beautiful Dreamer” and then “Swanee River.” Did Dorothy fancy him? Probably not. She could sometimes flirt but she loved Forster.


“Some frogs can inflate their throats to the size of their heads,” Forster said.


“Only you would know that,” I said.


After Christmas, when the weather turned bitter cold, I was the one who ended up walking the dog when Richard didn’t want to bother going out, and I often ran into Forster in Washington Square. He had a favorite bench by the ginkgo trees on the south side. Like the dog, he liked to be outside.


“You’re not cold sitting there?” I said. Bakunin the dog was investigating Forster’s shoes. It was a Sunday morning and not very many humans were out.


“I don’t mind,” he said. “Dorothy says I just don’t notice.”


“In Tibet there are lamas who sit out naked in winter,” I said. “They slow themselves down, I think.”


“I’m afraid I’m not a lama,” he said.


“Fine with me,” I said. “I’m not disappointed.”


Forster smiled faintly at this. He was quieter than the others; you had to work to talk to him. “I’ve had enough clergy in my life,” I said.


“Dorothy has quite a religious side,” he said. “I have to say, it’s superstition to me.”


Bakunin barked at a squirrel, and I let him off the leash. He never caught any but it made him feel important to chase. We watched him leap at a sycamore, surprised each time that he couldn’t get up the tree by jumping. He consoled himself by sniffing at a man sleeping on a bench nearby. “Bakunin!” I said. “Don’t bother that person.”


The dog was whining. “No,” I said. “He’s not waking up to play with you.” A howling wail came out of the dog, a sound I had not heard him make before—a siren with a long quaver. Or was it the man howling? It wasn’t the man. He wasn’t moving. He was probably too cold to move.


“I’ll get Bakunin,” Forster said.


I went with him. The man on the bench had rolled himself in a filthy overcoat and pulled the top of it over his head. He was lying sideways on the bench, with his feet jutting off the edge—bare feet, grayed with dirt. What kind of city lets a man go shoeless in ten-degree weather? Even the cracked skin on the ankles looked like stone, not skin. Forster touched the man’s shoulder (very kindly, I thought) and said, “Sorry, sorry.”


I almost said, What an argument against alcohol! but it wasn’t a joke I wanted the man to hear. Anyone sleeping outside in winter was beyond desperate. Forster was bent over him, peering at whatever bit of the face showed from under the coat.


“Will you stay here,” Forster said, “while I try to find a policeman?”


“He’s not all right?” I said.


“No,” Forster said. “He can’t hurt you, don’t worry.”


I looked at the face myself. The helpless mouth, the empty eyes. When you grow up in the parish house of a church, you know what dead people look like. I gave a small, useless shriek, and then I said, “Go now.”


Once Forster was gone, I became alarmed that he hadn’t checked the man over more closely. What if the man was only sick and frozen, and there was something I should be doing? I started to rub his bare feet, to chafe them into warming. They were stiff under my gloves, but feet are always stiff. It was horrible to think I was bothering a dead man with my touch, but I kept it up. I thought of Dorothy, who’d trained as a nurse during the war and might’ve known what to do.


I said, “It’s all right, it’s all right,” to the body. The head had lank hair and a broken tooth showing from under the lip. I had to stay where Forster had left me, but I was afraid of the man as a corpse and afraid of him as a live human who might wake up dangerous. And then I was ashamed to be so interested in my own feelings when I was standing over a man at the border of life.


And the feet. I wouldn’t let the dog sniff them, I pushed his muzzle away. I knew perfectly well that they were Christ’s feet, even though I no longer took any of that literally. How could I not know? I was still chanting, “It’s all right,” and rubbing the shoeless feet, when Forster got there with a policeman.


“Please hold the dog, miss,” the cop said. Then he did all the things Forster and I should have done. He cupped his palm under the nostrils to feel for warm breath, he clasped the wrist where the pulse would be, he reached under the man’s shirt to find his heart.


“It’s bad?” Forster said.


“Bad as it gets,” he said. “You can go. Thank you. Thank you very much.”


I was going to say, Rest his soul, but I didn’t, because I didn’t want Forster to think I was a ninny. I followed him on the path.


“Doesn’t it seem very noisy outside, all of a sudden?” I said. “We’ve been elsewhere.”


“Yes,” Forster said. “I’m not quite back yet.”


We were at the edge of the park, in the cold. Everything was too vivid, after our time spent guessing how far the man was from anything we knew. The bare quiet was still in our heads. We walked without speaking—I was glad of that. How tinny and insubstantial everything in the shop windows was, how childish. What did anyone need a feather-topped hat for?


In front of my building, Forster said, “Go sit by yourself somewhere, if you can.”


“I wish we’d been there sooner for him,” I said.


“That part makes me furious,” he said. “No one cares about a man like that.”


He put his hand on my shoulder. I was afraid to touch him, with my gloves that had touched the dead man’s feet, but I leaned my head slightly.


A few days later, Dorothy told me she’d been saying prayers for the man’s soul.


“What kind of prayers?” I said.


We were in the corner of a loud and pleasantly crowded living room where a party was going on. Dorothy had a cigarette in her hand. “To beg that he’s taken into heaven. What else can be asked for? And I gave something to the priest at St. Guadeloupe to have him included in their prayers.”


Dorothy, poor as a church mouse, was giving coins for this?


“We all had lots of training young, didn’t we?” I said.


“Actually, I didn’t,” she said. “I just like to go into churches, I have for years. Mostly Catholic ones. Especially late at night, after I’ve been out, I like to go in and see the lit candles. But not only then. And I notice that I tend to pray in my head. Don’t ask me Who’s listening. I don’t have a final opinion.”


All this was a surprise. I wasn’t one of those who thought that praying was demented—my family prayed pretty constantly—but I thought of myself as done with such things. In Philadelphia I’d gone to meetings (and marched too) with workers whose pamphlets said, “Jesus Saves the Slave,” not to mention “Trust in the Lord and Sleep in the Street.” Dorothy must’ve known those lines. She made a living of sorts as a writer and she’d done reporting for radical magazines for years.


“People are at their best when they’re in devotion,” Dorothy said. “Sometimes I just walk from the beach into town with my rosary beads in my pocket. I don’t think it matters if I don’t say the words completely right.”


Is she unbalanced? I thought. And I saw that I wanted her to be. I had an oddly happy feeling at the thought that she might be not right at all for Forster. I knew what this thought meant. (And didn’t I have a husband I loved? I did.) It was my own business what I thought. Not every involuntary wish had to be acted on. Thoughts are free, I thought. This was the refrain of a German song they sang at meetings: No man can deny, Die Gedanken sind frei.


Dorothy was fishing a piece of fruit out of her empty glass of rum punch. It was the made-up, improvised nature of Dorothy’s praying that gave it a semi-crazy taint. And then I was embarrassed to think that. Dorothy was a sensible and highly original person. If she wanted to walk around mentally intoning addresses to pure space, that was her own business, her own liberty.


At the party, someone put on a record of “My Baby Just Cares for Me” and Joe came to claim me for a light, not too bouncy fox trot. Forster wasn’t around (he didn’t like parties) and Dorothy found Richard to dance with. She talked while she danced, in that smoky room, with her shining cropped hair showing wispy in the light, and she looked like any of us, nicely in rhythm, set on what she was doing, pretty enough.


•     •     •


Could someone who loved freedom above all believe in a fat, overconstructed, historically corrupt institution like the Catholic Church? Joe and I had several talks about this. Dorothy wasn’t even born a Catholic, but if it was truly and freely in her own individual nature to love the Church, what then? “It’s the illusion in it that gives me the creeps,” Joe said. He meant divinity. Christ’s or anybody’s. Couldn’t you be opposed to submission—I didn’t expect to ever again kneel to pray—but be receptive to what Dorothy liked to call the Unseen? “Not possible, I don’t think,” Joe said. “Name me a religion where people don’t bow their heads.”


I wasn’t keen to think about it, now that I was away from my father’s house. I didn’t need to have an opinion, in the life I had. But I saw how lit up Dorothy was, how charged with bits of liturgy, how stirred and driven, how thirsty. She would start to find us all shallow, if she kept on this way. But we had our own beliefs, our hopes for knocking down the stupidities of the past. “She thinks we’re nothing,” Joe said.


“Don’t be vain about it,” I said. “That is not the problem.” But I was hurt too, that Dorothy could think of leaving us.


Joe and I kept meaning to visit Dorothy’s little house in Staten Island, but we didn’t get there till the height of summer, when Manhattan was an oven and the beach was fresh and astounding. We all ran around in the surf in our bathing costumes, shrieking when the waves hit us. Forster was out fishing when we got there, but Dorothy’s twelve-year-old brother John, who was staying with them, dove fearlessly under the waves and kept teasing his sister by popping up right under where she was. Joe pretended to rescue her by dragging her off. “All the Day family are good swimmers,” she said, kicking and escaping. I didn’t know then that Dorothy was pregnant.


She was perfectly slender in her sleeveless tunic and narrow swimsuit. I was shorter and rounder and felt more exposed and fleshy, though I forgot myself because of the ease everyone else had. We dried ourselves sitting on the porch, eating blackberries from the garden. The house itself was a mess of specimens that Forster had dragged in—skate egg cases, the skulls of small animals, bird’s nests, the shell of a huge turtle—and the kitchen table was piled with pages of a serial romance Dorothy was writing for a newspaper. I envied their lives in that little house.


Forster showed up in time for supper, tanned and wild-haired from the boat and quiet as ever. He had caught a dogfish, which looked like a small shark—Dorothy said no one around there ate them but an Italian neighbor had said Italians thought they were delicious. So Dorothy fried up pieces in butter and we had potatoes and cabbage salad with them. The fish was strong-tasting but not bad. “Oh,” Forster said, “I just had to cut away the venomous part when I filleted it.” I thought he was kidding but he wasn’t.


“Vera, honey bun, don’t be nervous,” Joe said, so I decided not to be. Everyone thought Forster knew what he was doing, and I probably thought so too. They lived on nothing, he and Dorothy, and looked better and healthier than the rest of us.


Dorothy told me the news when we were cleaning up in the kitchen. “Don’t you notice how magnificent I am?” she said. “It’s the end of the second month already. Every morning I give thanks.”


I knew she’d had an abortion when she was younger and had suffered for it. And the man had left her afterward. It wasn’t much of a secret. A novel she’d written about it had actually been published—The Eleventh Virgin, by Dorothy Day—and movie rights had paid for the beach shack, though no one made any such movie. Dorothy was so earnest she didn’t bother to have what would be secrets for anyone else.


“I thought Forster was looking very tickled,” I said. “Now I get it.”


“Forster will get used to the idea,” she said. “He thinks it’s a terrible world and we shouldn’t add to its numbers.”


“It is a terrible world,” I said, “but he’ll be fine.”


I meant that he would stick by her. Dorothy didn’t appear to doubt this either. She was twenty-eight already.


“He’ll teach the baby how to fish,” I said. “You’ll have the only infant who knows how to surf-cast.”


I didn’t say it, but I was ever so slightly sorry for Forster, who’d been outmaneuvered, caught off guard. Nature’s dupe. He really did only want a few simple things—a life with lots of empty space in it—and now he was getting more than he’d bargained for.


But you always did, in a couple. That was what I thought when I lay next to Joe in the tiny bedroom at the end of the hall. Joe was talking on about how fishermen never had to punch a time clock, no wonder Forster liked it. That was how come Vanzetti had no proof he was at work the night of the Braintree robbery, he was out selling fish. Could he get a lobster to testify he never fired a shot? An eel to swear for him?


It was okay. I might’ve had a husband who talked about things I cared far less about. “It’s so quiet here at night,” Joe said. “At home our streets are teeming, aren’t they?”


“Most streets,” I said.


“And heartless. We’re as bad as India,” Joe said. “Only they have more people.”


“We could have just as many, before very long,” I said. “In about a minute, we could. Margaret Sanger’s mother lived through eighteen pregnancies and eleven births, did you know that? Nobody cares whether poor people have birth control.”


We were practitioners of birth control ourselves. I hated nothing more than having to buy feminine hygiene products like jellies and foaming tablets—I’d wait till a woman clerk was on duty in the drugstore and whisper the words. They were too graphic, those products, like artificial versions of private natural processes. I was sure it was wrong that such items should be made for profit and sold in stores for cash.


I was thinking about the capitalist system having this intimate contact with my own tissues, as I took the tube out of our suitcase and padded down the hall to the bathroom to slip the manufactured gel inside me. I tried to be fast, so Joe didn’t wait too long, but a kind of modesty always kept me from doing this in his sight.


“It’s ridiculous we have to do things with chemicals just to make love freely,” I said to Joe, when I was getting back into bed. “It makes me hate nature.”


“Don’t tell nature you said that,” Joe said.


“I hate it that procreation has anything to do with sex,” I said. “Who thought that up? What sense does that make?”


“Our opinions were not consulted,” Joe said.


“There are too many babies,” I said, “born every day and they don’t get cared for and nobody does anything about it.”


“I wouldn’t say nobody,” he said.


“You haven’t been to India,” I said. “You haven’t seen all the babies in India.”


I hadn’t seen all the babies in India either, as Joe well knew. I did have a memory of a row of mothers and little children (littler than I was) sleeping along a narrow street, curled on blankets in a settled way, as if they were camping at a relative’s. My father shuttled us past them very swiftly.


And why was I going on about this now? Dorothy had been so radiantly emphatic about how happy she was, and here I was having a fit about excess infants. I was in a house with a garden full of nasturtiums and green squash, the clean smell of salt all around, the frogs and crickets thrumming out the window, and I was mad at nature.


“Manhattan in August is every bit as hot as India,” I said, a fact I made up, but I reached for Joe just then, so he didn’t need to answer.


The next day we all took a walk along the beach with Forster. He pointed to a horseshoe crab, which looked like an iron helmet with a bayonet attached. “They’re living fossils,” he said. “Haven’t changed for three hundred million years.”


I thought the thing was dead, but Dorothy’s brother John poked it with a piece of driftwood and it moved very slightly in the sand.


“Will it bite?” I said.


“Oh, no, never,” Dorothy said.


“Its mouth is in the middle of its underside,” Forster said, “so it can’t bite you unless you pick it up.”


“It doesn’t seem like an animal,” Joe said. “More like a moving ashtray.”


“Forster said they can live to be thirty,” John said. “But they don’t have babies till they’re eleven.”


“He knows a lot, that Forster,” I said.


“I see hundreds of things on the shore much more clearly,” Dorothy said, “because of Forster.”


“He’s the man to have by the sea, I can tell,” I said.


Forster looked away. “He is,” Dorothy said.


“Dorothy has extremely good eyes,” Forster said. It was the fondest thing I’d heard him say.


“How did you learn it all?” I said. “It’s kind of amazing.”


Forster shrugged.


“He went to shell college,” Joe said. “They give you a wet mackerel for a diploma. Leaves a lasting impression.”


When we were back home again in New York, Joe would sometimes imitate Forster picking up a crab or piece of kelp. “It’s very, very antique,” he would say. “Its smell is older than mankind.”


Throughout that autumn I was aware of the months passing for Dorothy. I knew she believed that she was moving into a larger truth, growing herself into a fuller vessel. And the child would have the sweet, slightly neglected freedom the offspring of some of our friends had. If you did your best not to get in nature’s way, would nature reward you? Our most theoretical friends liked to say the institution of the state was unnatural, as if no insult could be more utter.


Forster went out to Staten Island every weekend, even as the weather got colder. Betsy said Dorothy was looking wonderful. But Richard reported that Forster and Dorothy were having fights, because she’d started walking to town to go to Mass in the mornings. She mostly did this when he wasn’t there, but he was horrified anyway.


“She isn’t even a Catholic!” Betsy said. “If I were her, I’d maybe just not bother to tell him about this little secret church habit. I’d keep my mouth shut, if I were her. At a time like this. Where is her brain?”


“He’ll never agree with her,” Richard said. “Forster of all people. She knows that.”


Dorothy had no cagey feminine practicality. She was more like a prophet, helpless to resist telling what she saw. My father, when he was a young man, had wanted to preach in India because (my mother told us) he couldn’t bear not explaining what he knew. We all thought Dorothy was moving backward, and yet it was a poetic motion. “She’s becoming medieval,” Norman said.


Dorothy’s religious eccentricity had an interesting effect on me, it pushed me into a different stubbornness. I stuck closer to my husband, very close indeed (where would I be without such a husband? how would I live?), and this meant going to more meetings. They had their bits of beauty, those meetings, especially the ones for Sacco and Vanzetti, where the rhetoric was already a wail of grief, though the two men, in prison, waiting, were certainly still alive.


In December Dorothy moved back to the city with Forster, and with her younger sister, Della. I liked Della, who was staunch like Dorothy but milder and girlier. It was Della who later went with Dorothy to Bellevue Hospital, when the labor pains came. Where was Forster? No one seemed to think he had planned to go anywhere near the yowl and blood of delivery. But everyone said he was entirely enchanted once the baby—a healthy girl—was actually born. Well, who didn’t like babies?


When Joe and I visited Dorothy at her apartment, Della was holding the baby—a creature so tiny she could rest along Della’s forearm—and walking her around the living room. Dorothy was lying on a couch and Forster hovered in a doorway. It was a small room, with all of us in it. “Who thought I’d have such a pretty baby?” Dorothy said. “I thought I’d have some gnarled little thing only I could love. You don’t think she’s too pretty, do you?”


“Definitely overdone,” Joe said. “See if you can feed her something to make her homelier.”


Della put her in my arms, as a great favor, but I was less eager to hold her than they thought. She was chubby and damp, sweet as my own baby brother had been, but I didn’t want her curling too close to me. I knew perfectly well how babies were made, but I seemed to be afraid they were contagious. Joe said, “Look how she settles in.”


“Hello, hello, hello, Tamar Teresa, hello, my fatso girlie girl,” Della said.


I asked Forster how they’d decided on the names and he looked surprised. “Dorothy’s work,” he said.


Joe said, “How calm the baby is.”


The baby took that as her cue to begin fussing, and Dorothy got up to take her out of my arms. “You little fat thing, you want more to eat,” she said.


Dorothy swiveled and turned her back to us when she bared herself to nurse the child. Dorothy a mother! Forster led us into the kitchen and poured us shots of brandy. Joe said, “To the future that’s just arrived,” and we drank the stuff down.


Joe said, when we were out the door, “I think he really looks very happy.”


“In his way,” I said.


“He likes seeing Dorothy so glad.”


“Richard thinks love is making a fool of him,” I said.


We were all upset when we heard that Dorothy had made friends with a nun on Staten Island and had the baby baptized at a church there. Neighbors came to the beach house afterward for a celebratory lunch of boiled lobsters and salad, but Forster, who had caught the lobsters, left before people got there.


“He didn’t have to rain on her parade,” Betsy said. “What does it matter to him if she likes Jesus?”


“She’s the one who won’t stop talking about it,” I said. “And it’s his baby.”


“He left on principle,” Richard said. “I don’t blame him.”


•     •     •


Joe and I stood with a group in Union Square, trying to get people to sign petitions to the governor of Massachusetts, begging him to stop the executions of Sacco and Vanzetti. In a light summer rain Joe and I took turns holding an umbrella over us. Some people signed and were friendly. Some boys threw clods of mud at us, which we tried (to everyone’s amusement) to block with the umbrella. Joe believed in acting jolly about it.


I looked at our flyer with its portraits of Sacco and Vanzetti, the two of them cuffed together, staring ahead, deep-eyed, men fond of gardening and known to nurse sick kittens, men neighbors said were too gentle to have shot two other workers for payroll money. Probably. Plenty of people I knew were sure the most dearly held principles had to yield to larger principles, that sacrifice was necessary for any radical change, even the sacrifice of mercy to violence.


I was against ever giving up mercy, and I thought the old kind of anarchism was done for. The point about Sacco and Vanzetti—anyway—was the government’s unrelenting malice. I got wet and dreary and discouraged, standing out with our petitions. No wonder people like Forster never volunteered for this.


Really, as I saw it, Forster might just as well have stuck around to eat a lobster or two for the baptism lunch. Melted butter, hot rolls, crisp lettuce from the cottage garden. I thought he meant to stay for the meal but then he couldn’t do it: he had no polite lying in him, not even for love.


•     •     •


Dorothy would have to be married in the Church, if she was really going to join the Church. No more cozy common-law in the beach shack. Betsy said Dorothy was painting herself into a corner, tying herself into an obedience she didn’t even believe in. I barely knew any Catholics, not as close friends, and I didn’t think Dorothy did either.


Sometimes I prayed when I was alone, a fact Joe didn’t know. Not to any deity—I was done with kowtowing to whatever ran the universe—but sometimes I pled for help or for mercy. And in moments of great sweetness I would think, Thank You for this. After Joe and I were married, when we were alone, after the reception, in a hotel room with a ceiling of looping plaster garlands, I thought that.


We hadn’t even meant to be married, had we? But then we’d made our concession, we’d given way on a point we decided didn’t matter. It turned out we were that kind of people. Sometimes.


Forster kept leaving Dorothy and coming back. This went on for months and months. What did I want him to do? Terrible for a woman with an infant to have to put up with that. Didn’t I want Dorothy to have him? But hard too for him to put up with Jesus all the time. Did I want him to find solace with me? Even in my dreams I couldn’t bring myself to think of leaving Joe. In my fantasies I had a torrid affair with Forster, our dazzled bodies falling into one audacious discovery after another. But my mind got stuck on where we would go to act out these exquisite inventions: Didn’t he still share the apartment with Della, when Dorothy wasn’t there? Or had they all given that up? Could he be living alone, on his crummy earnings? I could foresee so easily every step in our falling into bed together, the hesitations and overtures and bursts of truth. But I puzzled over what bed we would use. The practicality of my nature worried the problem.


I had no special reason to think Forster was drawn to me. I had sometimes had glimmers, but I didn’t think I was worldly enough to gauge them. The deepest question—which was not even a question but a blot over thought—was what it would mean to deceive a person like Joe. Even if he never knew.


But still I might do it. It might not be beyond me to do such a thing. Who knows until the tests are given? My mother used to say that India had tested her faith. The place was hot and terrifying but Jesus still lived. Once I told Joe that India had given me my own faith. I meant the leper. I was in a horse cart on the street with our maid when one came up to us, with his parched skin mottled light and dark, hobbling against a cane because one foot was missing. I knew about lepers from the Bible. His begging bowl was on a cord around his neck, but the maid had the cart go faster, to get away. At home I wanted my mother to find him and give him all our coins. My poor mother, I had a crying fit when she wouldn’t. Joe said Emma Goldman told people she became an anarchist after she saw a peasant beaten with the knout, when she was a girl in Russia. Horror eats you, if you don’t have an idea: that was what I thought.


•     •     •


Joe believed in using city libraries, and we were on our way to the Ottendorfer branch one Saturday when we ran into Forster on the street. It was October by this time and he looked all right—thin, but he was always thin—and he said, “This is the best season in New York, isn’t it?” I thought it was a cheerful thing to say, and the sky was indeed a rare deep blue.


“It must be still beautiful out at the beach,” Joe said.


“It would be, if we could be simple again, but we can’t be,” Forster said. “When I go out to fish, Dorothy has the nun come to visit her. The woman runs off if she happens to come when I’m there.”


“The sister comes to teach Dorothy?” I said.


“Oh, yes, she does,” he said. “Often.”


“How’s the baby?” Joe said. “She’s all right?”


“Tamar is excellent,” he said. “She’s taught herself to crow at the gulls.”


“The gulls probably know what she’s saying,” Joe said.


“I bet you can talk to the gulls,” I said to Forster. “You of all people.”


“Who’d want to?” Joe said. “Bunch of complainers, those gulls.”


“At least they’re not bowing and cooing to idols and statues,” I said. “Gulls don’t strike me as Roman Catholic types.”


“What a thing to say,” Joe said.


“You think I insulted the gulls by comparing them?” I said.


“Oh, Vera,” Joe said. “Stop pandering.”


It was very true I didn’t sound like myself, I was helplessly overshooting to let Forster know I was on his side. And it wasn’t the kind of tone Forster liked either.


“It’s the pigeons that are more papish,” I said. “Bobbing up and down like that.”
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