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In memoriam Tamar Teresa Batterham Hennessy



PREFACE

In the last years of her life, my grandmother often woke up hearing in her mind the words from her beloved Dostoyevsky: “The world will be saved by beauty.” Of all the words she wrote, of all the quotes she loved to repeat, of all the advice and comfort she gave to countless people, in all five of her books and fifty years of her column, and in a lifetime of diary- and letter-writing, this is what has come to give me the most hope. For if, after years of struggle, weariness, and a sense of deep and abiding failure, she believed in salvation through beauty, then how can we not listen?

I discovered this aspect of my grandmother while reading her diaries. They were published two weeks after my mother’s death, but it took almost a year before I could bring myself to open the book. Then, once opened, I couldn’t put it down. It was as if I, dying of thirst, were given a long, cold drink from the purest of wells. And as I read, I felt a growing need to add another layer to this tale, not only to portray the grandmother I knew and her daughter—her only child, Tamar—but also to somehow bring my grandmother and mother together in ways they hadn’t been able to achieve while they lived.

On the morning after I finished reading I lingered in that half-asleep state where both dreams and reality take on a different quality altogether. That in-between state where you sometimes hear a voice you are certain is from someone in the room calling your name, and you wake up saying, “Yes, what is it?” but no one is there. My dream was brief, as dreams of this kind are—no beginning or end, just a flash containing all I needed to know. And in that moment I felt, sure and true, the knowledge of both Tamar’s and Dorothy’s lives with all their experiences and memories, and I was overcome by this knowing. I felt the weight and the miracle of their lives, and I wondered if I were strong enough—wise enough—to tell this story. But haven’t I been working on it all my life, living in their wake and stumbling along trying to make my own way?

And isn’t this my history also? One of the elements of what makes a person extraordinary, I have come to believe, is when their inner and outer lives are in accord. When what they do in the world is what their innermost being leads them to do. This is why the history of the Catholic Worker is the history of my mother, the history of the relationship between my mother and grandmother, and the history of my family.

*  *  *

The winter following my grandmother’s death was bone-shivering, teeth-achingly cold, the temperature hovering between twenty and thirty degrees below zero night after night. At the time, my mother lived with her small black dog in a hand-built cabin on the edge of the woods. She was alone and grieving, and yet she turned to me—she was fifty-four and I was twenty—and in an effort to help us both through this dark time, she and I began a discussion about her mother. These talks were not often easy to follow; their paths could be just as elusive as Tamar was herself. She was unfocused and uncollected. She jumped from thought to thought, while I tried to follow her hints and allusions or the sentences she couldn’t bring herself to finish, telling me her story in the grab-bag way she had—an image, a thought, a sparkle and flash of laughter, a retort of anger, regret, or loss.

We continued our conversations on the first anniversary of Dorothy’s death while staying at the Catholic Worker’s beach cottage on Staten Island, New York. And then in a house in the small Vermont town of Springfield, where my mother moved from her cabin, the neighborhood rough but full of poor, working-class families, just as Tamar liked it. Again and again we returned to this discussion until the last weeks of her life twenty-seven years later.

Many writers—scholars, historians, and theologians—have chosen to tell the story of Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker, the movement she began in the 1930s grounded in performing the works of mercy, and that still exists today, decades after her death. But it seems to me that those who knew her best are often the ones most fearful of trying to write about her in all her complexity, richness, and contradictions. Tamar greeted each new book or film about her mother with fatalism, yet she couldn’t stay away, and she couldn’t keep from being disappointed.

Then, when such a person as Dorothy Day is your grandmother, an examination of her life isn’t an intellectual, academic, or religious exercise. For me, it is nothing less than a quest to find out who I am through her and through Tamar. It is a quest to save my own life, though I don’t yet know what this means. (Seamus Heaney once said that in his poetry he wrote about those moments he sensed held greater meaning within, even though he might not ever find out what the meaning was.) And I see this quest as not only for me or for my family but for anyone who senses that greater meaning and desires to explore it. There was a group of children who grew up at the Worker in the sixties and seventies who called Dorothy “Granny,” as my siblings and I do, though they were not related to her, and this is as it should be. We all need to live our lives as if we are Dorothy’s children and grandchildren, being comforted and discomforted by her as she invites us to be so much more than how we ordinarily see ourselves and, perhaps more important, how we see each other.

Dorothy said there was never a time when she wasn’t writing a book or thinking of writing a book; whereas Tamar wasn’t a writer and had difficulty expressing herself in any medium. “Dorothy was a talker, and my husband was too,” she said. “That was enough.” But there did come a time when she felt the desire to write. When her father, Forster Batterham, died four years after Dorothy, Tamar discovered in his apartment letters Dorothy had written to him in the 1920s and early thirties. In them Tamar finally could read of the love and longing her mother felt for this silent man, so much like his daughter. In them Tamar could once again see her mother, the Dorothy Day she so loved and who seems in danger of being lost to the world—a woman of great joy and passion, humor, and love of beauty. Tamar grieved the loss of this vibrant woman to the annals of hagiography and the desire to see her as a saint, and at times to Dorothy’s own nature, especially during her “severe and pious” stage, as Tamar called it. In these letters Tamar found what she had longed for—love between her mother and father, Dorothy the saint and Forster the scientist, the two halves of her heart. And after reading these letters, she wanted to show the world this part of the story, her story.

I can see the two of them in my mind’s eye, mother and daughter facing each other, loving each other, challenging each other.

“This is the story of my life,” says one.

“No, this is the story,” says the other.

*  *  *

Many of Dorothy’s favorite quotes had to do with love: “Love is the measure by which we shall be judged” and “Where there is no love, put love—and you will find love.” Those two are from St. John of the Cross. Then there is Dostoyevsky: “Love in action is a harsh and dreadful thing compared to love in dreams.” But it is one of Dorothy’s own quotes that I love the best: “God understands us when we try to love.” Tamar liked to say, “All the world needs is loving kindness.” Her love was of a more practical nature, the words of a mother of nine and a steward of the land, whereas Dorothy’s love had an element of mystery, a quality she needed for the life she led. Dorothy also said we all feel alone and we always will. She said that we struggle against both freedom and responsibility, and with these too we always will. Tamar said we all must live our own disasters. Agony and foolishness she called these lives we lead. For me, these quotes of theirs reveal something of the love they gave and received, the lessons they learned, and the heroism it required, each in her own way. I don’t think they ever said these words to each other, for if they had, maybe then they would have been able to understand the nature of their struggle with each other, and maybe their intense love for one another would have been leavened by this understanding.

But Tamar was unable to write her story, as Dorothy was unable to write her last book, in which, it seems, she wanted to make sense of this relationship between mother and daughter. And so here I am, left holding the pen, still grieving the loss of my mother, still grieving for the two of them, and led by the only thing that matters, the only thing worth writing about—love.



Part One


THE MYSTERY OF GRACE




CHAPTER ONE

There is no time with God, my granny said, and so I set out to find Tamar and her parents when they were still together, and where do I find them but on the beach. The beach where Tamar was conceived in a cottage not twenty feet from the water, where she learned to walk in the sand, to say the rosary while following the edge of the lapping waves as the tide ebbed and flowed, and to pray to the dead spider crab hanging on the wall beside her bed. It is Staten Island, 1927, and Tamar is one and a half years old. I want to know what happened to bring these two people—Forster and Dorothy—together and what drove them apart. I want to know why Tamar would always feel this father loss, missing him even when she was too young to know what that meant. The three of them are in a rowboat, and Dorothy and Forster are silent. The happiness they had felt with each other and with the birth of Tamar is giving way to something that seems insurmountable, that seems tied to Dorothy’s constant thirst for a mystery she has yet to name. How did they get there? How far back do I need to go? To those days long before Tamar’s birth?

Let me begin again . . .

My granny said there is no time with God, and so I set out to find her when she was a young woman of twenty, the age I was when she died. The year is 1918, and it’s a bitter January morning in the predawn hours. While deep snowdrifts cover the streets of New York City, Dorothy’s fresh, new life is giving birth to struggle, pain, and questioning. Although she doesn’t yet know it, it is a time when she will turn from one path and head along another, unsure of what she is doing and where she is going. Until now, her youth and energy, her exploration and freedom have propelled her along a life of great excitement. At this moment, the hour both late and early, she is sitting in a rough, gaily decorated Greenwich Village tearoom called Romany Marie’s, and she is holding a dying man in her arms.

But wait—I must go back even further in this peeling away of the layers of the past.

Ah yes, there she is—tall and thin, more bones than flesh, with a strong, clear jaw and large oddly slanting blue eyes, thin and straight brown hair with auburn highlights, and hands and feet that are long, narrow, and graceful. It is the summer of 1916, and she is eighteen and roaming the horse-manure-spattered cobblestone streets not so far from where the Catholic Worker is now, with a nervous stride as if there were never enough time, and full of an unquenchable curiosity about people and their work, families, and traditions. Burdened by heat and loneliness, she is looking for work as a journalist, scared, full of hesitation, but determined to make her own way, following her father’s footsteps. Her two older brothers, Donald and Sam, had Pop’s blessing to become journalists (even though he had kicked them out of the house as soon as they had jobs), but she did not.

Dorothy and her father were two peas in a pod in some ways and each as bullheaded as the other. It wasn’t that John Day was against the idea of his daughter being a writer. He had started her on that path when she was a child and had helped publish her first piece for the children’s page of the Chicago Tribune, followed by book reviews for the Inter Ocean, the Chicago newspaper where he worked. Their parting of ways may have begun when Dorothy, at the age of sixteen, won a three-hundred-dollar scholarship for the University of Illinois sponsored by the Hearst papers by placing fifteenth in twenty winners of a contest in Latin and Greek. John Day wasn’t interested in higher education. He hadn’t finished high school, and neither did his two older sons. In his view, journalists didn’t need an education. They needed to start work as soon as they were able, preferably at fifteen.

But Dorothy, regardless of her love for Cicero and Virgil, turned out to be an indifferent student and careless with money. When her scholarship, which should have been sufficient to see her through her degree, ran out, she got a job cooking for a family at twenty cents an hour, then gave that up and almost starved to death. After two years, penniless and bored with her studies, Dorothy left with her family for New York City, where her parents had first met, married, and had the four oldest of the five Day children.

Enamored by the socialism she had picked up reading Jack London and Upton Sinclair and while walking through the Polish and Italian working-class neighborhoods of Chicago pushing her baby brother in a carriage, Dorothy found work with the New York Call, a paper of socialists, Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) members, trade unionists, and anarchists. When she got the job, faced with her father’s belief that it was a woman’s role to stay home and be beautiful, as Tamar described it, she left her family’s place in Brooklyn and, with not much more than her phonograph, moved into a room on Cherry Street in Manhattan. The flat was between the Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges and upriver from the Call’s office on Pearl Street, near the South Street Seaport. While walking under the Brooklyn Bridge on her way to and from work, she began to know the men on the streets who, as the winter months approached, warmed themselves by fires lit in barrels.

For five dollars a month Dorothy had a tiny hall bedroom in a five-story tenement with a window onto the air shaft and a toilet off the stairwell for the use of two families. As with all the tenements in the Lower East Side, there was no electricity or central heating. To keep warm, people burned coal in the fireplaces, if they could afford it, driftwood if they couldn’t, or turned on their gas ovens. The doors, halls, and stairs were made of wood, and fires were as common as bedbugs. There was also no hot water, and Dorothy used the public baths along with the Jewish women. The halls were dark and foul-smelling, but the room was clean, and the family she rented the room from provided her with a thick down comforter. They were Orthodox Jews, and when she came home after midnight from the paper, she would often find a plate of food by her bed with a note from one of the children—the parents spoke only Yiddish—explaining that they couldn’t serve milk or butter if there was meat.

Dorothy would come to claim that it was the experience of living in rooms rented out by working-class families and the long walks through the Lower East Side that would begin her affinity with the hard up and struggling. This was how her enduring curiosity about people, about their lives and their work, began. Could she ever be part of that hard life? Could she even do it? she wondered.

The Days had never been well-off, although they often lived as if they were. When Dorothy was born, Pop was working as a clerk. When he left Brooklyn for San Francisco in search of newspaper work, Dorothy’s mother, Grace, took in boarders in their Bath Beach house until she and the four children could join him. After losing everything in the 1906 earthquake, including the furniture they had shipped from New York around Cape Horn, they moved to Chicago following another one of Pop’s newspaper jobs. When that newspaper failed, Pop wrote a novel sitting at his typewriter day after day in the living room while the children were forbidden to make any noise, until he was able to find work with the Inter Ocean. When they returned to New York in 1916, he worked as the racing editor for the Morning Telegraph.

The family lived week to week, though Pop sometimes had winnings from the racetrack. He was a gambling man, my great-grandfather, a Southerner from a family of Tennessee farmers, though his father was a beloved and respected doctor, described by one of Dorothy’s cousins as kind, considerate, careless about his bills, and generous to all, poor or wealthy, black or white. Grace was from a family of whalers from upstate New York, a Northerner and a bitter pill for Pop’s mother, who took a dislike to Dorothy because she looked like Grace, the Yankee, and preferred Della, Dorothy’s sister, because her looks took after Pop. Grace came from poverty herself and had worked in a shirt factory from the age of twelve to fourteen to support her mother and three sisters after her father, Napoleon Bonaparte Satterlee, died of tuberculosis. He had been a chair maker and veteran of the Civil War—during which he was wounded in the throat and thereafter couldn’t speak above a whisper—and a survivor of Libby Prison, the second deadliest prison of the Confederacy.

Grace would come to bear five children to a man whose earnings came and went on the racetrack, who didn’t know how to share his wife with his children, and who never showed them any physical affection, though he ensured they all grew up well-read. He and Dorothy were much alike, strong-minded and stubborn—my way or the highway, as Tamar described it—and they fought. When Pop saw that Dorothy was determined to make her living as a journalist, he sent word to his cronies in the newspaper business to discourage her. Lore has it that he booted her out of the house when she found work at the Call, but then, he had booted his sons out too.

John Day liked his horses, he liked his drink, he liked his women, and he looked good at all times. He was tall, imposing, and well dressed. The Days always were beautifully dressed no matter how broke they were, and Grace, often despairing during the day, would dress up to have dinner with her children. “Get clothed and in my right mind,” she’d say. Like her mother, Dorothy dressed like a well-bred young woman even as she moved from one cold Lower East Side room to another, writing articles for a pittance, and she would maintain that sense of style long after she started the Catholic Worker, still longing for lovely clothes. “Every woman needs one good dress,” she often said, looking pointedly at Tamar.

Within a few months of working at the Call, Dorothy’s salary of five dollars a week was raised to ten. She wrote a flurry of articles over a period of five months, working from noon to midnight covering child labor, strikes, fires, starvation and evictions in the slums, food riots, and antiwar meetings. She interviewed Margaret Sanger one day and Mrs. Astor’s butler another. She and a young man, a radical writer by the name of Itzok Granich, who would come to love her, interviewed Leon Trotsky, one of the architects of the Russian revolution. She was in Madison Square Garden in March 1917 when it filled with workers celebrating the fall of the Russian czar and two days later when it held a pro-war rally. At night she attended socialist, anarchist, and IWW balls at Webster Hall on East Eleventh Street, while by day she picketed garment factories and restaurants, her first experiences of facing public indignation and hostility while being bored with the endless walking back and forth. And she also started to smoke cigarettes.

In the winter of 1916 and 1917, the Call moved from Pearl Street to St. Mark’s Place, and Dorothy’s walks were lengthened. She began to wander the streets and hike the Palisades in New Jersey with Itzok, and she became his girl. They sat and talked into the early-morning hours on the piers over the East River, where every now and then Itzok, or Irwin as he was now signing his work, would break into Yiddish folk songs or Hebrew hymns.

Irwin was a good-looking man with thick, black, and unruly hair he couldn’t be bothered to cut so he was always pushing it away. Like Dorothy, he was generous with money. He loved to explain Marx and what needed to be done to change the world, and rarely spoke about himself or his own writings. He came from an Orthodox Jewish family, theater-loving Romanian immigrants who lived on Chrystie Street in the Lower East Side. At the age of twelve Irwin got a job working in a gas mantle factory in the Bowery. At thirteen he began working for a delivery company and fell in love with horses. He said if he hadn’t become a journalist, he would have become a teamster. He had attended New York University and Harvard, but, like Dorothy, didn’t finish. University wasn’t nearly as exciting as the education that could be found on the streets.

Immigrants were arriving with an appetite for learning and attending night school, theater, and lectures by poets, professors, and philosophers who often spoke from soapboxes—Herbert Spencer on the corner of Delancey Street or Marx in the lecture halls. Atheism, anarchism, socialism, vegetarianism, women’s rights, free love, free speech, free thought—it was all in the air. The socialists were mainly immigrants and old trade unionists who sat drinking tea in East Side cafés, often speaking Yiddish. The IWWs were American, though the heyday of the great strikes was over by 1917, and the leaders were all in jail. The anarchists were a small group—Dorothy didn’t pay much attention to them—and the liberals were those who worked on the Masses, a collectively owned monthly begun in 1912 full of art, cartoons, and political commentary. In the Village, poetry, plays, and art—the Lyrical Left, as some called it—flourished along with the radical thinkers, and Irwin was involved with all of these groups. He had joined the IWW and experimented with anarchist communes. By 1914 the Masses was publishing his articles, and in 1916 he had become a member of the Socialist Party. The Provincetown Playhouse, which was housed in the stable of an old town house on Macdougal Street that the journalist John Reed had found, in its first New York City season performed his play Ivan’s Homecoming, under what they called the “war bill,” and it was through this that he introduced Dorothy to the Village.

Before the influx of the bohemians, Greenwich Village had been a neighborhood of Italian, Irish, and German immigrants, with a small segment of African Americans who helped construct the bridges, the subways, and the first of the skyscrapers. Then around 1910 a different sort of immigrant started to arrive, first from Europe and then from within the States. Some were fleeing failed marriages or family lives, drawn by something brave and new that might just might be their salvation. They were also drawn by an awareness that the world was changing, and the heartbeat of this change was to be found surrounding Washington Square Park. The north side of the park was lined with old sedate houses and tall trees in small gardens, while on the south side these bohemians gathered on narrow and crooked streets, in run-down redbrick tenement houses so miserable, people preferred to congregate in the parks, bars, and tearooms.

After rehearsals and shows, the Provincetown Players met next door at Polly Holladay’s restaurant, the first of the Village bohemian restaurants, where for fifty cents you could get a leg of lamb or roast beef and gravy, though one look at the cockroach-infested kitchen could kill your appetite. Through the Provincetown Players, Irwin introduced Dorothy to two people who would come to influence her in unexpected ways. The first was Peggy Baird Johns, a small, delicate woman seven years her senior with peculiar yellow eyes who spoke with a Long Island accent and was rumored to be the first woman in the Village to bob her hair. Peggy, it seems, knew the entire Village literary and radical crowd, including Jack London, John Reed, Emma Goldman, and Man Ray, and was married to the poet Orrick Johns, one of the first of the free-verse poets. An artist, she studied at the Art Students League under Robert Henri. She painted landscapes and portraits, and wrote poetry and had a few assignments for the Call. She believed, for a time, in free love.

Neither Dorothy nor Peggy had any real reason to be around the Provincetown Playhouse. Peggy seemed content to paint, and Dorothy occasionally read parts for absent actors during rehearsals and once auditioned for a part but was so miserable she never did it again. She was succeeding in earning her living as a journalist, however meager her wages were, but her writing dissatisfied her. She did not take to the Call’s editorial pressure to distort the truth and make things look worse than they were in order to, as she saw it, promote socialism. Dorothy disagreed with Irwin in how she saw the world. His Lower East Side and hers were not alike, though Dorothy allowed that he knew it better, having grown up on Chrystie Street. Irwin emphasized the misery and degradation of the slums, while Dorothy, though she saw the misery, also saw the dignity and courage of ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances. In spite of these differences, she and Irwin became engaged, and he brought her home to meet his stern and beautiful Orthodox Jewish mother, who looked at Dorothy sorrowfully, as all three of her sons were dating gentile girls at the time. She didn’t speak but she offered food. After Dorothy left, she broke the dish Dorothy had eaten from.

Dorothy quit the Call right before the Selective Service Act was passed in May 1917. All the young men argued about what to do while Dorothy worked briefly for the Collegiate Anti-Militarism League at Columbia University before bumping into Floyd Dell, the managing editor of the Masses, and becoming his assistant. She loved her work at the Masses. The publication took itself less seriously than the Call, and it published ideas Dorothy had never seen—depictions of Christ as a longshoreman or as a fisherman sympathetic to unions. “What a glowing word it was to us then,” she wrote of her time at the paper almost thirty years later. “To speak to the Masses. To write to the Masses, to be a part of the Masses.” Her own first contribution was a poem followed by a handful of book reviews. Generally, though, her duties were to answer the mail and send rejection slips to some of the best poets of the day with one word written on it, “Sorry.” Floyd Dell also taught her how to dummy up the paper for the printers, a skill she would come to need when she began her own paper. Then the editor, Max Eastman, left to go on a fund-raising tour, while Floyd took a month’s vacation to write a novel, and so it was left to Dorothy to make up what turned out to be the last issue before the Masses was shut down by the government for its anticonscription stance.

Though the first US forces were being sent to France, the summer of 1917 was a happy one for Dorothy. After a winter of living in unheated rooms, she had moved to a fifth-floor walk-up above the Provincetown Playhouse, rented for the summer from the novelist and critic Edna Kenton. There every night fevered young men gathered to talk the hours away as the threat of the draft hung over them. There seemed to be nothing they could do, so she and Irwin would head out to Staten Island for picnics on the beach and to gather shells and stones. At night they roamed the streets, and Dorothy would invite back to the apartment homeless people she met in the park.

“It’s your religious instinct,” Irwin said to her, the first of her friends to recognize this aspect of Dorothy, even though he would become a lifelong member of the Communist Party.

By November, Dorothy was back to her stream of cold rented rooms. With the suppression of the Masses and the arrest of the editors for conspiring to obstruct war conscription, Dorothy was unemployed and at loose ends when Peggy showed up with an offer she couldn’t refuse.

Peggy may have been easy to dismiss as an uncommitted and free-spirited woman, but she was brave. Caught in one of the many riots at Union Square in 1915, she had protected a deaf and mute boy about to be battered by the police by throwing her tiny arms around the boy and berating the officers until they backed off. Then in August 1917 she had gone down to Washington, DC, to work as a journalist for the National Woman’s Party magazine, the Suffragist. After watching women being arrested, she joined the picket line, got arrested, and was given a fifty-dollar fine or thirty days in jail. The suffragists needed more women on the picket line, so Peggy returned to New York to drum up support.

When she walked into the Hotel Brevoort on Ninth Street, another favorite bohemian haunt, the first person she saw was Dorothy. “Come down to Washington, DC, with me,” she said.

“Why not?” Dorothy replied. She had no job, all her friends were being arrested for either refusing conscription or evading the draft or were being sent off to fight. The two of them left on the night train with eighteen other women.

On November 10, two days after Dorothy’s twentieth birthday, she and forty-eight other women were arrested on the picket line. What had begun as a respectable picket had gotten rough. A group of sailors dragged the barricades away and attacked the women. Dorothy fought back and was attacked so furiously that the women, before they were arrested and hustled into the paddy wagons, huddled about her saying, “Are you hurt, Miss Day? Are you hurt?”

Up until that day, the women who were arrested had been jailed overnight, released, and told to go home, at which point they changed their clothes and returned to the line. But this time the oldest woman, who was seventy-three years old, received a six-day sentence, while one of the leaders, Lucy Burns, a schoolteacher from Brooklyn, received six months, and Peggy and Dorothy each received thirty days. They were sent to Occoquan, a notorious work farm in Virginia, and while traveling there by train, Dorothy, feeling oppressed by the bleak countryside, wondered why she had gotten involved. That night when they arrived at Occoquan, November 15, the Night of Terror, as it came to be known, was the worst and most brutal incident of the treatment of the suffragists. About forty guards, some dressed in street clothes and all armed with clubs, dragged, kicked, trampled, and choked the women. Some were knocked unconscious or threatened with rape. Three guards attacked Dorothy so violently the story made the newspapers. They throttled her, held her arms above her head, and smashed her several times against an iron bench, almost beating her senseless. Witnesses were afraid the guards had broken her back.

Dorothy was not a timid person. One night while working on the Call, she had forgotten her house key, and unwilling to wake the family, she visited police stations trying to find a women’s lockup where she could spend the night. Failing that, she took a taxi to find friends and ended up being attacked by the taxi driver in a Jewish cemetery in Yonkers. She fought back, biting him until he bled, and then she demanded he drive her to the train station, which he did while cursing her until she got him to shut up by lecturing him all the way there. But the Night of Terror crushed Dorothy. Fortunately, she was put in the same cell as Lucy Burns, who, though handcuffed to the bars for three hours (a sight that would haunt Dorothy for years), recognized the fragility of the young woman and kept her calm by talking the night through about the sea and traveling and Joseph Conrad, while they shared a single cot with no blankets. The following day Lucy was put in solitary confinement, and Dorothy was left alone during the subsequent seven-day hunger strike, which she and eleven other women participated in. She wept throughout the week while reading the Psalms.

The hunger strike had begun as a demand for political prisoner status, which, according to several accounts, Peggy had first suggested. Peggy, well versed in the radical world, which most of the suffragists were not, pointed out that they were political activists arrested on trumped-up charges for obstructing traffic and were treated more harshly than other prisoners, including being fed food crawling with worms. When news of the Night of Terror and of the hunger strike got out, the women were transferred to a DC jail where Dorothy spent her time reading Fortitude, a dense Victorian novel that suited her mood, while Peggy sketched portraits of fellow prisoners, until President Wilson pardoned all the women at the end of November.

The warden of Occoquan, who ran his camp with bloodhounds and whipping posts, had been encouraged by the Wilson administration to terrorize the suffragists in an attempt to stop the movement, but it had the opposite effect, and money and support poured in. Eight of the women who were most brutally treated, including Dorothy, sued the superintendent of prisons for eight hundred thousand dollars in damages. They withdrew the suit in 1920 when the wardens of both the DC jail and Occoquan were fired, and when women finally succeeded in getting the vote, a law that Dorothy, in her disinterest in politics and belief that change was more effectively brought about in other ways, would never take advantage of.

On Dorothy’s return from Washington, DC, Irwin introduced her to another friend who would open a door for her that no other at that time could. One of the most dark, intense, driven, and talented writers of the times, Eugene O’Neill, or Gene, as Dorothy called him, understood her dawn visits to St. Joseph’s Catholic Church on Sixth Avenue after nights at the Hell Hole tavern or balls at Webster Hall. The future Pulitzer Prize winner was twenty-nine, divorced with a son, and just beginning to be recognized as a playwright of talent.

That winter, that bitter, snowbound winter, when because of the war there was a coal shortage, and they had heatless Mondays (Dorothy sometimes burned clothespins to keep warm) followed by meatless Tuesdays, was a time that would remain with them all. Decades later, Gene recalled those days and nights as the happiest period of his life.

Just as Dorothy had walked the streets with Irwin the previous winter, she walked the streets with Gene, down West Street and up the East Side waterfront. They stopped in saloons to warm up, and Dorothy drank port in the back room, as women weren’t allowed in the bars. He took her to Jimmy-the-Priest’s, a dangerous dive at the South Street Seaport, near the fish market, and a stranger told her, “You’re too young to be hanging around here.” But she felt safe with Gene. After the saloons closed, they continued to walk or rode in trucks along the waterfront, or on the Second Avenue El, and sometimes he would fall asleep on her shoulder. They would often end up at Romany Marie’s tearoom on Washington Place. Romany Marie was an immigrant from Romanian Moldavia, an ex-anarchist who knew Emma Goldman from the early days. She was dark and good-looking with a lovely low voice and laugh, and she provided meals to those who needed them. Some said she kept Gene alive by feeding him during his drunks. Gene was fond of Romany Marie’s, with its fireplace, batik prints, and patrons’ paintings on the walls. It was lit by candles in glass wine bottles on the wooden tables as there was no electricity. “Last of the really great bohemian cafés,” said Buckminster Fuller, another one of Romany Marie’s many poverty-stricken visionaries who she kept fed.

People couldn’t sit around the Hell Hole without drinking a few; they drank to keep going. Some would later like to talk about how hard drinking Dorothy was in those years, but Sue Jenkins Brown, writer and close friend to many of the writers of the era, told Louis Sheaffer, who would win the Pulitzer Prize in 1973 for his biography of O’Neill, that Dorothy was not as wild as people liked to portray her. Unlike many of the others, she had a job with a regular paycheck working on the Liberator, the successor of the Masses, and she supplemented it with freelance work.

Dorothy was the only one who could keep up with Gene. (She was the youngest—Irwin was three years older, Peggy seven, and Gene nine.) She matched Gene hour for hour riding the buses and walking the streets, and talking, always talking. She loved to listen and to talk; she was tireless. “No one ever wanted to go to bed, no one ever wanted to be alone,” she wrote.

When Dorothy headed to work early one morning after not having gone to bed, Gene put her in an open-air horse-drawn carriage, and then an hour later, she got a phone call at the newspaper from him saying, “Come back, I am lonely.” But he never seemed to want to kiss her even though he said offhandedly, “Don’t you want to lose your virginity?” One night she did sleep with him, but they did not make love. No, she told him, you don’t really want that. Gene liked the way things were—relaxed, companionable, uncomplicated—but he also didn’t want to be left alone, even for a minute. He liked her, Dorothy thought, for her vitality and her companionship and because she was in love with his writing.

It was Gene who taught Dorothy to take people seriously and never to laugh at them, to listen to their stories and turn what could have been tawdry into something with dignity, maybe even with romance. It was one of the fine things about Gene, Dorothy said. He gave her his plays to read, and she felt flattered. He wanted her to read Strindberg and Baudelaire. Face the tragedy of life, he said to her. He burned toilet paper and used the ashes to darken her eyebrows and eyelashes, saying that anything can be used for theater makeup.

Their friendship broke Irwin’s heart. Gene tried to gently kid him, and one night when the three of them were the only ones in the Hell Hole, a fierce blizzard outside, Irwin poured all his feelings out and told them how jealous and brokenhearted he was. Gene said, let’s go for a walk, and the three of them walked through the streets, pushing through the snowdrifts, while Irwin sang songs in Yiddish, and Gene sang sea shanties. Dorothy was Irwin’s girl, but she wasn’t serious about their engagement, and Irwin knew it.

The Hell Hole was the back room of the Golden Swan tavern on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Fourth Street. It was a dark, dirty, and dank place—the sawdust covering the floor smelled of urine, and two pigs lived in the cellar—but, Peggy said, it had more ideas and ideals than any bar at the Waldorf. It had a small wooden window you’d shriek into or pound on until it opened and a ghostly hand passed out a bowl of soup. There was always a man whom no one ever saw enter or leave, thin and short with a limp, sitting alone in the back with a derby hat on the chair next to him. When he got drunk he stood up and for hours played his cane as if it were a violin. The bartender Lefty Louie was short and dark with one bad eye that shot out to the left and who walked with a crablike limp. The owner of the Golden Swan, a blind man named Tom Wallace, lived upstairs and would bang on the floor with his cane calling for Lefty, and Lefty would slowly climb the stairs yelling, “Coming, coming!”

The pickpockets, pimps, and Hudson Dusters, a West Side gang who bought Gene drinks and listened when he recited poetry, stayed in the bar in the front, while the Provincetown Players and their crowd stayed in the back room. They were always coming and going—no one could sit still for long. Helen Westley, the actress, coming straight from the theater with her stage makeup still on, or Charles Demuth, the painter, with his clubfoot and diabetes, all aflame with revolution and art, writing and politics. Many were either writing plays or acting in them. No one owned much more than the clothes on their backs, a box of paint, or a typewriter. They were barely able to pay eight dollars a month for cheap furnished rooms, and all hoped for a commission, a publication, a role—something that would bring in a bit of money.

Gene was the genius of the crowd, Peggy said. She knew him well, as she had been one of his lovers in 1915 when he took her to meet his mother at the Prince George Hotel, where they had tea. Gene took care of Peggy when she was ill and brought her food and medicine several times a day. “Divorce Orrick and marry me,” he said to her, but Peggy left with Orrick to live at the Johnses’ family farm in St. Louis, where they were happy for a time. A year later their marriage fell apart, and Peggy returned to New York to find that Gene had fallen in love with Louise Bryant. They remained friends—people always did with Peggy—and when she was broke years later, Gene gave her a hundred dollars, half of what he had in his bank account. But it was how Gene would later come to divorce his second wife, Agnes, that Peggy found unforgivable.

That winter of 1917 Gene finished writing his play The Moon of the Caribbees, which he gave to Dorothy to read. She believed it was as good as Candide. A year later, the Provincetown Players opened The Moon of the Caribbees, and performing in it was a young man, Forster Batterham, the man Dorothy would come to love more than any other. But before she fell in love with Forster, she had other battles to fight.

At the Hell Hole, Gene recited with somber eyes, bitter mouth, and a monotonous grating voice, Francis Thompson’s poem “The Hound of Heaven,” his elbows resting on the table, chin cupped in hand, and looking at no one—My heart is a broken fount. He recited it to her only, Dorothy thought. No one else was listening.

Then Dorothy would sing to Gene “Frankie and Johnny” in a way few would forget, this self-possessed girl of twenty, cool-mannered, tweed-wearing, drinking rye whiskey straight with no discernible effect and smoking like a chimney at a time when women weren’t allowed to smoke in public. And who brought into the Hell Hole rough-looking men she had encountered at the steps of St. Joseph’s Church in need of a warm room and a stiff drink.

They were joined by Max Bodenheim, the poet from Chicago, who, with a red beard and pale face, recited his poems with a stutter, his corncob pipe anchored in a gap where he was missing a front tooth. “I know not ugliness. It is a mood which has forsaken me” was a line of his that Dorothy would remember all her life. Max was another who would come to her in need years later, but then he was young, serious, and hardworking, and everyone chided him for not drinking.

One evening, Gene, Max, and Dorothy sat around a table working on a nonsense poem, each adding a line on a napkin that Dorothy kept until it was destroyed years later in a fire. On other nights, Gene, Dorothy, and Harold de Polo, a pulp fiction writer who would soon come to be a fishing buddy of Forster’s, often got in a singing mood. De Polo sang “The Spaniard That Blighted My Life,” Gene sang the sea shanty “Blow the Man Down,” and Dorothy sang “In the Heart of the City That Has No Heart.”

Gene watched Dorothy as she sang in her true yet odd voice, and he listened to her during those rare moments he was not talking himself. If something pleased him, Peggy said, his whole face lit up, his eyes shone, and his melancholy slipped away, and you felt you had been given a warm and intimate gift. He listened until Agnes Boulton’s beauty in the candlelight took his admiring eyes away from Dorothy.

Was Dorothy in love with Gene? Louis Sheaffer asked Sue Jenkins Brown, but Sue didn’t reply. No one could say if this was so. Dorothy never spoke a word of it, and she said she wasn’t years later when there was no reason to hide it. Agnes Boulton, who would become the second of Gene’s three wives, believed she was. There was some undeniable connection between them—Dorothy stopping in at St. Joseph’s (Agnes, as a Catholic, claimed she accompanied Dorothy to her very first Mass), while Gene quoted Baudelaire and the “downward path to salvation,” his hand trembling as he reached for his drink. But there was no pulse there, no physical attraction for Dorothy. He would devour his friends and lovers because he was devoured by his talent, his all-consuming urge to write. Dour and melancholy Gene, as Dorothy described him, with his great sense of futility about life that led him to reject anything that might save him, couldn’t really love anyone.

“Marry me and come to Provincetown,” he had asked Dorothy, but then, he had also asked Peggy and others. Peggy said he wanted someone to take care of him, but everyone knew he was in love with Louise Bryant.

Dorothy said, “He wanted a girl for a companion, but I was a virgin, and then Gene went with Agnes.”

Agnes Boulton was a successful writer who, in the years before she married Gene, published more than forty-five short stories. She was smart and beautiful and worked hard. She went to bed early and wasn’t able to keep up at night with the others. She was quiet but strong-willed, and she wanted Gene.

“Agnes loved the man,” Dorothy said. “I loved the writer.”

Agnes’s feelings for Dorothy were a mixture of liking and jealousy, fear and annoyance. Dorothy would stride into Agnes’s apartment early in the morning, not having been to bed all night, and get up Agnes’s nose by telling her what to do even though Agnes was five years older. Agnes didn’t trust Dorothy. Dorothy had met Gene first, and Agnes was unsure of their friendship, but she was also unsure of Gene, so she said nothing when Dorothy would fall asleep on the bed fully dressed while Gene sat on the couch talking until Agnes would lie down beside Dorothy and go to sleep. Gene, Dorothy told her, always had to have someone to listen while he talked, and he never stopped talking.

“Gene should have married you,” one of her old friends said to Dorothy almost fifty years later. “If he had, he would be alive today.” But would Dorothy have married Gene? He failed her the night that Louis Holladay, brother of the owner of Polly’s restaurant, died.

Louis Holladay was tall, blond, slow of speech, and, like all the others, loved Baudelaire. He was an old friend of Gene’s and had introduced Gene to the Village crowd when both were eighteen. Louis had just returned to the city after being away for a year getting clean from his drug addiction. On the night of January 22, 1918, Louis, Gene, and Dorothy left the Hell Hole to eat at an Italian restaurant on Prince Street. At the restaurant, Dorothy saw Louis exchange money for a small bottle with one of the waiters. They then went to Romany Marie’s and sat near the fireplace drinking coffee with Charles Demuth and the writer Robert A. Parker. Louis put some white powder from the bottle on the back of his hand near his thumb and sniffed it. Somebody asked him what it was.

“Heroin,” he replied.

“You fool,” Gene said, and got up and left.

Louis soon slumped over onto Dorothy’s shoulder, and someone cried out, “He’s dead!” The room cleared out until only Louis, Dorothy, and Romany Marie remained. Dorothy, who had just met Louis that night, gazed steadfastly at this beautiful young man as he died in her arms.

“Where’s Gene?” Dorothy asked Romany Marie.

“You’re not leaving too?” she said.

“I’ll be back,” Dorothy replied, and left for Agnes’s apartment at the Hotel Brevoort, where she found Gene in bed.

“Here you are,” she said. She looked at him intently for a moment. “Louis is dead.”

Gene rolled over and turned his back to her. “It’s not my mess,” he replied.

Dorothy returned to Romany Marie’s with Agnes to find Polly and Max Bodenheim there.

“He died in my arms,” Dorothy said to Agnes, and turned away, weeping silently.

Some say it was Dorothy who took the bottle of heroin from Louis’s pocket before the police arrived, and when the cop wasn’t looking she slipped the bottle into Max’s pocket. Agnes claimed Louis had deliberately taken an overdose over a failed love affair. Polly told the coroner that her brother had a history of heart trouble, and his death was put down as chronic endocarditis.

Polly, even though she had just lost her brother, took pity on Dorothy and accompanied her to the Greenwich Village Inn, where Dorothy had a bath and went to sleep.

Dorothy didn’t remember Gene getting drunk that day, as Agnes recalled. She claimed Louis’s death sobered him up while Agnes said he sat in the Hell Hole drinking himself senseless with Old Taylor whiskey. He stayed with his brother until he could pull himself together, and then showed up at Agnes’s door, and they left for Provincetown together. That April they got married, even though Gene was still writing love letters to Louise Bryant. Dorothy wouldn’t see him again for a year.

Dorothy never wrote about this other than to say that “a succession of incidents and the tragic aspect of life in general began to overwhelm me and I could no longer endure the life I was leading.” She would come to write an unpublished seven-page essay after Gene’s death in 1953. Though it irked her that some believed her glory lay in that time when she was Eugene O’Neill’s companion, it was Gene’s faith that was on her mind as she wrote. People said Gene had no interest in religion. Dorothy felt differently. He wasn’t interested in politics—he was interested in man’s relationship with God, and Gene’s relation with his God was a war in itself. Gene, Dorothy said, rebelled against man’s fate.



CHAPTER TWO

After the death of Louis Holladay, Romany Marie closed down her tearoom, while John Reed told Dorothy she should leave town. He gave her the train fare to Washington, DC, to work on the Suffragist magazine, but after a month, she returned to New York. That April, the same month as Gene and Agnes’s wedding, she began training as a nurse at Kings County Hospital in Brooklyn.

Dorothy said she turned to nursing because she was sick of playing at writing, but her nursing skills had begun when her mother had the last of her five children. Grace was in her forties when John was born eleven years after Della, Dorothy’s only sister and fourth of the Day children. Grace did not recover easily from the birth and neither could she nurse the baby, so Dorothy took care of him, though he was so difficult to feed he almost starved to death.

Dorothy’s work as a nurse that spring of 1918 almost ended before it had begun. In mid-April the editors of the Masses were put on trial for conspiring to obstruct war recruitment and conscription, and Dorothy was called as a witness for the prosecution. She was lucky not to have been arrested, as she had been responsible for choosing some of the cartoons and articles that were used in the trial, but her name had not been on the masthead. She wasn’t helpful to the prosecution and claimed she couldn’t remember much. “I am taken by surprise by this testimony,” the prosecutor said. The trial ended in a hung jury—ten had voted for conviction—as did the second trial, for which Dorothy was not called, although now eight voted for acquittal, and as the war was ending by that time, the matter was dropped.

During the trial, Dorothy lost her position at the hospital, but she got it back because most of the doctors and nurses had left for Europe in the war effort and the first wave of the Spanish flu had just begun. She couldn’t have chosen a more benighted time to become a nurse, but she was always one to be doing something, doing what needed to be done. While her two older brothers were serving in the war—Donald at an air and coastal patrol station at Montauk Point, New York, and Sam as a radio operator on a mine sweeper in the English Channel—Dorothy was coming onto the ward in a city hospital, the last stop for the dying poor, to lay out as many as eight bodies a day. People healthy in the morning could be dead by night. The autumn of 1918 brought on a second wave of the flu, and the fatality rate was so high and death so quick that if the rate continued, people feared the US population would be wiped out in a matter of weeks. The flu weakened its victims’ bodies but they retained their clearness of mind, and it left people with no idea of whether they or their friends or family would survive. While she was caring for the ill and dying, Armistice Day, three days after Dorothy’s twenty-first birthday, passed by without her being aware of it.

As the worst of the flu abated by the end of November, she started to write again, half an hour in the morning and a half hour late at night. She became restless and went into the city on her half day off, and it was there, back with the old crowd, that she met a man whom she would come to love beyond reason and hope—a newspaperman named Lionel Moise. In June 1917, at the age of twenty-nine and while living in Missouri working as a reporter for the Kansas City Star, Lionel had registered in the Officers’ Reserve Corp as a second lieutenant, and when Dorothy met him he was in uniform. In her autobiographical novel The Eleventh Virgin, Dorothy wrote that the fictional character based on Lionel was working at the hospital as an orderly to pay off his medical bill after being drugged and robbed by Mexican sailors. He had arrived in New York after working his passage on a freighter from Caracas, Venezuela, where he had been a cameraman for a film company. This may or may not have been true of Lionel, but it has become accepted history. Peggy’s second husband, Malcolm Cowley, the literary critic, spoke of Lionel only as a reporter working at the time for the New York American.

Lionel was a man who loved to laugh and who threw himself into life. He was a romantic, Dorothy said, and he reminded her of Pop the way he typed with two fingers while smoking cigarettes. Wrung dry by the Spanish flu pandemic, in which she found herself surrounded by the dying young, men and women of her own age, she had encountered a man who seemed to possess the passion and bravery that Gene did not. Lionel, beloved of women and idolized by young reporters, cracked her heart wide open, and Dorothy was no longer the unengaged and self-possessed woman she had been.

Big and blond with blue eyes, Lionel was a handsome—no, by all accounts he was a beautiful—Jewish man who looked and acted like the fighting Irish and who loved to sing and write poetry. The history that has come down of Lionel begins with the Kansas City Star, which in 1917 was one of the half dozen best American newspapers. Great ego and undisciplined talent were his colleagues’ favorite assessment of Lionel, and they often remembered him more for his personality than his writing. Lionel was famous at the Kansas City Star, but he wouldn’t become the most famous of its writers. That would be an eighteen-year-old cub reporter named Ernest Hemingway. Lionel had by then already worked for at least nine newspapers, crisscrossing the country as he would do for most of his life. When he tramped and beat his way from New York to Missouri and out to the West Coast, it made the papers of one of the towns he passed through. He hit every hobo jungle and worked the harvest fields searching for material for his stories and poems. In 1910 he had written a poem describing the life of the track worker, rock splitter, and migrant laborer—work he had personally experienced. He could sniff out a tramp with a fantastic but true story within ten minutes of speaking to him in a hobo dialect no other reporter could understand. He was one of the last of his kind—opinionated, hard drinking, hard fighting, and loyal to no one but himself, and a boomer, a footloose reporter, moving from one city to another, one newspaper to the next, always able to get a job because of his talent. By 1917 Lionel had already become a legend in city newsrooms across the country, and no one underestimated his intellect. His stories, entertaining and erudite, men said, stood out when the rest faded away. He had a thirst for knowledge and a quick grasp of topics many reporters couldn’t comprehend. The literary critic Malcolm Cowley called Lionel a brilliant reporter, though half-baked by reading Nietzsche, with enough talent, if not the discipline, to make him a famous writer.

Lionel held strong opinions about writing, which he was happy to share. He believed pure objective writing was the only true form of storytelling, by which he meant one should use dialogue, action, and a minimum of description. His favorites were Twain, Conrad, Kipling, and Dreiser. “No stream of consciousness nonsense; no playing dumb observer one paragraph and God Almighty the next. . . . In short, no tricks.”

He also spoke of “the regrettable indication of a great nation’s literary taste when it chooses a national anthem beginning with the words, ‘Oh, say.’ ”

Lionel advised Dorothy to write with “simple, declarative sentences, personal articles, and to write like a woman.”

“And that,” she said toward the end of her life, “is what I’ve been doing all these years.”

In December Dorothy quit her work at the hospital and moved into Lionel’s studio, a large room on Fourteenth Street, where she would find that Lionel was not an easy man to love.

“I had been going with Gene O’Neill,” she said. “Lionel was jealous, and he punched Gene. Gene was a gentle man, and he said, ‘Why did you do that?’ ”

Gene forgave Lionel, and they soon became good friends. Gene offered him a part in one of his plays, and by February, Lionel was a Provincetown Player performing in two productions. Earlier in December, Forster had performed in The Moon of the Caribbees, the play Gene had just finished when he and Dorothy were wandering the streets together the previous winter. By the time Lionel arrived, Forster was no longer acting—some say after he walked off the set to avoid a confrontation, but this could also have been when he came down with the Spanish flu. The Provincetown Playhouse had difficulty putting on their performances as their members fell ill.

Another to succumb to the flu was Malcolm Cowley, Peggy’s new love and soon-to-be second husband. Lionel carried him to the hospital in his arms. “Just like a Pietà,” Malcolm said. Malcolm would later become one of the best literary critics of the era, but in 1919 he was just another young poet nearly fainting on the sidewalk from starvation. Malcolm’s poetry, Peggy said, was gentle and sweet, but she wouldn’t come to remember it as she did the poetry of her first husband, Orrick Johns.

“You must meet Dorothy,” Peggy had said to Malcolm, and went on and on about the line of Dorothy’s jaw, which Malcolm would come to agree was extraordinary.

Greenwich Village was still cheap, and you could rent a furnished hall bedroom for two or three dollars a week or a top-floor flat in a derelict house for thirty dollars a month. Fifty cents was enough to buy breakfast for two, and fifty-five cents would buy you a cheap bottle of sherry. Friday nights there were still the dances in Webster Hall, and on Saturdays everybody gathered at Luke O’Connor’s saloon, the Working Girls’ Home, as the Hell Hole had closed. But many of the newcomers to the Village weren’t interested in being starving artists and instead opened antique shops, nightclubs, and real estate offices, while the old-timers, who were now reaching the age of thirty, talked about the good old days of 1916. The era of the old Masses had come to an end, and the war had changed everyone. In October 1917, after the Bolsheviks took power in Russia, the suppression of antiwar dissent escalated into the Palmer Red Raids, with wholesale arrests and sentences of between five and fifteen years for simply stating an opinion, written or spoken. In this atmosphere of fear some of the Village crowd joined the army, some joined intelligence and spied on their former friends, some went to prison, and others fled to Mexico, including Irwin Granich, who had changed his name to Mike Gold after a Jewish Civil War veteran who had fought to help free the slaves.

By the time the men started to return from the war, the neighborhood was changing. The Seventh Avenue subway had opened, and the old firetraps that had been a steady source of cheap studios for poor artists were torn down to make way for new apartments. Soon both bohemians and radicals, including Malcolm and Peggy, began an exodus to Paris or the South of France, where, of course, many of them planned to write their one good novel.

And Dorothy? How was she doing? While walking down the street, she and Malcolm came to an Episcopal church on Hudson Street, St. Luke in the Fields.

“Come in with me,” she said to Malcolm.

After sitting in the pew for a while, Dorothy knelt and prayed with tears streaming down her face.

“Don’t tell anyone,” she said to him as they continued on their way.

He was a compelling man, that Lionel Moise. He taught Dorothy how to write as a journalist; together they read The Possessed, by Dostoyevsky, an author they both loved; and he introduced her to Pascal’s Pensées. But he fought bitterly against being tied by love for any woman and was cruel to those who did love him. And he walked out on, abandoned, fled from Dorothy on the day of her greatest need.

“It never occurred to me,” she would come to say in her eighties, “to keep the baby.”

It was a bitter summer of 1919 for Dorothy, pregnant and witnessing the marriages of two of her closest friends, Peggy and Forster’s sister Lily Batterham. She told no one of her pregnancy until Peggy cried out in a letter, “What’s wrong with you? Are you dead or something?” Peggy, who was unable to have children, tried and failed to talk Dorothy out of the abortion. She dismissed Dorothy’s belief that she couldn’t bring a child into the world as a single mother. If everyone waited until the circumstances were perfect, Peggy said to her, no one would get born.

Dorothy couldn’t bring herself to tell Lionel. While he worked, she walked the streets and peered in the windows of families in their homes. “Why couldn’t I too have home, husband and babies?” she wondered. She did no writing but spent her time sewing and reading Anatole France. The Provincetown Players knew of her difficulties, but they could do nothing but stand by helplessly. All that summer she kept her pregnancy hidden from Lionel, and in September, when he announced he was leaving for Chicago, where he had a job offer, she finally told him.

“I’m sorry for you,” he said, “but I’m still going to Chicago.”

Lionel had always been a waterfront brawler kind of guy, and maybe he tired of the sad faces of those who considered themselves true bohemians mourning the lost days of 1916. Maybe Chicago, where the radical life and the IWW were now showing their strength, called to him. But Lionel had always been a wanderer and would be for the rest of his life.

Dorothy followed him to Chicago, living within three miles of him that autumn and winter, but there are few clues about this time. Maybe this was when Lionel told her, perhaps not unkindly, to marry a wealthy man who could support her and give her children. And this was, as far as I have been able to discern, where she had her abortion. She didn’t speak of the abortion to Grace. Don’t get caught, Grace had said to her, she who had sat with her three sisters in the kitchen discussing methods of at-home abortions, while Dorothy, a young girl, overheard from the bedroom.

The doctor who performed the abortion was Ben Reitman, a Midwesterner born in poverty who ran away from home to ride the rails. He got himself into medical school and became known as the “hobo doctor” for his free care of hobos, prostitutes, and radicals. He opened the Hobo College in Chicago and later became known as the “clap doctor” for his pioneering work on sexually transmitted diseases. Like most people who knew Ben Reitman, Dorothy was repelled by him. He was a tall, heavy man who wore a black cowboy hat and silk tie, walked with a cane, and would have been handsome but for the filthy hair, hands, and fingernails. He was arrogant, unbearable, and a pathological womanizer even throughout his relationship with his great love of ten years, Emma Goldman.

The abortion left Dorothy so ill and traumatized that for decades she couldn’t bring herself to admire or like Emma Goldman, even though they would, oddly enough, come to share some things in common. Like Dorothy, Emma would never sway from her beliefs, she was uninterested in the usual discussions of feminism, and she believed in the power of love.

Sometime in early 1920, Dorothy, heartbroken and suffering complications from the abortion, returned to Greenwich Village. There it seems she tried to commit suicide twice, once by overdosing on laudanum and another with the gas oven, but in each instance she was saved by her friends. Dorothy believed it was Sue Jenkins Brown who saved her from the attempt by gas, though Sue claimed it was Spanish Willie, seller of bootleg liquor during Prohibition, who had smelled the gas while walking up the stairs past Dorothy’s apartment.

That spring Dorothy took Lionel’s advice when a much older man named Berkeley Tobey said to her on the train to Groton, Connecticut, “Let’s get married.” It was her fourth marriage proposal. The first had been while sitting on a tombstone in Illinois when she was seventeen, from a young man who planned to become a chicken farmer and who thought Dorothy would make a good farmer’s wife. Then there was her engagement to Irwin, followed by another proposal while she was in Washington, DC, with the suffragists from a man who would go on to become a Wall Street lawyer and send money to the Catholic Worker.

Berkeley Tobey was one of the few in the Village with any money. He came from a wealthy Boston family—his grandfather had made his money manufacturing steamships for the US government during the Civil War. Berkeley dabbled as a writer and an actor, became business manager of the Masses, and gave the paper two thousand dollars he had inherited. He also had been a journalist for the New Republic, and he would become one of the founders of the Literary Guild. A man with money, plenty of ideas, and no need to work, Malcolm said. Dorothy was his third wife, and there would be six in total that his children knew of, though he never admitted how many times he had married. Rumor had it that he would give each of his new wives the family silver, which would then be “stolen” to find its way back to him after the end of the marriage. According to Malcolm, he would also insist on getting married in Connecticut and not consummate the marriage there, making it invalid under state law.

Dorothy and Berkeley got married in Connecticut in 1920. She was twenty-two, he was thirty-nine, and the best man was the editor of the Daily Worker. They lived in Berkeley’s apartment on Washington Square, from where Dorothy would phone Lionel, who was now in Canada, until they joined the exodus to Europe in June of that year. They traveled in London, where she visited Dickens’s home, drank tea, and ate watercress sandwiches, followed by Paris, Naples, and the island of Capri, where they stayed for six months. Dorothy worked on her novel The Eleventh Virgin and in the hot afternoons fell asleep on a yacht or took a boat into Naples for the outdoor opera. There she was, married to a man she didn’t love, writing about the man she did.

They returned April 1921 to live at the New Yorker Hotel, and Dorothy woke early one morning—she was always an early riser—while Berkeley was still asleep and placed all the jewelry he had given her, including her wedding ring, on the kitchen counter. She then went home to her mother feeling a sense of shame she would never fully overcome. “I married Berkeley on the rebound,” Dorothy said. “I married him for his money.” The marriage was dissolved, and she rarely spoke of Berkeley again.

Having finished her novel in which she declares she will get her man back, Dorothy, perhaps tired of the literary world she had immersed herself in since her marriage and ready to return to the kind of radical life she led in those happy times with Mike Gold and the Masses, headed for Chicago to find Lionel and get him back. And there she took up with him again, on and off, hot and cold. They argued over authors, and Lionel threw Dorothy’s copy of James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man out the window of the Elevated onto North Avenue, offended by Joyce’s stream-of-consciousness writing.

H. L. Mencken, the writer and literary critic, called Chicago in 1920 the literary capital of the world, and there too radicals and bohemians congregated in the tearooms. Chicago’s Greenwich Village was North Side bohemia, as some called it, with its cafés like the Green Mask, along with Jake Loeb’s house, which was full of everyone who was anybody, including Sergei Prokofiev, whom Dorothy met. Dorothy already knew many of the artists and writers who had also come from New York, such as Max Bodenheim. Anarchists, Wobblies (of the IWW), and socialists mingled with gangsters, circus performers, actors, and grifters at the Dill Pickle, a renovated barn around the corner from Bughouse Square where anyone who felt he or she had something to say could get up on a soapbox. Dorothy attended Sunday workers’ meetings in Lincoln Park, where she had walked as a fifteen-year-old with her infant brother John and sister, Della.

Jobs were easy to find, and Dorothy roamed from job to job as artist’s model, Montgomery Ward department-store clerk, public library clerk, restaurant cashier, and night-shift clerk at a print shop. She worked briefly as secretary to Robert Minor, the cartoonist who gave up the highest paid political cartoonist position in the country to turn editor of the Liberator, the successor to the Masses, now based in Chicago, and the paper of the newly formed Communist Party. It was at this job that Dorothy would sneak into the nearby cathedral at lunchtime. She was often sick and depressed, and she still gazed at others’ lives, peering in through the windows of houses she walked past at night. People seemed so normal—family, church, and girls “keeping themselves” for their fiancés. She didn’t understand her own restlessness and recklessness that kept her from this. She felt driven—by what, she didn’t yet know. Haunted. Greenwich Village, the Lower East Side, the cafés of Paris, the North Side of Chicago—wherever she was, Dorothy cornered people at parties to talk about God. Lionel at the time was city editor of the Chicago Post, and his assistant, Sam Putnam, later to become a communist, lent Dorothy J. K. Huysmans’s The Return, The Oblate, and The Cathedral, in which Huysmans wrote of his return to the Catholic Church. Dorothy would never forget how Sam Putnam had recognized something in her.

Chicago in the early 1920s was an exciting if violent and dangerous place for radicals, and the Chicago IWWs were the toughest, strongest, and most active in the union movement. Lionel was a member, organizing and agitating and lucky to survive in a time when union organizers were being tortured, maimed, and killed, inside and outside the law. The brutality was worse than the Palmer Raids during the war. In 1922, while working with the American Unity League, an interfaith group led by Catholic priests, Lionel helped track down and reveal names of local Ku Klux Klan members. At that time, the KKK was at the peak of its power nationwide, and in their first year in Chicago in 1921 it claimed fifty-five thousand members. By 1925 it was down to ten thousand, in large part because the American Unity League’s weekly publication, Tolerance, had published the names, addresses, and occupations of thousands of KKK members.

What a set of contradictions Lionel turned out to be: a brawling womanizer who supported his widowed mother for decades; who had a keen sense of justice; who wrote poetry and loved to tell stories and sing and knew every Wobbly and hobo song, every barroom ballad; and who was quick-witted and talented and yet unable to tame himself and focus on his writing. But a man who, Malcolm Cowley felt—through passing advice on to all those raw, young writers who idolized him, from Kenneth Rexroth to Dorothy Day—had made his mark on American writing.
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