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Chapter 1

THOUGH she was pushing a baby carriage, Toby Ruben began to read a book
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On a gray evening in late November 1920
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and the wheel of the carriage—a big, skeletal but once elegant Perego she’d found in somebody’s trash—rolled into a broken place in the sidewalk. The baby, tightly wrapped in a white receiving blanket, glided compactly from carriage to sidewalk. He didn’t cry. Like his mother, the baby would be troubled more by missed human connections than by practical problems; also the three-second rule held: as if he were a fallen slice of bread, Ruben snatched him up and ate him. Kissed him passionately and all over, dropping the wicked book into the carriage. She put the baby back where he belonged and picked up the book, but she didn’t read for at least a block. Then she did read.
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On a gray evening in late November 1920, an observer who happened to be making his way up the hill from Dressler’s Mills to the streetcar line that ran to the principal square of Boynton, Massachusetts, might have noticed a sturdy young woman hurrying through the mill’s gates. The air was full of cinders, which must have been why she reached up to tie a veil over her face, though she did so with a gesture so casual, so obviously
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Ruben had to cross a street. She closed the book. It was thin, with black covers, not new.

—Want a book? a woman in the park had said.

The woman wore a blue-and-white-checked dress like a pioneer’s, but sleeveless. A wide neckline bared her freckled chest; with good posture she chased serious, muddy daughters in pink pinafores. Ruben’s baby, Squirrel, was three months old.

—Go, Squirrel, go, Ruben shouted, just so the woman, sweeping by, would speak.

—What? Sunny hair rose and settled.

—He’s trying to put his thumb in his mouth.

The woman leaned over to look, her hair over her face, and Squirrel found his thumb for the first time. Excellent, said the woman, Deborah Laidlaw, straightening, then giving a push to the small of her back. She left her hand there. When their conversation, skipping some subjects, arrived at sex and husbands, Deborah said, Jeremiah has intercourse only to music.

—Any music?

—Folk songs.

It was 1975.

—Fuck songs! Ruben was surprised to have said that. Her hair was dark red but thin, and she was shorter than this impressive Deborah. In the songs, Ruben supposed, people built dams, harpooned whales, or cut down trees, while Jeremiah penetrated his wife.

—History. He’ll read any book about history, said Deborah, but mostly trolleys.

—Trolleys?

—Streetcars. He’s obsessed with the interurbans. But there aren’t any songs about trolleys.

—Clang, clang, clang went the trolley! sang Ruben, flat— who never sang for anyone but the baby.

—Doesn’t count. Want a book?

Jeremiah had found it in a used bookstore. He had begged Deborah to read it, but she only carried it back and forth to the park in a striped yellow-and-white cotton tote bag.

—I am not interested in trolleys, said Deborah. Jeremiah has a theory about the person in the book. I don’t care.

—It’s history?

—A woman writing about her early life. About her sister.

—It sounds interesting, said Ruben politely.

—Good. You read it.

Ruben took the book: Trolley Girl, by Miriam James.

—You can’t keep it, said Deborah; Ruben was embarrassed—but they’d meet again. The daughters were Jill, who talked, and Rose, a big baby. Jill collected sticks and demanded to throw them into the river, a narrow glinty stream visible through trees. So Deborah carried Rose on her hip, striding away from Ruben, down a wooded slope where the carriage couldn’t follow. Ruben watched: the back of a muscular woman walking in sandals, her dress disheveled by a child on her hip, and an earnest child running carefully, turning every few feet—this way!—as if only she knew where to find the river. Ruben had never been in this park, though she’d lived in the city for most of a year, busy being pregnant. Forever she would have to remind herself that Deborah hadn’t made the river.

She pushed her glasses up her nose and started for home. How snug and well-outfitted she would be when the Squirrel could ride on her hip, leaning confidently against her arm— one short leg in front and one behind her—pointing like Rose, who used her mother as a friendly conveyance. Now he was only a package. At the sidewalk she opened the book. Then came—terrible to think about—the broken place, and then, when she’d just begun the book again, the street to cross, and a dog she looked at. But now.
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reached up to tie a veil over her face, although she did so with a gesture so casual, so obviously ineffectual, that the observer—if he had any reason to watch her at all—might have wondered what occupied her mind enough to distract her from the imminent risk of a cinder in the eye. Perhaps she was afraid of missing her trolley. She walked steadily and energetically uphill, though her skirt—modestly long for a woman in that experimental year—was twisted around her legs by the wind at each step. The girl yanked it free and hurried toward the main street.

When she reached it she turned the corner, and if our on-looker has kept up he would now notice another girl leave the shelter of a shop entrance—a milliner’s, closed for the night—and hurry toward her. “Goosie, your hat’s crooked,” said the newcomer, looking irritated. Under the light of a gas lamp she reached up to untie and retie the other’s errant veil.

“Goosie” said the other girl, a little contemptuously.

“I’ve called you that since I was a baby.”

“I know. But we’re not babies now, Miriam Lipkin.”
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Jewish? thought Ruben.
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“I wish we were babies.” They weren’t beautiful. They looked like a pair of nicely brought up Jewish sisters. Our onlooker, even in Boynton, even in 1920, could discover business more rewarding than the scrutiny of these two—and since their streetcar is approaching anyway—let’s forget the observer. I’m going to follow them onto the trolley myself. I’m Miriam, who forty-four years ago was the girl in the doorway of the milliner’s, and the one climbing the hill is my sister Jessie, or Gussie, or Goosie—names were fluid in those immigrant days—a clerk at the mill. She’s now facing me with her back to the hill she’s just climbed, like a cutout figure in front of a complex diagram: triangles upon triangles, trapezoids here and there. The sloping mill roofs, in shades of gray and black, are grouped behind her as if she’s an icon of American labor. And she’s climbing onto the trolley. Trolley girl, someone called her, not many months after this moment. The name makes her sound like an ingenue in a gay straw hat taking the streetcar to the fair, but Jessie was frivolous only as a joke. On the cindery day in November I’m recalling, Jessie had been a member of an anarchist cell for several years. She’d once had urine thrown at her while she made a speech on the Boynton common.

“Isn’t it supposed to be good for the hair, Miriam?” she’d asked me that night as I walked her home, loyally trying not to mind the smell. Jessie’s hair was stringy. She wondered if the urine might give it body. At home, our father screamed at her for an hour. Our mother cried. Mother al-ways cried. She wasn’t good for much besides crying. I sound angry and I am. After all this—all that I am about to describe—was over, I escaped from the millinery shop and eventually I went to college. I studied Latin. “Miriam” is al-most an anagram of “I am ira.” I am anger. My widowed mother lived with me in my rent-controlled Manhattan apartment for twenty years. She died two months ago, and now that her nagging voice is no longer in my ears, maybe I can pay attention to what I remember, what I am still so angry about.

 

[image: ]

 

—Squirrel’s mommy!

—’quirl mommy!

Ruben stuck the book between the mattress and the side of the carriage, as though Deborah and her girls didn’t know about it. It was a foolish, old-fashioned book. The little yellowhaired girls caught up, Jill running, Rose tumble-running.

—Do you want a job? called Deborah. I forgot. I told someone I’d—

Irritating. Did she look so poor?

—Doing what?

—Teaching. You said you were a teacher.

Had she? Presumably. She said, Maybe I’m no good. Ruben thought of her old, faraway teaching job, of standing in comfortable sun saying Paragraphs! to young people: then for some reason all laughed together, teacher and students.

—You don’t have to be good. The pay is terrible.

But Ruben was good. Now they took telephone numbers. Deborah taught child-care workers preparing for the high school equivalency exam.

—Is it math? I can’t teach math.

—Sure you can. Mostly it’s English. Teach what you want. They’ll never take the exam no matter what we do.

Ruben was lonely and slightly miserable, home alone all day with Squirrel. In her pregnancy she’d done nothing but read, here in a new city where she had no friends and had come only because her husband had been hired as assistant budget director in the public works department. All week Ruben pictured him talking on the phone or, seen from behind, pacing a corridor with windows, sun at his left, though she wasn’t aware of any such corridor in his office.

Sweat was on Deborah’s face and chest above the blue-and-white dress. Her skin was freckled and flushed. She wore eye makeup. Her shoulders were broad. She looked as if she could drive a stick shift or put on a party. Ruben, who hated to drive, couldn’t even push the carriage properly.

—I pushed the carriage into a hole because I was reading. The baby fell out.

—Is he all right?

—Because I was reading that book.

—Jeremiah’s book? Well, nobody forced you.

—I’m not blaming you!

Deborah Laidlaw picked up Squirrel and held him before her, hands around his chest. Squirrel—without a neck at the moment—blinked. The receiving blanket dropped to the ground. Deborah ignored it. He and she stared, Squirrel’s eyes finding something to look at—the gold cross at Deborah’s throat?—and Deborah put him back into the carriage, now picked up the blanket. She said, You must never read while pushing the carriage. Said it as if Ruben were so young or so stupid she might not know.

Never mind what Ruben lacked. Her mother hadn’t said the right things; or was dead; or had never existed, so that Ruben had to be made by committee from glossy scraps of magazine ads. She blinked like her son because her eyes stung, took the rebuke, liked it.

—I do want a job. But when Deborah turned away again, Ruben thought of her mother, who had existed, but was dead. Not her favorite inner story, the story of her mother’s death: a story of temper and its consequences. Ruben did not tell it to herself just then, but she opened the book.
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My parents were Jewish immigrants from the Ukraine.
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So were Ruben’s grandparents. Maybe they knew one another.
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I have a feeling that nobody in our family had followed the kosher laws for generations. I once saw a photograph of a shtetl in Russia, including a pig. The caption pointed out that the pig proved that Jews and non-Jews lived in close proximity, but I think it may have proved that my great-grandparents were somewhere around. On the High Holy Days my parents dressed up and went to the movies, where my father translated the subtitles into Yiddish for my mother. They wanted the neighbors to think they were in the synagogue. Not that they didn’t consider themselves Jewish; not that they didn’t do half a dozen Jewish things—well, religiously. We dressed up on Purim. My mother cooked matzoh ball soup. We ate no bread on Pesach. My mother fasted on Yom Kippur until shortly before lunchtime, while my father screamed about hypocrisy and superstition. Then she had a cup of tea and a dry roll, complaining that it was too dry. An hour later she had another roll, with butter.

I had two sisters. Jessie was two years older than I, and I was three years older than Sarah. My first memory is of my sister Jessie telling me a story to distract me from my mother’s screams during Sarah’s birth in the other room. It was the middle of the night and we were sitting on the cold kitchen floor. I couldn’t believe we could get away with such an infraction, but nobody objected. The story Jessie told was about cockroaches who grew to be the size of people and be-came teachers in school. Until I went to school and even after, I was afraid my teacher might be a cockroach. Much later I read the famous Kafka story.

Our apartment was full of Yiddish shouting. I remember wishing they’d all speak English, but I’m imposing a memory from much later; when I was little, I myself didn’t speak English. In this account, I’m going to write what I remember, even if it could not be true, and I’m going to write about what happened to Jessie when I wasn’t present, as if I were Jessie at times. When we were teenagers, we argued about memories and couldn’t agree whether some of them were mine or hers. Who was it my father kicked in the head, the one time he lost his temper that badly? We each remembered that he did it to the other. We were both sure it wasn’t Sarah. Maybe it never happened. Maybe it happened to Sarah.
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—Where is God? said Deborah.

—I don’t know anything about God.

—Nobody knows anything about God. Don’t you think about that all the time?

—Never, said Ruben. They were pushing Deborah’s daughters on the baby swings while Squirrel slept in his carriage. It was raining lightly.

—Then what?

Ruben tried to think what she thought about. Death.

—I too, I too, said Deborah. It was the third time they’d met. Maybe the fourth. You have children, you think about death. I’m pregnant.

—I didn’t know!

—I’ll show soon. I’d show now in tight clothes.

—When you have more than one child, said Ruben, do you worry less about death?

—Each one is your whole life. Which is not good. There are already too many people I can’t do without. My friends . . . now another one.

Ruben didn’t know if she meant another child or another friend. To pull their talk back to its odd already customary place, she said, What do you mean, where is God? Isn’t God supposed to be everywhere? Do you mean where physically?

Deborah pushed the swing and Jill said, Higher, higher! Deborah ran under it, faced Jill and kissed her, and pushed the swing back, all the way back, running under it again. Then she turned and began pushing in the usual way. She said, I believe in one God, father almighty, maker of heaven and earth. . . . Then she said, It’s not just that bad things happen. Where is God then? Out to lunch? But it’s more than that. I want to know—well, I want to know about bad things, but I can’t know that. What I want to know for everyday occasions is, Where is God when I push Jill on the swing?

—Aren’t you still nursing Rose? said Ruben.

—I’m trying to wean her. Besides, she pinches me. She nurses from one breast and pinches the other. Mine, mine. How’s she going to like having a liddly?

—A liddly, said Ruben.

—No moozum, not even once this time, Deborah said.

—What’s moozum?

—Oh, it’s my word for menstrual blood.

At night Ruben said to her husband, Harry, also called Ruben, Oh, this Deborah!

—What does she look like?

—Medium-sized breasts. Well, medium large, but she’s nursing. And pregnant.

—Breasts aren’t all I—

—She wears sandals. She looks like an adult. She has fluffy light hair and big arms full of daughters.

—Breasts make me think about your breasts, said Harry.

—They’re too tender and sore.

—I don’t want to touch them, just to see them.

—You see them constantly. I nurse this kid all day.

—Could you take off your shirt and your bra and walk around a little?

—I’m not wearing a bra. Can’t you tell? She shrugged off her shirt and cooked supper, scared she’d spatter something hot on her breasts. But she liked his look, his quiet.

Deborah in maternity clothes, two weeks later, made Ruben want another baby. Ruben had worn peasant smocks with embroidered trim, but Deborah went in for classy gray tunics she wore to the park with straight skirts and panty hose. Pregnancy makes me want to dress up, said Deborah. I don’t know why. It’s a nine-month festival.

—Shall we have another one? Ruben asked Harry.

—I love Peter, said Harry, a small man with wrinkles in his forehead, more wrinkles when he was happy. Now he wrinkled up like an old man, watching her cook, in her shirt this time. Sure, another Peter.

—Probably we should think of a different name.

—Peter II.

—Vole. Squirrel and Vole.

—Vole is good, said Harry. More than half the time, when she said something, Harry understood. Possibly seventy percent for jokes, and he generally knew the size of a joke, didn’t look around for more. But the baby is hard, he said. You said you didn’t want another one.

—He’s hard.

Squirrel often cried. Her nipples were leather. She nursed him on the toilet seat, once in the bathtub but she was afraid she’d drop him—no, afraid she’d stick him under on purpose. He’s hard, she said, but I want another one.

Deborah was at ease with babies on all sides of her.

The phone rang and it was Deborah. Again it was Deborah, even on Saturday morning while they had breakfast. Ruben felt that swirl in the throat, as when the teacher said hers was the best; and she was also troubled.

—What does she want with you? said Harry.

—Want with me! In moments she was in tears.

Then a fight. You can be friends with whoever you want, said Harry. I do not claim every bit of your attention, I do not claim all your time, you want to be friends with this Deborah, be friends, I don’t care. If anybody is having second thoughts it’s you, not me.

Apologies.

Sex. Nipples so sore she didn’t want him to lie on her, so they did it dog style, but she felt ugly, her breasts hanging low.

—Maybe I am jealous, he said.

On Monday, Deborah called for Ruben on the way to the park, but Ruben wasn’t ready.

—What do you have to do?

—Vacuum the rug. They stood at the door, Deborah in mustard color, a new maternity dress, her little girls beside her. Ruben didn’t ask Deborah in.

—You’d give up time with me to vacuum the rug?

The dismal rug, in midafternoon, when Squirrel wouldn’t stop crying .. . If she didn’t do it first thing, later it looked like something put into a movie to show that the characters have spoiled their lives.

—I didn’t think you were like that, said Deborah.

Ruben said, I’ll meet you in the park in ten minutes. She wanted to pee, too. She wanted to change Squirrel. She didn’t want to be hurried. But she didn’t vacuum the rug. She changed the baby, but when she saw his cap on the shelf she took it because the day was sunny. Under the cap was the book Deborah had lent her. She had forgotten. She didn’t ease the carriage down the porch steps, bumping it, hand on the baby’s back, as she usually did. She sat down on the top step and began to read. When Squirrel cried, she nursed him while reading, his smooth, light brown efficient head at her breast, her shirt bunched around his head. Deborah always wore a heavy bra whose straps slipped down her bare shoulders, but Ruben, again, had no bra on; not a political gesture exactly (small breasts, easier to nurse), but almost a political gesture.

As usual there was crud on her glasses. She cleaned them with a wet finger and read through streaks.
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My father worked in a ladies’ clothing factory, basting in place the collars and cuffs of expensive dresses; then they were sewn by women on machines. He peered as if light hurt and it was painful to take a good look at things. His eyes were red, rheumy, and ugly, with red veins in the whites. When he was young he had read anarchist theory, but as an old man he couldn’t read easily and he stared all day at the newspaper.

My mother was brave, but expressed her courage as con-tempt. Nothing impressed her, everyone was out to cheat her, everyone was her enemy. Stupid irony was her chief means of communication—not clever irony. Only Sarah, the youngest, broke through Mama’s disdain. I think after Sarah was born my mother refused sex with my father. Maybe, having given my father a great big no, my mother felt better about children, and enjoyed Sarah.

Several nights a week when we were little, my father entertained men Jessie and I called the Screamers. They screamed mostly in Yiddish, staying until late at night, drinking tea or schnapps. I was convinced that they were bandits. It seemed impossible that they could be invited guests, they made every-body so unhappy. I must have been eight or ten when I first asked Jessie whether she thought the police might be helpful in getting rid of them.

“The police!” she said. “We don’t have anything to do with the police!”

“Why not?” My teacher had said we should consult a policeman if we got lost. Like everyone who wasn’t an immi-grant, policemen had the wrong smell, as I put it to myself, but I wasn’t afraid of them. Jessie began an explanation that was far beyond me. I have no idea how she’d learned all she told me: police were bad, the men who visited Papa were good, Papa wanted their visits, she would have liked to be allowed to stay up and listen. The men were planning a better time, she said, when there wouldn’t be suffering and poverty, when everybody would have enough money because people would share equally. It was spring, and we were walking home from the market, where Mama had sent us to buy potatoes. The potatoes were in a bag Mama usually carried, and now Jessie carried it. She spoke in a low voice and looked around her, bending her head seriously. For years I connected radical political ideas with potatoes. I thought I had made the connection from seeing a print, somewhere, of van Gogh’s potato eaters—people presumably in need of such ideas. But one day, crying on the naked shoulder of a bored lover, I told the story of the walk in the spring, the warmth and the light wind and the new leaves and the potatoes, and I realized where the connection in my mind had come from.

I don’t remember Jessie reading the kind of heavy tome I associate with political theory, but certainly there were anarchist newsletters and papers in the house. Once Jessie persuaded Mama to give her some food for a beggar. Mama finally filled a bag with bread and an apple, then—I think I remember—she spat into it. Could she have done that? I certainly remember Jessie carrying the bag to the door and handing it to a ragged man who waited there. The man turned and in profile I saw him take an enormous bite out of the apple. I never asked my mother if she’d really spat. Spitting was different then, an expressive activity, a major health problem. Signs read “No Spitting.” What happened to those signs? Did more people spit in the old days than now? Where did the old ones get so much saliva?

Sometimes Jessie was my best friend and sometimes she ignored me and left me to play with Sarah. Sarah was prettier than we were, but not bright. She adored me, which was flattering, but I quickly grew bored with her. I knew my proper companion was Jessie.

Jessie and my father shared political ideas but disagreed constantly. As she grew he took to screaming at her, accusing her—oddly for an anarchist—of sexual crimes: whoredom, promiscuity. He blamed her for having big breasts, as if she’d grown them on purpose to attract the attention of men. In a household full of women, a man must dream about breasts and wake in agonized sweat if the women are mostly his daughters. And what if his wife has rejected him? Sarah, in time, had big breasts as well, and mine were not tiny.

By telling Jessie over and over again that he believed she had a sexual life, my father must have given her a kind of permission to consider having one. Or maybe the talk of free love in the anarchist meetings affected Jessie. You talk about it long enough, you need to do it. From the age of twelve, my sister sat in on the meetings, which were sometimes held in restaurants and union halls, sometimes at our house. From the time she was fourteen or fifteen, men—not boys—were asking her to run errands or deliver messages for them.

I came to understand that sometimes Jessie went with one or another of these men and “did things,” in bed or else-where. Probably rarely in an actual bed. I think that at first I imagined these scenes; later Jessie told me. She had nobody else to tell, of course, not darling stupid Sarah, and certainly not our parents. What amazed me was that Jessie loved sex. I knew about sex, somehow, although certainly my mother hadn’t told me, but of course I thought it must be horrid. Jessie told me sex was delectable. She told me how to masturbate.

So I will describe something I do know about, though of course I wasn’t there: the night Jessie lost her virginity. She was in love. She was in love with a printer in his thirties named William Platz. He had stolen the key to the print shop where he worked, and at night sometimes he returned there and printed leaflets and pamphlets for the anarchists. Some-times Jessie helped him. One cold night they were walking from the shop to the union hall, their arms laden with pamphlets on which the ink was not quite dry and had a pungent smell. After a silence, William Platz asked Jessie solemnly if she were a virgin.

“Naturally,” said Jessie.

“And do you, like me, believe that men and women should be free to follow their impulses in these matters?”

Jessie had never put such an idea into words, but, having grown up in our household, was somewhat lawless in many ways. She didn’t blush.

I said, when she told me about it, “You didn’t feel modest or frightened?”

“No, I was happy. I’d loved him for a while, and I didn’t know what we’d do if he loved me back, because he was married.”

“Will you come with me now?” William Platz had said. She was going with him anyway, to stow the pamphlets in the empty hall, but she understood. On the way, he went into a bakery that baked bread late into the night. Jessie waited outside in the cold and William Platz came out with a big round loaf. He tore off pieces and fed them to her.

“Big pieces or small pieces?” I asked. Big would mean fierce passion and small would mean tender love.

“Small pieces,” she said. They made love on William’s coat, which he spread on the floor in an upstairs room of the union hall. It was cold; a stove was nearby but it was unlit. Jessie was afraid of rolling over in passion and hitting her head on the cold stove.

William Platz left her not long after, though, and that’s how she came to tell me the story.

“Why didn’t you tell me right away?” I said. “Were you ashamed?”

“I almost told you, because I was sore,” she said. “But I didn’t think you’d know a remedy.” William Platz dropped Jessie as a lover, but they remained political associates. I didn’t see how that was possible but my sister shrugged.

By November 1920 Jessie was eighteen and had moved out of our apartment long since, which infuriated my father because she was working as a clerk at the mill and as long as she lived in the house he confiscated her wages. Jessie didn’t graduate from high school; she’d gotten this job when she turned sixteen. When I graduated and got my own job I minded handing my money over to my father, but not as much as Jessie had. All day I’d sew decorations on hats and be polite to ladies, wanting to crush the hats and be rude to the customers, and on the way home at the end of the week, with my money, I tried to convince myself that it would buy a loaf of bread for Sarah, a dress for Sarah, whom I loved.

I don’t know why we two sisters were as angry as we were. Many people in our circumstances were at peace. Be-fore Jessie moved out, she systematically stole silverware and sheets from my parents, one piece at a time so it wouldn’t be missed. Of course she believed that property was meaningless, but nonetheless. . . .

Often in life there’s an obvious next step, but most adults would be shocked at the thought of taking it. We have scruples, habits, and deeply held notions: religion, morality, ideology, or custom, and when someone proposes going to bed or when a cup sits on a table at just the time we lack a cup, we consult an inner rule book. Jessie really was an anarchist. Her mind knew no government.

The anarchist cell in Boynton, Massachusetts, in 1919 and 1920 was sufficiently small and obscure—or Boynton itself was sufficiently small and obscure—that it was not a target in the infamous Palmer Raids during the “Red Scare,” when thousands of radicals and others thought to be radicals were rounded up and threatened with deportation. Anarchists in Boynton mostly contented themselves with writing manifestos and arguing. They read documents aloud to one another in our parlor or in dirty rooms around the city, rooms in which my sister acquired itches of various sorts from men as noble in mind as she. After William Platz there were others, but he was the one she loved. He had broken her heart.

We’d whisper about men on the trolley, now that Jessie had moved out. The millinery shop was near the mill where she worked, as I’ve said, and we’d meet and ride back and forth together. Ordinarily, on the trip home she’d alight first and I’d watch her stride thumping down the hill, her legs apart—she had a bit of a waddle—toward her rather sordid room. But on the night I’m now describing—I do remember that I began this lopsided account with Jessie and me getting on the trolley after work—she rode all the way with me, for she was coming home for dinner. I was nervous, eager to get her into a good mood so dinner at home wouldn’t be spoiled by fights.

“Three hippopotamuses today, one giraffe, two lionesses,” I said while Jessie looked out the window as we rode. She was brooding and I was trying to get her attention.

“Did you sell them all hats?”

“Some of them. A lioness roared at me. Did you have ad-ventures today, Goosie?”

“What does that mean? Mr. Franklin praised my alphabetizing. Does that count?”

“I’m glad he’s kind.”

“Miriam, he’s kind because I wear clean clothes and speak properly,” said Jessie, “but I don’t care for his sort of kindness.”

“Why on earth not?” I said. “You do wear clean clothes.”

“I’m poor. I’m no different from the men in the mill. I don’t want kindnesses they don’t receive. We’re all just pieces of machinery to the bosses.”

I held my tongue.

“Look at him,” Jessie said then.

“At who?”

“The motorman.” He looked perfectly ordinary.

“The company wants to cut his pay by twenty-five percent,” Jessie said. “Does he look as if he deserves that?”

“What did he do? How did you know?” I said.

“Not just this man—all the motormen and conductors. There’s going to be a trolley strike.”

I couldn’t imagine it—the fatherly motorman braking the trolley, seizing his conductor by the arm, and departing, re-fusing to take us home. The trolley, it seemed to me, had always been there and would always be, although in fact trolleys were a relatively recent addition to the American scene, and by the time Jessie and I were young women, the trolley period was almost over. The lines had been stretched across the vast acreage of the United States at the turn of the century, and they were all over the place. I know I can’t convey what it was like. All the routes intersected everywhere. The streetcar was something safe and rattly anyone could walk to the corner and jump on. We could also ride out into the country, simply, without going downtown to a big station and getting a fancy schedule and buying a ticket in advance. The interurbans hurtled through the fields; my favorite line ran along a river and within a few minutes, instead of staring at tenements and brick factory buildings, I was spotting turtles sunning themselves on rocks. The trolleys were every-where—but cars and buses were becoming prevalent. There were fewer riders all the time. The trolleys were owned by private companies, as I was soon to understand, and when the company in Boynton calmly announced that the workers were going to have to accept a twenty-five-percent pay cut, they were doing something that seems impossible now but was not uncommon at that time.

We left the motorman, that night, to his troubles, and went home to dinner. I remember, next, Jessie bending her head to laugh at something I said—something irreverent, I suppose. I try to bring back the image of my mother, at her end of the table. What was she thinking—besides, that is, worrying that there wasn’t enough meat? She looks at Jessie in the gaslight, in my imagination or my memory, and what happens then? She notices that Jessie’s collar looks dirty (it’s interesting that I remember Jessie talking about clean clothes, because often they weren’t), that Jessie’s big hands are in danger of knocking over Papa’s tea, that her laugh is loud. Mama doesn’t understand the conversation; that would be hard on anybody. We made no effort, by this time, to speak in Yiddish or to translate. Still, I’ll bestow upon my mother some fondness for Jessie, and I don’t think I’m lying. Fanny Lipkin, then, saw how the light made an arc shine on her oldest daughter’s head, and she had the impulse to touch the bright part, as if she thought it might feel different from the rest of Jessie’s hair. There was no way to say such a thing, not in Yiddish, which Fanny was forgetting, and certainly not in English, so Fanny would have felt the wish in images, not words. Her hand tingled with the pleasure she’d feel, stroking her daughter’s head—do I go too far?—and instead she reached toward the child nearer her, Sarah, and brusquely set her collar and hair to rights. She wet a finger and cleaned Sarah’s cheek, and Sarah arched her back and leaned away.

“The Lake Avenue line?” Jessie was saying. For we were, in fact, talking about trolleys. I was. As transportation, not as symbols of the struggles of laborers or the injustices of the powerful. “You’re not being clear.”

“The country,” I said. “She lives on a farm, with chickens.” Fanny tried to listen.

I’d made a friend. I brought my lunch and ate it on a bench on the Common, and there I’d met a girl who worked in a bookstore, and who had invited me to take the Lake Avenue trolley to visit her on Sunday, and to bring my sister Sarah. I didn’t actually know whether she lived on a farm, but her family certainly kept a few chickens.

“Who is this friend?” said Papa.

Friend Fanny understood. “A Jewish girl?”

“Not Jewish,” I said.

Jessie was restless. Her nervous face, which had exaggerated, slightly bulging eyes, moved in and out of the gaslight. She began clearing plates, her skirt slapping furniture. Her big arms came down between my father and me, between me and my mother, like black lines, coming down, rising, again and again. At last, tea spilled.

“How far?” Papa asked, turning to look at Jessie though he was talking to me. I could see him tense as he watched her. Between us, Jessie and I broke his heart, but I did it more delicately.

“What difference does it make how far?” I said. “It’s on the trolley line. We’ve passed it on the way to Lake Park.”

“The Ferris wheel?” said Sarah.

“Next thing you’ll want to go to Europe,” said my father. “Sarah will ask me for carfare to Russia.”

“I’d like that,” said Sarah seriously.

“Better to stay in America,” said my father, equally seriously. “Even with this President Harding they’ve just elected, who is not an intelligent man, even with him, better to stay here.” He patted Sarah’s arm and my mother reached out to pat her other arm.

“President Wilson, President Harding,” said my mother, leaning across the table, trying to get it. Her gray hair was untidy and she still had her apron on. I’d been attempting to teach her to read. I wanted her to become a citizen, but she didn’t for many years, not until reading was no longer required. Women were about to get the vote and I’d been telling her about voting, but she had no interest.

“Ah, President Wilson,” said Papa. We’d all heard this before. “If only people had listened to President Wilson.” Woodrow Wilson was the only American politician who had been enough of an idealist to appeal to my father. Wilson understood that Europe was a real place and that people there were human. If President Wilson had prevailed, Papa was al-ways telling us, and the League of Nations had been set up to match his envisioning, we’d have had true peace, not this skittish peace that Americans celebrated with foolishness and noise, this flimsy peace full of suspicion and hate.

“And poverty. And injustice,” interrupted Jessie, also not for the first time, not that she had much faith, ever, in Presi-dent Wilson. “Your President Wilson deported Emma Goldman.”

“He’s a sick man. Others did this. Wilson did not do this.” Papa had gradually stopped attending the anarchist meetings as the complexities of life in America had become more interesting to him, and now he had become afraid of radical activity, worrying that he’d be deported even though he was an American citizen. The Screamers no longer came to our house, but wherever they had gone, Jessie had followed.

Papa ignored Jessie and kept talking. I was the only one listening, not that I couldn’t already recite what he was saying. My mother couldn’t understand English, Sarah couldn’t understand politics, and Jessie couldn’t understand President Wilson, that mild compromiser who allowed people to be rounded up and imprisoned out of fear of radicalism. But I see myself looking daughterly as Papa explained that Presi-dent Wilson respected all countries, not just this one. Daily my father had exhorted Congress, from our dining room table, to ratify Wilson’s treaty and support the League of Nations, but he had failed.

“If Wilson had won—”

“Oh, Papa, enough,” Jessie said, stopping on her way to the kitchen with a platter. “There are troubles in this country that President Wilson didn’t know how to fix. You know there are. You yourself are a worker.”

“I see no Cossacks. I hear of no pogroms in this country.”

“But there’s hatred of Jews. I feel it at the mill. And how do they treat Socialists? And what about Emma Goldman? But worst is the poverty.” Jessie carried the platter into the kitchen and I stood up to help. I could hear Jessie clattering plates. Then she came back. She could never keep from making a speech. “When they send me on an errand through the cutting rooms,” she said, a little hoarsely, her dark eyes bulging, “or the floor where the machinery is, I’m shocked at what I see—creatures so pale and wrinkled with hard work, they’re scarcely human.”

“I know about hard work, my daughter.”

“And wages are being cut everywhere—”

“Your wages?” said Papa. “At the mill?”

“No, not so far, but the trolley men—”

Suddenly Father was in a rage, standing up, pounding the table. “I do not want to hear about the trolley men! I do not want to hear about my daughter screaming in the streets, throwing stones at police! They will rape you and kill you! This will be my shame for letting you hear those foolish men, when you were a baby!”

He sank to his chair and buried his face in his hands, but Jessie was shouting louder than he. “In a country where business tells the government what to do, what can workingmen do except strike? And how can decent people not support them? A strike is honorable. Helping strikers is honorable. You expect them to take a twenty-five-percent cut in wages?”

“Not my daughter!” he screamed. Sarah ran crying from the room, and I followed her, but I continued to hear their voices.

Jessie didn’t stay to help finish washing up. The announcement that Sarah and I would be taking the Lake Avenue trolley out into the country on Sunday had been lost in the debate, which had given Sarah and me half a headache each, we said as we worked in the kitchen. I felt close to Sarah, for once. She was able and smart at the sink if not in school, and got the joke about half a headache, somewhat to my surprise. I felt distant from Jessie, who had gone out into the night with her crazy notions, and it made my throat tight and my stomach queasy to feel distant from Jessie.
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—You never came.

—I started reading. Deborah and the little girls stood in front of her. Squirrel had fallen asleep in Ruben’s arms. She yanked her shirt down.

—What are you reading?

Ruben laughed. That book.

—Jeremiah’s favorite book? Is it any good?

—I don’t know. She should have gone to the park. Now she wanted to be with Deborah.

—They want you to teach at the Center. I was saving it to tell you in the park. She called me last night. She’s calling you tonight.

—Who?

—Carlotta. The director. Can you start next week?

Ruben was afraid to drive a car and so she contrived not to have one; cars shriveled in her care. The next week, she took the bus. She found the building: an old school, remodeled and turned into a day-care center. She walked in through a crowd of children, some black, some white, who chased one another like puppies. She had to ask two grown-ups before someone led her to the basement, where five women sat at a round pressed-wood table in the middle of a huge, shadowy room. The school table had an aluminum base but the edges tilted when Ruben or the students put their elbows on it. All but one student were black. They didn’t smile. Ruben talked too much. The women were ashamed at what they didn’t know. They made the table rock, then backed away from it, discovering reasons to hurry back to the babies they cared for. What efforts someone had gone to, winning them time off, winning them Ruben. The director, it turned out: Carlotta, a big, loud, black woman who hurried through after half an hour, shouting encouragement. Her voice resounded in the bare room, which had been the school’s gym. Far across the room were two high windows, with squares of sun below them, but otherwise the class-room was dark. Dusty bulbs hung in cages.

—No, we don’t all work here, the friendliest one corrected Ruben. Me and Lily work here. The rest of these girls come from Barrett Street. The other city day care.

—Oh, of course. But which one was Lily? One was Dorothy, but which? The friendly one, who turned nodding toward Ruben, was Emma.

Deborah, who taught different students at different times, wasn’t there. Ruben had imagined classrooms, with Deborah down the hall.

—Let’s see what you know, Ruben said. They knew nouns but not verbs. All but Emma could read, some haltingly. Ruben had no idea how to teach Emma to read.

—What we really don’t know is math, said Cecile, the white woman. Emma, smiling, didn’t know what a third meant. Ruben tore paper in thirds, broke imaginary cookies in thirds. Emma, they all said with fondness, don’t you even know that?

The day of the second class, the sleepy-looking sitter canceled because of a cold. Ruben brought Squirrel along. Ooh, said the students, as if they’d never seen a baby up close, as if there can never be enough babies. Emma took him from Ruben’s arms. Handed a baby, the class sat back and the table didn’t wobble. Each took her turn patting his back, smoothing his damp blue shirt. Ruben, distracted, had them read. A newspaper lay on the table and they passed it around. Patty Hearst had been captured! Friendly Emma could not read captured. She could not read radicals.

The page in the math book was on graphs. It was hard to explain, and Ruben, too, would rather have played with Squirrel. She tried to remember not knowing what a graph was. She liked watching other women hold her baby, though it made her feel young and ignorant. He settled unshyly against each bosom.

In the park, next day, it was cool, and brown leaves blew into Ruben and Deborah’s faces. Rose cried with something in her eye, and Deborah stood her on a bench and got it out with the wet corner of a tissue. Crouching, Deborah was big, in a denim tent dress and a gray poncho. She grasped Ruben’s arm when she straightened herself. Well, did you see? Deborah said. They caught Patty Hearst.

—When the baby comes, said Ruben, Squirrel will have someone to play with.

—He’ll have plenty of people to play with, as soon as he can play, said Deborah. Squirrel sat up in an umbrella stroller. He didn’t have enough muscle tone yet not to look squashed. Deborah laughed at him, mushed in his bright blue sweater and hood, not much face, and Ruben looked and laughed, too.

Jill was at nursery school. Now Deborah swung her arms, bending in the fallen leaves under gray clouds as if to chase Rose, though she didn’t; but Rose ran anyway, fell and ran, fell and ran, laughing.

—I was so happy when she turned into a revolutionary, said Deborah. Now I want to sneak her out of jail.

—Who?

—Patty Hearst.

—But that was totally unreal. How could she turn into a revolutionary? I was ashamed of her, said Ruben.

—Why couldn’t she?

—Because they were just a bunch of criminals. They kidnapped her. And I don’t think you can turn into a revolutionary.

Deborah shrugged. They made her father give money to the poor. It was like a ransom.

—But they were violent and destructive, said Ruben. Is violence ever all right?

—Patty Hearst is an idealist, said Deborah.

Ruben was irritated, but she didn’t want to talk about Patty Hearst. Patty Hearst made her feel guilty and uncomfortable.

—Teaching is good, she said. But hard.

—Don’t worry about it, said Deborah. They pay so little. Whatever you do is fine.

Ruben looked to see if she meant it. But they want to learn!

—Oh, they’ll learn.

—How long have you been doing it?

—A year.

—Do they ever take the test?

—One did. But she was different.

In Ruben’s presence, two students had talked about Deborah’s class. We did laugh, they said, shaking their heads. We did laugh.

The next day Ruben’s sitter was over her cold, and the class elbowed and rocked the table, backed away. Emma had not come.

—Where’s Emma?

—She’s no good at this. She can’t do it.

But without Emma, Ruben was lonely. Nine chairs were at the table, the empty ones nearest the teacher.

Nobody understood graphs.

Ruben struggled, explaining what she read in the students’ book, her head tilted toward the door as she listened for Emma. Out of her anxious head came an idea, and she drew a bar graph showing how many children each woman had. She was on it. Hers was the shortest line. The five of them, she and the four who’d come, leaned over the table together, hands splayed. Big Cecile had four children, little Lily had five, while lively Dorothy had three and scared Mary two, but Mary also cared for her niece. Ruben didn’t know how to show that on the graph. The graph was in ink; finally she lengthened Mary’s line in pencil.

—A niece is different? said Mary.

Various voices: Not so different. Not different at all.

Ruben heard Squirrel’s cry as she walked into her house. Her milk let down. She had not thought of him for three hours. She’d fretted her way home, thinking how to lure Emma.

 

Too cold to stand in the playground and watch Rose run in the leaves, Ruben and Deborah walked, Rose in Squirrel’s stroller, Squirrel in a sling on Ruben’s chest.

—All the way home, said Ruben, I fuss about the class. Good fussing. Yesterday I forgot Squirrel. I forgot I had him.

—When I teach, said Deborah, I walk in thinking of God.

—What does that mean?

—You couldn’t teach if there were no God, said Deborah.

—You couldn’t?

—But that’s not what I’m talking about, said Deborah. I started in the wrong place. I walk in thinking about God, but then I forget God. I forget to worry about the babies.

—The babies aren’t God.

—No, said Deborah, the babies aren’t God. They walked some more and Deborah said, God wants the babies. God could kill the babies.

—I don’t think I like your God, Ruben said.

Deborah said, I think God doesn’t care much about whether they live or die. He has other plans for them. And maybe He wants them because we want them. They could die because we love them.

—I think maybe you’re crazy, said Ruben.

—Just because we love them, said Deborah, stopping and looking at her, they could die.

—Not because.

—Because. I think because.

They stopped for a light. Ruben swiveled her head to watch for traffic turning when they crossed. Baby Rose in the stroller led the way into steel and combustible gasoline.

—You think God kills babies because mothers love them?

—I don’t know why anyone dies. Not many babies do, not many. Deborah patted her big belly. She had to stretch to push the stroller.

—Do you want me to push that?

—I’d rather push than wear Squirrel. My back would hurt more.

Deborah was quiet for a while. Then she said, still pushing, It has something to do with love, the danger they’re in. I know it does. We put up with the students, but we don’t love them.

—Oh, said Ruben, interested. This I have thought about. This is my only contribution to philosophy. This is the Three Levels of Stuff.

Deborah laughed. I like the way you say stuff. You have a Brooklyn accent.

—I do not, said Ruben, though she was from Brooklyn. She had worked out the Three Levels of Stuff when Squirrel was first born, during those frenzied, lonely weeks. There are three levels of stuff, she said. First level: food, shit, and sleep.

—Sex?

—I don’t know about sex. She hadn’t thought about sex when Squirrel was first born.

—Go on. Second level?

They walked. Let me explain third level first. Third level: art, maybe God, death.

—The spirit.

—The spirit, said Ruben. First level things make you think of third level things. When you take care of a baby you know he could die.

—I think sex is both, said Deborah. It’s both first level and third level.

—Maybe.

—But what’s second level? said Deborah.

—Second level, said Ruben. Second level is offices.

—Offices?

Where Harry had rushed when she was frantic because the baby had vomited in the wrong way, the dangerous, possibly fatal way she’d read about. Where she pictured Harry stopping as he walked down’ a corridor in which the sun made squares on the floor, holding a file folder open in his right hand, reading something slightly unsatisfying that had just been typed.

Ruben said, Offices exist so the people in them can forget about death. Like the place where you get a dog license.

—Oh, I want a dog! said Deborah.

—Oh, me, too.

Ruben couldn’t remember why she started to talk about the Three Levels of Stuff, but Deborah said, So you think teaching is second level, and that was why. Deborah continued, But teaching can be third level. Teaching proves the existence of God.

—Now how is that? But Squirrel cried. And when he stopped, after Ruben shook him back to sleep, bouncing as she walked, Deborah turned, bigly and warmly, to Ruben, her mouth open in a loose oblong, her light hair on her face. Are all mothers afraid? she said.

—I don’t know. But I’m glad I found you. Since I am and you are.

—Oh, yes, said Deborah. But sometimes I think we talk each other into it.

Ruben felt a stricture in her throat. You want to take this walk? It’s not too tiring?

—Maybe we should turn back now, said Deborah, and Ruben said little on the way back.
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When the sleepy sitter had a toothache, Ruben brought Squirrel to class again. He cried and she nursed him. The group argued about breast-feeding. Lily said, Nobody’s eating from my breast but my boyfriend.

—That is so foolish, girl, said Mary. Forget you said that, before you think how foolish it is.

After class, Ruben didn’t need to hurry. Let me see where you work, she said to Lily.

Lily led her, with Squirrel in her arms, upstairs where small children ran, mothers talked, teachers shouted—some affectionately, some coldly. A woman reached to touch Squirrel. Then Emma came out of a classroom, carrying two babies.

—Emma, Emma, why don’t you come to school? said Ruben. But Squirrel was crying. She bounced him on her arm, but he cried.

—It didn’t work out, said Emma. She smiled indulgently. It just didn’t work out.

—But I want you.

—That’s nice of you to say. Emma had a big body. The babies she held were both black, and Ruben felt outnumbered. Emma waited to find out whether Ruben wanted to say some-thing else, as they listened to Squirrel cry, and then she said, Naps for my honeys, here, hoisting the babies higher and letting them settle. One laughed. And she crossed the hall and went into another room.

—Oh, drag her by the hair, Deborah said that night on the phone.

—I’m going to go up and drag Emma down by the hair, Ruben said to the rest of her group, before the next class.

—Don’t you touch her hair, girl, she spends hours straightening that hair! But they grinned.

—And when I bring her, for God’s sake don’t insult her!

Ruben tried three rooms where everyone pointed where she should go, agreeing—Yes, Emma should go—and finally walked into the room where Emma worked. Emma came, impressed. They walked down the stairs together. Ruben had pre-tended to be a certain kind of person and everyone had believed she was. As they walked down, Ruben asked, Why don’t you let your hair go natural? But now she’d gone too far.

Emma still couldn’t read. Ruben was exhausted that night. Maybe it was a mistake. Emma couldn’t do it.

The next time, Ruben was afraid to look, but when she did there were five women at the table. She threw her bag onto the table to celebrate and the table shook and everyone laughed. Emma kept coming. She hugged Ruben often. She couldn’t learn.

Deborah was huge. She hugged Ruben, too. In the cold, Deborah and her girls came to Ruben’s house and they ate grilled cheese sandwiches. Deborah took over the stove because only she knew how to make the sandwiches so her girls would eat them. She made sandwiches for herself and Ruben, too. She buttered the bread inside and outside and Ruben could feel them both grow fatter. Deborah said, Toby, you aren’t fat, you’re gorgeous.

—Nonsense.

—It’s true.

Ruben considered herself. Red hair, center parted. Slightly fat. Glasses. Not beautiful, not that it mattered, not the sort of thing she thought much about.

—Did you ever sleep with a woman? Ruben said.

—No, did you?

—Never. Did you ever think about it?

—Of course. Let’s, some day, said Deborah.

Deborah stood behind her as she ate at her kitchen table, and Squirrel lay back in his white slanting plastic chair and roundly looked at them from the middle of the table. Rose and Jill played with pieces of sandwich and talked to slimy babies that were apple slices, dancing them up and down. Deborah kissed Ruben’s scalp and ate a bite of Ruben’s remaining half sandwich. Ruben did not turn around. She could feel Deborah’s pregnant belly against her head, warm and firm. The window faced south and the winter sun came in behind her and around them both, through a stained-glass yin-yang sign in green and blue, coloring a white macrame hanging she’d tacked above the table. She felt sun on her arms. Rose climbed into Ruben’s lap and jumped apple slices over Ruben’s arm. Were Ruben and Deborah becoming each other? Toby Ruben hugged Rose and noticed the grain of her own oak table, which lay in such a delicate curve that she had to trace it with her forefinger. Something else beautiful: Rose’s ear in the sunlight.

 

A brace of ladies, they walked, that fall and into winter. It grew dark and Rose wept. Once, miles from home, Squirrel cried unceasingly in his stroller. Ruben stuck her hand down his pants to check his diaper pins.

—Use Pampers, said Deborah. You tape them with masking tape.

—Yuck. Ruben hated the feel of Rose’s plastic diapers.

—You want pins sticking in him?

—They’re not. Squirrel kept screaming. Deborah shrugged as she stretched past her belly to propel a long stroller made for two, in which Jill was asleep and Rose sang mournfully to herself.

—When we walk, said Ruben, where will you put the baby? They laughed, not that anything was funny: it was cold, twilight, they were far from home with their backs toward home. Partly their laughter was guilty. Squirrel still cried. The houses leaned at them, wooden simple houses with three stacked porches. Skimpy wreaths hung on doors, early, or could they be from last Christmas?

—We ought to turn around, Deborah said.

—Are you tired?

—No.

—Nobody else would do this with me, said Ruben.

—Everybody else would call the Child Abuse Hotline. At last they turned. When they reached Ruben’s house, they turned again and walked to Deborah’s house. Squirrel was asleep. Outside Deborah’s house he cried again. Ruben picked him up and rocked him in her arms. The little girls climbed out of their stroller and ran up on the porch in the dark. Ruben’s knees hurt with cold and tiredness. Her breasts hurt. Can I nurse him in the street, standing up?

—Doctor, doctor, I have frostbitten nipples! Come inside.

—I’d never get going again. She nursed him, standing, in the street.

 

—When is the test? Emma asked, at every class. When will I get my equivalency?

The others were afraid of the test and shushed Emma.

—I keep coming, said Emma. I’ve come every time. Now I want to take the test.

Ruben kept changing the subject. When she talked on the phone to Deborah, she told her about Emma.

—So?

—So what?

—So schedule her for the test.

—How can she? None of the others are taking it yet. She couldn’t possibly pass it.

—So?

—What do you mean, so? It would be irresponsible.

—Do what she wants, said Deborah.

It was a way of looking at things, it had nothing to do with Emma. It made Ruben angry. She’ll fail, said Ruben. Everybody will think I’m a bad teacher.

—Oh, is that it?

—No, said Ruben. She’ll be unhappy when she fails it. She’ll blame me.

—Toby, I can’t think about that. I’m four centimeters dilated. I haven’t slept in a week.

—Maybe you should stop teaching.

—Oh, I bring magazines and read to them.

—Not really, said Ruben, who spent hours late at night planning lessons.

—Somewhat really, said Deborah.

—What do you think Deborah meant? she said to Harry, but Harry didn’t care. They were in bed. He’d learned not to touch her breasts, which were just kitchen appliances these days, so he ran his fingers through her pubic hair and began to touch her inside. What did Deborah mean? she said again, but for the first time since she’d had Squirrel, she liked the feeling, she wasn’t just giving herself lectures about it.

When Deborah had to go have her baby, Jeremiah showed up on Ruben’s porch with the little girls. She had seen him only once before.

—Do we have one of those friendships with husbands? she and Deborah had said to each other. But Jeremiah was nice, and Harry was nice, and once they had all stood on a corner in the wind—strollers, husbands—and talked. Now Jeremiah, a short man, glittery-eyed from fucking to work songs or for some other reason, stood and laughed on the porch because his wife was having a baby quite soon, two weeks early, and Ruben gathered the little girls into her house and talked to him shyly through the partly opened door. It was windy.

—Quick or slow? Ruben asked, through the doorway. What do you think?

—Quick or slow what? said Jeremiah, and she felt herself blush as if he’d caught her in a double entendre, when all she meant was labor. The birth.

—Oh, quick, surely.

—Better hurry then, which was also embarrassing, as if she was throwing him out.

This strange husband smiled and stood. Jill had breakfast, he said, but Rose wouldn’t. It was early in the morning. Harry was still asleep.

—I’ll feed her.

—She likes—

—I know what she likes. Grilled cheese sandwich. Butter on the outside. Cut into strips. Handled till it’s gray. She wanted him to know that she knew.

Harry met her, carrying Squirrel. Didn’t Deborah have friends before you?

—I don’t mind! Ruben was proud to be the one.

—I didn’t mean it that way. I was curious.

—Her other friends are boring.

She baby-sat perfectly. Harry left, Squirrel napped, and she made cookies with the little girls, letting the rug stay dirty. She lifted the heavy daughters onto her kitchen chairs, saying in a perfectly casual, adult voice—just as she planned to speak later to Squirrel—Oh, Jill. Maybe you could dump in this baking soda? She guided Rose’s hand. The phone rang.

—Toby, we’ve got another kid!

—Healthy?

—Oh, healthy, yes, of course!

—Girl or boy?

—Oh, girl. They’re always girls.

—What’s her name?

—Mary Grace.

Ruben’s eyes teared. She would have to kidnap the whole family, maybe even glittery Jeremiah. She would keep them in her bed, all five of them, and take them out to look at them, now that they were perfect, now that they had given that old-fashioned, believing, innocent name to their third little daughter. But if she kept them in the bed, Harry would discover them. Where would she keep them? They would be her secret plea-sure. She hung up the phone and turned, blushing and grinning, to the untidy yellow-haired girls standing on her chairs. Then she cried and hugged them.

—Doesn’t it need more baking soda? said Jill.

They baked the cookies. Ruben ran out of creative activities long before Jeremiah came. That night she climbed into bed as soon as Squirrel slept. Harry watched television. She’d been reading a library book, but she had finished it. Before that book, she’d read books her students might like, and books about teaching such students. Now, at last, she could read the book Deborah had lent her. Seeing Jeremiah had made her re-member it. She was a little afraid he’d ask for it, but of course he didn’t. Tired as she was, she got out of bed and found the book in a pile on the dresser.
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The wintry fog wrapped itself around the union hall, as if to hold tight within its grip the men and women gathered there. I’m inventing this. I wasn’t there. I’m looking around that room in my imagination, and I have to admit: it’s a crowd of decent people. Some look naive, some look foolish—of course their clothes are old-fashioned to me as I write this in 1964—but there’s plenty of intelligence and goodness. The leader, whose attention everyone is trying to get, is my sister Jessie’s old flame, William Platz. He’s got curls on his fore-head and a skinny nose that looks elegant profiled in the lamplight. He’s obviously noble, smart, fearless—maybe too fearless? He’s suddenly distracted and when I look around I see that my sister has stepped decisively into the room, looking squat and determined: not sexy, but maybe sexy after all, because of her directness. He hasn’t gotten over her, though he’s gone back to his wife. He’s pointing to a chair. Jessie sits. At first she has a hard time paying attention because she, too, has felt something, once again, between herself and William. Also she’s thinking of—what on earth?—me. We’d had a quarrel. We’d met before work in the morning. I’d told her the strike would be just as successful or unsuccessful without her as with her. Now I see how angry and nasty a remark that was. I was suggesting she wasn’t a leader.

Jessie shook off any thoughts about her uncomprehending sister Miriam and anything else besides the business at hand, and listened attentively, raising her eyebrows as if ideas could be made clearer that way. The discussion was about the trolley strike that had taken place just a few months earlier in Denver. After death, injury, and terrible property damage, the workers returned to their jobs, merely requesting that the scabs be run out of town. The union leader said, “You do not know what this shooting, this loss of life, has done to me. I am a different man. I would do anything to end this bloodshed.” The gathering in Boynton considered these words seriously, with strong disagreements. Some thought the Denver union leader was a hero, others that he had betrayed those he was supposed to lead.

Jessie rose to her feet. “If we decide now,” she shouted, “in exactly which circumstances we’ll surrender—” She paused. “If we say now that we could surrender—well, we might as well give up. We might as well go home.” She was hoarse, as she often was when she made a speech: her voice wasn’t naturally loud. Her eyes bulged, I imagine, and hairs escaped from her small brown bun. “I’m not going home. I’ll do what’s needed. If someone dies, I will mourn. But I will mourn then, not beforehand. If the rest of you want to go home now—well, then, it will be quiet enough in here that I can think of a plan and know what to do. I hope you reach shelter, all of you, before the snow.”

The speech became well known around town. Nobody left, of course.

This group, a combination of anarchists, Communists, Socialists, and the leaders of the trolley men’s union, first planned to persuade people to boycott the trolleys during the strike. “Once the public understands what is at stake,” said William Platz, “it will demand justice in order to keep the lines running!” There was applause and shouting and happiness, but of course they were kidding themselves, and, in fact, plans were also being made to intimidate potential passengers and keep them off trolleys run by scabs.

It hadn’t been my sister’s first speech. She literally stood on soapboxes. Mostly people ignored her or laughed at her; some-times they got angry. Jessie knew that speeches weren’t going to keep anybody off the trolleys. The Denver strike, which they’d avidly read about, had been bitterly violent. A newspaper account I’ve found says that at least five people were killed and thirty injured. Mobs stoned the Denver Post building, destroyed the business offices, and tried to demolish the presses because the paper was against the strike. A passenger was struck by a brick. Strikers and sympathizers marched on City Hall screaming “Wreck the Hall.” The response was even worse: armed volunteers joined the police, and federal troops arrived to put down the disturbances. The New York Times reported on August 7, 1920, that “armored tank cars mounted with Browning machine guns capable of firing five hundred shots a minute are patrolling the streets.” The Times continued, “Fearless men, aroused by the menace to life and property created by the riots, are armed with sawed-off shotguns and have orders to shoot to kill if necessary.” It was in this situation that the strikers gave up and the leader declared himself a changed man.

I’m as staunch an old lefty as anybody, mind you. I’m not siding with the police and the army and the reactionary press against the strikers. I just think the strikers in Denver were stupid: What did they think was going to happen? And given the example of Denver, just three months earlier, what, may I ask, did the trolley men of Boynton, Massachusetts—aided and abetted by my sister—think was going to happen to them?

“Jessie.” William Platz caught up to her as she was step-ping outside into the night. “May I walk you to your trolley stop?” Heavy irony, here. He’d seduced her three years earlier—taken her virginity. The two of them are about to try to close down the very trolley system to which he is demurely escorting her. Nonetheless comes this invitation that I’m imagining or remembering. Jessie told me about something like this. She liked his solicitude. Already, though she was so young, she had lost any claim to protection from men, and ordinarily she didn’t want it. But William Platz jammed his cap on his head and pulled it off again to run his hand through his curls, which the sooty wind blew into tangles. The heavy brown cap was thrust onto his head again. Jessie hadn’t tied her veil in place and the ashy breeze nicked her skin. They walked silently together. He knew where she was going—to the Crampton line. It ran into the slum where Jessie had rented a room when she and my father quarreled so badly she had to leave.

Walking up the long hill, they didn’t talk. They waited together at the trolley stop and Jessie began to wonder why he didn’t make his own way home. Then the trolley came and they got on. As usual, they were surrounded by tired workingmen in gray or brown coats, all of them shaking in their seats with the car’s movement. William sat next to her and Jessie took in the slightly damp smell of his woolen coat. She felt a renewed awareness of his body next to her own, as if the inch of air closest to him had its own texture, mixed rough and smooth, and its own dark, pleasant smell.

He touched her, inadvertently or not, and she got the idea that he was going home with her. She thought he’d changed his mind. He’d seduced her and had been her lover for months, and then he’d told her he’d made a mistake, that de-spite the ideas of anarchism he wished to be faithful to his wife. Now Jessie’s feelings were engaged—and hurt a second time. Maybe William Platz had still another lover, who happened to live on this trolley line. Whatever the reason, he jumped up, shook hands with Jessie, and disembarked three blocks before her stop. Jessie went home alone and I think—I indulge myself with thinking—that our lives were changed that night as her heart beat faster, but then more slowly and angrily, defiantly. She studied the motorman’s back during those last three blocks. He was a man our father’s age, with, she decided, a simple, vulnerable look to his head and shoulders. The motorman needed her. He and she were in the same army.
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Ruben stopped reading and slept. But the baby woke in the night, and after she nursed him, she couldn’t fall asleep again.

 

[image: ]

 

Lest the reader think it was always night in Boynton in 1920, with a gritty wind blowing, let me say that the Sunday after Jessie’s dinner at home was sunny and clear, with cold white clouds moving swiftly across a cold sky. A light snow—the first of the season—had fallen the night before, and a scattering covered fields and roofs. Where dry reeds from the previous summer still stood in the open places, they rustled with ice. Sarah and I looked out the trolley window at the open countryside, on our way to have Sunday dinner with Edith Livingston and her family. I stared at the crisp brown grasses near the right of way until I was lulled by the rhythmic progress of the trolley and no longer saw them.

Sarah chattered about how she imagined Edith might look. “Does she have dimples? I picture her with dimples.” I felt shy, and wished I hadn’t agreed to go, and to bring along my unpredictable little sister. Once, the trolley stopped because of ice on the overhead line, and the conductor climbed up on the roof and knocked it off with a pole. Sarah was excited about that, too, though she’d seen it done before. It was she who recognized Edith’s house from the description I’d been given, and, sure enough, the next stop was Hale Road, where we were supposed to get off, and where Edith, who had no dimples, met us.

All I remember of the walk to the house with Edith, so many years later, is that we saw a dead sparrow on the frozen ground, and Edith, who had a volatile disposition, squatted and stroked and cooed along with Sarah, while I stood by: I was irritated at their sentimentality, and also cold. I was envious, too. My dumb but darling little sister, I thought, would soon be a closer friend of Edith’s than I was. Edith was sharp and funny when she wasn’t crying over something, but I watched her admire Sarah’s broad pink face and easy smile. And Sarah was admirable. I see her smiling up at Edith and me, all but smiling through tears, when Edith had stopped looking at the bird and Sarah was still crouched on the ground. Sarah was smiling at her own foolishness and naturally nobody could resist that. She had on a pretty blue coat that my mother had made. She looked particularly charming in the country. We took a shortcut across a field.

As we were welcomed into Edith’s family’s house, I was al-most sure I heard somebody in the background saying “Jewish?” Sarah didn’t notice. I was sure I was right when I saw the expression on Edith’s mother’s face, which Edith’s imitated: they were wordlessly reassuring each other, with big smiles, that nothing was wrong. It didn’t take me long to figure out that the person who’d spoken was Edith’s elderly uncle. I rather liked him anyway, maybe because of his bluntness. But I was upset, too, mostly for Sarah, who was looking with trust and pleasure at the slightly swoopy over-done dark red drapery and upholstery.

We were looked at, meanwhile; we’d do. The uncle greeted us as nicely as anybody. Edith had brothers of all sizes. We sat down. Somebody said grace, which was new to me. The food was like food in library books. There was a vegetable I couldn’t name.

My father was a gruff, awkward man, so I found it unsettling when Edith’s father turned out to be well spoken, with elaborate manners. “Let me help you to some more roast, Miss Lipkin. Wouldn’t you like this crisp piece?” He and the old uncle monopolized the conversation until, now and then, it would be seized by an old woman who was apparently the uncle’s wife. Gradually I realized that they were Edith’s great-aunt and great-uncle: the aunt and uncle of everyone in the room except Sarah and me. I was unfamiliar with elderly relatives, and relatives who were the heads of large families. My grandparents and great-aunts and great-uncles had been left behind in Europe and were spoken of with such foreboding and regret and guilt that I’d come to think of that generation as a crowd of helpless ghosts, nothing like this vigorous old pair, who were comfortably in charge. Everyone else liked them, too, I soon saw—except Mr. Livingston, Edith’s father. Then I began to understand that the old couple were his relatives, not his wife’s, and that he worked in a company the old man had begun. It sounded like a factory, but I couldn’t figure out what it made. The old man was called Uncle Warren and at least one of Edith’s brothers was also Warren. As the conversation became more rapid it seemed that Edith had two brothers called Warren, but even the goyim probably didn’t carry their odd customs that far. Then I realized that Mr. Livingston—Edith’s father—was Warren, and that he now ran the plant, and that his uncle didn’t think he was smart enough.

“Of course there are Reds in the factory,“ Edith’s father said. ”There are Reds everywhere.” He sounded more like our own father now, angry. But on the other side.

The old uncle shook his head dolefully. Edith’s brothers were becoming restless. The youngest was the one called Warren—Warrie—and he had climbed out of his chair and made friends with Sarah. She played peekaboo with him, and then took him on her lap. “And naturally they’ve infiltrated the union,” Mr. Livingston was saying. “Doesn’t surprise me. Damned Bolsheviks.”

“Warren,” came Edith’s mother’s voice.

“I mean it literally,” said Mr. Livingston. “If the Bolsheviks aren’t on their way to hell, I don’t know who is. Excuse me. The Underworld, boys, the Underworld.”

“Father said ’hell,’ ” I heard the second oldest brother whisper to the oldest one, who was shushing him. “But he did, he did.”

“Hear they’re planning a little riot for us,” said the old uncle. “Right in Boynton. If the trolley men go out. I suppose that doesn’t bother you either?”

“Of course not,” said the father, his voice now shaky with anger. “Let them try it. We’ve got a pretty fine police force in Boynton. And there’s the National Guard, if necessary.”

I wasn’t positive Sarah wouldn’t blurt out something about Jessie’s politics. Or maybe these men had even heard of Jessie and the anarchists. Sarah, however, was playing elaborate games with Warrie, and now they’d both left the table and tall Sarah was dodging around the furniture as if she were in her own home while the little boy shrieked with laughter. I was afraid Edith’s mother would mind, but she looked on al-most tearfully, as did, of course, Edith.

“Would you call out soldiers for something like this?” the old uncle asked his nephew, refusing to drop the subject. “I’m just trying to ascertain what you’d do.” He sounded as if he hardly cared, and yet the father got angrier yet, and shifted abruptly in his chair, knocking his elbow into Sarah, who had come up behind him with little Warrie Livingston in her arms. He jumped up and apologized, a little impatiently I thought, but Sarah beamed at him and assured him it wasn’t his fault. “We aren’t hurt, Warrie, are we?” she said. Suddenly there was a new issue. Warrie insisted that Sarah be invited to dinner on his birthday, several weeks hence.

“Oh, you don’t have to invite me,” said Sarah. But they did invite her—and me, too, as an afterthought. Mrs. Livingston whispered to me that they’d nearly lost the little boy to influenza. Sarah promised to return, and so did I, but Sarah was the draw for good reason. I’d sat through dinner sniffing and judging and emitting curlicues of cynicism from my place next to Edith. Sarah had joined the family and made them feel better about themselves. The old uncle kissed her when we left.

A few days later, I locked up the millinery shop in the evening, alone. The owner’s mother was sick, and with some fanfare Miss Fredericks had explained to me what needed to be done, and, for the last few days, had trusted me to do it while she hurried home early. I swept the floor and replaced the hats we’d sold with others I took from boxes and ar-ranged on the expressionless heads, to all of which I’d secretly given names. Miss Fredericks took most of the money with her, but I liked knowing that some was left—hidden in a box only she and I knew about—and knowing that Miss Fredericks believed I wouldn’t take it. Dressing the heads was like playing with dolls, but I’d never had dolls with such elegant clothes as these hats, and when I was sure I wouldn’t be interrupted, I couldn’t keep from talking to them. It was a relief to stop sneering at everything for once.

The hats looked stylish to me, but Boynton was a dreary place and they were probably old-fashioned before we sold them. Nonetheless, tilted over the painted faces, the hats gave the forms the calm look—I thought of it as an “American” look—that Edith’s well-dressed mother had worn as she pulled Sarah and me into her house. Of course, she wasn’t wearing a hat in her own parlor.

The look was nothing like one my mother might affect, nor did she wear these hats. My passionate mother yanked her children closer while screaming at us to change. Neither love nor hats was dainty in our house. My mother wore hats she seemed to have brought from Europe. Jessie and I told each other that they had been handed down from remote ances-tresses who had worn them to kill chickens.

I wasn’t above enjoying the escapes into fantasy that my job offered me, though I was often bored and annoyed in the millinery shop. Now I was engaged in the silliest of those es-capes, accepting a party invitation in a false voice while ar-ranging a black hat with a decorated veil over a head sculpted with light brown curls, which I called Louisa, when a knock at the door startled me. I hoped I hadn’t been heard. I told myself it was only a late customer. I didn’t answer, but the knock was repeated. Then I opened the door, and my sister Jessie pushed past me into the store as roughly as if she thought I might have closed the door in her face. I hadn’t seen her for a week. I screamed a little because she’d had her hair cut short since we’d last met, and it seemed for a moment as if she had indeed come to buy a hat, in order to conceal the way she looked. She acted as if she didn’t know what I was staring at, and then ran her hand through her bobbed brown hair. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing.”

“You don’t like it.”

“You look like a radical.”

“I am a radical.” Jessie was buxom, as I’ve said, and not too tall. Her figure made her look motherly until she cut her hair. Now she looked like someone I’d be shy with. I was shy.

Jessie walked around the store, unable to keep her hands off the merchandise. “Look at the little rosettes on this veil. How could anybody stand them in front of her eyes?”

“You know. You’ve worn veils. You look past the little rosettes.”

“I don’t look past things.”

I didn’t want to ask if her hands were clean. I tried to finish my work.

“Miriam, do you have any money?”

“What?”

Jessie was upset. She kept swinging her arms as she stood there, like someone on a swift hike. Then she told me about the trolley ride with William Platz. It pleased me. It made me know that my sister still lived somewhere inside this woman. “I want to make him think about me if he wakes in the night,” she said. “If you give me the money you keep here, we can help support the strikers. William knows I have no money. He’ll think I robbed a stranger in the street.”

“She takes the money with her.” I had the box of petty cash, and after Miss Fredericks had left I’d sold one hat and collected that money, but of course the hat was gone. She’d know right away that there ought to be $3.98 in the drawer or one more hat on display. But I didn’t tell Jessie there was money in the store. Now I think my loyalty was misplaced. If I’d given it to her, maybe she’d have calmed down, sobered by some sense of responsibility toward me. Maybe she suspected that I was lying.

Jessie left the store, shrugging. Later I learned that she went to William Platz’s house, where she found his wife alone and confessed to her that William had taken her virginity a couple of years earlier, that he had been her lover, and that now he had another lover, on Prescott Street. Jessie was guessing about the second lover, but she turned out to be right. Mrs. Platz, of course, was the wife of an anarchist, but he’d come to it late and they were legally married. She herself was not interested in political theory. Still, she told Jessie that she was unconcerned with the artificial rules of bourgeois society and William could do as he liked. Of course she was bluffing, but Jessie was silenced.

As she was getting ready to leave, though, William came home. His wife began screaming at him, and in the end he left with Jessie. She got him back for a few days. I think he stayed at her room, where, no doubt, they made love every hour. Jessie wasn’t a bad person. She was brilliant, and we lived in such a particularly dismal town. When I read Dickens, later, the descriptions of gray, dreary mill towns re-minded me of home. Nothing we saw was beautiful or noble. If Jessie had grown up as she should have—even if my father had stayed with his idealism and thought things through— she’d have been high-minded but quieter. She’d have written forceful letters to the editor of the newspaper. Frustration turned her idealism sexual and violent.

The strike was planned for the following week. The trolley company refused to negotiate and I don’t think the workers wanted to negotiate, either. By now it was late December. Jessie appeared at our apartment one evening. She said she’d come to collect any warm clothes she might have left behind when she moved out. Probably she also came to make my parents and me feel bad. She’d just been left, once again, by William Platz, and she needed to share her misery. My parents were predictably panic-stricken over her sheared head, which Jessie had probably forgotten entirely by then. No doubt she came to scare them with plans to shoot the presi-dent of the trolley company, and instead she had to defend her haircut. Sarah cried, and demanded to know just how it had been done and where. At an Italian barber’s, it turned out.

“Weren’t they rude?”

“No, they were perfectly nice.” Glancing at Jessie’s face, I knew they had been rude.

Sarah ran her hands over her twisted braids as if to make sure she still had them. We’d been interrupted cleaning up after dinner. Jessie insisted she had already eaten, but when Sarah fixed a plate for her she didn’t refuse it. After we washed the dishes, Sarah and I followed Jessie into the bed-room. I made Jessie take a jacket of mine I insisted was too short for me. Sarah watched from the bed.

“Goosie,” she said abruptly, watching Jessie try on the jacket and smooth her hands over her hips, “you don’t believe in free love, do you?”

“What makes you ask that?” Of course Sarah thought Jessie was a virgin.

“Don’t women who cut their hair believe in free love?”

“What’s wrong with free love?” said Jessie wickedly.

“Don’t you want to be married and have babies?” said Sarah. “Miriam’s friend Edith says free love will destroy the American family.”

“Oh, Sarah, don’t listen to idiots,” Jessie said. She swept her hand across my dresser, as if sweeping idiots off it, and all my little bottles of scent and toilet water fell down. One broke. Jessie bent to pick up the whole bottles, putting her hand among the broken pieces of glass, while I ran for a rag.

“You’ll cut yourself.”

“My hide is tough,” said Jessie, “but I’m going to stink of this stuff.”

She shook her big hands. Sarah reached to smell first one hand and then the other, laughing, and in her gesture I caught a glimpse of womanhood. She seemed indulgent, but she wouldn’t stop arguing. “Goosie, if you could meet these new friends, you’d see that you don’t have to be so angry. You don’t have to change everything American. We’re Europeans. We don’t know how they do things here.”

“You were born here, Sarah,” Jessie said. “You can figure these things out as well as I can.”

“I think Edith’s father knows better than you, Jessie.”

“Edith’s father! Isn’t he the owner of Livingston Brass? Where workers lose their jobs if they relieve themselves more than once a day?”

“Jessie!”

“Look, Sarah, the trolley men are losing a quarter of their wages. What would happen to you if Papa’s wages were cut that much?”

“I’d leave school and get a job,” said Sarah stalwartly.

“That’s no answer.”

“Well, I don’t know what I’d do,” Sarah said. She’d un-pinned her braids and was twisting them around her fingers. “But you don’t know either, Goosie. Mr. Livingston is a kind man, in a kind family. They invited us to come back for Edith’s little brother’s birthday.”

“Let them start thinking about some other little brothers, over near the river.”

“Goosie, Goosie.”

“Oh, stop calling me that!” Jessie walked out of the bed-room, clutching the jacket, and Sarah, in tears, threw herself on our big sister.

“Oh, it’s all right, Sare,” said Jessie, but she left a few minutes later, and Sarah was still crying.
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Deborah called from the hospital in the morning. They’re not letting me out until tomorrow. I’m a prisoner.

—How come?

—Some number. It’s minor.

—I want to see Mary Grace! Ruben wondered if something was wrong; no.

—So come here. I want to see you.

—I’ll come. She had to take Squirrel along, and she was pretty sure he wouldn’t be allowed into the hospital, so she wore him in the sling and put a shirt of Harry’s on top and her coat on top of that. She’d worn that shirt when she was pregnant. I’m putting you back in, she said to Squirrel. Surprising: short, red-headed Toby Ruben deceiving the big hospital, of which she was afraid. It had given her the Squirrel and maybe it could snatch him back, an idea no less powerful because it was nonsense. You better not cry, kiddo. She walked to the bus stop, patting his rear.

It wasn’t Ruben who broke rules. Apparently she had become Deborah, and she fluffed her hair and stretched, unhunching her shoulders, which were already tight: this baby was too big to be carried on her chest. He slept and slurped his tongue a little too noisily, and slept again—a good friend. Deborah broke rules. She thought of Deborah saying she merely read aloud to her students. If Lawful Toby tried that, Director Carlotta would whoosh in like weather to catch her and hold her up to shame. What have we here, what what WHAT have we here! White Lady thinks our Black Ladies (and white ladies) are of no account, not worth trouble, not worth squints and frowns and headaches?

But there was no question about smuggling Squirrel into the hospital. Ruben wanted badly to visit Deborah, and see Mary Grace Laidlaw, that new citizen. Peter the Squirrel had to see her too; probably he’d marry her eventually.

At the bus stop an old woman disapproved of carrying babies on chests, and Ruben said, Oh, leave us alone! Probably the old woman, who drew herself into a seat and inserted herself in her own tote bag, grimacing, growing smaller and smaller while the tote bag grew larger and larger—quite probably the old woman cursed her. For while Ruben crossed the street in a hurry, buttoning the shirt over Squirrel and holding her coat as closed as it would get, first she remembered her dead mother, whom she didn’t like thinking about, and then Squirrel made a sound in his sleep, an ah. In the lobby of the hospital he awoke and she heard him slurp his thumb, so she left and walked around an endless block with more than four sides, onto a bridge over the highway, where she walked against the wind and her baby was socked by wind and was soon crying. Ruben started to circle the block again. This time she saw a bench. She took off her coat and Harry’s shirt and took off Squirrel, who was shrieking by now. She pulled up her own shirt and nursed him, trying to yank the coat around her. She had never been so cold. People passed and looked at her, but nobody criticized her. When the baby fell asleep, she put him back into the sling and got dressed around him. Then she re-turned to the hospital and asked for the pass to see Deborah Laidlaw. And was handed it by someone who barely looked at her.

In the elevator, a nurse winked.

Pass in hand, Ruben hurried down the corridor where Squirrel had been born. They’d think she was tired of him—and sometimes she was. But not bringing him back.

In the room was her friend Deborah, bare-breasted, nursing someone not as large as her breast. Jill was leaning over her mother and Rose was lying on the bed next to Deborah, in her shoes. Jeremiah sat on the end of the bed taking his off, letting them thump to the faraway floor. The hospital had just that year decided to let the grimy sisters in.

—Hi, hello and welcome, said Jeremiah, standing up in his socks.

Jill and Rose pointed, and Deborah pulled Ruben down to her sweaty, milky, freckly half nakedness for a kiss. Her hospital gown, blue and pink teddy bears, was wrinkled over her shoulder. When Ruben leaned over, Squirrel bumped Deborah.

—Here’s the boy!

—Shh.

—What?

—Surely he’s not allowed. Nervous Ruben was all but sorry she’d come. The baby was lovely, pink and sweet, but Jeremiah saying Welcome made her shy; people welcomed are outsiders.

—Jill and Rose are allowed. It’s a private room. If they ask, I’ll say he’s my son.

—You have them nine months apart, of course.

—We Catholics are like that. I forgot to mention him, I have so many.

Squirrel cried, but nobody came running. Ruben bounced on her heels and Jill and Rose demanded that she take him out, as if they’d never seen him before. Jill made rude noises into her new sister’s face. Let’s put him next to our baby and see if he’s bigger, she said. Ruben liked that, but she wasn’t going to do it. Jeremiah edgily put on one shoe and tied the bow carefully. Ruben found a place in the lounge chair, which was covered with the children’s coats and with newspapers and books, and wished she carried enough peace inside her to quiet Squirrel just by circling her hand on his back.

But a nurse came in. That baby’s not allowed in here, she said. I’m surprised at you, Mrs. Laidlaw. Introducing your baby to all those germs.

—How about my own kids’ germs? They have more germs. They play in the germy mud.

—Sibling visits are permitted. But they’ll have to go soon, too.

—Everybody’s going, said Deborah.

It hurt Ruben’s feelings. I wouldn’t harm the baby! she said. She thought she might cry. She could break a rule, but only a silly rule.

—We’ve got to have some kind of control, said the nurse.

—What do you think I am? Ruben said. She was embarrassed. Not only had her smuggling failed to conceal Squirrel, the nurse hadn’t noticed that she was attempting to conceal him. Hey, what do you think I am, the Symbionese Liberation Army?

—What’s that? said Deborah.

—You know, Jeremiah said. Patty Hearst.

—Oh, right, Deborah said. Toby thinks Patty Hearst is a phony. I thought she was wonderful.

—She was tricked, said the nurse. She thought she was doing good, but she wasn’t.

—That’s what Toby thinks, Deborah said, like a queen, a queen with her breasts hanging out and a now sleeping new-born on her arm. Defiantly and wrongly, Deborah could insist that Ruben and the mean nurse make friends, wielding the authority of pink and blue teddy bears.

—No, it’s not, said Ruben, who wanted to fight with the nurse. That’s not what I think. Patty Hearst doesn’t give a damn about people in trouble. She’s not a real revolutionary.

—Well, the baby has to go, said the nurse, and Deborah was apologizing, ordering everyone out: You’re absolutely right! I’m so sorry! We should have thought! Deborah wouldn’t stop. As if, Deborah said to the nurse, working in this madhouse isn’t hard enough, we’re making things harder for you!

Which was not true. They had not made things harder for the nurse.

And before anybody could fight with anybody, Deborah went on: I need some rest! All of you chickens and roosters and caterpillars. Get going.

But also saving something Ruben would have spoiled. How delicate. How lovely. Ruben felt loved and held in check for her own sake, a rare feeling she always enjoyed; but she was also angry that she didn’t get to have her fight.

She wanted one thump of Deborah’s hand on Squirrel or on her head or her shoulder. She wished to outstay the others by a second. But Jeremiah offered a ride home and in a moment she was just a mommy in the departing crowd, helping people on with coats.

Deborah was also dismissing Mary Grace, trusting the nurse with her, which Ruben found unthinkable, and now Mary Grace in her cart was being wheeled out of the room, and Deborah announced that she would have a bowel movement and a nap in that order. The nurse scolded along behind them as they walked to the elevator. Would have thought people would have the sense!

But then Deborah came unsteadily to the door of her room and called Ruben back. Ruben turned, smiling, as the nurse turned, too, stymied, dismayed.

—What is it? said Ruben happily.

—Teach my classes this week?

—Oh, sure, said Ruben, because she and Deborah were casual outlaws together. What Patty Hearst would have been if she hadn’t been violent and had thought coherently about just causes! In the elevator she couldn’t imagine how she could teach Deborah’s two classes in addition to her own. And was annoyed with Deborah for not making an arrangement in ad-vance. She went home and stayed up reading instead of pre-paring so many classes.
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Jessie stood on our front steps, alone. She stood still for several minutes, while I watched through the window. She thrust her hands into her coat pockets. The wind on her bare neck must have felt delightful for a moment and then cruel. It blew her skirt around her legs and hobbled her. Now I’ll start guessing: she thought about coming back inside, taking Sarah in her arms. A gesture that could be construed as an apology would not have come easily to my sister Jessie, but she could have found a way to joke about it and hang on to her dignity. It would have helped that our parents were asleep.

Jessie was cold and sorry, but it was late, and maybe then she remembered the conversation about free love. She didn’t want more questions like that, and didn’t want to lie to Sarah, and couldn’t tell the truth—and so she set her shoulders and started down the street.

Or was she waiting for me to come out? Did she know I was at the window?

Jessie was too upset and awake to go to the room she rented. She went to a rooming house where a man she knew lived, knocked on his window, and in the end he sneaked her in and made love to her. He was called Maurice, and I don’t think he ever hurt her, physically or in any other way. I don’t think they were the least bit in love. They comforted each other—they were occasional lovers for months or years— when there was trouble. Who knows what Maurice’s particular troubles were? But there were plenty of Troubles at Large if he lacked personal ones. He drew her skirt up around her knees with respect and smoothed it before he entered her. She was grateful for his care. She was also sexually aroused. She cried. Jessie almost never cried, but sex moved her. How do I know all this? I know.

“Shall I steal a carrot for you?” Maurice once asked her. They were passing a pushcart and Jessie was hungry.

She knew he didn’t mean it. He wouldn’t steal from a poor man. “Would it be all right if the peddler were rich?” she said.

“It would be all right for a responsible group to steal the carrot if the carrot was going to be put to good use.”

“Say we were going to feed an irresponsible horse . . .”

I think Maurice was the friend who drew Jessie to the meeting at which their group’s role in the strike was devised. He had light brown hair and a salt-and-pepper mustache. Once he recited the Ten Commandments to Jessie, then apologized because anarchists reject government. He admired her short hair, lifting her hat to kiss her scalp. Jessie was at ease in bed with a man by that time. At first it had been strange, despite her strong belief that it was a fine thing for men and women to come together without being held back by laws and scruples. And despite her desire. At first the sight of a man’s genitals would scare desire out of her. Not for long.

“Don’t be afraid of the mounted policemen,” said one of the organizers, at the meeting to which Maurice brought Jessie. “But don’t get close to them. Always look around you to see where the crowd is moving. Don’t be caught alone.”
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The sitter was rude about extra time. On her way to teach, Ruben broke off twigs from a hedge near the bus stop, thinking about their conversation. She began to walk to the next bus stop, keeping warm, but the bus passed her. Walking, she’d arrive just in time for her own class, and then she’d have to wait an hour to teach Deborah’s class. If she’d taken the bus, she’d have had time for coffee in Carlotta’s office first. She burst red-cheeked into the dim classroom, and the students all talked about it.

Emma had brought a religious pamphlet, which she tried to read out loud. Ruben kept nodding her head, trying to keep her tongue from supplying the next word too fast. But the pamphlet made tired, flushed (now chilled) Toby Ruben uncomfortable. It was not about God, which would have been fine with Ruben, atheist though she more or less was, but about men and women. The wife, read Emma, should respect her husband’s . . .

—Judgment, Ruben said, reading upside down across the table. But think, Emma—is that necessarily true?

—I should hope so, said Emma.

Two of the others sniffed.

—Are you married? Ruben persisted. She thought of Harry and his judgment. For some reason she thought of Harry naked, saying, Your back or my back? Nursing made her breasts hurt and sex was easier if she was on top. But Harry’s judgment could be terrible. Harry had wanted to buy a new car so Ruben could drive around town and drive to this class. They couldn’t afford it. She was afraid to drive. She’d have an accident; the Squirrel would die. Policemen.

—No, said Emma. I’m separated.

She made herself stop. Well, let’s do math.

—When is the test? said Lily.

—I don’t know, said Ruben, but I’ll ask Carlotta. You’re right. It’s time to sign you up. You and Cecile.

—Not me? said Emma.

—I don’t think you’re ready.

—Oh, you don’t love me because I’m stupid, Emma said.

—Emma doesn’t mean it, said Mary.

Emma was smiling. Cecile’s white, that’s why you want her to take the test. She was talking in a baby voice, teasing.

When Carlotta came through, shouting encouragement as usual, Ruben asked about the test, but Carlotta wanted to talk about Deborah’s baby. Miss Toby, have you seen that new child?

—I have.

—And is she a fine child or not?

—A fine child, said Ruben. A very fine child.

Carlotta left and they looked at the next page in the math book, a chart about taxes. Emma couldn’t imagine what a chart might be. They had been through this. But the others grew quicker each week. They answered the questions, fighting and laughing, working it out. Sometimes they could answer more quickly than Ruben. Maybe even Mary could take the test.

When the class was over Emma left in a hurry. The pamphlet from her church, “A Woman Finds God,” lay on the table, and Emma ran back and took it. She didn’t hug Ruben. When Ruben left it was snowing a sharp gray snow. She couldn’t go for a walk after walking to the school in the first place. She didn’t want to stay in the basement room.

Amid dingy houses and gas stations she found a coffee shop and had coffee and a doughnut. She left in the stinging snow. Even now it was early. Sometimes an hour will not pass.

When she and Deborah talked, Ruben didn’t imagine Deborah teaching at the same table in the same basement. For some reason she imagined a different room, but of course Deborah taught in the same basement room. Deborah had eight students, not just five, and Ruben would have to meet another class in the morning. The feel of the room was different, and for a moment, walking in, Ruben thought it was a different room after all, or a different table. Food was all over the table: Tootsie Rolls and M&M’s, which Ruben liked too much, and a box of cookies and a bottle of Coke. Everything glowed yellow; when she looked up she saw a light fixture she’d never noticed. Why hadn’t Carlotta showed her?

—Where do you turn on that light? she said, not even stop-ping to say hello. Hands pointed to a perfectly visible switch on a wall.

—I’ve been teaching in the dark!

—You’re Deborah’s friend. Have you seen the baby?

They were friendlier than her own group. There were three white women and five black ones; Ruben was ashamed to have counted. They offered her candy and cookies. They even had small square napkins. She ate. She wondered who had paid for this food. Should she offer to contribute or would that be offensive?

They simply refused to do math. They claimed Deborah said they’d learn more if they did it at home on their own. They sat back confidently, a little ways from the table, not leaning. The table did not jiggle. They kept their hands in their laps or on their broad, no doubt tired knees, each soothing her own long-suffering knees. All their lives they had worked to come to this place, where they could spend an hour in the middle of the day eating candy and talking, but not, please, about math.

It was hard to quiet them. They talked about their nails, and examined their polished nails. It seemed one of the women had polished everybody’s nails at the last class.

—In class? Prissy Ruben.

—It was my report.

—We do reports. Today’s her report. The woman who would give a report, that day, was wearing a red felt hat with a small curved brim. She was a tiny, mischievous-looking black woman.

—Her report was on nail polish? What’s yours on?

—Ghana.

—Oh! All right. Let’s hear it.

But it wasn’t ready. Ruben opened the big book to grammar exercises. The boy with the big dogs were late.

She explained.

—But the boy was late and the dogs were late. That’s more than one. That’s plural, said somebody.

Another woman disagreed. It just doesn’t sound right. The boy with the big dogs were late.

—We did this one last week, someone else said. Deborah definitely said it’s The boy with the big dogs were late.

—You’ve already done these?

—No, she’s just saying that. She likes mixing you up.

—We don’t usually do these book questions.

—Well, what do you do?

—Lady, we don’t do very much, said one of the women. And that is a fact.

—We’re tired, said somebody else. It’s late.

The hour-long class took four hours. Ruben ended it ten minutes early and tried to spend a lot of time gathering her belongings, but still it was eight minutes early when she left the room, turning off the light. In the office, where Ruben had to pick up her check, Emma was talking to Carlotta, with a baby on her hip. If Emma could bring a baby to class, maybe she could learn. Maybe her brain was on her hip and the baby would stimulate it.

Ruben walked into the office, stood behind Emma, and ran her hand over the baby’s back. Emma didn’t turn, but she said, He doesn’t need to be poked. He’s overtired.

Doesn’t it soothe him? She wanted Emma to turn and see it was she, and laugh and apologize for speaking grouchily to her. But Emma looked over her shoulder and turned back, and Ruben thought that she’d been complaining about her, prob-ably complaining that Ruben wouldn’t let her take the test. Carlotta looked at Ruben curiously, frowning a little as if she were quite slow, but it was necessary to get something across to her.

—I must put this child to bed, Emma said.

—We’ll talk, said Carlotta.

Emma walked past Ruben and out of the office. The little boy whimpered.

—Did you like that crowd of ladies? Carlotta said. That is a big class. I wouldn’t give such a big class to anybody but Deborah.

—It’s not too big, Ruben said.

—And you are a fine teacher, too, I am sure, said Carlotta. You don’t have Deborah’s experience, of course.

Ruben thought she was a better teacher than Deborah, and adding up a job here and a job there, she had more experience. Deborah had worked here longer, and Ruben had never taught in a program quite like this before—that much was true. But she was angry. She wanted to be praised because her ladies were ready to take the test.

—I wish Emma could take the test like the others, Ruben said. I know it’s hard for her that she isn’t ready.

—Oh, I don’t think she minds much, Carlotta said. She doesn’t need her equivalency diploma for this job. She just wants to please you. But you know, Miss Toby, there is some-thing I must discuss with you. Carlotta sat down in her chair and Ruben leaned on the table opposite her. Carlotta said, Emma’s faith is important to her.

—Her faith?

—She said you made light of her faith today, said Carlotta.

—Oh, no, I would never do that, Ruben said.

—She said she had a pamphlet from her church, and you told her it was untrue. Now, she respects you, Miss Toby, and I can see that you are a strong intellect, someone we are proud to have here. But a woman’s faith. Well, maybe it’s hard, but we try to understand one another’s faith.

Ruben, who could make a speech at breakfast about freedom of religion, didn’t know what to say. Then she said, The pamphlet was not about religion. It was about something else. About men dominating women.

—It was from her church. I am sure you will remember, next time. Carlotta searched on her desk for the envelope with the check and gave it to Ruben, and Ruben turned to leave.

Then she found herself turning back. Funny about Deborah, she said. Of course you’re right. She’s a fabulous teacher. Obviously they all love her.

—They do.

—Yet they spend their time eating candy and having their nails polished in class. I wouldn’t do that. Somehow she teaches them anyway. Somehow they get ready to take the test.

—Their nails?

—Well, I guess they are giving reports. One of them gave a report on nail polish, and she polished all the others’ nails. Ruben was laughing a little, trembling a little. But they take the test anyway! she said in a high voice, shaking her head in wonder. She knew that only one of Deborah’s students had taken the test in a year, and Deborah had said that one was different.

—Most of them don’t care about the test, said Carlotta. They just want the skills.

—Polishing nails? Look, I’m white, Ruben said. Some of these students are white, some black. She quoted the Carlotta of her imagination, who would be scandalized if Ruben did what Deborah was doing. I think not teaching them anything is condescending. As if black people couldn’t learn.

—You think your friend is not teaching them anything?

—Well, maybe it’s not that bad, Ruben said. I don’t know. It doesn’t seem as if she is. And she hurried home, where Squirrel had screamed for an hour and a half and the sitter was in tears. Ruben paid the sitter and sent her home, nursed her frantic baby in bed until she was calmer and Squirrel fell asleep, his head on her numb arm. If she moved him to his crib, he’d wake up. If she eased her arm out and left the room, he’d roll off the bed. In tiny movements minutes apart she extricated her arm. Now he lay on his stomach, slanted across the bedspread, his bottom hunched up. The brown hair on his head swirled around its place of origin. How did it know where to begin? The Squirrel wore a blue shirt and a cloth diaper and rubber pants. Ruben felt the diaper: damp but not sopping. She curved her body around his and reached for the book on the table next to the bed. As always, her glasses were dirty, and she licked them, which really didn’t help.
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When the trolley men went out in January 1921, the city of Boynton, Massachusetts, did not immediately lose its temper. Women bundled up in the clear, cold air and walked to the shops, calling “Does you good!” to one another. Men walked to work or took out the Ford that ordinarily waited in the garage until Sunday. Since autos had become so popular, they pointed out, the trolleys didn’t matter as much. Of course that was why the fare was going up to eight cents and wages were being cut. Riders were disappearing. Still, people told one another, the trolley men had legitimate needs and concerns, and perhaps the company would find a just way to solve this problem quickly.

The company immediately hired scabs, who, however, would come from Boston and would not arrive for several days. The newspaper called the scabs “strikebreakers,” which made them seem noble. Like the Denver Post, the Boynton Herald opposed the strike. I read the editorial aloud at our dinner table, and dug my nails into my palms. The newspaper said that as soon as the strikebreakers arrived, the trolleys would run again and everything would be fine. The strikers would learn their lesson.

Surely, the women in the shops told one another, patting their chests and smiling after their unusual exertion, surely it would all be settled and the scabs would never come at all. Meanwhile, with everyone out except two obstinate motormen who could not act as part of a group, the trolleys were in the barn and the silence on Main Street was startling. Horses were more in evidence, but in truth, not many in Boynton still kept a buggy.

A nephew of my father’s was one of the striking motor-men. “Uncle Saul, we must eat!” Cousin Joe had said at a family dinner on Sunday.

“But I never saw Cousin Joe do anything except eat,” Sarah whispered to me. Joe was fat and ordinarily silent. “Maybe,” said Sarah, “he just means it’s time for dinner!” Sarah was worried about the strike, but she was excited, these days, exuberant. “One more week until Warrie’s birthday party,” she said to me as we walked home that night from our aunt and uncle’s house.

I had to think for a minute before I remembered Warrie. Then I was shocked. “But the trolleys may not be running,” said.

“Oh, they’ll fix the problem by then,” Sarah said.

The first day of the strike was a Wednesday. “They’ve got to run on Sunday, they’ve got to,” Sarah said, leaving for school. My father and I got up an hour and a half earlier than usual that day and walked to work. If it hadn’t been fo my nervousness about his uncertain temper and about Jessie, it would have been a carefree adventure. We walked togethei for a mile, and then he turned and trudged down the hill to the dress factory where he labored all day. He was sturdy, but rather little—built like Jessie. He mingled quickly with the other workers. I saw him wave abruptly to a couple of friends as he marched toward the building.

Walking to the millinery shop, I heard distant shouting an< realized it came from the trolley barn in Randolph Square. Long before I reached it, I could see people running. The trolley barn was a dilapidated wooden structure next to a small brick building where the company had its headquarters Between the buildings a yard laid with tracks ordinarily contained several of the red Boynton trolleys. Now the trolleys themselves were locked in the barn, but picketers carrying signs filled the yard. The crowd in front of the office was shouting. I made out the name “Harris”—the president of the trolley company. A stone was thrown at the strikers; I was surprised, because most of the crowd that had gathered seemed sympathetic to them. A cry went up, and some of the pickets rushed toward the crowd. Again the shout, “Harris! Harris!”

A window opened in the building, and a man leaned out and said something.

“Harris, Harris.”

The man shouted unintelligibly. I was late, and I was afraid of seeing my sister. I kept walking, looking down at the paving stones and picking my way between snowy places. My shoes were thin, my feet were wet and chilled, but I reached the store at last. We didn’t sell many hats that day, but I liked being among the quiet, unargumentative heads, which looked as serene and haughty as ever. Even whiny, scared Miss Fredericks seemed soothing.

Jessie, I learned later, was not among the picketers that day. She went to work. She needed rent money. But she had trouble pleasing the ordinarily affable Mr. Franklin, her boss. Once, months earlier, he’d said to her, “You have something between your ears,” and Jessie had made a great joke of studying her head in the mirror to see if it was true. He’d said “ears,” she added, in a funny tone, a tone suggesting they were somewhat more than ears, somehow. Now he some-times started conversations with her. She would tell him nothing about herself, but surely there were rumors at the mill. Today he was biting back fury. “What do you think of this strike, Miss Lipkin?” and “Think they can just walk away from their jobs, let the rest of us go to blazes.”

At first Jessie was silent. Then she turned to him, a newly typed letter held against her chest as if to shield her. “I don’t agree, Mr. Franklin,” she said.

“Don’t agree.”

“No, ” she said. “I’m on the side of the strikers.”

“Well, Miss Lipkin!” but that was all.

Jessie was absent from the picket line that day, but she later became a familiar presence there. Her principles won out. Mr. Franklin fired her immediately, though she was not in the office to read his tersely worded dismissal. Jessie was at the trolley barn, shouting hoarsely, her black hat pulled down over her aforementioned ears. Some of the men were embarrassed by her and avoided her; others had heard rumors about her life and scorned her, or were afraid of her. But for many of the strikers my sister was inspiring. Her certainty that the strikers simply had to be victorious, the definiteness of the way she moved—she bustled, with her arms bent just a little so her elbows stuck out—must have given them strength, just the way her energy had speeded me up when we were children. She had screaming matches with policemen who wouldn’t hurt her because she was a woman but hated her because she took advantage.

One morning she was hit by a rock on the side of her fore-head. She came to the millinery shop for me to wash the blood off. Luckily there were no customers—this was the third day of the strike, and walking to Main Street for a new hat no longer seemed like a delightful outing—but even so Miss Fredericks was haughty. I kissed Jessie and soothed her and loved washing the blood and soot from her face in our little back washroom. I should have locked her in the wash-room and left her there for a few days.

When it became evident that the scabs would be coming before any settlement could possibly be reached, the trolley men and their sympathizers, including the anarchists, grew tenser and more determined. If scabs were going to run the trolleys, the strikers’ position would immediately become much worse. The public had to be prevented from using them. Opinion, I gather, was still divided. Some of the leaders feared a repetition of Denver and insisted that persuasion was the only legitimate method—and that it would work. On the whole, the townspeople were sympathetic, but of course their patience was not unlimited.

Jessie and others thought that force might be necessary to keep people off the trolleys. They didn’t say they intended to hurt anyone; they’d just set up human barriers. “And what’s to keep a man from picking up a paving stone?” cried one of the strongest defenders of peace and orderliness. “Once you start pushing, people will push back.”

“Let them,” said my sister. No, I wasn’t there. I was home washing dishes, as always. But I can hear Jessie’s hoarse voice saying it.

Where did her clear-eyed courage come from? Jessie grew up, somehow, thinking that certain activities might well be all right, though other people were quite sure they were not all right. How did that happen? I grew up in the same house as she did. Sexually, I wasn’t far behind her. I had lovers—not then, but not much later. I never thought there was anything wrong with that, and I’m not sure how people who think sex is wrong know that it is, or where they get the idea. Maybe our parents forgot to tell us. And yet my father shrieked with rage over Jessie’s sexual looseness. I married, but it didn’t last, and I had lovers again.

But this other, this violence. Why did Jessie think it was allowable to throw paving stones at people who wanted to use a trolley being run by an unjust company? Certainly the company was unjust; no doubt about that—although it also had its troubles. Ridership was down and yet wages had to be paid. I don’t know whether Mr. Harris or somebody else, troubles notwithstanding, was extracting an unfair profit; certainly that’s possible. The trolley company had built the amusement park. Maybe it was not a financial success and the company was trying to make the trolley men absorb the loss. I’m speculating: at the time these issues didn’t occur to me. Now I can’t find out.

But how does violence come to seem acceptable? Jessie didn’t hit me when we were children. She wasn’t a brutal person. Maybe she wasn’t violent. Maybe she never agreed to throw things; maybe she was simply courageous enough to endure the risk that they would be thrown at her. Maybe nothing of what took place was her fault.

By Sunday the scabs had arrived. The trolley company, in fact, had staged a little show on Saturday afternoon: one trolley, operated by scabs, traveled down Main Street, crossed by means of a curved section of track to the opposite side of the street, and ran back again. The only passenger was an old lady everybody knew was daft, who explained as she boarded the streetcar that she was the mayor’s sweetheart and he required her presence.

Saturday night it snowed, and people awoke Sunday morning wondering whether the company would try to run the trolleys at all, just on account of the snow, but it was a sunny day, and crews of men were out shoveling early. Now crowds of strikers and sympathizers formed as quickly as the scabs appeared, and soon snowballs—some with stones in them—were in the air. Rumor had it that one thousand state troopers were on their way. Someone produced the latest antistrike editorial from the Boynton Herald, and it was jeered loudly. “It is not for nothing that these sympathizers are referred to as Bolsheviks,” it said.

Around noon on Sunday, the first trolley of the day rolled out of the trolley barn. It was a red trolley from the Main Street line. The crowd had been waiting for hours. It surged forward. Men and women carrying hoes and rakes tried to tear down the wires. These were not ruffians; they were de-cent people who smelled of damp wool and of houses where cabbage was cooked.

No, I still wasn’t there. I was home arguing with Sarah about, of all things, whether or not she was going to Warrie Livingston’s birthday party. What can I say? Sarah kept her promises, and she’d promised to go. Sarah wasn’t political. “I just don’t understand why not,” she said. “I’m only one girl. The trolley company isn’t going to change its mind because one girl goes to a birthday party. The company doesn’t care about me. The strikers don’t care about me. But Warrie cares.” She sat at the breakfast table long after we’d all finished, arguing with anybody who walked past her. My parents, of course, were hysterical. They were afraid of twenty things they could name and twenty more they couldn’t even imagine. They were afraid that if Sarah went, she’d be corrupted by Jessie, who, they were sure, was leading the strike. They couldn’t calm down enough to understand that if Sarah went, she’d be going against Jessie’s wishes. My father was a political man, but he wouldn’t listen now, or maybe he thought Sarah was so impressionable, she’d switch sides and become a freethinking anarchist like her sister the moment she got to Randolph Square. All he could do was shout. He forbade Sarah to leave the house, but he couldn’t say why in a way that might persuade her.

All I can say in defense of Sarah’s position is that we didn’t have a telephone and I don’t remember whether the Livingstons did. Canceling would have been impossible. The strike was being reported in the newspaper but not, as it would be today, on radio or television. If Sarah didn’t appear, nobody would know why. Of course, I kept telling her, she could explain later. She could write a letter.

Sarah bruised her fists on the table in a rare show of temper. Her hair was coming loose. I remember one of her tight braids slipping down so she looked lopsided. She’d been crying for so long that her eyes were red and swollen. Everybody was yelling different things at her, but everybody agreed that she had to stay home. At last, when she banged on the table one more time and a plate fell and broke, my mother walked up to Sarah and slapped her face hard—several times. Sarah ran to our bedroom, sobbing. When I looked in later she was asleep. I swept up and washed the dishes.

At the trolley barn, a little band of would-be passengers was cheered as it boarded the first trolley—and jeered much more loudly. A man smiled confidently and waved at the crowd as if he were running for office. The troopers arrived then, marching from the railroad depot, and they in turn were cheered and jeered. Some predicted there would be no further trouble, but then the trolley was overturned, with a dreadful crash, by a crowd that moved forward like one organism, and the confident man was injured and carried off in an ambulance. Now strikers and sympathizers were throwing paving stones, bricks, stones, and lumps of coal. The soldiers filled the square and rushed to right the trolley that had been knocked over. Its windows were smashed and young boys tore off decorative metalwork from below the roof. As soon as it was righted, it was knocked on its side again. Mean-while, someone opened a fire hydrant and soon buckets of water were being poured on the tracks. The day was not bitterly cold, but it was cold enough. Everyone knew the trolleys couldn’t run on ice.

The water was swept away, though, before it could freeze, and when the troops massed and raised their weapons, the crowd sobered. Only a few still threw rocks and lumps of coal. At last one of the red trolleys, looking innocent and ordinary, moved slowly along Main Street. And then came a green trolley: the Lake Avenue Interurban.

Our trolley company ran crisscrossing local lines in town, and three interurban lines: The Lake Avenue line, the Prospect Avenue line, and the Hillside Road line, each of which traveled fifteen to twenty-five miles into the country, eventu-ally arriving in another town, or, in the case of Lake Avenue, at a trolley park. It’s not necessary here to repeat the familiar paean to our country’s lost interurban trolleys. As has often been said, they were a cheap, slow, charming mode of transportation by which a traveler could eventually traverse huge distances. Periodically someone would discover that you could go by interurban from Boston to Pittsburgh, or some such, changing and changing, but of course most people used them to commute to work, to get to the amusement parks the trolley companies built, or to shop or go visiting.

The interurban cars run by the Boynton company were green, not red. They were longer than the regular cars and more elaborately decorated, with gold curlicues, if you please. It always felt like a bit of a treat to ride them. We’d ridden the Lake Avenue line to the Boynton Lake Amusement Park more than once, and of course Sarah and I had taken that line to the Livingstons’ house just two weeks earlier. Unlike the trolleys in town, the interurbans had controls at both ends and ran on a single set of tracks. The rights of way were too narrow and the tracks too expensive for two pairs of tracks to be laid. Every now and then there was a siding, so a car could leave the main track to allow one coming the opposite way to pass.

As the interurbans began to run slowly down Main Street that Sunday, while the crowd watched restlessly and the soldiers looked bored, the day grew colder and clouds spread across the sky, which was the color of dull iron. Now I’m speaking of what I remember: I’d gone out to look for Sarah who was suddenly missing, not in her room and nowhere else in our apartment. I had hurried out to search for her, hoping she was not on her way to the birthday party.

When I reached the square, I learned from bystanders that a second green trolley, with its gold curlicues, bearing a scab motorman and conductor plus three passengers, was making its way into the snow-covered countryside. It must have been beautiful out there. The passengers must have looked out the window at the small shabby houses, which were farther and farther apart, at dogs running in their yards, at children having snowball fights, and bare, wintry trees.
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The baby woke up. Ruben’s body was stiff and she was hungry. She would read more that night, or tomorrow. She kissed her baby’s face and carried him into the next room to change his soaked diaper. By now everything he was wearing was wet, and she brought him naked into the bathroom and gave him a bath. Squirrel liked to be bathed. He laughed, patting the water. Ruben couldn’t remember why she was ever impatient with him. The phone rang. She wrapped Squirrel in a towel, hoping he wouldn’t pee on it, and carried him into the other room. It was Deborah on the phone.

—Carlotta came to see me, she said.

—That was nice of her. I thought they were letting you out today.

—Tomorrow. She brought me a bib.

—That was sweet of her.

—She told me what you said.

—What did I say? Ruben’s insides began to hurt.

—Carlotta said, You got some funny friendship, said Deborah.

—A funny friendship?

—She said you told her I’m no good.

—That’s not what I said.

—Toby, if you didn’t want to teach my class, you could have said.

—I was shocked at your class, Ruben said. They aren’t doing anything.

—But I care about them. I talk to them, we talk about all kinds of things. I try to help them make sense of the world. They’ve never thought about numbers. They’ve never thought about what’s in the news. About deciding who to vote for. It’s not just a matter of that stupid book.

—But what about the test? Why else are we there?

—If they pass the test, where will that get them? They’ll still have minimum-wage jobs changing diapers.

—Deborah, she said, can I call you back? I just took Peter out of the bathtub and I need to dress him-.

—Don’t bother to call me back.

—Deborah, she said. I love you.

—You don’t know a thing about kindness, Toby. You’re dangerous, and I’m scared of you. If Carlotta was any different, I’d be out of a job. You simply went and told her I’m a bad teacher. What kind of a friend does that? Here I am lying here with these stitches killing me, and the baby won’t nurse . . .

—It wasn’t like that, said Ruben. I’m sorry.

—I can’t be friends with you, said Deborah. You think abstract ideas are more important than people. You think the test is what matters. I can’t believe that. I can’t believe how disappointed in you I am. I wanted to be friends with you forever.

—What did I say? What did she say I said? How do you know she’s telling the truth?

—Oh, don’t give me that, Toby. The nurse is here. I’ve got to hang up.

Toby Ruben’s hands were shaking. She took Peter into his room and finished drying him, and dressed him in a diaper and rubber pants and his pajamas. She laid him in his crib and then she went back into the bedroom. She was in too much pain to cry. She picked up the book, and her eye fell on a sentence in the paragraph after the one she had just read. What it said was unbearable. She had not realized what was coming. She had not known it was that sort of book, with that sort of pain. She had no interest in such a book. She would read no further. She tore off a corner of a page of a newspaper that was lying on the dresser next to the book. She closed the book, marking her place with the scrap of newspaper. She put the book in a pile of Harry’s books on the dresser, three down, so she wouldn’t pick it up again soon and upset herself. Then she lay down on the bed, clutched the blanket, and tried to keep her eyes closed.






End of sample
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