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HILDA SAID SHE’D TAKE THE PLUMS BACK TO THE COTTAGE with her, because if she left them at the lake no one would remember to bring them. They were the tart red plums of July. Frances, who had eaten one a while ago, didn’t care whether her mother took them.

“Come on,” said Aunt Pearl, who had started quickly up the hill but then turned to wait, watching Frances’s mother, who didn’t hurry. Aunt Pearl’s freckled arm was raised and her hand shielded her eyes. She looked restless to Frances, who was watching from a little way into the water. Aunt Pearl didn’t wear a beach jacket, just her blue bathing suit, and when she was ready to leave the beach, all she had to do was walk away, but Hilda put her terrycloth jacket on over her bathing suit, then gathered up her knitting. Next she leaned over for the paper bag of plums, which was on one of the Adirondack chairs. When Hilda leaned over, her beach jacket opened and her breasts looked big. Frances, who was eleven, did not yet have breasts.

Hilda caught up with Aunt Pearl, and Aunt Pearl stretched her hand out: she wanted a plum. Frances knew that she would eat two or three on the way back to the cottage, her free hand under her chin to catch the juice. Now Hilda fed her the first one, reaching up to offer it. Aunt Pearl was tall.

They hadn’t suggested that Frances come along. Of course, they were only going to the cottage to change their clothes and start supper. Her mother wanted to eat early because people were coming from one of the other cottages after supper to sing or play cards.

Frances’s teenage cousin Simon, Aunt Pearl’s son, stood at the edge of the lake in his shoes and socks and trousers and shirt, looking straight ahead at the water, not answering when Uncle Mike shouted at him. “Stupid,” said Uncle Mike, and Frances’s father, Nathan, who was sitting in an Adirondack chair at the edge of the beach, flinched. Uncle Mike had stopped shouting for a while but now that the women had gone up the hill he began again.

Frances liked sitting on the rock because her feet stayed wet. She liked listening to Uncle Mike too. She didn’t mind when he shouted at Simon, though she knew she ought to be angry with him. Mostly she found it interesting, and waited almost eagerly for the next thing he’d say. Her parents would never talk that way. It gave her the edgy, excited feeling that some permission had been granted—to both herself and Simon—though Uncle Mike shouted at him not to do things. She had stayed in the water longer than she would have if Uncle Mike hadn’t been criticizing Simon for not going swimming at all.

Simon stood so close to the water that although his shoes looked dry, Frances thought there wasn’t room between his shoes and the water for so much as a pine needle. He would not go into the water or even put on a pair of swimming trunks, though his parents had gone to the trouble and expense of buying a bathing suit and bringing it from the city. His family had been at the lake for three days—visiting Frances’s family, who stayed for a month—and so far Simon hadn’t gone into the water once. It was shameful not to learn to swim, and Simon could barely swim. It was hot, and anyone with sense would want to cool off in the water. Uncle Mike shouted all this at Simon’s back.

Years earlier, Frances had been lying in bed one night, supposedly asleep, listening to her parents talk through the slightly opened door. “Mike takes his belt to Simon,” her mother had said.

“No,” said Nathan. Frances had known what her mother had meant. It was a strange way of talking, to take your belt to someone. It could mean that Uncle Mike carried his belt across the room and gave the belt to Simon, but it didn’t. She had wanted to question Simon about this subject, but she never did. She was five years younger than he was, and he was kind to her, but they didn’t talk much.

She was facing the shore. When she looked up she saw her mother and aunt, now far along the dirt road that went to the cottages. There were many cottages, and theirs was far away. She knew how her mother and Aunt Pearl would walk: slowly, talking all the time, sometimes giving each other a push if one of them made a joke. They would stop when Aunt Pearl wanted another plum, and Hilda would open the bag and hold it for her, teasing about how much Pearl ate.

Simon was looking out at the lake. Frances thought he was trying to look as if he had something on his mind and hadn’t troubled himself to notice who Mike was talking to. At the edge of the beach, near where the grass started, Frances’s father turned his hands over and over on the arms of the Adirondack chair.

Nobody but their family was at the lake, even though there were many cottages and it was a hot day. It was after five o’clock, that was one reason, but none of them could figure out any other reasons. She and her parents sometimes talked about what the other people were missing. Frances’s father liked the beach the most. He would take a long swim and then sit in the sun, moving his chair as the shade advanced in the afternoon. He said he needed many hours of sun to bake the winter out of him, and Frances pictured him in his classroom at Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn, where they lived, teaching history in his suit, always chilly, waiting for summer, when he could spread out his bare arms. He was glad to see his brother, Mike, and Mike’s wife, Pearl, and their son when they visited, but now he looked unhappy, studying Simon’s back as if he were trying to read something written on it.

“Worthless,” said Uncle Mike. He hadn’t said Simon was worthless, but something else. Frances ran her mind back to see. Uncle Mike had said it was worthless to talk to Simon. Just then, carefully timing his first movement to a moment when it would not seem responsive to anything his father had said, Simon turned around and began to walk back toward the cottages.

Uncle Mike snapped his head around quickly, watching Simon. Sometimes he looked like a young man. He was much younger than his brother, Nathan, and he looked younger than he was. His hair was not gray, and it swooped sideways across his forehead. His bathing suit was the tight kind with a bulge in front, not like Frances’s father’s trunks, which were loose like shorts. Mike was smoking a cigarette, and now he dropped it and kicked sand over it with his bare foot. For a moment he looked as if he might order Simon to stop walking, but he didn’t. He moved forward now and stood at the edge of the lake where Simon had stood. When Simon turned around, Mike had been in mid-sentence, saying, “I’m not the kind of father who …” but he stopped and seemed to swallow the sentence like something coming out of his mouth that he’d now rather keep.

His face worked as if he were going to speak again.

“Daddy,” said Frances, “do you want to watch me float?”

Now she would have to get wet again. She didn’t know why she had said that. Her father stood up slowly and came toward the edge of the water, and Frances got off her rock and pulled her bathing suit down where it had crept up on her backside. She walked out to where the water reached her knees. This part of the lake was in shade now, in a shadow cast by trees at the side of the beach, and the water was dark, but it felt warm. She lay down, arching her back, tipping her head backward. Her hair streamed out. She held her body as still as possible. She could see one cloud, a rough triangle, and trees far away across the lake behind her.

“Very good,” her father said sadly, but loudly and slowly, so she could hear.

She stayed still as long as she could. Sometimes her legs would go down and she would give a little kick. After a while she heard Uncle Mike’s voice again. Her ears were in the water and she couldn’t hear what he said. Now her father spoke again and this time she couldn’t hear him either. They were angry. They were probably arguing about Simon. Frances rolled over and began to swim. She would do more laps, slowly and carefully, keeping her elbows close to her body when her arms were underwater. She swam back and forth next to the rope until she was tired. As she swam, she wondered if Uncle Mike might praise her, but when she finished and stood up—so tired that her legs were unsteady for a moment—neither of them was paying attention to her. It had to be late. There were deep shadows.

“A whole way of looking at things,” Mike was saying. “An entire way of looking at things. It’s not just McCarthy.”

Frances came out of the water and wrapped a towel around her shoulders. She was cold. She tied the laces of her sneakers together and put them over her shoulder, one in front, one behind. She didn’t want to hear about McCarthy. Uncle Mike was holding an imaginary saxophone in his hands, his feet planted far apart as if he were playing, his fingers moving. But he was talking. “Never understood the way you look at things. Never could see it.”

Mike had a regular job but he had wanted to be a musician. He had played saxophone in a jazz band during the Depression, when he was a young fellow, but he couldn’t make money at it. He still played with some friends, not often, or he practiced at home. But his hands often played an instrument that wasn’t there.

Frances started to walk, and the sneakers bumped her chest and back rhythmically as she climbed the short rise away from the beach. In a book about old times, a girl might walk barefoot on a dirt road with her shoes bumping her chest and back. The towel could be a shawl. The road was hot and stony. Frances had to place her feet gingerly when she took a step, and that seemed wrong for what she was imagining, for the girl walking barefoot.

Frances moved to the edge of the road, where the lawn started, because it would be cooler and more comfortable, but it was the dirt and stones that had made her feel like an old-fashioned girl. Her suit was still wet and the middle of her body was cool, but her arms and legs felt hot now. She came to a shaded place and she stepped off the lawn even though the stones would hurt her feet. She almost wanted the stones to hurt her. In front of her, a little to the side, a brown striated stone stuck out of the ground and came to a point. Frances deliberately ran her foot over that stone, and put her weight down so the point pressed into her arch. It hurt. If the stone cut her, she could get blood poisoning and even die.

It was dishonest to imagine dying—though it was interesting. One day, when Frances was on her way to Macy’s with her mother to buy a coat, she had heard a woman crossing a street in New York say, “Nobody believes he’s going to die.” When Frances looked into her mind, she discovered it was true of her: although she knew everyone died, she didn’t believe she would die. She didn’t know it in the obvious, ordinary way she knew that she lived on the third floor of an apartment house, the way she knew that if she rang the doorbell, her mother, Hilda Levenson, would open the door.

It seemed wrong not to believe in something true. Whenever she thought of dying after that, she made sure to tell herself over and over that someday she was going to die. Once, she had felt herself just about to believe it, and to her surprise had pulled her mind away quickly the way she might pull her foot from a stone.

She was almost at the cottage. She came to a place where the road was soft sand and easy to walk on. “I’m going to die,” she said out loud in a low voice, and with some excitement she heard herself differently, as if another ear had opened in her body. The words went straight in and she knew they were true. She looked at the trees and the gray cottages, and still knew she was going to die, and didn’t have to keep telling herself. She had thought that if she ever believed it, it would be for only an instant, and if she wanted to believe it again, she’d have to work just as hard.

She crossed the short lawn in front of their cottage. Her mother’s brown slippers, which she wore to the beach, were drying on the step. Frances climbed the wooden steps and caught the screen door just before it banged.

The cottage was dim and quiet. Simon was not lying on the cot where he was sleeping this week, on the screened porch. In the living room, the daybed where his parents slept was closed, and nobody was there. Frances dropped her sneakers in the living room and went to the doorway of her bedroom, but as she stepped inside she saw Simon stretched out on her bed, apparently reading, looking as if he’d been there for a long time, propped on one elbow with his back to her. He didn’t turn around. “I’m going to die,” she said in a low voice, but his back, in a white shirt, seemed to be telling her in a quiet but clipped voice to go away. His legs were bent at the knees, and behind him on the bed were her clothes, her shorts and halter and her underpants on top. Maybe they were where she had left them, and maybe he had pulled the pile of clothes closer to the end of the bed so he’d have room to lie down. Frances stepped forward, just to take the pile of clothes. She would go into her parents’ bedroom, which was on the other side of the living room, the side that got the sun in the afternoon. Frances opened the door without knocking, then remembered her mother and Aunt Pearl.

The yellow cotton curtain had been pulled across the screen, and the room was dim and still. Heat struck Frances’s face as she stepped in, as if someone had reached out a flat palm. There was the sweet smell of talcum powder, and a cloud of it in the air. Frances’s mother was facing away from the door, naked, her fingers curved and close together. She was going to apply powder to Aunt Pearl’s back. Aunt Pearl, also naked, had her back to Hilda. Her skin was red on either side of the white lines of her bathing suit straps, and in between the lines. Now they both turned slowly and some of the powder in Hilda’s hand drifted to the floor. She leveled her hand to save it and applied it to her own body, lifting her breast and stroking her chest underneath it. “What is it, baby?” she said.

“I need to change out of my bathing suit,” said Frances. “Simon’s in my room.” Her mother’s breasts were larger than Aunt Pearl’s, and hung down, so there were those little rooms under them, secret places. Her mother’s belly was round and full of folds, and her belly button, in the middle of it, seemed mournful.

“Come on in,” said her mother. “We were just taking a little nap.” The air was rich with sleep. It seemed to Frances that it would be easy and delightful to lie down on the rumpled, bare sheet—the blankets had been pushed to the floor—and fall into her mother’s nap, Aunt Pearl’s nap. The sun was coming through the curtain and the air was yellow, and it did seem as if yellow was the color of naps, and if she just pulled off her wet suit and lay down, she could enter the nap where Hilda and Pearl had left it.

But she felt small and naked, even though she was wearing her bathing suit and Hilda and Pearl were not wearing anything. They were wearing their flesh. Aunt Pearl was tall, with short blond hair. Her breasts were smaller than Hilda’s and her belly was not so large, but her rear end was large. Her body swelled below her waist, and her buttocks were like a chair, firm and broad, yet with that line down the middle that looked childlike to Frances.

She hesitated. If she left, there would be nowhere to change but the bathroom, and there the floor would be wet, and she would see a spider while she was undressed and have to put her clothes on before she could run away.

“Are you sunburned?” said Aunt Pearl. “You look as if you’re peeling a little.” And she stepped forward and turned Frances around to examine her back and shoulders.

“Do you want some powder, honey?” said her mother, and now it was as if Frances had been standing on a step or a little stool, just above the room, and she deliberately stepped off it into something fragrant and soft. “My stomach hurts,” she said, making her voice sound as if she were younger than she was.

“Are you constipated?” said her mother. “Did you go to the bathroom today?”

“It’s not that,” said Frances. “It’s like something rubbed on my stomach and made the outside hurt.” Her bathing suit had cotton ties that went into loops and made a bow behind her, and she reached back and undid the bow, and then worked the suit down her body.

“Is it a mosquito bite?” said her mother.

“I don’t know.” There was a bite on her stomach, and her mother squatted in the dimness to look at it and said that was it. Frances wanted to lie down on the bed but she didn’t. She sat on the bed and Aunt Pearl sat down next to her. She was still behaving as if she were younger than she was, younger than eleven. “Mommy’s fat,” she said.

“No, she’s not,” Aunt Pearl said. “I’m fat. I have a fat tush.”

“Mommy has a fat stomach.”

“I think it looks nice,” said Aunt Pearl. The truth was that Frances thought it looked nice, too.

Frances’s mother stood in front of the mirror and looked at herself, but the mirror was too small, it showed only her head. She picked up her hair. “I used to be thin,” she said. “When I was in high school, I had to have an extra hole made in my belt.”

“Well, I never had to do that,” said Aunt Pearl.

“You’re still thin,” said Hilda.

“Except for the backside,” Pearl said. “That was pretty small, too, until I had a baby.”

Frances tried to imagine Aunt Pearl pregnant. She had been pregnant with Simon. Her belly would swoop out in front, but Frances didn’t see why her backside would get bigger. There was a towel lying on the bed and Frances dried her stomach and what she could reach of her back. She was only a little damp. Aunt Pearl took the towel, though, and dried the part of her back Frances couldn’t reach. Then she rubbed powder on Frances’s back. Her hand felt large.

“It’s not so big,” said Hilda.

“Yes, it is,” said Pearl. “If I had another baby, I’d have a behind like an elephant.”

Frances began to get dressed. “I don’t think so,” said Hilda vaguely, as if she was thinking about something and had lost track of the conversation.

Then Hilda said, “I gained most of the weight the first time,” which didn’t make sense, because Frances was an only child.

“You were pregnant only once,” she said in her regular voice, no longer pretending she was a little girl.

Her mother turned toward the chair where she had left her clothes. She glanced at Frances but didn’t answer for a moment. “I said I got big when I was pregnant,” she said.

“No, you didn’t,” Frances said. “You said you got big the first time.”

“It’s the same thing.”

Frances was annoyed. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would you say it was the first time if there was only one time?”

“Well, that was the way I said it,” Hilda said, with a laugh, as if she often said silly things.

Frances knew the answer. Her mother had had a miscarriage. Simon had said once that her mother had had a miscarriage, one of the rare times they talked at any length. Frances had asked her mother what a miscarriage was, and her mother had said it was when a baby died before it was born. Frances didn’t feel she could ask whether that had happened to Hilda. Now she knew it had. She thought it must have been before she was born. She’d remember if her mother had had a dead baby when she was around.

Her mother put on her underpants and fastened her brassiere, reaching behind her back and leaning over. Frances quickly finished putting on her clothes. Aunt Pearl was wearing her bathrobe. She said she had changed her mind and was going to take a shower, even though she’d already used all that powder. There was a snap and a thud from outside, and Aunt Pearl shook her head. “My hunter is home from the hill,” she said. Now Frances remembered that she had heard the screen door, and a voice, her father’s voice. She couldn’t remember what he had said to Uncle Mike. “Juice,” that was it. While Aunt Pearl was putting powder on her. He had offered Uncle Mike some juice.

The snap was Uncle Mike’s slingshot, which he’d made the night before. There were insects in the cabin, big shadowy long-legged drifting insects that Hilda said were baby wasps. Her father swatted them with a newspaper, but they always seemed to float away before the folded paper hit the wall. When Aunt Pearl and Uncle Mike had arrived, Uncle Mike said he knew how to get rid of the baby wasps. He walked up and down outside the cabin until he found a forked stick. He broke off the prongs so it was the right size, and peeled off the bark. Hilda bought blueberries in boxes that came with rubber bands on top, and Mike cut a rubber band and fastened it to the forked stick, making a slingshot. He was still experimenting with ammunition. So far he was tearing up newspaper and making wads. He’d killed two baby wasps but said he could do better if he could make the slingshot work just right.

When Frances came out of the bedroom in her shorts and halter, Uncle Mike had made half a dozen wads of newspaper and he was shooting them at the corner near the ceiling, one after another. He stared upward and flopped his hair off his forehead by tossing his head back. He looked flushed. Frances didn’t see a baby wasp. The wads of newspaper were falling onto the floor in the middle of the room. Simon was standing behind his father in the doorway.

“Pick those up, will you?” Mike called, gesturing with his head, then looking over his shoulder for a second so Simon would know he meant him. Simon knelt on one knee and swept the wads of paper into his hand. He dropped them onto the daybed where his father was sitting. Then he sat down, at a little distance from Mike. Frances’s father was coming in from the kitchen. He was drinking a glass of orange juice.

“Simon,” he said, “can I offer you some juice?”

“No, thanks.”

“Frances is the lady of the house. She can pour juice for herself,” he went on. “One of the ladies of the house. But if she likes, I will pour her some anyway.”

He stopped and looked at her inquiringly and Frances shook her head. Then she changed her mind and went to get herself some juice. The sun had dried her so thoroughly she needed something wet. She stood in the doorway and watched Uncle Mike shoot wads of newspaper at the ceiling. She could hear the sound of the shower. Her mother, dressed, came out of the bedroom. “We’ll eat soon, Nathan,” she said. “Those people are coming in for dessert.” She had invited two other couples. Frances thought they would probably bring a guitar or a banjo and sing.

“What are we having for supper?” she said.

“Hamburgers,” said her mother. “I have some frozen french fries.”

Uncle Mike killed the baby wasp he’d been shooting at. “I think you should be ashamed of yourself,” said Simon. He was still sitting on the daybed, his finger keeping his place in his book.

“Ashamed of myself!” Mike had gone into the kitchen for the dustpan and broom, and was sweeping the dead wasp into it. He didn’t like to touch them with his hands. He opened the screen door and dumped the wasp outside. He let the door slam.

“I don’t care for killing,” said Simon.

“You! How about all those spiders you made me kill for you? You wouldn’t go to sleep until I’d killed all the spiders.”

“Dad, I was six years old,” Simon said. “I don’t mind spiders now.”

“Well, that’s good news.”

“I haven’t asked you to kill a spider in about ten years.”

“So you want me to leave these things to sting everybody?”

“I don’t think they sting. I don’t think they’re baby wasps at all. That’s purely hypothetical, that they sting.”

“Your cousin Frances dislikes the thought that they might brush up against her,” said Nathan. This was true. Frances had screamed and batted wildly at the air the first night when one of the strange, slow, long-legged creatures had floated past her.

“You don’t have to kill them,” she said. “If you could just make them go outside.”

Uncle Mike turned his sharp face toward her. “You want me to give them an engraved invitation?”

She laughed, but she wasn’t being teased, she thought; she was being criticized.

“A couple of pacifists we have here,” Uncle Mike said to her father.

“It’s a time-honored position,” his brother said.

“You and your time-honored positions,” said Uncle Mike. “Sounds like your buddies or some other fringe group. If you kids remembered Pearl Harbor …” His voice became sarcastic. “Pacifists were a big help. You would deal with Adolf Hitler without killing? Huh?” He was getting angry quickly.

“I remember Pearl Harbor,” said Simon. “I thought someone was trying to hurt Mom, because her name is Pearl. I remember wondering what a harbor was. I remember how upset everyone was—a lot of shouting. When I read about it later, I already knew how people felt.”

Frances went into the kitchen to help her mother fix supper. Aunt Pearl had come out of the shower and was getting dressed.

“So, Uncle Nathan,” Simon went on, “speaking of current events. Or historical events.” Frances thought that Simon liked what he had said about Pearl Harbor, liked saying something like that. Nobody had answered him, but nobody had yelled either. “I’ve been wanting to ask you. Dad talks all the time about your job. Is there really any danger? I mean, you aren’t really a Communist, are you? I know you’re not—I’m just asking.”

Simon sat down opposite her father. There was more newspaper near him and he put a piece into his book for a bookmark and began to make wads of paper for shooting the wasps, as if he felt that he owed that much to his father. He spread out his knees and looked forward. His father had gone out to the porch and was smoking a cigarette. He stood in the doorway. “Hold it,” Mike said. “I never said anything like that. Find out what you’re talking about before you start quoting me, son.”

Nathan was looking at Frances. She was scraping a carrot but she’d stopped and carried it to the kitchen doorway where she could watch Simon and her father. Now she took it back into the kitchen, where her mother had put a piece of newspaper on the table to catch the peel, and scraped it some more. But she could still hear. Her mother was standing at the stove, patting the chopped meat into hamburgers, patting them back and forth from one hand to the other.

“There’s no reason to be concerned about my job,” Nathan said. He spoke in a low, urgent whisper. “A few crazy people making everyone act crazy. It can’t keep up like this.”

“So is anybody after you, exactly, or what?” said Simon.

Frances knew her father had been troubled and that it had to do with his job. He had had to go to the Board of Ed for an interview. She didn’t understand, and her mother wouldn’t tell her what it had to do with. Simon probably understood better than she did.

“Well, the bastards made me come in and go through the mill, they certainly did that,” her father said. “A lot of people have lost their jobs. But I can’t believe they’re that stupid. I can’t believe Jansen is that stupid.” Dr. Jansen was the Superintendent of Schools. “It’s only a matter of time—McCarthy’s fooling a lot of people, but I tell my kids every year, Lincoln said you can fool all of the people some of the time and some of the people all of the time....”

“Nathan, don’t give me that crap,” said Uncle Mike.

“What crap exactly do you object to?”

“Lincoln is dead,” said Mike. “Lincoln is a goddamned dead man. You think he’s going to rise up out of the ground and save you, because you think he was such a great guy, but my dear brother, he is dead.”

“April 14, 1865,” said Nathan. “I know Lincoln is dead. John Wilkes Booth shot him.”

“Very funny.”

“Some people think Lincoln didn’t say that,” said Simon. “Some people think P. T. Barnum said it. But I don’t understand what Lincoln has to do with it.” Frances understood. Her father believed that because he was a good person, like Lincoln, Dr. Jansen would stop bothering him. Dr. Jansen was investigating Communists in the school system. Dr. Jansen apparently thought her father was a Communist, and that must be why he had summoned him for an interview. McCarthy was the senator who talked about Communists. She didn’t think McCarthy actually knew her father, or personally thought he was a Communist.

She wanted to ask why her father didn’t simply explain. Perhaps someone else had the same name. She had known all along that Dr. Jansen was investigating Communists. Now she couldn’t remember what it was she hadn’t known a moment ago.

“McCarthy is not even fooling all of the people,” said Nathan. “He is fooling only some of the people. And he can’t fool them all the time.”

“McCarthy is an interesting phenomenon,” Simon said. “I read a long article the other day.” Simon read a lot. “He’s going about this improperly, but don’t you think it’s important, at least his basic goals? I mean, we can’t have Communists in sensitive jobs. My history teacher was talking about that one day—”

“Now, Simon, my boy, there are things it’s hard for you to understand—” Nathan began, but Uncle Mike interrupted.

“You see?” he said, and it was Nathan he turned on, his eyes flashing. “You see? You expect justice. You goddamned fool. You think they’re going to listen to you, to realize”—his voice was heavy with sarcasm—”that they made a little mistake! Here they’ve gotten even the high school kids talking about it, informing, probably—”

“I think common sense wins in the end,” said Nathan calmly. “Yes, I think they will realize they made a little mistake.”

“You’ve always been such a goddamned fool,” said Uncle Mike, and his voice was high, like a woman’s. “Nothing you did ten, fifteen years ago made sense—I told you at the time.”

“You certainly did.”

“You’ve never learned to look after yourself, Nathan. You have some responsibility. You have a wife, a child.”

“This I know.”

“You stick your Jewish nose out, you get punched. Look what happened to the Rosenbergs. You stick with your name. You stick with your crazy ideas, your loyalty long after it makes sense—”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Simon.

“My loyalty,” said Nathan, reaching out to pat his nephew’s knee. “Let’s not start on this. The Rosenbergs—”

But Mike didn’t stop. “Now it’s perfectly clear what you have to do. You have to stop expecting the world to change. Tell these people what they want to hear and get on with your work.”

“Tell them what they want to hear?” Nathan stood up and walked across the room and looked out the window as if Dr. Jansen were waiting on the lawn. “Michael, are you telling me I should purge myself, as they put it?”

Frances had scraped three carrots while she listened. Her mother put the hamburgers aside. Aunt Pearl came in. “Do you want me to make dessert?” she said. Frances thought she was talking loudly on purpose.

“I thought I’d make chocolate pudding pie,” said Hilda. Chocolate pudding pie was the only fancy dessert Hilda knew. She would put graham crackers into a dish, slice a banana on top, and make chocolate pudding, which she’d pour on top of the banana.

“It might not set in time,” said Pearl. “I’ll make a peach cobbler. We bought Reddi Wip.”

“I don’t have any flour.”

“We’ll use Bisquick.”

In the other room, there was silence and moving around. She knew her father was angry. Her mother got out the package of chocolate pudding, even if it wasn’t going to set in time, and opened it into a saucepan. Frances finished the carrots and slipped back into the living room. Her father looked quickly at her. His face was dark. His hair was pale gray, a little wavy, and it was strange for his face to be darker than his hair. His eyebrows were raised as if he expected her to say something that would upset him too.

When he spoke, his voice was choked. “You might as well face it, Mike. I’m not going down to Livingston Street and telling Dr. Jansen I was a Communist and I’m sorry. I can’t think of anything worse than that.”

“So you’ll lose your job, is that what you want?” said Mike.

“But you weren’t a Communist,” Simon said. “Were you? Why should you have to tell Dr. Jansen you were a Communist when you weren’t?”

Nathan sat back in his chair. Mike picked up the slingshot and a wad of newspaper and shot at something out on the porch. “What is a Communist, Simon?” said Nathan, as if he were in class, Frances thought, as if he were teaching. “What is a Communist? Do you know what a Communist is?”

“Well, I don’t know a lot about it,” said Simon quickly, “but I know it’s someone who advocates the overthrow of the government by force and violence.”

“Force and violence,” said Nathan, as if he’d never heard the words before. “Force and violence.”

But now Mike walked back into the living room. He had the slingshot in his hand, and his arm was taut, as if he were holding himself back. “You snotty kid,” he said, his eyes flashing more than ever. “You goddamn snotty kid!”

“Mike!” said Nathan, standing, his voice full of pain. “Leave the boy alone, Mike!” But Simon had rushed from the cabin. Frances could hear his feet pounding as he ran down the road. Her mother and Aunt Pearl came in from the kitchen.

“What is it, Mike?” her mother said.

Uncle Mike shook his head. “Nathan, I’ve never agreed with you,” he said, “but I didn’t teach him this stuff. I don’t know where he gets this stuff.”

“What does he know? It doesn’t matter. I’ll explain to him.” Nathan ran his hands over his face, as if to wipe away the dark color.

“I’m making supper,” said Hilda. “Is Simon coming back?”

“Oh, he’ll come back,” Mike said. “He gets hungry too, even if he’s too good for the rest of us. Even he needs to eat.”

Aunt Pearl looked at Uncle Mike and then hurried to the porch. “Simon!” she called sharply. “Simon!” Then she said, “I don’t see him, Hilda. I’m going to look for him,” and left the cabin.

Hilda took off the apron she always wore for cooking, even in the country. Both men were standing up, looking at her. But then she put her apron back on. “Frances, set the table,” she said.

Frances set the table in the kitchen. There wasn’t really enough room in there for six people, but she didn’t want to ask her father and uncle to pull the table out to the porch.

The frying pan was sizzling. Hilda stood at the stove, her back to Frances, cooking the hamburgers.

“Do you think Daddy is going to lose his job?” Frances said.

Hilda looked over her shoulder and then back at the stove. “No,” she said.

“Well, if he has to go and answer questions …” said Frances uncertainly. She still didn’t know exactly what her father had to do.

“He already answered questions,” said her mother.

“So is it all over?”

“Look, honey,” Hilda said, “if there’s something you have to know, I’ll tell you. I wish Mike could put it out of his mind.”

“Why does it make Mike angry?” said Frances.

“Oh, he never liked the Teachers Union, or any of your father’s friends from the old days,” her mother said. Now she seemed more willing to talk. “Mike thought meetings were boring. He’d go to some of them to take down the speeches when he was learning stenography. Your father’s friends thought he was some kind of spy. It was silly.”

Uncle Mike was a court stenographer. He would have preferred to play the saxophone all day, but he worked in the court, wearing a brown suit. Frances had seen him coming home; he always changed his clothes before he’d been in the house for ten minutes. In court he took down what was said on a stenotype machine, and a couple of times he’d let Frances fool with it and type on it. It was frustrating—it made letters, not words. The letters came down in groups. It was in code, he explained. No wonder people had thought he was a spy.

Her mother put the tray of frozen french fries into the oven. Frances opened a package of hamburger buns. Aunt Pearl came in. “Did you see him?” said Mike.

“No.”

“He’ll come back.”

She came into the kitchen. She was flushed from hurrying in the heat. “I don’t know what to do, Hilda,” she said.

“He probably just went for a walk by the lake,” said Hilda.

“But he’s upset.”

“He’ll calm down,” Hilda said. “He’ll come in while we’re eating. It’s better than making a fuss.”

“I don’t know how to get him to stop,” Pearl said in a low voice. She moved one shoulder and Frances knew she meant Uncle Mike. Her mother looked quickly toward the living room. “I know,” she said quietly, then, in a louder voice, “It’s hot in here.”

“Stuffy,” said Nathan, coming in.

They ate quickly. Simon didn’t come in. Mike talked about the slingshot. He thought it might work better with small blocks of wood.

“You need width,” he said. “Pebbles wouldn’t work. The bugs have to be squashed.”

“Mike, forget it, we’ll take our quinine and not worry about the insects,” Nathan said.

“Mosquitoes cause malaria,” said Frances. “Anopheles mosquitoes. These insects are wasps.”

“Now you sound like my kid,” said Mike, but he said it with some warmth, as if being like his kid was not the worst possible thing.

“I don’t know if wasps cause diseases,” Frances said.

“Well, you wouldn’t want to find out,” said Aunt Pearl. She stood up to help Hilda clear.

“Frances will do it,” said Hilda. Frances was not finished eating. She wanted more potatoes, but there were only a few in the bowl, thin dark brown ones, almost burned. They had not left any for Simon. She began carrying the plates to the sink. When she got there she turned on the cold water and splashed her face.

While she was washing she thought of something. “Daddy,” she said, “does McCarthy know about you personally? I mean, does he personally want you to lose your job?” She knew McCarthy was a senator, and her father worked for the city of New York, not for the federal government.

“No,” said her father.

Her mother turned around. “Frances,” she said.

“No,” said her father, “I don’t believe that the senator from Wisconsin has anything against me personally.”

“Well, that’s good,” Frances said. It did seem good. Her mother turned around again.

Uncle Mike said, “He doesn’t need to think about the small fry like your daddy. He’s got loyal followers to do that.”

“Now, Mike,” said Nathan. “Let’s not get started again.”

“Get started? Me? Moi?”

Nathan began to carry the juice and the butter to the refrigerator. “What I cannot believe,” he said after a while, first talking quietly, as if to himself, and then more loudly, “what I cannot believe is some of my fellow teachers. One of them purged himself in Jansen’s office. This I cannot believe. And the paper goes on about how they can’t decide whether it counts. The man vomits in the superintendent’s office—I’m sorry, ladies, that’s what I always picture. The man throws up his guts in the superintendent’s office, and then, at the hearing, they bicker about whether that’s enough. Whether he has to do it again.”

“I know, it’s hideous,” said Hilda.

“I know, I know.”

Mike started to stand up. “You can’t think that way,” he said, talking fast again. “You can’t just—You have to think about survival. It’s like a man in a grocery store, and his wife and kids are starving—”

Hilda was wrapping the leftover hamburgers in waxed paper. “Mike, that’s enough,” she said suddenly.

“I’m not—”

“I know,” she said. “I know. But that’s enough. I want you to go into the other room and read a book. I’ve got a book you might like—one of Edna Ferber’s books. It’s probably on the little table, under my knitting.”

Mike, like a boy, watched her for a moment and went into the other room. Nathan looked at Hilda. “He doesn’t understand,” he said.

“I know,” said Hilda.

“I know how you feel, Nathan,” Pearl said.

“I remember some of those first meetings,” he said. “How I felt then. I felt as if things were actually going to be different—that someone had thought of a way to end suffering. It’s like the first girl who turns your head—you may decide later you don’t care for her, even that she’s not a nice girl, after all. But you don’t forget—and when they come to throw stones, you don’t pick up a stone.”

“Very nice, Nathan,” called Mike from the other room. “Very pretty.”

“Michael,” cried Pearl, but she was laughing. “Michael, you will never learn.”

“I think I’d better go look for Simon,” said Frances. She wasn’t sure anyone heard her. She stepped out of the cabin. It was getting dark.

Frances walked down the road she had taken before, but now she was wearing her sneakers. She walked all the way to the lake. There was no one on the beach. The Adirondack chairs were dark spaces against the sand. She sat down and looked out at the lake. Simon might have drowned himself, and she tried to think how he’d manage to do that. She started to smile at the thought of Simon, who would not even take off his shoes and wade, drowning himself. She was pretty sure he could swim. He had gone to camp when he was younger. It wouldn’t work for him just to walk into the water. Besides, she thought that even people who couldn’t swim couldn’t drown themselves that way. The body resisted it. She had heard that you couldn’t help thrashing about and trying to save yourself.

Simon would have to take a boat out to the deep part and weight his pants pockets with stones and then jump in. She counted the boats. Six. She thought maybe there were supposed to be seven, but she wasn’t sure. In truth, she had never counted them. They bumped softly against one another in the dark, near the swimming area, straining a little on their ropes. She thought she could check to see whether there were footprints near the boats, but instead of standing up she continued to sit in the Adirondack chair, looking at the lake. A mountain just across it was a dark, curved shape, but the sky around it was still gray, not black. The lake was very dark. She liked the sound it made. It might wash up Simon’s body, slowly, first his arm and then more of him, until she could make out his entire, somewhat pathetic shape. She’d have to tell. She wasn’t sure whether she’d wait while the lake brought up Simon’s body or whether, as soon as she saw any of it, she’d go to tell her family. It would be too late for artificial respiration. She could drag the body onto the sand, but she didn’t think she’d want to touch it.

When she pictured Simon’s body lying on the sand, his mouth in the sand, tiny waves touching it and pulling away, his shoes soaked—for it seemed he had drowned himself fully dressed, as he had been since he’d come—she remembered her new knowledge that she herself would die someday. It was oddly pleasant to move straight to that certainty. It had passed through her mind before, too, when Uncle Mike mentioned the Rosenbergs. It scared her to think about the Rosenbergs. She didn’t understand what they had done. Two years before, a girl in Frances’s class was named Rosenberg. Probably she was not related to the Rosenbergs who died in the electric chair, but maybe. Even if Nathan was a Communist, he was not a spy, she was sure about that. But Frances and her family were Jewish. Frances was almost like Ethel Rosenberg, except that Ethel Rosenberg, who had looked a little like Hilda, was grown up. Ethel Rosenberg also knew she was going to die, but she knew as she was walking to the electric chair.

Then Frances thought that something else was dead, and she remembered her mother’s miscarriage. If her mother had already been fat, Frances thought she must have been almost
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