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Part One

What Does Anyone Accomplish?








Chapter 1

The Whistler

1936

I hate to see...

No conceivable point taking off his shoes here, here being a splintering wooden step off a small slanted screened porch. Rocks and pebbles on the downward slope toward the lake, roots of trees.

—I hate to see (Artie sang) that evening sun go down. He sat down and took off his shoes anyway, first one—experimentally, wiggling his toes—then the other. He left the shoes on the step.

—I hate to see...

His hot, itchy black socks. Stuffed them into his shoes. Stood up carefully. The rocks hurt Artie Saltzman’s feet, but the dirt and pine needles between his toes felt good. He breathed air that didn’t smell of city. Halfway to the lake—small, round, ringed by mountains—he stopped, undid his belt buckle, his pants (was he doing this?), then took off all his clothes, bending awkwardly to get his pants and his shorts past his feet. Artie took off his eyeglasses and rolled up his clothes around them, put a good-sized rock on the bundle. A shiver skidded down his back, his tush. Such a dope, he looked around, but nobody was there except Harold, way out in the lake. Who would be there?

—We can get in a swim before it’s dark, Harold had said. Immediately naked, unexpectedly substantial, he was on his way into the lake before Artie had put down his suitcase and wiggled the cramp out of his fingers. Now Harold swam smoothly from right to left, twenty feet from shore. Though Artie could beat Harold easily at handball or punchball, and less easily at tennis, Artie could not swim.

—I love to see. He sang again. Tree roots under his arches: pain mixed with pleasure. That morning sun come up! An old gray wooden boat was tied to the dock, making a rhythmic bump when the water shifted it. He made himself walk all the way into the lake, singing, trying and failing not to stiffen, wince, and hesitate. The water was cold.

—St. Louie woman! This he shouted.

Not that cold.

—With your diamond rings! He splashed into the water. He was wet, naked and wet, Artie Saltzman in the Adirondack Mountains with his friend Harold Abramovitz—they’d met in third grade; they were twenty-six—in 1936, with no girls (no, the girl who came to mind simply didn’t count), no money, but a week off and a cabin in the woods that belonged to somebody whom Harold knew—how did he invariably get what he wanted?

Artie’s daughter Brenda—born five years, more or less, after this splash—would notice that when her father sang I hate to see that evening sun go down, he followed it with a silence and then, St. Louie woman, with your diamond rings. Brenda couldn’t tell whether the lines belonged to one song (and what was in his mind between them if they did?) or two songs that he associated, nor whether the third line he sometimes sang, about the morning sun, was his own invention. She did not ask. Only in adulthood did she hear “The St. Louis Blues.”

The lake was socked in with Christmas trees now blurred with dusk and Artie’s nearsightedness. No other houses that he could see. No beach, just a cleared space, a few tree stumps. Now that he was wet, he stood looking around, scooping water and tossing it at his shoulders, and the lake lapped his waist. Harold doubled back, swimming a different stroke, maybe a sidestroke, his face away from Artie, his thick yellow curls dark with water. All at once Artie was angry that he couldn’t swim. Maybe he could swim after all, maybe desire was enough. He thrust himself forward, whipping his head from one side to the other, his eyes squeezed shut, thrashing his arms and legs. Careful not to go too far but not careful enough. When he tired and stood, he gulped water, choked, scrambled toward shore. Harold had not seen.

They’d taken a bus from the Port Authority, the very building where, on the tenth floor, Artie had clerked ineffectually for the WPA until June, when he’d been laid off. Shirkers and agitators will be dropped first, Ridder had said, announcing the plan to end ten thousand WPA jobs, so soon after the whole program—hiring people on home relief—got going. The administrator’s announcement, of course, led to picketing, seizure of the offices, police, all that fun. But though he was again unemployed, now Artie had time for a week in the mountains, and Harold, who still had a job, had finagled time.

Harold had decreed they would buy groceries in Albany: beans and wieners, soup. Uneeda biscuits, Artie had added. They’d hitchhiked (long waits, short rides) the rest of the way, standing with their thumbs out, each with a valise and a grocery bag.

Now it was starting to get dark, and insects kvetched and fussed. Something splashed, far out. Harold lumbered into the shallow water near Artie, his big thighs shoving water, his privates wrinkled with cold. Let’s piss in the lake, he said.

As they faced the lake, elegantly pissing, side by side as in a rite that would ensure their safety and prosperity, the purity and health of the issue of their loins—and while Harold reached to shove Artie’s shoulder, saying, Son of a gun! to celebrate their achievement—came the tentative sound of a motor. The cabin was on a twisty driveway, and the sound was nearer than the road. It diminished, then grew stronger.

—Jesus Christ almighty, said Artie the Jewish atheist, as they heard a car stop just beyond the cabin. He started picking his way toward his clothes, but Harold walked deeper into the lake, until the water was up to his chest, and stood with his arms stretched wide, casually scooping water, eyeing the cabin and the dirt driveway behind it, where a black Packard was just visible. The engine ceased and doors slammed. Voices. Two young women, one with an orange scarf around her head, appeared at the side of the cabin as Artie yanked at the roll of his clothes and first snatched his glasses out of trouble and onto his nose, then made a quick decision to skip his underwear and try to thrust his legs into his pants, something difficult to accomplish standing up and with wet legs. Brenda and her younger sister Carol would hear this story many times: So I’m thinking, who the hell are these dames? Did Harold set this up? And he’s out there bouncing up and down in the lake and smiling.

—Hello? Then more loudly, Hello? The young woman who’d spoken, the one in the orange headdress, was amused, but also something else. Excuse me?

Artie at last worked his second leg through his pants until his foot came out the other end. Buckling his belt, he set off toward the women bare-chested, determined to step forcefully but mincing over rocks and roots.

—What are you boys doing here? said the woman as he approached. She had dark reddish hair under the scarf, which she snatched off, raking her hair straight back from her head with arched, strong fingers, lining it up against its will. She had not said, What are you doing here, Jew? but Artie flinched as if she had, as if she’d been close enough to see his circumcision.

—What the hell are you talking about? Artie said. We have permission from the owner! We were invited! Still in the lake, Harold was now a dark lump, useless. Artie tried to remember the name he’d mentioned. Gus. He said, Gus said we could definitely use the house.

—Gus is my father, said the woman who’d turn out to be Myra, whom Artie would always feel he understood better than Harold did, because of the advantage of this conversation while the great Harold Abramovitz, reader of Hawthorne, Emerson, and Henry James, had stranded himself in the lake.

Brenda and Carol would ask, each time, How did Harold get out of the water? But the point was that Artie had to solve the problem himself. It became clear, as he and the young woman yelled, that something about Gus embarrassed her, even if he was her father. Noticing discomfort, Artie kept arguing. Nobody in later years could remember more than one significant fact about the friend, Virginia, and they didn’t learn it until later. Artie and Myra eventually came to an agreement: after all, they were two men and two women, young, and among them they had, at least now, a house of sorts and a car. The girls (who even had money) drove off, saying they’d return with steaks and liquor. Artie had declared there was room for all in the cabin, an unlikely idea.

When the car was gone, Harold limped shivering into the cabin and began scrambling in his suitcase for a towel.

—What the hell did Gus tell you? Artie said.

—He said use the cabin anytime. So I got him to draw a map. Harold rubbed his legs vigorously, then jerked the towel back and forth across his back.

—You didn’t tell him we were coming this week?

—I wasn’t sure at the time.

—You never told him?

Harold shrugged and dried his ears. He told me where the key was. What the hell difference does it make? He looked whiny and cold, his blue eyes bulging, his wet curls flat.

Artie didn’t answer. Harold had found the key readily, in a crevice in the cabin’s stone foundation, inside a metal box that might have contained candies a long time ago.

—I’m hungry. I don’t want to wait, Artie said.

—Wait for what? Harold began getting dressed.

—Those girls. They’re coming back with food.

—Why would they do that? Harold got dressed just so, like a judge putting on his robes. Artie had somehow known this, maybe from gym in high school. Harold tucked his undershirt into his shorts, he straightened his shirt and smoothed it over his tuchas as he pulled his pants up. He rummaged in his valise for a heavy sweater. The bag mostly had books in it.

—I told them they could stay here, Artie said, leaning in the doorway. Given a wall, Artie leaned.

—You told them they could stay here? We don’t want them to stay here!

—Why not? They’re pretty. Besides, they need a place to stay, and they thought they were staying here, Artie said.

—They don’t want to stay here with us, Harold said.

—What’s wrong with us? Artie didn’t trust Myra, exactly, but he liked her scrappiness, her shikse sense of superiority. Virginia was quiet and pretty, a blonde.

—There’s no room, said Harold. They have money. They’ll go to a hotel.

—There’s room! And why should they give up if it’s their place? The cabin had in it a fireplace, a woodstove, a table, a moldy couch, a sink. Pine walls and ceiling, four windows. Bunk beds in a tiny bedroom. A short distance away, an outhouse. We’re in the wilderness! Artie said. There’s no hotel!

—Sure there is, Harold said. They won’t be back. Didn’t you say the name Gus before she did? She said Gus was her father after you said the owner was Gus.

—How did she know Gus was old enough to be her father, in that case?

—He isn’t.

—And how did she know enough to ask us who we were? If she’s not Gus’s daughter, she knows Gus.

But maybe Harold was right. The girl, Myra, could be anyone. She would not return. He was sorry. He was curious. They built a fire, cooked franks on sticks, and heated up beans. As they ate, Artie had an inspiration. He thought for a while, then spoke:

There were two naked Jews in the mountains,

Who decided to try out their fountains.

They pissed in the lake,

A colossal mistake—

—Yes? Harold chewed, waiting. They sat on spindly red chairs at the little table against the window overlooking the lake, now invisible in the dark.

—I thought a last line would come, but it didn’t. What rhymes with mountains?

—Accountants.

—Forget it.

They piled the plates in a dishpan. There was a faucet with a strong rope of cold water, but no reason to clean up. I’m glad they didn’t come back, Harold said. I need to talk to you. He settled himself on the sofa.

—About what? Artie was on his way to the bedroom. I want to unpack, he said. He wanted the bottom bunk, and if he didn’t move fast, Harold would end up with it.

—No, sit down.

Artie stood uncertainly, suitcase in hand, then set it down where he stood, pulled one of the wooden chairs closer, and sat down. Can’t it wait? We have a week, for God’s sake.

—No, said Harold. Look, I want to tell you first. He stretched his feet out into the room, leaned back, arranged his hands behind his head. It’s—well, I guess it’s news. I joined the party.

—Holy shit. When? The party? What the hell did you do that for? Artie stood, then turned his chair and straddled it, so its back was between him and Harold. He leaned forward on the chair back, familiar rage starting—maybe because Harold had done this without him, maybe because it was, as so often, bigger and braver and more interesting than anything he did. Maybe because it was stupid. He had been at Communist Party meetings, sure. They annoyed him. If you said something wrong, you had to pay a fine. How could Harold, of all people, stand that? Mr. Independence. How the hell could you join the party? Even here, even in the wilderness, did they have to talk about the state of the world?

—It wasn’t a momentary decision, Harold said.

—Momentary decision? When did you ever make a momentary decision? Artie made momentary decisions, Harold never. Just tell me this, he continued. Just for one second, tell me this. (His skin felt hot.) When was it proved that taking forever to make up your mind means you decide right?

—Would you give me a chance? Harold said.

—As if I didn’t know what you’re going to say! The working slobs, the suffering masses ... Artie shifted his chair and sat on it the proper way, then shifted it again and sat astride.

—And you don’t care about that? said Harold, still stretched on the sofa but now gesturing slowly with his hands, those insufferably calm, wide pink hands that, for all his life, Artie would picture when anyone said, about anything whatsoever, Just leave it in my hands.

—What you don’t like about the party bothers me too, Harold said. They’re bossy.

—Bossy! Bossy! Artie flung his arms out, reaching toward the walls. Those guys are totalitarian. They’re like Franco.

—Well, I wouldn’t go that far! Harold said. The point is, time and again, time—he erected with his right hand a barrier between one time and another time—and again—he erected a second barrier—the C.P. has been the only organization to step in (Harold’s hand cut through his barrier) and speak up (the same hand came down on the other imaginary barrier, smashed it to bits). Nobody else has the guts, nobody else has the drive. Harold’s blue eyes bulged more than usual.

—Maybe nobody else cares as much about being the center of attention.

—The Scottsboro Boys. The strikes. The ... I know, I admit, they’re not perfect, of course they want attention, they want members. But we have to choose. We have to make a choice, Artie.

—Oh, don’t give me that.

—I don’t think—Harold stood—that it’s truly principled to watch everything that happens and not take a position.

Artie stood and picked up his suitcase again. You and your fancy principles! All my life I’ve been hearing about your principles! He turned his back. Then something occurred to him, and he couldn’t keep his mouth from smiling. Not just your goddamned principles! Your goddamned assistant principles! I’m going to bed!

—All right, all right, came Harold’s voice behind him. Harold’s suitcase was already open on the bottom bunk. Some of his clothes and books had been taken out. Son of a gun, said Artie. Son of a gun. Was he surprised? He was not surprised. He opened his suitcase on the floor in front of Harold’s bunk, took out his pajamas, and remembered the outhouse. Better to visit it in his clothes, and then figure out how to get into the top bunk. It might be necessary to step on the possessions of the guy in the bottom bunk. Too bad.

—Do we have a searchlight? he called.

—No.

Harold Abramovitz’s father sewed linings into women’s jackets. On the streetcar or in the street he might point and whisper, asking Harold to notice the faulty construction of a woman’s coat, how the lining sagged.

—Pop! Harold would say, For God’s sake!

—You should know. Harold would turn his head, as reluctant to be seen staring at a woman as he was determined not to be instructed about the garment trades when he’d decided to become a philosopher.

But even as he shrugged away his father’s hand on his shoulder (Look! The sleeve—bunched up, there at the shoulder. Never you should do like that! Rip it out!) Harold felt guilty, because the father’s life (how proud he had been when he was promoted to linings, how his eyes hurt at night) moved and troubled the son. His father, a stalwart union member, a socialist, was intelligent. Harold knew that if they hadn’t lived in New York—City College was free—he might end up sewing linings too—if he was good enough. He honored those who labored, whom he pictured with stubby bodies, round haircuts, and billowing pants, like Brueghel’s harvesters, and he tried to honor his parents, but he couldn’t seem to perceive his parents’ nobility as clearly as their foolishness and errors. He didn’t want to feel superior to people who worked with their hands, but he did feel superior. Nights, he enumerated in his mind his rude remarks and instances of disrespect, but the next day he was again rude and disrespectful.

Then his friend Artie—this was when they were in high school—somehow acquired a used camera. He loved photographing Harold’s father, who had sad eyes and a wide, bare forehead. Artie showed up at their apartment on weekends, slouching in doorways and declining Harold’s mother’s offers of seltzer or a sandwich, until he had the nerve to ask Mr. Abramovitz to move closer to the window. Harold’s father was unself-conscious, and posed without altering his expression, as patient as if all the history of Eastern Europe resided in his body.

After high school, Artie took business classes at night and worked in a camera store, getting in trouble for telling customers more than they wanted to know. Harold studied English literature at City College’s main branch, uptown. English turned out to consist of what he’d imagined philosophy to be. He made only a little money, delivering parcels for a drugstore, but his parents believed their only child would distinguish himself. Reading Wordsworth’s Michael, about a shepherd whose son runs off to the wicked city and never returns to help his father finish the sheepfold they had been wholesomely building together, Harold felt guilty, but by this time he’d learned to enjoy feeling guilty, and he envied the great Catholic saints their excruciating and yet welcome sense of sin.

The Depression began during Harold’s junior year in college. Artie lost his job and began taking pictures of labor union meetings and political rallies, occasionally selling photographs to a newspaper. One or another of his brothers always had a job, so his family had food. The first time Harold went with Artie to a political rally he was doing his friend a favor by keeping him company, but he got interested. The rhetoric made sense. It had the right mixture of the abstract and the specific for Harold’s taste. He liked hearing that all who labored were equal, were comrades. It was what he had tried and failed to believe before, but put this way, it was easy to take into his head and expound sincerely. He was not being asked simply to feel bad that he didn’t work with his hands and didn’t want to. He could look forward to a future in which those who did that labor were not deprived of their dignity or of just compensation.

Artie stumbled from the back door to the outhouse by means of the light from the cabin. On his way back, he heard something familiar: that car again. At least this time he wasn’t naked.

—Hungry? Myra said as she came in. The scarf was gone and her hair tumbled about her face. Thirsty? She was smiling, but she looked worn out, exasperated.

Harold had stood to meet them. We thought you weren’t coming.

—Don’t tell me you ate! Myra said. Never mind. You’re eating again.

—Fine, Harold said. We didn’t have much of a dinner. I’m Harold Abramovitz.

Virginia smiled blandly. Maybe, Artie decided, coming up next to Harold, she was slow. What took you so long? he said. Where were you?

—He wants to know where we were, Virginia said to Myra, shrugging in Artie’s direction.

—So I hear, Myra said. We had to go all the way to Lake George.

—You know your way around, Harold said. Artie had no idea how far away Lake George was. Far. Harold, who seemed to have changed his mind about the desirability of visitors, made gestures suggesting hospitality.

—I guess you could say that, Virginia said. I guess you could say we know our way around, right, My? Then she laughed. The truth is, we got lost.

Ignoring her, Myra unpacked a paper bag: four steaks, a loaf of bread, and a bottle of bourbon. You provide the vegetable, she said. If you want a vegetable. And where’s the fire? You should have had a fire ready.

—She’s cranky when she’s hungry, Virginia said. Then she added, Well, that sounds nice, which made Artie realize he had begun to whistle, which meant he was feeling unsure of himself. Beethoven. Harold and Myra got the fire going again. Myra yanked open a drawer, took out a knife, and began trimming the steaks.

—You knew where the knife was, Harold said.

—I remembered, said Myra. She didn’t just glance at him over her shoulder. She turned so that their shoulders were facing, as if she were playing tennis with him.

—It’s true you’ve been here before.

—I told your suspicious pal. Gus is my daddy.

—Gus never mentioned you, Harold said, and Myra looked at him sharply.

Virginia giggled again. Her sugar daddy, more like, she said.

Harold looked from one to the other of them, startled. He looked at Artie, as if to explain the quick look. I’ve met his wife. I’ve seen his kids.

Artie couldn’t help it. Isn’t monogamy a bourgeois capitalist idea it’s high time we threw out? he said, with more nastiness in his voice than he had expected. You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs, isn’t that how you fellas put it? Break up some marriages too.

Harold was silent, eyeing the steaks, which Myra now laid across the grate, her back to Artie. Then he said in a low voice, Gus isn’t in the party.

—I didn’t say he was, Artie continued, the roughness and loudness of his voice still surprising him. I’m talking about your principles, your goddamn principles and your goddamn ... He stopped. The assistant principles joke was not funny enough to repeat.

Myra scurried around, elaborately hearing nothing, and found jelly glasses into which she put generous servings of bourbon and water. They ate the steaks rare. Those frankfurters certainly hadn’t been enough. Before the food was quite gone, Harold stood. We’re giving you girls the bunk beds, he said.

Artie was partly relieved, partly annoyed. He’d have tried a little something with Virginia, he now decided, if he’d had the chance. Just enough friendliness to make it possible to share a bunk, end to end. But now the girls brought in a couple of bags and shrieked their way to the outhouse, then waved goodnight and went into the bedroom.

Harold gave Artie the sofa, insisting he didn’t mind sleeping on the floor. He’d found some blankets. The sofa was bad enough. In his clothes, his pants unbuttoned for comfort, Artie lay down and closed his eyes. His shoulder was cramped. He sensed Harold’s wakefulness on the floor below him. At last he began to sing.

One-four-nine is the school for me,

Drives away all adversity.

Steady and true, we’ll be to you,

Loyal all to one-four-nine rah! rah! rah!

Harold listened silently. As kids, they’d both gone to P.S. 149 in East New York, but as Harold often pointed out, they weren’t kids anymore. Eventually his deeper voice joined Artie’s.

Raise on high the red and white.

Cheer it with all your might.

Good old one-four-nine.

Hurrah for one-four-nine rah rah rah!

They fell silent, Harold before the last syllables. Some time later—knowing they were both still awake—Artie thought again of his limerick.

At a mountain lake, as day was dimming,

Two bare-assed Jews thought they’d go swimming.

Then they pissed in the lake

A colossal mistake

For a shark came and gave them a trimming.

—A new low, even for you, Harold said.

On a chilly March afternoon in 1930, when they were nineteen, Harold had skipped a class he considered pointless—the professor’s ideas about poetry were jejune—to go with Artie to Union Square, so Artie could photograph a Communist rally on unemployment. Artie liked photographing excited, angry people, and he told himself that one of these days he’d produce a photograph of an important event so impressive that a newspaper would not only buy it but put him on staff. At the rally, the crowd was larger than they’d seen before. Artie and Harold leaned on a tree, not far from the speakers but off to the side. More people arrived, and now they were in the middle of the crowd.

—Would you look at those cops? Artie said. Jesus Christ. He took off his glasses and replaced them, then slapped his head—a habit. He had lank black hair that looked untidy the week after a haircut. Then Artie began slapping his own leg rhythmically, and Harold knew something was going to happen. The speakers began urging the assemblage to march on City Hall and demand to see Mayor Walker. Whistling, Artie went to photograph the nervous cops who massed near the front of the crowd, and Harold watched him make his way through the throng and slip sideways up to them, crouch to get the angle he wanted, and shoot. Nobody seemed to notice. Since their childhood, Artie had known how to deny his presence with his slouch and shrug, his skinniness, the flat hair on his narrow skull, as if he was invisible or the color of leaves and shadows. Harold knew that he himself gave just the opposite impression. Strangers in the street sometimes seemed confused, as if they thought he was approaching them specifically. In school, teachers called on him when he hadn’t raised his hand, or they looked at him expectantly. Question, Mr. Abramovitz? a professor might say, though Harold was just listening.

Artie returned. He said, They’ve got people from City Hall up there, maybe the chief of police. He moved away again, into the crowd. Harold watched three women near him cheering lustily, then laughing as if they were pleased simply to be making this noise. The next time he saw Artie, he was photographing three men who looked confused, maybe arguing about whether to stay or leave. Artie seemed interested in the trees near these men, maybe the look of the ridged bark with these gesturing arms and open mouths superimposed on it.

The mood of the crowd changed. The leaders asked everyone to march to City Hall, and there were cheers. Harold was afraid, but he wanted to march. He was tired of being an observer. There was sudden movement, shouting: the police were charging, and some of the crowd surged against them, while others tried to run away. All at once it was impossible to go in any direction, and Harold saw a man knocked down by a policeman’s baton. Others tried to help him or keep from stepping on him, and batons hit them. Harold, shocked, found himself walking toward the police, inserting himself between people as if he had business in that direction. Right in front of him, a cop kicked a young woman in a long dark coat. She seemed stunned. Given no time for thought or fear, Harold reached his arms and big hands toward the woman, seized her by the shoulder, unceremoniously pulled her to his chest, then pushed her behind him as the cop charged.

To his own astonishment, Harold waved his arms in the air, his hands gyrating of their own accord, and he began to scream and shriek, high-pitched oohs and ays he had never heard himself emit before. The policeman swatted at his hands with his stick, and Harold felt a strange pain outline his right hand and arm. Behind him, the woman cursed the cop. Putting one hand on Harold’s arm for support, she hiked up her skirt and kicked the policeman. She kicked again and he staggered backward. Harold pushed her ahead of him into a space in the crowd. Soon they were crying and shuffling, holding hands. The part of the crowd they were in was not trying to make its way south toward City Hall but east along Fifteenth Street. He and the woman came to a street in which the crowd was sparse enough that they could set their own pace. Her hat was gone and her hair blew over her face. His overcoat was open and torn, and his face was covered with mucus. He was crying. He touched his cheek and felt blood. They stopped, became self-conscious, looked at each other, and stopped holding hands.

The woman said, How old are you? At the time it seemed like a natural question.

—Nineteen, said Harold. How old are you?

—Twenty-seven, said the woman. Are you from the Bronx?

—Brooklyn. Now they were turning aside to part, but Harold didn’t want to. He was sick with fear for Artie but curious about this woman who had touched him so intimately. Wait, he said. My name is Harold Abramovitz.

—Belle Kantor. Do you have paper? I’ll give you the address where we meet. He had a squashed notebook in his pocket, a pen.

Coffee, in the morning, made Virginia talk. Harold had found an iron frying pan and was frying eggs they’d bought in Albany. Virginia was from Schenectady and so was Myra, but Myra had gone to college—Vassar, that fancy girls’ school—and Virginia had not. You boys been to college? she asked. Sometimes Artie couldn’t stop himself with the rhymes and songs. This time he chanted something he’d heard around the campus at City.

Jacob, Yitzhak, Abraham and Sam!

We’re the boys that eat no ham!

Where we come from ... don’t remember.

New York City College. Yay!

—Oh, stop it, said Harold. He was dressed, but his curly hair was tousled, making him look like a big baby. He was grumpy.

Virginia considered. You mean you don’t remember the words or you don’t remember where you come from?

—I don’t remember the words, Artie said. He couldn’t help laughing.

—And you eat wieners, which is the same as ham. She had twisted her hair up.

—Not necessarily, Harold said.

Myra was walking behind Artie toward the old couch, where he sat back, his legs stuck out into the room. He had his shoes on but hadn’t tied the laces because he planned to change his socks as soon as he had some privacy. Artie rarely drank coffee, but he’d taken some just to warm up, and he was trying to look as if he liked it. Myra said sarcastically, Not necessarily! She touched Artie’s shoulder and gave him the sort of half smile people give when they’ve already agreed together to make fun of a third person. She was smoking a cigarette. Since he and Myra had not had an agreement to make fun of Harold, tacit or otherwise, Artie was surprised. Flattered, maybe. Myra was pretty, with her dark red hair. Her smile scared him, but her breasts were perky. It would be too much to touch her ass, though that came to mind—it was small but well shaped. He lifted his coffee mug in her direction, with what he hoped was a slightly conspiratorial smile.

—So that means you’re Jewish? Virginia said, hunched at the table over her coffee. You’re both Jewish?

—You don’t like Jews? said Artie.

—Leave her alone, Myra said.

—I was just curious, Virginia said.

—Can’t be too careful, Artie said. That’s how they feel in Germany. Nothing against Jews, just keep an eye on them.

—It’s not funny, Artie, Harold said.

—I’m not against Jews, said Virginia.

Harold said, Did you know Jewish doctors in Germany had to turn in their licenses?

Virginia said, I don’t pay much attention to the news.

—Oh, my God, Artie said. For Christ’s sake.

—Would you stop it? Myra said. Leave her alone. Something seemed to travel through her, starting with the hair or the nose, which was prominent though not Jewish-looking, and out her long fingers. I think I’ll take a walk, she said. And in moments, she was gone.

Artie was curious. What did she mean? he asked Virginia. Leave you alone? There’s something wrong with you?

—Maybe she thinks there is, Virginia said. She went into the bedroom and emerged in a white bathing suit, then added her heavy brown sweater. She had on shoes but no socks. She went outside, and Artie saw her go down to the lake, where there was a patch of sun.

—So how would the wise Communist Party direct us to spend our morning? he said to Harold, who was busying himself with the tin mugs and unmatched plates. Shall we organize the local bears?

—Very funny.

—What’s Myra mad about? Artie said. He was looking around for trouble to make—he knew it. He felt a certain malaise. He was cold; he didn’t want to flirt with the girls, though he wouldn’t have minded if they flirted with him; he didn’t want to go into the water; and at the moment he couldn’t remember why this week in the woods had seemed like a good idea. When Artie felt that way, he started up with somebody; he always had, stirring up quarrels among his brothers—he had four—as a child. Trouble was a good way of staying interested and awake. But this time, before he could get seriously interested in annoying Harold, he remembered something: the dilapidated, oarless rowboat he’d seen the day before. He went for his camera. The sound of a tree branch scraping the roof had interrupted his thoughts and changed his mood. Hell, they were in the woods! He should take pictures.

—I hate to see ... He hustled to the shore—avoiding Virginia, who sat on the ground, her knees drawn up—and photographed the rowboat, the shadow of the boat on the shore, the shadow of the seat on the bottom of the boat, the weeds beyond the boat. He was trying out a lens he’d bought just before losing his job. When he had money, he spent it on his camera. Better a camera than a woman. After he took pictures, he circled the outside of the cabin and saw no oars. He put his camera into its case and slung the case across his chest. Then he took the thickest, largest stick he could find and (again avoiding Virginia) climbed into the boat, whistling, untied it, and pushed off. He saw Myra return from the driveway and go into the cabin. Whistling and poking at the bottom of the lake with his stick, soon he was afloat.

Harold had been born in summer, only a few months after his parents arrived in New York, and as an infant he slept in a wooden box his mother had used to bring clothing and blankets on the long journey across the ocean. Every morning she put the box near the window so the baby could strengthen in sunshine. Harold remembered, with nostalgia so keen the memory came to him as a taste, cool and milky—vanilla—the pleasure of lying on his back, his limbs at rest, comfortable in every part of his body, watching something flash and flash again in the sunlight outside the window. When he’d told his mother this memory, at ten, she said it was not possible. Harold had grown quickly, and at six months he’d outgrown the box. Besides, by then it was winter, and the window was drafty. A baby could not remember what happened before he was six months old, Harold’s mother said. She could not read or write, but she remembered everything anyone had ever told her, and spoke, her blue eyes bulging like her son’s, with the certainty and clarity people would later notice in Harold. They would assume he’d picked up the tone at City College, but he had begun talking that way when he spoke only Yiddish, having conversations with his mother. He was content not to argue with her on the topic of early memory. Harold—called Hesh until he started school and the teacher chose Harold—knew what he knew. The memory—it made his salivary glands tingle—and the loss of that exquisite comfort as he grew older, informed whatever Harold would eventually do. It didn’t make sense for Harold to join the Communist Party: he was elegiac, not radical, but Harold loved fairness as others loved risk or drama, and it was only fair to join with those who stood with the oppressed, whether their reasoning was crude or not. Harold Abramovitz had sought the risk of becoming a Communist, though he looked down slightly on his comrades and they knew it. Brenda Saltzman, many years later, would comment that Harold Abrams—by then he’d have changed his name—had joined the Communist Party as an actor might try out for the role of the tragic hero. That morning at the house in the Adirondacks, long before Brenda’s birth, Harold wanted Myra and Virginia to leave so he could talk Artie into understanding why he’d done it. Artie was hard to convince, and Harold—since third grade—had never been able to give up the challenge of convincing Artie. He wanted nothing but to renew the argument.

Neither Harold nor Artie got over the effects of the riot in Union Square. Harold had intermittent pain in his right hand all his life, and occasionally he was unable to control the movement of his thumb. It spoiled his already weak tennis game. The Communists had shown him why the workers must revolt on the same day they’d made it impossible for Harold to sew, no matter how much respect he had for his father. In addition to English literature, and with the same conviction though not the same pleasure, Harold began reading Marx and Engels and attending meetings at the address Belle had given him, even when they bored him.

The afternoon in Union Square changed Arthur Saltzman as well, though unlike Harold he didn’t often mention it years later; Harold always did, remembering the one time in his life when he screamed. Artie was not injured, but his camera was smashed and then lost. As shocked as Harold was at the cruelty of the police, Artie remained angry mostly at particular policemen, whom he remembered and described. The one who brought his club down on Artie’s camera was fair-haired, with a narrow face not unlike his own. The sight of police attacking unarmed citizens, some of them women, some just people trying to run away, astonished him, and it aroused in Artie an anger that could at times be attached to anything at all.

—But what did the Communists expect? he’d ask, even years later, telling his children the story. What did they think would happen? He would glare at Brenda and Carol as if they were the heedless Communists. He conceded without discussion that the protesters were mostly right and the government mostly wrong, but surely everyone knew that, and figuring out in just what way they were right or wrong didn’t interest Artie. He’d always been instinctively for the powerless, the losers.

He couldn’t afford another camera for a long time, and he was left with a grudge he’d never live past, never see around, and soon couldn’t explain. He began to feel as if he’d always been angry: angry was what he was, angry at humanity’s capacity for rage, at his own capacity. And angry at humanity’s stupidity, which made him begin, at nineteen, to laugh bitterly in a way that would eventually infuriate his wife and frighten his children. Unlike Harold, he didn’t tell stories about the protest, except for one that he’d learned not firsthand but from the newspaper. A policeman had stopped Mayor Jimmy Walker on his way into his office that day, not recognizing him, and asked where he thought he was going. The mayor replied that six million people expected him to get to work. What Artie liked—or hated—was that even though he was mayor, Jimmy Walker couldn’t count on being recognized and respected. Nobody was dignified. Everyone was a fool. The mayor was stopped from going into his own office by a stupid cop; another stupid cop smashed skulls; a third broke Artie’s camera. The afternoon didn’t make Artie hate cops forever, but it made him think that cops were stupid, and since cops were just people, people were stupid.

Despite the Depression, Harold got his degree, and eventually the night courses added up, and Artie did too. He worked in another camera store. It closed. He wrote freelance stories about sports and continued selling photographs. At a paper, Artie met an editor who needed a book reviewer, and he thought of Harold. Harold began reviewing, then briefly had a reporter’s job. That ended, but when the Federal Writers’ Project began, he was hired.

Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration was offering white collar jobs to people on home relief, so Artie, who lived with his parents as Harold did, took an apartment for one month and applied. He couldn’t be on relief if he lived at home, and he couldn’t get a WPA job unless he was on relief. The investigator’s nosy questions enraged him even though he was lying, saying his parents had thrown him out. He got one check, was hired as a clerk in the WPA offices, and celebrated by buying a suit for work and a new lens for his camera. Then he gave up the apartment and moved back to his room at home. He hated the job, but he was glad to have a job. For several months he was bored and obstreperous. Then he was laid off.

Meanwhile, Harold wandered the city to contribute to a guidebook about New York and in spare moments wrote gritty poems in his reporter’s notebook about scraps of garbage on city streets and ill-fed cats and children. He’d been going to C.P. meetings off and on since he’d met Belle Kantor at Union Square. After the meetings, he and Belle lingered over nearly empty cups in the Automat, talking about whether the Soviet Union could carry off socialism or about their own lives. Belle’s thick brown hair wouldn’t stay where she put it, and in her loosening bun and old-fashioned clothes, she looked like Harold’s idea of an idealistic European revolutionary. Her husband was so busy with party business she rarely saw him, but because she was married, Harold and Belle assured each other that they were not in love. They allowed themselves to clasp hands across a table on which drops of cold coffee hardened.

Sometimes Harold talked about his friendships with other women. He knew Belle disliked this, but she didn’t admit it, and he couldn’t stay away from the subject. Harold didn’t join the party until six years after he met Belle. He wasn’t certain enough or pure enough. He loved literature too much and believed what it implied: all life is interesting, even life made possible by capitalism.

What made Harold join was a conversation with his father, who admitted that as a young man he’d wanted to be a rabbi or a Hebrew school teacher. But I couldn’t go to school, he said. Money was everything.

At last Harold understood. Money was everything; the leisure to read books was stolen leisure. The New Deal gave people hope, but only a revolution would make a big enough difference. He approached the group’s leaders.

—Finally? they said. They laughed at him, but they accepted his dues.

Now Harold was alone in the cabin with Myra, who had returned from her walk as he was trying to clean the iron skillet, and had gone into the bedroom. Virginia sat on the lakeshore waiting to be loved. Artie, the last time Harold had checked, was fooling around with the busted rowboat. Harold thought he heard thunder. He tidied restlessly, though that was pointless. The place was appealing but not clean. The walls were wooden planks, and the floor was also wood, with years of ground-in dirt. The skillet was greasy and rusty and would stay that way. The windows were dirty. But Harold liked the cabin. He was impatient for Myra and Virginia to leave so he could get a book and sit on the dilapidated sofa. He was reading Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady. His suitcase was still in the bedroom, with all his books in it.

He looked out the window. Virginia no longer sat on the ground outside, and he didn’t see Artie or the boat. He’d noticed oars behind the cabin that morning. Probably Artie had found them and taken Virginia rowing.

He knocked softly on the bedroom door. Myra? he called. I just want a book from my bag.

There was no answer. He knocked again, then opened the door.

The bedroom was narrow, not much longer or wider than the bunk bed. Opposite the door was a wooden chest of drawers, with Harold’s battered suitcase on top. He saw nobody.

—Myra? In the bottom bunk was nothing but an army blanket, left haphazardly on the bare mattress. In the top bunk, a dark shape. He tiptoed across the room and opened his suitcase, regretting the sound of the spring releasing the catch.

—Can you help me? said Myra, sounding different: not mocking.

—Myra? Harold said once more. What’s wrong?

—I’m frightened. Virginia went off somewhere.

Harold looked over the iron rail that would keep a sleeper from rolling out of the top bunk. Myra lay with a blanket pulled up to her chin. Her hair was loose on the pillow and on her face. Without thinking, Harold reached to smooth it and position it behind her ears, then pulled his hand back. But he’d touched her hair, which was soft, like a child’s.

—There’s nothing to be afraid of, he said. Was she worried about the woods? About bears, or—he didn’t know what animals might live in these woods.

—I need Virginia, Myra said.

—Why? I think she went rowing with Artie.

—That’s what I pay her for, staying with me, Myra said.

—You pay Virginia?

—I’m the one with the money, Myra said, with a low laugh. And she’s the one with the brains.

—I doubt that. What do you need her for?

—I promised my parents, she said. They worry about my nerves.

Harold looked at this woman with her red hair. He thought she probably could be talked or joked out of these nerves. So that’s what this is, he said, this huddling in the bed? Nerves?

—I had a dream, she said.

He did and didn’t want to find out what she’d dreamed. Myra had been dressed when they ate breakfast, but the arms holding the blanket to her chest were bare. She seemed newly awake, rumpled, more attractive than before. Harold was additionally shocked that Gus had carried on with a woman who had nerves, but his discomfort made him want to help Myra. Gus wouldn’t leave his good wife and sweet children for her, he was sure of that. He felt sorry for Myra, and that made him desire her. Pity gave a gleam to the otherwise ordinary, giving it possibility. And since Harold secretly despised—very slightly—those he pitied, pity made moral action less essential, a relief in his rigorous life.

He folded his arms and pressed them against the iron railing, ducking his head to smile down at Myra. What sort of a dream? he said. He sounded condescending, and winced, but Myra didn’t seem to mind.

—Oh, ugly things, ugly things, she said promptly.

—What would you do if Virginia was here?

—You must think I’m a baby, Myra said. She propped herself on an elbow, holding the blanket so it covered her breasts. She seemed to be naked. She was silent, then said, Oh, she just listens, talks, maybe rubs my neck.

So Virginia was a paid companion who was supposed to pretend to be a friend, even a dependent friend.

—Would it help to hold my hand? Harold said. He unfolded his arms and placed one hand—large, pink, steady—on the edge of the mattress. Persuading Myra to get up and dress would be best, but he would prefer this to happen without dissipating the intimacy in the room. He said, Where are your clothes?

Myra jutted her chin toward a tangle of clothing at the bottom of the bed.

—Shall I wait in the other room while you get dressed? Then we can go for a walk. He didn’t want to leave the room. Again, he heard thunder. Maybe Myra was afraid of thunderstorms.

—Just hand me those things, would you? Myra said, and with some embarrassment Harold grasped the tangle and pulled it toward her. She held up a brassiere. She had become a child, with no sense of propriety. It was alarming but oddly attractive. What a funny garment, she said.

Harold turned to the open suitcase teetering on the chest of drawers and began self-consciously arranging the items inside: socks, pants, books. He’d been foolish to think he could read so many books. The suitcase had become heavy during those hours of hitchhiking. He said, I don’t know why I thought I could read so many books in a week! He sounded phony.

There were scrambling sounds from the bed. I’m coming down, Myra said. There’s no room up here to get dressed.

Immediately he heard her move. Part of her—her buttocks?—brushed his shoulder. Now he was trapped in the small, dim bedroom with a naked or half-clothed woman behind him. The space between the wall and the bed was so narrow, he couldn’t leave without squeezing against Myra.

She took her time. Harold, who rarely tried anything with women, knew he seemed so assured that he’d look foolish if he made a move that wasn’t just right. He often envied Artie’s boyishness and suspected that his friend—with his shrugs and whistles and confusion—had done more with girls than he had. Now he didn’t know whether Myra was flirting, making fun of him, or just getting dressed in her own way.

—My father says I’m high-strung, Myra was saying. I love thunder, though. Harold wasn’t sure he loved thunder. It seemed to be getting louder.

At last she reached around him and put her hands on his eyes. Okay, turn around! Of course she was wearing the same clothes as before: a gray skirt, a blue sweater, and heavy socks. Her red hair was pretty. As he made up his mind not to take any chances with her, he put his hands on her shoulders, or his hands put themselves on her shoulders. Strands of hair caught under his hands.

—Ooh, what are you reading? she said, shaking him off and pushing past him.

—Never mind, he said, and closed the suitcase with The Portrait of a Lady still inside, a scrap of paper marking his place. Scribners had brought it out—part of their reprint of the New York Edition—and Harold had saved up for it.

—Let’s see if it’s raining, he said. I don’t know what’s become of Artie and Virginia. He put his hand on her shoulder again, turned her, and ushered her into the main room of the cabin.

—I don’t want to go outside, she said. I don’t really like it here. His desire had turned to discomfort. He went out alone.

It was windy, blowing from behind him across the lake. He didn’t see the boat. A thought he didn’t like approached his mind, and he deliberately didn’t think it. Harold walked slowly around the cabin, but if Artie and Virginia were nearby, he would have heard their voices. He had an image of them lying on a simplified forest floor—the stage set of a forest floor—rolling and grappling in passion. He wondered if Artie had discovered that Virginia was a paid companion. On the side of the cabin—the side with the bedroom window—was an ell, because the bedroom was not as wide as the house. Leaning against the wall in the ell was a rusted iron shovel, and behind it were the two oars Harold had noticed before.

They weren’t much, as oars went. They had no pins, nothing to fit into oarlocks, but a skilled rower could manage, balancing them on the side of the boat. Probably Artie couldn’t row, but that was irrelevant because Artie had not taken these oars. Harold continued around the cabin, back to where he’d stood facing the lake. The thought he’d rejected returned, an image more than a thought: Artie, the day before, struggling to swim, choking and sputtering. Harold swam with his eyes open and missed little.

It started to rain and lightning flashed. He knew he should stay away from the water. The boat was definitely gone. He searched the lake, now gray with raindrops, and at last he thought he saw the boat across the lake, far from shore and empty. Harold called, Artie! Virginia! He tried to call loudly but could not do it. Except for that rally in 1930, Artie did the shouting. He considered discussing the problem with Myra but didn’t want to. He wished for binoculars, then knew he didn’t need them. Nobody was in the boat. In the wind, Harold took off his pants and shirt and shoes and socks, and waded into the lake in his shorts. With rain falling into his open eyes each time he turned his face to breathe in, he began his angular, reliable crawl, elbows wide, in the direction of the boat. Cold and fear made his breath catch in his throat. He gave great gasps. In his mind he saw his mother weep and shout. He was terrified of the lightning but equally afraid of what might have happened. Artie’s mother and his mother wept and shouted together. I had to try and save him, he explained in Yiddish to his mother as he swam. I knew it was too late, but I had to try and save him. He said it in Yiddish, in English, in Yiddish again to both mothers. After a while the use of his muscles and the rhythm of the stroke eased him slightly, and he breathed evenly. He didn’t ask himself how he proposed to find Artie if he wasn’t in the boat. He would be in the boat, huddled against the bottom. Or he’d be shouting from the nearest shore, singing something ridiculous. Or dog-paddling near the boat, and Harold would tow him back.

This trip was Harold’s doing. He knew Gus and saw a possibility when Gus said he owned a little cabin. Harold had read Thoreau. He was trying to live like a nineteenth-century person in America, not one of the shouting, crowding immigrants who were his people. Gus was not Jewish: a newspaperman who’d once been Harold’s editor, he was a sturdy, offhand Irish guy whose family ran a business he didn’t want to work in.

Distances look shorter over water. The lake was not big, and Harold was ordinarily a tireless swimmer, taking regular breaths each time his left arm cleared the surface of the water. Yet this swim took a long time. He stopped and paddled to rest and look around. The boat was closer. It was definitely a boat. The storm was letting up, but he still saw lightning and heard thunder. He still saw nobody in the boat.

He was stupid, that was the trouble with Harold Abramovitz. For all his brilliance—he knew he was brilliant—he was stupid. It was stupid to risk his life for his boyish, exasperating friend. It was probably stupid to become a Communist, and he suspected that others at meetings found his earnestness comical. Not all of Harold’s ideals were Communist ideals: he cared too much for the particular person. He would keep his ideals all his life, he knew. He was tired. He wasn’t swimming well. He’d been stupid to think he could easily swim to the boat, rescue Artie, who could not even dog-paddle, and maybe drag Virginia in by the hair at the same time.

But now, at last, his arms aching, he was at the boat. He grasped the gunwale and pulled himself up, and the boat tipped toward him. Nobody was lying in the bottom. The shore closest to the boat looked almost as far away as the shore he’d just swum from, and nobody waved from the edge of the water. He turned to swim back to the cabin, but his arms ached, and now the wind was against him. The rain caught in his throat, and tiredness made him take a breath at the wrong time. He made himself slow down and hang, resting, his arms loose, until he caught his breath. If Artie was underneath, he was dead, and Harold knew no way to find out. He continued to hear thunder.

Artie had some trouble poking the boat away from the shore with his stick. It looked like rain but maybe not yet. For the second time in two days he took off his shoes and socks outdoors. Then he rolled up his pants, so he could step into the water and push the boat off again as it bumped its way along the shore, past the cabin and beyond it, along the side of the lake that was roughly parallel to the road. Frogs he never noticed until they jumped, splashed into the water at his approach, and Artie tried to remember if he’d ever before seen a living frog. For a minute he’d thought they were big bugs. He couldn’t have said what he was looking for, but as he slogged, poled, and dragged his boat along the shore, his camera bag still bumping on his chest, he liked the intense feeling the dense trees gave him, as if they were dangerous, or in danger. The air had become heavier, grayer.

—You had better reconsider, he sang, to the tune of a line in “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Then he remembered what the line came from. It was a song the protesters had made up, trying to prevent the layoffs from the WPA project where he’d worked. The boss was a bad man named Ridder. Poling his boat, bumping the shore here and there, Artie sang the whole thing, timing the phrases to fit the rhythm with which he jabbed the pole at the lake bottom.

Here’s our answer Mr. Ridder,

You had better reconsider.

Stop the layoffs, Mr. Ridder,

Or [waving his stick in the air] we’ll get rid ’er you!

The layoffs in question—of clerical workers—had not stopped, and Artie was among those laid off, but Mr. Ridder, the administrator, was gone. Only last week—Artie had plenty of time now—he’d participated in yet another demonstration, the death watch for Mr. Ridder, when the demonstrators lay on the ground around his car.

Something caught his eye. Farther along the lake, past a tangle of water lilies that kept snagging him, was some scrap or rag, something white that didn’t belong. Soon—as he tried to make his way to the white scrap, at last having a destination—he got tired of the boat, which was sloshing with water anyway. The edge of the lake was so dense with reeds and bushes that he couldn’t walk along the shore to see what the white thing was. He yanked the boat up a little way, so it would stay put, tied his shoes together with their laces and draped them around his neck. He felt like a donkey with the shoes bumping against the camera case, but he began to wade toward the scrap of white, using his pole as a walking stick and continuing to sing with occasional winces and stumbles. His pants were getting soaked. He was having a wonderful time, and when, years later, he’d tell his children the story of the cabin, he emphasized this outing: the boat, the frogs, the weeds, and the water. Forever he would advocate going outside and getting your feet wet, would always see himself as an outdoorsman, while other people—especially Brenda and Carol—might need to be reminded that nature was just out the window.

The white scrap was Virginia’s bathing suit. She was sitting as she’d sat near the cabin, knees drawn up, watching him.

—Whatcha doing? he said.

—Just looking. She clutched her sweater. Now big dark gray clouds moved across the sky. The wind was stronger, and maybe its direction had changed.

—How did you get here? You’re dry.

—I walked from the road. There’s a path.

—You just took a path into the woods? he said. He’d been congratulating himself on his affinity with the wilderness, but he wouldn’t have done that. He was envious. But he said, You could have gotten lost but good.

—Eaten by bears, said Virginia.

It was the first lightness he’d seen in her. Mind if I join you? he said.

—There’s no room, said Virginia. This was true. The path she’d taken was almost closed in by reeds on either side, and it ended at her rock. He stepped around her and sat down on the path, turning up the soles of his feet to dry them. He plucked a long blade of grass and laid it across his lips, trying to make a noise. Artie had fooled around on a lot of instruments, some in high school, where he’d played saxophone in the band, and some in music stores.

—What’s it like to live in New York? Virginia said. He ignored her. He was trying to figure out why she irritated him. You’re an attractive girl, he said after a while, wrapping his blade of grass around his fingers, weaving it among them, shredding it, then plucking another. There’s nothing wrong with your looks, he continued.

—But? said Virginia. There’s something wrong with the rest of me? She stood up. Then she
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