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In the moment after Robert Mason’s condom broke he rolled 
off me, propped himself on his elbow, and said, “What you  

do doesn’t help anybody.” He was a four- time All-American  
diving cham pion with polit ical aspir a tions, Jewish, profi cient in 
Japanese, and a recent head page to the Department of Justice. 
We were both twenty- one years old. When I didn’t answer, 
distrac ted by feel ings of preg nancy and damna tion, Robert got 
out of bed. He covered his magni fi cence with a shirt and went 
out to sleep in another room.

We were spend ing a weekend at the Mason estate, a compound 
in north ern New England where his father, a tycoon in the tire 
industry, exer cised his dogs. The house had many bedrooms—I 
was in one, Robert in another, his sister and her fiancé in a third, 
seven more going empty—and a large back territ ory, full of trees 
and a small body of water where one could see that summer had 
come. I had the impres sion that the summer I saw here over the 
lake was just a corner of a larger summer, one that stretched over 
the entire hemi sphere, and that it was possible for me to float 
freely through it, riding the light wherever.

It was May, and I was inter ested in getting all my light in one 
night less season. Then hanging on to it. That’s what I needed, I 
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thought, a lesson in either light- making, or light- keeping. To fulfill 
gradu ation require ments for the art major, I had submit ted a 
paper on urban land scapes and a few paint ings of build ings. The 
build ings I painted were gray and wintry, pocked by rows of black 
windows. I had read of a man who was paint ing with only the 
color yellow—he lived in the north of Norway. The artist colony 
where he worked had offered me a room for the summer, as part 
of a paint ing appren tice ship program. That same week, Robert 
had asked me to join him in Japan after gradu ation. I had promptly 
turned Norway down. The Arctic Apprenticeship Committee 
argued that the master painter would accept assist ants for this 
summer only, that I was missing a rare oppor tun ity. I felt it was a 
rarer oppor tun ity to spend the summer in love, in Shinjuku.

Now that Robert had dismissed me, I had no reason to go to 
Shinjuku. Robert had been invited by JANIC, the Japan NGO 
Center for International Cooperation; I had been invited by 
Robert. I scrambled for altern at ives. Maybe I could go north, 
maybe they’d still have me. Maybe I could learn some thing about 
the world’s bright ness from that man and his yellow paint. Maybe 
I could learn to be alone.

The phar ma ceut ical attend ant who sold us Plan B heard more of 
Robert’s voice than I had over the course of the weekend. His 
silence confused his sister, who was soon to be married, and was 
very much in love with Timothy, her patient, bug- eyed life partner. 
Back at the estate, I helped myself to fruit salad. Janet and 
Timothy offered me napkins, water. They tilted their heads at 
me, looking confused and a little like Colombian love birds. I 
shrugged back, admit ting that I did not know why I had been 
brought to their house or why I was still in it.
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We heard the sound of Robert diving into the lake. He was in 
the habit of diving twice a day, once for form and once for breath- 
control drills, before and after lunch. I’d had enough silence and 
fruit salad and wanted to make him talk. I folded my napkin, 
walked out to the water, and jumped in.

He really did look happy to see me when he came up, gasping 
and shoot ing snot from his nose into his hands, and then grabbing 
me by the shoulders. It looked like he was about to say some thing. 
He changed his mind and went under again. He came up with a 
distant expres sion that was half Rembrandt and half Marine, shook 
the water out of his buzz cut, and told me we were heading inside.

His blond leg hair was tangled with weeds and algae. As we 
walked across the back yard, I wanted to pin him down and shave 
his legs, espe cially as we passed the outgrown family sandbox 
with its rakes that looked like big razors. We got to the back door 
and he took off his shorts. Keeping both parts of my bathing suit 
on, I joined him under the outdoor shower. Robert Mason Sr. 
had installed the stone floor himself in a little ring just big enough 
for two right and two left feet. Robert Jr. took it upon himself to 
soap us both down.

He and I had been dating for three months, during which we’d 
had sex infin ity times and imagined a Jewish wedding. We would 
gradu ate in a month, and I’d believed that we would go out into 
the world as part ners and live in it until we died. Japan, marriage, 
brises, bar mitzvai. Gradually, over the last three weeks, the fact 
of our being not merely incom pat ible, but enemies, had snuck 
up on this dream.

There, in my dreamy, birth- controlled stupor, as I watched the 
shower stream down the length of him, it was mysti fy ing to  
me—the way he was essen tially unkind, in the way only heroes 
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can be; the insane thing he’d said, and the insane moment he’d 
said it. The shower water was warmer than the lake, and I began 
to feel blood again, and I began to shiver with anger, which he 
inter preted as a chill, turning off the water, rubbing us both with 
one big white towel, and leading us up to the patio where we 
could dry in deck chairs in the sun.

“Don’t be angry, Frances,” he said, finally looking at me, and 
meaning it. “I’m sorry about last night. What can I do?”

“You help people.”
“All Masons do,” he said. “It’s in my blood.”
Robert was an excep tion ally pale young man whose veins 

showed at his temples. I wondered how much blood he had.
“That’s the real problem here,” he contin ued. I sat up from the 

leaning deck chair, wanting very much to hear the real problem. 
“It’s where we come from. If your mother decor ated, let’s say, the 
interi ors of hospit als, we might have more to say to each other. If 
your father—”

“Who said I was going to help people?” I said, leaving my 
parents out of it. “I am going to make paint ings using the color 
yellow, Bob.”

I had never called him Bob before.
“That looney tunes gig up in Lapland?” he asked.
“I’m not coming to Japan.”
“In that case”—he paused—“I can’t help you.” He squin ted at 

the trees in the distance, as if keeping his eyes on the future.

•  •  •

Janet drove us down from the house at the end of the weekend. 
Being from Manhattan, I had never learned to drive a car. She 
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said we would be stop ping in Providence for burri tos and adjus-
ted her rear view mirror. We drove down the inter state.

I drew up a map in my mind. Robert and I held separ ate tickets 
to Japan: the Masons’ frequent- flyer miles had put Robert on a 
direct flight, and I had assembled a discoun ted multi- leg itin er ary 
through the back logs of the Student Travel Association. It didn’t 
seem likely that the STA would offer flights to the Bodø Airport of 
Arctic Norway. And even the most invent ive flight path wouldn’t 
help: in the weeks since I’d turned it down, the appren tice ship had 
surely been filled. I was going home now, appar ently indefi n itely, 
and wherever I went next, there would be no more Robert Masons. 
I saw how everything that was about to happen would be controlled 
by its own door. The car door would open and let me out, the car 
door would shut behind me, the door to my parents’ apart ment 
would open and let me in, I would sleep there, and in the morning, 
as soon as I opened the door and went out, Robert would no longer 
be anywhere in the world. I was about to cry. I bit the skin of my 
inner cheek and tried to think about rocks and lizards.

We parked the car at a meter. Timothy was rubbing his hands 
together and saying, “Gonna get chicken.” Crossing the road to 
the Burrito Barn, I watched Robert ahead of me in the inter sec-
tion, perform ing his slow, weekend swagger for the cars at the 
next red light.

The Burrito Barn had no seating, so we ate on the road. Janet 
steered with one hand. I hadn’t noticed the pill’s after taste until 
it clashed with my chipotle sauce. When the burri tos were 
finished and the tinfoil was bunched up and collec ted in the 
gross paper bags, there, in the back seat of the Land Rover, I let 
myself fall against him. I wanted to feel his solid shoulder one 
more time.
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Robert petted my hair. He stroked my cheek, and when his 
fingers dragged down to my chin he pinched it. We nuzzled  
our heads together, in the spirit of being ex–true loves. I missed 
our true love. I hated him for his shoulders. My stomach  
burned and kept burning down I-95. Half an hour later, some-
where in New Jersey, Janet pulled over to the side of the road. 
Robert opened the door, carried my bag to the bus stop, and 
dropped it onto the curb. He pointed to one end of the road and 
said the bus would be coming from that way. He thanked me for 
coming, got back in the car, kicked the trash bag to the side 
where I had been sitting, shut the door, waved through the 
window, and went.

•  •  •

I looked down the road.
After an hour, a bus came.

•  •  •

I got home to find my sister climb ing out the window. She had 
my mother’s long legs—half a foot longer than mine. I climbed 
out after her. The fire escape had always been our only hope for 
a tree house, but now we hardly fit. We sat with our legs tangled, 
on slats just over the tops of the side walk trees. We took off our 
shoes, squeezed our calves through the slats, and let our feet 
hang between the branches. We were six stories high.

My sister was grin ning at her toes. I assumed she would explain 
her delight, but she let out only a long, lazy sigh. I wanted to tell 
her that it was over. I wanted to tell her that I felt jilted, half preg-
nant, heart broken—but Sarah was preoc cu pied. She looked out 
over the trees. I saw her eyes follow ing each passing car, as if she 
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were count ing them, lulling herself into a daze. There was no 
point in spoil ing her lullaby with the Mason night mare.

I left her to her joy and climbed back through the window to 
see my parents, who tended to be as miser able as I felt that night.

My mother wanted to know how the weekend had gone. I 
never gossiped with my mother, she never knew anything about 
whom I kissed or when I kissed them. When she asked me how 
things were going, I gener ally answered, “Good.”

“Not that well,” I said. My father burst out from the kitchen. 
“I knew it!” he said. “I knew he was no good from the night we 
were stand ing on Harrison Street, and we’d all just seen How to 
Succeed in Business, and I asked him how he liked it, and he said, 
‘Your daugh ter has very talen ted friends.’ I should have told him, 
‘Go blow,’ ” my father said.

My father grew up on Flatbush Avenue, in a Brooklyn from 
another time, where his parents dressed gorgeously and drank 
unapo lo get ic ally. My mother grew up on the only Jewish cow 
farm in Vermont.

“Thanks, Dad,” I said.
My mother asked again what had happened. I didn’t think I 

could answer fully, though for the first time I wanted to, because 
when she was my age she wasn’t having sex, she was milking 
cows.

The most I could say was, “I don’t want to see him again,” 
which was true.

And then it was time for bed. Our apart ment unfurled itself. It 
was a night- bloom ing plant of some kind—the sofa bed opening 
up for my parents, filling the living room until it was nothing  
but a man and a woman in bed, with no room left, the foot of  
the mattress reach ing just to the knob of the front door. In the 
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bedroom, I crawled into my bottom bunk. The top belonged to 
my sister, who atten ded New York University and lived at home, 
but rarely slept there. She was a year younger than me, and  
in love.

There was no ques tion that her boyfriend’s bed was more 
comfort able. It was simply larger. Everything about my family 
was small. It was just the four of us. We had no first cousins,  
no living grand par ents. Physically, I had always been small. My 
father had been chubby as a child, had been teased for it, and 
now ate almost only ketchup. My mother had been long- haired 
and go- go-boot- wearing in the sixties, but was now short- haired 
and flat- shoed and ate almost only apples. We crawled into our 
beds like mice into holes, holes just our size. All night long, my 
mother would wake up and pee. My parents’ pajamas were stored 
in the one bedroom, the one they had given to their daugh ters, 
and my father would fall asleep in his clothes on the sofa bed 
before coming in, middle of the night, to change. I preten ded to 
sleep and not look at his legs when he took off his pants. Then 
we would all fall asleep again, in our nearby holes, and the apart-
ment would accom mod ate us though we asked too much of it.

•  •  •

As a child, my father had wanted to be a doctor. He followed  
the track faith fully: Brooklyn Borough Science Fair, AP chem-
istry, pre- med major. Nothing deterred his interest, until at nine-
teen he received a sudden rush of praise. His molecu lar genet ics 
professor raved about the preci sion of his double helix illus tra-
tions. His organic chem istry professor photo copied my father’s 
line- angle repres ent a tions to distrib ute as study mater i als. My 
father started to under stand his passions as distinct from his 
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class mates’, from the sea of students pursu ing identical paths. 
He loved the way the gall blad der had the shape and color of a 
cactus leaf. He hated the way his course text books depic ted the 
esophagus as a rigatoni noodle. He discovered that he had a 
talent for drawing organs the way he wanted to see them, focus-
ing on their harsh complex ity. He discovered the Association of 
Medical Illustrators. He believed he’d found a way to contrib ute 
his best to the medical world.

His friends progressed from pre- med to medical school. He 
entered a biolo gical illus tra tion gradu ate program for CAAHEP 
accred it a tion. His friends called him “lucky” with affec tion and 
disap proval: his program would take only two years. He earned 
his first paycheck illus trat ing a cross section of the human  
palm. His illus tra tions were bold. He never redrew a line. His 
friends, having completed their studies, and over the years having 
completed their resid en cies and having started their prac tices, 
didn’t need to consult his good work. They had long since put 
their text books aside. He’d never met anyone who’d seen his 
illus tra tions. Thirty years into his work, my father couldn’t say 
what his excel lence had earned him.

His draft ing desk was a slab of wood resting over his clothes 
drawers, in my bedroom. Scattered over the desktop lay the empty 
card board cartons of graph ite crayon sets—the crayons them-
selves lying out one by one with broken tips—an X-Acto knife and 
its gleam ing spare blades, stacks of sketch books, rolls of masking 
tape, a half dozen mugs. My father, his sixty- year-old head full of 
etern ally growing hair, liked to stand at his desk with all his draw-
ings out, smiling, talking about how miser able they made him.

How miser able they made him. How many cups of coffee he 
drank a day. How mad he made other men with his full head of 
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blond hair. I believed my father’s love of life was demon strated by 
the coffee he drank—rabid, charged, sick en ing, acidic, addict-
ive. Nobody had a bigger built- in smile than my father, though 
his mouth lent itself equally to extraordin ary rage. At break fast 
every Sunday, he asked me if his pictures were still good.

A diner we found one such morning was playing Ella Fitzgerald, 
so he wanted to stay. He spread ketchup over the omelet we were 
sharing, put his knife down, gazed out the window, then turned 
back, picked up his fork, scraped the ketchup off the top, and ate 
it alone, without egg.

“The sound is espe cially good in here,” he said. “It sounds like 
they’re playing live music.”

Ella was singing “Cheek to Cheek” in 1956.
Nowhere was my father more at home than in a diner, in the 

company of wait resses and condi ments. He was the most American 
person I knew. Perhaps my mother was the least, with her specific 
intel li gences, her tini ness, her incred ible talent for self- restraint.

A toddler ran past our table waving a bendy straw. We laughed, 
and then my father got wretched. His flaring nostrils signaled  
the turn.

“No solu tion,” he began.
I ate and let him go on.
“I did it to myself,” he said. “I could have been a podi at rist. 

Instead, I draw feet. It’s not science, and it’s not art. It’s just 
pictures. Students don’t look at them. Doctors defin itely don’t 
look at them. How am I supposed to keep making these things 
when nobody cares if they exist?”

“They’re gorgeous,” I said. They were.
“What does it matter if you do what you love, if what you love 

doesn’t matter?”
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The wait ress wanted to know if the coffee should be refilled.
He said to her, “What I do doesn’t matter.”
She asked, “What?”
I said, “Yes, please.”
“I am sixty years old,” he said to me, while she leaned, patient, 

volup tu ous, over our table, her pot filling his cup, her hair like 
mine—thin, curly, getting long—and it was such a relief to have 
three of us at the table for a moment, another inno cent party, 
allow ing us to pause, while a French family at the next table 
consul ted their maps.

I wanted to be able to speak to him happily, to show him the 
way I was when I was away from him, which was happy, which 
was how he wanted me to be. I had a copy of Dostoyevsky’s The 
Eternal Husband with me and showed him its bright pink cover, 
to change the subject.

“Bought it for the title?” was his first joke. He flipped the book 
over. There was only a single line of text on the back: “The most 
monstrous monster is the monster with noble feel ings.” We 
looked at the quote together from oppos ite sides of the table.

•  •  •

My mother keeps a sea monster in five porcel ain parts  
( \ ^ ^ ^ / ) on her office desk, beside a row of long- living orchids. 
She works at a small interior design company. On a shelf beside 
her uphol stery samples, she keeps a photo graph of my father 
making a duck face with his lips, a photo graph of me as an eight- 
year-old in a purple summer camp T-shirt, and one of my sister, 
age eleven, holding a pizza box on Lexington Avenue. The photos 
are displayed in revers ible, clear- plastic frames that hold four 
images but take up the counter space of two. The thing that my 
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mother likes most, person ally and profes sion ally, is the effi cient 
use of space.

An example of which is the sofa bed. If the pillows are hidden 
in the chest- bottom of the Oriental side table with the remote 
controls on top; if the blankets are folded up into the groove 
between the piano and the wall; if the pajamas are in the chil-
dren’s room; if the kitchen bowls and cookie tins fit concent ric-
ally inside one another, inside the cabin ets with their clever wire 
separ at ors; if the chil dren sleep on top of each other; if the sofa 
bed pulls out to the door—

My mother apolo gized to every person who entered our home 
for its size. She told strangers her dream of a bedroom with a 
door. She designed duplex apart ments, four- bed, three- bath; she 
made pillow recom mend a tions to the owners of five- story brown-
stones; she was respons ible for the strip pable, nonwoven wall pa-
per of Connecticut summer homes. Two healthy daugh ters and 
one city- priced bedroom later, her salary was spent. She did what 
she could to make our space count.

•  •  •

I don’t remem ber why they fought. Why was my father always, 
always scream ing? I can’t remem ber it ever having to do with my 
mother herself. It was a perform ance for her, as she was his best 
audi ence. “He’s an actor,” his mother had said. He was, with his 
wild ness, showing my mother how genu inely angry he was: a 
good and smart man who worked hard at what he loved, in the 
field where he had become at last excel lent, making work that he 
knew was beau ti ful and useful, but that nobody ever used.

He bellowed. He never struck her. It was not that kind of 
attack. My father was only scream ing a version of Love me, 
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because I love you, because you allow me to suffer, because it 
feels good when we suffer near each other.

Other fights were fights about fight ing.
“You only know how to bark,” she would say.
He would shout some thing unin tel li gible.
“Bark! Bark!” would be her retort.
Sick of her barking, he would storm out.
Whose problem was it? Mine, or hers, or his? In the chain of 

things, it became mine: my father was an inno cent victim of the 
medical community; my mother was an inno cent victim of my 
father; I was an inno cent child. If it wasn’t our apart ment’s door 
that he slammed, it was the diner’s door. If it wasn’t my problem, 
it was nobody’s, and then what? Innocence felt so much like 
inertia to me, I wanted convic tion. This desire coin cided with 
high school. I wore my pants baggier and baggier, my shirts 
tighter and tighter, my head phones the size of my head.

My parents were older than all of my friends’ parents. They 
had been college seniors in 1969 and lived in Greenwich Village 
in the seven ties, but I knew that my parents had never been 
involved in any kind of free love, that they hadn’t bothered over 
Dylan or Mitchell, that they listened to the same Bach partitas 
then as now. I don’t know what they were doing while their class-
mates were string ing flowers. I pictured them climb ing concrete 
stair cases.

The way my parents weren’t cool was time less, as if all the 
bands and pant shapes and shoe heights of all the ages had 
passed right by them, leaving their good sense intact.

With pride, my father always said I was born a “dark, serious” 
baby. He always followed that, sadly, with the fact that I had 
become “a blab ber mouth.” It was diffi cult to be nearly as serious, 
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as Bach- like, as my parents liked things to be. When my younger 
sister turned eight een, she began dating Scott Glenny, a boy who 
had been allowed to play video games all his life. He would turn 
out to be a gifted computer program mer, but my parents couldn’t 
have known that. Scott’s talent bred in him a rude form of confi-
d ence, one that led him to mock my father’s “doodles,” and even 
on occa sion to belittle Sarah’s veter in ary studies—her “girlie” 
love of animals. My parents suspec ted him of being a jerk and a 
moron. When my sister came home from his big messy bedroom, 
she would beg for the radio station to be switched, for some thing 
other than Chopin to be played in our house. It never happened.

We all lived together in our one- bedroom over the Crane, a 
classic American restaur ant whose classic American roaches scared 
me when I turned on the bath room light. I went out and could not 
come home at night without opening the front door right into the 
sofa bed and my parents’ open- mouthed sleep ing. The only way we 
knew how to be was in each other’s way.

I could not call it a love less marriage. There was this certain, 
occa sional thing that happened where my mother held my 
father’s head in her hand and brushed his hair off his fore head. I 
knew their tender ness when I saw it. But was it the lumin ous 
part ner ship I wished for myself, and for my sister?

•  •  •

My father and I were at the kitchen table for break fast. I had 
woken up early from a night full of Robert night mares, but my 
sister was still sleep ing deeply, her taxicab lullaby evid ently a 
success. My mother was in the kitchen, scram bling eggs.

When the eggs were hard, and the juice poured, and the 
napkins folded perfectly, my mother sat down. I moved the toast 
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and the Nutella from the kitchen counter to the table. Morning 
light bounced off the back of Sarah’s chair.

“Sleeping Beauty,” my father called to the bedroom.
And then the bedroom door opened, and Sarah and her left 

hand came to the table.
Had it been there the night before? She sat down and we stared. 

Had I failed to see the sparkle in the dark, on the fire escape? 
Sarah rested her adorned hand on the lid of the Nutella jar.

She looked around the table, pausing at each of our faces, but 
none of us spoke, so she opened the jar, dipped her knife to the 
bottom, and spread a piece of toast over until it was completely 
brown. She bit and chewed with her lips closed, smiling.

“How did he propose?” I asked. My sister began her answer, 
which to my embar rass ment I could not fully recall when Yasha 
asked me about it months later. They had taken a ride on the 
Staten Island Ferry. I think Sarah had been posing as the Statue of 
Liberty when Scott got down on his knee. While she told the story, 
I was distrac ted by my mother’s enorm ous eyes, which were full of 
agony. My father was ready to speak. I saw some thing on his mind 
gaining momentum. When my sister ended her story, my father 
said, “Good, because your mother and I are separ at ing.” He added, 
“Good you’ll be out of the house.” He looked at my sister, then at 
me. He concluded, “There won’t be a house for you anyway.”

My mother said, “Saul.”
He said, “Cat’s out.”
She said, “Saul.”
My sister said, “Mom?”
My mother said, “Congratulations.”
“He’s a schmo, Scott Glenny,” my father said. “You’re marry ing 

a schmo.”
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•  •  •

I went as quickly as possible to Grand Central Station. Without 
a ticket, I boarded the train and lay flat across three seats.

My sister was at Scott’s dorm by now, being consoled. I 
wondered if she would tell him what my parents had said. Schmo. 
Putz. All the Yiddish words for not this guy. The wedding was 
sched uled for September. Mrs. Glenny was hosting. Mr. Glenny 
would spend the summer repaint ing the Glenny house; they 
could marry in the Glenny garden. Summer didn’t come to  
San Francisco until September, Scott’s mother told Sarah, and 
when it came, it was glor i ous. In explain ing the arrange ments, 
Sarah repeated the word glor i ous. My father repeated the word 
schmuck.

Scott was my year, gradu at ing. Sarah inten ded to take a year 
off before her senior year, move to California, and then see about 
gradu at ing with work- credit trans fers. Dropbox had offered Scott 
a stag ger ing entry salary. Sarah would have plenty of time before 
she needed her own income. I knew this would only encour age 
Scott to call Sarah’s work “super flu ous.” My mother wanted to 
know what she had done to drive Sarah to this marriage. My 
sister wanted to know what she had done to drive our parents to 
this separ a tion. None of us could fathom one another.

The jig is up, I thought, riding the front car of the 11:07 train. 
We’d finally canceled one another out. It was a two- hour ride 
back to school. I had one more week of exams. Two months until 
Robert left for Japan. Four months until the wedding, if there 
was going to be a wedding. All the sail boats in New England 
were mounted, dry, along the shore that curved in the train’s 
eastern windows—boats that would soon be waxed for summer. 
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I wanted to steal a boat. Preferably a house boat. Someplace 
where I could live for a while, while my family adjus ted.

I wanted to know whose idea all this had been. I wanted to 
know if my father had been a good kisser. I wanted to know how 
many men had kissed my mother, and how well. I wanted to know 
if she planned on kissing new men now. I wanted to know if my 
mother was a good kisser. I had been told that I was a good kisser, 
and I wanted to kiss my mother and talk to her about romance.

Sarah and Scott had gone on their first date in October of 
Sarah’s fresh man year. My parents, from the start, found Scott 
unfor giv ably un-Jewish, unima gin at ive, taste less, sporty, and 
dull. My sister found his talent for leisure and his lack of anxiety 
breath tak ing (our family loved work, loved anxiety) and spoke to 
me about his being a “liber ated man.” I think it was this very 
liber a tion my parents resen ted. And was my sister liber at ing 
herself, then, via marriage?

The conductor came and asked for my ticket. It was a young 
conductor, his uniform too large for him, and I was crying, and 
this frightened him. He apolo gized for asking, waited a second, 
then asked again. I wanted to make him comfort able—I sat up 
straight and slapped myself on the cheeks a little and gave him 
my debit card. He charged me the station price. He apolo gized 
again and said that I had saved four dollars. I thanked him and 
blew my nose in my ticket and turned back to the window. More 
boats, more houses.

I hadn’t ever made a decision as large as getting married, or 
getting divorced. I liked to move alone through vast fields or 
pastures. Throughout college, during the summers, I would find 
ways for the univer sity to send me some where, wherever they 
were sending people. I went with a small suit case, to stare 
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intensely at the live stock—Irish sheep, English sheep—paint the 
animals, and find some body with a funny foreign name to make 
love to on a foreign kitchen floor before coming home to my 
parents’ empty refri ger ator.

There would be two refri ger at ors, surely still empty, humming 
in the corners of my parents’ separ ate apart ments. They were 
taking the summer to move out of our old place and find new 
ones. I wondered if they would eat more without each other. 
Whether they would grow fatter and happier, or waste away. And 
why they were doing this, doing it now, after not doing it for so 
long. An announce ment said, “Please take all your belong ings 
with you.” The train pulled into the station with a screech and a 
thump, marking the last time I would come back to school before 
it too ended.

•  •  •

I shared a dorm with four girls, most of whom had made some 
kind of plan. One was accep ted into the Yale School of Drama. 
Another was accep ted, together with her high school sweet heart, 
into the University of Chicago Law School. A third got a job in 
the offices of Kaiser Consulting.

My father had never worked in an office. In his post- college 
youth in New York, he ate toasted bagels with his friend Carl  
at Fanelli’s on Prince and Mercer, got drunk on spiked milk,  
and occa sion ally helped his mother package blush behind her 
makeup counter. His proudest commer cial achieve ment was 
“making change” (“Do you have to make change?” he asked 
brightly when I got a high school wait ress ing job) on his parents’ 
noncal cu lat ing cash register. New York no longer had room for 
this partic u lar, charm ing kind of bum.
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My friend Igor wrote code for Google. I had recently visited 
his office for lunch. We’d jumped in ball pits and cruised down 
the halls on Razor scoot ers to reach the cafet eria. In the first 
draft of my cover letter to Google Marketing, I had written about 
my enjoy able visit to the Google office and “the jazz of the ball 
pit.” My cousin, a soft ware engin eer, sugges ted I cut this phrase. 
I rewrote the letter to include the terms product, content, and 
enable. My inter view gave me an excuse to wear a magenta blazer, 
but I didn’t get the job.

At the open inform a tion session for private equity jobs, I had 
gotten as far as a pair of giveaway rubber flip- flops and a Rubik’s 
cube. I had a prelim in ary inter view with the Boston Consulting 
Group, but I couldn’t say how many dent ists there were in 
America. The inter viewer sugges ted I begin my calcu la tions, 
next time, with the number three hundred million.

I wasn’t cut out for these jobs. I had been born, as Robert 
Mason had pointed out, into a desper ately artistic family.

Perhaps there were other parts of the world, I thought, where 
one could make a living as an artist. I sat by the window of the 
pizza parlor nearest the train station and ate a Grandma slice, 
trying to imagine the Arctic. Was it yellow up there? Was that 
what this man’s paint ings were all about? I didn’t know what it 
meant to live in an “artist colony,” and I wondered how many 
artists there would be. If they were local artists, they would be 
very good, by now, at paint ing wide- open spaces. Maybe they 
could teach me how to paint light. Maybe I could teach them 
how to paint build ings. Maybe they knew of whole new un-
American colors. Colors New Yorkers would want to buy. Colors 
that came out of that thin north ern air. A breeze blew in through 
the pizza shop’s windows. I put back the oregano. In the computer 
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lab down the street, I found the colony’s invit a tion halfway down 
my Gmail trash folder.

It prom ised to be solit ary, and terribly far away. The direc tions 
described an eight een- hour train ride that started in Oslo and 
connec ted to a four- hour ferry across a major fjord. It was recom-
men ded that I bring gear for heavy storms. The colony denied 
respons ib il ity for the health and well- being of its tenants. The 
master painter was not to be held account able for the artistic 
progress of appren tice paint ers. The Norwegian govern ment reques-
ted that all inter na tional tenants state their purpose to the local 
police upon arrival. Leaving the colony was possible only when  
the fjord proved cross able, on select and unfore see able days.

I asked the Arctic if it would still have me.
A girl named Ingeborg had taken the appren tice ship. The 

commit tee did not fail to describe her talent, her cordial person-
al ity, and their excite ment at the prospect of her joining the 
Yellow Room project before explain ing that she had subsequently 
declined the posi tion and instead taken an intern ship at the 
Norwegian National Gallery.

In the morning, our last room mate, the one who kept track of 
job offers by stick ing Post- it announce ments to our suite’s front 
door, who herself had not yet found a job but would soon become 
the cactus expert for the Natural Gardener in Austin, Texas, posted 
a note on the wall with my name and the words Far North.

•  •  •

On Graduation Day, my parents arrived with Sarah, who’d flown 
in from a hiking vaca tion with Scott’s family. I had never seen 
either of my parents put their feet into water. I had never seen 
my father’s calves. My parents liked to be clothed, indoors, and 
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in Manhattan. To the gradu ation cere mony, my mother wore a 
royal blue dress with large buttons and black rubber- soled shoes. 
My father’s tie was brown- red, the color of scabs. I was wearing 
a cowboy hat with small red berries embroidered around the 
brim.

I don’t remem ber the origin of the hat tradi tion, but all of us 
gradu at ing had our heads covered: with straw, crowns, helmets, 
plain yarmulkes, open books tied to the head with ribbon and 
worn as bonnets. We filled the yard in our folding chairs. My 
friend Emily was called up onstage to accept the George Andrus 
Prize for intel lec tual achieve ment, char ac ter, and person al ity. 
Robert Mason was called up onstage to accept the Hart Boell 
Award for qual it ies of courage, strength of char ac ter, and high 
moral purpose.

I recalled the bus station where he’d left me. I thought of high-
ways, super bridges, stretched lines, my father’s pencils, my 
future canvas. All I had was a direc tion, north.

What did my father have? Saul had the American song book, 
the Brooklyn Bridge, his love of babies, and Catherine Deneuve’s 
chocol ate cookie recipe.

My mother, though this was perhaps not a bless ing, had a new 
interior to design. As the honor ary degrees were conferred, I 
pictured my mother living alone. It looked queenly. When I 
turned around to look for her in the crowd, I saw she had taken 
a seat behind my father. My mother looked like she could see the 
whole world from where she sat. My sister sat in the row behind 
my mother, looking just like her, except pinker in the cheeks. My 
sister’s focus was narrow ing stead ily on a single point: Scott 
Glenny. She and my parents were still barely speak ing to one 
another, over whelmed by what all three called disgust.
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Robert came down from the stage and retook his chair, not far 
from mine. We too looked straight ahead. All the gradu ates rose 
and were recog nized.

After the cere mony, I packed up my room, keeping only what 
I’d take north. How hot was an arctic summer? I took both 
sandals and wool sweat ers. I gave shoes and dresses to my sister. 
I took my neck laces, my brushes, and all my socks. My room-
mates picked from among my books, and the rest were left 
outside the library in a card board box. It took a long time to make 
the room really empty. I didn’t know then that I was prac ti cing 
for a greater empty ing, the one I’d perform four months later, 
when the entire Gregoriov Bakery would need to be closed and 
cleared. Once my dorm room looked ready for someone else to 
move in, it was time to go.

We got home and found the sofa bed unmade. My mother, in 
our previ ous life, would never have left it this way. Now she flung 
her handbag onto the heap of blankets, removed her shiny black 
shoes, and sat on the corner of the bed nearest the window. She 
leaned her head back, as if in medit a tion. My sister moved her 
bag and sat atop the blanket heap. My father sat on the corner of 
the bed nearest the door. I was left the fourth corner, the one 
canop ied by my mother’s collec tion of orchids. I slouched under 
the flowers and found they had no smell. None of us faced each 
other. For the first time, the thin pull- out mattress seemed large, 
seemed adequate.

•  •  •

Early in the morning on the first of June, I rode the A train from 
West 4th Street to JFK. It took an hour and a half; the city’s 
popu la tion boarded and exited the train along the way, and I 
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focused on the pres ence of so many people, soon to be replaced 
by artists, moun tains, animals. I entered the depar tures terminal 
and checked in.

Some people claim that life is not making love to them. My 
father claimed this. Some people have never been made good 
love to, or don’t remem ber, or haven’t been taught how, and cheat 
their lives out of the pleas ure we each can make in one another.

I thought: one must want to make love to life.
From my father, I had inher ited a certain amount of discip line. 

We both could wake early and work intensely for hours. We were 
both comfort able in our own company. We were not lonely, or 
lazy. But discip line, I felt certain, had to be paired with joy. 
Otherwise it went to waste. Waste, like pictures that nobody 
sees, or waking up early without then slicing your bread, nodding 
to the weather, and relish ing the fabric of your sleeves as you 
push your arms through.

Lofoten lay some ninety- five miles above the Arctic Circle, a 
string of six islands in the Norwegian Sea.

I was looking for a love unlike my parents’ love or my sister’s 
love or the love on a foreign kitchen floor. I wanted my own 
kitchen to keep clean and full of bread and milk and hot sauce 
and a big clean empty sink where I could wash my dishes. I 
wanted to forgive my mother and father for their misery and find 
myself a light man who lived buoy antly and to be both his light 
and his dark, serious baby.
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