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For my mother




It is good to thank Adonai,
and to sing of Your name, O Most High;


To tell of Your lovingkindness in the morning and Your faithfulness by night;


With ten strings, with the lyre,


with a solemn sound upon the harp.


For You have made me glad through Your works, Adonai;


I exult in the works of Your hands.


—BOOK OF PSALMS, TEHILLIM 92














We are here to take the pieces of the universe that we are given, burnish them with love, and return them in better condition than we received them.


—FRAN DJUNA SUSSMAN












DAWN









One


My mother lived her own life. She was strong-willed and practiced in forging her own path. She had her private struggles and was used to enduring difficulty alone. Yet as I stood in the doorway of her home, one summer evening when I was twenty-six, nothing could have prepared me for what she had concealed.


A sea-blue dress hung from her gaunt shoulders. Her bare arms, usually lean with muscle, were flaccid and pale. Her hair, auburn the last time I had seen her, was graying and brittle. She smiled at me with the warmth she could always convey with ease.


I stumbled forward and hugged her. Her head to my chest, her arms around me, I listened to her steady breaths. She was my mother. She could not get cancer. If she did, she would tell me right away. But she did have cancer, and she had not told me until the phone call twenty-four hours before, midnight London time, her voice calm as she asked if I could fly home as soon as possible. Now, weary from the transatlantic flight and two-hour drive to her home in upstate New York, I held her closer to me.


We drew apart. Her hazel eyes settled in mine, joyful as she said, “Did you see the peonies along the driveway, Evan? They’re having their best year of the decade.”


“Mom. Why haven’t you told me you’re sick?”


“Like I said on the phone,” she said evenly, “the surgery is tomorrow morning.”


“How long have you known?”


“I thought,” she said, “we could have dinner outside. It’s such a lovely evening.”


She turned from me and passed through the sliding door. My mother, who made sure every leaf of salad she consumed was locally grown and every fish wild-caught, who could explain in charming detail the benefits of kale or coconut oil, who brewed her own kombucha, who practiced yoga each morning and meditated each evening, who jumped rope and lifted dumbbells, who wrote a health column for the regional newspaper, who as a holistic health practitioner spent her days with clients who came to her from across the Northeast, who at sixty-three was often mistaken for being in her forties—how had cancer infiltrated her body?


I followed her into the evening. The field between the farmhouse and woods had recently been mowed, and the smell of cut grass was rich in the August air. Pine trees swayed over the house. Paws tapped on the stone walkway. I turned to see Lucy prancing toward me, all nine pounds of toy fox terrier, her silken ears raised, her pupils as lively as any human eyes. “Are you a dog?” I asked, kneeling to accept her kisses.


The three of us walked silently up the hill behind the house. We were in my mother’s landscape. White peonies swayed in flower beds. The crab apple tree held its twisted pose like an elegant dancer. Evening light fell on the maroon barn from which we had retrieved eggs from our hens on the mornings of my childhood. Five ash trees rose from the earth as if the fingers of an open hand. My mother had arranged the cedar table and wicker chairs on the hilltop, facing across the valley, toward the mountain. The only visible human structure in the valley was our house, its green siding blending into the hills.


I glanced at my mother, concerned that the walk might have caused her discomfort. She smiled, setting her hand gently on my shoulder. White clouds kissed in the sapphire sky.


Lucy scampered ahead of us, drawn to the smells rising from the table. My mother had spared no effort in preparing this feast. Rings of lemon lay atop seared tofu. Clay pans offered roasted eggplant, cauliflower, butternut squash, portobello mushroom. A ceramic bowl held blackberries, boysenberries, and Concord grapes, which she must have picked from the vines in our woods. My favorite white wine from the vineyard in town was wrapped in cloth to preserve its chill, thin beads of condensation dripping down the neck of the bottle.


“The berries have been wonderful this summer,” my mother said, easing herself into the wicker chair. Lucy leapt onto her lap and tucked her little head over my mother’s forearm. She reached for the blackberries, each berry leaving its delicate purple stain on her fingers, and I thought by instinct of childhood mornings I ran shirtless out of the house, sunlight on my naked skin as I hurried through the woods, eager to devour all the berries I could find.


“Try the cauliflower, it’s so flavorful,” she said, offering me the roasted vegetable in the clutches of a wooden server. “The butternut squash, too. It makes me think back to the first summer we were here, and every road seemed to lead to a farmstand. Oh! I forgot the peaches inside. You won’t believe how sweet they are this year.”


She made to rise, and I touched her arm, trying to fathom that, despite her tranquil expression, within my mother was a cancerous tumor that had withered her body and begun to gray her hair. Tomorrow morning, at sunrise, we would drive into Manhattan, where a medical team intended to drug her unconscious and cut open her body with technology so complex it had no rooting in ordinary parlance. The articles I had read while waiting to board the plane in London suggested that she could remain in bed as long as a week after surgery. Loved ones should be prepared to assist with walking and eating. She needed every possible moment of rest before the surgery. Over her shoulder I could see the barn, from which she must have hauled the wooden table and chairs at immense physical expense. She had driven to the farmer’s market and spent hours preparing our dinner. She had made six or seven trips from the house up the hill, carrying the heavy clay pans to the table. Nothing could justify the effort she had exerted on my behalf.


“Mom, please sit. You need to rest.”


“I need,” she said firmly, “to enjoy dinner with my son.”


She reached for the wine and poured the cool amber liquid into my glass. She nodded to the bowl of fruit, and I reached for grapes, biting into the sour skin, then the sweet pulp. I had been too anxious to eat in the twenty-four hours since I glanced at my phone in the boisterous London bar and saw eight missed calls from my mother. Now, exhausted from the rushed departure, I devoured moist tofu, zucchini, red cabbage.


My mother ate nothing. She reclined in her wooden chair, gazing at me.


The valley was ablaze with the last evening light. Dandelions lay in yellow patches across the lawn. A deer loped across the trail that led into the forest, and Lucy leapt from my mother’s lap to give chase. My mother sighed contentedly. I reached for more squash, each bite ripe with the flavor of a vegetable grown less than a mile from where we sat. Through the valley echoed the familiar clatter of the freight train. “Can you hear the cardinal?” my mother asked. “She always sings as the sun falls.” And I could, the bird chirping as she flew over the woods.


She reached across the table to give me another slice of roasted cauliflower.


“It’s nice,” she smiled, “to have you home.”


She looked at me with her bright hazel eyes, and I felt the guilt that lingered on my visits home. In my teenage years I had felt suffocated by the remoteness of the town and promised myself that I would leave Goshen to discover places where people lived and life happened. I had completed a literature degree at Oxford, then moved from city to city—Berlin, Jerusalem, London—working odd jobs and never staying long in one place. At eighteen, I had never left upstate New York; at twenty-six, I returned only occasionally to visit my mother.


We spoke by video every Sunday. We texted most days. But I had silently dictated the terms of our relationship. I was the son who lived abroad.


Pine trees swayed over the farmhouse. With each moment London seemed farther away. Last night’s phone call had been so brief and, to me, so shocking that we had not discussed how long I would stay. My mother had cancer. I would have to tell friends I was home for the summer. Once the word was spoken it would accumulate an irreversible solidity, the disease within her body becoming a social fact, the explanation of my absence in London repeated by friends and acquaintances. I couldn’t say when I might return. Looking at the wrinkles in her face, which seemed to have aged a decade in the two months since we had seen one another, I knew we were no longer living within the recognizable rhythm of time.


“I’ll be here,” I said abruptly, “as long as you need.”


Lucy pranced back to us, leapt for a bite of tofu in my mother’s palm, and trotted a celebratory circle around the table. My mother looked at me uncertainly. As if the elegant facade of the evening was giving way to what awaited in the morning. Or perhaps I was imagining this. I was projecting onto her what I felt, my discomfort with this increasingly apparent fact: she had known for some time that she was ill. She had asked to speak by phone rather than video the last two Sundays to conceal her appearance. I wanted an explanation. To argue, if necessary. My mother smiled, sunlight and shadow on her face. I could not bring myself to rupture the beauty of her evening.


Nor could I make ordinary conversation. I wanted to say something. To speak as we usually spoke. To tell or ask about a film or book. To listen to her talk about a patient who had come to see her with an unusual story. To share a memory. But I said nothing.


She withdrew the fraying, homemade pot holder from beneath the pan of cauliflower and said, “Do you remember your knitting craze?”


I laughed, with no idea what she meant.


“You don’t remember? You were in second grade. You knit me a pot holder every holiday. On my birthday, you gave me a pot holder. Then Hanukkah, another pot holder. Christmas? A pot holder. Honey, you gave me a pot holder on New Year’s Day. You were such a talented knitter. Look at how well this one has held up.”


She handed me the pot holder, the aging crimson and white yarn soft to the touch. No memory came to mind.


My mother looked at me with that same hesitant expression, and I felt once more the urgency of the plane gathering speed on the London runway moments before cell service was lost to the clouds. I had reached for my phone and texted her: Love you more than anything. I will be with you every step of the way.


Now I was with her and didn’t know what to say.


Dusk was falling over the hills. The mountain ridges had vanished into the night. The clay pans were nearly emptied, only the cauliflower stalks and squash skin uneaten. A coyote howled and Lucy barked in reply. My mother needed to rest before our early morning drive into the city.


“Thank you for such a lovely dinner, Mom. Why don’t you rest, and I’ll clean up.”


“It’s wonderful having you home, Evan,” she said, looking into my eyes. “You might even say that time with you is my favorite part of being alive.”









Two


I set the last dish on the drying rack, water dripping off the clean glass into the sink. Wind rustled in the trees beyond the kitchen window. The house was silent, my mother and Lucy asleep. Shadow fell across the stairs that led to my childhood bedroom, on the second floor, facing east onto the mountains. The room appeared smaller than in memory, as it often did when I returned home. Dim light fell onto the antique dresser and bookshelf arranged against the near wall. It felt inconceivable that the vastness of my childhood imagination and teenage disorientation had fit between these walls. That so much of my inner life had existed within the books and CDs on the shelf. That every dream I could recall from those years had been experienced in this narrow bed, which, I saw, my mother had made for my arrival. It was midnight at the house, five in the morning London time. I needed to crawl beneath the blankets and let my mind go blank.


Lying in bed, eyes closed, arms tossed limply overhead, all I could think of was the illness my mother had concealed from me. We were each supposed to be the person the other trusted most. The last weeks must have been terrifying for her. She had kept it from me.


Did she think a lie by omission was different from any other form of deception? Maybe I wasn’t being understanding enough. She must have planned to tell me, then decided it wasn’t yet time. She was still looking into treatments, reading medical literature as she staved off exhaustion after a day with clients, emailing speakers she met at a conference in the Berkshires, phoning friends of friends. I drew the covers overhead, trying to sleep. She had waited to tell me until the last possible moment, the surgery there was no practical way for her to manage alone.


But my mother always had her secrets. I stood out of bed, too anxious to sleep. The wooden floorboards creaked as I crossed the darkness. I raised the window and the cool night touched my tired eyes. Fireflies shone and died in the dark. The silhouette of mountains glimmered on the horizon. All families have subjects that are understood to be better not discussed and we were no different. My eyes shifted to the shelf of neatly ordered CDs, settling on the face of the man my mother and I had not discussed for more than ten years. His mess of brown curls and angled chin resembled mine. For years, I had done all I could not to think of that man. It was easier to refuse my thoughts about him when I was abroad, in the life I had made for myself. I had rarely spoken his name since leaving home.


On the shelf were the earmuff headphones and worn portable player I had carried everywhere as a teenager. I felt weary, my defenses weakened by the long day of travel and shock of my mother’s illness. I could feel him in the room with me, where I had always felt closest to him. I reached for his CD and set the disc in the groove. Lifting the headphones to my ears, I was drifting back in memory to a spring night I was fifteen and stood sleepless at my bedroom window at four in the morning, headphones over my untamed hair.


I want you, Dylan sang, I want you so bad.


The moon glowed silver in the dark sky and possibility coursed through me. Beyond the window were black mountains and pine trees. Fifteen years old, gazing into the night, I wanted nothing more than to lift myself beyond those hills, climb onto the farmhouse roof and let the music carry me away from everything I knew too well. There was nothing for me in Goshen, just cows and church steeples. I knew that over the mountains and across the river was New York City. I could almost hear heartbroken actors feuding with destiny, music gathering like steam on a café window, a poet in a torn coat pleading with beauty on a street corner.


I glanced at my notebook. Half-formed stanzas scattered across the page, impulses that came to me in the night. I needed to write my way out of Goshen. At school I was ridiculed for being vegetarian, bookish, Jewish. I was a shy kid scribbling poetry into a marble composition book in the last row of class, hoping nobody looked my way. We hadn’t had television or internet at the farmhouse most of my childhood, and I’d always been mocked for being unfamiliar with video games, sitcoms, popular films. I didn’t fit in with the prevailing ethos in Goshen: masculine, rough-and-tumble. My mother had recently demanded to meet with the school principal after I’d been beaten badly by classmates, only for him to shrug off the incident, explaining that boys are boys. The implication was that I should fight back or stop complaining; the school certainly wasn’t going to get involved in a matter as straightforward as three students punching another until he bled from the mouth.


Being bookish didn’t help me with most teachers. One had failed me on every paper that year, accusing me of plagiarism because I had used words such as apposite and macabre. She asked how I could know words she didn’t, then laughed at me when I said, “From reading.”


There was one teacher who was kind to me. She had taken me aside after I handed in my first paper in her English class, and said, “Keep writing, Evan. It will take you somewhere.”


Wind swept through the high grass. How strange to think that the written word could change my life, that the symbols I pressed onto the page could make me other than I was. I had never admitted to anyone that my ambition was to become a writer. I had never let anyone read my poetry. My mother had once found several pages in the printer and I’d wanted to die of embarrassment. She said the language was exceptional and I had a natural gift. Of course she said that. I was her son.


I want you, Dylan sang into my headphones, I want you so bad.


I’d been listening to his music since the year before, when my geology teacher told me I looked like him. Until that day I’d never heard of Dylan. After class the teacher sat at his desktop computer and typed Dylan’s name into the search bar. I’d leaned over his shoulder and looked at the screen. I could see what he meant about our resemblance. It was uncanny looking at Dylan’s image. I knew that face. We had the same smile, a youthful cocksure grin.


“He’s a well-known musician,” the geology teacher said, “some say a poet. You might like his songs.”


That night I’d searched for Dylan’s music on my mother’s shelves of CDs and old records, well-kept in their original sleeves: jazz, classical, folk, complete operas on eight-track albums. She didn’t have anything by Dylan. A few days later I rode my bike to the music store two towns away and bought Blonde on Blonde for fourteen dollars. I’d biked home over the hills with my earmuff headphones clamped over my brown curls, the CD player in my backpack, Dylan’s lyrics taking me into another world. I’d never heard anything like his music. Standing at my bedroom window that night, looking at the mountain ridges, I could feel his every word moving through me like a diamond bullet fired straight through my heart. He didn’t write anything concrete, just feelings and impressions of everything he lived. He sang about dreamy visions, historical events, something that happened to me yesterday in my own mind. He was unlike any writer I’d encountered. His language was a ladder between heaven and earth. With his folk-song voice and impressionistic lyrics he was singing to me from the Appalachian hills, from nineteenth-century Paris, from a train hurtling through the night. Soon I was biking back to the music store, imbibing more: The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, Highway 61 Revisited, Blood on the Tracks, Slow Train Coming, Infidels. Every time I thought I understood Dylan he changed track, slipped into another artistic register. He sang torrid love songs, folk ballads, biblical mysticism, epic poems of intimate emotion, loyalty, betrayal, yearning, where the instrumentals and words came together into a language you’d never heard. I found a book of his lyrics and studied every mesmerizing page. He toyed with words so easily, just as he did with myth and character. The ragman drawing circles up and down the block—who the hell was that? It was me, of course. It was anyone listening to the song.


I wanted to know everything about this man. In the school library I found his memoir, Chronicles: Volume One, and read it in two nights. I was thrilled to learn that Dylan came from farmland of his own, a town in rural Minnesota that wasn’t so different from Goshen. He’d been called east by the music, taken a freight train across the country to Manhattan and written his way into a life worth living. He was what it meant to be an artist, to transform yourself through song. He’d slept in dime stores and bus stations, written conclusions on the subway walls. He’d turned people against racism and war with his songs. He lived as I dreamt of living, like a bard from ancient times, traveling to distant lands and transforming his experiences into stories for the strangers he met along the way. He was a reclusive poet, an artistic outlaw, and, like me, a Jew. He was never less than an individual.


Coyote howled in the night. The moon cast its silver glow over the hills. I had to flee Goshen as Dylan had fled Minnesota. I had to find that world of art and self-creation that Dylan had made his own. I’d never met an artist of any kind. My mother had taken me to see theater in New York City once a year when I was young. She had read to me when I was a child, passing on her love of literature. Beyond what she’d taught me, I’d had a sheltered life in our woods.


There had to be people like me out there and I would write my way to them. Dylan had charged into New York when he wasn’t much older than I was, arriving with nothing more than his guitar and pen. He’d devoted himself to something holy and come out the other side. When he sang that you’ve got to play your harp until your lips bleed, I knew he was telling me how to become a writer. Leaning through the open window, I could feel Dylan’s lyrics and the luminous moon and my desire to describe the beauty of the hills all coming together inside me.


That afternoon my history teacher had again said that I looked like Dylan’s spitting image. He wasn’t the first to use the phrase. As pure language the idiom didn’t cohere for me. Dylan would never use it. The idea was that people spit out children, yet the imagery didn’t work. The only thing close to parental spitting I could think of was God breathing into the earthy clay out of which he created Adam “in his image.” I’d read that in the Torah my mother gave me on my thirteenth birthday, along with a note about how it wasn’t necessary to take the theology literally, but any writer should know biblical allusion. I’d told her I was no more interested in religious allusion than I was in religious delusion. Then I started reading the Torah and had to admit to her that it made some interesting observations.


The history teacher wasn’t the only person to emphasize my resemblance to Dylan. Another teacher had recently emailed me in the middle of the night to say he was watching a documentary on Dylan and could not stop thinking about how much I looked like him. Strangers had stopped me in the gas station and health food store to tell me that I resembled him.


The clatter of the freight train echoed through the valley. Turning from the window I felt my way through the darkness for the book of Dylan lyrics near my pillow. His photograph shone through the room. I’d seen his expression in my eyes, that hint of sadness I knew all too well. My curls were growing off his head. Looking at his photographs across the years was like watching myself grow up. He was lean like me, my weight and height, slouching with the same shy confidence. He even talked like me, bouncing in his seat, nodding before he gave irreverence in place of an answer. We had the same baritone voice, sometimes tending toward a mumble or slur.


I had reason to believe my mother had once met him.


A few months before, Luke, my stepfather, had been driving me into town when “Like a Rolling Stone” came on the radio. I murmured the lyrics, looking out the window onto green hills and the russet barn at the turn in the road. Luke said, “There’s a lyric in there about your mother.”


I turned to him, unable to say anything. The idea was too outlandish for me to think straight.


“They used to know each other,” he said. “In her early New York days.”


Dylan’s music meant nothing to Luke, but there was pride in his voice that his wife had once known a rock star, as if this raised her worth in his eyes. I didn’t believe him. I loved my mother, but there was no chance someone as ordinary as her could have known Dylan. It was like claiming she had known King Arthur or Shakespeare. That was to say nothing of the suggestion in Luke’s tone and glance: that my mother and Dylan once had an intimate relationship, one worthy of him writing a lyric for her. Luke often embellished. He’d once led me to believe he had played varsity basketball for the University of Texas at Austin, an NCAA powerhouse, only for it to emerge months later that he had played on the intramural team. Maybe my mother had met Dylan at a concert or for a moment on the street. Luke was wrong that any lyric in “Like a Rolling Stone” could have been about her. Dylan had released that song in the summer of 1965, when my mother was eleven years old.


Still, the idea was enthralling. My mother and Dylan.


Two nights later I made my voice as innocent as possible and asked my mother if she had ever known Dylan. She laughed warmly, as if the idea was too strange to consider. And it was. We lived in a modest farmhouse up a half-mile gravel drive in a remote town in rural New York. We didn’t know anyone whose life was larger than ordinary. We certainly didn’t know anyone in the cultured class—writers, professors, musicians. Even if she had a chance to meet someone like Dylan, my mother wasn’t the sort of person who cared about celebrity or status. She wouldn’t have gone out of her way to know someone because of their name. The suggestion that she could have had an intimate relationship with Dylan was even less believable. My mother had been falling in love for as long as I could remember, but never with anyone who had much artistic sensibility. She preferred men who had lived difficult lives, recovered alcoholics who talked earnestly about wanting to become a better man, as Luke did each Sunday as we drove home from church. I had come to love Luke since he married my mother when I was nine. He was intelligent, an engineer who could solve math problems in his head faster than I could with a calculator. He often said that if he’d managed his drinking earlier in life, he would have made a fortune in the tech boom rather than scrambling from job to job. Either way, his idea of great artistic heights was a Jim Carrey comedy. It wasn’t plausible that a woman who had fallen in love with him could have had a relationship with the mythical musician whose songs came through my headphones. Not once in all the times she’d heard me listening to Dylan had my mother ever said anything about him. If she didn’t appreciate the music, how could she have known the man?


More than this, the Dylan whose music I loved didn’t seem like a living person anyone could have once known. He seemed more story than fact, more myth than man.


I didn’t press the matter. My mother rarely discussed her past, like it was someone else’s life and she had no right to share.


One evening, not long after Luke’s remark, my mother and I stopped for gas at a station on the outskirts of town. I stood beside the car, holding the gas nozzle to the tank in the evening light. A man at the pump ahead glanced at me. He wore a blue dress shirt, faded jeans, and a curious expression. “Know who you look like?” he called out. “Uncanny, the way you look like him. Bob Dylan. You know his music?”


My mother leaned through the open car window, looking uneasily at the man.


“No,” I told him, trying to end the conversation.


“Well, give a listen,” the man said. “He’s one of the best there is. And you’re his image, dead to rights.”


The trigger clicked on the gas nozzle. I nodded to the man and set the nozzle back on the pump. My mother looked through the windshield to the vanishing point where the highway met the deepening blue sky, lost in one of her meditative spells. I closed the passenger door behind me and handed back her few dollars of change. She started up the car and drove along the main street, past the post office and deli, the obsolete railroad station and redbrick bank. She halted at the traffic light in the center of town. We were silent a long moment.


“Luke says you used to know him,” I said.


I glanced tentatively at her, waiting for her to laugh off the idea, as she had the first time I’d asked. Her eyes seemed far away. She said nothing.


That night, standing at my bedroom window, staring between Dylan’s photograph in the book of lyrics and my reflection in the window, I thought of my mother’s distant expression in the car. If she never knew Dylan, why had she not simply said so? I couldn’t help but wonder: if my mother had known Dylan, could it be pure coincidence that I resembled him?


I glanced at the windowpane. In my reflection I saw my mother’s features and Dylan’s merging into mine. She seemed to have known him. Strangers who weren’t aware of this insisted that I looked like him. My mother wouldn’t talk about him. This couldn’t all be happenstance. I could feel Dylan within me. We understood one another even if we had never met. His songs had given me a way to feel and live. He was the father I was meant to have. The idea was otherworldly. Everything that had been difficult in my life was insignificant in the light of this possibility: I could have a lineage straight from the most gifted poet of the age. If Dylan was my father, I was fated for something greater than I could imagine. With his blood in my veins nothing could stop me leaving Goshen and achieving my destiny.


It wasn’t possible. Beyond the sheer implausibility of the idea, the timing didn’t work. Luke had said my mother knew Dylan in her early New York days. That would mean the mid-1970s. She had given birth to me in January 1991. It wasn’t as if she could have carried on a secret fifteen-year relationship with the most celebrated musician of his generation. I was telling myself a story to ease the pain left by the fathers I had lost. I never would have wondered this way about Dylan if my biological father, Simon, had not divorced my mother when I was two. She had always told me that he had fallen in love with another woman, with whom he had gone on to raise other children. I wouldn’t have needed Dylan as an imagined father if Roger had not broken his engagement to my mother while I was in the hospital amid a medical emergency that nearly ended my life at six. Other men had come through our lives, winning my mother’s trust just long enough for me to get ideas in my head about a new father. It was never long before that man left, too.


Of course I wanted a story larger than all that loss.


There was one memory that complicated everything. I tried not to trust the memory too much. I tried not to dwell on it. But this is what I remembered: One morning when I was four or five years old, my mother and I walked up the hill to the barn to collect our morning eggs. A man with scraggly hair stood by the barn, tossing feed to the chickens. My mother told me to go back inside the house. They talked behind the barn for what felt like hours. Later he came into the house, lifted me from the sofa, and held me a long moment, his eyes in mine.


In my memory the man looked like Dylan. But I couldn’t be sure. I knew that I could be projecting onto that shadowy figure what I wanted to believe.


IF MY MOTHER’S SILENCE had never faltered, the story might have ended there. Better yet, there would have been no story. My mother’s link to Dylan and my resemblance to him would have remained an inexplicable myth, one of those otherworldly elements of life that exist only for the purpose of remaining unexplained. Dylan would have been for me what he was for tens of millions of others: a fabled inspiration, a series of dreams.


But my mother chose to end her silence.


It was the week she ordered Luke to leave the farmhouse, that spring I was fifteen. We were driving a winding back road through the night to the therapist she insisted I see. I was sitting beside her in the passenger seat, my earmuff headphones clamped over my ears, Dylan’s soothing voice asking if this could really be the end. It had to be. Everything I knew was falling apart and I had to flee the rubble. Luke had been the first man to overcome my skepticism that he would be one more father passing temporarily through my life, making promises he couldn’t keep. Now he’d proven that I never should have trusted him. After what I’d witnessed Luke do to my mother I never wanted to see him again. I looked onto the darkness beyond the car window. There was nothing but fields and hills as far as I could see. I wasn’t meant to live forever on this prairie. Through the headphones I could hear something more than the lyrics, a voice calling my own. I’d head to New York as Dylan had. I could change my name as he’d done. The voice was calling to me, louder now, there was no time to wait. I glanced at my mother and saw her lips moving. I took off my headphones.


“I’m not afraid to be a fool,” she said. “Love makes fools of us all. But the greatest fool is the one so afraid of loss that she never lets herself love.”


“Cool,” I said. “Can the next guy be funny? Luke had a great jump shot, but his sense of humor was, on his best day, like a four out of ten.”


“Keep your heart open to him,” she said. “He can still find a place in your life.”


Find a place in my life? Luke was an animal I never wanted to see again. What had been the purpose of six years of feeling like his son, playing basketball together in the driveway until dusk, surprising my mother with a curry tofu dinner as she walked upstairs after a long day with clients? God, who would come next? I couldn’t take any more of the cycle: my mother’s eyes kaleidoscopic as she described everything wonderful about a new man, my initial caution, then acting like a family, before the escalating difficulties and eventual teary conversation on the sofa about how, no matter what happened, my mother and I would always have each other.


“What are you listening to?” she asked. I held one of the earpieces toward her and Dylan’s harmonica sounded tinnily between us.


She was silent a long moment.


Then she said, “I knew him.”


I didn’t dare look at her. I was certain that if I said one wrong word she would retreat into her silence.


“When I lived in the city. We met in a painting class. He started spending time at my place, playing me songs. It was wonderful, for a while.”


She had known him. Not in passing, not for a moment. He started spending time at my place. The man whose image I had spent hours studying, tracing his similarities to me. The man who, more than any other, lived as I wanted to live. I needed to know every detail. I needed to know what mattered most.


“For a while?” I heard myself say.


“Well, a year was enough to know it wasn’t right for me. He—”


“You ended things?”


“He wasn’t right for me, and—”


“Like you’ve ever been a good judge of which men are right for you!”


“Excuse me?” She glared at me, indignation in her bright eyes. “I’m trying my best. I’m doing what I think is right for both of us. It’s hard enough without your judgment!”


I clamped the headphones over my ears. My mother’s eyes pierced the night.


Her lips formed the shape of my name. I lifted an earphone.


“Sorry I shouted,” she said. “I know this is hard on you. All that matters to me is that you know how much I love you.”


“I don’t believe in love,” I said. “If you weren’t blinded by love, you wouldn’t have married an abusive alcoholic, would you? Maybe all our problems start with you believing—”


“Evan, please—”


“Maybe there’s a reason love has been difficult for you. Maybe you don’t deserve it.”


The car glided through the night. I hated my cruelty but I hated my mother more.


“Evan,” she said. “You can despise me. You can resent me. You can question my choices. You can forget every word I’ve ever said. You can choose not to bury me when I die. But don’t you ever forget that nothing in this life is holier than love.”


“Did you ever see Dylan again?”


It was the only question that mattered.


“I did,” she said, a quickness to her voice. She drove faster through the night, her eyes avoiding mine. “He called me years later. Showed up at my place and it was like no time had passed. That was the spring before you were born.”


My mother’s words lingered between us. I looked in the rearview mirror at my brown curls and angled face, measuring the time between her encounter with Dylan that spring and my birth the following January, thinking of the teachers and strangers who told me that I resembled him, feeling those nine months rearranging everything I knew about myself. I turned to my mother to clarify her story, and she stopped the car at a brick building on the desolate road, where a sign named the therapist I was supposed to meet that night. She said, “We’re here.”


“Mom?” She wouldn’t meet my eye. “Is he—”


“I shouldn’t have gotten caught in the past,” she said, looking straight ahead. “What matters in life is whether people are there for you. When you suffer, when you thrive, who is there to love you as you deserve to be loved? I’m sorry Luke can’t be the man I thought he could become. I’m sorry I keep getting it wrong. We’re here because I don’t know. Maybe talking to someone you don’t know, maybe that person can offer you more than I can right now.”


AFTER THAT NIGHT my mother wouldn’t say another word about Dylan. She never became angry when I asked about him, but her eyes withdrew into a dark wound.


When she was asleep, the night so quiet I could hear coyote slinking in the high grass, I gazed at his photograph. Looking into his eyes, I knew that I had a future and a past.


I read all I could about his family. His private life was an optical illusion. Reporters had discovered a secret daughter whose mother had concealed her from public view. Dylan had set them up in a discreet location, it was said they lived normal lives. There were rumors of more women, more children. Nothing was more jarring than looking at photographs of his acknowledged sons. I more closely resembled Dylan than two of those three men. It wasn’t even close. The third son looked roughly as much like Dylan as I did, maybe slightly more, depending on the photograph. Dylan’s children were artists. His three sons were, in turn, a musician, a filmmaker, and a photographer. He had two daughters: a poet and a painter. These were the older siblings I needed, who could nurture my creativity, talk to me earnestly about meaning and beauty and truth.


I closed the tabs and promised myself to never again look at Dylan’s children. Even if I could prove that he was my father, to his legitimate children I would only be a mistake their father made.


As much as I admired the artist, I was starting to feel less certain about the man. On the nights I had compared his image to my reflection, tempted to believe that our resemblance was more than coincidence, I had never considered the anguish of feeling that he was my father and had chosen to not be part of my life. I didn’t want anyone telling me I resembled him. Lying sleepless in bed, I no longer dared listen to his music or look at his photograph. Every new thought was more distressing. If he was my father, did he ever think of me? Didn’t he want to look at me, just once? Maybe he already had. If he was the man in my memory who had come to the farmhouse when I was four or five, that sparse encounter must have been enough for him. I burned with anger toward his indifference to me. Why was I marooned in Goshen, as if my life was a secret even I wasn’t intended to discover? He had chosen to know nothing about me. Nobody could be that cruel toward their own child, even one conceived by mistake. In his absence I’d lived through his most scarred songs and it was his fault. Every time a stranger told me that I resembled Dylan it felt like a rusted scalpel dragged across an open wound. I cut my hair and the comparisons continued. I let it grow long and was told more than ever that I looked like him.


Maybe Dylan didn’t know about me. My mother had not said that I was his child, only that she had seen him the spring before I was born. She had been married to Simon at that time. Was she unsure which man was my biological father? Maybe that was why she had not said that I was Dylan’s son. If my mother was unsure whose child I was, she might never have told him about me. Even if she knew I was his child, she might have chosen not to say anything to protect her marriage to Simon. On the nights I considered that Dylan might not know about me, my impulse was to drive my mother’s car the three thousand miles to Malibu, where he lived. I had a hundred dollars in cash saved from tutoring the son of one of my mother’s clients, and that was enough to get me across the country. I could see myself driving into Dylan’s compound in the dark, a porch light coming on and a man with shaggy hair crossing the damp grass. Dylan squinting at me with those eyes that looked like mine. I wouldn’t need to say anything, one look and he’d know I was his child. My pain at not knowing my father would be healed by his joy in finding his son. I’d move in with him, escape my life in Goshen. I would never again have to feel vulnerable to the men with whom my mother fell in love. For the first time in my life I would be loved by my biological father. I’d sleep in his home and eat at his table. Dylan would teach me to be a writer and a man.


Even if I was old enough to drive, even if I dared steal my mother’s car, I never would have arrived like that in Dylan’s life. Because beneath my reverie of our father-son reunion lurked a more humiliating possibility: Dylan knew about me and had chosen not to be part of my life. Lying in bed with his music coming through my headphones, nothing could take away my connection to him. His lyrics couldn’t reject me. Maybe the man already had. He had been married at the time of my conception and had every reason not to acknowledge another illicit child. After all, how many of us were there? It might change my life to be Dylan’s child, but it wouldn’t change his. I could be one of many accidental offspring, siblings I didn’t know.


I was getting ahead of myself. What if my mother had given me Dylan as an imaginary father to compensate for losing my actual paternal relationships? It wasn’t as if I looked nothing like Simon. I spent long nights studying photographs of Dylan and Simon, trying to decipher who I resembled more. My eyes and chin were closer to Dylan’s. My hair was his. Certain of my facial movements were Simon’s. In the school library I read everything I could about whether facial expression comes from genes or learned behavior. The science suggested that both biology and environment have a say. That made sense: sometimes my expression or laugh seemed most like Luke’s.


After another sleepless night I would remember that no child looks precisely like either parent. I could see glimmers of myself in both Dylan and Simon. My similarities to one man were genetic and my similarities to the other were random. My mother had been with both men around the same time. It was all a matter of speculation, and the possibilities were exhausting and humiliating. By the time I left Goshen at eighteen I knew only one thing with certainty: I wouldn’t be defined by any other man. I buzzed off all my hair. Dylan had never worn a crew cut, he wasn’t the type. My plan was simple. I wasn’t going to say his name, and if anyone told me I resembled him I would shrug off the idea and get along with my own story.









Three


The more of the tumor Dr. Chen can surgically remove,” my mother said, “the less chemotherapy I’ll need afterward.”


The formula’s precision felt like a razor drawn across dry skin. I guided her Toyota Camry faster along the mountainous highway, toward Manhattan. My impulse was to get to the hospital as quickly as possible, that the odds of a successful surgery could be increased by beating the arrival time estimated by Google Maps. I’d already taken off six minutes.


She was leaning into a pillow pressed to the passenger window. A garnet-colored sweatshirt and blue jeans hung from her gaunt body. She knit from a ball of magenta yarn, her handiwork seamless and blind.


“At first I felt unusually tired,” she said. “I know my body well enough to understand when something is wrong. I rested for a few days, but the exhaustion worsened. My blood work came back with concerns. Then the CT scan confirmed it was ovarian cancer.”


Her eyes rested in the distant hills beyond the road. I sipped black coffee and angled past a dawdling Subaru, wishing I had slept rather than let myself be drawn into memory the night before.


“When I was diagnosed, I called every person I know who treats cancer. Oncologists. Naturopathic MDs. Nutritionists. I wanted to learn how to support my body in as many ways as possible. And to find a doctor who doesn’t think in binaries, who would proceed with chemotherapy and surgery while supporting holistic approaches. Dr. Chen has been wonderful. I just didn’t expect the first round of chemo to be this grueling.”


She looked with disbelief at the bony arm beneath her sweatshirt.


“You’ve already started chemo?” I felt simultaneous shocks of anger and protectiveness. I wanted to shout, argue, demand that she explain how she could have let me drift obliviously through my routines in London while an IV dripped chemotherapy into her veins.


“You have your own life,” she said happily.


I exhaled my frustration. I was home now. She would have no more opportunity to convince herself that I shouldn’t know about the most medically significant event of her life.


“So how’s writing?” she said. “I could see all the work you put into that last draft.”


For years, I had been writing a novel that, no matter how diligently I worked, always eluded my grasp. The story wove together memories of three of the fathers who had come through my early life with narratives of three women with whom I’d had romantic relationships after leaving home. The novel moved between time and place, the pastoral farmhouse to foreign cities, distinct events drawn together by the mysteries of love and disappointment, desire and estrangement. The last draft sprawled to more than nine hundred pages, a maze of memory from which I seemed unable to emerge with anything resembling a story. I wasn’t ready for my mother to read the rawness with which I had written about Simon, Roger, and Luke. But she had read several hundred pages drawn from my time in Berlin. She was as insightful a reader as anyone I knew.


“I’ve been working on that story too long,” I said. “I feel like I’m running out of time.”


Her eyes withdrew into her knitting. She said, “You’re twenty-six.”


“Exactly.”


“And how is Laurene?” she asked. “I’d still love to meet her.”


“Right,” I said. “We’re not seeing each other anymore.”


“Oh. I’m so sorry, Evan. When did that happen?” Her voice was wounded, as if it was her relationship that had ended.


“We were always on and off. I was never in love with her.”


She looked at me carefully, as she always did when weighing what to say.


“I’m sorry things didn’t work out,” she said. “You will find the right person. You know nothing in life is holier than love.”


I glanced at her, startled she could still say something like that aloud. I couldn’t understand why she believed in love after all these years. I had never seen anyone fall in love the way my mother fell in love, her whole heart taken by whoever had aimed Cupid’s arrow this time. Since leaving home I’d avoided committed relationships, insisted on an open sexual policy with most women I dated, and made good use of it. I felt satisfied with my romantic life, while my mother’s search for love had caused more damage than love could ever remedy. At sixty-three, she lived alone. Of all the men who had passed through our life, temporary fathers to me and soul mates to her, none remained. I was home with her now because every one of her attempts at love had failed. I didn’t want to hear her bromides about how love conquers all.


“Can you tell me the arrival time on Google Maps?” I asked.


I had saved another two minutes. I swerved past loitering cars, honking as I went. The forest highway emptied onto the George Washington Bridge. Glancing over the bridge and across the water, my eyes lingered on the skyscrapers in the distance. I thought of a description of the New York skyline I’d read in a novel years before: that it resembled wine bottles rising from the water. The description struck me as poignant and remained with me. Now as I looked at the skyline it seemed absurd that anyone could think it resembled a row of wine bottles. We descended onto the highway along the city’s eastern flank.


Fifteen minutes later I turned onto a leafy street in the East 70s that seemed an advertisement for upscale urban living. Outside the hospital a uniformed man stood beside a valet parking sign. I looked at my mother and she nodded, the way we used to make decisions by a glance when we were in each other’s daily lives.


She seemed unusually calm, with no hint in her expression of the significance of her impending surgery. We walked through glass revolving doors into a lobby studded with Roman pillars and Jerusalem stone. At the front desk a security officer asked for our identification. My mother offered her health insurance card. He glanced at it, then asked for her driver’s license. He was bald, and heavy in the stomach, maybe a cop retired into a less demanding job. He looked between her license and what I presumed was a patient list, then informed us that no one with my mother’s name was scheduled for surgery.


“Right,” she sighed.


I had heard many times what she was going to say. The name on her driver’s license, June Lore, came from her first marriage and for decades had not been her legal name, which was June Klausner, the name she had taken when she married Simon. To change the name on a driver’s license, the Department of Motor Vehicles requires an original divorce certificate, which she no longer had, as her divorce from Ted Lore happened forty years before, when she was twenty-three. Receiving a new divorce certificate requires an original marriage license, and she didn’t have that, either. It was a bureaucratic dead end, and, after many attempts to resolve it, she had given up. She explained this with a warm expression intended to appeal to the good nature of the security guard, because if you put together two Americans from any race, religion, or region, the one thing they will agree on is the unpleasantness of the Department of Motor Vehicles.


“And you’ve let this issue lag,” the security officer said, “how long?”


“The name on your list,” she said, in a voice that asked for his patience, “matches the name on my insurance card, which matches the first name and address on my driver’s license.”


“That may well be,” the security officer said, “but you received a preappointment email instructing you to bring a government-issued identification to your—”


“What do you think,” I cut in, “she’s trying to break and enter?”


I’d slept too little and worried too much to indulge bureaucratic technicalities. I felt searing hatred for Ted Lore, this man I’d never met, a shadow from the years my mother lived in the city. Beyond his name I knew nothing about him. What they had wasn’t even a marriage in anything more than name, a relationship of less than a year in their early twenties. Four decades later his name was on her driver’s license, the security officer staring at my mother slack-jawed, her civic irresponsibility incomprehensible to him, because a woman who didn’t make sure her driver’s license reflected her legal name was surely the type to slink into a hospital and steal someone else’s ovarian cancer surgery.


“As I said, you received a pre-appointment—”


“Is this a fucking joke?” I asked.


“Evan,” my mother said.


“She,” I said to the security guard, in a voice intended to convey that I was not a reasonable person and his best chance of defusing the situation I was about to cause was to wave us into the hospital, “has cancer. Are you going to be the asshole who doesn’t let her get to her surgery on time?”


He scoffed at me as he gestured us past the security desk.


“Evan . . .” my mother said sadly. “You can’t go through life treating people like that.”


“ ‘Is not the truth the truth?’ ” I laughed. “Henry the Fourth, Part One.”


We entered a waiting room with floor-to-ceiling windows looking onto the river. An elderly man sat beside a coughing woman my age. The slickly dressed father of a bald preteen girl typed compulsively on his phone. One identical male twin slept on the shoulder of another. So this was the unspoken rule of the hospital: one sick person beside one healthy person. We sat in maroon plastic chairs, and my mother lifted her sweatshirt overhead, leaving her emaciated arms momentarily bare, and as I looked at the sallow skin loose on her shoulders and creased beneath her elbows, I thought instinctively and against my better judgment of the first photograph I ever saw of Holocaust survivors, cadaverous bodies standing in barracks they had barely survived, ribs protruding, a leg of the lone standing man almost entirely bereft of flesh. I was ten and sitting by the fireplace with Luke, tears in his eyes as he said, “It was the greatest mistake in the history of Christianity.” My mother came into the den, saw the book, and shouted at Luke with anguish I had never heard in her voice. He shouted back, and as I fled the room I did not know that an entire line of my mother’s father’s family—his cousins Solomon, Benzion, and Rivka, aunt Feiga, and uncle Efraim—was extinguished at Chelmno in September 1942.


For years I believed that, if my mother had let me stare at those tortured eyes and starved bodies, they never would have recurred in my dreams. It was not until Oxford that I encountered the image again. It was then I learned the photograph had been taken by an anonymous American soldier at Buchenwald, on April 16, 1945. It is among the most infamous visual portrayals of the Shoah not only because it depicts survivors at their moment of liberation, but also because, in the depths of the photograph, only his bald skull and tormented face visible to the lens, lies Elie Wiesel, whose account of the extermination camps in Night revealed more than any photograph could. Something else drew me to that photograph. On the twenty-three visible faces is the fullest range of human expression I have ever seen in one place: hope, resignation, thrill, humiliation, longing, and defiance.
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