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			Further Praise for A Stone Boat

			A Finalist for the Los Angeles Times First Fiction Prize

			“A groundbreaking exploration of sexual identity and a gripping narrative of loss.”

			—Naomi Wolf

			“Working in incredibly elegant, nearly poetic prose, Andrew Solomon has cut through the sensitive skin, has ever-so-neatly retracted the flesh and exposed the heart so that one might stand over it and watch it beat, marveling at its simultaneous strength and fragility.”

			—A. M. Homes

			“Brittle irony and teeming grief, a pairing that achieves an odd but perfect balance . . . The novel buzzes with bizarre charm.”

			—The London Sunday Times

			“Confronts homosexuality and the politics and pressures of family bonds in an understated yet painfully revealing fashion refreshing in its lack of pretense or literary gimmickry. Solomon’s prose . . . packs a vivid and lyrical punch that’s music to the eyes and mind.”

			—Details magazine

			“Exquisite fiction . . . An extraordinary anatomy of life in the face of horror, love . . . and death.”

			—Isthmus

			“Elegant and moving . . . Love and death make dramatic entrances in this elegiac novel.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Beautiful . . . a reach toward Proust, the evocation of significant feeling and memory out of the commonplace.”

			—Lambda Book Report
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			For my father and brother

		

	
		
			It is like what we imagine knowledge to be:

			dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free,

			drawn from the cold hard mouth

			of the world, derived from the rocky breasts

			forever, flowing and drawn, and since

			our knowledge is historical, flowing and flown.

			Elizabeth Bishop

			“At the Fishhouses”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			I

			MY MOTHER’S PARIS

			I need to write this as quickly as possible, because it is about my mother. I want to write it while we can still remember how we hoped that she would get well. That is sentimental and extravagant, I know. I once told my mother that I would never forget her because there is so much of her in me, but this year, I’m not so sure that I can rely on myself to recall everything about her, and I need to remember everything I possibly can. Did I get this sentimental and extravagant streak from her? Five years ago, I would have said that it came from my father, but now I’m not so sure.

			Yesterday I was on a plane. I remember when that was an event in my life—to take a plane somewhere—but now planes are the most regular occurrence of all; I am the emperor of baggage claim, the king of check-in, the prime minister of in-flight meals. I am as savvy as a flight attendant, with a profound knowledge of the location of the emergency exits and an aficionado’s grasp of the technology of seat belts. I can guess within a fraction of a second when the “No Smoking” sign will go on. I have figured out how to angle myself so that the overhead reading light illuminates my book and not my hair, and I know where the further extra pillows are stored when the first cache of extra pillows has been distributed. I have mastered the look that bores customs officers, and even when I am carrying great misshapen boxes and large cumbersome suitcases, I am not stopped on my way out of the airport.

			On Friday I will take a plane to Istanbul to play in a Brahms festival in the gardens of the Topkapi Palace. No doubt the piano will be sliding out of tune. Next Monday I will return to London. Next Tuesday I will go to New York, and then for a few days to Berlin to play Schubert, and then the following Friday I will go back to New York for an indefinite period of not more than nine days. That’s the plan, unless my mother needs to go in for surgery. If my mother needs to go in for surgery, I’ll just go straight to New York and miss some more of the rest of my life and stay for as long as I have to and cancel all my performances. I’ve done it before.

			 • • • 

			This is what happened when my mother got sick: we were in Europe, on one of those family trips we had been taking since my childhood, one of those exquisitely conceived and impeccable holidays into which my mother poured—so it seems in retrospect—more energy than she could afford. “Just think, Harry,” my mother had said a week before, her voice lilting. “Four days of Paris, August sun, the city almost empty, and then we’ll go down to the château—you’ll love the château—and we’ll eat breakfast looking across the valley, and we’ll go for walks, and we’ll swim a little if it gets really warm, and we’ll go see all the Matisses. There’s a piano at the château, so you can practice, but no one is going to make you perform for a whole two weeks. Just come along and relax and have a good time.”

			I was living in London then, and my parents flew across the Atlantic three or four times a year; my father’s bank had an office in the UK, and since my move to Britain he had taken an active interest in supervising the local staff, and came over for regular quick visits. My mother and I would spend the afternoons together while he worked, and then we would all meet for supper. Sometimes my parents came straight to London, but often enough I met them on the Continent so that we could all travel together. A few days before breakfast looking across the valley, my mother got sick in Paris.

			I will not forget my parents’ arrival in Paris that time. My old friend Helen, my brother, Freddy, and I had been sitting for at least an hour in the bar at the hotel, waiting. When Helen and I left the bar (we left to see whether my parents had arrived yet, while Freddy went off to the bathroom), there they were. My father was at the front desk, discussing the rooms in his familiar way, and my mother was sitting nearby. The reality of my parents’ checking in that day is so strong that it overwhelms me: it seems more real to me than anything that has happened since, as though it was the last moment of my own life, as though the life I’ve been living since is on loan from someone else. My father was standing at the desk, talking to the man at reception. My mother was sitting on a gilded baroque chair. She sat slightly forward—at ease, but poised. She was wearing a pale gray wool suit with a soft off-white silk blouse, and you would never have guessed to look at her that she was at the far end of a long day’s travel: she looked as though she were newly dressed to go out to lunch. She had a small square bag, her little travel bag, which she always took on flights, next to her feet. She was wearing shoes with slight heels, and she had crossed her legs at the knee. She was looking up: her hair was set neatly in a twist at the back of her head, and her clear blue eyes were fixed on my father, and that skin of hers, that clear and soft skin pale as titanium, seemed to rest as gently on her high bones as it must have done the day she married him. One hand rested on her lap, holding a blue felt-tip pen, which she absentmindedly clicked open and closed. The other hung over the arm of the chair. She wore little sapphire earrings and a necklace of beaten gold, and on her hand her diamond ring fragmented the neutral hotel light into all its hidden colors.

			She was watching my father check in with the particular expression she wore in Paris with my father, an expression of trust, of pleasure in the luxury around her, of certainty and self-assurance, and most of all of love. Every time we went to Paris, she fell in love with us all all over again, and you could see it in the lightness that came to her walk, in her new delight in the same old restaurants and museums, in the way her hair was brushed, and in the particular tenor of her laughter. You could see it in the way she would sustain her energy for long strolls, in the way she would get dressed quickly after her bath and her nap, in how utterly sure of herself she suddenly was and how utterly sure of all of us. My mother always looked younger than she was, in the way of glamorous women, but in Paris she became really young again. I used to feel, there, that I had been given the opportunity to be with my mother as she might have been before I was born, before she was married.

			I went to France for that terrible trip planning to have a long-overdue argument with my mother, but when Helen and I came out of the bar the evening my parents arrived, I found all at once that I could have just stood forever, looking at her in that pale gray suit on that gilded chair; it was as though seeing her made me whole. I had grudgingly agreed to go on this holiday to vent my anger, to settle the terrible differences my mother and I were having at that time. But when the moment came, the holiday seemed to stretch in front of me like a piece of music whose delights, obscure on the printed page, become perfectly obvious as soon as you touch the keys. I felt lucky, as lucky as I had always felt in my childhood, when I believed my mother to be the envy of all the children with preoccupied or plain or distracted women uncertainly calling their names.

			Helen and I paused for a moment, and then my mother turned her head and saw us. “Harry!” she said, “and Helen!” as though she were surprised, though no meeting had ever been planned in more detail. And then she smiled, a smile I knew well, a smile that was her particular smile for me, and it was as though the emotion that had been just behind her face while she watched my father checking in came all at once to its surface. We were in a hotel, and it was ten o’clock at night, and so I just walked over to give my mother a kiss on the cheek, but there has never been any meeting in which there was more urgency or delight than there was for me when I crossed the infinite space, up the three stairs, past the concierge, across the front of the elevator, to where my mother sat on her chair, with her square travel bag by her feet. I would like to be able to live in that moment forever. It passed in a few seconds; there was some question about getting the luggage up to the room; my mother asked Helen about her flight; I remembered how angry I was at my mother; she was tired; that particular August day settled in with all its irritations. But for a moment, when I saw my mother, reality itself had stood at bay.

			 • • • 

			The city in which my mother got sick was one in which I had spent a lot of time on my own. I knew it on foot and by métro as my parents, driven by hotel chauffeurs, could never know it. But Paris remained my mother’s city. In my mother’s Paris we would devote hours as short as minutes to the roses in the garden of the Musée Rodin, or we would stroll along the Faubourg Saint-Honoré and contrast this year’s elegance with last year’s, or we would sit in the sun (it was always radiant sun in my mother’s Paris) in the Place des Vosges and consider Victor Hugo. Sometimes we would go to the Jeu de Paume to look at the heavy apples in the Cézannes, or to lose ourselves in the colors of the water lilies under the Japanese footbridge. At dinner, we would perhaps gaze at the Tuileries from our table at a restaurant untouched by time, our faces dimly lit by the heavy light of candles reflected on an Edwardian ceiling of pleated rose-colored silk. Oddly, there was never impassable traffic in my mother’s Paris; and the French were never rude to us, or even brusque; and the streets were always as clean as though they had been swept in honor of our coming. “Look,” my mother would say at the end of an evening. “It’s our moon over Vendôme.” In my mother’s Paris the moon was always full, the better to cast that fairy-tale light in which we would return to the hotel near midnight.

			There was always music in my mother’s Paris. Once or twice we were all there when I was performing, and my parents would come to some remote concert hall or church to listen to a recital. Even when I had no such engagements, music seemed to follow us. The piano player at our favorite bar would recognize us as we came in, and would play the tunes my mother liked best, tunes that I had learned after listening to him, and that I sometimes played for her at home, trying to imitate his light fingerwork and symmetrical arrangements. We knew why he was playing what he was playing, and my mother would shoot him an unforgettable smile; but everyone else assumed he was inspired only by the time of night, the sight of a waiter with four glasses, and the shifting light that drifted through the old glass of the windows. Secret recognition is the best kind of recognition, and my mother’s Paris was full of it; it seemed to me that everyone, from the chauffeurs who drove us around town to the vaguely aristocratic men and women who took tea in the hotel garden, turned to pay silent tribute to my mother when they saw her. The city was not so much a place as an eternal coronation.

			In my mother’s Paris, sickness itself seemed aberrant. It was so unlike her to leave a trail of restaurant reservations not claimed, walks not taken, conversations not had. It was out of character for her to suffer in that city, the face of which seemed to say that suffering was gratuitous. In New York we often fought our way through the weeks. In New York it was impossible to pretend that all was pleasure and light. In New York—well, in New York we had raw edges, flashes of anger. In Paris, we regretted nothing; in Paris there was nothing to regret. My mother was never angry in Paris (except, perhaps, if I was very late for an appointment; but that anger soon passed). She was never sad in Paris. She was never overtired after the first two days of jet lag. She was never tense, or irritable.

			When my mother was a teenager, her favorite film was Love in the Afternoon, in which a girl has an affair that takes place entirely in a vast suite at the Ritz. My mother dreamed when she was twelve that she would go one day and stay in that suite in that hotel, and when she married my father, he took her there. Is it fair to say that my mother’s life, which has sometimes seemed so easy to those who don’t know her, was more than half the painstaking realization of a plan nearly perfect for herself and for the rest of us? I think it is. My father provided more than the means; my grandparents might have taken her to the Ritz if there hadn’t been a war, and if their taste hadn’t led them to other hotels, and if my grandfather hadn’t died young, and if a thousand other dramas hadn’t interfered. But they didn’t take her there, and my father did. Love in the afternoon, love in the morning, love in the evening: that was my mother’s dream for herself, and so it became my father’s dream for her, too: in the end a family dream for our ever-dreaming family. My mother loved the Ritz, where we always stayed, because it was beautiful; but she really loved it because, for her, being there was an affirmation of love itself.

			“Well, here we all are,” said my father, after he had finished checking in, that first night. He turned to my mother. “Back in your hotel,” he said.

			“My hotel is suffering from threadbare carpets,” my mother replied with a laugh, looking at a worn patch near the stairs. “But otherwise it seems to be in pretty good shape. Glad to be here?”

			We were all glad.

			The porter held open the door of the tiny elevator. “Should we go upstairs?” said my father.

			 • • • 

			The year my mother became sick, I was not interested in the perfect world of my mother’s Paris. She had been so disagreeable about my lover, Bernard, that I had decided to let the family slide altogether. I had long since moved to London; but geographic remove had proved insufficient. She drew my very self from me on the telephone and with occasional postcards and with opinions I could not avoid knowing, whether she voiced them or not. My sleeping with Bernard was an event in her life as much as it was an event in mine, and this was unlivable. I went on that trip to France to sever the ties of our intimacy. I set off to Paris in anger, determined for the first time to act upon anger.

			We were five in Paris. My younger brother, Freddy, had in the end not brought his girlfriend, Melanie, a short blond girl with blue eyes, a turned-up nose, and a blandly chilly manner. She broke up with him—with her star-gazer knack for timing—right before the trip. I suppose that I was not at that time in love, with Bernard or with anyone else, though for purposes of argument I insisted that I was in transports of passion. I still wonder what the true extent of Freddy’s devotion was, whether he, too, had attached himself to the rhetoric of infatuation in part to escape the exhaustion that my mother’s attention could engender; but it’s more likely that if Freddy said he was in love, it was true. I was, at best, trying to see my life as separate from my mother’s, trying for an involvement that was not essentially about her; and though that attempt was a flop, to try at all was something. For Freddy these matters were always easier.

			“Calm down, Harry,” Freddy had said to me. “Just live with Bernard if that’s what you want to do. Mom’s not going to come over there and try to move you out of his apartment. She hasn’t even said she wants you to break up. She just doesn’t want to hear about it all the time.”

			But I felt that she had to hear about it.

			“If you want her to get out of your life, then just talk to her about the weather when she calls,” said Freddy. “It’s not that complicated. I mean, you’re in London.”

			“But I’m in Bernard’s apartment,” I said. “We see the weather together. I can’t edit my conversation all the time. I don’t want to live a double life.”

			“Everyone leads a double life with their parents,” said Freddy.

			 • • • 

			For better or for worse, when my mother was planning our trip to the south of France, I was living with Bernard and trying to love him, and Freddy was stepping out with Melanie. Melanie was as much interested in the rest of the family as she was in the theory of special relativity. I disliked that girl partly on my mother’s behalf, but I disliked her also for her icy self: it was bipartisan antipathy. Freddy announced that he wanted to bring Melanie along to France, and my mother, aware that one of the two women in Freddy’s life was likely to seem small, and anxious lest it be she, acceded. Holding fast to her notion that fair was fair (that equality was equivalence), she said that if Freddy was allowed to bring a girl on the trip, I was allowed to bring a girl as well. If I’d had any dignity I would have refused, but I was still proud of my mother’s Paris, and so I asked Helen, who had a few months earlier broken off her relationship to a man who worked in film, and was now rather at loose ends. I asked her to come stay at the Ritz, to travel to Saint-Paul de Vence, to bear witness to the infinite lightness of our attractive family discourse. I invited her also because I felt that I needed someone on my side for this trip, and that Helen, though she admired my mother, would always be behind me, whether I was right or not.

			We all met in Paris. Helen and Freddy and I arrived variously in the course of the afternoon; we were all coming from different countries. Helen and I checked into our room; Freddy was to have his own. We had dinner in the Espadon, at the back of the hotel, and then went for a drink in the bar. I had just been given a contract to make a recording, my first recording, with the label I had most wanted, and I knew how much this would mean to my mother. They were going to let me do the Schubert and the Rachmaninoff; I had signed the contract an hour before leaving. I did not mention this over dinner with Helen and Freddy, nor did I plan to tell my parents that night. In some angry part of my heart, I was considering keeping this success completely secret, to punish them.

			“I really hope we aren’t going to spend this entire vacation talking about you and Bernard,” Freddy said, picking at his feuilleté. “I hope you’re not going to fight with Mom every day. I have to go back to medical school at the end of this trip, and I want to have a holiday.”

			Helen cut him short. “I think Harry’s going to settle whatever he feels he has to settle with your mother, and then he’s going to relax for a little while and get a tan and hear some music, and not go spinning out of control. Isn’t that true, lamb chop?” She turned to me.

			“I wasn’t planning on spinning out of control,” I said.

			“Good,” said Helen, acidly businesslike. “So, Freddy,” she asked, “how are you doing? Was it a bad breakup?”

			And for the next forty-five minutes we discussed the ins and outs of Freddy’s relationship.

			 • • • 

			And then my parents arrived. My mother had felt odd on the plane, bloated, and wondered, while she unpacked, whether it was just a problem with the cabin pressure. My father thought she should see a doctor (my father believed at that time in doctors). “Settle whatever it is,” he said. “Don’t spend a week in Saint-Paul being uncomfortable.”

			“Perhaps it was just the plane, Leonard,” my mother said to him.

			My father thought it was best to be sure. “You’ve never felt odd on planes before,” he said. “It was a very smooth flight.”

			My mother wavered.

			“Better to see a doctor in Paris than to get stuck with a doctor in Saint-Paul,” said my father. And while my mother continued unpacking, he telephoned friends in Paris and in New York so that he could select a duly qualified physician.

			My mother started on that thing she did, ordering flowers and putting out the odds and ends that somehow transformed the place into her room. The square travel bag on the desk, and the silk bathrobe thrown over a chair, and the felt-tipped pens and a book on an end table, and the makeup brushes in the bathroom, reflected forever in facing mirrors, and the dry-­cleaning papers in the wastebasket, and the little travel clock and the manicure set with two emery boards by the bed, and the great suitcase in the corner—it was all at once ours. Even the smell of bath powder and roses and clean silk blouses conjured home. Other guests who came to stay in that room found only the Louis XV furniture, and never saw how it looked when it was really lived in and full of my mother, how its whole quality changed when, by the end of four days, it was softened further by roses just beginning to drop their petals. My mother had to stop the maids from throwing away those roses; she loved them when they had opened too far and always kept them a day longer than the French staff thought fitting. In fact, that last day of the roses was her favorite.

			After my mother had unpacked, my father went downstairs to confirm the week’s restaurant reservations and car bookings with the concierge. Freddy was sitting on my mother’s bed and she was looking for her reading glasses when Helen and I stood up to say good night. We both kissed my mother and Freddy, and then we headed for the door, where we paused for a second while Helen checked to make sure that she had our room key.

			“So, Freddy,” said my mother in an offhand way when she heard us opening the door. “Any news from Melanie?”

			Helen looked through her purse.

			Freddy squirmed a little bit. “I talked to her on the phone yesterday,” he said. “She sounded fine.” You could tell from his voice that he would have liked her to sound any way but fine.

			“The fact that she sounded fine doesn’t mean that she’s feeling that way,” said my mother reassuringly. “Melanie was always very good at sounding fine.”

			“She wasn’t—not with me,” said Freddy. “You had to know her really well to get the other side of her. Sometimes she sounded completely miserable.”

			There was a pause.

			“Is she still working on lighting design?” asked my mother. “Is she still working on that same musical—the one with the pig in it?”

			“Of course she’s doing lighting design,” said Freddy. “That’s what she does, is lighting design.” He began to play with the hotel notepad next to the telephone. “I don’t know whether she’s doing that musical anymore. She should have finished it by now. In fact, she should have finished it a month ago. I just don’t understand why she let it drift on and on that way. It wasn’t such a big project. I could have finished it by now, and I’m busy full-time with my own work.”

			“Freddy, please stop fiddling with that notepad. I’d like to have it there in case someone calls,” said my mother.

			“She’s an amazing designer,” said Freddy. “She was having some kind of a block with that musical, but you know her work is terrific.” He put down the notepad. “I learned a lot about lights from her. She understood them.” He turned around and saw Helen and me. “I thought you two were leaving,” he said sharply.

			“Yes, Mussolini, we’re going,” I said. “Helen’s just looking for our key.”

			“You left the key in the living room next door. It’s on that end table with the ugly Empire lamp,” my mother said. “Remember, breakfast is at nine o’clock sharp. If you come late, you may find your croissants eaten and all the marmalade gone.” Helen and I kissed my mother good night again. “Sleep well,” she said as we left.

			We closed the bedroom door. But the voices trailed after us as we stopped in the outer room of the suite to find the key, which was not, in fact, on the table with the Empire lamp.

			“Freddy, you know that Melanie wasn’t my kind of person. Insofar as I came to be fond of her, it was because she made you happy and I loved to see you happy. Now that she’s making you unhappy, I don’t have a lot of affection for her to fall back on, and I won’t miss her, not for herself. But—I’m sorry things ended this way, and especially that they ended right now, right before this trip, which I thought could be a really good time for all of us. I want you to know that I admired your loving her, and your loyalty to her. I want you to know that I tried my best to love her, too.”

			Helen picked up the key, which she had located on another end table. I pretended to be preoccupied with an article in a magazine my father had left in the room. We didn’t leave quite yet.

			“I know you did, Mom,” said my brother.

			“Freddy, each of us loves in his own way,” my mother’s voice filtered through the closed door. “You give to people what you have to give. You can’t give them what you don’t have. And you gave Melanie everything you had to give. Maybe what you had wasn’t right for her, and she needed something else. And maybe you needed to feel loved in a way she wasn’t capable of, or that she wasn’t capable of sustaining, anyway. Somewhere out there is a girl who wants just exactly what you have to give, and who will give you everything you need. There’s someone out there whom you’ll make happier than she ever imagined she could be. You’ll make each other that happy. Remember what your grandmother used to say? ‘For every pot, there’s a lid.’ The right person is out there, Freddy, but it takes time.” There was a pause, then my mother’s voice again. “Freddy. You are loving, and kind, and loyal, and very few people have that. It’s . . .” Her voice drifted off. “It’s the best thing there is, just to be the kind of person you are. Be patient for a little while, and try not to be too sad now. I know it’s hard, but it’s important, too, not to be so sad you miss the other things and the other people life has to offer you.”

			“I’ll try,” said Freddy.

			My mother’s voice suddenly rose sharply. “And would you please also try not to destroy that notepad?” she said. “I’m sure there are notepads in your room. I’d like to have that one so that I can write down a phone number if I need to. We are no longer seven years old, Freddy.”

			Helen and I walked quietly out of the suite and back down to our room.

			 • • • 

			The day after we arrived in Paris, I went out with Helen and Freddy for a long walk. We had ice cream at Helen’s favorite place, and we strolled past Notre-Dame. I had bitten my lower lip and had an irritating cut inside my mouth, which the ice cream inflamed. On the Île Saint-Louis we passed a shop selling amusing socks (Helen vetoed the ones with cherubs on them as too amusing), and I bought three pair for myself and one for Bernard. Then I decided that I was really not feeling my best, and I left Helen and Freddy and headed back to the hotel. I was trying to decide when I would tell everyone about the recording contract, and I was playing the Schubert over and over again in my mind. I wanted to find all the sensation there could ever be in B-flat.

			I can remember that walk back, the long stretch of the rue de Rivoli before I reached the hotel, my decisions about the Schubert. What I cannot now remember is how or when I heard about the visit to the doctor, which we had all supposed that morning would be a routine business. My mother had had her hair done first thing that day: I do remember that. Then she had gone to the doctor. He had taken her along to the American hospital for a scan. What is unclear is just what I did and when. I can remember being in my room after the ice cream and socks, and standing at the enormous gilded mirror, studying my lower lip and trying to guess how long it would take for it to heal. And then I can remember what came later: my memory picks up around dinner that night. But I have no recollection at all of what came between looking at my lip and dinner, except that I can remember seeing the radiologist’s report, which was in French. By the time I saw it, I had been told its gist. I can remember that the verb évoquer was used; the scan, it seemed, could “évoque une tumeur maligne.” Wildly, I told my parents—my French was better than theirs—that the verb ­évoquer referred to the most remote possibility. I knew that there was some kind of mistake, and I wanted to protect my mother from it. This was, fortunately, not out of keeping with what the doctor had said; he thought it most unlikely that there was actually a cancer. “One would feel better,” he had said, “if one had a look inside to see. It is the most ordinary kind of surgery.” My mother would have to return to New York. It was Saturday, and the afternoon was gone. There was no point leaving before the early plane Monday morning, which would get her to New York at eight-thirty a.m.

			So we had thirty-six hours to spend all together, that first thirty-six hours of fear and sadness. How strange it is, though, that I can’t recall the moment when my father (it would have been my father who would tell) actually said that my mother might have cancer. Was I alone with him? With him and my mother? Were Helen and Freddy back from their walk by then? Were we in my parents’ suite? Some of the memories of those thirty-six hours are shaky; some are missing altogether; and some are too clear, so photographically clear that they seem not like memories but like the images that replace memories in the mind. Some moments from those thirty-six hours I have described so many times that I have no real hold on them at all, but there are others of which I have never spoken. That day my mother refused the offers Freddy and I made to go with her and my father. “The surgery is very simple. There’s no need for you to come home; you could all use a vacation. So long as it’s not cancer, I’ll be fine. But if this turns out to be cancer—then I’m going to need you by my side. If that happens, get on the first plane.” I remember like a series of snapshots our dinner that night at a modern restaurant that was just coming into fashion. It was August and so the usual favorites were all closed. I had heard of but never been to this one, and my mother had chosen it in part as a treat for me. I have never been there since. Someday, I may go back to bring to life the very memories that I now wish I could escape, but not this year, and not next year. That evening, the cut on my lip was so painful that I could hardly eat. I remember it all flat, all in two dimensions. I have no idea what we talked about.

			I think I called Bernard that night when I got back to the hotel. He was his usual sensible self, and advised me not to worry. Like my father, Bernard was always sure things would be fine. Helen, though she dutifully said that these upsets were routine, clearly feared the worst. She and I lay in our separate beds in our large beautiful room; I hardly slept at all, and she seemed to toss and turn all night.

			 • • • 

			Sunday is as vivid in my mind as Saturday is confused. I can remember waking up to the fact of my mother’s illness, and a strained room-service breakfast with Helen. That day my mother wore a shell-pink suit and a white blouse with a thousand little flowers on it in shades of pale pink. The blouse looked like a Monet painting. She wore shoes with small buckles. We had a driver, one of those handsome young Ritz drivers, who told us that he was really working in video production (though he gave every appearance of really working as a driver for the hotel), and we drew him out at some length on the subject of French video. We were going to lunch at another lovely restaurant, another landmark of my mother’s Paris. It was a beautiful day, a day of perfect Paris weather, the air warm, the breeze light, the sun clear. We were meeting a Parisian friend of mine for lunch. My mother was in a mood that being with my friends often brought out in her, a philosophic mood of trenchant generalities.

			“It’s so hard to understand at your age,” she said to my friend, apropos of nothing in particular. “When you’re in your twenties, so many things seem exciting, or seem like fun, and then when you try to hold on to them they fall apart. There are so few structures that really last.”

			This was the first in a series of remarks to other people that were abstractly stirring in principle but that were, in fact, intended to communicate to me my mother’s discontent with my life with Bernard and her belief that I was destroying all my chances of future happiness. Her inkling that a disaster of her own was impending seemed to make her more urgent in this communication than she had been previously; I wished that the portents had distracted her from Bernard instead of making her focus on him. I wanted to feel only affection for her in our moment of crisis, and she was making it extremely difficult. She and Freddy had somehow become closer as a result of his breakup with Melanie, and I felt that she and I were drifting further and further apart. My response to her conversation at lunch that day was a mix of fondness for the particular mode employed, a mode I associated with my mother at her wisest and most beguiling, and irritation (I was not keyed-up enough for rage) at her inability to accept that all happiness for all people does not spring from a single maze of roots.

			“I think,” my mother said, with a tone of authority that made it clear that what she thought was what other people of insight would also think, “that what you want early in life is different from what you want later, and that happiness comes of understanding early what you will want later, and finding it.” She ate a few bites of her salmon (my mother never liked fish much) and looked through the glass at the Bois de Boulogne. The meticulous waiters served the food on large plates. The vegetables were laid out in patterns as colorful and intricate as the plan du métro. I had duck. Freddy had lamb. Helen and my father both had monkfish. My Parisian friend had sweetbreads. I had been to this place for lunch with my mother on a dozen previous occasions, but I noticed as though for the first time how fresh the bunches of white roses and freesia on every table were, how enchanting the view of the Bois. I noticed the afternoon sun and the elegant cut of the waiters’ uniforms. I took in what each of us was wearing, the way my mother’s hair was brushed, how her hand lay on the table—I noticed then, though I was of course both nettled and frightened, how perfect it all was.

			I can tell you in a sentence that my mother was dying, and in a way there is nothing more to be said about that. Or I can tell you every detail, and try to give you the quality of that lovely, terrible Sunday and of the other days like it that were to become our way of life. To us they were vital days, their details immemorial. My father expected everyone to understand at once that my mother was more important than anyone else, that her suffering was more terrible. I didn’t expect the doctors to understand that; I didn’t expect headwaiters to defer to her on that basis; I didn’t expect everyone who came to our parties to notice it. But at some useless level I was as much in the habit of believing it as he was. And in this we were fools. Illness is not the great equalizer, but it is a seven-league step in that direction.

			 • • • 

			When we finished lunch, we went for a stroll in the Bois. We made a little pilgrimage to admire my father’s favorite copper beech (my father has favorite trees in parks across Europe). We talked, as always, about how overtrimmed French parks are, and my mother said how she always wanted to bring children into the Bois and send them running across all those prim lawns. We wondered at the well-behaved twins with a nurse walking ahead of us, stopping to admire the beds but never touching them.

			My mother made plans for us for the rest of the afternoon. I had for some reason never been to Malmaison, so we had our driver take us there, and we sat in the little front garden. Freddy said he had not been to Versailles since his childhood. So we drove to Versailles, partly because of that, but also because my mother wanted to go and visit the Trianon, which she had always loved. Freddy and Helen and I walked across the lawn to look at the building from a distance, and when we reached an optimal vantage point, I turned around to see my parents standing in a measureless expanse of green beside a quick swirl of pink palace at the edge of the limitless woods of Versailles. My mother had put on a pair of large blue sunglasses and I was horribly struck by the picture of her, looking tiny and fragile, next to my father—in the perfect sunshine, with all the laughing thousands who had come to Versailles on a radiant Sunday. The pink of the Trianon is my mother’s favorite color; standing in front of that building, itself so pale and delicate, she looked like a shadow puppet made of paper. She waved; then she turned around and looked up at the folly. I thought of her careful memory focusing for a last view of something she had always visited on happy days. The shock of our situation had settled once over dinner that first night, and then it had withdrawn again. Now it settled once more. How could my mother have become so small so fast?

			We drove back to the hotel in almost unbroken silence, and when we arrived we stopped at the Vendôme bar, where I had sat two days earlier with Helen and Freddy. Now, as we tried to get a waiter, I noticed how ridiculous the harpist was, and how ugly the brown velveteen on the walls. My mother sat holding her sunglasses. We discussed the logistics of her flight and of the visit Freddy and Helen and I would make to the south of France. My mother tried to tell us all the things she had planned to tell us bit by bit during the week, her private anecdotes of the Côte d’Azur. She described the hotel where she had stayed in Nice when she was twenty, and told a story about Picasso and a needlepoint pillow. Then Helen went up to the room for a minute, and Freddy and my father stopped at the front desk, and I was left alone in the bar with my mother. She said, “In a real way, today may have been the last day of my life as I know it.” I dissembled, but she put a hand on my arm. Then she said, clearly and urgently, in the new voice she would make so entirely her own over the following months, “Whatever happens to me, whatever this illness may do to me, however grumpy or difficult or unpleasant I become, I want you to promise that you and Freddy will always remember me as I have been until today.”

			I had not noticed until then that our fixed emotions can perish as easily as new ones; nor had I noticed how changes can without warning violate what we love in ourselves. That request forced all the emotions one associates with an actual death: I instantly found myself searching for things to hold on to, trying to locate how I would remember her, snatching at the odd episodes that had stuck from early childhood. And I found, to my surprise and horror, that I had almost no memories at all, and that the ones I had were meaningless—memories of houses and hotels and restaurants, a few freeze-frames of her in conversation, a chance image of her waiting for me to come home from school or materializing for a visit at summer camp—but none of my mother fully herself. I felt the most terrible emptiness, of having made too little effort, of having lost what should have been my mind’s pictures.

			I knew, of course, how much of my life (even Bernard, even the piano) had to do with acceptance and rejection of what she represented to me—and I realized that to lose her would be to lose my reasons for most of what I did. When I looked for concrete memories, though, I came up with paper-thin images just of how pleasant our lives had been, of nothing more than the pleasantness; and I knew that our lives were something other than that, something at once more and less than that. “Promise you will always remember me as I have been until today,” she said, as though there were one way she had always been, a simple way, a snapshot thing to remember—and my mind was cluttered with bits of long-vanished clothing and songs we had sung when I was six. Then suddenly I thought that if she died I would also have to die, that I would not know how to stay alive without her. I thought that I could no more readily conjure token memories of her than I could such token images of myself. By the time my father came back from the front desk with the confirmed tickets, it was he, and not my mother, who seemed like a visitor from some distant corner of memory.

			 • • • 

			Later on Sunday the world settled back into place. In my parents’ suite we ordered an odd hodgepodge of dinner from room service, a mix of breakfast food and lunch food and dinner food. Sleek and efficient, the waiters brought it all in on a rolling table, pulled out the table’s leaves, arranged the cerise-and-white floral china, and pulled over chairs. Each time one of the glasses touched another, a perfect note would sound, which the waiters would quickly arrest with their long fingers, as though in mystic regard for silence. We sat on the other side of the room while this was going on, pretending not to notice, and talked vaguely about the weather.

			When the waiters had gone out, we all sat down, and for a moment there was the bustling sound of napkins being unfolded and glasses of wine being poured and people asking for the salt and all those slight room-service negotiations about whose glass of water was whose and whether the bread would fit between Freddy and me and whether we really needed to have the teacups on the table at the same time as the salad. My mother commented on how pretty it all looked. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have someone at home who could wheel in a table like this, flowers and all, at fifteen minutes’ notice?” she said. “Someone who would then come back and wheel it out when you got through, and you wouldn’t have to think about any of the food or the dishes again?”

			“Nice flowers,” I said. “Nice plates. Nice silverware.”

			My mother looked for a moment and then held up a fork. “Do you like the silver?” she asked. “I think it’s heavy-looking. Hotel silver. It doesn’t smile at you.”

			“Does our silver at home smile at you?” my father asked.

			“Of course, Leonard,” she said. “It smiles at you and says, ‘Pick me up.’ Haven’t you ever noticed?”

			“Does Grandma’s silver say, ‘Pick me up’?” I asked. I had inherited my grandmother’s silver two years earlier.

			“Grandma’s silver says it, but very quietly,” said my mother.

			And somehow from then on we flew, telling each other all the stories that the plates and glasses and forks and knives had confided to us over the years, and my father repeated the anecdote that one of the red glass plates had told him about my great-aunt Elizabeth, and the evening wove itself into fantasy and hilarity, so that in the end we left behind the terror of the day. Freddy took the part of the dish that ran away with the spoon, and I was a champagne flute, and my father was the blue teapot, and my mother was the two silver candlesticks with the curving feet that had stood in the middle of the dining-room table all my life. Helen played along effortlessly. In this state, one short of dreaming, my family passed an evening as bright as any we had ever had together. With Helen half participant and half audience, we felt once more unassailable, and the mortality lingering over our heads seemed as remote as mortality had always seemed.

			Though it embarrasses me to admit it, I was distracted throughout by the cut on my lower lip, which was so immediately and maddeningly and constantly painful that I could not really focus much on anyone else’s complaints. These defenses are conveniently on hand in the face of tragedy, and they countermand it, allowing us to stay in the comfortable world of detail, safe as room service. I also felt that I had my news about the recording contract, and that there might not be another appropriate moment for it, and I kept wondering whether I should interject it somewhere. The Schubert and the Rachmaninoff. But I didn’t say a word.

			 • • • 

			Monday morning, like all mornings, is a blur. My parents caught their plane. I hugged my mother. We all agreed that she would certainly be all right. And then came the dream trip for Freddy and Helen and me, another two days of Paris and then the south of France. You must understand how my mother planned our family trips. Everything was always laid out in painstaking detail, every restaurant reservation made, every route worked out. “What shall we do today?” Freddy would say over breakfast in Saint-Paul. “I want to swim.”

			I was guardian of the order. “It’ll have to be the pool,” I would say. “The ocean’s not on today. Today we’re seeing the Matisses, and then in the afternoon we’re going to see Cocteau’s house, with the big murals and the garden. I want to take a look at the church there where they do concerts; I might come back and play here next summer. The car’s due at ten, and lunch is being packed; there’s supposed to be a lovely place where we can stop for a picnic just past the valley. And at some point I’ve got to practice for a couple of hours. Maybe at the end of the afternoon? You two could swim then.”

			Freddy would glower, and Helen would make peace. Each day fell into a sort of inner coherence on the basis of the arrangements. Wednesday was clearly the day to go down to the sea: a boat had been arranged to take us to a particularly charming and inaccessible cove, and we could have lunch at a café in a nearby village. In the afternoon, there was time to swim at the beach. Dinner was to be at the hotel since the schedule was rather an exhausting one. Thursday we needed to go to a particular museum because we had a lunch reservation near it, and the lunch reservation was for one because the museum was open in the mornings from ten to twelve-thirty. In the evenings, to prove our independence, we sometimes did other things: once we drove to a local theater and saw an American police film, with a lot of exploding vehicles, dubbed into French.

			My practicing time, like everything else, seemed to have been scheduled, and there was not enough of it. I could not get up and play at night, as was my wont, because I would have woken the other hotel guests. If the French doors to our room were open, I felt that people were stopping to listen to me, and this was somewhat frustrating; I tended to get exhibitionistic, and did not work on the new pieces I needed to master. If the doors were closed, the room became suffocating. Helen had nowhere to go but Freddy’s room while I was playing, and she sometimes got peevish. “That Schubert’s lovely,” she said to me. “But if I have to listen to the first movement again this week, I’m going to go stark raving mad.” I had still not told her about the recording contract, and could not explain why the Schubert was so urgent.

			There was no way that we could transform the holiday into the sort that Freddy, Helen and I might have worked out for ourselves, because it was not that sort of holiday in any of its most fundamental components, and it was not subject to our regulation. We were staying in a château outside Saint-Paul de Vence, one of those places striking for its irreproachable lack of ostentation. We had rooms painted very white, almost monastic in their simplicity, except that they were always full of flowers, and our rooms shared a private lawn, which commanded a view across the valley and the town of Saint-Paul and on toward the sea. It was on this lawn that we had breakfast every morning, surrounded by the discreet sumptuousness that my mother loved so much.

			We called home each day, and with each new test that was performed it seemed more and more likely that my mother was going to be fine. The suspense all led up to Thursday, when they would do the surgery. We spent Thursday at the scheduled museum, and then ate the scheduled lunch. It was one of those days when the weather was unduly heavy, like a tarpaulin over one’s senses, and I remember feeling exhausted and numb and anxious. Then, too, I was overwhelmed by that belief, which so often sets in at a moment of crisis, in one’s own ability to influence fate by dint of the pettiest of actions. So I ritualized every footstep, every bite of food, every breath, every remark, every passing image of desire. We ate lunch on the terrace of the restaurant, with the playing fountains, and wondered whether the rain would come. Then we drove back to the hotel, where a problem on the telephone lines made it very difficult to get through to America. Perhaps half an hour went by while we got recordings in French and recordings in English, and then finally we reached my father.

			Only after he said that it was cancer did I realize how fundamentally I had persuaded myself that it would not be. My mother had a cancerous cyst in her abdomen, and the disease had spread into certain internal membranes. The tumor had been removed, along with various expendable bits of anatomy, but it was not possible to remove enough of my mother, and so chemotherapy was prescribed as the only way to deal with the spread of the disease, a spreading not of what is fittingly called gross tumor, but of tiny pinpoints of malignancy. We did not know how high the chances were that the cancer would be entirely eliminated. We were all stuck on the word “cancer,” as though its consonants and vowels were the razor spikes of a barbed-wire fence that ran between us and how we had been. It was a word too full of obvious drama, like a bad TV movie, like a modern version of grand opera—and my mother, musical though she was in general, hated grand opera. “All those maudlin women shrieking endlessly before they die,” she used to say. “So implausible and so tedious.” The chemotherapy was scheduled to occupy nine months, and we were told that it would make my mother very sick for a week or so each month when it was administered. We also learned that it would make her lose her hair.

			There is a fine line between tension and emotion; an excess of one can eliminate the capacity for the other. I had been so anxious for so long about the result of that test that I could feel only a sense of sorrow, not so much sorrow about the specific fact of cancer as sorrow that the irresolution was going to continue. It was like tumbling into something open and endless. For at least an hour Freddy and Helen and I all sat still in our hotel room, stiff on our chairs, staring at the ceiling and having nothing very much to say to one another, because there is nothing much to say about disease. After that, we booked our tickets to go home as quickly as possible—there were no flights until the morning—and packed our bags. Then we found ourselves once more in our rooms, and I did not want to play the piano, and it struck me as altogether intolerable to sit for another minute staring at those walls.

			I had always wanted to go to Monte Carlo. It comes up in conversation a lot, and you always feel that you should have been there, if only so that you, too, can dismiss it rather casually. Also, I have a sort of mental checklist of European countries. I have yet to visit Belgium, Luxembourg, Finland or Norway. Or Andorra. I don’t know why these should be the gaps, except Andorra, which I think most people visit only if they keep mental checklists of this kind. To come so close to ticking off Monaco and miss it would have been a shame. It was a destination that offered itself, and the night was too long in front of us, and so we went. We had promised my mother, who feared the roads, that we would not drive to Monaco after dark—how odd it was to betray her at that moment.

			It was the strangest of night journeys, driving out on the lowest Corniche and back on the middle Corniche. There is a geography that holds us forever in our places, that makes us feel clearly the size and scale of human life itself, and the views of that drive—the land and the sea and the sky in geometric monochrome balance—seemed to sharpen all our senses and to remind us of ourselves. On the way to Monte Carlo, Freddy drove and I navigated and Helen was in the backseat; on the return trip, Helen drove and I navigated and Freddy dozed uneasily. It was a clear night, and mostly we could see only the sea stretching away from us. By night, Monte Carlo looks like an opera set, up against the water, spotlessly clean, busy with all-too-worldly figures rushing through lives of what the imaginative tourist suspects to be sordid extravagance. In fact, it seems also as pleasantly middle-class as a suburb. We parked the car and went to the casino, where everything had been gilded and carved and brocaded to the point of shapelessness. We walked through, the three of us, passing judgment: on the overly spectacular interior, on the overdressed gamblers, on the overtired croupiers. Afterward, we went to an overcrowded café with an apricot-colored postmodernist canopy covering the tables, and watched a light rain falling through the fairy-tale lights of the casino and the fountain in front of it.

			We all felt guilty for being out in a city of lights and fashions, but though we talked without a break about my mother, and though I found myself lapsing horribly into the past tense as I spoke about her, we also felt reassured somehow by the palpable evidence around us that the world goes on. We adduced that we, too, would go on; we proved to ourselves that this was not the end. It was not the eternal ocean that told us that; it was the bright lights, the absurd clothes, and the chocolate ice cream in the café. The next day, Friday, Freddy and I caught the morning plane, and headed for home.

			 • • • 

			Is the picture I have started here entirely accurate? Perhaps I was angrier that week than I remember, but I think, in fact, that when I first saw that my mother might be sick, my anger got put away somewhere, and my mother became as glorious to me as she had been in my childhood. Though I had gone to France to sever ties, I knew that I could not squander what might be a limited time on undermining a perishable intimacy. In fact, my mother was not always exactly as she would have wanted—even her control did not run so far—but she was always striving to be as she would have wanted, and it is really too late to take her to task for her occasional lapses from grace. In the first weeks of her illness, my mother was to reveal more clearly her terrible brutality. She could be harsh, and she was demanding, and she could be selfish. I will tell you about these things, because my mother’s love, like any love, came at a price—but that is not to say that it was a compromised love.

			Her world rose and fell by me: for I was as vast to my mother as she was to me. My mother wanted me to have a perfect life, more perfect even than hers, because she sincerely believed that the surest way to be happy was to be perfect. That is why she was so embattled about Bernard before she got sick: he was, to her mind, an imperfection in human form. Though I often disappointed my mother with my irregularities, she believed that I had what it would take to be perfect, and pushed me toward it. God knows the agenda is an absurd one; the battle for perfection that occupied so much of my energy and of my mother’s is obviously a losing one. But I would not know how to give it up—or, at least, I would not have known then.
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