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For Gil, Jake, and Sophie,

the treasures of my life





The Peace of Wild Things

When despair for the world grows in me

and I wake in the middle of the night at the least sound

in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,

I go and lie down where the wood drake

rests his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.

I come into the peace of wild things

who do not tax their lives with forethought

of grief. I come into the presence of still water.

And I feel above me the day-blind stars

waiting for their light. For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

—WENDELL BERRY
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WITH
Einstein





1

It begins between the thoughts of Marea. Marea, named for the dark seas of the moon. It begins with the token it takes to enter the subway station beneath Union Square, where a solitary woman stands by the tracks, waiting for the trains to cross in front of her. She is waiting for the moment when two passing trains line up so perfectly that she can see through their windows to the other side. It doesn’t always happen. It depends on coincidence, timing, and luck. It depends on one train traveling north and another traveling south, crossing at the platform at just the right speed. Sometimes there is so much screeching and banging of metal wheels that it can be difficult to discern the direction from which the trains are actually coming. Marea is keyed up, but patient. Hope rises in her chest when a second train appears. She smiles as the north- and southbound trains begin to cross, their windows shuffling like a deck of cards. Heads blur, gestures drift, and the row of opened newspapers flows into a radiant ribbon of white light.

When the northbound train comes to a stop in the station, Marea steps in to take a seat and opens her subway map to check her destination. She traces the Lexington line and then runs her finger along the other routes, the Broadway local, the A, B, and D, the L traversing Fourteenth Street, the RR, the NN, all weaving over and around each other like brightly colored neon piping, the urban arteries. Marea is happy to enter the map, to enter the world of the subway. She learned very early as a child at a school desk that maps can replace the territories for which they stand. Maps can substitute for places, as travel can substitute for life.

The subway car swaying north rocks Marea into a childhood memory of maps. The immense and imperious Miss Pearl wielded her wooden yardstick like a scepter, whacking it against her huge palm, the slap of flesh curdling the stomachs of the children who sat before her waiting for the promised land of morning recess. The day’s lesson was about Pharaohs inbreeding to make morons, Chinese babies preposterously crowned as emperors, Indian children of a caste so vile they could not be touched. Miss Pearl hauled her massive body around the classroom, her chin melting into her neck, her neck sloping into the Matterhorn of her undulating flesh. Sweat made moons below her armpits, and the odor curled nostrils as she handed out tracing paper and boxes of crayons—emerald green to color in the Fertile Crescent, cerulean blue for the Mediterranean Sea, burnt umber for the deserts of Egypt. When Miss Pearls fleshy hip saddlebagged over the Formica of Marea’s desktop, Marea withdrew into the safe territory where her crayoned map replaced the living world.

The lesson in maps, the lesson of one thing standing for another, came in handy on the day Miss Pearl ushered in “our very important visitor from the department of civilian emergencies.” A short beetle man with a black pompadour, dark blue suit, and shoes planted like duck feet had brought his own map and climbed up onto a chair to hang it from the hooks above the blackboard. He climbed back down and borrowed Miss Pearls yardstick to give the third-grade class its instructions for survival. Marea saw that he was uncomfortable with his task of confronting children, and she smiled at him to help ease his pain.

The beetle man settled down to his responsibilities. On his map of the United States he stuck large black plastic dots over each of the major cities from Washington, D.C., to San Francisco. He used Miss Pearls yardstick to count them off in the order the Russians would destroy them. Then he took a black crayon and drew five concentric circles around each of the targeted East Coast cities. The concentric circles around New York and Washington, D.C., intersected at Princeton, New Jersey, where Marea and her classmates listened silently to the man’s grim prediction.

Concentric Circle One would be a huge crater into which all of New York City would disappear before a bird had time to flap its wings. In Concentric Circle Two bodies would melt like ice cream left in the summer sun. In Concentric Circle Three gases would fill lungs with death-breath and people would collapse like rag dolls without bones, and the only hope for life would be to flee in station wagons to Concentric Circles Four and Five. Cars would line up outside Abraham Lincoln Elementary, and good children would be brave and never cry or think about melting mothers and fathers. One by one the station wagons would fill and begin the drive into the western mountains, where children would be given shelter and new parents and, God willing, be saved.

During air-raid drills Miss Pearl stood at the front of the room with her arms folded across her vast breasts. “When we go outside, you will line up nicely, children, even if there is an atomic bomb.”

At home Marea kept the lesson of the concentric circles to herself. Her parents fought. Did all parents fight? Maybe, but not all fathers made bombs big enough to blow up the world. Each time her father left to work with Dr. Teller in New Mexico, Marea could hear her mother’s crying through the walls at night. Marea wanted to tell her mother how lonely it felt when she got under her school desk to practice for nuclear war, but she knew her mother would blame her father. Her parents argued so much that Marea worried that one day her father might leave forever.

Marea examines the woman seated opposite her in the subway car, a dreadlock-weighted West Indian who cradles her work shoes wrapped in newspaper in her lap. Through force of will, the woman holds herself erect against tiredness, her eyes glazed and her mind set on dollars to send to children left behind, children with distended tummies, flies feasting on crusted skin sores, a grandmother shaving coconut flesh to feed them while she tells stories of the cold land where white ice drops from heaven and their mother rides on trains that pass beneath the earth. Marea studies this exhausted woman, someone’s maid, and cannot keep the woman’s sorrow outside her own heart. That is Marea’s problem and her life: she feels her way into other people’s skin, and her own skin is as thin as moth wings.

Marea’s eyes travel to a pair of lovers pressed together against the door between the cars. Teenage girl, mouse-face, shagged hair, pregnant belly pushing at the buttons of her satiny shirt. Her lover, with a dagger tattoo on his cheek, strokes the pale flesh of her neck, hearing his music, not hers. Marea sees the fetus tucked inside a cavity of fluids, eyes protected by unseparated lids, still God’s creature, the ropy umbilical cord winding around the cells dividing and redividing with the propulsive force of new life. The pregnant girl cups a hand below her stomach, feeling the weight of this growing thing that will rely on her, a child like herself. When the girl notices the odd woman who is staring at her, she quickly drops her hand to her side.

Marea regrets that she has made the pregnant girl ashamed of what is growing inside her. Marea is her own growing thing. In her jeans pocket she has a folded piece of paper with a name written on it, a name she found in the address book of a man she met in a bar, a man who has generously shared his bed with her for five nights without expecting sex. The name was listed underS for shrink. Dr. Angela Iris. Marea called, left a message, got a call back: “Why don’t we see what’s on your mind?” East Ninety-first Street, between Park and Lex, second floor, Tuesday morning at eleven, ring up.

In the palm of her hand Marea cups the token she bought for the return trip* It is small enough to lose. Small things—the morning, perspective—can be lost in the bowels of the earth, in tunnels where trains convey bodies, human beings with purposes, human beings surviving. Marea wishes to survive, but she doesn’t know if she has the skin for it.

At her stop on the platform at East Eighty-sixth Street Marea hears the sound of a second train coming into the station, and turns back to face the tracks and watch the trains cross. She stands still, traveling only in her heart, until the cars hit the perfect speed and the windows line up and open the way to see through. For those seconds she has no body of her own, no subway platform, no appointment, and then the speeds change again, the crossing windows break up the space, the fog of daily living floats in. But those stilled moments, the moments of seeing through, are the grace she needs to carry on.

Up the stairs and outside Marea breathes in the newness of the sweet summer morning. A street vendor roasting candy-coated peanuts catches her in her pleasure and smiles. Marea weaves into the sidewalk traffic of pale Irish nannies and dark Jamaican maids who navigate baby strollers, their infant charges in a stupor of warmth and movement. On East Ninety-first Street the sidewalks are being hosed down by doormen in uniform. They turn their hoses toward the street to let Marea pass. All around her the June morning has unleashed the city: lives are being lived, money is being made, and Marea is setting forth on the last leg of her journey to retrieve the real thing from the crayoned map of the gossamer world.



Dr. Angela Iris stands at the top of a stairway in a narrow brownstone that is sandwiched between tall buildings. This is her home and office, a place much darker and cooler than the outside street. Dr. Iris’s eyes are in shadow, but the light from within her room brightens one side of her face.

“Yes, you’ve found the right address, Marea Hoffman. Come ahead.”

Dr. Iris has settled back into her chair by the time Marea comes through the door at the top of the stairs.

“Please close the door behind you and have a seat,” Dr. Iris directs.

Marea stands inside and considers her choices: An upholstered chair on a swivel base, a match to the one into which tiny Dr. Iris is tucked. A wooden chair with a thatched seat and a ladder back, pushed up against a floor-to-ceiling wall of books. A low couch, covered in nubby gray wool with a blanket folded at one end and a tapestry pillow at the other. Marea knows that once you enter a therapist’s domain, no choice goes unobserved.

A heavy old-world perfume hangs in the air. The summer is not present in this room that has no season. Dark red velvet curtains keep out light. Thick Persian carpets dull sound. Marea sees that Dr. Iris does not rush people or decisions. She waits as Marea tries to imagine where she would be comfortable, and nods when Marea finally alights as tentatively as a butterfly on the ladder-back chair by the wall.

Dr. Angela Iris, the age of grandmothers, wears a plum-colored blouse and matching calf-length skirt. Her knees are angled to one side, her elbow is on the armrest of her chair, and her bony chin is pressed against her palm. She has fine-penciled eyebrows, high cheeks, gray hair twisted into a bun. Her extravagance is jewelry—long silver earrings, a heavy silver necklace with a jeweled pendant that rests in the small valley between her breasts. Every finger has a silver ring, some black with tarnish. It is clear that she was once beautiful. It is also clear that she has outlived all her men. Wearing blue jeans, a striped T-shirt, and red sneakers, Marea feels as if she comes from a different world.

A standing lamp casts a pool of light over the table beside Dr. Iris’s chair, a table that holds a mug, a leather-bound datebook, a collection of ceramic turtles of different sizes and colors. When Dr. Iris sees that Marea’s eyes have settled on the turtles, she explains, “Sometimes we need to slow down enough to arrive at our destination.”

“I found your name underS for shrink.”

“Can you tell me why you were looking underS for shrink?”

“I came back to the United States a week ago after being away for seven years. I traveled through twenty countries, three continents—seven years of wandering. I’m turning thirty next month. I was afraid if I didn’t stop now, I might keep traveling forever.”

Dr. Iris cocks her head as if determining something. “But you didn’t want to stop.”

“I think that’s right.” Marea’s small shoulders round forward, and her thick black hair falls like curtains across her pale cheeks. She had anticipated a different kind of response, more like the judgments her own mother delivered in her letters, always ascribing them to friends. “Is your daughter ever going to settle down?” “Do you suppose she’s got some problem she’s afraid to tell you?” “How on earth does she support herself? I hesitate to think.” “Is she ever going to find a man to marry, have a career of her own—such intelligence, from such a brilliant family—what a pity to let all that promise go to waste.”

“My father is a scientist, a nuclear physicist.”

“Is he the one who chose your name?”

“You know what it means?”

“The way you pronounce it, I’d guess that it’s ‘mar,’ for sea. If I recall correctly, the marea are the dark seas on the far side of the moon.”

“Even when I say my name, people usually still call me Maria.”

“It’s an unusual name.”

“But you knew it.”

“My husband was an astronomer. I can tell you more about the skies than you’d want to hear. I got to be quite an amateur astronomer myself.”

“I thought therapists never told you about themselves.”

“Oh, I’ve never been very good at rules like that. I don’t find them very helpful. You were saying that your father’s a scientist.”

“I should have said ‘was.’ My father’s dead.”

Dr. Iris considers this a moment, such a crucial piece of information misspoken. “Did his death have something to do with why you decided to stop traveling?”

“Is this what therapists do?” Marea challenges from the ladder-back chair. “Keep the conversation on track?”

“Sometimes.”

“Maybe his death is why I started traveling.”

“So he died when you were in your early twenties.”

“Earlier.”

“Oh?”

“I was twelve.”

Marea had watched him curl his fingers around the bottom of the leather-covered steering wheel. He seemed confused. He should have been in a hurry to be on his way, and yet he didn’t move. He was dropping her off at school on his way to the airport, going back again to work with Dr. Edward Teller, the invisible man who stood like a ghost between her parents. Dr. Teller was building bigger and bigger bombs, and Marea’s father was helping him.

Marea stole a look into her father’s eyes, dark under heavy lids. Through the walls, the night before, she’d heard her parents fight. They had thought she was asleep, but it was hard for her to sleep when she knew her father was leaving in the morning. Her father had been standing outside the door to her mother’s bedroom, the room her parents once shared. How long ago had her mother folded his clothes into the bureau in the spare bedroom across the hall and put a lock on the door of her own room? Marea couldn’t recall, but maybe her father’s banishment was her fault. Her mother blamed her father for frightening their only child with “this wretched work” of his. But Marea had never been frightened of the gentle father who showed her how nature lived in the forest. Whenever he was home, they walked through the Institute Woods to gather specimens for their collections. Butterflies were their specialty, and by now Marea could identify nearly every one they saw. He laughed when they walked outside, but when they came back into the house, he grew silent again. Marea had wanted to explain to her mother that it wasn’t her father’s fault that Dr. Teller was making bombs. Marea had wanted to tell her mother that she shouldn’t be angry if Dr. Teller made her father help him.

Her father’s shirt collar was unbuttoned, collar points askew, his red hair barely combed. It was early morning, and the low sun was stuck behind gray clouds. There was activity all around their car, children hopping out of the back seats of station wagons in front of them, swinging metal lunch boxes and meeting up with friends. Inside, behind their windshield, it was quiet. He took her hand and kissed it gently, then turned away. Marea waited for him to turn back to her. Did he know it would be the last time, her last memory to hold?

“My father was part of the Manhattan Project during World War II. He helped design the mechanism that fired the bomb’s detonators. When the war was over, they wanted him to stay and work on the development of the hydrogen bomb, but he said no. I don’t know how it happened, because my mother was dead set against it, but at some point Edward Teller got my father to change his mind and come back to work for him. At first he went back to Los Alamos to work with Teller, and when Teller moved to California, my father traveled out there on a regular basis. My parents were friendly with Albert Einstein at that time because my father’s office at the Institute for Advanced Study was on the same floor as Einstein’s. Einstein and my mother both tried to convince my father that he was making a terrible mistake working on the development of the hydrogen bomb.”

“Your family knew Albert Einstein?”

“I called him Grandpa Albert. He would come to our house for Sunday dinner a lot. Since my real grandparents were all gone, when I called him grandpa one day, it just stuck.”

“Do you remember much about him?”

“Of course. We used to play together. He liked to do puzzles and play with toys. And he was nuts for the professor character onYour Show of Shows. Sometimes he would come over on Saturday night, and I got to stay up late so we could watch together. We used to sit on the couch watching Sid Caesar and howling.”

“Tell me what you thought about your father’s work. As a child were you aware of what he did? Did it upset you as it upset them?”

Marea feels a flash of anger toward this prim woman seated so calmly in front of her.

“You don’t have to answer me, Marea. Many questions are asked without needing answers.”

“I found your name in an address book. How do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t. Certainly not yet.”

“Then what’s the point?”

“I assume you came here for a reason.”

“I thought you could help me.”

“What would you like help with?”

“Once when I was quite young Einstein gave me a compass as a present. He told me about his first compass and how it started him thinking about the magic of the universe. When he gave me my compass, he explained that what it did was make an invisible force of nature apparent to the human eye. And then he told me that I also had a compass inside my heart, and if I could learn to feel it, it would help me know what direction to go. If that’s true, I haven’t learned to feel the force of it. I don’t understand how people know what direction to go in, when to stay where they are, when to move on, when to stay for good. I don’t know the answers to any of that. I can turn myself in any direction and walk on, because it doesn’t seem to matter.”

“I imagine it must feel frightening at times to be so adrift.”

“I’m not sure how I’m going to pay you.”

“I don’t suppose you’re working yet.”

“No, but yesterday I called about a job making bread in a health food bakery in Greenwich Village* I’m going for an interview this afternoon.”

“Why don’t we talk about what you’re going to pay me once you find out your salary for making bread?”

“Do therapists do that?”

“Do what?”

“Let people come even if they have no money?”

“Sometimes, when they’re intrigued. We’ll meet again next Tuesday at eleven.”

Marea gets up to leave, but finds that standing feels like swaying in a wind, while Dr. Iris sits securely anchored. Marea wraps her hand around her wrist, and the feel of her woven bracelets beneath her fingers reminds her of the Incan woman who tied them on for her in a street market in Quito. Even though she has come home, she can still touch her travels.



Bread dough, Marea is advised, must be treated as lovingly as babies’ bums. Andrew Martin, baker and owner of Dawn’s Early Rising, has a body as tall and thin as a cornstalk, and straight, corn-silk hair. His eyes are bright blue, and his smile is easy and uncomplicated. A man in his late twenties, Marea guesses, who takes his time with his words.

Andrew and Marea are perched on stools on opposite sides of the work counter in the middle of the kitchen. The bakery is a small storefront on Greenwich Avenue, on a block that runs diagonally between Tenth and Charles Streets. The kitchen’s back door is propped open to an alley with ceramic pots holding gangly geraniums and overgrown herbs. The alley wall has a mural of the Milky Way, the sun and the planets—Saturn and its rings, Jupiter and its moons.

As master of his own universe, Andrew bakes only whole grain breads with only the very best organic molasses and honey, and never uses refined sugar or bleached flour. Marea listens to these details as Andrew shares his love of bread baking. In the late afternoon his ovens are cold, and Andrew sits with his limbs folded like a stork’s, one long leg bent back under the other, as he sips cold mint tea.

He offers Marea his personal history before asking hers. He was most recently a two-year resident of a Utopian experiment in Tennessee, and before that he had been a gardening apprentice at a self-sustaining spiritual community called Findhorn in Scotland.

“By the way, I’m gay, in case that bothers you.”

Marea shakes her head. “In my limited experience, gay men are a lot more fun than straight men and usually nicer than straight women.”

“I’ll try not to disappoint.”

“So how did you learn to bake?”

“My first assignment on the farm in Tennessee was making soy milk, but I kept letting it turn to yogurt. I think I identify with things that need to go through a process of fermentation. When I found yeast and bread, I found my true happiness. I’m a ruminator. Things take time to grow in me. You see, you can’t be in a hurry with bread. I’ve never managed to hurry anything. Probably I got dropped on my head when I was a baby. Something like that, for sure.”

They both laugh, and Andrew gets up to fill their glasses with more tea from the gallon jar where he keeps it brewing.

“How come you left your communal farm if you were happy baking bread there?”

Andrew settles back on his stool and flips his long blond hair away from his shoulders.

“I got tired of being stoned all the time. Smoking dope was a sacrament there, morning, noon, and night. It definitely cut down on the arguments, but my mind started to feel like pumice. Anyway, I’m from Ohio. I wanted to be a real American, start a business, build something of my own and contribute to the world. I like the pronoun ‘I’ On the farm there was only ‘we.’ I wanted to speak in the first-person singular and not worry that I had offended someone.”

Marea shakes her head. “You’re funny.”

“Funny funny or funny weird?”

“Oh, definitely funny weird. I have to confess something. I know absolutely nothing about baking.”

“Are you in a hurry?”

“Wish I was.”

“And do you have a ruminating mind?”

“Afraid so.”

“Sounds like we’re a match. No yin and yang in a bakery. It doesn’t work.”

“I’m going to have some appointments during the days. Can I work nights?”

“Nights are when I need you.” He points through the kitchen door to the storefront window where the name of his bakery can be read in reverse. “Bread makes its entrance with the dawn. Can you be back here at eight tonight? Wear shorts. It gets brutal when the stoves are fired up.”

“You don’t need to know anything else about me?”

“I know that you laugh, and I can tell that you’re honest. That’s enough for me.”



Marea feels light as she walks down Christopher Street. At the newsstand in Sheridan Square she purchases a copy of theVillage Voice, and then settles down on a bench in the shade of Christopher Park to scan the classified ads for a place to live. That morning as she was leaving for her appointment with Dr. Iris, the man who had shared his bed with her for the previous five nights had called after her, “What time should I expect you back?”

With half a dozen possibilities circled in the newspaper, Marea changes a dollar for dimes and closes herself into a telephone booth on Seventh Avenue. This is the first time she’s looked for a home of her own in seven years. The last time she paid rent was for the apartment she shared with three roommates in her senior year at Barnard. One by one they had all left before the end of school. One roommate followed her boyfriend to Canada, where he’d gone to escape the draft. Another roommate had taken a midnight bus to San Francisco, leaving a note on the kitchen table saying that anything anybody wanted from her room they should take since she wouldn’t be needing possessions anymore. The third roommate was ordered back to Utah by her Mormon parents after she’d been arrested for taking her shirt off in an antiwar demonstration in Central Park. Marea was the last one to go and had no one to say good-bye to on the afternoon she bought a backpack, filled it with a few essentials and her passport, withdrew all her money from her bank account, and set off by bus to Mexico. Her only plan consisted of a direction—south. She informed Barnard that she would not be attending graduation, and she made no arrangement to pick up her diploma. At a bus station in St. Louis, she telephoned her mother to say she had decided to go traveling, though she didn’t say where she was planning to go or when she would be coming back.

On East Second Street, on a block where a row of discarded sofas is home to a crew of strung-out hippies and bottle-sack bums, Marea knocks at the basement door of a nondescript threestory apartment building. The super leads her up the stairs to the top floor and unlocks a studio apartment, one narrow room with a grime-covered window looking out onto courtyards shared by surrounding tenements. There is a bare mattress on the floor, a single gooseneck lamp, a hot plate, tin shower stall, sink, toilet. The apartment walls have been newly painted with a thin whitewash. Marea is drawn into the whiteness of the room, a place to be in the world but not of it.

She pockets her new key and goes to retrieve her backpack from the locker at the YMCA on Fourteenth Street. She had stashed it there the previous Thursday after arriving by Greyhound from Montreal. Flying to Montreal had been the cheapest way to cross the Atlantic from London, where she had been holed up in a squatters’ flat in Stoke Newington, sharing cold cereal, blankets, and joints with an ever-changing group of ageless, wordless types. Some lived there to make a political statement. Others were drug casualties. A few were certifiably insane. Marea came and went from the squat for eight months as she made forays into the north and to Scotland, Ireland, and Wales.

When she lifts the heavy backpack out of the YMCA locker, hefts it onto her back, and fits one arm and then the other through the worn shoulder straps, she feels an acute relief at reclaiming a part of her physical self. Inside her backpack are the seashells, chunks of coral, tufts of coconut hair, bits of quartz, dried flowers, and stones she has collected in her years of traveling. It is her store of evidence that the physical world is organized by reliable principles. Molecular structures determine the patterns of crystalline growth. All animals, even those in the sea, require protective housing. The reproductive urge at the center of life can be seen even in the stem and stamen of plant anatomy. These were the rules her father taught her as he showed her nature in its exquisite particularity Even now she can recall the feel of his soft hand around hers, and how his step and voice grew quiet to avoid frightening away a bird or animal with the presence of a human intruder. The memories of being with him in the Institute Woods, of standing at his side, are still her greatest happiness.

On the way back to East Second Street, Marea stops at a discount store and buys a set of sheets, and soap and a sponge to scrub the grimy window. Inside her new white room she strips down and takes a cold shower in the tin stall Dripping wet and still nude, she unpacks her traveling treasures and lays them out on the wooden floor She spaces out the items, a trained naturalist with reverence for plant and animal life With her collection laid out, her bed made up, and the clean window letting in the afternoon sun, she feels the pride of ownership. This will be her home for as long as she can manage it.

Later that night, at Dawn’s Early Rising, the long hours pass quietly, Andrew and Marea each at work at their separate tasks. Marea sifts buckets of flour, cracks dozens of eggs, greases rows of blackened bread pans. Andrew patiently demonstrates each new assignment and then assumes Marea will continue on her own. At last, when the long night’s work is done, Marea steps out into the purple-blue dawn and enjoys an unaccustomed sense of purpose. Trudging back through quiet streets, she examines this new sense of purpose, as she has been in the habit, as long as she can recall, of examining everything.

As she crosses Washington Square Park on the diagonal path, she hears a violin playing into the quiet morning and recognizes Mozart. Marea has no particular aptitude for music, has never studied an instrument, but has a deep regard for anyone who does. It was one of Grandpa Albert’s most adamant lessons, that music is a source of happiness. He would unpack his violin, tuck it under his chin, and his eyes would drift closed with the pleasure of being reunited with his true love. Afterward they would sit in the small living room in the brick house on Blossom Street, Marea, her father, and her Grandpa Albert, while her mother worked in the kitchen finishing up the last preparations for their Sunday supper. Marea would crouch on the rug and try to solve the riddle of a new wooden puzzle her grandpa had brought her, while above her head the two men spoke in their peculiar language of time and light and a bending universe. In these early years of their friendship, there were no arguments, and it was only when they all sat down at the table that the conversation turned to world events. That was another language Marea had to try to understand. Without knowing the meaning of all the words, she listened to the melody of it. The room filled with the talk and laughter that was missing when she had her meals alone with her parents. When Marea climbed into her Grandpa Albert’s lap, it was because she hoped that with her arms anchored around his waist, he wouldn’t be able to leave. But then she would wake up in her bed in the dark and know she had failed her watch, and that she and her parents were alone again.



In the late afternoon, Marea wakes into her white room. It takes some moments to know what city she is in, where she slept, how she got there. She is accustomed to this process of waking and getting her bearings, accustomed to getting up in the night and not knowing the direction of the bathroom, accustomed to searching for the sounds and smells that will situate her. Once she realizes that it is June, that she has returned to America and has a job as a baker’s assistant, that this room is paid for and hers, she relaxes between her new sheets and luxuriates in the warm summer air coming through the window. From someone else’s open window she can hear the plaintive tune of “Eleanor Rigby.” The song penetrates Marea’s skin, and she rolls onto her side, pulling her knees to her chest. She is used to sadness coming like that, like a breath.

Into sadness and out of sadness. The ache in the arches of her feet brings back the pleasures of her night’s work, the rows of loaves resting in their pans like a nursery ward of babies sleeping in their bassinets.

Dropping her head over the edge of the mattress, Marea checks the classified listings in theVillage Voice that lies open on the floor. The night before she found a page with the heading “Getting Better All the Time.” Now she reads through the alphabetized listings:A for Arica,E for EST,F for Feminist and Freudian, G for Gestalt and Group. Hydro, Jungian, Transactional, Yogic. Has she made a mistake, committing to Dr. Angela Iris, a name from a stranger’s address book?

For seven years Marea has made decisions on the slightest whim, but lately she has begun to feel anxious about the passage of time. Her thirtieth birthday is only weeks away, and she has the notion that whoever she is and wherever she is on that date will determine her fate. Will she continue to drift—or will she finally find some mooring to call home?

Every year of her travels Marea has dutifully telephoned home on her birthday. The calls have been an effort to be considerate of her mother. Their relationship has never been easy. Marea didn’t blame her mother for her father’s death, but on the day he died something between them came apart and was never repaired.

In each of these annual birthday calls Marea’s mother has grown more insistent on her recommendation that Marea go into therapy. This is not because Virginia particularly believes in therapy, but because it is what experts and other mothers have advised her is the best way to help such an aimless child. Marea knows that in her heart her mother believes in willpower, not therapy. After all, it was willpower that got her through the dark days after her husband’s fatal car crash. She had no time to mourn, as she told Marea many times, a point of pride or perhaps resentment. To supplement her husband’s pension and support her daughter and herself, Virginia chose to tutor the children of her middle-class friends and neighbors. Her dining room table was stacked high with every textbook used in the Princeton public schools, and Marea shared long afternoons with the students her mother triumphantly saved from failure.

Marea tears out a listing from theVillage Voice, though she knows her mother would never consider theVillage Voice an appropriate place to find a therapist, no more appropriate than the address book of a man picked up in a bar. According to the advertisement, as part of its training program the New York Psychoanalytic Institute is offering psychoanalysis free of charge to qualified candidates. Interviews required, minimum commitment of one year.

It was the word “institute” that caught Marea’s eye. An institute suggests permanence, a place that predates its present members and will outlive them. The Princeton Institute for Advanced Study had predated its star, Albert Einstein, and had long outlived both Einstein and Marea’s father.

Marea remembers one spring afternoon when she slipped out of her father’s office and went quietly down the thick-carpeted corridors to the office where Grandpa Albert worked, often with nothing but a pencil and a pad. Whenever she came to visit, he would be staring out the window, or gazing off into space, or at the wall. Was he lonely sitting there all by himself? He never seemed to mind when she appeared alongside his desk, waiting for him to pat his thigh, the invitation for her to climb into his lap. Even though she was almost six years old now, his lap was still one of her favorite places to be.

“My young professor, what is it you have to report of your fine observations of human nature?” His words smelled of pipe tobacco as she leaned back against the scratchy wool of his sweater.

“A boy at my school says scientists can’t believe in God.”

“What a very big subject for a Friday afternoon.”

“He’s wrong, because if God didn’t make the world, scientists wouldn’t have anything to study”

“Perhaps this young fellow is imagining a God who sits on a throne and has a long white beard. I do not know if such a gentleman had so much to do with the creation of the universe. When scientists imagine God, they think of a mystery, something very special that cannot be explained.”

Her father was at the door. He knew where to look for her whenever she slipped out of his office. He would scold her for bothering Professor Einstein while he was working, but Marea knew her father liked the excuse to come down the hall himself. Then Marea got to listen to their funny conversations. Once Grandpa Albert insisted that if a spacecraft could travel fast enough, the man inside wouldn’t have to shave because he’d return from his voyage before he left.

“Marea, why are you disturbing Professor Einstein?”

“Marea has brought us a question to discuss.”

“We’re talking about God,” Marea said importantly.

Jonas Hoffman leaned against the doorjamb. “God?”

“Marea wants to know if you can be a scientist and still believe in God.”

“I know you can,” Marea said. “It was stupid Alfie Martin. He says his father is an atheist, that smart peoplehave to be atheists. I think Alfie wanted to show off that he could say a big word.”

“What do you say, Jonas? Can a scientist believe in God?”

Marea saw her father drift away to his sadness, and she felt bad, as she always did when his mouth tightened and his eyes looked far away. “Alfie Martin is stupid,” she declared.

Einstein put his finger to Marea’s cheek. “A scientist sees the proof of God in every squirrel and rose.” He turned to Jonas. “But God’s existence is more difficult to believe when we examine the affairs of man.”

The following Sunday when Grandpa Albert came for supper, he brought Marea a puzzle to work out, an assortment of colored blocks that had to be arranged into a perfect cube. They worked on the puzzle together alone in the living room while her mother finished cooking supper. Her father had driven off early that morning to a faraway place called New Mexico, where he would work for the rest of the summer. Before he left he had spread out the map to show Marea exactly where he would be, and he promised to send picture postcards of cactuses as tall as three-story buildings. Marea had stood at the end of the driveway long after her mother had gone back inside the house. When Marea had asked why they weren’t all going together, her parents had looked at each other and waited to see which one would explain.

The smells of roasting chicken and baking pie wafted from the kitchen as Marea leaned against her Grandpa Albert and watched him contemplate the colored blocks. Marea didn’t want to be doing a puzzle. She wanted to be with her father, driving to a magical place with giant cactuses and Indian mothers with papooses on their backs. Marea went to the piano and lifted the keyboard lid. With her index finger she tapped on the highest notes, pleasing herself with the tinkling sound they made and looking out of the corner of her eye to see if her grandpa was watching. When he continued moving the colored blocks around, trying out one combination and another, she used both her fists to pound the keyboard until Einstein threw up his hands and barked at her, “You must stop that awful sound!”

“Play me a song,” Marea demanded.

“I will play something my ears can stand!”

Triumphantly, Marea flopped down on the piano bench, leaving room for her grandpa to sit beside her. He was a stomping bear at the piano, not soft as he was with his violin beneath his chin. Now he threw his whole body into the oompah-pah of the “Merry Widow Waltz,” and his sandals slapped the pedals. “Get up, get up!” he ordered Marea off the piano bench. “Go dancing!”

Obediently, Marea marched around the room, swinging her arms like the leader of a band.

“This is not dancing!” Einstein exclaimed, and pushed back the piano bench. “Like this, my silly princess.” He held out his hands to her. “Oompah-pah, oompah-pah,” he sang as he swung her hands in his, and then he set out spinning her around the room. They sang together, louder and louder, and as they raised their feet high and pounded the floor, Marea forgot all about her father’s car disappearing into the silent Sunday morning. But then Einstein stopped and flattened his hand against his heart. Breathing heavily, he told Marea that he had to sit down. He dropped onto the living room couch, tipped back his head, closed his eyes, and in a little while he was snoring.

Marea stepped in close to examine the dark creases in his long face and the sunken wells around his eyes that were as deep and dark as pitted plums. She studied the shape of his nose with its small round bulb at the end, the hair that curled around his long ears. Though she knew people called him the father of the atomic bomb, she had never told him about her nightmare of atomic bombs dropping out of an airplane like a mother cat giving birth to black kittens. She never told him about the dream that came back again and again and made her cry, her dream of waking up after an atomic bomb and being the only person left alive. Marea loved her Grandpa Albert, and she knew it was wrong to make people feel bad about their mistakes.



With her first week’s wages as a baker’s assistant Marea purchases a tailored skirt, blouse, and leather flats, an outfit she hopes will make the right impression at the New York Psychoanalytic Institute. She has interviewed for jobs all over the world—for work as a typist, nanny, store clerk, fish scaler, English tutor, and a hundred different jobs that earned her money to reach her next destination—but she has never before interviewed to tell the story of her short life.

On a couch huddled between arching ficus trees, using a pen attached by a string, Marea fills out an application on a clipboard. She knows how to exaggerate her typing speed and previous experience, how to construct the picture of herself that will land the job. But this application to be a candidate for psychoanalysis asks for something more mystifying—the description of a self worthy of examination and repair.

“State your reasons for seeking psychoanalytic treatment at this time.”

In careful script, Marea writes, “My father died in a car accident when I was twelve. He was an unhappy man, and I’ve always wondered if he might have killed himself. I have never known how to find out the truth. My mother would never discuss his death with me or with anyone else, as far as I know. I am an only child. I have no one else to ask, and no one to share my speculation. My father helped make the first atomic bomb. He worked with men like Robert Oppenheimer and Edward Teller. I was born the day they tested the bomb for the first time. My father saw the birth of the bomb in 1945, but he didn’t see my birth. I’m not sure how to describe my problem. I have not been able to form lasting attachments to other people or to work—even to a place. I know there is something wrong, but I don’t know what name to give it. I guess if I did I wouldn’t need psychoanalysis.”

In answer to the question “Have you ever had any form of psychotherapy before or are you currently engaged in treatment?” Marea reflects for a moment and then writes, “No.”

The woman at the reception desk disappears behind a closed door with Marea’s application, comes back empty-handed, and replaces the earpiece attached to her dictating machine. Marea surmises that it is her job to transcribe the notes from the psychoanalysts’ sessions with their patients. Marea sees her pleasure in judging their troubled lives. Her brown polyester pantsuit is too tight for her fleshy body, and the platform she constructs for herself above humanity is too high. When she falls off, she will shatter into a million polyester pieces.

Marea skims through the cover story ofTime magazine, “The Poisoning of America.” Modern-day alchemists are brewing a thousand new chemical compounds each year, fifty thousand currently on the market, thirty-five thousand of them classified by the Environmental Protection Agency as hazardous to human health. She studies the photograph of dairy farmer Emmett Johnson, his frightened family squeezed together on their living room couch. The smallest child holds a framed photograph of their missing member, his younger sister, recently dead of kidney cancer. The rest of them have failing kidneys, too. They have drunk well-water laced with poisons leaching from a corporate dump a mile from their farm. Their eyes are all similarly stunned by the photographer’s flash. What they share there on the sofa, besides their riddled livers, is the knowledge that they will all be departing soon. They are all waiting for the same train, at the same stop.

When Marea looks up, she sees a man holding a door open, looking for the woman he is to interview. He is short and slight and has the curly hair of Verrocchio’sBoy with Fish. He looks uncertain, but earnest. He wears the young professional’s uniform of the day—a yellow button-down Oxford cloth shirt, pressed blue jeans, flowered tie. He could be older than Marea or younger, it’s hard for her to tell. He is carrying a manila file under his arm, her application.

Seeing Marea, he makes his smile friendly but official, practicing what he’s been taught. He doesn’t want to make mistakes, and to the three of them involved in this encounter—the candidate for psychoanalysis, the psychoanalyst-in-training, and the middle-aged receptionist with the wire in her ear—the territory of possible mistakes is obvious. Marea is a beautiful woman, slender, with sleek dark hair and jade green eyes. There is a tentativeness about her, and almost nothing in the way of protective armor. The psychoanalyst-in-training is shy, not the sort who has ever known how to be casual with women.

“Marea? Have I pronounced it correctly?”

“Yes, that’s right. Are you my doctor?”

“I’m Colin Ross. Dr. Ross. Would you please come in?”

“Am I accepted?”

“We’re going to take a few minutes to talk first.”

As Marea’s new skirt rustles past, the receptionist barely suppresses a smirk.

Marea follows Colin Ross down a hallway of heavy wooden doors and imagines lives being unraveled behind each one of them. The walls are hung with portraits in gilt frames, a gallery of Freud’s men, the pioneers of the psyche. Near the end of the corridor, Dr. Ross opens a door and waits for Marea to pass by him into the room.

There is nothing personal here, not a photograph or memo pad or eyeglass case. The shelves are filled with leather-bound books. There is a large, ornate desk, and behind it a high-backed throne of a chair. Once again Marea faces a choice: the small armless chair in front of the desk, or the long couch pressed up against the wall, leather with carved wooden arms that curve inward to enclose anyone bold enough to lie there.

They look at one another, momentarily stalled, until Colin Ross points Marea to the small chair in front of the desk and makes his own way to the throne behind it.

“I thought I was supposed to lie down,” Marea says to help her psychoanalyst-in-training.

“First we’ll talk a little here,” he says, pointing toward the desk.

She looks around the room, then back at him. “This feels like a blind date. Are we supposed to figure out if we’re compatible?”

“I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

Marea adjusts herself, fitting one knee over the other, taking the pose of a woman interviewing for a job.

“I can type, but I can’t spell very well, and I’m fairly pleasant to have around. Actually I can be quite funny at times. I bet it’s pretty boring being a psychoanalyst if the patient never makes any jokes.”

Dr. Ross looks down at the manila file he’s spread open on the desk. “I read through your application. I was impressed with your honesty. I need to ask you, though, is psychoanalysis a commitment you feel prepared to make?”

“Am I being too sarcastic?”

“It’s important that you understand the nature of the commitment you’re undertaking.”

“How could I? I’ve never done this before.”

“Sometimes psychoanalysis can feel meaningless. There isn’t always a steady sense of progress.”

“As a matter of fact, I’m quite used to meaninglessness.”

He waits for her to say more.

“That’s why I came here.”

“There’s another issue I need to go over with you. I want to be sure you realize that your analysis will be part of my training.”

“They made that clear in the advertisement.”

“I understand, but what are your feelings about it?”

“It’s not surgery, right? You can’t exactly leave a sponge inside me.”

He smiles, the first spontaneous response Marea has elicited from him. “That’s true,” he agrees, “we won’t be performing surgery”

“Will that woman be transcribing what I tell you?”

“Only a summary.”

“I got the feeling she’s collecting characters for her screenplay, ‘The Dark and Dangerous Psyche.’”

Colin stiffens. “I hope you understand that my being a student doesn’t make this any less important.”

“Sure, of course,” Marea agrees.

“There’s one last question I’d like to ask you. What do you think you’d like to take away from here after the year is over?”

The reminder that he expects a one-year commitment torpedoes her. She looks past him, to the large framed mirror that tilts slightly off the wall behind the desk.

“Is something wrong?”

She shakes her head.

“You look troubled about something.”

“It’s just that a year seems like a long time to do this.”

“Some psychoanalysis takes five years, even ten.”

“When people are really screwed up.”

“Not necessarily. Psychoanalysis is like making a painting or writing a novel. Only the artist or the writer can say for sure when the work is done.”

“Who’s the artist, you or me?”

“Back to my question, if you don’t mind. Do you have an idea of what you’d like to take away from here?”

“This probably isn’t the sort of thing you have in mind, but I’d like to feel a force like gravity pulling me toward some kind of desire or other. I’m sorry I can’t come up with anything more specific than that. Listen, it’s okay if you don’t think you can work with me.”

“I don’t feel that way at all,” he answers quickly.

“Will you get your degree or whatever it is you need to get even if I’m a failure at psychoanalysis?”

He smiles once again. “You can’t be a failure at psychoanalysis, not in that way.”

“I wouldn’t want to think your future depended on me.”

“Why don’t we let my future be my responsibility?”

“What’s next, then?”

“We set up a regular schedule of appointments, a minimum of two sessions a week, preferably three if your time allows.” He points toward the couch. “Next session you lie down. We’ll get started and see where things go.”

“Do they observe us?” Marea points to the mirror behind him. She can imagine his teachers on the other side, old men dissecting his performance.

“Can you manage ten o’clock, Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays?”

“I can manage Mondays and Wednesdays,” she says, gently mocking his determination to stick to his script.

“Then I’ll look forward to seeing you next Monday.”

“I’m sorry if—”

“Don’t worry. We’re going to do fine.”

As soon as she’s out the door, down the hall, past the receptionist, and back out on Sixty-sixth Street, Marea is overcome with the childish hope that Dr. Colin Ross liked her.



Instead of riding back downtown on the Lexington line to return to her white room until baking time, Marea crosses over to the northbound side of the platform and takes her subway map from her shoulder bag to see if it’s possible to follow the contour of Manhattan and make a full circle underground. If she takes the Number 6 to 161st Street, she can cross over to the B or D going south, and then get off at West Fourth for a short walk back to East Second Street. The idea intrigues her, and there is nothing else she has to do right now. If she completes the circle, following the neon piping of the map, she will hold the whole island of Manhattan in her imagination.

At five-thirty the northbound IRT coming into the East Eighty-sixth Street station is packed with commuters. Marea steps aside as they pour out from the open doors, and then watches as people waiting on the platform press ahead without any doubt that the dense crowd still left inside will take them in. Marea cannot will herself forward and she remains standing alone as the doors close and the train departs. The platform is empty for a few moments, until new commuters course through the turn-stiles. At the end of the platform a clarinetist plugs her instrument into a portable amplifier. The soothing melody of Randy Newman’s “Sail Away” fills the tunnels. People lift their heads to the sound, as if tracking the scent of sweeter air. When the next train arrives, metal wheels screeching, Marea steps ahead to join the herd.

The humid summer heat has passengers in a languid stupor, bare limbs everywhere, jutting at angles like a Cubist painting. Since the train is traveling north into Harlem, most of the limbs are black, and Marea’s thoughts drift to the black man with silken thighs she made love with in the Moshi Business Traveler’s Hotel, as clouds fell in rings around the broad base of Mount Kilimanjaro. In the morning, twisted in sheets, their slight bodies were beautiful in their stark difference, hers pale white, his the darkest umber. They had laid eyes on each other the afternoon before at a volleyball game organized by Peace Corps volunteers teaching at Moshi Region Secondary School. After the game Marea and the school’s slim-hipped mathematics teacher drifted toward each another. “My wife has gone into the bush to see her mother.” For three nights and three days they were together in a room, and they could not exist together beyond it. When it was time to part—his wife had returned—Marea took away from her sweet teacher of mathematics one of the best gifts she had ever been given. She had no more fear of black skin. Her fear had evaporated with their sweat.

The door slams open between the cars. A beggar who is a stump on a board with roller-skate wheels pushes his way through, and sleigh bells attached to the four corners of his board herald his arrival. He has no legs; his buttocks are the end and root of him. He uses his large hands as paddles to pull himself forward. There is a sign hanging around his neck on a string: “Don’t ask me details. I don’t need your compassion. I need food.” The crowd parts to make a path—there but for the grace of God go I—and the beggar rolls along, accepting coins dropped into his paper cup, without requiring eye contact. Marea digs out the remainder of her first week of bread-making money and stuffs it into his cup. Startled by her generosity, the beggar brakes in front of her. She smells his greasy hair matted with sweat, his body stinking of urine. The sleeves of his army fatigue jacket are torn off, revealing biceps that are huge from the work they do to move him. A bronze medal hangs from a red-white-and-blue ribbon pinned to his breast pocket.

“Vietnam,” he tells her, looking up from the level of her knees.

His eyes are dull, and Marea sees that his life took a wrong turn. He was supposed to become a biologist or a playwright. He was supposed to have children, not stumps.

“Doesn’t the government help you?”

“Only if I stay in their home for vets. And then I have to listen to the screaming all night long. I have enough nightmares of my own.”

“But you wouldn’t have to beg.”

“I don’t mind begging. It’s a job, like any other. Riding the trains all day rattles my bones, but no one runs away here.”

“They run away from a vet?”

“They ran away from Vietnam.”

The train slows into the 125th Street station. The beggar knows his stops. “Got to cross over,” he explains. “No money uptown.” He drops his head to get momentum, and wheels out.



At midnight the bakery is peaceful, an island unto itself, lights aglow and full of the luscious smell of baking bread. Andrew is busy sifting pounds of rye flour while yeast dissolves and grows in a ceramic crock. Marea is perched on a tall stool, hunched over a project of cleaning caraway seeds. It satisfies her to ferret out tiny stones and bits of dry hull. She is pleasing herself and also pleasing Andrew, who wants every ingredient he puts into his breads to be blessed with loving attention. Each new task he assigns Marea comes with a lesson in its true purpose. He tells Marea to think of the preparation of caraway seeds as prayer, to recognize that food is a link in the chain of creation that unites God and man.

Andrew is often taciturn as he works, ruminating, as he first explained to her, over each choice he makes. In the quiet Marea has hours to follow the tributaries of her own thoughts.

“You don’t measure?” Marea asks when Andrew pours molasses from a square tin into a large bowl of beaten eggs. The metal sides of the tin contract, making the sound of a distant gong as the yellow sea of foamy eggs takes in the cataract of black molasses.

“I measure. I just don’t count.”

“But if there are no set amounts, how can I learn the recipes?”

“Marea, all recipes are God’s. God will guide your hand.”

She shakes her head in mock despair. She has encountered spacey New Age types all over the world and knows their maddening self-containment.

“Maybe God will publish a cookbook.”

“All right, all right. Come over here.”

Marea pushes back from her caraway seeds and walks over to the bench where Andrew has lined up his ingredients. She has known him only a week, but since they have spent hours working through long nights, they are already comfortable friends. He puts his arm around her shoulder to show her the mixture, his warm hand on her bare skin.

“See that?”

“See what?”

“See the world in there, the world becoming?”

“Honestly, Andrew, I see eggs, oil, and molasses.”

“Come on. You don’t see the hope, the expectation? Go on, look deeper.”

“What did they do to you at Findhorn? Lend your brain to extraterrestrial visitors for experiments?”

Andrew shakes his head at her. “I don’t know why I bother.”

“Because I’m charming, and if you weren’t gay, you’d want to marry me.”

Andrew points to a spot at the end of his bench. “How about you sit down and watch.” He opens his hand, palm and fingers flat like a stop sign. “Don’t do anything, don’t say anything, don’tthink anything. Don’t let your busy little mind go clickity-clack.”

“Yes, my swami.” Marea sinks down where she’s been told.

The radio is playing John Coltrane. Before continuing with his mixture, Andrew presses a fist into the small of his back and arches his body to relieve an ache. He flips aside his ponytail so he can rub the tendons of his neck, and then he bends toward the dish towel tucked into his cotton pants to wipe his face. As always, he works with no shirt, and his skin glistens from the heat of the ovens. Marea has met Andrew’s lover, Tim, a high school English teacher with doe-eyes and a flat Kentucky drawl. She likes the way they are together, the way they rest their hands on each other’s shoulders, hips touching. Marea has watched them, studying their happiness.

Andrew slides a wooden paddle into the bowl of ingredients to mix the liquids together. Marea is silent as she observes the molasses folding into the eggs. She gathers herself up in a ball on the bench, and pulls her knees to her chest.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Will the answer help you become a better baker?”

“Have you ever seen a shrink?”

Once, when my parents wanted to see if I could be cured of my homosexuality.”

“Oh? What happened?”

“The guy was gay. My parents didn’t know. Or maybe they did know. Who knows what parents know? Anyway, he didn’t cure me of being gay. He cured me of caring what my parents thought about it.”

“So it was a good thing.”

“Sure. Talking helps.”

Andrew crosses to check on the yeast growing in a blue-andwhite crock. He nods with satisfaction and carries the crock back, careful not to disturb its surface, and shows Marea the smooth gray mountains bubbling up. The yeast is always the main event of the night. In Marea’s first lesson, Andrew taught her that yeast has no self-discipline, that if it gets too much sugar it will feast and collapse. If it gets too little sugar, or water that is too cool, it will sink back into a useless stupor.
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