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For teachers,

who help us climb




        
            
                Introduction

            

            
                LEONARD
                                    WOLF, my father, is a wild old
                        visionary poet. He believes that the heart’s creative wisdom has a more
                        important message than anything else, and that our task in life is to
                        realize that message.

                Leonard has spent a lifetime identifying his own heart’s
                        desires, and it shows in the things that surround him. He has twenty ancient
                        typewriters. He has a kukri knife, used to behead bullocks in a single
                        stroke. He has an elaborate filigreed toiletry set used to remove the earwax
                        of a Persian caliph. He has driftwood in piles, and heaps of seaworn glass
                        in bushel baskets lying around the house. He has a box of horseshoe nails
                        “because horseshoe nails are intrinsically beautiful.” Those are all part of
                        his heart’s desires because they are symbols of a life of adventure and
                        discovery.

                Among the things he does not have: current maps for a given
                        destination. Like most men, he does not wish to ask directions, so my mom,
                        my brother, and I often find ourselves patiently biting our tongues in the
                        backseat while he navigates by memories of foliage and lyrical years-old
                        impressions of passing landmarks. (“Can the Golden Gate Bridge be on the
                            right? When did that happen?”)
                        However, he happily brought home from one trip a collection of silk
                        paratroopers’ maps dating from World War II, which show roads and boundaries
                        of countries that no longer exist. He gave them out as useful gifts. The
                        idea is that you keep the silk map handy in your breast pocket as you are
                        parachuting into, say, Prussia, so you can find your way around once you hit
                        the ground.

                My father does not have a cell phone or a personal organizer.
                        He is the only person in America who kept the impossible-to-remember generic
                        e-mail address that AOL assigned him. I have been trying to explain to him
                        the principle of compound interest for my entire adult life. He overlooks
                        these details because they have nothing to do with what he thinks really
                        matters.

                One of his greatest treasures, one that sat proudly displayed
                        on the bookshelf in San Francisco when we were children, is a set of
                        medieval Arabian astrolabes. They are crusted over with what looks like
                        recent antiquing, and are probably mass-produced. He needs them because
                        Chaucer used an astrolabe. Most of these were bought in North African
                        bazaars for exorbitant prices that my father, who is far from wealthy, was
                        always glad to pay.

                It makes him happier to pay more for something he can believe
                            is a medieval astrolabe than it
                        does to pay less for what he must then acknowledge is probably not a medieval astrolabe. The very
                        words “medieval astrolabe,” and the way they flow off the tongue, add to the
                        objects’ value. North African souk dealers see him coming from miles away,
                        and when they part, they do so, after many glasses of sweetened mint tea, as
                        the dearest of friends.

                (“How do you know
                        they are not real?” he wrote in a testy hand upon reading this.)

                Why did Leonard accumulate a series of astrolabes? After all,
                        he does not live on a ship: “You live in Manhattan,” someone might
                        say.

                “It’s surrounded by water,” he will point out. Why, he feels,
                        should you accept that your life will never call upon you to navigate by the
                        stars? How sad would that be?

                My dad is still a very handsome man: six feet two and
                        distinguished-looking. He has an aquiline nose, fierce white eyebrows that
                        seem to have lives of their own, gray-white hair that, depending on how it
                        is brushed, makes him look either like an elderly Lord Byron seated at a
                        formal dinner or like a homeless man having an alarming vision, and smiling
                        hazel-brown eyes.

                He is a teacher, and has taught in every kind of setting, for
                        almost sixty years. He changes people’s lives because he believes that
                        everyone is here on earth as an artist; to tell his particular story or sing
                        her irreplaceable song; to leave behind a unique creative signature. He
                        believes that your passion for this, your feelings about this, must take
                        priority over every other reasoned demand: status, benefits, sensible
                        practices. This book is about why he believes this, and what this belief
                        does to the people around him. Most of all, it is about the power of the
                        imagination.

                Leonard feels that your medium may be words or music or paint;
                        it could also be the guiding of an organization, the baking of a certain
                        kind of cake, the edging of a garden, the envisioning of a new kind of
                        computer network, or the gesture that brushes the hair away from the
                        forehead of a hurt child. What matters to my father is not whether the
                        creative work is valued in the marketplace; what matters to him is whether
                        or not it is yours.

                He wants to know you have put your emotion into it, driven
                        your artist’s discipline into it, seen it through to completion and signed
                        your name to it, if only in your own mind. If you do, he believes, your work
                        comes alive and gives life to those around you. And it gives life, he is
                        sure, to you.

                My dad makes Xerox copies at Kinko’s of the phrase Verba volant / Scripta manent—“Spoken
                        words fly away, but writing remains”—meaning, get it down, do your creative
                        work, whatever it is. He passes out the Xeroxes to everyone he thinks needs
                        reminding: his grandchildren, his acquaintances, the guy at the
                        cleaners.

                He believes that each of us arrived here with this unique
                        creative DNA inside us. If we are not doing that thing which is our innate
                        mission, then, he feels, no matter how much money or status we might have,
                        our lives will feel drained of their true color. He believes that no amount
                        of money or recognition can compensate you if you are not doing your life’s
                        passionate creative work; and if you are not doing it, you had better draw
                        everything to a complete stop until you can listen deeply to your soul,
                        identify your true heart’s desire, and change direction. It’s that
                        urgent.

                Leonard believes if that particular story of yours is not
                        told—if storytelling is your medium—or if that certain song is not sung—if
                        you are meant to sing—and even if there is almost no one to hear it at the
                        end, then it is not just the artist who has sustained a quiet tragedy; the
                        world has, too.

                Leonard believes that you can learn how to live from
                        literature, from art, and that the key to leading a happy, meaningful life
                        is to be found not primarily from the self-help section of a bookstore or
                        from a therapist’s couch, but from paying careful attention to poetry, to
                        whatever constitutes poetry for you.

                All my life, I have seen how his faith in this
                        possibility—that an artist inheres in everyone—actually does change people’s
                        lives: the students he has taught over the course of four decades are
                        changed, but so are the lives of people who are simply passing through. His
                        faith in ordinary people’s innate artistry gives him a kind of magic touch.
                        I have seen how his belief has led people with whom he has come into casual
                        contact—friends of mine, friends of his, strangers he meets on trains, the
                        staff in his building—to suddenly drop whatever is holding them back from
                        their real creative destiny and shift course; to become happier.

                When people spend time around my dad, they are always quitting
                        their sensible jobs with good benefits to become schoolteachers, or
                        agitators, or lutenists. I have seen students of his leave high-paying jobs
                        that were making them miserable, or high-status social positions that had
                        been scripted by their families, and follow their hearts in the face of
                        every kind of opposition to become, say, dirt-poor teachers of children in
                        the mountain villages of the Andes. I’ve seen the snapshots they send back
                        to him, of themselves with their tattered, clowning kids, their faces
                        suffused with joy. They have found their poetry.

                My father believes in passionate love, in placing passionate
                        love at the very top of your list of priorities, and in making room for
                        passion at the center of your romantic life, no matter how domestic it is.
                        He believes no one should settle for less. His students are always leaving
                        safe but not essential relationships and finding something truer—whether it
                        is a fierce attachment to someone they would have overlooked before as being
                        “unsuitable,” or whether it is taking the risk of solitude in a renewed
                        search for their soul’s real mate.

                My dad routinely addresses the artist in them, and his
                        students respond accordingly: as artists. This is not calculated on his
                        part; it is truly what he sees. Other teachers have used similar
                        unself-conscious tricks; I think often of Martin Luther King Jr., who always
                        addressed the innate peacemaker in everyone to whom he spoke—even those
                        people who were trying to wipe him from the face of the earth. I think the
                        great teachers always speak to the potential they see in their students as
                        if through an X ray, and not to the actual student as he or she appears at
                        that moment to the less intuitive eye.

                My father is never surprised at the treasures that come back
                        his way. The superintendent of my father’s building, John Maudsley—a man who
                        is very good at his job—talked to my father one day and disclosed his secret
                        passion: in his off hours, he painted: he was “a sign painter and frustrated
                        artist,” as he put it. Leonard did whatever magical thing he does—which is
                        as simple as saying a matter-of-fact “Yes, of course, this is your
                        calling”—that ignites the power of imagination in otherwise “ordinary”
                        people.

                Now, in buildings throughout the neighborhood, you can see the
                        masterpieces that emerged from Mr. Maudsley’s basement: a rocking horse
                        painted a gleaming sky blue, with velvet-black reins festooned with crimson
                        roses, as if it has escaped from a merry-go-round; a persimmon
                        desk-and-bench set scaled to the size of a toddler, with gold and violet
                        edging—all are influenced by the brilliant palette of his mind’s
                    eye.

                He is still a super, and still a good one. But over time, the
                        super’s office seems to me to have changed, showing the artist, too: there
                        is a mock-Tiffany lamp illuminating the steel-gray file cabinets with
                        particolored light, and a line of toy antique trucks, orange, black, and
                        yellow, is parked across from the Formica desk and the standard-issue office
                        chair. The sensibility changes the room, the job, the life, though it is the
                        same room and job and life. In addition, something unique to him that
                        derives from his upbringing, as well as from his own individual eye, is
                        blooming in the living rooms of Manhattan. Mr. Maudsley seems to me a happy
                        man.

                This outcome doesn’t surprise Leonard. He believes that the
                        creative act is the secret of joy, and in spite of his occasional fits of
                        pro forma testiness, Leonard is the happiest man I have ever known. My
                        father’s sense of optimism—that the world would always be full of
                        surprises—was helped by the fact that he thought of his own persona, from
                        day to day, as a surprise.

                Leonard owns some unusual clothing. He has a cowboy’s jacket,
                        cut long to protect the rider’s legs when rounding up cattle on the range; a
                        Stetson—original, now a bit battered; a Basque shepherd’s shirt with ruffles
                        down the chest, made of red flannel for those cold nights in the hills of
                        northern Spain; a white linen sharpshooter’s shirt complete with epaulets
                        for extra cartridges, if you happen to find yourself in a duel; a Persian
                        goatskin coat (“made by the Kashgai tribes that wander across the Iranian
                        desert,” said Leonard), with tribal embroidery and primitive bone buttons,
                        that was heavily worn in the winter after the Summer of Love: it still
                        smells of tanning pits. He has a professional bush photographer’s vest, with
                        netting over the pockets so the veld flies don’t get tangled in one’s
                        equipment. Its many small compartments for film and cameras flap when he
                        walks down city streets in the insectless breeze.

                Leonard has some unusual possessions, too. A saddle—English
                        equestrian, naturally, made of fine old leather—perched on his computer,
                        though it has been years since the horse passed away. He likes having the
                        saddle handy. You never know.

                His belief goes something like this: Why stick to one
                        identity? Why limit your limitless self every day to the costume of a
                        suburban housewife, if once in a while you can be Salome? Why dress in the
                        costume of a stockbroker—or a retired college teacher—all the time if you
                        can sometimes be a Zouave horseman?

                 

                I BELIEVE my father’s insistence on
                        creative freedom may be the secret to happiness. I wanted to gather his
                        central ideas about writing and about life, which to him are the same, to
                        frame a portrait of a moment and a man. And I wanted to trace the little
                        worlds, off the mainstream of midcentury America, that formed my father.
                        This book will tell how Leonard came to believe the things he does, about
                        how your heart’s creative desire—in his case, poetry—can change your life,
                        and can, in certain ways, set you free.

                My father came often, over the course of six months, to a
                        house my husband and I own in the woods in upstate New York, to help us
                        build a treehouse for his granddaughter, our daughter, Rosa. During the time
                        Leonard and I worked, we talked in a way that I had been too busy—or rather,
                        resistant—to do since I was a girl. As we hammered and sanded, Leonard
                        talked about his favorite poems, what they meant to him, the lessons they
                        held. After each conversation, I found that I wanted to share the insights
                        with close friends or students whose problems were pressing on me—and his
                        insights also called me, uncomfortably but unmistakably, to reevaluate my
                        own life.

                Finally, I decided I did not want to get just the glimmers of
                        insight scattered here and there; I wanted him to teach me, too, formally,
                        what he had taught his students for the decades during which he gave a
                        famous class in poetry and creative writing—and, many of his students felt,
                        in how to live a life—at the school he eventually settled into, San
                        Francisco State University. He obliged me by finding his yellowed lecture
                        notes.

                The notes came down to twelve basic lessons. I learned their
                        titles with a tremendous sense of recognition, though I had never heard them
                        before; they were the background music of my childhood. “Be still and
                        listen”; “Use your imagination”; “Destroy the box”; “Speak in your own
                        voice”; “Identify your heart’s desire”; “Do nothing without passion”; “Be
                        disciplined with your gift”; “Pay attention to the details”; “Your only wage
                        will be joy”; “Mistakes are part of the draft”; “Frame your work”; “Sign it
                        and let it go”…these themes struck me again like a bell I carried within
                        that had stopped resonating so long ago I had forgotten the sound. I
                        realized—slowly and painfully, because I did not want to at first—that
                        everything sensible that had ever guided me rightly was there in them, not
                        just about writing but about life; and that when I had gone astray, it was
                        because I had deliberately ignored, or insisted on forgetting, as daughters
                        do who are trying to forge their own identity in the world, one of those
                        twelve lessons about literature—lessons that are really, or equally, about
                        life.

                While he was there, teaching me, a multitude of friends and
                        family came to stay, or passed through. Some friends of mine, whom I will
                        call Sophia, Teresa, and Clara; Leonard’s son, my half brother, Julius;
                        David Christian, a landscape worker; a then-three-year-old grandson, Joey; a
                        then-seven-year-old granddaughter, Rosa; and several young women from the
                        Woodhull Institute, a leadership organization with which I am involved: I
                        will call them Madeleine and Eva and Alison. I saw him teach them, too,
                        directly or indirectly, because he is a teacher and that is what he does
                        naturally. He can’t help it. I watched yet again, as I have all my life, how
                        people—turned in an instant into students, artist-apprentices—would talk to
                        him, or hear his suggestions, and think about what he had said, and slowly
                        or abruptly shift direction.

                I too let myself be a student to him, letting go of the
                        daughter’s resistance, and I shifted direction a bit, too. I let his
                        lifelong advice and example sink in, and started to give the heart,
                        including my own, the respect I had for many years reserved only for the
                        head.

                Leonard has taught poetry all his life, in a thousand
                        contexts. “Gladly wolde he lerne and gladly teche,” he chortles about his
                        adventures, quoting from Chaucer’s description of the Clerke in The Canterbury Tales (the man will
                        quote Chaucer at the drop of a hat). He taught at twelve universities; he
                        taught orthodox Jewish Yemenite immigrants at the University of Be’er Sheva,
                        and Catholic men at a single-sex college in a tiny California town, and
                        Muslim students at the Shiraz University in Iran.

                Leonard says, “Teachers are the people who are the living
                        signposts of your life. They see you coming, and, prescient, they know in
                        which direction you ought to go, and they point to it. They see into the
                        heart of your matter.”

                He is a teacher who is a humanist, because he has found that
                        great poetry crosses all boundaries; that all human imaginations tune to
                        love, music, death, and loss in similar ways. In the shah’s Iran, he taught
                        Matthew Arnold’s “Dover Beach” to students who had never seen an ocean. (“I
                        said, ‘Go out and find a pond. Make it bigger, and make it bigger. And make
                        it bigger. Just keep making it bigger, and add salt and waves, and you’ve
                        got the sea.’”)

                Just keep making it bigger, and add salt and waves; I am
                        afraid that if I don’t get it down, I will forget how to do that in my life
                        when I cannot see the ocean, and my father is no longer here to remind me
                        that I can always see the ocean.

                I wanted to tell the story of what I discovered from my
                        eight-decades-old father for myself, and for others who will never get a
                        chance to know him. I have met so many people who are artists in some way
                        but do not realize it; or who, even if they are struggling to do creative
                        work, feel erased as artists by a
                        culture that picks losers and winners on a commercial basis and gives the
                        rest the message that their creative vision does not count. All these
                        people—who may not be professional painters or writers or musicians but
                        whose heart’s desire is to live a creative life—deserve to know why at least
                        one man believes they are the real world-changers. I wanted, too, to write
                        about his kind of teaching, because in the course of that summer, I accepted
                        my own role as a teacher; and I came to notice that whenever I said
                        something that changed a young person’s outlook, it had come straight from
                        my years of having been around my father. Finally, I wanted to capture some
                        of what he taught me about love, happiness, loss, and, above all, about the
                        power of the imagination, as I learned from him how to build a treehouse in
                        the woods.

            

        

    
        
            
                Lesson One

                Be Still and
                        Listen

            

            
                
                    You have to
                                    understand that you are a recipient as well as an actor in the
                                    world. Silence is a healer. In silence, it’s as if your nerves
                                    get a chance to reposition themselves to attend; to pay
                                    attention, which is what a poet must do from the very beginning.
                                    You can start clean, with your sensibility refreshed, ready to
                                    receive whatever is coming—whatever messages the universe is
                                    sending. It can be just the noise of a bird. Or it can be the
                                    message the universe needs to send you about a complete change
                                    of direction. But you can’t hear either till you sit still and
                                    do nothing.

                

                DURING A
                                    YEAR of chaos, right after I turned forty,
                        I bought a nearly derelict house in the midst of a desolate meadow that was
                        dense with thorns.

                I had seen this house when the field in which it was sited was
                        covered with snow. It was surrounded by barren trees and edged by a narrow,
                        fast-moving stream. The house had looked lost, nestled at the base of a
                        massive gray-brown mountain. Something inchoate had drawn me into that
                        silent structure, which had been for sale forever. No one had wanted it,
                        including its elderly owner, and it was easy to see why. It was a
                        wreck.

                The house, a small homesteader’s cottage, was almost unchanged
                        since it had first been thrown together around 1910. But it was a wreck
                        surrounded by peace, and I had been for too long living in
                    clamor.

                I come from the West Coast, where mountains break through into
                        clouds. On the East Coast, where I now live, the landscape often seems tame
                        to me. But the flank of the Taconic Range behind the house was a real
                        mountain, massive and stern. The mountain rose at just the point where
                        Massachusetts, New York State, and Connecticut meet, and it looked like a
                        resting giantess.

                There was a wildness to the area that reminded me of where I
                        had come from; even the thunderstorms, which routinely crashed the
                        electrical systems of homes at this corner of the valley and plunged us into
                        a state of darkness, with no running water, were fiercer in Boston Corners,
                        the no-man’s-land at the base of the mountain, than they were in the rest of
                        the Hudson Valley basin to the west.

                Dutch settlers had left their poor farms in the 1700s to come
                        here. Then Scottish settlers had arrived, having fled the famines and
                        massacres in the highlands. The immigrants had settled in the region, raised
                        their children, and eked out their living. Their descendants live there
                        still. In the early nineteenth century, Hudson, the nearest city, was a
                        whaling center, and the area had a brief industrial boom. The names of towns
                        and rivers were Dutch and Scottish: the nearest town was named for the
                        Scottish town of Ancram, and Campbell Hall lay across the Hudson. To the
                        west and southwest lay the Dutch place-names: Val Kill, Beaverkill,
                        Kaaterskill. The Roeliff Jansen Kill ran turbulently along the valley floor
                        parallel to the mountain.

                But the area directly around the house, in the shadow of the
                        mountain, had not Scottish or Dutch place-names, but rather criminal
                        place-names and place-names of despair—Sin-patch Road and Sodom Lane;
                        Drowned Lands Swamp. According to local historians, in the early 1800s, men
                        and women on the margins of the law—gamblers and highwaymen and
                        prostitutes—had settled in Boston Corners. The difficult journey west across
                        the mountain from Massachusetts meant that, for a time, there was little
                        rule of law in the hamlet. Even the state to which the area belonged was in
                        question—none of the three states whose borders met there had clear
                        jurisdiction over the land—so renegades built their homes in a motley
                        community together, far from respectable society. I was intrigued by the
                        fact that the little house was just above a marshland; there was no good
                        land for farming, or for dairy pasturing. How had its first owners made
                        their living?

                By the mid–nineteenth century, iron ore was being mined just
                        up the road by Irish immigrants who had fled the anti-Irish sentiment of New
                        York City. Some Irish immigrants also worked on the railroad that once
                        stretched up to Copake Falls. Since boxing matches were forbidden closer to
                        Manhattan, famous boxers of the era would face off in local fields, drawing
                        thousands of riotous day-trippers from the city; the fights are now
                        commemorated, here and there, by rusting placards.

                The house’s hastily-put-together nature reminded me of the
                        home in which I had grown up—and which had been suddenly rendered
                        uninhabitable, one day when I was seventeen, by a burst city water main. I
                        had never had a chance to say goodbye to it, and had missed that lost house
                        all my adult life. The floorboards of this house swerved, just as the floors
                        in my childhood home had done.

                The house’s gray-brown exterior was ugly. The heavy front
                        door, made of a solid slab, as doors used to be made long ago, was painted a
                        drab wine-stain brown. The yard was overgrown with frowzy plantings and was
                        surrounded by a wall of blackberry brambles. The two acres of land that came
                        with the little house were impenetrable. They had been ignored so long that
                        a particularly nasty kind of brush, made up of fast-growing canes of thorn,
                        had taken over. It was so thick that you could see only the crowns of the
                        trees, and it warded anyone away from the banks of the small river that ran
                        along the base of the mountain.

                The house had been built to the standard cottage plan, but in
                        miniature. A steep wooden staircase was flanked by two tiny parlors to the
                        left, with a small dining room and a lean-to-like kitchen to the right; the
                        kitchen was an afterthought that had been slapped on in the 1930s. Up the
                        rickety stairs were four bedrooms, two to the left and two to the right,
                        each just large enough for one double bed and a bureau pressed close beside
                        it. The bedrooms, dark and musty smelling, with wet streaks disfiguring the
                        haphazard white paint, looked out onto a forest that was like something out
                        of a Grimm fairy tale. Above the forest, you could see the flank of the
                        mountain. By the stream, birches shivered.

                The twelve-by-twelve-foot dining room also had streaks of damp
                        ravaging its walls, and the two small parlors, awkwardly placed one against
                        the other, were murky with the dust that blew out of an antiquated furnace
                        vent. The kitchen had raw plywood flooring with vinyl tiles peeling off
                        sadly. The water heater yielded enough hot water for a bath only halfway to
                        your knees. The paint throughout was peeling away in long strips: layers of
                        white revealed a layer of hospital green left from what looked like the
                        1950s. The house had no attic, just a crawl space; no basement, just a
                        cellar in the wet, rocky ground; no closets, no insulation; no dishwasher,
                        no air-conditioning; and wiring that blew out at whim. The drawers of the
                        house were stuffed with flashlights and the ends of candles.

                I was desperate just to sit there.

                Eventually, I asked to negotiate a purchase. The owner was
                        delighted to get rid of it for a damaged-goods fire-sale price.

                After we closed, I got what I had been so longing for:
                        silence. I had been besieged by e-mail, CNN headlines, phone calls; by my
                        weighty, warm, engulfing responsibilities as wife, mother, teacher. I sat in
                        the desolate house for a whole afternoon, alone, on the wooden floor,
                        missing no one—no context, no family, no computer, no byline, no
                        phone—soaking in the silence.

                Night fell. My family knew I was gone overnight; our
                        babysitter was with the children until David could get home. I did not know
                        any of the neighbors in the rural area. There was no alarm in the house.
                        Wildlife of all kinds lived in the forest around the little house—I had
                        heard from a guy at the gas station down the road that there was one last,
                        lonely mountain lion in the woods—but I felt unafraid. I slept alone on the
                        floor upstairs. I woke up in the morning to see red-gold autumn light
                        against the mountain.

                When I looked out, the narrow rippled-glass windows in the
                        bedrooms seemed like the windows of the imagination, looking right onto a
                        forest in a dream. I was looking at a place that I had forsaken for a long
                        time.

                My father came up to visit. He went out of the house on a cold
                        morning to find an outlet for the electric drill. “There was a rabbit
                        waiting for me,” he said when he came back inside. “He looked at me and
                        turned and ran away. Have you heard the geese out there? There are thousands
                        of them somewhere. They are going crazy.”

                Leonard was helping Rosa and me build a treehouse. Rosa, who
                        was then seven, had decided she needed one. She had a baby brother who did
                        not understand how to stay out of a big sister’s room, and we lived in such
                        a noisy, crowded small apartment in the city; I understood her longing for a
                        place in the trees that no one could get to. My best friend, Sophia, would
                        often come up to the house to get away from a difficult marriage and to have
                        time to think. She helped me with the sweeping, the painting, and, finally,
                        the carpentry. She, too, loved my dad and was happy to learn whatever he
                        wanted to teach us about woodworking, and to talk with him about
                        love.

                Before we began in earnest, Leonard wanted us to spend some
                        time learning about wood. He wanted us to understand wood before we learned
                        the basics of carpentry, the same way he wanted his poetry students not only
                        to understand grammatical structures, but etymology as well. Leonard wanted
                        us to have a feel for the wood of the old furniture we had brought into the
                        house; not all wood is the same. He explained the differences between the
                        lesser woods—plywood, of course; cheap knotty pine; pine without knots—and
                        the better woods: oak, with its Midwest feel and honest tabby-cat grain;
                        cherry, with its amber shine; creamy maple; and the most noble of woods, in
                        his view, the old mahogany that was black, with red tones
                    underneath.

                There is a hand-painted rocking chair, which Leonard had
                        reclaimed from a coat of black paint, that I must have heard about a
                        thousand times in the course of my childhood; he was as proud of that as he
                        was of any of the books he wrote. I remembered how, when I was a child, he
                        had spent a year or so chiseling a salad bowl out of a block of solid olive
                        wood, the fragrant shavings falling on the floor around his feet in our
                        living room, giving it the feeling of a Bethlehem carpenter’s stall. He had
                        shown me that the olive wood produced its own thin sheen of oil, like magic.
                        I don’t recall ever eating out of that salad bowl—I think the chiseling of
                        it was its own reward. Even now he orders pieces of especially beautiful
                        wood from a catalog. Though he has made gifts for our children—a crib and a
                        wagon and a truck—mostly he enjoys showing visitors just how gorgeous the
                        grain is in the unworked pieces.

                After he had explained something about wood, he taught us to
                        sand, prime, paint, repaint, and varnish a piece of furniture, if we felt we
                        had to; or, better, he felt, to strip it and stain it; or, best of all, to
                        strip and then wax the wood so that the hidden grain could glow. He thought
                        that it was really important to reveal to the light good wood grain that had
                        been crusted over with paint or grime. Watching him show us a stretch of
                        magnificent grain emerging from underneath layers of ill-judged or dingy
                        paint made me think about his way with his students—which was not yet my
                        way. He was always sure the beautiful grain was there to be gently,
                        patiently revealed; he was often telling us how important it was not to go
                        against the direction of the wood grain in our work. With his students, he
                        “went with the grain.” I was, I feared, sometimes too impatient to do that;
                        I feared I sometimes yielded to my temptation to paint over in my own colors
                        their utterly unique, utterly beautiful natural patterning.

                Leonard taught Sophia and me the difference between Butcher’s
                        wax, the pasty yellow fudge that you rub into unvarnished wood to make a
                        mellow glow, and Johnson’s liquid wax, an oil meant to produce a glossier
                        surface. Leonard can barely keep from swearing when it comes to Pledge. He
                        disdains it because it is chemical-based, not natural. He feels just as
                        contemptuous about varnish: “Varnish embalms wood!” he scoffs. Once, when he saw
                        that I had painted, rather than stripped and waxed, the trim of a cheap oak
                        dresser, he grew apoplectic: “How can you do that to this beautiful grain?” he demanded,
                        before calming down and apologizing.

                Sophia and I began to hang out in Herrington’s hardware store
                        in Hillsdale, or, if we needed detailed advice, at the less crowded
                        Herrington’s in Millerton, down Route 22. We had a lot to learn. The men who
                        worked there and their clients—the painters and contractors and
                        carpenters—were sometimes amused by our inexperience. Once Sophia said to
                        the store clerk who was helping her, “I think I used this spackle for the
                        wrong purpose.” An entire row of men in overalls and leather tool belts,
                        waiting to pay for their purchases, fell silent and turned around to enjoy
                        the moment.

                But we showed up often enough, and struggled sincerely enough
                        to understand what we were doing, that eventually we found mentors at the
                        Millerton Herrington’s. Chris, a dad our age, who has freckles, a
                        short-cropped red beard, and a merry expression, was willing to take time to
                        explain thoroughly to us the point of everything we were undertaking. He
                        explained the value of using Goo Gone to remove the adhesive grime left over
                        on the stairs from ripped-off carpeting. He showed us how to twist U-bolts
                        to tighten a rope for a swing for the treehouse. He explained the aisle that
                        held brackets and demonstrated that, of course, we would want to drive the
                        screw into the bracket for a treehouse base from below.

                “‘Of course’ to you,”
                        I said.

                Chris smiled. “If you are making a treehouse, you need a
                        cordless drill,” he said.

                “I’m scared to learn how to do it,” I confessed. It was true;
                        for some reason, the way the drill bit fit into the chuck—that is, only
                        through tightening, without any bolts—unnerved me. What would keep the
                        spinning drill bit from flying out and piercing someone’s
                    eyeball?

                “You will love your drill; trust me. You have to learn to do
                        this,” he said. Patiently, he put a yellow plastic-cased twelve-volt DeWalt
                        cordless drill—not the fourteen-volt version that Chris had at home, which,
                        he explained, I could not easily manage—into my hand. It felt heavy and
                        awkward and full of potential. “You will love this,” he repeated. “You will
                        never stop using it. I use mine all the time.” He slipped the battery into
                        the base, shifted the key from left to right, and showed me how to pop a
                        drill bit into the chuck; interior teeth rotated and gripped the bit. Then
                        he showed me how to rotate the barrel in the opposite direction, and the
                        drill bit popped out into his hand. He put the drill into my hand, and on
                        the second try, I inserted the bit; I whizzed the drill in the air and felt
                        an exhilarating buzz. On the third try, I released the bit into my hand.
                        “This is great!” I couldn’t help exclaiming. Adrenaline rushed through my
                        body, as when I drove a car by myself for the first time.

                Chris smiled again. “The best part of building a treehouse is
                        this stage—picturing it,” he said. “The adults have more fun than the kids.”
                        It turned out that Chris himself had built a three-story treehouse for his
                        kids.

                I bought the drill, screws, brackets, U-bolts, additional
                        drill bits, plastic safety goggles, and a charger for the drill’s battery.
                        “Good luck,” said Chris. It was the first day someone working at
                        Herrington’s had spoken to us with no apparent, if subtle, irony.

                I felt strong discomfort as we piled into the car with our
                        possessions. In Herrington’s, I was undefended; I had no résumé, no
                        accomplishments. Just as it was awkward for me to hold the weighty DeWalt
                        drill steady, it was also awkward, after fifteen years of expressing my own
                        opinions for a living, to be once again an unskilled learner. It was
                        humbling. But there was no way to get to what I wanted to do but through
                        being willing to become a beginner again, listening to someone more expert,
                        who was willing to teach me—how to polish wood, how to build a treehouse. I
                        would need to drop a well-guarded part of my own defenses in order to be a
                        decent learner again; it was like opening a portcullis or letting down a
                        drawbridge. The hinges were rusted and they creaked, and it hurt.

                A week later, it was time for a visit to a lumberyard. We all
                        drove back to Herrington’s lumberyard on a chilly, gray day. We came back
                        with two-by-fours sticking out of an open window and cold air blowing in. We
                        brought home two boxes of nails—“Twopenny and fourpenny!” Leonard explained
                        the Dickensian names for them with relish—a half-dozen steel brackets, and a
                        good saw.

                 

                WE BEGAN by laying out some plywood
                        that had been left in the garage, and measuring it. We knew we would have to
                        buy more lumber, but this way, we could get a sense of the dimensions first.
                        As my father worked—holding out the measuring tape, marking the lines in
                        thick pink chalk borrowed from his three-year-old grandson, Joey—he would
                        burst abruptly into fragments of verse that seemed to be provoked by a
                        thought sequence known only to him. This is not unusual behavior for
                        Leonard.

                He stood up, dusted off his hands, wiped his forehead, and
                        caught sight of a turkey hawk flying in circles overhead. He tilted his head
                        back farther. “‘I caught this morning morning’s minion,’” he said. “‘Kingdom
                        of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding / Of the
                        rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding / High there, how he
                        rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing…’ Isn’t it amazing, honey, how you can
                        have these lines that may at first seem incomprehensible to your logical ear
                        but make a kind of perfect sense to your heart? You feel without
                        understanding that this is about the magic of flight—emotional flight as
                        well as literal. The sounds enforce the words’ meaning for you, they build
                        up and up…Hopkins is talking about the windhover—a kestrel, but also a
                        metaphor for God’s son.” Leonard knelt back down just as abruptly and began
                        to prise staples out of the plywood with his screwdriver.

                I felt my eyes sting. My father had talked to me like that all
                        my life; his explanations of poems were the intermittent commentary
                        underlying our ordinary lives. As a child, I had adored listening to him; of
                        course, he knew everything. As a teenager, I had taken on board what he had
                        to say about poetry and the well-lived life, and had taken seriously a kind
                        of apprenticeship with him. In my young adulthood—of course, of course—he
                        knew nothing, or nothing of use. His views were old-fashioned, I had learned
                        in my twenties; to learn from him was, among other things difficult for me,
                        to subjugate myself. I had needed to topple the statue, find the fault, see
                        the feet of clay. I had separated my sense of myself as a writer from his
                        teaching, his worldview.

                But he was eighty; and I was now forty; and for many reasons,
                        I knew I had taken a wrong turn.

                Dante’s Inferno
                        begins with the narrator lost: “In the middle of the journey of our life I
                        came / To myself in a dark wood where the straight / Way was lost…” In the
                        middle of my own life, I was lost, in some ways. I realized, while we stood
                        over the sheets of plywood and the turkey hawk swung overhead, that it was
                        high time my rebellion was over. I needed to move on to the next stage of my
                        life. I had to be willing to learn again, from him and from others. I had to
                        be willing to learn to listen, and to listen in order to teach. I had to
                        grow up, essentially. Neither of us had forever. I saw the shadows
                        lengthening where we stood; suddenly, I realized I wanted to formally learn
                        the course he had taught, which had changed so many of his students’
                        lives.

                “Dad…” I said, almost shyly. “Would you be willing to go
                        through your lectures with me? And actually teach them?”

                And so our work began.

                My father was back in the dining room a week later. He was
                        going through a faded manila file and had a pile of books at his side. He
                        was drinking hot water, honey, and vinegar. (Periodically, Leonard comes up
                        with strange new beverages so that he can banter with pretty waitresses
                        about them.) Postum, the grain beverage promoted during the coffee shortages
                        of World War II, had preoccupied him for some years in the 1980s. Oval-tine
                        had followed. The honey-and-vinegar combination—a Russian medicinal
                        beverage, he noted—was making a comeback; I remembered it embarrassing me in
                        restaurants in the mid-1970s. I was drinking ordinary Lipton tea.

                Lesson One, he said, was about how you have to start with a
                        healthy respect for silence.

                “First, just be still; listen,” he said. “Matthew Arnold
                        speaks of the leisure to grow wise. I would extrapolate from that ‘the
                        silence to be attentive.’ It is a disaster that we are losing the option of
                        silence—with all these televisions, all these channels, these devices you
                        carry that constantly interrupt you. Rabbi Akiba, in Ethics of the Fathers, says that “a fence to
                        wisdom is silence”—meaning that silence defends wisdom.

                “Thoreau, in Walden,
                        describes how important it is to sit quietly by the pond: ‘Time is but the
                        stream I go a-fishing in,’ he writes. Wordsworth writes about the tumult and
                        noise in our lives: ‘…late and soon, / Getting and spending, we lay waste
                        our powers: / Little we see in Nature that is ours; / We have given our
                        hearts away, a sordid boon!’

                “The very first lesson to a young poet, or anyone starting in
                        on creative work, is this: go somewhere quiet and listen inwardly. What you
                        hear internally might completely surprise you; and it won’t be true unless you hear it first
                        internally.”

                I felt ashamed as I took my notes. I had to face the fact that
                        for a long time, I had not been still, and I had not been listening. Okay,
                        for years. I could not swear that I had been doing what I knew was true by
                        the guidance of that inner whispering.

                 

                WITH EVERY weekend that I spent
                        wrapped up, sitting in a rattan chair in the corner of the old sunporch,
                        listening to nothing but the wind toss the trees, I realized I had lost
                        contact with part of myself.

                My father had raised me to honor the power of the imagination
                        above all. Once, when I was about eight, my dad had called me over to look
                        at something. He held up a polished slice of whitish-cream agate, the kind
                        you could buy for fifty cents in tourist shops down on Fisherman’s Wharf.
                        The outside of the circle of agate was rough, and the interior layers were
                        swirling, alternately translucent and opaque. Leonard held it up against the
                        incandescent bulb of a table lamp, and a world lit up within it.

                “What do you see?” he asked.

                “I see a…an ocean,” I said.

                “I see a cityscape, with a set of towers,” he said. “Van Gogh
                        painted like this.” Then he showed me a reproduction of Starry Night and some prints of van Gogh’s
                        provincial cityscapes. I could see the swirls that nature had crafted in the
                        slice of agate echoed in the technique of the artist’s paintbrush. Leonard
                        put the agate down on the heap of treasures that we had assembled in the
                        corner of the living room—twigs, sand dollars, baskets of blue, green, and
                        bronze seaworn glass that we had found on the beach. He was not surprised
                        that we saw different things in the slice of agate. He would have been
                        surprised only if I had seen nothing.

                When I was a junior in college, I dated a Marxist, whom I will
                        call James. At that time, I still fully embraced poetry. I was reading and
                        writing it and, like so many undergraduates, deeply believed in its magic.
                        James, a graduate student, was the first person I met who rejected all of
                        that in favor of historical materialism—the belief that nothing was real but
                        politics; the rest was bourgeois affectation. God, verse, romance, beauty:
                        all seduced one away from the hard work of analyzing who has material power
                        and who suffers. James’s approach fascinated me, but its starkness also
                        horrified me, and I wrote a love poem, as undergraduates will, arguing with
                        him about it, in which that agate surfaced again:

                
                    Let me hold the stone
                                    up to the light:

                    You see how, in the
                                    midst of a sea of milk

                    Rises a whiter city, of
                                    white onyx,

                    Translucent, barely
                                    visible?…This is it:

                    The glass seed in the
                                    milk-heart of each word.

                    “But here
                                is where we live,” you say. “And
                                    thought

                    Should be a laser
                                    cocked against the stars…

                    …Consider jails and
                                    satellites, in terms

                    That slide home like a
                                    bolt…”

                

                By the time I was a graduate student, I, too, had lost my way
                        to the silent city in the slice of agate. I had become more like James, who
                        was, by the way, a most unhappy person. I, too, had begun to believe that
                        only words that slid home like a bolt, that did something in the “real
                        world,” were valuable. In the eternal daughter’s resistance, I could not be
                        loyal to my father’s allegiance to the heart over facts, numbers, and laws,
                        simply because it was my father who saw things this way. I needed to push
                        against that worldview to feel my path was really my own.

                Then, in graduate school at Oxford, I became further
                        “radicalized.” This meant that I was supposed to scorn the canon—those poems
                        my father so loved. I had become persuaded, for various reasons, that poetry
                        was owned by the power structure. Those words came from the heart? They were
                        the hearts, I learned, only of white men steeped in privilege. Feminist
                        theory compounded personal experience: the words that had seemed to express
                        my own soul’s longings could never truly do so, I was taught, because the
                        writers did not know what it meant to be female.

                Not surprisingly, during these years—they were years of bad
                        hair and bad fashion, of bad food, being bundled up against the icy wind
                        whipping down Merton Street, wearing the same straight-leg black jeans and
                        black boots that every other young Marxist at that time in Europe was
                        wearing; years of reading The
                            Guardian while eating milk-chocolate cookies and thinking
                        about “structures of oppression,” hunched against the electric fire in my
                        room—I hardened myself somewhat in my relationship, transatlantic though it
                        was, with my father. I stopped asking him for advice or telling him what I
                        was reading. I would get a tense feeling at the thought of trying to explain
                        to him—though he was always interested in what I was working on—what Hélène
                        Cixous was so mad about; of course it was hopeless even to try, since you
                        could never say a phrase like “phallocentric patriarchy” to your father,
                        even over the phone. I was being taught to be angry at the patriarchy,
                        embodied in Milton and Shakespeare, Auden and Frost, those voices I had so
                        loved. And it was hard to deconstruct “the patriarchy” without
                        deconstructing—and demoting the wisdom of—your own personal earliest
                        patriarch, your real dad at home. Our conversations became somewhat
                        strained; he was eager to talk about what I was thinking, but I felt an
                        impatience surge when we chatted: the impatience of someone who needed to
                        break away.

                On a personal level, I did not feel that I could become
                        authoritative without getting out of the shade of his authority. He had been
                        a teacher, my teacher, for so long that I felt if I was to have a voice of
                        my own, I had to forget the sound of his.

                I had absorbed the then-current feminist theory that the
                        tradition was oppressive. Adrienne Rich wrote that it was change in the real
                        world that mattered most. Young and foolish, I decided to believe her
                        wholesale. But at what cost to myself, to my heart’s desire? Since my
                        “radicalization,” I had not written a poem. I had scarcely read one. It had
                        been twenty years.

                “‘Poetry makes nothing happen,’” my father used to quote
                        Auden, admiringly, meaning: the change is within. But we young Marxists and
                        post-Marxists saw such quotes dismissively, because we took them literally.
                        Poetry makes nothing happen! Look, Dad: oppression, injustice, exploitation
                        in the real world are the only things that count, I wanted to say, and when
                        I came home for breaks, we sometimes argued about it.

                I was busy casting out my father’s worldview as something I
                        did not want to modify, because I was reluctant even to engage with it. I
                        knew it was a challenge to everything I was learning and the new identity I
                        was forming as a baby activist and polemicist. But, as rebellions like that
                        so often do, I was shouting to my dad by withdrawing from his wisdom: “Look,
                        Dad! I reject what you stand for! I need to make things happen with my words.”

                When my friend Peter would ask, “When are you going to write a
                        poem again?” I would feel something snap, for many reasons, across my
                        heart—like a band sealing off a room in which a crime had been committed.
                        But I would try to shut that feeling down. I told Peter not to ask me
                        anymore.

                Finally, when I was twenty-six, another turn of events divided
                        us. There was an early commercial success with my first book, and I found
                        myself in a different world from my father’s—the world of greenrooms and TV
                        sound bites, of overnight deadlines and public controversies. This, I
                        imagined in my young woman’s arrogance, was a field of experience that my
                        father’s wisdom could not help with; it was a long way from “The Windhover.”
                        It was not till that field of experience left me spiritually depleted at
                        forty, looking for the windhover again, that I realized how very much his
                        wisdom could have helped me through.

                I had forgotten that there could be a world in which people
                        did not have to argue a point, and win or lose, in order to justify a
                        perception. I had forgotten that a perception can be for nothing but itself;
                        Madame Bovary’s simple human loneliness; Turner’s light on the water; a city
                        or a tower or a world, depending on what you are looking at, in a slice of
                        agate.

                 

                I REMEMBER a conversation I had with
                        Leonard as we drove to visit my grandmother Fay Goleman in Stockton,
                        California. It was the year 2000. On either side of our rented Honda, the
                        glades of what was called Eden Valley—deep green hollows and stands of
                        California Valley oak—fell away from the sides of Highway 580. Every time I
                        drove through that part of the highway, my heart hurt; subdivisions were
                        marching ever closer to the once untrammeled paradise between Altamont and
                        Pleasanton.

                I had just told my parents that I had agreed to be an adviser
                        to Al Gore’s presidential campaign. I was advising on women’s issues,
                        passing on what I understood to be many women’s feelings about things like
                        equal pay, Social Security, health care, gun violence, and education. These
                        were all issues that I cared about. This political world was real, all
                        right: Adrienne Rich’s real world, with no equivocation. But I was appalled
                        by the cynicism, the bullying, the cut and thrust of politics played out at
                        that level.

                To Leonard, the old lyricist, my working on such a thing
                        seemed like a kind of prostitution of whatever gifts I had. I saw exactly
                        what he meant. But children always need to overthrow their fathers,
                        especially when the fathers are right. The pull to act in the real world was
                        just as strong in me for a long time—no, stronger. But it had brought me
                        little peace.

                My father liked nothing about my new arrangement. He did not
                        like it that I was using my abilities to help a politician, even one he
                        supported. He certainly did not like the dishonesty at play as, week by
                        week, I pushed for disclosure of my involvement, and the campaign, for fear
                        of the controversy that would (and did) follow, refused. My father was
                        offended on many levels. Of course I knew he was right.

                “But Dad,” I argued unhappily, “for ten years I have listened
                        to women say that they are struggling—for decent wages, for safety from
                        domestic violence, and so forth. How can I live with myself if I don’t do
                        what I can, given the chance?”

                “Honey,” he said sternly, “there are a hundred apparatchiks in
                        Washington who can help him do that. Even if your guy does win, that is
                        beside the point. He and his influence will come and go. But no one else has
                        your particular voice. Someone speaking in his or her own voice—even if
                        hardly anyone ever hears it—changes the world much more profoundly than
                        someone just getting elected president.”

                “Helping a political leader you believe in is a shande, a shame?” I asked, defensive
                        and annoyed, especially because the nerve he had struck was already
                        sensitive.

                “It’s not at all a shande for someone whose mission in life it is,” he
                        said. “It’s a shande for you. It’s a waste. You’re a writer.
                        You have more important things to do.”

                There was a long, angry silence on my part, then we both
                        tacitly agreed to disagree and changed the subject.

                 

                I HAD PUSHED that advice away. Not
                        just with my ill-fated role in the campaign but in all the years, before and
                        after that, of living as an activist and ignoring the—what? The
                    soul?

                I had turned my face away from the grace of the
                        imagination.

                As I knelt on the steep pine treads of the staircase in the
                        upstate house, scrubbing with steel wool and Goo Gone, I felt some powerful
                        drive inside me that was more than a wish for a house that was decently
                        clean. I was scraping away layers of film obscuring the true wood grain of
                        the steps as if scraping something from inside of me. It was only after days
                        of steady work, when my clothes and my nails were filthy, and I sat in
                        silence on the screened porch and looked at the waving of the trees, that I
                        began to see a glimmer of what I had come out there to find. Of what I had
                        misplaced—no, actively scorned—and needed back.

                 

                I WAS NOT ALONE in my longing to
                        escape to somewhere quiet to think. Sophia, still struggling in her
                        marriage, would join me sometimes upstate, to get away so she could consider
                        what to do, and to help me work on the house.

                Sophia and I tried to paint the downstairs yellow. We could
                        not avoid streaks and brushstrokes overlapping the molding. Finally, I gave
                        up and asked a professional painter to paint the upstairs bedrooms: pale
                        blue, pale rose, and yellow. They were colors that were long out of style,
                        but they were right for the old-fashioned place.

                Sophia, my father, David when he could come up, other family
                        members, the kids, and I often went to junk stores. The adults spent a lot
                        of time hauling things up the stairs. Slowly, the upstairs filled with
                        ordinary pieces of Edwardian furniture: low tables, used pine bedsteads that
                        we painted, and dusty oak dressers that Sophia and I wiped down and polished
                        with furniture wax.

                Sophia and I went to Kmart for cotton floral-print curtains.
                        As I chose them, I recalled a description of similarly printed cotton that
                        Laura Ingalls’s mother had used to make Laura a new dress in the Little House books. (Images from the
                        first books you read are indelible; I have looked all my life for the
                        buttons, in one of Ingalls’s descriptions, that were like
                        blackberries.)

                I found a soft red couch and easy chair on sale. Sophia and I
                        dragged it from the side porch, where it had been delivered, and through the
                        grass, the legs leaving lines into the mud, so we could hoist it into the
                        front parlor. With all the reds and yellows downstairs, the rooms began to
                        feel warmer, and the desolate feeling diminished.

                Sophia, a director of a high-profile nonprofit organization
                        devoted to public schools, had been racing in her life for as long as I had.
                        She had been married for eight years to a man who, it was apparent to me,
                        would never begin to understand her. She lived with him and his moods in a
                        seven-room apartment on the Upper East Side; she had a closet full of
                        designer clothes that he approved of; and she was desperately
                        unhappy.

                This was especially hard for me to watch, because Sophia’s
                        true metier is happiness. There really is such an art. Sophia was made to be
                        happy herself, and to be the cause of happiness in others. In a discount
                        store, she will instinctively start chatting with the elderly saleswoman;
                        the two of them, together, take pleasure in finding Sophia a necklace to
                        match her sweater, or in locating a good watercolor set for her
                        three-year-old niece.

                When Sophia goes out for a meal in a diner, she will, for
                        instance, thank the Greek waiter not only with her words but with a smile in
                        her eyes. Suddenly, he is not just an undocumented worker in a diner on
                        Sixth Avenue; he’ll recall that he is handsome and strong—or has been, not
                        so long ago—and will smile back at Sophia and lay down the omelette on the
                        oval platter in front of her with flair. Like a perfume, happiness is the
                        atmosphere she carries with her.

                The trouble was that Malcolm was a dark personality. That
                        would not have been fatal; there are a lot of dark personalities who are
                        profitably attracted to brighter spouses. The trouble was that he seemed to
                        like his darkness, to embrace it. I felt that he absorbed her capacity for
                        warmth and joy, then, after absorbing it, he seemed annoyed that her
                        happiness had diminished. He didn’t understand what an artist she was, and
                        that she could not do her work entirely alone.

                In the city, I listened as Sophia talked through with me how
                        to get her marriage into a better place; she was trying to figure out how to
                        stay with Malcolm. I reassured her as well as I could: “Keep working on it,
                        honey,” I said. “It has to be worth it.”

                I supported her in doing everything possible to make it work.
                        Counseling? Malcolm wouldn’t go—didn’t believe in it. Could she challenge
                        him to take steps to come out of his rotten moods? She had tried. Adapting
                        to them the best she could? She was doing that now, and it was killing
                        something essential about her.

                I spent time with Sophia, doing what we, as women friends, do
                        to make sense of the emotional world: I listened to her carefully tell her
                        story. But as she talked about her dilemma, weighing whether she should stay
                        or go, something struck me: talking was the last thing she needed to do.
                        Maybe she should stop racing around—physically, but also inside her head.
                        Maybe Sophia also had to be still, to listen to what her own silence was
                        going to reveal to her.

                Or maybe she was talking so desperately, and walking so fast,
                        because part of her already knew what her silence would reveal.



                WHEN I HAD first met
                        Malcolm, I could not understand what Sophia was complaining about. He was a
                        charming, well-spoken British economist, the son of a cultivated Scots
                        family that now lived in London. Though a progressive, his father, also an
                        economist, had advised the Thatcher government, and his mother was well
                        regarded in their socially conscious Hampstead neighborhood for her work
                        with troubled young people.

                Malcolm was tall and even-featured, with that languorous frame
                        you sometimes see in old Scottish families. He wore his hair in a dashing
                        brush cut, like something out of Brideshead
                                Revisited. His white oxford-cloth shirts, worn open at
                        the neck, and his well-washed chinos hung pleasingly on a build strengthened
                        by years of athletics. He was handsome, evidently, pleasant, and smart. And
                        he adored her. What more did she want? I wondered.

                Not only was he attractive, he sparkled in conversation. On
                        that first meeting, he seemed entranced with Sophia, who had then been his
                        wife for seven years. Between bursts of conversation, Malcolm gazed at her
                        possessively. When we all got up, he held her coat out for her so she could
                        shrug her shoulders into the sleeves, and he encircled her waist as we all
                        left. He gestured that she should stay on the dry pavement so he could wade
                        into the splashing traffic to signal for a cab. Who did that
                    anymore?

                They had met in graduate school. I could see the attraction
                        Sophia held for him. She is an embodiment of feminine warmth. Malcolm had
                        been sent off to boarding school at seven. Sophia—who grew up in a noisy,
                        happy household in New Jersey—was gentle, yielding, and kind. That could, I
                        saw, be irresistible to Malcolm.

                But as time went on, I began to see what haunted Sophia. As I
                        got to know him better, I saw that it was as if a light switched off in
                        Malcolm once he had established the pleasantries. One evening we had all
                        met, Sophia with Malcolm and I with David, in a Village café. Malcolm had
                        been civil enough, but I felt chilled sitting near him. Sophia looked to be
                        policing herself and holding her natural ebullience in check.

                I had made some silly joke, and Sophia had started laughing.
                        Her cheeks turned a delicious shade of pink.

                “Darling, can’t you laugh without turning it into a scene?”
                        Malcolm had snapped. Then he turned back to the general conversation as if
                        he had said nothing unforgivable.

                She was under so much stress; something had to
                    yield.

                Sophia came up to the house, ostensibly to help me paint, but
                        often really, to talk to my father. She had met him several times when he
                        was at our apartment in the city, visiting the children, and she had fallen
                        then, as people do, into conversation with him about love. He had become, in
                        a casual way, a grand-fatherly romantic adviser to her, and he was happy to
                        listen to her up in the country as well. He believes that it is extremely
                        important never to hurry women when they are talking about matters of the
                        heart. Sometimes, as my dad and I worked, Sophia would sit on the red couch
                        in the living room, looking at the river, tears occasionally streaming out
                        of her eyes; she would unself-consciously wipe them away. My father, with
                        his long experience with love, would not intervene; he respected her grief
                        and he would let her cry.

                Sometimes he would bring her a cup of tea, then come with me
                        into the red dining room and let me get on with the discussion about poetry;
                        she knew we were there if she needed us.

                “Listen, honey, to Dylan Thomas,” said Leonard one afternoon,
                        loud enough for both Sophia and me to hear him:

                
                    In my craft or sullen
                                    art

                    Exercised in the still
                                    night

                    When only the moon
                                    rages

                    And the lovers lie
                                    abed

                    With all their griefs
                                    in their arms,

                    I labour by singing
                                    light

                    Not for ambition or
                                    bread

                    Or the strut and trade
                                    of charms

                    On the ivory
                                    stages

                    But for the common
                                    wages

                    Of their most secret
                                    heart.

                

                “Listen: the ‘art’ is ‘sullen’ because it is not forthcoming
                        unless you go into silence and listen. The night is ‘still.’ But one
                        quatrain later, the ‘light’ is ‘singing’; the only difference is that the
                        poet has described how his listening to the stillness has called the music
                        into being.”

                Leonard cleared his throat and diplomatically looked away from
                        the stricken Sophia in the next room. Leonard understood that she had all
                        her griefs in her arms.

                 

                BE STILL AND LISTEN. Leonard believes
                        that there is always guidance from an inward voice and illumination from an
                        inward light. Some people understand this spiritually; Leonard, who claims
                        to be an atheist, is convinced that there is an internal spirit—an anima of
                        creativity—within you that will address you directly, personally, if you let
                        it; if you listen.

                Everyone is an artist if he or she is living the right way, my
                        father often explained. Was I living the right way?

                The screened back porch, with its cracked concrete floor,
                        where I could sit and look at the forest, became my oasis as I began to ask
                        myself this question. I had made a lot of judgments about what was happening
                        to Sophia’s creativity. But what about me?

                I had rejected what my father had always taught me. In doing
                        so, I had harmed only myself.

                Poetry was a metaphor for something I needed to listen to.
                        What had I lost? Was it peace? Was it the need to get closer to a sense of
                        God? Was it the longing to quit work in the public dog pit—where one must
                        strive, compete, and produce the way men have traditionally produced—and to
                        do more of the traditionally “female” work of planting seeds and watching
                        children? Was it a wish to have a sense of place—this mountain, this
                        valley—rather than an address with a numbered avenue on a numbered cross
                        street? To have neighbors, not a row of anonymous doors down a hallway? To
                        be in a setting so quiet I could remember my dreams when I woke up, and hear
                        no sirens? I wanted to listen to a child, not a meeting. I wanted peace, not
                        war. God, not Mammon. Family, not itineraries.

                Poetry, not polemic.

                So, I thought, considering my dad’s first lesson from his
                        class notes, everyone needs at crucial times—especially in times of flatness
                        or of crisis—to stop; to be silent. To go to a treehouse.

                But this is hard, I argued with my inner voice, which I was
                        reluctantly beginning to acknowledge. Where can anyone go to be quiet these
                        days? I can’t stay on my back porch for long. We can’t all have a tower like
                        the one Yeats built for his writing. Even if we are lucky enough to have a
                        quiet place somewhere, we—especially those of us who are mothers—can’t leave
                        jobs, children, computers every time we need to be still.

                But maybe this porch could, for a little while, be my
                        treehouse. Maybe one’s treehouse can be a garage workshop or an attic.
                        Perhaps any place can be a treehouse.

                Maybe it is a seat on a train when someone is going to work
                        and can dream before her day begins, when no one from home can find her and
                        she has not yet arrived where her fellow workers are waiting for her. Maybe
                        it is someone’s seat on the train going home, where he can look at the lit
                        windows of the houses going past, and the sky, and become someone else
                        altogether—or no one, because he has not yet arrived at the place where he
                        is expected to be on top of the kids’ homework and taking out the trash.
                        Maybe it is in your bathroom, when you have drawn a bath and closed the
                        door. Maybe it is someplace you have found that no one knows about: a café
                        where no one bothers you, or a park bench where you can sit looking at a
                        pond in which ducks are diving.

                Perhaps even a stolen hour can be enough: maybe one has to
                        build a treehouse internally, I thought. Perhaps it is a time: five
                            A.M., when you wake up to make a cup of
                        coffee and think—or not think, your only quiet time before the children wake
                        up and the lunch has to be made and the school bus met and the car filled
                        with gas.

                Maybe, under duress, it is neither a place nor a time but only
                        a possibility: a place in one’s mind where no one can reach you, but where
                        you pull back a kind of awning to look up at a kind of sky.

                But I saw what my dad saw—that this search for a treehouse was
                        not trivial but urgent. We need to find that place, or appreciate those
                        moments, right away. Because if everyone is an artist, then everyone needs a
                        treehouse.



                I HAD TAKEN Rosa up to the country the
                        first week of September. David and Joey were inside, watching a show about
                        monster trucks. Rosa and I went into the woods.

                Up on a rise, on the small, overgrown meadow that lay at the
                        base of the mountain, I showed her an old tree that I thought she might
                        like. It was a maple, about forty feet high and probably a half-century old.
                        Its bark came off in curious patterns that fit together like a puzzle: white
                        on the outside, and brown and then green underneath. We dragged an aluminum
                        ladder from the side of the house where someone had left it after painting
                        some upper window frames. I clumsily extended the ladder and placed its feet
                        in the tangle of poison ivy that grew at the tree’s base. I hoisted Rosa
                        over the poison ivy and helped her get her footing on the ladder. She
                        scrambled up at once to its first level of branches, which were perfect,
                        heavy and thick, almost two feet around. Two such round branches formed a
                        strong horizontal Y, and where they met created a perfect seat, a living
                        wooden cubby big enough for a child, or even two.

                “Come up!” she said. “It’s great.”

                I made my way, tottering a bit, up the ladder. I sat with her
                        in the joining of the branches, in the maternal lap of the tree. We leaned
                        back and looked up: green, flat, fanlike, waving leaves made a living
                        latticework, bending and fluttering for miles, it seemed, over our
                        heads.

                Rosa went quiet.

                Eventually, I asked, “Want to get down?”

                “I’ll stay a while,” she said.

                I left her to listen to the silence, in the tree, and
                        dream.
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