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PREFACE

Some years ago I was a lawyer. But I never made a 

particularly happy lawyer. After a time, I decided what 

I really wanted to do with my life was make art.

So I 

quit, and I became a full-time artist. 

It was a big decision. But when I made the leap, I 

was prepared. I had already created what I felt were 

meaningful works of art, and I knew I could eventually 

make a living 

creating art

. 

What I wasn’t prepared for was the opposition—from 

people I knew well, from acquaintances, and even 

from people I didn’t know at all. During those first six 

months, I heard passing complaints and objections 

from people who held no stake in my life whatsoever. 

I was told that I was crazy, that I was wrong, and that I 

was wasting my life. I won’t lie, there were times when 

I worried the naysayers might be right. But just a few 

years after I quit, the complaints dried up. 
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Quitting your job to become an artist certainly isn’t 

for everyone. But the creation of art should never be 

opposed. Not just because the world could do with 

more beautiful things, but because there’s a mountain 

of evidence that shows that making art will improve 

your life in surprising ways.

Making art helps schoolchildren achieve significantly 

better math and science scores. Making art helps keep 

less advantaged kids in school, and art classes lower 

America’s terrible dropout rate. 

Making art builds self-esteem and self-awareness—

qualities that aren’t always in great supply, or at least 

aren’t evenly distributed, in our society.

Making art helps combat depression, a shockingly 

common American condition suffered by nearly one-

tenth of the population. Making art helps people 

manage serious illnesses like cancer and Alzheimer’s. 

Art is all around us, in commerce and in the creativity 

and imagination of the everyday. 

Art is not optional. I’ll say it again, in capital letters.

ART IS NOT OPTIONAL.
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Perhaps that’s not even a controversial opinion these 

days. But it bears repeating: art is necessary, vital, and 

indispensible. Not only to the personal happiness of a 

few odd ducks like myself, but to society as a whole. 

I hope that this book serves as an inspiration to those 

waiting to create

. Don’t leave art until you have “more 

time.” Do it now. If you are the kind of person who’s 

too busy to make art, you’re probably just the kind of 

person who should be making art. 

All of us have creative thoughts, those urges and ideas 

that beg you to pick up a pen or brush or camera 

or even a LEGO brick. Creative ideas are gifts, like 

windows that open for just a short time. Art is in the 

here and now.

So take a look around, wherever you are. There’s art 

there. 

Do you see it?
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THE PLACES 

YOU’LL GO

MASK

My father inherited a number of remarkable traits from 

his adoptive Lebanese American parents. One was an 

enthusiasm for Lebanese cooking: falafel, kibbeh, and 

infinite variations of barbecued meat. To this day, my 

dad, Dick, likes to construct elaborate meals from a 

battered, ancient Lebanese cookbook whose recipes 

often begin with instructions like “Step one: Slaughter 

the lamb.”

Dad also inherited a love for baseball, and the New 

York Yankees in particular, from his father. Dad had an 

all-American childhood and loved his hometown hero 

Roger Maris.

“Today is your day! Your mountain is waiting. 

So...get on your way.” —Dr. Seuss
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I grew up with my dad and mom in Veneta, Oregon. 

We were a uniquely American blend: We were the 

only Sawayas there, for sure. We were one of many 

families in town who idolized Don Mattingly, but 

probably the only ones who could cook a passable 

shawarma. 

We lived out of town a little, surrounded by forest. 

The nearest neighbor was more than a mile away. Dad 

worked for the National Forest Service as a civil engi-

neer. Mainly he designed roads and bridges before 

moving into forest management and environmental 

protection. Growing up in Oregon, and having a 

guy like Dick for my dad, I had an outdoorsy kind of 

upbringing, with lots of hiking and looking for things 

in the forest. The first baseball game I ever saw was 

when my father drove me all the way to Seattle, where 

the Yankees were playing the Mariners.

The population of Veneta was, and remains, about 

2,400. The town was so small that Veneta’s kids had 

to ride the bus to the next town to attend Elmira 

High. The gas station was the town’s big hangout 

for teenagers. The other place to be was the Dairy 

Queen. I ate hamburgers and an ice cream cone for 

lunch at the Dairy Queen nearly every day. But at 

night, the gas station was where the high schoolers 

collected, at a group of picnic tables. You’d get a soda 

or some Twinkies, and you could get a hot dog for 25 

cents. 
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The thing about growing up in Veneta was that if you 

were born there, you tended to grow old there too. 

When I graduated, only three or four of us left the state 

to go to college. 

I was my high school’s valedictorian, and I 

gave a speech based on the Dr. Seuss book 

Oh, the Places You’ll Go. 

I held up the 

book and read out some passages, and 

everyone laughed in all the right places. 

But a lot of the people I used to hang out with 

at the gas station are still there, working in Veneta 

and drinking together on Friday nights. And when I 

go back now to visit my family, I wonder what sort of 

person I would have been had I stayed. How would I 

be different? Would I have pursued my art or just left it 

behind? I have no doubt that had I stayed in Veneta, I 

would be a different person.

I was thinking about Veneta and my family when I 

created 

Mask

. Where does your identity come from? 

From your parents? From your team, your town, or your 

career? What things about ourselves are fixed, and 

what can change? 
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