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Chapter 1



I see my life in paintings. Right now I see my mom as a painting by the artist de Kooning, a scribbled woman, all angry eyes and open mouth with sharp teeth. We’re both standing in the kitchen of our trailer, which means we’re inches from each other. “Don’t do this!” she shouts at me. “I’ve spent the last twelve years of my life protecting you from that man.”

She’s talking about my dad, her emotions bubbling over with a combination of hatred for him, fear for me, and anger with herself for not having the money to send me to art school. I understand, but I’m going to go anyhow. “He’s not ‘that man,’” I say. “He’s my father, and staying with him is the only way I can go to art school. I’m going to school so I can come back. Honestly, Mom, you know everything I want to paint is right here.” I look out the small trailer window at the line of birch trees. A few of the leaves have already turned yellow. Bronze yellow, I decide, with a touch of brilliant yellow green. I match everything against my chart of acrylic paints.

“Your father hasn’t had anything to do with you since you were a child. I don’t care what optimistic story you’ve invented about him; the last thing he’ll want is his daughter moving in with him, interfering with his work and spoiling his latest romance.”

I know Mom is right. Last spring, as soon as I was accepted, I wrote to my father in Detroit, begging him to let me move in with him while I go to school. I told him that not only had I been accepted at the school, but after they saw my work, I’d been promised a scholarship too. “I don’t need money from you,” I wrote Dad. “I certainly don’t want to cash in on your fame. I just need a place to stay.” In my letter I told him that I knew how important his work was and I swore I wouldn’t get in his way. I even offered to clean his house and cook for him. He never answered that letter, or the others I sent, in spite of the fact that I’ve led my mother to think he agreed to my coming. I’m just going to knock on his door. I can’t believe he’ll turn me away. It’s amazing what you can talk yourself into.

If I’m going to be an artist, I need to get to know my dad. He’s a famous painter; I want to know his secrets; I want to learn from him... but there is something else. He’s my father. After all these years of being curious about him, why wouldn’t I want a chance to know him?

Because of how Mom feels about Dad, right after the divorce Mom changed my name to her maiden name. I’m Kate Tapert, not Kate Quinn, daughter of the famous Dalton Quinn. I don’t blame Mom. She and Dad grew up here in this northern Michigan town of Larch that’s so little it isn’t even on a lot of maps. They married right out of high school. Mom has thrown out all the photographs that have Dad in them, but years ago I went to the library and looked through old issues of the Larch Chronicle until I found the account of their wedding. Wedding pictures are full of promise. Mom was looking at Dad as if he was a movie star, and Dad was staring down at her with a foolish grin like a kid with a new puppy. They were eighteen, the same age I am now. Bad things shouldn’t happen to people that age.

After they got married, they moved into a small frame house right on Maple Street. I see it whenever I go to town. They left that house a long time ago, and for a lot of years it was run-down and empty, but a young couple bought it last year, fixed it all up, and put a swing on the front porch. Sometimes now, when I walk by the house, I pretend that I’m just a kid again and that Mom and Dad live there and that they’re happy.

When they were newlyweds, Dad worked for his father’s construction business. Some days he wouldn’t turn up. He’d stay home painting instead. Soon he began to sell his work in the galleries of the nearby tourist towns of Traverse City and Petoskey. His dad didn’t approve of his painting, and when the construction company got in trouble because Dad played hooky too often, causing the company to fall behind on a job, Granddad and Dad had a big argument and Dad got fired.

That’s when my parents headed for Detroit. Mom worked in downscale restaurants that smelled like grease and served coffee in chipped cups. Dad painted. I’ve heard often enough from Mom what that was like. Mom smiled hard all day at creeps to get tips so she and Dad could scrape by, and Dad painted all day and drank all night. And there were other women. Dad was furious when I came along and began to interfere with his work.

I’ve blocked out a lot of memories of those days in Detroit. The three of us were like a series of paintings by the Dutch artist Karel Appel. The paintings are of two adults and a child, and in each one the three figures become more and more distorted, more chaotic. When I first saw the series, it grabbed me and I know why. That was our world. It was mostly arguments. The words I had to listen to were so cruel, I didn’t want anything to do with words. I stopped talking when I was five, and Mom had to take me to a psychologist. In her office the psychologist had a large dollhouse with tiny lamps that actually lit up and little dishes for the tables. At first I loved to play with it, but as I moved the dolls around, she would ask questions like “Why is the mama doll angry?” or “Why isn’t the papa doll home?” That spoiled the dollhouse for me, and I wouldn’t answer her.

There are good memories, too. Mom found a restaurant where the owner felt sorry for her and let her bring me to work, so I wouldn’t get in Dad’s way. I’d sit on a tall stool in the restaurant kitchen chewing on raw carrots and watching Ed, the short-order cook, flip burgers and put the potatoes in the fryer. The potatoes came out a rich shade of gold. When Mom’s back was turned, Ed sneaked me some. I can still remember the taste of the salt and the crisp and soft of each bite.

I remember Dad as a force of nature, like a wind that comes without warning, rattling windows and bending trees. His voice was loud, as if he dared you not to listen. Watching him work was how I got interested in painting. If Mom didn’t take me to work, Dad would give me a scrap of canvas and a brush and some paint to keep me occupied. It made Mom crazy, because the paint would get all over my hair and clothes. Even after all these years the smell of paint brings back the image of my father, like some genie escaping from a lamp—an evil genie, Mom would say.

When a gallery in New York City sold one of Dad’s paintings, he took the money and followed the painting east, leaving us behind. Mom and I came back here to Larch, and Mom kept waitressing. Her uniform this time was dark green with a white apron that she had to wash and iron every night, no matter how late she got home from work, because she had only the one.

Dad never wrote; he never sent money. People told Mom to get a court order for child support, but she was too proud. Dad came back to Larch just one more time, when his mother—my grandmother—died. I was nine. I hadn’t seen Dad in years, but because he was famous I had seen pictures of him in newspapers and magazines, had, in fact, searched for those pictures. He was a big-shouldered man, tall with sandy hair and a fierce, impatient look. Why are you wasting my time? he seemed to be demanding of the photographers.

Dad had arrived at the church for his mother’s funeral wearing jeans and cowboy boots, as if he had come from Montana instead of New York City. His hair was long, curling around his shoulders. He didn’t look like anyone else in Larch, and he certainly didn’t look like he was at a funeral.

It made Mom so angry just to be in the same room with him that her hands were clenched. I betrayed Mom by edging away from her a little, thinking if I did, he might come over to me. He didn’t, but I caught him looking hard at me as if I were some new plant or animal life. He didn’t stay for the church lunch but hurried away immediately after the funeral.

A couple of weeks later I received an elaborate French doll. It came with a fancy silk dress and a coat trimmed in real fur. Letting me keep the doll must have been one of the hardest things Mom ever had to do. I wrote a long thank-you note right away, telling Dad all about me and what I was doing at school, what books I was reading, and what treasures I had found in the woods. I struggled to write it in cursive and copied it over twice before I was satisfied. I even drew a little picture of pine trees and enclosed it in the letter, wanting to show my father I was an artist too. Seeing him again that day in church made me want to be an artist, because it would finally give me some connection to my father. He never wrote back.

My first big argument with Mom came when I spent my babysitting money on a paint set. She almost threw it out. I couldn’t blame her. Here I was reaching for the very thing that had more or less ruined her life. It was as if my dad had been a murderer and I had gone out and bought a gun.

Then last year I saw a short article in a Detroit newspaper saying Dalton Quinn had moved from New York back to Detroit, was broke and living in an old house, and had become a recluse. He even refused an interview with the reporter who covered the Detroit art scene. The article listed Dad’s awards and said, “Dalton Quinn was once considered one of America’s most well-known artists, but after a fast lifestyle, and then rumors that he was no longer painting, he dropped out of sight.” The article mentioned the street he lived on, and there was a picture of his house with the number above the door.

Mom saw the article too. She was suspicious and nervous about Dad’s moving to Detroit. Although he was two hundred miles away, he was in the same state. After a couple of months went by and we heard nothing from him, Mom began to relax.

Then I applied to the Detroit art school, and now I’m planning to move in with my father. Naturally she hates the idea. Our trailer is filled with trip wires and land mines. There are explosions all day long. Mom even accused me of wanting to go to the school just so I can be with Dad. But I’m going because painting is my life. How can I make her see that? I don’t know.

Our arguments end like they always do—with us crying and hugging each other because we’re all we have. Plus we live six miles from town in a trailer. It’s close quarters, and there’s not much room to sulk. So we cry a little and make up.

Our trailer is planted on an acre of cutover land. All around us are miles of woods. The woods are like a house, and I wander from room to room. There is the birch-tree room with acres of white trunks slashing across green mosses. There is the pond room with its family of beavers. There is the swamp room with cedar and larch trees growing out of black water and the feeling that some hidden thing is watching you. The woods are the house I truly live in. And they were where I headed as soon as the school bus dropped me off in the afternoons. When I first started painting, they were what I painted: the white birches, the black water, the reflection of a giant pine in the pond.

One Christmas I begged for snowshoes so I could visit the woods in winter. The snowshoes let me see the hares, brown in the summertime, white against the snow. I discovered how you could paint white on white, and the dozens of different shades of white. I invented a whole new vocabulary of whites, from sun white to shadow white.

I head to the woods now, but I carry my argument with my mother with me like a heavy stone. Honestly, I’m not sure about art school. The school said I have talent and I can’t imagine doing anything but painting. It’s what I want, but I still don’t know if I’m doing the right thing. Is it worth making Mom so unhappy? Am I being selfish just like Dad was, thinking only of myself?

My boyfriend, Justin, has been encouraging me. He’s in my class at school and I’ve been dating him forever, but a lot of that is habit and friendship, not something serious. He’s a technology geek, and when I told him about the art school, he helped me make a DVD of my paintings to send with my application. The school asked me down last spring for an interview. I told Mom I was going on an all-day picnic to the sand dunes near Traverse City with Justin, and he drove me the four hours down to Detroit. I shriveled when I saw how large Detroit was. Nothing was familiar. The city was crammed with buildings, and even Justin was intimidated by the way cars rushed past us on the expressways as if speed limits had never been invented.

The art school was designed by a famous architect and put together like steel Tinkertoys, with lots of glass and a terrific sculpture garden right in the middle of it. Just across the street is Detroit’s art museum. All these things were so close, I could wrap my arms around them.

The school had its own gallery hung with the work of students. As I admired the drawings and paintings, I imagined my own work there. I looked into the empty classrooms and saw the paint-stained easels. Everything seemed right. A woman, “Call Me Terry,” interviewed me. Why had I chosen that school? I had asked for a scholarship; what was my financial situation? How long had I been painting? What did I plan to do after I graduated? Did I understand the school was a college and I would be required to take some academic courses, that it wouldn’t be just art? I gave routine answers. Then she asked, “Is your interest in art a kind of hobby?”

“Not a hobby,” I said, and without thinking I rattled on about how it was only when I was painting that I was really alive, how I didn’t ever want to do anything else, how I wanted to show everyone that you could paint a single leaf a hundred different ways, depending on the season and the light and how you felt about the leaf right at that moment, and I loved that sometimes when you’re painting, you surprise yourself by what appears on the canvas. When I finally stopped talking, she told me how much she had liked the work I had sent and how my view of nature was unique—unique was the actual word she used. When she promised me the scholarship, I knew nothing would stop me. I ran out to the car, where Justin was waiting, and threw my arms around him. I didn’t want to leave the school. I wanted to pitch a tent right there in the middle of the sculpture garden.

The ride back on I-75 took four hours, and in all that time I wasn’t able to figure out how to tell Mom. A couple of weeks before my birthday, when Mom asked me what I wanted, I finally got the courage to say I didn’t want a gift—what I wanted more than anything was to go to art school. I told her about the interview and the scholarship and how they liked my work. She was furious, and there was a week of angry silence alternating with the banging of pots and pans. Over the summer Mom almost got used to the idea, but now my insisting on staying with Dad had started our arguments all over again.

I have the woods to myself this afternoon as usual. Alone in the woods I stop thinking about the argument and lose myself in looking. I consider a gray football-shaped hornets’ nest in the top of a beech tree. The hornets are still flying in and out, but I can imagine the hornets’ nest in the rain and snow, peeling away layer by layer, exposing the thousands of little papery cells. In the middle of the pond the beavers have added more branches to their lodge. I see the haphazard way the branches are woven together. Then I discover a castle of moss, the decayed stump of a pine tree covered with humps of bright green moss and shreds of grayish green lichen. Stretched out beside the stump is a pencil-thin green snake. I stare and stare, memorizing the bright green of the snake and the yellow green of the moss and the gray green of the lichen and the snake’s little black eye. I hurry home and get out my paints.
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