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In Joshua Henkin’s third novel The World Without You, the action centers around 
Leo Frankel, a journalist who died while covering Iraq. His family gathers for a 
memorial a year after his death. They congregate for three days at the Frankel 
family vacation home in Lenox, Massachusetts. The anniversary of Leo’s death 
brings the family together and gives rise to personal struggles and regrets of each 
member. 
 
The parents, Marilyn, a doctor and David, a retired English teacher, are still 
mourning the death of their son and are in the midst of a separation. They barely 
talk to each other and go through life in a haze. They have three daughters, all of 
whom are facing difficulties. 
 
Clarissa has always been a star, attending Yale and playing the cello. She is 
married to Nathaniel, who is a professor at Columbia. They are desperately trying 
to have a child. Lily went to Princeton and is a lawyer who lives with Malcolm, a 
chef. Coming home is painful for her: “Years ago she loved Lenox, loved even the 
drive up, pressed against her siblings in her parents’ old Volvo, the perennial 
fighting of the car ride. But now she finds the town suffocating, her parents’ 
house especially.” 
 
The third sister Noelle grew up feeling inadequate because she was not good in 
school like her parents and sisters. She was promiscuous in high school and led a 
wild life until she moved to Israel and became an Orthodox Jew. She married 
Arthur, later known as Amram, and has four boys. They keep strict kosher and 
bring their own food for their stay in America. 
 
Red hair is “the family trademark,” and everyone is outspoken and competitive. 
Old wounds surface as the weekend progresses and each person tries to cope 
with personal and familial problems. Competition revives when the family plays 
parlor games together and when Marilyn plays tennis, “which is her exorcism and 
absolution.” No one is exempt, even Thisbe, Leo’s wife and Calder, their three-
year-old son. They live in California, so have not seen the Frankels in a long time. 



Thisbe feels like an outsider and particularly vulnerable, even disloyal to Leo since 
she has gone back to school and has a new boyfriend, Wyeth. 
 
The last person to arrive for the anniversary ceremony on the Fourth of July is 
ninety-four-year old Gretchen, David’s mother. She lives in New York City, has lots 
of money, and is very stubborn. She is also the catalyst for the end of the novel 
just like Leo influences the family dynamic at the beginning of the story. 
 
As the family closes the circle of the first year since Leo’s death, each stops to 
understand the hectic pace of life that has submerged real feelings. David stops 
running and obsessing over opera; Marilyn ceases to hit tennis balls for hours, and 
the girls turn to each other for support. Henkin has traced a difficult year in the 
life of a troubled family that struggles toward happiness in the face of death. 


