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		Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?

		
			
				 

—Mary Oliver

	
		

		
			PROLOGUE
		

		
			Life came back slowly, Kate realized. It didn’t come flooding in with the reassurance that all was well. The light outside was no different; her daughter’s body, the strength of her hug, was not necessarily more substantial. The delicate veil Kate had placed between herself and the world was not flung away. It clung.
		

		
			But life is persistent, slipping into your consciousness sideways, catching you with a fleeting moment of color, the unexpected and comforting smell of a neighbor’s dinner cooking as you walk on a winter evening, the feeling of warm water running between your fingers as you wash the dishes at night. There is nothing so seductive as reality.
		

		
			 


		THE WOMEN WERE DUE to arrive soon; it was quiet in the house, and Kate was glad of the impending company. She was still not used to being alone with her body. For the past eighteen months it had been the property of others—doctors  certainly, but also friends, relatives, her daughter—its boundaries and capacities something they measured, gambled on, watched with loving or terrified or clinical eyes. Now the medical professionals had declared it hers again, handing it back like an overdue and slightly scuffed library book. In the weeks between the doctor’s appointment and her daughter’s departure for college, Kate had filled the space around them with lists and plans, shopping trips for desk lamps and extra-long twin sheets for Robin’s freshman dorm room. Now Robin was off and away and Kate felt sometimes as if she was living in two empty houses, one inside the other.

		So it was nice to have the prospect of guests, even if they were hell-bent on jubilation. Kate had heard the excitement in her friends’ voices when she invited them to dinner, a thank-you for all they had done for her, she explained. But Marion had quickly renamed the evening a victory party and insisted that it be a potluck.

		“You wouldn’t take the fun out of it for us, would you?” Marion had asked.

		As Kate moved about the kitchen from stove to refrigerator to sink, she passed the bulletin board that served as a central hub for reminders and memories, its surface a collage of photographs, a calendar, old ticket stubs and coupons and take-out menus. The week before Robin had left for college, she had surreptitiously added a brochure. Kate had spotted it in the morning when she came into the kitchen to make coffee—the glossy photograph leaping out at her, an extravagantly yellow raft vaulting through churning brown waves, water drops flying off its sides  in rainbows. Kate’s friend Hadley, who had once worked in marketing, always called those photos “adventure porn.”

		When Robin had come through the kitchen, Kate pointed to the brochure with a raised eyebrow.

		“They’ve got two openings for next summer,” Robin said. “Wouldn’t it be fantastic?”

		Kate had looked at her daughter’s eyes, so full of anticipation and, deep underneath, a plea for normalcy. They had spent too much of the past year in a world full of exit doors, Kate thought. They could both use a promise that they would be here a year from now.

		How could you say no? And yet as Kate had looked at the raft, the water, the size of it all, that had been exactly what—in fact the only thing—she wanted to say.

		
			 


		THE DOORBELL RANG, ten minutes early. Caroline, guessed Kate with an inward smile, as she opened the door.

		“I thought you might want some help,” Caroline said as she entered, arms overflowing with a wooden salad bowl and a bottle of champagne. She put them down on the small table by the front door and gave Kate a quick, fierce hug.

		“What needs doing?” she asked, as she headed toward the kitchen.

		Kate followed her and gestured to the wrought iron table on the back patio. Caroline walked over to the silverware drawer, sidestepping around Kate, who had opened the refrigerator to get out the sour cream.

		“Cloth napkins?” Caroline asked, a fistful of forks in her right hand.

		“The green ones in the sideboard.”

		“How’s the house without Robin?” Caroline called as she rummaged through the drawer in the dining room, pulling out seven napkins.

		“Quiet. And yours?”

		“Empty.” Caroline laughed softly. “We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?”

		The kitchen was quiet for a few minutes. Kate could hear the soft clink of forks against knives as Caroline set the table outside. Kate lifted the foil on the pan and the scent of melting cheese and roasted chicken, caramelized onions and a subtle undercurrent of salsa verde rose up from the pan. She inhaled memories.

		The doorbell rang again.

		“I’ll get it.” Caroline went through the house to the front door. “Marion’s here,” she called out.

		“With the last tomatoes from my garden,” Marion said, standing in the doorway, her hair loose and silver. “Hello, darling Kate.” Marion took Kate in her arms and held her for a long moment.

		Behind Marion came two younger women, one of them with a cake in her hands.

		“Sara, did you bake that?” Kate asked, surprise in her voice.

		“I wish—the only thing I’ve put in an oven since the twins were born is chicken fingers,” Sara replied, pushing her hair back from her face with her free hand.

		“She wouldn’t have even made it out the front door if we hadn’t been carpooling,” Hadley commented and handed Caroline a loaf of bread.

		“Last but not least,” a voice came from the bottom of the stairs. “I’m no cook,” Daria said as she entered, all red hair and curls, handing a bottle to Kate, “but I know a good wine when I see one. Now, can we start celebrating?”

		
			 


		THE PLATES WERE ALMOST EMPTY, the light gone early from the September sky. The edges of Kate’s patio were lost in the foliage beyond, its contours lit by the back porch light and the candles on the wrought iron table, around which the women sat, talking with the ease of those who have settled into one another’s lives. Out on the road the occasional car drove by, the sound muffled by the laurel hedge that held the garden within its green walls. Everything felt softened, the garden more smells than sights, emitting the last scents of summer into the air.

		Kate looked at the women around her. It was an incongruous group—it reminded Kate of a collection of beach rocks gathered over time by an unseen hand, the choices only making sense when they were finally all together. Daria and Marion were sisters, Sara and Hadley neighbors; Kate and Caroline had met when their children were in preschool—individual lives blending and moving apart, running parallel or intersecting for longer or shorter periods of time due to proximity or a natural affinity. It had taken the birth of Sara’s  twins, and then Kate’s illness, to weave their dissimilar connections into a whole.

		Kate heard a voice coming through the house.

		
			“There you are . . .” A woman, dressed in a loose-fitting jacket and slim jeans, came out onto the back porch. “I’m sorry I’m late; my flight was delayed.” She ran down the steps to the patio and hugged Kate.
		

		“Ava,” Kate said, holding her.

		“Did I smell my mother’s enchiladas?” Ava asked, and Kate smiled.

		“I saved you some.” She started for the kitchen.

		“No, you don’t,” Caroline quickly interjected. “You’re the queen tonight. You shouldn’t have to wait on anybody.” She sent a pointed look in Ava’s direction.

		“I’ll get more wine,” Daria added, following Caroline into the house.

		Kate pulled a chair up next to her and motioned for Ava to sit down.

		Now they were all here, Kate thought.

		
			 


		DARIA CAME OUT the back door, the glossy brochure in one hand. “Hey, what’s this?” she asked. “I found it tacked to the bulletin board.”

		“Robin wants the two of us to go rafting down the Grand Canyon,” Kate said.

		“But . . . ?” Caroline had come out on the porch and was watching Kate’s face.

		“Have you seen those rapids?” Kate replied.

		The women around the table nodded in understanding, although if they were to be honest none of them had ever experienced the Grand Canyon other than to stand on its rim and look down to the river below, which looked only green and far away from that distance. But that, of course, didn’t matter. The women ranged in age, but they were all old enough to know that in the currency of friendship, empathy is more valuable than accuracy.

		“It’s scary,” Caroline agreed, coming down the steps and setting a plate in front of Ava.

		
			“Which is exactly why she should do it,” Daria broke in. “Kate, you’re here; you’re alive. You should do something crazy to celebrate.”
		

		Kate simply shook her head and sipped from her wineglass, her thoughts traveling far from them, underwater. It was dark there, cold, where the waves grabbed you and took your life where you didn’t expect it to go.

		“Maybe we should give her some space,” Sara suggested.

		The women shifted in their seats. Ava picked up her fork and took a bite of enchilada, closing her eyes in happiness. Kate smiled, watching her.

		“All right,” Marion said, leaning forward. “Here’s a thought. Kate, when is the trip?”

		“Next August.” Kate regarded Marion suspiciously.

		“Well, then,” Marion continued calmly. “I propose we make a pact. If Kate agrees to go down the Grand Canyon, we’ll each promise to do one thing in the next year that is  scary or difficult or that we’ve always said we were going to do but haven’t.” She scanned the circle. “Everybody in?”

		The women looked about at each other. One by one, they nodded in agreement.

		Marion turned to Kate.

		“All right?” she asked.

		It was still for a moment. On the other side of the hedge, a car door opened with an electronic beep; the jingle of a dog’s collar passed by.

		“All right,” Kate replied finally—and then she smiled. “But here’s the deal. I didn’t get to choose mine, so I get to choose yours.”

	
		
		
			CAROLINE
		

		
			Things held on to Caroline—the ends of her sleeves caught by doorknobs, her coat in a car door, the knit of her Irish sweater snagged on an errant nail that no one had ever remembered seeing sticking out of the wall. But she had never been as good at catching, holding on to things—taxicabs, elevator doors, a husband, slipping closed and past, already on their way to another floor, another life.
		

		Her son had nestled into her heart, all tousled hair and awkward elbows, and then he was off to college. Her parents had died. And now Jack had left her, rocketing like a boy down a water slide into the exuberance of his new, defiantly not-middle-aged existence.

		“I should learn to be slippery,” Caroline said to Marion when they met for coffee a few days after Kate’s celebration in the garden. “I need to be sleek and unobtainable. All silk suits and no commitments.”

		“You know what silk is made out of,” Marion commented mildly. She pushed her silver hair back from her face and studied her friend.

		
			 


		MARION WAS A PERSON who had held on to Caroline. They had met years before, when Marion was writing an article about public yet intimate gathering spots, the modern equivalents of the old woodstove in the general store of pioneer days. The bookstore where Caroline worked was a perfect example, designed as a place to linger as much as shop—incorporating a bakery and cafe, a fireplace surrounded by oversized chairs for colder days and a patio outside for summer ones. It could have felt chaotic, a party full of strangers unable to introduce themselves, but instead was more like a genial conversation—the metallic clink of silverware set against the contented sigh of a book being slid from its shelf, the murmured comments of a knitting group seated at a round table in the three-sided alcove that held—was it intentional or simply serendipitous?—the house/garden/cooking books. Smells of cinnamon and yeast settling in between the covers of books only to rise from the pages when they were opened later at home.

		Caroline loved the store. She had started going there almost twenty years before, when her son was in preschool and they would go for story hour. Caroline would buy a mug of coffee and watch her little boy, engrossed, listening to tales of muddy dogs and brave princesses. A few years later, when Brad was in elementary school and she was in what she would later call  her “writing phase,” she had come to the bookstore in the mornings to sit at one of the wooden tables in the cafe, pretending to write but really just allowing her eyes to slow and settle on the collage of mismatched chairs around her, the wideplank pine floors, the way the bookshelves created a child-sized maze behind her. The espresso machine would make its hissing noise and she would listen to the conversations around her, to lives that were more or less interesting than her own. Later in the evening at home, Jack would ask her what she had written, or rather, how much. She would lie and tell him the stories she had heard as if they were of her creation, grateful for the loan of them, for the free pass they gave her into a few hours floating in a world not of her own making.

		After a while, however, it became obvious that the stories were not connected, were not in any case going to be a book, and Caroline had been grateful once again for the bookstore and the job she was offered as its used-book buyer. Brad had been well ensconced in school by that time, and Caroline had loved dropping him off and driving to the bookstore, anticipating the smell of old paper and warm blueberry muffins, ground espresso beans and nutmeg and ink.

		It was quiet behind the counter where people dropped off their bags and boxes of books, then went to wander among the shelves or drink coffee while she assessed the value of their reading habits. First, you had to get rid of the esoteric tomes no one else would want; the beach reads that everyone else had already read and sold, sand filtering out of their pages like used-up words; the books that had been stuffed into the bottom of  backpacks along with, she was sure, old bananas. For books in good condition, she would offer a quarter of the original price in store credit. Less, if people wanted a quick exit and cash.

		At first Caroline had seen the job of used-book buyer as a stepping-stone to the more exciting world of the new releases displayed at the front of the store, their words freshly printed, their meanings clean as new sheets. But she quickly realized she had an affinity for the older books and their muted scents of past dinners and foreign countries, the tea and chocolate stains coloring the phrases. You could never be certain what you would find in a book that had spent time with someone else. As Caroline had riffled through the pages looking for defects, she had discovered an entrance ticket to Giverny, a receipt for thirteen bottles of champagne, a to-do list that included, along with groceries and dry cleaning, the simple reminder: “buy a gun.” Bits of life tucked like stowaways in between the chapters. Sometimes she couldn’t decide which story she was most drawn to.

		After Jack left, Caroline had found herself standing at her counter, considering the boxes and bags of books in front of her. She was, she realized one day, being traded in for a new release—and as a used-book buyer she couldn’t decide if it was the irony or the triteness of the analogy that she resented most.

		
			 


		THE EVENING OF Kate’s victory party, Caroline had been afraid that Kate would challenge her to climb a mountain or go out on a date. But Kate’s assignments were as quiet and unexpected as Kate herself. She had taken a handful of beach  rocks from a huge glass bowl in the center of the table and handed one to each of them—as reminders, she said. Caroline was first, and Kate had reached across the table, putting the smooth oval into Caroline’s hand.

		“Your task is to get rid of Jack’s books,” she said, and Caroline had realized she would have preferred the mountain.

		
			 


		“I DON’T KNOW if I can do it,” Caroline said to Marion, lifting up her coffee cup. She saw the expression on Marion’s face. “It’s not just because they’re Jack’s,” she explained. “They’re books. It’s not their fault—they didn’t do anything to anybody; they deserve a home.”

		“So do you,” Marion replied.

		
			 


		CAROLINE COULDN’T IMAGINE a home without Jack, even though in reality she’d been living alone for nine months already. Jack had a new sleek condo downtown, bought before he even told her he was leaving, his signature on the purchase documents a commitment, he had explained. He’d bought it with his own money—his inheritance from his father. She remembered the money; Jack had said he wanted to hold it aside, for flying lessons. She had thought he meant it literally.

		Now, with Jack and Brad both gone, walking through her house was like driving the curves of a familiar but poorly maintained country road. She leaned into its rhythms naturally as she walked in the front door, left her keys in the dish  they had bought on a family trip to Hawaii, passed the couch she and Jack had rolled off one night when the bed was too far away, went into the kitchen where it still seemed more natural for Brad to be standing as a four-year-old, head barely at the height of the counter, asking her what was for dinner. Without thinking, she was the person that the house, the furniture, the ingrained patterns of family life expected her to be. And then when she least anticipated it there was a hole that had to be swerved around—Jack’s favorite painting gone from above the fireplace, Brad’s room cleaner than it ever had been before he went to college. How big would the holes in her life be if Jack’s books were gone?

		As a child, Caroline had always loved the feeling of being surrounded by books; she had spent summers in the library, winters under the covers of her bed, knees tucked to provide a prop for the book of her choice. As she grew older, she had loved the idea of filling the shelves of her life with the roles of daughter, friend, girlfriend, wife, mother—like favorite novels she could take out anytime and reread. There was something satisfying in knowing that wherever she went, whatever she was doing, they were always a part of her.

		Jack saw it differently. There was nothing romantic, apparently, in a well-stocked bookshelf.

		
			“I’m just thinking,” Marion noted, taking a sip of her coffee, “that it might be nice to figure out how you want to live.”
		

		“If you’re going to tell me that I can make lemonade out of lemons, I’m going to hurt you.”

		“No, but I am saying you can make space for a life.”
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		MARION WAS THE OLDEST of their group, at the tipping point of fifty-five, although she didn’t seem to worry much about it. She was one of those people everyone referred to as grounded—a term that, before Caroline met Marion, Caroline had always thought of in the electrical sense, a live wire somehow muted, made functional, its power dispersed and controlled. But with Marion, the word took on a new meaning. Marion was originally from the Midwest, a geographical inheritance that didn’t so much cling as grow up through her. Her face had the openness of cornfields and river bottoms, a calm belief in herself nourished by thick, green summer air, the feel of slow water moving beneath the hull of a canoe. She had developed a love of gardening early in her life and she used her hands easily and naturally, whether it was touching the earth or the shoulder of a friend.

		Marion and Caroline had often laughed at the differences between them—Marion relishing heat and time spent in the dirt, her close-cropped, getting-down-to-business fingernails often carrying thin, black crescent moons that even the most determined scrubbing couldn’t seem to clean. Caroline, on the other hand, was at best a spade girl, her favorite plants held in small clay pots. Better yet, no dirt at all. Jack had always said Caroline’s favorite garden was the ocean.

		
			 


		AFTER HER COFFEE DATE with Marion, Caroline went to the pool. There was no reason to hurry home and the thought  made her pause in the changing room, one strap of her bathing suit in her hand, halfway up to her shoulder, looking at herself in the mirror. Everyone commented these days on how well Caroline had stayed in shape—a two-handed compliment, Caroline always thought, an acknowledgment of her forty-eight years held lightly in one palm. Good for you, people would say, applauding the effort, the action. Caroline had been an English major in college; she knew a verb when she heard one.

		It would be decades before anyone would think to compliment Jack’s new girlfriend that way. Caroline had seen her once at the local farmer’s market, standing by the tomatoes, all round curves and glossy surfaces. Caroline had watched the young woman laughing effortlessly with the vendor, and told herself that tomatoes would soon be out of season, hard and tasteless as plastic—but the argument lay in her imagination, dull and powerless against the fecundity in front of her.

		Standing in the changing room at the pool, Caroline remembered how when she was younger, people used to say she was beautiful—an adjective, and one that always made her a bit embarrassed. Back in those days, Caroline had felt more comfortable thinking of beauty as something separate from her, like a scarf or a coat you could check before going in to a show. She wondered now, however, if she had treated more things as a part of herself rather than an accessory, perhaps everything would have turned out differently. How long had she and Jack thought of themselves as in a marriage—a contract, a partnership—rather than married, entwined? Maybe  adjectives like beautiful and married, the way they sent the tendrils of their meanings into your self and soul, were harder to trade in than nouns—coat, marriage, wife.

		Or maybe the problem was that she spent her time thinking about adjectives and verbs while other people stood around looking like fresh-picked produce, Caroline thought as she grabbed her towel and headed out to the pool.

		
			 


		WHEN CAROLINE GOT HOME that night, she sat on the couch in her living room, staring at the wall of books. Jack’s books to the left of the fireplace, hers on the right. Caroline favored an alphabetical approach to shelving her books; she said it made it easier for other people to find them, which it did, but in reality she loved the process of finding a book through a rational process, only to open the pages and be caught in the memories of the person she had been when she first read it. And while Jack enjoyed reading, he hadn’t cared as much about the organization of the books, his shelf in the living room more a central gathering place than a sorting system.

		Caroline had always seen the differences in their approaches as a sign of their individuality, had even joked about it with friends when she gave informal tours of their house. Oh, that Jack. Oh, that Caroline.

		Now Caroline stood, looking at the two walls of books, and wondered if perhaps she had misinterpreted the symbolism. She went over to Jack’s side and took out the first book from the bottom shelf. Then she put it back.
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		CAROLINE’S OTHER RESPONSIBILITY at the bookstore was as hostess to the authors who came to sign books and read aloud to the groups that gathered in the soft, cushioned couches around the fireplace, the hard-back chairs arranged in rows. Caroline’s job was to supply authors with proper directions to the store, to ascertain which beverage they would prefer by their side as they read, to make sure that signing pens were available and sobriety was maintained. Although initially Caroline had thought the job would be exotic and exciting, so far it had been largely uneventful, the authors occasionally less than exciting or out-of-sorts from rain, which seemed to show up on event nights as if arranging the chairs in the bookstore was some kind of Pavlovian stimulus for the Pacific Northwest weather. But not much in the way of glamour.

		One afternoon, however, a few days after Caroline’s coffee date with Marion, the bookstore owner pulled Caroline aside.

		“We caught a big one,” he said excitedly. “Last minute. He’s coming to town to visit friends and he wants a gig so he can write off the trip.” He mentioned a name that made Caroline’s eyes grow large.

		“We’ll have to make sure everything is just right,” the owner said. “His publicist can’t be here, but she said to make sure someone takes him to dinner. And that he eats.”

		Caroline nodded. The author’s preference for liquid meals was material itself for several books.

		“You’ll take him then?” he asked.

		“Me?”

		“I can’t. My mother-in-law is going to be in town, and I promised I would be home. And we can’t get him any other time. But you can do this; it’ll be exciting. Just make sure he eats.”

		
			 


		CAROLINE LOOKED NERVOUSLY across the restaurant table. The Author, as Caroline had come to think of him, was every bit the legend she had imagined from the photos on the back of his numerous books. White hair flew about his head, and he spoke with an erudition that had Caroline mentally counting the clauses in his sentences as if they were mileposts in an effortlessly run marathon.

		He had ordered a bottle of red wine before the waitress even handed them their menus, and drained a glass before Caroline could get an hors d’œuvre, heavy on the protein, to the table. It appeared the only way Caroline could limit his alcohol intake was to drink as much of the bottle as she could. If only it was white wine, Caroline thought, she’d have a better chance. Red wine always made her fuzzy, and she could feel the effects well before the end of her second glass. But the Author seemed happy to carry the conversation; he could talk about anything, it seemed, from inside stories about the vineyard that grew the grapes for the wine they were drinking to the mating habits of dwarf kangaroos.

		“You know,” he commented casually, sitting back and looking at her, a cherry tomato from his salad forgotten on the tines of his upraised fork, “you really are very beautiful.”

		Caroline registered his words slowly and fought back the immediate urge to correct him, to explain that there were other women, younger women, who were obviously more worthy of the word. Relax, she told herself. The man was old enough to be her father, but it was still a compliment.

		
			“Thank you,” she responded, keeping her eyes steadily on her plate. That wasn’t so bad, she told herself—embrace the adjective, Caroline. The wine was warm in her chest, the air of the restaurant filled with the heady smells of garlic and butter and oregano. Maybe she was beautiful. Take that, Jack.
		

		Plates came and went; at one point Caroline excused herself to use the bathroom and when she returned, the waitress was uncorking a new bottle of wine.

		“Oh, we shouldn’t,” Caroline said to the waitress.

		“Too late now,” the Author interjected merrily. “Don’t worry, little chaperone,” he said to Caroline, “I’m a professional.”

		Caroline quickly checked her watch. An hour until the book event. She ordered coffee for both of them and cannoli, which she fervently hoped were filled with heavy ricotta. As they were finishing the last bites, she looked about to ask for the check, but their waitress was deeply engrossed talking to another table at the far side of the room.

		“So, I was wondering . . .” the Author trailed off. Caroline reluctantly stopped her efforts to attract the waitress and turned her attention to the man across the table from her.

		“Perhaps, if you’d be so kind . . .” The Author was motioning to his lap, hidden by the tablecloth.

		Years of mothering were hard to overcome. Caroline looked across the table, confused. Had he spilled something? Didn’t he have his own napkin?

		“Excuse me?” she asked.

		“A little stress relief, before the reading?” He smiled at her encouragingly.

		“What?”

		“Well, I mean, we’re getting along so well. I’ve never had a woman keep up with me on the wine like you have. And the way you lit up when I called you beautiful.” Then, more defensively, seeing her expression, “I don’t mean right here, of course. Surely you have some atmospheric little alcove back at the store?”

		Clarity broke like a plate on the floor. Looking at the Author’s confidently expectant expression, Caroline had a sudden memory of Jack confessing about his new girlfriend; the small flicker of pride he couldn’t quite hide, the excitement barely simmering under his concern—sincere enough, but honestly a bit late—that he might be hurting her.

		She had been so careful to keep things calm, for their son. To be amicable. Accommodating. She had watched her husband walk away from their marriage, taking only what he wanted, leaving behind the rest like a child handing his mother a half-finished ice cream cone on a hot day.

		Bastard, she thought suddenly, and felt a pure, bold surge  of hatred flash through her body. She looked across the table, straight into the eyes of the Author.

		“That’s quite an offer,” she said, “but I think I’ve taken care of enough boys in my life.”

		
			 


		THE READING WAS OVER, the Author shoved into his cab. Caroline locked the front door of the store, drove her station wagon around to the back and crammed the trunk full of empty boxes.

		When she got home, she hauled the boxes in and stood in the living room, facing the bookshelves. She thought about the day Jack left, the way he packed up his skis and his golf clubs and the nonstick pot he had bought so he could make risotto for her. He had gone out the front door without a glance at the bookshelves. She had followed him to the rental truck parked out front—when did he learn how to rent a truck? she wondered; it had always been she who did things like that—and she asked him if he was coming back for his books.

		“My new place is small,” he said, with that apologetic shrug of his shoulders she used to find endearing. Then he had gotten in the truck and left.

		Now Caroline stood in the living room facing his bookshelf, surrounded by the empty boxes she had brought in from the car. She yanked a four-volume set of Civil War histories from a middle shelf. It left a satisfying hole.
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		AN HOUR LATER, Caroline closed the flaps on her fourth box and straightened, feeling the muscles in her lower back and shoulders. It was almost eleven. She walked through the kitchen and out onto the back porch. It was the middle of October, the air chill, its scent a combination of wood smoke and the rain that would come later that night. Caroline shivered slightly and was about to walk back into the warmth of the house, or at least grab the sweater that was hanging over the chair at the kitchen table, when she heard the sound of two low voices in the backyard next door, muffled laughter.

		She paused, listening. The neighborhood was close-knit, and there had been a series of break-ins that had everyone watching out for one another even more than usual. She listened, trying to identify the voices, scanning the rhythms of their unintelligible words for patterns she recognized. And then she got it—her teenage neighbor, his girlfriend. Caroline was about to call out so she wouldn’t scare them, when she heard the pitch of the laughter change, dropping, low and throaty, adolescent mischief melding into adult need. Voices sliding into languid whispers, becoming urgent, the slow growl of a zipper parting. Caroline leaned against the doorjamb, unable to move.

		Her neighbor was a friend, the son only a few years younger than Brad. Caroline had seen the boy come home from the hospital when he was born. She should make a noise and stop the  couple, she thought; at the very least, call his mother. And yet she didn’t move. Part of her, she understood, didn’t want to move, wanted to listen to the seductive rhythm of entreaty and response filtering across the air toward her. She recognized the sounds, missed them in that deep and visceral way that she missed her husband, her life. She heard a soft moan, a quick intake of breath.

		
			 


		HER FIRST NIGHT with Jack had been in a hostel in Greece, twenty-five years ago. She hadn’t been with anyone before, but she didn’t want to tell him, didn’t want this glorious boy to turn his gaze to one of the million other girls with backpacks wandering about Europe. She wanted him from the moment she had seen him, a realization as clear and sharp as the intake of her breath when she had gone into the almost hidden anteroom of the church that day and looked up to see the ceiling covered in a mosaic of glittering blues and yellows, a universe made of glass. She had never seen anything like it and it made her stop, awestruck, wishing only that memories were solid objects that you could carry with you. And then there was Jack, entering the door as she exited, all blue eyes and wavy gold hair, and she thought, There you are.

		Jack, sneaking into her room in the hostel after the other girls were asleep, sliding in next to her in the lower bunk, the mattress already warm from waiting, her body and mind utterly awake from willing her roommates to unconsciousness. His fingers running across her in the scratchy twin bed,  his touch warm and light, tracing the arc where her forehead met her hair, moving down the length of her arms that she had lazily stretched—was that her?—above her head as he pulled off her shirt, his hands following the curves of her breasts and ribs and waist, sliding over her hip and coming to rest at the final curve of her spine. As her body reached for his she thought, This is why they make ceilings out of colored glass, in tiny rooms that few people will ever enter.

		She had seen that expression on his face again a few months ago, when he told her about the new woman, the one he was leaving her for. A longing.

		“I love you,” he had said. “But Allie—she’s still young enough to fall in love. I want to be in love like that.”

		After that first night in the hostel, Caroline and Jack had traveled together, following each other’s whims through the hot streets of Athens, along the beaches of sleepy little fishing villages.

		“Come back with me,” he had said, as they lay on the sand one evening, just out of sight of the little cluster of houses that called itself a town. He was about to start a graduate program in economics in Seattle, and Caroline was besotted enough to think of rain as romantic. She didn’t want to go home to New England, to her family who would think of her as the girl who had gotten on the plane, a girl she had grown past, like a train overtaking the cars on the highway, heading into mountains and valleys that her family had never seen, wouldn’t recognize. Seattle was a rain-washed slate for them to write a life on. And so she went with him.

		I grew up with you, Caroline had wanted to tell him, when he said he was leaving her, twenty-five

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OEBPS/image/baue_9781101516041_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/image/baue_9781101516041_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/image/baue_9781101516041_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/image/baue_9781101516041_oeb_002_r1.gif





OEBPS/font/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/image/baue_9781101516041_oeb_001_r1.jpg
JOY for
BEGINNERS

Erica Bauermeister

G. P. PurnAM's Sons

New York





OEBPS/image/baue_9781101516041_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
JOY por
BEGINNERS

-

Erica Bauermeister






