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Epigraph


Invariable repetition causes the excessive prolongation
 of a settled condition: therefore, says the poet,
 change is in all things sweet.


Aristotles Rhetoric, book 1, chapter 11













PROLOGUE





My grandmother is stirring the soup. Its almost ready, she says without turning around. You want some?


Its a Thursday night and Im in New Jersey visiting my father and stepmother and grandmother. I usually take the half-hour bus ride from New York City to Nutley every week, but I havent been here once in the past month. I call on Sundays, but none of them is much for the telephone. My father and stepmother dont like to chat, and Nonna frets about my phone bill, no matter how many times I tell her my cell phone is free all weekend.


Sure, I say. What are you making?


Stracciatella alla Romana, she says. But this is only stock. I havent added the rest yet.


When I was young, my father used to take the family out to dinner once a week. After my grandfather died and my mother ran off with her gynecologistthe same year, when I was ninemy grandmother moved in with us, and she scoffed at this habit. Mediocre restaurant food, she declared, was soul destroying. In the same amount of time it takes to go to a ristorante I could mash nice plum tomatoes with a little garlic in some good olive oil and have a fine, simple meal. Why waste time and money on food that is no good? Non lo gradisco. I will not do it!


In Nonnas kitchen, life was pared down to its simplest elements: flour, yeast in water, an egg. I loved coming home to a warm kitchen, the windows steamed from baking, the presence of a woman who didnt seem to wish she was elsewhere. I was grateful to her for taking care of us. She sewed buttons on my fathers shirts; grew herbs in the yard; baked taralli, spicy cookies, in the afternoons. Id stand by the stove and watch her make tiny meatballs, the size of large marbles, and plump gnocchi from scratch. As soon as I was old enough to wield a knife, I began to help heras Id never helped my mother, who didnt teach me anything about food, who equated cooking with indentured servitudeby chopping vegetables. Taglilo sottile. Slice it thin, Nonna would say, handing me a garlic clove. Like a fingernail.


I learned the importance of the soffritto, the first step in many Italian dishes, a foundation of flavor: Put olive oil or butter in the bottom of the pan and add finely chopped onion. Cook it slowly, stirring often, then add a sprinkle of fresh garlic, which will turn a pale gold. The next step, insaporire, or to bestow taste, involves adding parsley, celery, carrots, possibly some ground meat. If the soffritto is not cooked precisely, the flavor of the dish will be compromised. The onions must be sauted until they are translucent. The garlic must not be allowed to burn.


You have il regalo, Nonna told me one steamy August evening before I left for college. The gift. A light touch, an instinctive ability to substitute and improvise. I knew I had itit was one of the few things I was certain I did well. Though hopeless at chemistry in the classroom, I intuitively understood the alchemy of cooking. Once I learned the basics, the soffritto and the insaporire, I was on my way.


Nonna is eighty-eight now, and she moves slowly. Yet despite all the changes of the past fifteen yearsI moved to New York; my brother settled in Westchester; my mother died and my father remarriedNonna continues to rule the kitchen. More often than not, my father goes to the store to pick up ingredients for her after she dictates a list. She stands at the counter making dinner and listening to the radio, her hands trembling as she minces the onions and the garlic. When she has finished everything she needs to do, she sits at the table staring out the kitchen window at the driveway, her hands in her lap.


So how do you make stracciatella? I ask. I know how to make it; she has told me before. But I want her to tell me again. Nonna doesnt use recipes; she cooks by feel, by touch and taste and sight. She takes out the spinach, the eggs, the pecorino romano cheese, and instructs me to add a handful, a sprinkle, una punta piccola, a little pinch, just enough.


In my other life, in New York City, I am Angela Russo, Italian-Irish-American, not too much of any one thing. I dont conceal my Italian heritage, but I dont make a lot of it, either. It is hidden in plain sight. But in Nonnas kitchen I am an Italian girl, just as she used to be, learning to cook from her grandmother, who knows all the secrets.



















CHAPTER 1





After college I wanted to apply to culinary school, but my father, who is an accountant, objected. Cooking isnt a real job, he said.


Too much hard work, my stepmother chimed in. Terrible hours. Take my advice, Angela: Get a normal job where you can leave at five. Youll thank me when you have children.


Nonsense. Carpe diem! my mother exclaimed long-distance, but I wasnt inclined to take her advice. When she ran off with Murray Singer, she didnt just leave my father, she abandoned my brother and me. I overheard the arguments before she leftshe needed a clean break, she wasnt emotionally equipped to deal with needy children, my father had always been the better parent anyway. She and Murray moved across the country to Portland, Oregon, and I only saw her three times before, in my midtwenties, she was killed in a car accident. My brother and I flew out to the funeral, but it was hard to feel much for a woman who had written us out of her life fifteen years earlier, when we needed her most.


So after college I moved to New York City with Lindsay, my best friend from high school. We rented an apartment near the river on the Upper East Side and did temp work at consulting firms while looking for normal jobs where we could leave at five. I cast a wide net for positions available to liberal arts majors with no discernible skills except the ability to make lists, follow directions, and look fairly presentable. As in a game of musical chairs, the music stopped at event planning, and I sat down.


For the past five years Ive been planning events at the Huntsworth Museum, a modish showcase for contemporary art in lower Manhattan. While I like some things about my jobthe long-term planning combined with last-minute urgencies, the immediate gratification of momentary accomplishment, the blinking red light on my phone and the jaunty sherbet pop-up Post-its in a little box on my deskI also have to admit that its no longer much of a challenge. For the first few years the learning curve was steep, but now my days are spent gliding across a smooth plateau of predictability. I cant erase the nagging sense that theres something else out there for me, if only I knew which direction to take.


Its midmorning and Im sitting at my desk sipping my second cup of coffee, researching novelty circus acts online. My big project at the moment is a black-tie gala four weeks from now, a benefit for a new wing of avant-garde art featuring the works of the French artist Zo Devereux. Mary Quince, the curator and my boss, has said only that she wants color, pizzazz, an element of the outrageous. My idea is to stage an evening that animates figures from Zo Devereuxs paintingscircus and carnival performers, acrobats and fire-eaters and jugglers.


Mimes, jesters, clowns, you name it, apparently theyre all for hire,  la carte or as a group. I print out a selection of options to discuss with Mary and start e-mailing several of the acts to see if theyre available to perform on September 19. As Im tapping out an e-mail, my glance strays to the small ad at the bottom right of the screen:



Looking for Your Love Match:


DO SOUL MATES EXIST?




My finger hesitates for a moment over the mouse, and then I click on the tiny blue typeface.


I have found that the biggest moments in life, the ones that change everything, usually catch you by surprise. You might not even recognize them as they happen. Your finger is straying over the mouse and you click on the icon and suddenly you find yourself at the portal of a websitean embarrassingly named website, one that makes you wince: kissandtell.com.


Now why would you ever be drawn to such a place? More important, why would you linger?


A few days ago, during our usual Monday morning check-in, I told Lindsay about the abysmal blind date Id been on the Saturday night before, and then waited to hear the details of hers.


Well, Lindsay said, it wasnt, actually.


Wasnt what?


Abysmal. Believe it or not.


Riffling through the cluttered filing cabinet of my brain, I retrieved a scrap of memory: Lindsay joined an online dating service about a month ago. An amateur photographer took her picture. The resulting image, an off-the-shoulder embarrassment in soft focus, provoked a deluge of responses, mostly from shady guys on Long Island. Dont tell meits Hot4U, I joked.


Lindsay laughed uncomfortably. It was clear she regretted sharing this detail. Actually, it is, she said. But the name is tongue-in-cheek. You know, an ironic commentary on the whole online-dating thing.


I see, I said dubiously.


She sighed. This guy is so great, Ange. So cute, so nice. So smart. I dont know. This is going to sound crazy, but I think maybe Ive found my soul mate.


Are you kidding? Itspretty soon to be talking soul mates, isnt it, Linz?


I know! she said. Arent you happy for me?


That night, after a dinner of four warm Krispy Kremes straight from the bag, I climbed into a sudsy bath and closed my eyes. How many people, I wondered, can actually claim to have found their soul mate, the one person in the world destiny has set aside for them? Not many, Id bet. Im skeptical that there is such a thing. Im inclined to believe that the whole concept of a soul mate is like Sasquatch, the giant hairy ape-man of legend who turned out to be nothing more than a guy in a monkey suit running through a forest.


But now, sitting at my desk, I thinkif Lindsay believes shes actually found her soul mate, who am I to scoff and ridicule?


When you read the Sunday wedding sectionthe womens sports page, as Lindsay calls itto see how people met, you discover that its often in the most accidental of ways, in the unlikeliest of places. At a funeral. In the park. In the back of an airplane. At the grocery store. Which makes those of us who havent found the right one edgy. Are you my life partner? Are you? If I dont go to this party, or if I stay in my apartment on a sunny Saturday instead of heading over to Central Park with a picnic blanket and the Times, will I miss meeting the man of my dreams? You could drive yourself crazy with the what-ifs and why-nots.


After a while you start appraising fire hydrants and telephone poleshmm, tall, sturdy, good posture, could be the one.


The other day on TV a so-called relationship expert said that its when you arent looking for love that you find it. But what does that mean, exactly? The truth is, even if you make a pact with yourself that youre not looking and dont care, a piece of you is always waiting for love to happen. Especially if youre a woman who might someday want to give birth to a kid or two, and youre thirty-three.


The problem with your best friend putting an idea in your head, even if its an idea you loathe (or perhaps especially if its an idea you loathe) is that then its in there, gestating, like the larvae of a nasty insect that burrows under your skin.


Sogiven the myriad ways in which people can and do meet, and the frank reality that I have managed to live for more than three decades without meeting my soul mate, perhaps I should give it a try.


And so it is that I find myself at kissandtells buoyantly graphic home page. Never go on a bad date again! promises the slogan at the top, and while that strikes me as unrealistic, I find myself caught up in the madcap hopefulness of it all. Pricking up my ears for the click-click of Mary Quinces heels, I fill out the free entry form. I compile a shopping list of my requirements with the zeal of an early-bird shopper on the day of a big sale: male, between the ages of thirty-fivescratch that, twenty-nineand forty; no kids; college educated. I specify my geographical locale as New York region and click Done.


A little human icon on the screen crosses its arms and cocks its head, as if considering my request. After a moment a database of postage-stamp-size photos and screen names pops up. I scroll down the seemingly endless list, most with suggestive or boastful screen names and subtle-as-a-mallet opening lines, only the first eight words of which are visible, followed by a trail of ellipses. The screen names generally contain a vanity-license-plate combo of numbers and letters, upper-and lowercase, puns and double entendres. Look4Love, Bod4U, SINgledad. (That ones just creepy.) Though most photos are clearly intended to show off the subjects best features, the men tend to look either menacing, intense, meek, too pumped, or downright dweeby.


I click on a photo, and the profile is revealed. Chuck, thirty-four, is an actuary who knows how to have a good time. He has been burned before but remains confident that the woman of his dreams is out there. Robert, thirty-one, wants a mutually satisfying relationship with a fellow bodybuilding enthusiast from the tristate area. Colin, a thirty-nine-year-old firefighter, is looking for a red-haired beauty who is ready to start a family and would be happy living on Staten Island. It doesnt take much reading between the lines to spot the guys who live in the same house with or next door to their parents.


As I consider these options, my gaze strays from the computer screen to the bulletin board on my wall. Tacked to the gray synthetic fabric is a photo, torn from a magazine, of a weathered elfin cottage on the Maine coast. Several times a day my glance strays to this photo; the image has become totemic, as unreal a place as Middle Earth. Just looking at it soothes me, the way sound machines of waves or rain can calm your nerves. I have never been to Maine, but in my imagination life there isnt so complicated. I picture a lump of dough rising under a tea towel on a kitchen counter; pansies spilling from a window box; seagulls the size of small dogs, circling in slow motion overhead.


Impulsivelyperhaps recklesslyI widen my search, inching up the East Coast. Near Boston I find fewer Italians and bankers, more Irish Catholics and lawyers. Curiously, my qualms about serial rapists and ax murderers diminish the farther north I go, as if all the miscreants and deviants in the northeastern U.S. have confined themselves to the New York area, and the rest is safe.


Moving up the coastline, the pickings get slimmer. Maybe theres a dating website specifically for Mainers, or perhaps Internet dating hasnt really caught on there yet. There is a grand total of six profiles. Most of the head shots feature guys wearing baseball hats with obscure local slogans. Then, all at oncehey! I am gazing into the ice blue eyes of a thirty-five-year-old with the screen name MaineCatch. His opening teaser is Sail away with me No baseball cap, a nice tan, a full head of slightly tousled blond hair, navy blue tennis shirt. I sit up straight in my desk chair and click on his picture.


in the night, and all day, too, the teaser ends. As I read the profile I have to remind myself to breathe. It turns out that Rich, thirty-five, runs a sailing school in a coastal town on Mount Desert Island (Where? I must Google it immediately). Five eleven and 180 pounds, he has never been married, is a nonpracticing Protestant, loves Italian food and shellfish. Besides sailing, his interests include curling up with a good book, my dog Sam (short for Samantha), hiking, andcooking.


My heart thumps.


I click a button that says Register for free! I can post my profile and picture, and receive and respond to inquires, but if I want to contact someone, Ill have to pay the monthly charge of $29. Theres a feature called tagging that allows you to comment on someones profile without joining by using one of ten canned lines they provide (Youre hot! Check me outmaybe we can start a fire together).


I fill in the blanks:


Name: Angela (no last name).


Age? Am tempted to lie, then realize that it might lead to a potentially unpleasant spurning scenario. 33.


Religion: Nonpracticing Catholic.


Profession: Event Planner.


Hometown: New York City.


Vital statistics: Hmm. Tempted to ignore or minimize, but realize that this is risky. How is it that most people on this website describe themselves as slim when most Americans are overweight? I check medium height, medium build. Then, reconsidering, change it to slim.


Hobbies /activities: Watching old Lifetime movies in bed, drinking vodka tonics, going out with friends, reading the Styles section, trolling the Chelsea flea market, eating out. Going to the gym every four or five days and trotting on the treadmill for the duration of Access Hollywood.


My fingers hover over the keyboard.


Had I the kind of lifestyle wherein one might actually cultivate interesting hobbies, what would they be? Not that I have ever actually done it, but if I did exercise in a nongym way, I think I might enjoy hiking.


SoHiking.


The one time I went sailing, with friends at a time share in the Hamptons, I threw up over the side of the boat, but Im sure I could grow to love it. I like everything except the water part. The beautiful wooden vessels, the salt-crisp nautical wear, picnics on deck with a glass of wine. The shiny, curving wood in the cabin and the rounded windows belowdecks.


Sailing.


When I was little I wanted a dog. I begged for years, and finally got a mutt named Rusty. He didnt take well to housetraining and tended to snap, and when he was almost a year old he met an unfortunate end after ingesting rat poison left in the garage by my dad. But I have no doubt that I could grow to love someone elses adored dog, particularly a Lab named Sam.


Dogs.


And then theres cooking. For this one I dont have to lie or fudge. I write, Enjoys cooking Italian food and shellfish with friends, al fresco dining under a clear, star-filled sky. The lyrics of that oldies song about pia coladas and getting caught in the rain waft through my head.


So call it coincidence, call it kismet, call it what you will, but my interests dovetail quite nicely with those of MaineCatch.


Several months ago the publications director of the museum took a picture of me for the annual report. Its like a yearbook photostiff smile, white blousebut its all Ive got. I fish it out of a drawer and hurry down the hall to the industrial-strength printer/scanner, scanning it through before I have time to second-guess myself. On the computer screen, I am cheered to see, I look a little better than in real life.


I finish filling out my profile and hesitate over the screen name. It should convey cool nonchalance as opposed to sluttish desperation. What would appeal to Mr. Catch? I try out a few. Ready2Sail? Too obvious. NewYorkCatch? Erk. I flash through a few possibilitiesSpicyGirl, LemonLover (like my grandfather, I do love lemons, butno)before trying out NewYorkGirl.


NewYorkGirl. I think about it for a moment. Its a stretch, but anyone can see my age on the form. Its breezy. Im going with it.


Since I am disinclined to pay for this, I scroll through the short list of generic options and fix on the one that seems most neutral: Im intrigued! Check me out.


I send my profile and the canned tagline to MaineCatch and get a confirmation notice from the website. I feel a flash of regret, and then a tingle of hope. Its the same feeling I had when I was ten and stuffed a message in a bottle and tossed it off a pier into the ocean. Now that I remember it, the bottle kept washing up onshore with the tide and I finally gave upbut still. My message is out there, and now all I can do is wait and see.















CHAPTER 2





Mimes and jesters, it turns out, are a dime a dozen, but a good fire-eater is hard to find. After half an hour of following leads, I am finally on the phone with one of them, a cranky, demanding guy named Frank. Im doing my best to get him to give me some references, but he doesnt want to cooperate.


Yeah, yeah, he says, sighing dramatically. Ive got references, but I gotta dig em out from god-knows-where, and frankly, right now I dont need the work that bad. Fire-eatings big these days, Cirque du Soleil or I dont know what.


Sure, I understand, I say. Its just that its a formality. I cant hire you unless I talk to someone. Anyone. Your dog, even, if your dog could talk.


His laugh sounds vaguely evil. Well, that can be arranged.


As were talking I click idly onto kissandtell again. Oh my God! MaineCatch has written back. Now Frank wants to know which other carnies Ive been talking toIts a small world, kid, believe me, and I cant stand the half of embut I cant resist peeking at what Ive reeled in.


You intrigue me, too. But why is a city gal like you interested in a country boy like me?


Frank is going on and on, and its all I can do to stop myself from hanging up on him.



Well, youre my number one choice, I tell him. Im not signing anybody else until I get you.


Runs a sailing school. Lives on an island. Dog named Sam.


Maybe opposites attract, I write. And send.


Lets talk about your fee, I say to Frank, settling down to business. The price seems exorbitant to me, even given the fact that he shoves fire down his esophagus for a living.


I click back to kissandtell. So maybe we should find out, MaineCatch has written. Already! My heart pitter-pats, then thumps, like the tail of a friendly dog as you get closer to petting it. Lets take this conversation off-road. Call me, 207-555-2814.


I sit back in my chair, flummoxed. A number! Isnt Internet dating supposed to be anonymous, at least for a while? Doesnt this break the rules? (And isnt the guy supposed to call first?)


For advice on these and other questions, I do what any sane woman would do: I call my best friend.


He gave you his number? He wants you to call him? Lindsay repeats.


Uh-huh.


That seems a littlefast.


Hes from Maine. He lives on an island.


Maybe that explains it, she says. He clearly has no idea what hes doing. Theres an etiquette to this, for Gods sake! She pauses for a moment, then says, What are you doing hooking up with a guy from Maine, anyway?


Oh, he says he wants to move, I lie. Sowhat should I do?


Just ignore him and hell go away. Somethings not right about this guy.


I hang up the phone and brood. Whats so wrong with talking to him? Hearing his voice? You can tell a lot about a guy by his voice.


Theres a sharp rap on my doorinstantly identifiable as Mary Quinces knuckleand I click quickly to another screen. She pops in, all business, frameless glasses perched on her head and lavender cardigan buttoned at the throat. Big Apple Circus, she says, click-clicking over to my desk and looking over my shoulder at the screen. Are we having any luck?


Just got off the phone with a bona fide fire-eater, I report. Im about to call his references.


Mary looks at her watch. Were cutting this close, she says, as if the party is minutes away. Her watch has no calendar; its a symbolic gesture. Also, she doesnt mean we, she means me. Ive never actually missed a deadline or botched an event, but that doesnt stop Mary from obsessing. Its what she does best.


Everythings coming together just fine, I say in my most competent voice.


The big secret of event planning is that hundreds of things always go wrong. The planners skill comes in knowing how to minimize the problems. After youve organized half a dozen events, you realize that you dont have to invent the form each time; some things universally work, and some dont. You must send invitations by mail. Important people must feel pampered. Nobody eats crudits unless the vegetables are fancy. Speeches should never last more than seven minutes.


What truly matters can be counted on one hand: the invitation, the food, the entertainment, the drinks, and the little details people have time to dwell ongift bags, table centerpieces. Having a theme thats carried out from the invitation through the party favors also impresses people. You learn to focus 90 percent of your attention on these things.


You know, Angela, this event is very important to the identity of the museum. Its imperative that we get it absolutely right. Mary taps her pen against her teeth. Im thinking of sending you to Boston to meet with several of our key benefactors, the Charles Byemores and the Langley Biddle-Smyths. I think its not a bad idea to explain our vision for the gala, get their input. We want to make them happy.


Tapping her teeth again, she turns and heads for the door. Then she turns back and says, When I say send I mean well do what we canthe train, at least. Do you have an old college roommate up there you can stay with?


I do not, in fact, have an old college roommate up there I can stay with. But this is the first time Mary Quince has proposed that I travel for work, and Im as thrilled as a monkey would be about escaping from the zoo. I can rustle somebody up, I say, and Mary says, Good. Then lets make this happen. I will call the Byemores and the Biddle-Smyths to set up a meeting. She beams at me. I am so pleasedreally, Angelaat how this is working out. This event could be a career-maker for you, you know.





To call or not to call? While Im ostensibly workingokay, I am working; my job is not so difficult that I cant obsess about my personal life at the same timeI am weighing pros and cons in my head.


CONS




	Calling looks overeager, even desperate.


	He might be a dud, a freak, or worse.


	The whole point of this Internet thing is to get to know someone slowly and safely.


	Ive been Internet dating for less than a day! Maybe somebody better is out there. Isnt it too early to focus on one random connection when there are so many other possibilities?





PROS




	What if this is The One? It would be a story to tell our grandchildren: There I was, in New York City, and there your grandfather was, on the coast of Maineand now here we are, happy as honeymooners forty years later, running an international sailing school from our cozy waterfront cottage.


	What do I have to lose?




I pick up the phone. Clear my throat. Take a breath. Put down the phone. Pick it up again and punch in the numbers.


Hello? a male voice answers.


Hello? I say idiotically, as if Im not the one calling.


New York City? His voice, a little gravelly with a slight Boston accent, sounds far away, and he seems to be shouting. I realize that hes probably outside somewhere, and the area code came up on his cell phone window.


Yes. This is, umAngela. New York Im about to say Girl, but it feels too dumb to say, so I just leave it hanging.


After a moment he says, How are ya, Angela. Its not a question, simply a greeting.


Im fine, I answer anyway. I feel like Im in a foreign country, trying out an unfamiliar language.


How are you?


Fine, thank you. And you?


Fine, thank you.


Can you tell me where I can finda toilet?a nice restaurant?some cheap souvenirs?


I hear a flapping sound. Wind? Are you on the water? I ask.



Just about, he shouts. Im on the dock. Its a beautiful day for sailing, Angela. Guess you can hear the sail.


Yep, I say.


So you called, he says.


Are you surprised?


Nah, not really, he says. But I wouldnt have been surprised if you hadnt, either.


Thatsphilosophical of you.


He laughs. You cant waste your time worrying about shit, right? Que sera, as they say.


This is not, it must be said, a viewpoint I share. Which isnt to say that I dont find it immensely appealing. Well, Im surprised I called, I say. Its very unlike me.


Oh, really. Hows that?


Im not usually sobold.


Well, I like it. Its working for you.


In the background I hear the caw-caw of a seagull. The sail is flapping and the wind is blowing and Im sitting here in my basement office staring at an in-box filled with 114 e-mails, most of which are subject-headed things like Mail Merge Lists and Head Count for Gala.


Look, Im getting ready to head out, he says. Though Id rather keep talking to you. That husky voice. Those seagulls. Can I call you later this afternoon?


Oh, jeez, I dont know. Okay, I say, trying to sound nonchalant.


Ive got your number, he says, and Im thinking, yes, indeed you do.





The rest of the day is a blur. E-mail, e-mail, e-mail, phone call, phone call, down the hall (within earshot of my phone) to talk to Audrey Gruber, who is coordinating the lists. Lunch at my desk. Finally, sometime around four oclock, the phone rings and its him. The next thing I know its five fifteen and people are starting to leave and Im still talking to MaineCatchaka Richard Saundersabout everything and nothing. The members of my family have become characters in a sitcomthe old-country Italian grandmother, the accountant father and his cat-loving wife, the free-spirited mother, the estranged yuppie brother. In this TV-Land universe Im a spunky career gal who had a revelation one day that she was working too darn hard and maybe it was time to wake up and smell the sea salt.


Of course, it turns out that Rich isnt exactly a country boy. From our conversation I glean details, like silverfish caught in a net: He grew up in a wealthy Portland family and went to boarding school before attending a small, leafy New England college. After a couple of restless years, mostly spent sailing instead of studying, he dropped out and invested some family money in the sailing school he owns in Spruce Harbor. Its been ten years now, and the business is doing fine, but something, he confides, is missing.


The more he talks, the more convinced I become that that something is me. Im keeping my cool, keeping the conversation going, but my mind, as usual, is racing ahead. The wind is blowing, the air smells of pine and the sea, and Rich and I are living in that white cottage with the wood-shingled roof, apricot roses blooming on a trellis by the front door. A fire glows in the fireplace, a dog drinks water in the back hall. I stand in the kitchen baking bread, and the cottage is warm and yeasty.


Rationally I know that these tepid Hallmark images have nothing to do with reality. But its too late for reason. In my heart Im halfway to Maine.















CHAPTER 3





I try to keep my mind on my job, but its a struggle. Mimes and jesters are no match for a husky-voiced sailor who might just be the man of my dreams.


Datingwell, okay, online flirtinggives your life a whole new perspective. Describing myself and my habits, Im struck by how cramped and rote my existence has become. I work underground and live in a box. My social life has dwindled as one friend after another has paired up, married, gotten pregnant, and moved out of town. Ive been to so many wedding and baby showers in the past few years that I buy vases and crib quilts in bulk. I love to cook, but my airplane-galley kitchen has room for only one, so if I invite people over for dinner they have to huddle in the hall. Lately Ive taken to storing sweaters in my oven.


Communication between us is as straightforward as a childrens book. We talk about sailing and the weather and what the weather was like out sailing. We talk about our favorite childhood memories (hisgoing to Disneyland; minewearing down my feminist mother enough to get a Malibu Barbie town house for Christmas when I was seven). It doesnt matter what we talk about. I just like to hear him talk. And I like feeling wanted. I lie on my bed chatting on the phone as if Im in high school. Its all very high schoolthe love notes (now e-mail), the heart-melting sound of his voice when I pick up the phone, the breathtaking high of a crush.


He doesnt hide his feelings. Im lonely, he says.


He is refreshingly direct. Youre too far away. I want to see you.


I want to see you.


He tells me about the slap of salty air on his face at six in the morning, the sharp waves and slick surface of the boat. He describes being out in deep water when the only boats in sight belong to hardy lobstermen, or when there arent any other boats. He talks about building a fire at home at night, collapsing in a big chair, exhausted and sunburned, watching the flames.


The stories he tells reinforce all my fantasies. Little cottage, rocky coast, solitude. I want to fall through the phone and into his arms.


He laughs about our long-distance romance. What the hell are we doing? he says. I havent dated anybody south of Augusta in ten years. Augusta, I find out through MapQuest, is way up there.


When he learns I was an English major in college, he starts sending me haikus:




She lives in New York


Im on an island in Maine


Who? What? Where? When? Why?




Okay, not exactly lyrical, but who needs a tortured poet when you can have a man of the sea?


As it happens, the when and where present themselves sooner than I expect. Mary Quince sets a date for me to meet in Boston with the Byemores and the Biddle-Smyths, and even offers to put me up in a hotelnot a hotel Ive ever heard of, mind you, but surely a step above my nonexistent college roommates couch. When I happen to mention to Richthat is, plant the ideathat Im coming to Boston, he muses that maybe hell journey down the coast to meet me.




Sailing to Boston


Angela will check me out


Ill check her out, too!




Early on a Thursday morning, I board the train from Penn Station to South Station. My stomach is fluttery; Ive barely eaten for three days. Once again, in my head I am narrating my experience as if to grandchildren: And then Grandma got on the train for the ride to meet your grandpa for the first time. She was nervous, but also excited. She went to the hotel and sat in the lobby reading Metropolitan Home. Then she looked up, and through the revolving door


There he is. He has an athletes confident movements, and he iscute. Really cute. Hes wearing faded Levis, a white T-shirt, and a heather green wool V-neck sweater, with a small duffel bag slung over one shoulder. When he sees me he grins boyishly and saunters over, leaning down to kiss me on the cheek.


How are ya, Angela.


I cant believe you came, I say.


I cant either, he says. He swings the duffel off his shoulder and onto the floor. The sheer animal fact of him shocks me; he is a cartoon character come to life, Pinocchio transformed into a real boy. Part of me truly believed that he existed only in cyberspace, in the disembodied blink of a cursor.


Now that I have a chance to look at him, I try to put the pieces together. How to reconcile the gravelly voice, the goofy haikus, the Buddha-like serenity of his screen persona with this lanky, slightly preppy guy in front of me?


So, are you checking me out? he asks.


Yes, I say.


He sits down beside me on the couch and smiles. His front-right tooth is slightly chipped, and he has fine lines around his eyes, the kind I imagine you get from squinting into the sun out on the open sea. What do you think?


He doesnt need confirmation of his looks; he must be plenty aware. So I say, What do you think?


He looks me up and downflirtatiously, easily, as if just by looking hes telling me what he thinks. Youre prettier than your picture. A lot.


Thanks. I didnt realize my picture was that bad, but good to know.


I like your hair. He reaches out and lifts a strand. Its so shiny and dark.


What a strange thing to say! But kind of endearing. Thanks, I say. I like yours, too.


Thanks. He laughs. Chuckles, actually. You dont really like my hair.


No, I do. Its allblond and windswept.


Thats true. At least I have some, right?


Yeah. Then I hasten to add, Not that I have anything against bald guys.


He laughs again. Well, thats good. Not that I care, really. Not being bald.


Well, how do you feel about bald women?


Youre telling me thats a wig?


No. I just meanin general.


Oh. Well, I guess when I see a bald woman, I think shes probably sick.



Oh. Yeah, I say.


Shaking his head, he says, This is a weird conversation.


I know. How did we start talking about bald women?


I dont know.


Should we start again?


Yeah. Lets start again.


Now its a little awkward. Im not worried, though; Im so high on adrenaline and nerves that Im hovering on a cloud. Were sitting side by side and in the silence Im wondering if theres anything stuck between my front teeth. Its a warm fall daywarmer than I expectedand I wonder if he can tell that Im sweating. I also wonder if he thinks hes staying with me here, in this hotel, or what. Then I remember that he sailed heresailed here!and it occurs to me that a sailboat thats big enough to make the trip from halfway up the state of Maine must have a sleeping cabin.


So how was your trip? he asks, and I say, at the same time, God, Ive been so rude! You sailed here. How was it?


He raises his eyebrows, seemingly amused. He tells me about his voyage, using words like knots and wind velocity and aft, the basic gist being that the trip was fine, if bumpy, and getting into the harbor was a little complicated, maneuvering around all the big boats, and that hed never actually sailed such a distance alone before, but it was a good thing to do and now he could really use a drink. Should we go somewhere for a beer?


Im listening closely but only catching every other word. Instead Im noticing how his jeans are slightly worn on the front of his thighs and his forearms are evenly tanned, like a perfectly toasted marshmallow. I look into his eyes, piercing and blue. Hes chewing gum, spearmint, I think, and I listen for the hard snaps between words, inhale the waft of mint in the air between us. Its a manly way to chew gum, a Kevin CostnerinBull Durham way.



A man like this does not, I think, exist in New York.


We go for a drink at a pub called the Irish Nickel and sit in a corner booth and I tell him about the mimes and jesters and the planning for this overblown, silly event and the crazy French artist whose canvases are startling and fresh. He wants to know all about living in the citythe dirt, the crime, the congestionand I find, as I always do when encountering people whove never been to New York, that I am caught off guard by both the truths and mistruths in the stereotypes. Yes, New York is dirty, and crime occurs, and apartments are small, and restaurants are crowded. But I also tell him about what its like to walk along West End Avenue at dusk when no one else is on the street, and the surprising wilderness of the Ramble in Central Park, and the quiet civility of most New Yorkers, who simply want to exist in peace. I cant figure out whether he is genuinely curious or nodding along out of politeness. Or something else.


After several beershe convinces me to try Bar Harbor ale, a beer on tap, which has a tangy, earthy flavor I could get used toIm more interested in the something else than in what Im saying. Weve been talking for two hours, and now all I can think about is how nice it would be to kiss him, to feel his rough stubble on my cheek, his wind-chapped lips on mine. Our conversation slows. I sense his hand on my thigh.


His hand. On my thigh.


The beer, his hand, no dinnersomehow I end up on his boat, clutching the wooden banister as I sway behind him down the narrow stairs to the cabin. I pull my shirt over my head in the moonlight. He slips a finger under the low waistband of my skirt, runs his hand up my side, traces the underwire of my bra, slips the clasp, bends down and runs his lips lightly along my hardened nipple. His breath is warm and dry. His touch is tender; he knows just how fast to move. When I stretch out alongside his warm mammal self, I press the bottoms of my toes against the tops of his, standing prone on his feet, the parts of us joining like a puzzle.




My eyes open. Its dark, and for a moment I think Im in a hotel room with the shades drawn. Then I feel beneath me the pull of the water, the slight turn of the hull, the vertiginous sensation of rocking in darkness. I see the disheveled head on the pillow beside me, a slope of shoulder. I lift my wrist and turn it slightly to squint at my watch: 6:25.


Im supposed to meet the Byemores and the Biddle-Smyths at the Fogbottom Gallery downtown at nine oclock sharp.


Rich doesnt move, doesnt open his eyes as I extract myself from the bed, shimmying around him to creep to the floor. The bed is flat against the curve of the boat, so snug that you can barely sit up. It would be the perfect bed to stay in all day, emerging up the stairs into twilight and cocktails.


Now that I see the cabin in the daylightor as much daylight as you can get through narrow, foot-tall windows with blackout curtainsits a little dingy. A bachelor pad. Theres a row of empty amber beer bottles lined up along the window near the sink, which is full of Hot Pocket and American cheese wrappers.


I have to pee really badly, but dont want to. The toilet, behind a flimsy door, is right beside his sleeping head. Last night after peeing I couldnt figure out how to flush, whether to push or pull or pump, and he had to do it for me. Ill say one thingI thought Id never experience a living space smaller than a New York studio apartment.


Quietly I pull out my clothes, my crumpled green skirt and smoke-smelling black top, both as unappealing the day after as a hangover. I step into my slingbacks, and they flap on the floor. Rich stirsa slumbering giant; Im the damsel trying to escape before he awakens. Ive already started up the stairs when he says, Hey.


Hey, I say, frozen halfway up the ladder.


He props himself on an elbow. Where you going?


My meetings at nine, I say.


He squints at the clock and falls back on the bed as if exhausted by the effort. Its six thirty. Come back here.


I cant, I say. Ive got to get to the hotel and take a shower.


No you dont.


I laugh. What?


Come here, he says.


And I do.


A few days ago I went to a fortune-teller on West Fourth during my lunch hour. She examined my wrist for a moment, then raised her eyebrows and shook her head. Big change coming, she said. I dont know when exactly, but I predict soon. That evening in my apartment I ordered moo shu from the Chinese take-out place downstairs. My fortune read Of all forms of caution, caution in love is the most fatal.


These messages, taken together, seem too significant to dismiss.


For several years in my midtwenties, I went out with a cellist named Lewis who eventually broke my heart. Wed met in a normal, old-world way: at a dinner party hosted by mutual friends. Lewis was slight and intense, with dark wiry hair and mud-puddle eyes. I appreciated his long musician fingers and martini-dry wit; he appreciated my rent-controlled sublet and homemade marinara. And maybe a few other things. But he left me for a violist even slighter and paler than he.


It took a while to get over him. I dated a succession of lawyers and bond traders who had in common an unapologetic callowness, an adolescent charm. For a while I found these qualities hard to resist, but as the years passed and the charm was revealed, more often than not, to be little more than arrogant self-regard, it became decidedly less appealing.


I have always been an optimist, teased by my friends for my tendency to look on the bright side, but in the past few years Ive begun to feel the insidious embrace of cynicism, to seek comfort in the warmth of that cloak. I fear that my capacity for joy is dimming, that my standards have become impossibly high, that I am peremptorily dismissive, inventing facts to build a case against someone, like a corrupt prosecutor. And for what? Sometimes I wake up on a Saturday morning appalled by my own sovereignty in
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“Incredibly moving, beautifully written,
with characters so alive you want them
to come and visit." —Caroline Leavitt






