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My old life ended at the South Coast Book Awards. I was the author of five critically acclaimed novels that no one had ever heard of. I was attending the awards ceremony because I was nominated in the Mainstream Fiction category for my most recent novel, My Self-Portrait of Someone Else. Sometimes people’s lives change forever when they win something huge; mine changed because I lost something small.

It wasn’t just this awards ceremony that made me want to chuck everything and start over from scratch. If my life had been a novel, readers would have seen the foreshadowing in any number of incidents that led up to that evening. What happened at the South Coast Book Awards wasn’t the worst moment of my writing career; it was simply the last, the event that jerked my former existence to a final, screeching halt.

At the ceremony, I was sitting at a table with a group of writers of how-to computer books. They all knew each other. The event took place in a hotel meeting room. You may not think of southern California as a place where a lot of writers live. Most of the time, it seemed to me that I was living in a land of software engineers and biotech specialists. But once a year, I found myself in a room packed with writers of every physical description, ethnic group, interest area, and income level. Of course, many of them wrote about computers and biotechnology, but still, the room was so filled with writers that the waiters could hardly squeeze between the tables. Small talk nearly drowned out the Easy Classics tape. I didn’t have a date for the evening. My boyfriend, Andrew, a software engineer, never came with me to these events. He said he wouldn’t know what to talk about in a roomful of writers. I tried to explain that he would have more in common with most of the attendees than I would, but he was unconvinced. He asked me, “Why would I want to pay thirty dollars to eat a bad dinner, make polite conversation with people I don’t care about, and listen to a bunch of boring speeches?” I didn’t have a good answer for him, so I went alone.

“Who are you again?” a woman asked me, shouting over the noise of the crowd, as we waited for our drinks to arrive. I had already introduced myself a few minutes earlier.

“Charlotte Dearborn,” I said again. “I’m a novelist.”

“A novice?” a man across the table shouted, cupping a hand behind one ear. “We’ve all got to start somewhere!” He smiled magnanimously. Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Starting out is the hardest part,” a young woman across from me said. “When I first started—”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I said I write novels. The one I’m nominated for is my fifth, and it’s called My Self-Portrait of—”

“Self-published first novel!” said a heavy man with a frizzy gray pony tail. “More power to ya!”

I shook my head. “It’s published by Collard & Stanton. You know, in New York? It’s about a portrait artist who—”

I didn’t continue because just then a waiter brought rolls, and everyone leaned forward to peer into the basket and see what kind.

I participated in this kind of event in the hope that the press coverage it generated might sell a few more copies of my books. However, there had been no media at all at last year’s event. After winning the highest honor of the evening, I hadn’t even ended up with my name in the San Diego newspaper. I was hoping that this year there would be some press. Now I put dressing on my salad and stayed out of the conversation at my table, which was about computers and people I didn’t know.

After dessert, there was a rambling speech by a local television chef about the vast and varied writing community in our area, how fortunate we all were to live here. Then the awards presentation began. There were a lot of categories—cookbooks, children’s picture books, self-published poetry, eight different categories for books having to do with computers. Everyone at my table either won an award or was the date of someone who did. I clapped for each of them. As they returned to the table, I admired their plaques and congratulated them.

“And now,” said Jim Shaw, after what seemed like hours, “we’ve reached the very last category and one of my own special favorites.” I sat up straighter and felt for my lipstick in my purse. Almost home, I thought. Jim said, “It’s the horror fiction category.”

“What?” I said loudly.

Jim continued. “I’ve been reading scary stories since I was six years old. I love ’em. We’re blessed with a thriving community of excellent horror writers from historical to sci-fi. So it gives me great pleasure to announce the three nominees in this category. They are Aaron Garner for Never-Ending Nightmare, Bonnie Chernoff for Screaming Bloody Murder, and Cheryl Dearborn for Self-Portrait of Myself.” He began to open the envelope. He did this slowly to heighten the drama.

“Oh, no!” I said. I turned to the man on my left. “They got my title wrong, my name wrong, and my category wrong!” The man looked annoyed that I was talking during the presentation. I went on. “This is a mistake! I’m supposed to be in mainstream fiction!” I turned to the woman on my right. “This is not—I can’t—what should I do?”

A couple of people at my table turned to me, smiling tolerantly, even though I was making noise and distracting them.

“And the winners are,” said Jim, pulling the paper from the envelope, “in third place, Charlotte DiBone for Soft Portrait.”

The people at my table smiled and clapped. I walked to the front of the room, took my award certificate, walked back through the tables, out of the room, down the stairs to the lobby, and out the door to the parking lot. I dropped the certificate in a trash can and drove home.

 

Of course, it wasn’t the awards ceremony that made me decide to give up writing. When you lose a war, it probably doesn’t end with the explosion of a big bomb or the death of an important general. While such a singular event may directly precede your walking out of your bunker with your arms raised, a white flag held high in one hand, defeat happens by degrees. And so it was with my career as a novelist. The award I didn’t win was simply the last of a series of defeating events.
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The next morning, a Saturday, I prepared myself to tell Andrew that I was quitting writing. I made coffee for both of us. He was sitting at one of his computers in our bedroom. “Thanks,” he said, taking the cup I handed him. Then when I didn’t walk away, he looked up. “What?” he said, and then looked back at the screen.

“I’m not going to write anymore,” I said slowly and clearly so there would be no mistake about the seriousness of my decision. “No more novels. No more short stories, essays, book reviews, articles. I am quitting. As of right now. I’m finished with writing. Forever.”

I thought he was going to say how disappointed he was in me, how I was letting us both down by giving up my dream. I was ready with a long list of reasons.

Andrew turned in his chair and said, “Good idea!” He turned back to his work.

“Oh,” I said.

“Whatever you do, I’m sure it will bring in more money than writing,” he said.

You’d think that I’d be relieved not to encounter opposition. In fact, his quick, easy agreement made my skin prickle with anger. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, as if I were an animal preparing for attack. “Andrew,” I said. I had the same feeling I sometimes had when I wrote, when my character was about to say something important. I was curious myself to find out what it was. I said, “We’ve been living together for four years. Are we ever going to get married?”

Oh! I thought, hearing my own words. That.

“What?” Andrew said, a flush coming into his cheeks as though I’d caught him pilfering office supplies or digging into a special dessert I’d made for guests. In the next second, he straightened, as if he were about to say something to turn the tables and make me feel guilty. “I thought we agreed not to discuss—”

“Are we?” I said with an insistence that surprised me even more than the original question. “Do you love me enough to stay with me, to buy a house together, get a bird feeder for the backyard and some pets and a joint savings account and to—well, just, are we ever going to promise to be together forever?” Now that I’d started this, I needed to know, right now, this minute, what was going to be true for the rest of my life.

He scratched his head. He looked at the computer screen. He typed three characters. Then he looked up at me. “No,” he said, “I don’t think so. I could be wrong, I guess, but why do you always have to—it’s not like marriage is this—”

“Stop,” I said. I held my hand up, a traffic cop. “I do not want to hear any of that speech ever again!”

I grabbed my keys and my purse and walked out the front door.

*  *  *

As soon as I walked into The Book Club, an independent bookstore in a shopping center near the ocean, a loud voice rang out. “Charlotte Dearborn! My favorite author!” This was my twin sister, Emily, the owner of the bookstore, who was behind the cash register, ringing up a sale. When I came closer, she peered at my face. “Charlotte?” she said. “Are you OK?”

“Fine,” I said, letting her know that this was something I wasn’t going to talk about in front of her customer.

Emily slid a store bookmark into the woman’s new book, while I craned my neck to see what it was —Nine Lives: Miraculous Cat Tales. I knew the author. It was a skinny little book, her first, still available only in hardcover, but over a million copies were in print. Emily put the book in a bag and handed it to her customer. “Now, before you go,” she said, lowering her voice conspiratorially, “let me show you something.” She came around the counter and led the way to a special display of my books right up by the front door. “These are the most wonderful novels you’ll ever read in your life. And,” she put her hand on the customer’s arm, “I’d like you to meet the author, Charlotte Dearborn.”

“How do you do,” said the customer, giving me a brief nod. She was an older woman with long, perfect acrylic nails painted the delicate pink of the inside of a baby’s ear. She said, “I’ve got enough books right now.” She was backing out the front door, tightly gripping her cat book.

“They make great gifts!” Emily said. “Especially signed!”

“No, thank you,” the woman said, leaving the store.

“Have a nice day!” Emily and I called after her in unison.

“I’ve planted the seed,” Emily said. “Next time she comes in, she’ll buy one of your books. At least one.” She fussed with my display, which she had decorated with a small African violet plant, a blue and white teapot, and some knitting-in-progress. These were objects that my sister considered cozy, at once old-fashioned and contemporary, the very essence of what people would be pursuing when they chose one of my books, she believed. None of the other piles of books received such adornment. The small shop couldn’t spare the space, but I got special treatment.

Two years earlier, one of the book superstores had moved in directly across the street from Emily’s shopping center, threatening the precarious niche she had carved out for herself with book groups and tourists and longtime neighborhood residents, dramatically cutting into her business. “You’ve got to give me credit for choosing a good location,” she said when she finally stopped crying about the big new store. “I mean these guys don’t just plop an outlet down at random. It has to be right. They research the location. They have people for that. And think about it—I found it twelve years before they did! All by myself!”

Emily almost never sat down at work. If you wanted to have a conversation with her, you had to follow her around the place while she straightened, rearranged, dusted, tended her books, her shelves, her recommendation cards. Every couple of minutes, she would grab a book off the shelf and start reading it out loud to you, some poignant metaphor or descriptive detail that she loved, a paragraph she said was worth the whole price of the book. “Listen to that! Now if I had written that, I would consider myself satisfied. I’d tell myself that I had made a valuable contribution to the world and never give myself a hard time again!”

“So, tell me,” Emily said to me, now pinching a dead bloom off the violet plant. “How was the awards ceremony last night? Did you mention the store in your acceptance speech?”

“Emily, listen. It was a turning point. They got the title wrong. They got my name wrong. And I came in third. I spent the evening trying to explain what I did to computer people who don’t even read fiction, and I came in last in the wrong category! I was in horror. I’ve never even read a horror novel, let alone written one. They never announced mainstream fiction, which was what I entered. Em, I can’t do this anymore. I’m done.”

“You’re absolutely right. Don’t even enter your next book. It’s not worth it.”

“I mean, I’m finished with writing,” I said. “I’m quitting right now.”

“Oh, right!” she said. “Charlotte, don’t be ridiculous. It’s what you do! It’s who you are! What are you talking about?”

“No,” I said. “I’m dead serious. I’m quitting. Starting today, I am no longer a writer. I have to make a decent living. I’m tired of scraping by. I’m tired of trying to explain myself. I’m sick of waiting for something to happen. I am giving up. I quit.” Emily took a breath to say something, but I went on. “That’s not all. I’m breaking up with Andrew. The relationship is going nowhere.”

She just looked at me silently for a long time. “Charlotte,” she said finally. She took a breath. I knew what she was going to say. She was going to give me a whole string of examples of writers who had not been immediately successful, then had finally broken into the big time with movie deals and runaway best-sellers that took their publishers by surprise. I even knew the examples she was going to give, people whose first three, four, even five books went completely unnoticed, authors whose names were now practically synonymous with success. She was going to say that Andrew would come around eventually, that he really did love me, even though he didn’t always act like it, that people have to be allowed their own time to make a commitment. When you have an identical twin, her thinking is never a surprise.

Emily opened her arms wide, then threw them around me in a tight squeeze. “Thank God!” she said. “I am so proud of you!” She let me go, backed up, smiling. “I know this was a really hard decision that you didn’t want to make, but I’m so proud that you are brave enough, flexible enough to switch your focus and move on.”

“What?” I said. “I didn’t plan to do this. It’s just that at the ceremony last night, all the hope I had left just, well, evaporated. And then this morning, Andrew—I mean it just hit me that he doesn’t have the dream for us that I hoped he would. He’s another dead end, like my books. I can work on it, hope, pray, visualize, fight for the rest of my life, and neither one of them, the writing or Andrew, is ever, ever going to give me what I need. Or want.” I looked at Emily, smiling at me. “I thought you were going to say—”

“You are doing the right thing. Andrew doesn’t deserve you, Charlotte. And the writing, well, you gave it your best shot. You really did. You put everything you had into it and then some. I’ve never seen anybody work so hard as you have on your novels. I know it must hurt to have to do this, but it’s right.” She put her hands on her hips. “So. What’s next?”

I took a deep breath. “I’m going to become an elementary school teacher. After all, I have my California teaching credential.”

“Who would’ve thought?” Emily said. “How about that? When we got those credentials, we sneered at the idea. But you know, I think it’s a good idea. You’ll be a wonderful teacher.”

I said, “I hope so. I wouldn’t be doing it if I didn’t think I could make a contribution. Now with reduced class size, there are a lot of jobs. And people with some life experience are supposed to be pretty hirable. At least, that’s what I’ve read. I just want a steady income and a benefits package. I can’t tell you how good it will feel to have checks come in on a regular basis.”

Emily said, “And we offer discounts to students and teachers!”

“Somehow, I expected you to have a harder time with this.”

Emily put her hand on my shoulder. “Are you kidding? You are my hero! Look at you! You’re leaving everything familiar behind and striding off into new territory.”

“Right. I am the perfect role model. A forty-two-year-old spinster with a failed career,” I said. “And I feel like I’ve just leapt off a cliff into the wild, blue yonder.”

“A leap of faith! Perfect image!” Emily said.

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “Faith in what? I mean—”

“In you. In Charlotte Dearborn!”

“Oh, no, I sure don’t have any—” Suddenly the enormity of what I had decided to do hit me, and my eyes filled with tears.

A customer walked in, a man in a hat and shorts. “Do you have maps?”

“Don’t I wish,” I said under my breath.

“Yes, we do,” Emily said. “Let me show you.”

“Emily,” I said. “I’m going to sweep the floor.”

“Thanks,” Emily called to me from the map rack. “It needs it.”

I went in the back room and wiped my tears on my sleeve. I took a deep breath. I said, “It’s OK. It’s OK. Everything is going to be OK.” I got the broom and dustpan from the closet. I swept hard, briskly swiping over areas that didn’t even seem dusty. By the time the floor was finished, I felt a little better. I helped in the store for the rest of the day, staying away from home as long as possible.

I had dinner with Emily and her family. Then her husband, Brad, took their three kids to the movies. Emily and I went back to the house where I had been living with Andrew. He was at a party to celebrate the sale of a software program he had helped to create, so Emily and I started packing my things into boxes.

 

Monday morning I called my agent in New York. I was dreading his reaction to my decision. Howard and I had worked together for years. I considered him a close friend, though we had never actually met in person. A long time ago, after he read one of my short stories in a magazine, he wrote to me, suggesting that I write a novel. He said he would represent me. So we had been together since my first book was just a tiny shred of an idea. He had encouraged me, talked me through developing it, waited while it germinated, grew, blossomed, and flourished into a real-live book. The New York Times called that book “at once a funny and heartbreaking read that heralds the arrival of a fresh, intelligent voice.” And Howard had shared in my joy and excitement at the promise of early success. He was just starting his own agency then; we were both beginners. “Together,” we used to say to each another, “you and me.” And, “It’s a partnership. Whatever progress we make benefits us both.”

I knew I was going to be letting him down by what I had to say. We had a history; he was one of my best friends, though, as I say, we had never met.

“Howard,” I said, “I have something to tell you.”

“Oh, boy,” he groaned. “Go ahead. Shoot. But remember, I’m very sensitive.”

“I don’t really know how to tell you this.”

“What? Wait! If it’s short stories or poetry, I don’t want to hear about it. I just couldn’t take it today!”

“No. Listen. It’s not that. I’m quitting,” I said. “I’m not writing any more books. I’m finished. After all these years, all this work, no one has heard of me. I don’t make enough money. I’ve tried everything I can think of to make this work. I’m going to do something else.”

I cringed, bracing myself for what he was going to say. How could I do this to him, after all our years together? How could I leave him alone after all we’d been through together? Why now? He would tell me the pieces were about to click into place, that people were about to catch on, wake up, and find me. As a matter of fact, he had just heard that Oprah was planning to devote an entire program—

In New York, Howard sighed. “I don’t blame you. Geez, I’d do the same thing if I were you, only I would have done it eight or ten years ago. Charlotte, I admire your perseverance. I really do. But there’s perseverance, and then there’s a death wish. I’m glad you see that. Get out of this cesspool of a business. Drop everything and run as fast and as far as you can. I’d do it myself if I weren’t making so much goddamn money.”

“Oh, well, I thought you were going to say—”

“You know you’ve always been my favorite.”

“Thanks. Are you sure you don’t say that to all your—”

“Do I still get chocolates for Christmas?” he wanted to know.

“Sure, Howard. Of course. You’re still one of my best friends. This doesn’t change—”

“Charlotte, I’ve got movie people on another line. Do you want to hold or are you done?”

“Oh. Well, I guess I’m done. Thanks for your support and, um, you know, understanding.”

“Always and forever. You’re my special one. Bye, Charlotte.”

“Bye.”

I hung up and called Jordan, my editor. She was a lot younger than I was, maybe twenty-five or twenty-six. We had not been working together very long. I hadn’t met her either. Her three predecessors had been let go, casualties of the shrinking publishing industry. One was writing greeting cards now; another was doing gift books for a big, commercial house; and the other had opened a diet-center franchise on Long Island.

“Jordan,” I said, coming straight out with it, “I have something to tell you. I’m not going to write any more books. I’m not even going to promote the ones I have out. I’m quitting. I’m sorry. I just can’t do this anymore.”

I got ready for Jordan to tell me that she, personally, was a big fan of mine, as were most of the staff, that she was sure the next book was going to be my chance to break out, that if I gave up now, I’d never know what might have happened.

“So, what are you going to do instead?” Jordan was eating something.

I took a deep breath. “I’m going to teach elementary school.”

Now she would tell me I wasn’t going to make any money teaching.

Jordan said, “That sounds great! I love kids. So I guess I should get in touch with Howard if anything comes up?”

“Right,” I said.

“Well, congratulations! And good luck!” she said cheerfully and then hung up.
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Emily and I were shoving my new couch into place under a window. We had brought it to my new apartment in her van. It was just a love seat, so with the car seats folded down, it fit. Getting it up the stairs of the building wasn’t too hard either, and this way I didn’t have to pay for delivery. “Do you think it’s too flowery?” I asked Emily.

“I keep telling you, I think it’s beautiful,” she said. “That creamy background is perfect. You can pick up any of those flower colors—red, blue, green—with curtains, throw pillows, accessories. And it looks brand-new! Really. I’m going to get my next couch at Floor Samples Plus.”

“There’s the smudge, though” I said, rubbing my hand over the gray streak at the side of one arm.

“Put a pillow over that,” Emily said. “Make it a solid, and that will tone down the flowers.”

“So you do think they need to be toned down. Oh, no! I’ve made a mistake. What was I thinking? It’s this crazy mass of flowers coming at you from every direction. Busy! Overpowering!” I put my hands over my eyes.

“Charlotte,” Emily said.

My sister put both her hands on my shoulders. I let my hands drop as she looked into my face. Looking at my twin sister was not like looking into a mirror, the way people sometimes think. It was like looking at an “after” picture of myself. I was the “before” picture—before the diet, the therapy, the haircut and makeover, the exercise program, falling in love, the attainment of inner peace, take your pick—and my sister was the “after” picture.

“Listen to me,” Emily said. “Your couch is fine. It’s a beautiful couch. I love it! Every time I buy something big, I feel like I’ve made a mistake. You just have to get used to it. Your new apartment is great. It’s going to be so good here. I know it is. It’s the start of a great new chapter, or a whole new book, even.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. Maybe it’s a second draft.” I forced a smile. “You’re right. It’s going to be great. And I like the couch. I do. I think.”

“I would have told you if it were too busy. And the apartment is clean and full of light. Convenient. You’re going to be really happy here.”

“I already am,” I said. I smiled better. “I like my new life.”

“That’s the spirit,” she said. “Now, are you sure you don’t want to come over for dinner?”

“No, thanks. I’ll have dinner here. At my new table. That you gave me. From your garage.”

“I’m glad we found a spot for it. I think it looks cute there.”

“Very.” I nodded, and we both looked at the table. When Emily and her husband had just Janie, their first child, Emily and I had bought this little, round table at a garage sale and painted it white. For a while, she had used it for her kitchen table. By the time her third child was born, they needed a bigger table. So this one became an art/homework table for her kids’ playroom. Then when they moved into their new house last year, the table had somehow ended up unused in the garage. My sister had scraped off almost every trace of crayon, paint, and glue before she brought the table to me the day before, my first day in my new place.

Now Emily got her keys out of her pocket and picked up her purse. “I have to get going. I’m worried Brad might’ve forgotten to give the kids lunch.” She hugged me. “Call me later.”

“OK,” I said. “And listen. You know what? Besides just changing my job, something else is going to happen.”

“I’m sure a lot of things—” she started to say.

“I’m going to meet someone,” I interrupted.

“Oh, great, Charlotte. I’m glad you’re feeling positive.”

“No, I mean, The One. This is it. It’s going to happen soon.”

“How can you know that? I don’t think you should put so much pressure on—”

“No, it’s not that I’m hoping it will happen. I know. It’s like outlining a plot for a novel. You know there are certain things that are going to happen. You just don’t necessarily know how.”

“OK, well,” Emily said, turning toward the door, “I hope you’re right. I just don’t want you to be disappointed if it doesn’t happen.”

Not wanting me to be disappointed was a major occupation for Emily. She worried about the fact that I wasn’t married, that I didn’t have kids, that I didn’t own a house, that not enough people had bought my books. Emily tried every way she could to make up for these things. She had welcomed each of my boyfriends as instant family members. She included me in every one of her own family’s activities, from holiday dinners to buying school shoes. She promoted my books by putting up displays in her store, sending copies and writing letters to Oprah, writing customer reviews for Amazon.com, anything she could think of. I really appreciated my twin sister’s efforts. Occasionally though, like now, when I had just broken up with someone and was forced to rethink my life, I wanted to feel that she didn’t have to work so hard for me. I wished I had the kind of life that she could ignore, that didn’t need any help.

“Disappointment is not even a possibility,” I said. “I am going to meet that special one. It’s going to happen. There’s no way to stop it. The way I figure it, most adults in the world are married and have regular jobs. How hard can it be?”

Emily smiled. “I’m glad you’re so optimistic!” She hugged me. Still smiling, she went out my new front door.

I went to the window and watched her get into her van. She bent her head sideways and looked up at me through the wind-shield. She waved. I knew she would, just as she knew I would be standing there, looking down, waiting for her to wave to me. I waved back, smiling. She backed her car out of its spot. I waved again, for good measure, though she wasn’t looking at me anymore. She turned right and drove off down the road.

I sat on one of my moving boxes. The top of it squished in until I hit something solid. The second draft of my life, I said to myself. That was a good thing, I guess. A fresh start, a new beginning. Of course, I had been hoping that the first draft was going to work. But I was on the right path now. Really. I was.
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I was looking forward to working with people, for a change, instead of being by myself most of the time. When I pictured myself eating lunch with a group of talkative teachers or standing in front of a roomful of children, I felt a buzz of happiness and anticipation. I was eager to do the work of teaching, in part because, unlike writing novels, the lessons were already there: A curriculum of reading, writing, and math already existed; you just added your own bulletin boards and folder decorations. There were even packages of this stuff you could buy without creating anything of your own. It wasn’t like writing fiction, where you had to dream it all up out of thin air.

To prepare for my new career, I removed all the files that contained my books from my computer. Two of them were already published, so there really wasn’t any good reason for having them taking up valuable memory. The only unpublished piece that I had to take off was the novel I had been working on when I decided to quit. I thought I was about halfway through the writing of it, approximately halfway to the point where I would give it to Howard for comments, go over it one more time, and smooth out the rough spots before letting him offer it to a publisher for sale. I had never abandoned a novel at this stage before. The main character was a teacher, ironically enough. Her name was Janet Greenhill, Miss Greenhill.

I wasn’t going to finish that book. It always took a long time to get the characters up and walking around. If I told you how long, you’d be shocked. You’d wonder why anybody ever wanted to write a novel if you have to spend that long feeling as though you weren’t getting anywhere. But once I finally got my characters, the payoff was that they came to seem like my good friends. But Miss Greenhill wasn’t there yet. There was something wrong. She had this distant feel. I never quite warmed up to her. I’m not sure why. Even though this would have been my sixth novel, it was my slowest and most painful to get going. It doesn’t seem fair, does it? Writing novels should get easier and easier, like Rollerblading or playing the harmonica. Occasionally a book or a part of a book would just seem to pop out of me easily, and I’d think, Now I’ve got the hang of this. I’d think writing would be easier now for the rest of my life. But then the very next thing might be the slowest, most halting process yet. Like snowflakes and children, no two novels are alike, and you just never knew how it was going to go.

The long, hard work is not even the worst of it. The nastiest part of writing is that you don’t know until the thing is practically on the store shelves if it’s ever going to turn into anything you can use. It’s practically the last second before the thing starts to resemble a book.

So not finishing this particular novel wasn’t like moving and leaving my best friends behind. It was more like being told that a hard test I hadn’t studied for was canceled. Maybe there just wasn’t enough to Miss Greenhill and her story to sustain a novel. Sometimes book ideas just didn’t work. The night before I was to start school, I selected the document on my computer, copied it, transferred it to a Zip disk, trashed the original, labeled the Zip disk, put it into a small plastic box, and turned off my computer. Elated, I ate a whole pint of coffee ice cream to celebrate.

 

To update my teaching credential, I had to take fifteen units of classes on health, special education, and computers. Meanwhile I signed on as a sub in the school district where I now lived. It was a suburban neighborhood where most of the parents worked for computer and biotech companies. Apparently there was a shortage of subs, so once you got into the system, you could work every day if you wanted to. I got a phone call at five one morning. A school near my new apartment needed a sixth-grade teacher. The regular teacher had had knee surgery the night before after some kind of accident, and he would be out for a couple of weeks.

 

The sixth-graders were more challenging than I had expected. They seemed to talk all day during class and even interrupted me while I was speaking, blurting out answers, and even random comments on completely unrelated topics, without raising their hands. The first day, two boys got into a fistfight during PE. The next day, one by one, ten kids raised their hands and asked to go to the bathroom. Then they had a mass coughing fit. I ignored these pranks, of course, but it shook me to try to explain converting fractions to decimals over the sound of thirty-one children coughing.

The teacher, Rick Barnstable, had left detailed instructions along with his phone number, in case I had questions. I waited until he got back from the hospital and then gave him a full twenty-four hours at home before I dialed his number during recess. “The kids want to know if they’re allowed to work on their research reports during library time,” I said.

Mr. Barnstable said, “Only if they finish everything Ms. Scott has for them.”

“Oh, right, sure,” I said. “That’s what I told them. Also, for the math test, are you including the stuff in the blue boxes? Or just sections 6.1 through 6.4?”

“All of it,” he said. “The whole chapter. There are extra practice problems in the green math bin under the windows. Anyone who’s having trouble should take home those packets.”

I said, “I’ll tell them that again. And, um, what do you do about the, uh, when the kids are throwing things in the classroom—small harmless stuff like erasers and tortilla chips, not dangerous or anything—or, let’s say, using four-letter words in their essays?”

“What?” he almost shouted.

“Oh, it isn’t everyone. It’s just about six or eight, maybe twelve, kids.”

“The use of obscene language is a violation of the school conduct code, and you send those students to the principal’s office. When they come back, you tell them I expect a five-paragraph essay about why this kind of language is unacceptable at school. I want it on my desk the day I return, no later. Tell them that throwing anything in the classroom is an automatic detention.” He sounded shocked and hurt. Then he said, “This is an age when kids really try to test the boundaries. You have to be pretty firm about setting limits. Are you going to be able to handle them until I come back? It will be another couple of weeks at least.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “No problem. Really.” To be honest, I had tried not to think about how many more days it would be. I was trying to just survive one at a time. Sometimes I was trying to make it through a morning or a spelling lesson or a single paragraph in reading.

“Don’t be afraid to speak up if this is too much for you. They can find another sub, I’m sure.”

“Really, I can handle it,” I said firmly. “I can be really tough, mean, practically.”

“If you say so. And can I ask you for a big favor?” he said. “When the research reports come in, do you think you could bring them to me? I want to look at them myself, and I won’t be able to drive for a while. I just live a mile from school on Camino Cielo.”

“Sure,” I said. “No problem. That’s the way I go home anyway.”

“Great. Thanks a lot. See you Friday then.”

“Feel better!” I said.

At the end of the week, I called Rick Barnstable to let him know I was coming over with the reports. When I rang the doorbell, he yelled to me to come around to the backyard. He was in shorts and an old T-shirt, his recovering knee propped on a pillow.

“So, how are they?” he asked, taking the papers, squinting up at me from his lawn chair.

I said, “Pretty good. Most of them are five pages or more. They’ve all got bibliographies with at least five sources, the way you wanted.”

“I meant the kids,” he said.

“Oh!” I said. “The kids! Yeah. Well, much better! Everything’s under control! Really. It’s going great,” I said. I hoped my voice sounded confident.

“Did Stephanie finish the book I gave her? Is Nathan getting to school on time?”

I tried not to look at his swollen knee, which seemed to be held together by tape and a blue splint. Instead, I looked at his face. He seemed to be about my age, and he had greenish-blue eyes with minuscule dots of yellow, brown hair with some gray coming in, one eyebrow a couple of shades darker than the other, and a rather large nose. While no single feature struck me as particularly attractive, something about the way it all worked together made me want to tell him anything he wanted to know.

It took an hour and a half to answer all his questions about which children had to be separated for talking, who asked what about the math homework, whose feelings were hurt at recess. After that, he called me every night for two weeks for a summary of the day’s events and to advise me about flare-ups of bad behavior.

I found out that he was divorced, with two daughters in high school, that he had originally wanted to be an actor, got a teaching job right out of college as a temporary position, and stayed because he loved it. When he wasn’t teaching or with his daughters, he surfed. The knee problem had nothing to do with surfing, though. He was just rolling his garbage can out to the street when he somehow twisted his knee stepping off the curb. After two and a half weeks’ recovery, he was well enough to teach again.

I went to the district office to formally apply for a position. I put down Rick’s school as my first choice. Rick was in my plan about my new life. We had chemistry. On the application, I said I was especially interested in teaching in the lower grades, which I was sure must be easier than dealing with children on the brink of adolescence. I subbed all through the spring, in the four elementary schools in the district where I lived.

During the summer, while I was waiting to get hired, I had taken an intensive course on teaching reading and math in the elementary grades. Now I was up-to-date on phonics versus whole-language issues, chunking, journal writing, strategies and games for teaching math facts, the works. I hadn’t taught any actual children yet, besides my student teaching back in my twenties and a few months of subbing, but otherwise I was fully prepared to teach school.

Ten days before Labor Day, I got a call from the school district office. There was an opening for a first-grade teacher in the school where I had subbed for Rick Barnstable. “Our numbers are up again this year. There’s so much building over that way,” the superintendent said. “Anyhow, the job is yours if you want it.”

“I do,” I said. “I’ll take it.”

“Fine. We’ll need you down here to fill out some paperwork, and then you can start setting up your room.”

“Thank you!” I said.

I called my sister. She said, “Congratulations! Let’s go out to dinner and celebrate! I’ll get Brad to come home early and watch the kids—or, wait, we could all go! Do you want to go to that wood-fired pizza place down by the beach? I hear they have really good—”

“Could we do this some other time? I don’t think I want to go tonight. I mean, if that’s OK with you.”

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, sure. Why? Did you have something else—”

“You know that guy I subbed for? I’m going to call him. I’m going to ask him out.”

“That’s a great idea! Listen to you! This is exactly what you needed.”

“You’re not disappointed that I don’t want to—”

“We’ll do that some other night! I think it’s a great idea. Call him right now before you think about it too much. I’m hanging up. Call me back and tell me what he says.”

“I will.”

Rick answered on the first ring. I said, “This is Charlotte Dearborn. I subbed for you a few months ago.”

“Sure, of course. How are you?”

“Very well, thanks. I just got a job. I’m going to be teaching first grade at your school.”

“Congratulations!”

“Thank you.”

“At our school, huh? I heard they were hiring some new people in the lower grades.”

“Yeah, so, I just have to fill out the papers and start setting up my room.”

“You’re on your way.”

“I’m really happy about it. I would have subbed some more if I had to, but this is much better.”

“I almost taught first grade once. When I was new in this district, my second year, it looked like we were going to drop a sixth-grade class. They were going to give me a first-grade class, so I moved everything to a different room, bought all this first-grade stuff, put away my sixth-grade stuff. Then three days before school opened the numbers changed. I had to move back again.”

“What a pain,” I said.

“I was glad, though. I’m pretty comfortable in sixth grade. But now that I think about it, I still have a bunch of stuff that you could have. First-grade materials that I never used.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. Brand-new. I’ve got a whole box of flash cards, and I think there are some early readers in there, some calendar and weather stuff, and, I don’t know, good materials that I don’t need. Do you want it?”

“Oh, you’re kidding. That’s very generous of you. That would really help. I have nothing, of course. Thanks, yeah, I could really use it.”

“It would help me, too,” he said. “I have too many boxes of stuff I don’t need.”

I said, “I have to go to the district office and get my paperwork started. But after that, would you like to meet somewhere and maybe get some dinner?”

“Tonight?”

“If it’s not too—”

“Not at all. What about that wood-fired pizza place?”

“Over by the beach? Sure.”

“I hear it’s good.”

“Great. I’ll meet you there around six.”

We finished and hung up. Amazing, I thought. My new relationship might start even before my new job. If I had known it would be so simple, I would have made this move a long time ago.

I called Emily back. “It was easy. Really. I hardly had to do anything. He had this box of first-grade stuff he wanted to unload on someone, and it just—”

“When it’s right, it happens easily and naturally. You don’t have to scheme. It just—”

“Happens. I was thinking the same thing.”

“Call me when you get home. Even if it’s late. I don’t care if you wake me up.”

“OK.”

 

I pulled into the restaurant parking lot right behind Rick, who had an old green pickup. He came over to my car carrying a cardboard box. “I’ll just put this right into your trunk.”

“Great!” I said. “Thanks.”

He put the box down in my trunk and lifted the flaps to show me some of the things inside it. “Here’s this felt calendar thing. You put the number for the date here. See all these black numbers? Then you have these felt things for weather. Here’s a sun, a cloud, a rain cloud, and I guess this is supposed to be wind. Here are some snowflakes. You won’t get much use out of those. See this? I think this is cool. It’s a ‘Helping Hands’ chart. You decide what jobs you’re going to have in your room, and then you have hands with kids’ names on them. You assign the jobs, and then, each week, you put up a hand for the kid who has the job. You can buy new hands each year. And, oh! I like these, too. They’re flash cards for practicing sight words. By the end of the year, the kids are supposed to know a certain number of words by sight. The pictures are on the back. See? Dog. Ball. House.”

“That looks great. Thank you so much.”

“Sure.” He closed the flaps on the box. “I’m glad you can use it.”

I closed the trunk. “Of course I can. I’m starting from scratch.”

“You’ll love it. Teaching is great.”

We went inside and got seated right away because it was still early. We ordered.

“I can’t wait for school to start,” Rick said as the waitress walked away. He tapped a knife against the table. “I’m going to try to organize a theater field trip this year. I know some people who will get us into a rehearsal. Some of the actors will be able to talk to the kids about the process of putting a play together. Then, if I can organize it, I’m going to try to get them into a performance of the same play. You know, so we can see how things develop into a finished product. We might put on a play of our own. Yeah, maybe I’ll do that!”

The waitress brought our drinks and left again.

He looked at me. “So,” he said, “you’re going to teach first grade.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m really looking forward to it.”

He nodded. “You’ll like it. I’ve been reading sixth-grade books all summer, and I think I’ve found some that my kids are really going to like. There are so many new ones coming out all the time. It’s really hard to keep up. You have to get a nice little library started in your room.”

I said, “Sure, yeah, I’ll try to. It’s a lot—there’s so much to—”

“Don’t worry! You’ll be all settled before you know it! Or do you think you’ll miss writing? Your friends and—”

“No. I am really relieved to be starting something new. Really. You can’t imagine how disappointing it can be to—”

Our food arrived. We were sharing a portobello mushroom pizza and a large Caesar salad.

“This looks good,” Rick said to the waitress. “Thank you.”

He was going to ask me about my writing as soon as she left the table. She put down some extra napkins and a piece of pizza on each of our plates. With some people, I wouldn’t have wanted to talk about it. I would feel protective about my books and a little defensive about giving up. But with Rick, I would be honest and wouldn’t mind letting him know how hard it had been to give up on my dream.

The waitress left. Rick took a bite of pizza. “Mmm,” he said. He didn’t ask me anything about my books.

We ate.

“Sometimes you get these kids in your class that you don’t think you’ll be able to stand every day for the whole school year,” Rick said. “Then one day, you’ll look at that kid and just want to hug him or her. You love ’em all after a while. It’s the greatest thing. In some ways, it’s like being a parent. Even when they’re complete brats, they’re your brats and you’re crazy about them.”

I smiled at him. “Your kids must love you, too,” I said.

“We develop a strong bond.”

When we were finished, the waitress asked us if we wanted dessert. We both said, “No, thank you” at the same time.

Rick added, “Not for me.”

The waitress put the check down between us.

I picked it up. “I’ve got this,” I said. “You gave me all those supplies.”

“Thank you,” he said.

I wanted to pay, of course, because of all the expensive stuff he gave me, but I guess I was a little disappointed that he didn’t say, “No, no! You’re still technically unemployed!” and put up a little fight. It would have seemed more like a date if we had at least split the check. Once I’d paid, the evening seemed to have been no more than a simple exchange related to work: one box of teaching supplies traded for one dinner. I already had a sinking feeling by the time we were walking to our cars.

“Thanks for the stuff!” I said as I unlocked my car.

“Thanks for dinner!” he called from his truck.

 

I didn’t have to worry about waking Emily up; it wasn’t even dark yet when I got home. “He talked about school a lot,” I told my sister. “Like, the whole time. I mean, it wasn’t, you know, romantic at all; it wasn’t even very personal. He just talked about the kids he’s taught and his plans for next year. I don’t think he—we never even—I don’t know.”

“So, you mean, no kissing or anything?”

“Ha!” I said. “Not even close. To me, it was just this side of a date, but he obviously didn’t see it that way. Maybe, to him, it was just something he did to help someone out. I’m the only one aware of the chemistry. And if only one person feels the chemistry, then it really isn’t chemistry, is it?”

“I don’t agree. If any chemistry is detected by anyone, then it exists. You wait. Something will happen.”

My sister is very optimistic.

 

The school gave me two sets of book shelves. On these, I put the fifty or so paperback easy readers that my sister’s kids had outgrown. In my car, this had seemed like a lot of books. On the shelves, they didn’t look like anywhere near enough. I put up Rick’s felt calendar and Helping Hands chart. I bought some bulletin board decorations, and more easy readers. I made name tags to stick on the desks.

I saw Rick twice before school started. The first time was in the hallway near the office. As he passed me, he said, “Hi. How’s it going?” and kept walking. The second time he was in the staff work room. I was looking for markers. He came in and said, “Hey, two more days!” and took a package of paper and went out.

I told Emily that she had been wrong about Rick.

“Oh,” she said. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

“No. What?”

“Now the path is clear for the right person to find you!”

“I see,” I said.
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