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CHAPTER ONE




HE FIRST THING I remember about home is the
T smell. Not something cooking, not flowers in the
yard— sawdust and WD-40. We lived in the apartment
above my father’s hardware store on Main Street in
Millbrook, and that combination of wood shavings and
metal oil drifted up through the floorboards every
morning like an alarm clock. I'd smell it before I heard
anything—before Dad’s footsteps downstairs, before the
front door lock clicking open, before the first customer’s
bell. That smell meant the day was starting and
everything was in its place. Dad opened the store at
seven every morning, six days a week. By the time I came
down for breakfast, he’d already been behind the
counter for an hour, sorting through the week’s orders or
fixing something that had come in broken. He’d hear my
feet on the stairs and look up with this little smile.
“Morning, Ace,” he’d say. That was his name for me—
only when it was just us, never in front of anyone else. In

front of customers I was “my daughter Carol.”



But early in the morning, before the

world came in, I was Ace.

The store had this particular feeling when it was
empty. Everything felt bigger—the aisles wider, the
ceiling higher, the bins of nails and screws stretching out
in neat rows like a tiny city. The air was dusty and
metallic with hints of fertilizer from the garden section
in the back. I loved it in there. I'd run my fingers along
the pegboard walls where the wrenches and pliers hung,
each one on its own hook, each hook in its right place.
There was an order to it that made sense to me even
when I was small—everything had a spot, everything had
a purpose. If you needed a three- quarter-inch washer, it
was right there in the third drawer of the second bin,
every time. No surprises. No confusion. Just things
where they belonged.

He’d hear my feet on the stairs and look up with this
little smile.

“Morning, Ace,” he’d say.



Dad opened the store at seven every morning, six
days a week. By the time I came down for breakfast, he’d
already been behind the counter for an hour, sorting
through the week’s orders or fixing something that had
come in broken.

That was his name for me—only when it was just us,
never in front of anyone else. In front of customers I was
“my daughter Carol.” But early in the morning, before
the world came in, I was Ace.

Near Dad’s old shop.

Saturday mornings were my favorite. That was when
Dad let me help for real—not just watching but actually
working. My big job was sorting screws into their little
compartments, which sounds boring when I say it out
loud but it really wasn’t. Each screw had a specific home
based on its size and type, and getting it right felt like
solving a puzzle over and over.

A flathead here, a Phillips there, wood screws
separated from machine screws, each one clicking into
its compartment with a satisfying little rattle. Dad would
check my work when I finished, running his fingers
through the compartments, and nod. “Perfect, Ace.” He

was an explainer, my dad. Couldn’t help himself. If I



picked up a strange bolt or some odd fitting I'd never
seen before, he’d launch into the whole story of what it
was for and how it worked. He’d pull out a scrap of
paper from the pad by the register and start drawing
little diagrams—“See, this gasket here prevents the water
from leaking past the valve, and when you tighten this
nut...” Before you knew it, I'd learned how a faucet
worked. Or how a door hinge was installed. Or why you
had to use a specific kind of anchor for drywall versus
plaster. He treated every question like it deserved a real
answer, whether it came from me or from a customer or
from old Mr. Hennessy who came in every Tuesday. Mr.
Hennessy was a regular. Tuesday mornings, like
clockwork, he’d push through the door and stand there
blinking for a moment, getting his bearings, and then
shuffle up to the counter.

That nod was everything to me. I didn’t need a trophy
or a gold star. Just that nod.

He always needed something small—one screw, one
nail, a single hook for a picture frame. Things he could
have bought ten at a time and kept in a jar at home, but

that would have defeated the purpose.
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He’d lean on the counter and tell Dad about how
things used to be built better in his day, how the lumber
was thicker and the screws were heavier and the
craftsmanship meant something. Dad would listen with
his full attention, nodding at the right moments, asking
questions. He never rushed Mr. Hennessy. Never looked
at the clock. Never made him feel like he was wasting
anyone’s time. I'd sit at the counter doing homework and
listen to the two of them go back and forth about
mortise-and-tenon joints or whatever it was that week,
and I didn’t understand half of it but I understood the
kindness underneath it. ...

Mr. Hennessy didn’t come in for the hardware. He

came in because he wanted someone to talk to.



CHAPTER TWO

Blueprints




HE WANTED To install a ceiling fan in a room with
S no electrical. She wanted to build some
contraption to keep raccoons out of her garden. She
wanted to put in a skylight. She wanted to convert her
garage into a sunroom. Every time, she’d spread the
napkin out on the counter with the excitement of an
architect unveiling plans for a skyscraper.

Dad would study that napkin like it was a real
blueprint. He’d lean in, nod seriously, trace the lines
with his finger, and ask thoughtful questions. How many
chickens? How much does she think this thing would
weigh? Has she considered what would happen in high
winds? He never laughed. Not once. He never said
“that’s crazy” or “you can’t do that.” He’d listen to the
whole plan, ask his questions, and then gently steer her
toward something that might actually work. “You know,
Mrs. Patterson, before we go full skylight, why don’t we
start with a bigger window? Same light, half the work.
Let me show you what we’ve got in frames.”

I remember this one Saturday when I was helping
Dad sort screws and she came in with a napkin covered

in pencil scratches, announcing she wanted to build a



“rotating chicken coop” so her hens could follow the sun
all day.

Mrs. Patterson was our most ambitious customer, no
question about it.

She’d come bustling in every few weeks with these
elaborate plans drawn on napkins—actual napkins, the
paper kind from her kitchen—covered in pencil scratches
and arrows and little notes in the margins.

He asked about wind resistance. He asked about the
weight of the frame. He walked her over to show her
hinges that would work for a simpler door modification,
all while treating her rotating coop idea like it was
perfectly reasonable. She left with a small bag of
hardware and a plan that was completely different from
what she’d walked in with, but somehow she always felt

like Dad had helped her solve exactly what she wanted.



I think about Mrs. Patterson a lot, actually. Not because
her plans were any good—they never were— but because
of what my dad did with them.

He took people seriously.

He treated their wild ideas with respect, even when the
ideas were bananas, and then he helped them find a

version that would actually work.
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That’s a skill. That’s a real, genuine
skill, and I didn'’t realize until much
later in life that I'd been watching

him practice it for years.

I almost bit through my lip trying not to laugh. But Dad
studied that napkin like she’d just proposed a new
bridge over the Hudson River.

THE FOUR O’CLOCK BELL The other sound of my
childhood—the one that structured every afternoon—
was the four o’clock bell from St. Mary’s down the street.
We weren’t Catholic. But that bell was the metronome of
Millbrook, and it meant the same thing to everyone: the
day is winding down, dinner is coming, go home.

For me, it meant Mom was walking home from the
library. I could see her from our kitchen window, coming
up Main Street with that canvas bag slung over her
shoulder, always stuffed full of books she’d checked out
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for us. She’d walk past Kowalski’s market and wave to
whoever was sweeping their front steps, and the whole
rhythm of our little town seemed to move around that
bell and around my mother walking home.

She worked at the Millbrook Public Library—had
since before I was born. She wasn’t the head librarian,
just one of the regulars behind the desk, but she treated
that job like she was the keeper of every story ever
written. She’d come home and dump her canvas bag out
on the kitchen table like she’d struck gold. Books would
tumble out—mysteries, adventures, histories, picture
books when I was small and chapter books as I got older
—and she’d hold up the most interesting ones and give

us little previews.

- 12 -



But she saved the best stories for bedtime. She’d sit on
the edge of my bed with a book in her lap and read, or
sometimes just tell me about what she’d been reading
that day at the library, painting these worlds with her
voice that made our little town feel connected to
everywhere else.

Through those bedtime stories, I visited castles and
jungles and cities I couldn’t pronounce. I met brave girls
and clever women and people who went on adventures
that seemed impossible from Maple Street.

THE FOUR O’CLOCK BELL There was one story in
particular. I was maybe eight years old, and Mom
brought home this book about a girl who lived in a
lighthouse. The girl’s father was the lighthouse keeper,
and every night she’d climb to the top and signal to
ships. But one night she saw a light flashing back from
way out on the water that didn’t match any of the
shipping schedules. It turned out to be another
lighthouse keeper’s daughter, miles and miles away, and
they started having these secret conversations in light
signals.

I remember lying in bed afterward, looking out my

window at the few scattered house lights in Millbrook —
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the porch light at the Brewers’ place, a yellow glow from
someone’s kitchen down the block—and wondering if
there was some other girl out there.

Maybe in a farmhouse past the hills, or in a town on
the other side of the valley. Some girl looking back at our
apartment above the hardware store, wishing she could
talk to someone who understood what it felt like to live
where nothing ever seemed to happen.

That story planted something in me. A seed, I guess.
The first small, quiet idea that there might be more out
there than Millbrook. It took me years to do anything
about it. But the seed was there, tucked in between the

screws and the WD-40 and the four o’clock bell, waiting.

*
* *

I should say something about what Millbrook was like,
because it’s hard to understand my story without
understanding the place that made me. It was a small
town in upstate New York—small enough that everyone
knew everyone, small enough that the biggest event of
the year was the Fourth of July parade, small enough

that you could walk from one end to the other in twenty
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minutes and wave to a dozen people you knew along the
way.

Main Street had Dad’s hardware store, Kowalski’s
market, a pharmacy with a soda fountain that still
worked, a barbershop, a diner called Gino’s that had
been there since before the war, and a dress shop that
my mother went into exactly twice a year—Easter and
Christmas. That was basically it. If you needed anything
else, you drove to Kingston, which was forty minutes
away and felt like another planet.

Dad opened the store at seven. Mom was at the
library by eight. The four o’clock bell rang. We were all
back together for dinner by five-thirty. Sundays were
church and pot roast. Summers were fireflies and bare
feet and the sprinkler in the Brewers’ yard. Falls were
apple picking and the smell of leaves burning. Winters
were quiet and long and gray, and everybody
complained about the cold but nobody ever left.

I knew every crack in every sidewalk. I knew which
dogs were friendly and which ones barked through the
fence. I knew that if you cut through the Hendersons’
yard you could get to school three minutes faster, and

that Mr. Henderson didn’t mind as long as you didn’t
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step on his tomatoes. I knew that Mrs. Kowalski at the
market would slip you a piece of butterscotch if your
mother wasn’t watching, and that the barber, Mr.
DiNapoli, always had a baseball game on the radio. It
was safe. It was comfortable. And for a long time, it was
everything I needed. But that lighthouse story was
working on me underneath it all, quietly, the way water
works on stone. Because the truth is, as much as I loved
Millbrook, there was a part of me—even at eight years
old—that wondered what the light looked like from

somewhere else.

The first time I actually did something about that
restless feeling, I was sixteen. I was at the library after
school—Mom was shelving returns and I was doing
homework at my usual table by the window—when I saw
a flyer tacked to the bulletin board. Summer program at
Cornell. Two weeks. Local history and archaeology. I
walked over and read it three times. Then I stood there
staring at it for so long that Mom came over and asked if
I was all right. Most kids from Millbrook who went to
college—and plenty didn’t— picked the community
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college twenty minutes away. It was affordable and close
and perfectly fine. Nobody talked about Cornell or
anywhere like that. It wasn’t that people discouraged
ambition, exactly. It’s more that ambition just didn’t
come up much. You finished school, you got a job, you
married someone from town or the next town over, you
raised your kids. That was the plan, and it was a good
plan, and most people I grew up with followed it and
were happy. But I'd been reading about these digs where
they’d found old Iroquois settlements in the Finger
Lakes region, and something about uncovering buried
things, finding the story underneath the surface—it
pulled at me. I remember standing in our kitchen that
evening, holding the flyer, my stomach doing flips
because I wanted it so badly it scared me. I'd never
wanted anything that hard before. Wanting things was
risky— if you wanted something and didn’t get it, you'd
be disappointed, and I wasn’t good with disappointment.
It was easier to want small things, safe things, things
that were sure. But this flyer. Two weeks at Cornell.
Archaeology. I wanted it the way you want air .

When I finally worked up the courage to show my

parents, my mother just smiled and said, “Well, of
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course you should go.” Like it was the most obvious
thing in the world. Like she’d been waiting for me to ask.

My father studied the paperwork like he was
reviewing blueprints—read every paragraph, checked the
dates, asked about transportation and supervision and
what we’d be eating. Then he quietly wrote the check.
Didn’t make a speech about it. Didn’t tell me he was
proud, though I could see it in his face. Just wrote the
check and handed it to me and said, “Have a good time,
Ace.”

It was only two weeks. It was only three hours from
home. But riding that Greyhound bus out of Millbrook
felt like crossing an ocean.

I can still see the exact moment when the hills around
Millbrook turned into something I'd never seen before.
Flatter farmland with silos that looked like silver
rockets, and then suburbs that went on and on with
houses that all looked the same—row after row of them,
more houses than I'd seen in my entire life. I kept my
face pressed to that greasy bus window like a little kid,
watching telephone poles flick by and counting mile
markers and thinking I was the bravest person in the

world one minute, then absolutely terrified the next.
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For most of those three hours I was convinced I'd
made a huge mistake. What was I doing? I was sixteen
years old and I’'d never spent a night away from home
except at my grandmother’s house, and that was seven
minutes away. But underneath the fear there was this
fizzy excitement in my chest that felt like drinking Coca-
Cola too fast—this bubbling, rising, almost painful
feeling that something was about to change and I
couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to.

The girl sitting next to me was reading some thick
paperback—tiny print, no pictures on the cover,
hundreds of pages—and I remember staring at her out of
the corner of my eye, thinking she looked so
sophisticated.

Like she rode buses to mysterious places all the time.
She had this way of holding herself, this ease. Her
clothes were nothing special, just jeans and a sweater,
but everything fit right. When the bus hit bumps,
everyone else gripped their armrests, but she just
swayed with it, like she and the bus had an
understanding. I spent probably half that ride stealing

glances at her and imagining she came from someplace
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like Syracuse or even New York City, somewhere that
prepared you for things.

I never talked to her. I wanted to, but I couldn’t think
of anything to say that wouldn’t sound ridiculous coming
from a girl who’d never been more than forty minutes
from home. So I just watched the world go by through
my greasy window and pretended I was someone who

did this sort of thing all the time.

*
* *

The two weeks at Cornell changed something in me that
I couldn’t quite name at the time. It wasn’t the
archaeology itself, though that was fascinating—sifting
through soil with tiny brushes, finding pottery shards
and stone tools that someone had held in their hands
hundreds of years ago. It was more the feeling of being
somewhere unfamiliar and surviving it. Sleeping in a
cabin with five other girls I'd never met. Eating in a
dining hall the size of our entire apartment. Walking
across a campus so big it had its own bus system. Every
day was a small test, and every day I passed it.

I found a pottery shard on the third day—just a small

piece, reddish-brown, with a faint pattern pressed into



the clay. The professor, Dr. Whitfield, held it up to the
light and told me it was probably from a cooking vessel,
maybe three hundred years old. Someone’s mother or
grandmother had made it with her hands, pressed that
pattern into the wet clay with her fingers, used it to feed
her family. I stood there holding this fragment of a
stranger’s life and felt something click into place. Not
that I wanted to be an archaeologist forever—though I
thought I did, for a while—but that there were layers
underneath everything. Stories buried under the surface,
waiting for someone patient enough to uncover them.
When I got home, I couldn’t stop talking. I told my
parents about the pottery shards, about the Iroquois
longhouse foundations, about Dr. Whitfield and his bow
ties, about the girl from Rochester who taught me to
identify different types of soil by rubbing it between my
fingers. I was babbling at dinner, talking over everyone,
waving my fork around like I was conducting an
orchestra.

Mom and Dad just let me go, smiling at each other
across the table. I talked about studying anthropology in
college. I talked about field research. I talked about



possibly going to graduate school, which was something
nobody in our family had ever done.

Dad listened to all of it. He asked real questions—
what would I study, where would I go, what kind of work
could I do with an anthropology degree. He didn’t laugh.
He didn’t suggest something more practical. He didn’t
say “that’s nice, honey, but have you thought about
teaching?” He just asked his questions and listened to
my answers and let me dream out loud without making
me feel foolish for it.

I think he knew before I did that I'd probably end up
doing something completely different. But he never said
so. He let me have that dream for as long as I needed it,
the way he let Mrs. Patterson have her rotating chicken
coop—with respect, with serious attention, and with the
quiet confidence that I'd eventually find my way to
something that fit. ...

My garden, at its peak. I never got to see the blooms

this vibrant again.



CHAPTER THREE

Albany




ENDED UP AT SUNY Albany studying business. Not
I anthropology, not archaeology, not any of the things
I'd been breathlessly talking about at the dinner table.
Business. The practical choice. The sensible path.
Professor Hendricks—a kind, direct man who wore
corduroy jackets and had ink stains on his fingers—
pulled me aside after I'd gotten another middling grade
on a literature paper and said, very honestly, “Carol,
you're never going to love Chaucer, but I've watched you
in class discussions. You see patterns. You ask practical
questions. You want to know how things actually work.
Have you considered the business school?”

It stung a little at the time. I'd been holding onto the
idea of myself as someone who studied interesting,
exotic things—ancient civilizations, cultural patterns,
human stories. Business felt like giving up on that
version of Carol. But Professor Hendricks was right, and
somewhere underneath the sting I knew it. I liked
organizing things. I liked making systems work. I liked
looking at a mess and finding the logic hiding inside it.
That wasn’t Chaucer. That was spreadsheets. And that

was okay.
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But those two weeks at Cornell weren’t wasted. Not
even close. They taught me something more important
than pottery shards or anthropology credits: When I got
to Albany, what hit me first was the noise. Not just car
noise, but people noise—conversations layering over
each other, music from dorm windows, construction
somewhere always, doors slamming, laughter echoing
down hallways. Millbrook was quiet. They taught me I
could handle being away from everything familiar. And

that turned out to matter more than any degree.

/L@k //

Even Main Street at its busiest was quiet by Albany
standards. This felt like standing inside a beehive.
Everything hummed and buzzed and vibrated, and for
the first few days I walked around with my shoulders up
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around my ears, bracing against the sheer volume of the
world.

But here’s the thing. I found myself walking
differently. Not hunched and nervous, the way I'd
expected. More like I already knew something about
being away from home, about figuring things out on my
own.

During orientation week, while other kids were
calling home crying or looking lost in the dining hall, I
kept thinking about that Greyhound bus. I'd already
done the scared thing once and survived it. Those two
weeks mucking around in community gardens and
sleeping in a cabin with five strangers had built

something in me I hadn’t noticed until I needed it.

*
* *

There was this moment in my very first week that I think
about a lot. I was coming out of the student union with
my meal card—still marveling that I could just swipe a
piece of plastic and get food, like magic— when this
upperclassman guy stopped me and asked for directions

to the library. He was cute, with feathered hair like John
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Schneider from The Dukes of Hazzard, and he just

assumed I knew where things were.

He didn’t ask if I was new. He didn’t ask if I was lost
myself. He just looked at me and asked his question like
I was someone who belonged there.

Instead of stammering that I'd only been on campus
for three days, I pointed toward the brick building I'd
spotted earlier and said, “Right over there, past the
fountain.” Confidently. Like I'd been giving people
directions my whole life. He thanked me and jogged off,
and I stood there on the sidewalk with this strange new

feeling.



I'd just acted like someone who

belonged.

My shoulders felt different after that—less hunched,
less braced. Something had shifted.

It sounds like such a small thing. A boy asked me for
directions. I gave them. But for a girl from Millbrook
who’d never been more than three hours from home
before that summer, it was enormous. I'd performed a
tiny act of confidence, and the world hadn’t collapsed.
Nobody had pointed at me and said “she doesn’t belong
here.” The cute boy had jogged off perfectly satisfied,
and I was still standing, and the sun was still out, and

maybe I did belong here after all.

*
* *

The business classes felt like coming home in a way that
anthropology never had. It wasn’t just theory floating
around in the air. It was practical. It was about making

things work better. And that made perfect sense to me.
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There was one case study I'll never forget. A small
manufacturing company that was hemorrhaging money
because they had three different managers all ordering
supplies without talking to each other. Too much of one
thing, not enough of another, deadlines missed,
customers furious. Our professor laid out this chaotic
mess of invoices and delivery schedules and asked us to
find the problem. While everyone else was calculating
costs and profit margins, trying to figure out the
financial angle, I just started mapping out who was
talking to whom—or rather, who wasn’t. I drew these
little boxes showing the three managers and the lines
between them, and where there should have been lines
there were gaps. Big, obvious gaps. Once you could see
the communication failures, the whole problem
unraveled. The professor put my diagram on the
overhead projector—one of those old-fashioned
transparency ones that hummed and smelled like warm
plastic—and said, “This is it. This is exactly the
problem.” Everyone turned to look at me. I wanted to
disappear into my chair. But I also felt this rush of
something I didn’t have a word for yet. Recognition,

maybe. The feeling of being seen for something you
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didn’t even know you were good at. That’s when I knew.
Not what I wanted to do with the rest of my life, exactly,
but what I was built for. I wanted to walk into messy
situations and find the simple fixes hiding underneath
all the confusion. I wanted to be the person who drew
the diagram. ...

My roommate Sarah was probably the first person
outside my family who really saw what I could do. She
was smart—much smarter than me in a lot of ways— but
she had this habit of getting completely overwhelmed by
her own intelligence. She’d have seventeen ideas about
her psychology paper and couldn’t figure out which one
to follow, so she’d end up with papers everywhere, notes
scribbled on napkins, three different outlines that
contradicted each other, and tears. One night I came
back to our dorm room and found her in full meltdown
mode. Crying, papers everywhere—literally covering her
bed, the floor, her desk, the windowsill—and she
couldn’t find her notes. The paper was due in two days
and she hadn’t even started writing because she couldn’t
get the research organized. She looked at me like I'd

walked into a disaster zone, which I basically had.
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I just started sorting. Didn’t ask permission, didn’t
wait for instructions. I picked up the nearest stack and
started making piles.

Research goes here. Quotes go here. Outline ideas go
here. Random thoughts go here.

Then I sat down next to her and asked three
questions: What’s your main argument?

What are the three best pieces of evidence?

What'’s the one thing you want your professor to
remember? Within an hour, we had an outline that made
sense and she had a path forward.

She looked at me like I'd performed magic. Like I'd
pulled a rabbit out of a pile of index cards. But it felt so
natural to me I almost didn’t think about it.

It was sorting screws. It was the same thing I'd been
doing in Dad’s hardware store since I was seven years
old—taking a jumble of things and putting them where
they belonged. The fact that the screws were now ideas
and arguments instead of Phillips heads and flatheads
didn’t change the fundamental skill.

After that night, Sarah started coming to me with
everything. Should she drop calculus? How should she
handle her pushy boyfriend Greg? Should she rush a
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sorority? I didn’t mind. I liked figuring things out. But it
also made me realize I had this skill that other people
found genuinely useful. It wasn’t like being the smartest
person in the room—I definitely wasn’t that. It was more
like being the person who could help the smart people
get where they needed to go.

The organizer. The untangler. The one who saw the
diagram when everyone else was drowning in data.

There was this study group for economics where the
same thing happened. Five of us, every Wednesday
night, and for weeks we’d just talk past each other.

Jim would check his watch because he had to work.
Maria would go off on tangents about monetary policy.
Doug would argue with everyone on principle. We’d
waste the whole evening going in circles. One night I just
stood up, walked to the whiteboard, and said, “Okay,
let’s put the main issues on the board and tackle them
one at a time.” No big dramatic moment. It was like
watching a pot boil over and reaching to turn down the
heat. Someone had to do it. So I did it. And suddenly we

were actually getting somewhere.



TOM So there I was, standing in a gymnasium decorated
with streamers and a disco ball that was barely
functioning, surrounded by people who seemed to know
how to do this kind of thing, feeling like I'd wandered
onto the wrong movie set.

Tom was standing by the punch bowl looking
absolutely miserable. He was wearing a button-down
shirt that was obviously picked out by his mother—too
stiff, too plaid, ironed within an inch of its life—and he
had this expression on his face like he’d been trying to
work up the nerve to talk to someone for the past hour
and had completely failed. He was tall, a little skinny,
with brown hair that kept falling into his eyes, and he
was holding a plastic cup of punch like it was a life raft.

I met Tom at the most ridiculous campus mixer in the
fall of 1982.

My roommate Linda had dragged me away from
studying for a midterm— physically dragged me,
grabbed my arm and pulled me out the door— insisting I
needed to “get out more” and “meet people” and “stop
organizing your sock drawer on a Friday night, Carol, it’s

pathetic.”



Tom and I at a college party, 1982 TOM I walked
over. I don’t know what made me do it. I was not a walk-
over-and-talk-to-strangers kind of person. But
something about the way he was standing there—so
clearly uncomfortable, so clearly wishing he were
anywhere else—made me feel like I'd found a fellow
citizen of my own country. The country of people who
would rather be home.

He laughed. And that was it. That was the beginning.
Two people bonding over bad refreshments in a
gymnasium with a broken disco ball. We spent the rest
of the evening sitting on folding chairs by the window,
talking about everything except dancing. He was
studying engineering, which I knew nothing about, but
the way he explained things reminded me of my dad—
that same patience, that same assumption that whatever
he was telling you was interesting and worth
understanding. He told me about bridge design, about
load-bearing structures, about why certain buildings
survive earthquakes and others don’t. I told him about
the case study with the three managers and my
communication diagram. He got it immediately— not

just the answer, but why it mattered.



“You saw the system,” he said.
“Everyone else was looking at the

pieces. You saw the system.”

Nobody had ever described what I did that way
before. I'd always thought of it as organizing, or sorting,
or just being practical. But “seeing the system”—that
made it sound like something bigger. Something real.

“The punch is terrible,” he said. Just like that. No
introduction, no small talk, no “Hi, I'm Tom.” Just an
honest assessment of the punch.

“The cheese is worse,” I said.

WHAT WOULD YOU DO FIRST?

What struck me most about Tom, in those early
months and years, was this thing he did that I didn’t
fully understand until much later. When I'd come to him
with a problem—something going wrong at my work-
study job in the financial aid office, some mess I couldn’t

figure out—he wouldn’t jump in with solutions. He’d



listen, nod, and then ask: “Well, what would you do
first?”

Not “here’s what you should do.” Not “have you tried
this?” Just “what would you do first?” Turning the
question back to me. Making me realize I already had
the answer—I just needed someone to ask. It drove me
crazy at first. I wanted him to solve it for me! I wanted
someone to take the problem out of my hands and hand
me back a neat solution, the way I did for Sarah and her
paper crisis. But Tom wouldn’t do that. He’d sit there
with his calm face and his falling-into-his- eyes hair and
ask me what I thought, and eventually I'd start talking,
and the answer would come out of my own mouth, and
he’d nod like he’d known all along.

It took me years to realize he was doing it on purpose.
Not being lazy, not avoiding the conversation. Helping
me trust my own thinking. Teaching me, in his quiet,
stubborn way, that the girl who could organize Sarah’s
paper chaos and draw communication diagrams on
overhead projectors probably didn’t need anyone else’s
permission to know what she knew. Our relationship
was probably the least dramatic love story you'll ever

hear about, and that suits us perfectly. We’d study



together in the library—he’d be working on structural
calculations and I’d be reading case studies, and we’d sit
there in comfortable silence for hours, occasionally
looking up to share something interesting or to argue

about where to get dinner.

WHAT WOULD YOU DO FIRST?

We’d walk around campus talking about everything
and nothing—his family in Rochester, my parents in
Millbrook, what we wanted to do after graduation,
whether it was going to rain. We ate pizza at a place on
Western Avenue that had terrible service and great garlic
knots. We went to exactly one football game and left at
halftime because we were both cold and bored.

I kept waiting for some big moment of knowing—the
kind you see in movies, where the music swells and
someone runs through the rain. But it was more like
slowly realizing he’d become the person I told everything
to. The first person I wanted to talk to in the morning
and the last person I thought about at night. Not because
of any single dramatic moment, but because of a

thousand small ones. The garlic knots. The library



silence. The way he’d ask “what would you do first?” and
actually listen to the answer.

When he asked me to marry him—on the couch in my
tiny apartment, no fancy dinner, no ring shopping, just
the two of us on a Tuesday night watching MAS*H
reruns—I didn’t even hesitate. My roommate Linda
thought I was crazy to say yes so fast. But it wasn’t fast.
It had been three years of knowing exactly who he was,
and knowing that he knew exactly who I was, and
knowing that neither of us wanted to pretend to be
anyone else.

I do have a photo from around that time—senior year,
both of us squinting in the sun outside the library with
our arms around each other, looking about twelve years
old. Tom’s wearing this terrible striped sweater his
mother bought him, the kind with stripes you could see
from space. And my hair is doing something that defied
both gravity and good sense. But we’re grinning like we’d
just discovered something wonderful. Which I suppose
we had.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Early Years
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E GOT MARRIED in June, the summer after
W graduation. Small wedding—Tom’s family from
Rochester, my parents from Millbrook, a handful of
friends from school. We had the reception in the
backyard of Tom’s parents’ house, which his mother had
spent six weeks preparing for with the intensity of a
military campaign. There were paper lanterns and
folding tables and a cake from the Italian bakery on East
Avenue that was three tiers too tall for a backyard
wedding, but Tom’s mother had her heart set on it. My
mother brought a canvas bag full of books—wedding
gifts, she said, for the long evenings ahead. That was
such a Mom thing to do. Other people brought toasters.
My mother brought novels.

Our first apartment was in Albany, a second-floor
walkup on a street lined with old maples that dropped
their leaves all over our car every fall. Two bedrooms,
one bathroom, a kitchen so small that if Tom and I were
both in it we had to coordinate turns. The living room
had a window that looked out onto the street, and I'd sit
there in the evenings watching people walk their dogs
and thinking about how different this was from the

apartment above the hardware store—not better, not

40 -



worse, just different. Instead of sawdust and WD-40, I
could smell the pizza place downstairs. Instead of the
four o’clock bell, there was the bus that rumbled past
every twenty minutes.

Tom was working his first engineering job, building
things I didn’t fully understand but loved hearing about.
He’d come home at the end of the day and explain
whatever problem he’d been solving— something about
load calculations or drainage systems or why a particular
type of beam was better for this particular kind of
structure—and I'd listen the way I used to listen to Dad
explaining faucets. I didn’t always follow the details, but
I loved the way he talked about his work. He had that
same quality my father had—the belief that what he was
doing was interesting, that it was worth explaining
properly, that whoever was listening deserved the full
picture.

Those first years were simple in a way that I look back
on now with a kind of ache. We didn’t have much
money. We ate a lot of pasta. We went to one movie a
month and split a popcorn. On weekends we’d drive out

to the park near the reservoir and walk along the water,
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talking about what we wanted our life to look like in five
years, ten years, twenty. Tom wanted to design bridges.
I wanted to run something—I didn’t know what yet,
but I wanted to walk into a room and make it work
better. We’d make these plans with the absolute
certainty of people in their early twenties who don’t
know yet how much life will rearrange their blueprints.
I wrote to my parents every week. Actual letters, in
actual envelopes, with stamps. Mom would write back
with news from Millbrook—who was getting married,
what was blooming in the garden, what new books she’d
found at the library. Dad would add a line or two at the
bottom in his careful handwriting, usually something
practical: “Make sure your landlord checks the furnace
before winter” or “Don’t forget to change the smoke

detector batteries.”

Once he wrote, “Proud of you, Ace.”
Just that. Three words. I kept that

letter in my jewelry box for years.
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We’d go home for holidays—Thanksgiving and
Christmas back in Millbrook, Easter with Tom’s family
in Rochester. The Greyhound bus ride that had once felt
like crossing an ocean now felt routine, almost boring.

I'd look out the window at the same farmland and
suburbs and think about the girl I'd been at sixteen,
terrified and fizzy with excitement. She felt like a
different person. Or maybe she felt like the first draft of
the person I was becoming.

Millbrook looked smaller every time I came back. Not
physically—the buildings were the same size, the streets
the same width—but smaller in that way places shrink
when you’ve seen something bigger.

Dad’s store still smelled like sawdust and WD-40,
and he still called me Ace when we were alone, but now I
noticed things I'd missed before. How the inventory
system was basically just his memory. How the filing was
a mess of receipts shoved into a shoebox under the
counter. How the whole business ran on his personal
knowledge of every customer and every product, with no
backup plan if something happened to him.

I offered to help organize things once. Set up a real

filing system, create an inventory list, maybe even look



at the books. Dad listened politely, the way he listened to
Mrs. Patterson’s napkin blueprints, and then said, “I've
been doing it this way for thirty years, Ace. It works.”
Which was true. It did work—for him. He knew where
everything was because it was all in his head, organized
by a system only he understood. I recognized that
stubbornness. I recognized it because I'd inherited it.

Mom was still at the library, still coming home with
her canvas bag. But she’d started saving books for
Lauren now, tucking away picture books and early
readers for when we’d visit, stacking them on the kitchen
table the way she used to stack them for me. The first
time she dumped out a bag of board books and held up a
story about a bunny who organized his burrow, I
laughed so hard I almost choked on my coffee. She
looked at me, perfectly innocent, and said, “What? It’s
about a very tidy rabbit.” She knew exactly what she was
doing.

Those visits home grounded me. They reminded me
where the organizing instinct came from—from a father
who kept every screw in its right compartment and a
mother who believed the right book could solve almost

anything. And they reminded me that no matter how far



I went or how much I changed, there was always a
kitchen in Millbrook with a pot of coffee on and a chair
waiting for me. That’s worth more than I knew how to

say at the time. I'm only learning to say it now.

*
* *

My first job after graduation was as an administrative
assistant at a small accounting firm in Albany. It was not
what I'd dreamed about during those late nights with
case studies. It was filing. It was answering phones. It
was making coffee and ordering supplies and typing up
reports that someone else had written. The pay was
modest and the work was unglamorous, but it was a job,
and after four years of school I was just grateful to have a
paycheck and a desk.

Tax season hit like a hurricane. The partners—Mr.
Kowalski and Mr. Brennan, who’d been running this
firm since the Nixon administration—were buried.
Clients calling constantly, returns piling up, documents
scattered across every surface. Nobody could find
anything. The filing system, if you could call it that, was
a series of cardboard boxes labeled with masking tape

and a prayer. Client folders were mixed in with last



year’s returns. Important documents were shoved into
drawers with take-out menus. The whole office smelled
like stress and stale coffee.

I spent my lunch break one day reorganizing their
entire client filing system. Didn’t ask permission. Didn’t
run it by anyone. Just took my sandwich to the filing
room and started. Color-coded folders by status: green
for completed, yellow for in-progress, red for missing
documents. Alphabetical by client name within each
category. A simple tracking sheet— just a piece of paper,
nothing fancy—showing where each return stood in the
process. I taped it to the wall where everyone could see
it.

When Mr. Kowalski came in Monday morning and
located the Henderson file in thirty seconds instead of
thirty minutes, he stopped in the middle of the hallway
and stared at me. Just stood there, file in hand, with his
mouth slightly open. “Carol,” he said. “Where have you
been all my life?”

It was a joke, obviously. But underneath the joke was
something real—genuine relief, genuine gratitude from a
man who’d been drowning in his own filing system for

twenty years.



That moment changed how the entire office saw me.
Word got around fast. Mrs. Henderson called to thank
them personally, and suddenly I was the person
everyone came to when something was lost or tangled or
behind schedule. It wasn’t a promotion. Nobody
changed my title or my pay. But Mr. Brennan started
asking my opinion on office procedures, and the other
staff started treating me less like the filing person and
more like someone who actually knew what she was
doing.

Tom’s response when I told him about Mr. Kowalski
was perfect, and perfectly Tom. He looked at me across
the dinner table and said, “You know you’ve been doing
that your whole life, right?” I said doing what? He said,
“Walking into chaos and making it make sense. You've
been doing it since your dad’s hardware store. You just
didn’t have a word for it.”

He was right. The filing system was the screws. The
tracking sheet was the diagram on the whiteboard. The
color-coded folders were the piles I'd made of Sarah’s
paper research. It was all the same thing— seeing the
mess, finding the pattern, putting things where they

belonged. I'd just never recognized it as a skill because it



came so naturally. Like breathing. You don’t think of
breathing as impressive because you've been doing it
your whole life. What I’d say now, looking back, is that I
stopped apologizing for it after Mr. Kowalski. Not
completely—I spent another twenty years apologizing in
various ways—but that was the first crack in the wall.
The first time I let myself think that maybe the thing I
did automatically, the thing that felt as natural as
clearing dishes, was actually worth something. Tom used
to joke that I approached workplace disasters the same
way I approached tangled Christmas lights. There’s
always a logical place to start untangling, you just have
to find it. Sit down, follow the cord, find the first knot,

and work it loose. Everything else follows.

*
* *

Nothing in my experience—not the case studies, not the
filing systems, not the Christmas light metaphor—
prepared me for the particular chaos of a colicky baby at

three in the morning.



Lauren came into the world screaming, and she didn’t
stop for about four months. Colic, the doctor said, like
giving it a name was supposed to help. It didn’t. Every
evening around six o’clock, she’d start crying—this high,
thin, relentless wail that could drill through walls—and
she wouldn’t stop until midnight or later. I'd walk her
around the apartment, bouncing and shushing and
trying every trick the books suggested. White noise.
Swaddling. Driving her around the block at eleven p.m.
in the car seat. Nothing worked reliably. Some nights
nothing worked at all.

I was a mess. I was the woman who organized filing
systems and solved communication problems and

untangled Christmas lights, and I could not make my



own baby stop crying. It felt like a personal failure. Like
the universe had finally found the one problem I
couldn’t sort into color-coded folders.

Tom was working long hours then—his first real
engineering position, a good job he couldn’t afford to be
tired at—but when he was home, he was fully home.
He’d take Lauren from my arms without being asked,
walk her around the living room, bounce her, talk to her
in this low, calm voice that sometimes worked and
sometimes didn’t. And when I’d be near tears, asking
him what we were doing wrong, asking him to please
just tell me the answer, he’d do the thing he always did.

“What would you do first?”

I wanted to kill him. I wanted to scream that this was
not the time for his Socratic method, that our baby was
crying and I was crying and could he please just once in
his life give me a direct answer. But what he was really
doing—what he was always doing—was giving me space
to figure out that sometimes there isn’t a solution.
Sometimes you just hold the baby and wait for her
system to settle. Sometimes the only thing you can do is
be there. That was a hard lesson for someone who’d built

her whole identity around solving things. Learning that
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some problems aren’t problems at all—they’re just
phases, just weather, just the messy reality of being alive
—that was its own education. More useful than any case

study. And much, much harder.

*
* *

Lauren turned out to be this wonderful mix of both of us.
She got Tom’s steady temperament—even as a toddler,
she’d sit and work on puzzles for an hour while other
kids were climbing the walls and pulling books off
shelves. She had this focus, this ability to block out the
world and zero in on whatever was in front of her, that
was pure Tom. She’d sit in the middle of the living room
floor with a puzzle spread out around her like a moat,
and if you tried to help her she’d push your hand away.
She wanted to do it herself. She wanted to find the pieces
and figure out where they went without anyone handing
her the answer. But she definitely inherited my need to
have everything in its place. By age six, she was
organizing her stuffed animals by size on her bed—tallest
on the left, smallest on the right, every single night
before she’d go to sleep. If one of them was out of order,

she’d notice immediately and fix it with this little frown



of concentration that was pure Carol. She reorganized
her bookshelf every few months, sometimes by color,
sometimes by size, sometimes by how much she liked
them, which I thought was a particularly creative
system. Watching her grow up was like watching a time-
lapse of my own habits, but better. She had the
organizing instinct, but she also had Tom’s calm.

She could straighten a messy room without getting
stressed about it. She could sort through a pile of
homework without the anxiety I'd have felt at her age.
She just did it, steadily and quietly, like it was the most
natural thing in the world.

School was where she really came into her own. Her
teachers loved her—not because she was the smartest
kid, though she was plenty smart, but because she was
steady. She turned in her homework on time, kept her
desk neat, and had this way of quietly helping the kids
around her without making them feel stupid about it.
She’d lean over and whisper to the boy next to her, “You
put the decimal in the wrong place,” so casually that he’d
fix it without realizing she’d basically done his

homework for him. Pure Carol maneuver.



I recognized it immediately because I'd done the
same thing my entire life—solving other people’s
problems while pretending I wasn’t doing anything
special.

There was one afternoon—she must have been eleven
or twelve—when she came home upset because a girl in
her class had told her she was “bossy.” Lauren had been
trying to organize a group project, getting everyone to
divide up the tasks and set deadlines, and this girl had
rolled her eyes and said, “You're not the teacher, Carol’s
daughter.” Lauren sat at the kitchen table with this
expression I recognized in my own mirror—that sting of
being seen for something you do naturally and having it
thrown back at you as a flaw.

I sat down across from her and thought carefully
about what to say. The old Carol would have said
something safe and reassuring—“Don’t worry about it,
honey, some people just don’t understand.” But I was
already starting to change by then, and what came out
instead was: “Organizing people is a skill. Most people
can’t do it. That girl can’t do it. The fact that she called it
bossy tells you more about her than about you.” Lauren

looked at me like I’d said something surprising. Maybe



because I'd never been that direct with her before.
Maybe because she could hear that I was talking to
myself as much as to her.

When she left for Portland after college, I felt like
someone had taken a piece of my ribcage with them.

Three thousand miles. I could have driven to Canada
faster than I could drive to her. But she needed to go,
and I knew it, and I did the thing I'd been doing my
whole life: I organized the feelings into something
manageable. I helped her pack. I made lists of what
she’d need. I researched her new neighborhood and
found the nearest grocery store and pharmacy and sent
her a color-coded map. If I couldn’t be there, at least my
systems could.

She’s the one who now sends detailed itineraries
when Tom and I visit her in Portland. Color-coded
schedules with backup restaurant options and weather-
appropriate activities for the grandkids. She’ll have a
spreadsheet. A spreadsheet for a family visit.

Tom likes to joke that she out-Carols me, and he’s not
wrong, but she does it with this calm confidence that’s

all him. No anxiety, no second-guessing, just “here’s the



plan and here’s the backup plan and here’s what we’ll do
if it rains.”

I watch her with her own kids now—Emma, who’s
four and already developing that serious organizing face,
and Marcus, who’s two and seems more interested in
taking things apart than putting them together—and I
can see how she took the best of what Tom and I both
brought to the table. She’s got my systems and his
patience and something else entirely that’s just hers: this
ability to explain things to her kids in ways I never would
have thought of. When Emma has a meltdown in Target,
Lauren just sits right down on the floor with her and
waits it out, completely calm. Pure Tom. She tells Emma
that feelings are like weather and they always change. I
never had those words when Lauren was little. I wish I
had.



CHAPTER FIVE

Mrs. Patterson and the Choir




NEED TO TELL you about finding my voice, and I
I mean that both literally and not. For most of my
adult life, I was the person who saw the answer and
waited for someone else to say it. I'd sit in meetings and
know exactly what was wrong and how to fix it, and I'd
wait. Wait for someone to ask me. Wait for permission.
Wait for the right moment, which somehow never quite
arrived. I'd go home and tell Tom what I’d been
thinking, and he’d look at me with that patient
expression of his and say, “Why didn’t you say that in the
meeting?” And I'd shrug and say something about not

wanting to step on toes or sound like a know-it-all.

The truth was simpler and harder: I
didn’t trust that my voice was worth

hearing.

This went on for years. Decades, really. I'd ask Tom’s
opinion about everything—dinner, weekend plans,
whether to paint the bathroom blue or green, what to do

about the leak in the garage, whether Lauren needed



braces. Not because I didn’t have opinions. Because I
didn’t trust that my opinions were enough on their own.
They needed to be confirmed, validated, seconded by
someone else before I'd act on them. Tom always said
what he thought, but I could see him watching me,

waiting for the day I'd stop asking and start telling.

*
* *

Somewhere in my early forties, I started gardening. I
wanted something messy. I wanted hollyhocks and
black-eyed Susans and lavender all tumbling over each
other, the kind of garden that looked like it had opinions
of its own.

This was a radical act for me, though it didn’t look
like one from the outside. For years I'd been copying
Diane’s garden because it was the “right” way to do it —
orderly, controlled, the kind of garden that got
compliments from passersby. But I hated maintaining it.
I hated the ruler-straight rows and the obligation to keep
everything pruned and identical. What I wanted was
wildflowers and herbs and tomatoes all mixed together,
the kind of chaos that had its own logic if you looked at it
the right way.



Tom noticed, of course. He came out one Saturday
morning and found me ripping out the boxwood hedge
I'd maintained for a decade, and he stood there with his
coffee cup and said, “What are you doing?” And I said,
“I'm planting what I actually want.” He looked at me for
a long moment, then nodded and went back inside. I
think that was the first time he saw me make a decision
about something purely because I wanted to, without
asking anyone’s opinion first.

That garden taught me something. It taught me that
not everything has to be optimized. The first summer,
my wildflower bed was a disaster—half the seeds didn’t
germinate, the ones that did grew at completely different
rates, and the whole thing looked like a patch of weeds
that someone had given up on. But by the second
summer, it was beautiful. Messy, uneven, completely its
own thing—and beautiful. Diane told me it was
“interesting.” Coming from Diane, that was practically a
standing ovation. ...

Some things can just grow. You plant seeds, you
water them, you pull the weeds, and then you let go and

see what happens.



The change—the real change, the one I can point to
and say “before and after”—started, of all places, in a
church choir.

I'd been going to St. Mark’s for years, sitting in the
same pew with Tom every Sunday, and I’d always found
myself really listening to the choir. Not just letting it
wash over me like background music, but actually
listening—to how the voices blended, to the way the
harmonies shifted underneath the melody, to the
moments when everything came together and the sound
filled the whole sanctuary like warm light. There was a
woman directing the choir, Mrs. Patterson—a different
Mrs. Patterson from the hardware store, or maybe a
relative, I never did find out—who was probably in her
seventies and had this way of making even “Amazing
Grace” sound like she was discovering it for the first
time.

One Sunday after service, she mentioned they needed
altos. And instead of my usual internal process—*I
should ask Tom what he thinks, I should think about it
for a week, I should make a pro-con list”—1I just heard

myself saying, “I'd like to try that.” The words came out

- 60 -



before my brain could stop them. Like some other Carol
had taken the microphone.

Tom was loading groceries into the car when I told
him. He looked at me with genuine surprise—the kind of
look you’d give someone who’d just announced they
were taking up skydiving. Then he shrugged and said,
“Well, you've got a nice voice.” Which was the most Tom
response possible. No fanfare. Just quiet affirmation. ...

The first few rehearsals were terrifying in that good
way that makes you feel awake. Thursday evenings, in
the small room behind the sanctuary, with its dusty
folding chairs and that upright piano that was always
slightly out of tune. Fifteen other people, mostly women,
mostly around my age, standing in a loose semicircle
with their music folders open. Mrs. Patterson at the
front with her baton and her reading glasses and her
absolute conviction that we were going to sound
magnificent if we’d just trust ourselves.

Learning to blend my voice with fifteen other people
was like discovering I had a whole part of myself I'd
never really used. Not just the singing itself—though the
physical sensation of it was surprising, the way the notes

resonated in my chest and throat—but the way I could
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listen to what everyone else was doing and figure out
how to fit in without disappearing completely. That was
the balance Mrs. Patterson was always teaching us:

blend, but don’t vanish. Support, but don’t lose yourself.

“Altos,” she’d say, tapping her baton on the music stand,
“you’re the harmony that makes it all make sense.”
started to understand she wasn’t just talking about
music.

She had this exercise she’d make us do. You’d sing
your part while the person next to you sang something
completely different—a different melody, a different
rhythm—and you had to stay true to your own line
without being thrown off. It sounds simple. It is

incredibly, maddeningly hard. Your instinct is either to
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follow them—to abandon your own part and drift into
theirs because it’s easier—or to sing louder to drown
them out. Learning to hold your own space while still
blending, to be part of the whole without losing yourself
—that was the real lesson. And I'm not just talking about

music anymore.

“Support your neighbor’s voice,” Mrs.
Patterson would say, “but don’t lose

yours in theirs.”

What surprised me most was how physical it all was.
You can’t sing properly if you're holding your breath or
hunching your shoulders, and I realized I'd been doing
both for years—maybe my whole life—without knowing
it. Learning to stand up straight, to breathe from my
diaphragm, to open up my throat and let the sound come
out instead of keeping it small and careful —it sounds
silly, but it felt like practicing how to take up space in the
world. Like my body was learning something my mind

hadn’t figured out yet.



Tom started noticing changes about three months in.
Not my posture or breathing—he wouldn’t have noticed
that. But he mentioned, almost casually over dinner, that
I'd started disagreeing with him more. Not arguing—just
stating my opinion when I used to go along with
whatever he suggested. He said it like it was a good
thing, which surprised me. “I've always wondered what
you actually thought about things,” he said. “I'm glad
you’re showing up more.” Showing up more. That was
exactly what Mrs. Patterson kept saying in rehearsals.
“Show up, Carol. We need your voice.” And Tom,
without knowing anything about those Thursday night
exercises, was saying the same thing from across the
dinner table. Thursday nights became my favorite night
of the week. I'd come home from rehearsal with this
energy, this buzzing aliveness, like I'd been using
muscles I'd forgotten I had. Tom joked that choir had
turned me into a different person. He wasn’t wrong. Or
maybe I was becoming the person I'd always been
underneath—the one who could see the system and

finally trusted herself enough to say so.

*
* *



I think about that line constantly. At dinner parties, at
family gatherings, in conversations with Lauren.
Support your neighbor’s voice, but don’t lose yours in

theirs.



CHAPTER SIX

The Sourdough and the PTA




HE CONFIDENCE from choir didn’t stay in the

T sanctuary. It started leaking out into everything
else, in ways that surprised me. Small things at first. I
started buying the bread I actually liked instead of
whatever was on sale. I know that sounds ridiculous. It
sounds like the most trivial thing in the world. But for
someone who had spent her entire adult life making the
practical choice, the sensible choice, the choice that
nobody could criticize— buying expensive sourdough
because I preferred the taste was a tiny revolution. Every
time I put that loaf in the cart, I'd feel a little thrill, like I
was getting away with something. I told our neighbor
Diane that no, I couldn’t take care of her cats again while
she went to Florida, because I wanted to use my vacation
days for something else. I'd been cat-sitting for Diane
every winter for five years because she’d asked and I
couldn’t figure out how to say no. Saying no felt
enormous. She was perfectly nice about it—found
another neighbor to help—but I felt like I'd done
something brave and reckless, which tells you how far I
still had to go.

The big moment—the one where the choir confidence

really showed its teeth—was the PTA meeting about the



new math curriculum. They were trying to push through
some standardized program that would have meant Mrs.
Kowalski—Lauren’s old third-grade teacher, this
wonderful woman who taught math through hands-on
games and building blocks and actual real-world
problems—couldn’t use her methods anymore.
Everything would be worksheets and data- driven
outcomes and standardized testing.

I sat in that meeting listening to the superintendent
talk about “benchmarks” and “quantifiable metrics” and
feeling my stomach tighten the way it always did when I
disagreed but figured I should stay quiet. The old Carol
would have sat there and seethed silently and
complained to Tom in the car on the way home. But
something was different now. I thought about Mrs.
Patterson saying “support your neighbor’s voice.”

And Mrs. Kowalski was my neighbor, in every sense
that mattered. She’d retired years before, but her
methods—her belief that kids learn by touching things
and building things and seeing how math works in the
real world—those were worth protecting.

So I raised my hand. My heart was hammering so

hard I could feel it in my throat. The superintendent
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called on me and I said something like, “Excuse me, but
have you actually watched kids learn with manipulatives
versus worksheets? Because my daughter learned more
about fractions from cutting a pizza in Mrs. Kowalski’s
class than she did from any worksheet I've ever seen.”

My voice was shaking the entire time. I could hear it
quavering like I was cold, which I wasn’t. The room got
very quiet. And then three other parents started nodding
and chiming in with their own questions, their own
concerns, their own stories about what their kids had
learned in Mrs. Kowalski’s class. It was like I'd opened a
valve and all this pressure came rushing out. We didn’t
stop the curriculum—that train was already rolling—but
they agreed to pilot both methods side by side, which
was something.

Tom was so proud driving home. He kept looking at
me across the front seat with this grin on his face, and
finally he said, “I've been waiting twenty years to see you
do that.” Twenty years. He’d been waiting twenty years
for me to stop asking permission to have opinions. And

I'd been waiting just as long to realize I could.



After the PTA meeting, something unlocked. Not all at
once—I didn’t suddenly become some bold, fearless
person overnight. But the small things kept
accumulating. I stopped asking Tom’s opinion about
dinner. “We’re having chicken tonight,” I'd say, and he’'d
nod and set the table. I started choosing the restaurant
when we went out. I told the mechanic I thought he was
overcharging for brake pads. I volunteered for the
church fundraiser committee and then actually ran it
instead of just helping. The biggest change was with
Lauren. I stopped being the careful mother who always
said the right thing and never made waves, and started
being honest. When she moved to Portland—three
thousand miles away—I'd spent months pretending it
was fine, that I was thrilled for her, that I didn’t mind
the distance. And then one day on the phone I just said
it: “I miss you, and I wish we talked more often.”

I was terrified she’d think I was being needy or guilt-
tripping her. Instead she got quiet for a moment and
then said, “Mom, I miss you too, but I never knew if you
wanted me to call more or if I was bothering you.”

It turns out we’d both been tiptoeing around each

other for years. Both trying to be the easy,
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uncomplicated version of ourselves. Both waiting for the
other one to be honest first. And all it took was one

sentence—“I miss you”—to break the whole thing open.

Now she calls on Sunday mornings while she’s making
coffee. Sometimes the kids grab the phone to tell me
about their latest adventures—Emma’s new shoes,
Marcus’s obsession with dump trucks. Lauren asks me
real questions now, not just “how are you” but things
like what I'm reading, whether I'm nervous about Tom
being home all day since he retired, whether I've tried
that new recipe from the cooking show we both watch.
Our conversations feel more real, she told me last
Christmas, and that both thrilled and mortified me. Had
I been that much of a people-pleaser before? Had she
noticed?

Of course she’d noticed. She’s my daughter. She

notices everything.

If there’s a thread that connects all of this—the hardware

store, the Greyhound bus, Sarah’s paper crisis, the filing
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system, the choir, the PTA meeting, the sourdough—I
think it’s trust. Not the kind you place in other people.
The much harder kind you have to place in yourself.

That little girl organizing her father’s screws on
Saturday mornings? She knew what needed doing. She
just spent decades thinking that knowing wasn’t enough,
that she needed someone else’s permission to act on
what she could see so clearly. Even when I was twenty-
five and could reorganize an entire accounting firm’s
filing system over a lunch break, or thirty-five and
somehow keeping our household from falling apart
while Tom worked late and Lauren had colic, I kept
waiting for someone to tell me I was doing it right. I was
already leading, already solving problems, already taking
care of people. I just didn’t call it that.

I think what surprised me most about finding my
voice was how quiet it actually is. I thought speaking up
meant being loud or dramatic, making a scene, pounding
the table. But it’s really just saying what I mean instead
of what I think people want to hear. That PTA meeting
wasn’t me suddenly becoming some firebrand—I was
still shaking the whole time. I just couldn’t sit there

knowing Mrs. Kowalski would have wanted someone to
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speak up for her methods. My voice shook, but I said
what needed saying. And that turned out to be enough.

The hardest part was never finding my voice. It was
trusting that people would still love me if I used it. That’s
the fear, isn’t it? Not that you don’t know what to say,
but that saying it might cost you something. Might make
people uncomfortable. Might change how they see you. I
spent forty years choosing silence over that risk, and you
know what?

The risk was mostly imaginary. Tom had been
waiting twenty years for me to stop asking permission to
have opinions. Lauren was relieved to finally meet her
actual mother instead of the careful version I thought
she needed. The people who mattered weren’t waiting

for me to be agreeable.

They were waiting for me to be real.

Sometimes I wonder what took me so long. But then I
remember that the careful girl in Millbrook was doing

her best with what she knew. She just needed a few more



decades— and a church choir, and a patient husband,
and a Mrs. Patterson who understood that altos are the
harmony that makes it all make sense—to realize that

being heard doesn’t mean being loud. It just means

being real.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Mom and Dad
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OM’S RETIRED now, which means he’s home all

T day, which means I've had to learn a whole new
set of skills. Sharing space with someone around the
clock after decades of having the house to myself during
the day—that’s its own adjustment. He has opinions
about the grocery list now. He wants to reorganize the
garage. He follows me around the kitchen asking if I
need help, which is sweet but also makes me want to
hand him a book and point him toward the porch.

We’ve worked it out, mostly. He has his chair and his
crossword puzzles and his morning walks. I have my
kitchen and my garden and my Thursday night choir
rehearsals, which I'm still doing after fifteen years.

Mrs. Patterson passed the baton to a younger director
a few years back, but her rules are still posted on the wall
of the rehearsal room: “Support your neighbor’s voice.
Show up. Breathe.” I read them every Thursday and
think about how much I've changed since the first time I
saw them.

Lauren calls on Sundays. I told you that already, but
it’s worth repeating because those Sunday calls are one
of the best things in my life. She makes coffee—in a

percolator, if you can believe it—and sits in her kitchen



in Portland while the kids are still sleeping, and we talk
about nothing and everything. She asks what I'm
reading. I ask about Emma’s school. We discuss the
cooking show. Sometimes we just sit on the phone in
comfortable silence, the way Tom and I used to sit in the
library at Albany—two people who don’t need to fill
every moment with words.

I watched Emma tie her shoes the other day, on a
video call. Lauren had taught her this little song that
made each step stick, and Emma was concentrating so
hard her tongue was sticking out. It reminded me of my
mother teaching me to set a table—“forks on the left, like
your heart”—these tiny tricks that make hard things
manageable.

These small acts of teaching that pass down through
the generations like a melody, changing slightly each
time but keeping the same essential tune.

Marcus, meanwhile, was in the background pulling
all the shoes out of the closet and sorting them by size.
He’s two. He’s already sorting. ...

Last Thanksgiving, Tom and I flew to Portland.
Lauren met us at the airport with both kids—Emma

clutching a handmade “Welcome Grandma and



Grandpa” sign decorated with so much glitter that it was
shedding sparkles all over the terminal floor, and
Marecus asleep in his stroller with one shoe missing. It
was perfect. The whole messy, glittery, one-shoed scene
was absolutely perfect.

Lauren’s house smelled like cinnamon and something
baking, and there was a color-coded schedule on the
refrigerator—of course there was—with every day
mapped out in different-colored markers. Thursday:
Thanksgiving dinner, prep starts 8 AM, turkey in by 10,
guests arrive at 3. Friday: farmers market, nap time,
pizza night. Saturday: hike at Forest Park (weather
permitting), backup plan: children’s museum. I stood in
her kitchen reading that schedule and felt such a
complicated rush of pride and recognition and
something close to grief that I had to turn away for a
moment. She’s me. She’s me but better. She’s me
without the twenty years of waiting for permission.

Thanksgiving dinner itself was chaos in the best way.
Emma insisted on helping set the table and put the forks
on the right side, which Lauren gently corrected —“forks
on the left, like your heart”—and I felt the words land in
my chest like a bell ringing. My mother’s words. In my



daughter’s voice. In my granddaughter’s kitchen. Three
generations of women, passing the same small trick
down the line like a baton in a relay race nobody
remembers starting. After dinner, while Tom and
Lauren’s husband were doing dishes and the kids were
in the other room building a fort out of couch cushions,
Lauren and I sat at the kitchen table with the last of the
wine. She said, almost casually, “You know, Mom, you're
different now than when I was growing up.” I asked what
she meant. She thought about it for a moment, swirling

her wine, and said,

“You seem more... you. Like you
stopped trying so hard to be what

you thought everyone needed.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. So I just nodded
and took a sip of wine and looked at the color-coded
schedule on her refrigerator and thought about Mrs.
Patterson and the sourdough and the garden and all the

small, quiet revolutions that had brought me from the



girl on the Greyhound bus to this kitchen in Portland,
drinking wine with my daughter, who had just told me
the truest thing anyone had ever said about me. Tom
poked his head in from the kitchen and asked if we
wanted coffee. “Yes,” I said. Not “do you want coffee?” or
“what do you think?” or “whatever you're having is fine.”
Just yes. A small word. The smallest revolution of all.

I should say something about my parents before I
finish this story, because they’re the beginning of
everything and they deserve more than passing
mentions.

Dad ran the hardware store until he was seventy-two.
He could have retired earlier— should have, probably,
given his knees—but he couldn’t figure out what he’d do
with himself if he wasn’t behind that counter. The store
was his world, his purpose, his way of being useful.
When he finally closed it, he stood in the empty shop for
a long time. Tom and I had driven down to help him
clean out the last of the inventory, and I found him
standing in the middle of the floor where the screw bins
used to be, just looking around. The pegboard walls were
bare. The register was gone. The air still smelled faintly
of sawdust. He looked at me and said, “Well, Ace. That’s
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that.” And then he locked the door for the last time and
handed me the key. I still have it. It’s in my jewelry box,
next to his letter. Mom kept working at the library until
it wasn’t possible anymore. Her memory started to go in
her late seventies—slowly at first, then faster, the way
these things do. She’d mix up the books, put romance
novels in the history section, forget which patron had
requested what. The head librarian was kind about it, let
her stay on longer than she probably should have,
because everyone loved her and nobody wanted to be the
one to say it was time. ...

When she finally stopped going, she sat at the kitchen
table for weeks looking at her canvas bag hanging on the
hook by the door, empty for the first time in forty years.
But here’s the thing about my mother. Even as the
details started slipping away—the names of books, the
dates of things, eventually the names of people she’d
known her whole life— the important things stayed. She
always knew me. She always knew Tom. She’d hold
Lauren’s hand and say, “You look just like your mother,”
and she’d say it like it was the highest compliment she
could give. And she never forgot the sails. “You can’t

control the wind, Carol.” She said it to me the last time I
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visited her, sitting in her chair by the window with a
blanket on her lap, looking out at nothing in particular.
She said it like she was saying it for the first time, and
maybe for her she was. But for me it was the thousandth

time, and it hit just as hard.

o

Dad went first. Quietly, the way he did everything. Mom
followed him six months later. I like to think she decided
she’d been patient long enough and it was time to go find
him. That sounds sentimental, and I know it is, but I'm
allowed to be sentimental about my parents. They
earned it.

After they were gone, Tom and I drove down to
Millbrook one last time to close up the apartment above

the store. Someone else owned the building by then—it
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was a coffee shop now, of all things—but our old
apartment was still there, still reached by the same
narrow staircase.

I stood in the kitchen where the four o’clock bell used
to mean Mom was walking home, and where Dad used
to sit with his coffee reading the paper, and where I'd
held that flyer for the Cornell summer program with my
stomach doing flips. The floorboards still creaked. The

light through the window was the same.

*
* *

Everything else was different, and nothing had changed.
I found a library book on the shelf in my old bedroom.
Must have been there for decades—overdue by about

thirty years. ...



It was a children’s book about a girl

who lived in a lighthouse. I sat on the

floor and held it and cried, which is
not something I do often and not

something I'm going to apologize for.

An early picture of me as a baby WHAT I'D TELL
THE GIRL ON THE BUS If I could go back and sit next
to that sixteen-year-old on the Greyhound bus—the one
with her face pressed to the greasy window, fizzing with
Coca-Cola excitement and sick with fear—I'd want to tell
her a few things.

I’d say: that thing you do, where you walk into a mess
and start sorting—don’t ever apologize for that. Don’t
shrink it. Don’t call it “just being organized” like it’s
some minor skill, like alphabetizing a spice rack. It’s not
minor. It’s how you see the world, and it’s a gift, and

people are going to need it more than you know.



I’d say: you're going to meet a man by a punch bowl
who asks you what you think instead of telling you what
to think. Marry him. Don’t wait.

I'd say: you're going to spend about twenty years
asking other people for permission to trust your own
instincts. You're going to defer, and accommodate, and
buy the bread that’s on sale instead of the bread you like,
and cat-sit for the neighbors when you’d rather do
anything else, and swallow your opinions at meetings
because you're worried about being too much. Twenty
years is a long time to spend being less than you are. Try
to make it fifteen.

I'd say: join the choir sooner. You’ll understand when
you get there.

I'd say: plant a messy garden. Rip out the boxwood.
Put in wildflowers and herbs and things that grow at
different speeds and in different directions. Let it be
imperfect. Let it surprise you. You'll learn something
about yourself from watching things grow that you can’t
learn from organizing them.

I'd say: your mother was right about the sails. You
can’t control the wind, but you can learn to adjust. She

said it when you were twelve and worried about a math



test, and she’ll say it again when you’re forty and worried
about everything, and both times it’ll be the truest thing
you've ever heard. You won'’t fully understand it until
you're sitting in your own WHAT I'D TELL THE GIRL
ON THE BUS daughter teach your granddaughter to tie
her shoes. And then it'll hit you all at once, like the four
o’clock bell, and you’ll think: oh. That’s what she meant.

I'd say: call your parents more. Write letters. Keep
the ones they send. One day you’ll open a jewelry box
and find three words in your father’s handwriting
—“Proud of you, Ace”—and you’ll be so grateful you
saved it that you’ll have to sit down.

I'd say: the people who matter aren’t waiting for you
to become someone else. They're waiting for you to stop
hiding who you already are. Tom’s been seeing you
clearly since the night with the terrible punch. Lauren’s
been watching you her whole life, studying you the way
you studied your mother, absorbing lessons you don’t
even know you're teaching. Be honest with them. They
can take it. They want it.

I'd say: the thing you're most afraid of—that speaking
up will make people love you less—is exactly backwards.

Speaking up is how they find you. It’s how they know



you're there. All those years of being agreeable and easy
and uncomplicated, you thought you were keeping the
peace. You were keeping a distance. There’s a difference.

I'd say: when someone offers to help, let them. This is
a lesson that will take you decades. You got your
mother’s stubbornness and your father’s independence,
and together they make a woman who would rather
carry everything herself than admit she needs a hand.
But letting someone help you isn’t weakness. It’s
generosity. You're giving them the chance to be useful,
the chance to show up for you the way you're always
showing up for everyone else. Don’t take that from them.

And I'd say: that girl with the thick paperback on the
bus, the one who swayed with the bumps like she had an
understanding with the world? She wasn’t braver than
you. She just looked like it from where you were sitting.
Everyone looks confident from the outside. The trick
isn’t becoming confident. It’s acting on what you know
even when your voice is shaking.

WHAT I'D TELL THE GIRL ON THE BUS One last
thing. You're going to be a grandmother someday. You're
going to watch a little girl with your eyes and your

daughter’s calm tie her shoes using a song you never



taught anyone. You'’re going to watch a two- year-old boy
sort shoes by size in a closet in Portland, Oregon, three
thousand miles from the hardware store where you once
sorted screws on Saturday mornings. And in that
moment you're going to understand something about
time and love and the way things pass down through
people—not through speeches or lessons, but through
the steady, quiet, daily act of being who you are in front
of the people you love.

You’re going to understand that the careful girl was
never the problem. She was the beginning. ...

My mother used to say, “Carol, you can’t control the
wind, but you can learn to adjust your sails.”

I didn’t understand it when I was twelve. I'm not sure
I fully understand it now. But I think what she meant is
that life is going to throw things at you—colicky babies
and layoffs and standardized math curricula and
husbands who won’t give you direct answers— and the
secret isn’t having a perfect plan for everything. It’s
trusting that you're strong enough to adjust. That your
instincts are worth following. That your voice, even

when it shakes, is worth hearing.



When I think about Emma and Marcus, I think about
what I'd most want them to know. And it’s this: that
quiet voice inside you, the one that notices what others
miss, the one that sees the pattern in the chaos and
knows where the first knot is in the tangled lights — that
voice is not something to apologize for or wait to use
until you're sure enough. When Emma gets that serious
look and starts organizing her toys by color, or when
Marcus asks those questions that make the adults pause
and look at each other—they’re already being
themselves. They don’t need to get louder or smaller or
anything other than what they are. We give our children
the things we had to fight to find for ourselves. I spent
decades learning to trust my own voice, learning that
being heard doesn’t mean being loud, learning that the
people worth keeping are the ones who want you to stop
hiding. Lauren came out of the gate knowing her own
mind. Maybe that’s because I made sure of it without
realizing I was doing it— organizing her world the way I
organized everything, making space for her to be certain
the way I'd never been certain myself.

Maybe that’s how it works. You plant seeds you can’t

see. You tend a garden without knowing what’s going to



grow. You adjust your sails and trust the wind. And
eventually you look around and realize you've created
something that’s entirely yours—messy and imperfect

and exactly right.

I still buy the sourdough. Every single week. And every
time I put that loaf in the cart, I think about the girl on
the bus and the screws in their compartments and Mrs.
Patterson tapping her baton and Tom asking “what
would you do first?” and my dad calling me Ace on
Saturday mornings before the world came in.

I think about my mother dumping library books on
the kitchen table like she’d found buried treasure. I think
about the lighthouse keeper’s daughter, flashing her
light across the water, hoping someone would flash back.
I think about standing in my kitchen at sixteen, holding
a flyer for a summer program, wanting something so
badly it scared me.

I think about Tom at the punch bowl, miserable in his
mother’s shirt, about to say the first honest thing anyone
had said to me all evening. I think about Mr. Kowalski

holding the Henderson file with his mouth open. I think
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about Mrs. Patterson tapping her baton and saying,
“Show up, Carol. We need your voice.” I think about
Lauren at eleven, stung by being called bossy, and how I
told her that organizing people was a gift—the first time
I'd said it out loud, the first time I'd believed it about
myself.

I think about my dad. Saturday mornings, empty
store, the smell of sawdust. “Morning, Ace.” A nod when
the screws were sorted right. A check written quietly for
a summer program. A letter with three words that I've
kept for forty years. A key to a store that doesn’t exist
anymore, sitting in a jewelry box next to a note that says
everything I need to know about where I came from.

I think about my mother at the kitchen table,
dumping out her canvas bag like a pirate with treasure. I
think about her walking home past Kowalski’s market,
waving to whoever was sweeping their steps, carrying
stories home to us the way other mothers carried
groceries. I think about her sitting on the edge of my
bed, reading about the lighthouse keeper’s daughter,
planting a seed she couldn’t have known would take
thirty years to bloom. I think about her in the chair by

the window near the end, the blanket on her lap, still

© 91 -



finding the words that mattered: “You can’t control the
wind, Carol.”

If you ask me what I want to be remembered for, I'd
probably dodge the question. I'd say I was good at
organizing things and I learned, eventually, to trust my
own judgment. I'd say I raised a daughter who out-
Carols me and married a man who waited two decades
for me to stop asking permission. I'd say I can finally buy
the bread I like without feeling guilty about it.

But if you’ve been reading this—really reading it—you
know it’s more than that. It’s the sawdust and the WD-
40 and the four o’clock bell. It’s Mrs. Patterson’s napkin
blueprints and Mrs. Patterson’s choir baton. It’s the
terrible punch and the worse cheese. It’s learning to hold
your note while someone next to you sings something
completely different. It’s a voice that shakes and says
what needs saying anyway.

It’s a life spent learning to trust the quiet voice that
knew.

— Carol
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Told aloud, one visit at a time.

Set in Georgia types on warm paper.

7BONDS



