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Acclaim for ABIGAIL THOMAS’s
Safekeeping


“This beguiling memoir reads like a novel, with characters one cares about and an engrossing and moving story.”

—Hilma Wolitzer, author of Wish You Were Here




“Abigail Thomas has created magic for smart, curious readers. Her prose is poetic, charged with hope and promise. I admire every word she writes: her work makes me happy.”

—Kaye Gibbons, author of Ellen Foster and Charms for the Easy Life




“Abigail Thomas wears her wisdom so lightly, so jauntily, that you barely notice a vision creeping up on you. Her memoir explores how women build selves out of scraps and shards—not just from love and happiness but from sorrow and failure too. Thomas has made a life for herself like a cook whipping up dinner from what’s in the refrigerator. The result is a giddily satisfying feast.”

—Lisa Zeidner, author of Layover




“An artful scatter of snapshot moments … revealing a life that’s remarkable not for its events but for the way it’s recalled, with rue, insight and wit.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“Comprised of small, astonishing moments which have been strung together in a wholly fresh and gorgeous way … Consistently humble and beautiful … Thomas has given an honest shape to the fluidity of memory.”

—Bomb




“Safekeeping sparkles like bits of a smashed mirror … Each is a moment reflected, and reflected upon. Peer into enough diamonds and shards and you see the story, you glimpse the soul.… Thomas also bears eloquent witness to her own life, as refracted by her keen eye and recorded in prose that verges on poetry.”

—Newsday




“Precisely lyrical, silver-gilt, fevered, and in the end, sweet.”

—Booklist




“Reads like a collaboration between Richard Brautigan and Joni Mitchell … A refreshing testimonial for the unrepentant—and in Thomas’s case unsinkable—youthful free spirit.”

—The Austin Chronicle




“Finally, a memoir in which sorrow and regret are part of a larger, more resounding joy. From bits and moments of her life—its quiet feminism, its loves and upheavals, mistakes, loyalties, adventures, and domesticities—Abigail Thomas offers up herself, most surprised by what is most familiar. To read Safekeeping is to be in it.”

—Abby Frucht, author of Life Before Death
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Take a sad song and make it better.

—THE BEATLES, “Hey Jude”





PART ONE
Before




Before

Before I met you I played my music on a child’s Victrola. I played Music from Big Pink over and over. “Tears of Rage.” “The Weight.” Wheels of Fire. I had three kids. We ate on the overturned kitchen drawer because I didn’t have a table. I was young. I didn’t know what things could happen. I spent my time in the moment; everything else was shoved ahead, like furniture I didn’t need yet. We were crammed into a small space. My bed was in the living room.

I am remembering this time just before I knew you, and then I knew you, and then you died. It makes the parentheses within which I lived most of my life. Not knowing you, knowing you, and then you died. Twenty-seven years. A long time. You introduced my kids to a dining room table, you liked to joke proudly. Sometimes we sang songs. You were impressed. I knew the words to everything.

When we were together I remember my bedside book for years was How to Stay Alive in the Woods. “Anyone Can Build a Lean-to,” my favorite chapter. All you needed were two forked sticks and a pole. I studied the diagram and watched your face. I looked at the woods. They were right outside the door.


Offering

While you were alive the past was a live unfinished thing. Like a painting we weren’t done with. Like a garden we were still learning to tend. Nothing was set in stone yet, and weren’t we ourselves still changing? We might redeem our past by redeeming ourselves. I had in mind a sort of alchemy. But then you died, and just like that, it was over. What was done was done. Now we could never fix it. All I can do is chip away, see what comes off in my hand, look for a shape.


Something Valuable Given
Away on the Street

A middle-aged teacher is walking down Broadway in her big white sneakers and her yellow socks, her too-long skirt (stained where three drops of hair-tinting stuff fell on it); she is wearing her daughter’s jacket, a new red velvet scarf, and her two haircuts, both bad, and she is thinking about desire, that old plaything, whose provenance is no longer detail but a vast inchoate longing. And so when the man bearing the basket of freshly baked bread, round loaves with cracked tops, some large, some small, gets out of his truck and begins to walk toward the West Side Market and their paths cross, she can’t help saying, “God, those look so beautiful.” He smiles. He actually looks at her. “Take one,” he says. She says, “Oh no, I couldn’t.” She almost bursts forth with I am just on my way to exercise, otherwise I wouldn’t look like this, in these shoes for instance and no lipstick, with my bad hair and so forth, I put on thirty pounds since I got married again … but she holds her tongue. It isn’t that sort of moment. Perhaps there will never again be that sort of moment, and that is okay with her. Instead she pauses, looking at the loaves. “Go ahead,” he urges her again, holding the basket out to her, smiling. She smiles back.

“Really?” She chooses a small round loaf.

“Portuguese bread,” he tells her, “very good.”

“Thank you,” she says, stuffing it into her purple plastic bag on top of her gym clothes and her copy of Winesburg, Ohio. As she walks away she feels not young again, perish the thought, but oh so glad to be alive, and middle-aged, and female, and walking down Broadway. She is not wishing he had invited her back to his bakery to bed her later among the bowls of flour and yeast. She is not regretting the loss of youth. She does not want more than the bread he gave her and the moment on the sidewalk. Does this mean she has finally grown up? And what was this new feeling but a sort of all-purpose longing which does not need to be satisfied but rather must be renewed each day on the streets of her city? I live in a perpetual state of desire, she realizes. Things could be worse.

She gets to her gym and assumes her position on a treadmill in the window, which nobody ever looks up at. She is on treadmill number 8, her favorite, because of the handlebars. She nods in friendly fashion to the women on treadmill numbers 7 and 9. One of them is the one with the Frida Kahlo eyebrows. It is a women’s gym. We are all middle-aged, she thinks merrily, treading away at 3.9 miles per hour. The only eyes that meet ours on the street are one another’s. Except her husband who sometimes walks by and salutes her on his way to his aged mother. And the occasional baker. She has slung her purple bag over the treadmill handlebars and can see the bread in there. Life is so sweet, she thinks, her brain taking up the rhythm of her stride, one two three FOUR, five six seven EIGHT, one two three FOUR, five six seven EIGHT.

She will have to tell her class. Make up an assignment. Write two pages in which something valuable is given away on the street. What will they come up with, she wonders, wanting to know.


Apple Cake

I am not a girl. I am the grandmother of six. I bake cakes for all my grandchildren. My name is synonymous with “cake.” I have taught them this. Nana, Cake, and they clap their little hands. Apple cake, this is my specialty. In the past twelve days I have baked seven apple cakes for seven separate occasions. These cakes contain walnuts and raisins as well as golden oil and apples. You would beg me for a slice if you could see these cakes. You would beg for their perfume alone. They do well for holidays. Thanksgiving, for example. Anniversaries.

I have had my good times and my bad. This was long ago, my dears, before most of you were born. I was not a prudish girl. Nor was I wise. When I was young I gave myself away; it was all I had to offer. But not today. Today I will bake a cake. The cake is not a metaphor. Say the words “apple cake.” Apple cake.

See how the mouth fills with desire.


What a Waste

She was not always a teacher. She was a girl once, a girl who married and married again, hoping to find happiness for both herself and her children. It was as simple as that, although she herself was complicated, as were her husbands, not to mention her kids. Her second husband didn’t know what he wanted in a wife. No doubt that was why he had never married. Still a bachelor at forty-six. Oh so eligible. “Are you pregnant?” one of his old friends asked her rudely. “How did you get him to marry you?” She wanted to be witty but wasn’t. The woman was fat and she leaned against a beautifully curved banister. That’s all she remembers from that party, at which she got drunk.

Her new husband thought it was funny and dismissed it with a wave. “What do you care?” he asked her, winking at his old friend across the room. He had many sophisticated old friends and all she had were her kids and some ragtag-and-bobtails from the Village. It would have been easier if only he had said he loved her, but instead he was scientific. Love, he would say, what is it? A word. Later she found out that he thought it gave a woman the upper hand if you told her you loved her.




End of sample
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