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			“Wineberg doesn’t write the end of the marriage—she ends with the realization as a turning point. The author doesn’t resolve anything too cleanly or neatly, which is something she does quite well throughout this collection. It gives the stories more weight and makes them feel more real, and it also makes the tension between old and new lives more acute. There’s still more to each story after the author is finished with her characters, and that’s what makes this collection so satisfying.”—Kirkus Reviews

			“Nine Facts That Can Change Your Life features fifteen vignettes about emotional mutability and the small, silent decisions that precipitate big changes—like the moment when one character, in the midst of an urgent, harried visit to an emergency room, decides she has to leave her husband, the true end before the divorce that follows.”—The Village Voice




			“…the fifteen stories comprising Ronna Wineberg’s Nine Facts That Can Change Your Life are true literary gems by a writer with a genuine flair for deftly crafting truly memorable characters.”—Midwest Book Review




			“Wineberg plays with our phony sense of certainty and entices us instead to live in a probabilistic cloud of opportunity and possibility—far more promising and self-actualizing. Characters in her collection leave behind the variables that have defined their lives—marriages, religion, community—and befriend strangers in hopes of making new connections and finding new joy. Some are successful and some are not; that’s just how probability works.”—Bloom




			On Bittersweet Place




			“Wineberg’s quintessential American story of belonging, family life, heritage, and pursuing the American dream will resonate with listeners.”—Library Journal (audiobook review)




			“On Bittersweet Place is as much the coming-of-age story of the Midwest as a diverse and thriving urban center as it is Lena’s.”—The Millions




			Second Language




			“While chronicling the ends of relationships, Wineberg is actually planting the beginnings of new life for her characters…These stories possess full, beating hearts that capture our attention and our sympathy. We are immensely attached to the characters. We yearn for understanding in the same way they do.”—Other Voices
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			Framing the Picture




			When my mother-in-law decided to have open-heart surgery, I noticed a change in my husband, Lew. His mother lived in Boston but often traveled to Manhattan for her medical care; she was certain the best doctors practiced here. Earlier this summer, she had complained of pains zigzagging down her legs. I winced to hear her wheezing when we spoke on the telephone. Now she’d decided to take action.

			Rita was the sort of woman who wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. With her stylish clothes, her soft dyed blonde hair and pale green eyes, her toned arms glittering with gold jewelry, she was still beautiful. From the first, she had embraced me like a daughter. She bought me gifts, made a point to talk to me. She taught me to soften the color of my hair and buy fine fabrics, not the inexpensive ones my mother had favored. 

			My mother had been more distant. There were strict rules in our house, a right and wrong. I cleaned up after myself, refrained from cursing and listening to loud music. But when I was a teenager, I stopped going to church, stayed out all night, and finally moved to California for college. I worked as a waitress a few nights a week, drank too much, dabbled in drugs, and drenched myself in imitation Chanel N°5. Weekends, I sketched and snapped photographs by the ocean. I met Lew at a Grateful Dead concert. He was in graduate school, a smart, handsome Jewish boy from the East Coast. I was a confused young woman from Evanston, Illinois, with bleached blonde hair and taut currents of sexuality ricocheting through me. 

			Rita telephoned to tell us about the surgery. “My doctor up here says I need it.” She coughed and paused to take a breath. “I’m coming to New York for a second opinion. If they think my heart is bad, they’ll do surgery right away.”

			Lew and I were each on an extension of the landline.

			“This sounds serious, Ma,” he said.

			“Triple, quadruple bypass. They don’t know,” she said. “They may need to replace valves. Then recuperation. Cy will come to New York with me. We’d like to stay at your apartment.”

			Rita had left Lew’s father years ago. She hadn’t remarried, but had become involved with a number of men over the years. Cy Zucker seemed to be her companion for good. 

			“Ginny and I will take care of you,” Lew said. “You’ll stay with us for as long as you like.”

			“Rita,” I said, suddenly breathless. “We’ll help you all we can.”

			I felt odd, after all these years, still calling her Rita, as if there should be a special name for a mother-in-law, an endearment. I could never bring myself to call her “Mom.” I needed a word, like the Russian one for grandmother, babushka, or the Yiddish word Lew used to describe those in his family, the almost-related, not by blood but bound by circumstance. Mishpachah. A grand, warm family, like the one I had longed for as a child.

			Rita’s mother once told me that forty days before a child is born, the child’s groom or bride is determined in heaven. I loved her stories. She was a gnarled old woman with a gummy smile. She spoke as if she were God’s own messenger. 

			But I wondered whether those in heaven also decided the exact moment when two people who believed they were meant for each other suddenly realized they were not. Was it predetermined that some would find happiness, while others would never discover their intended? Did God also decide who would have open-heart surgery and survive? I wanted to ask Lew’s grandmother this, or my mother, but both of them were dead. My father had left us when I was a child. All I had was my mother-in-law, and I could hardly ask her.

			I tried not to think about how these losses had affected my life. I often felt as if I wandered in a perpetual rainstorm, without protection. There was Lew, but the protection of a parent or grandparent was different from what a spouse could give. My mother—may her soul be kissed, cared for, and all the other blessings one hopes for a spirit—had never lost her God-like power to try to protect and defend; she retained an omnipotence and wisdom even after she’d died.

			There was so much to worry about after we finished our conversation with Rita. I pulled back my wavy brown hair and twisted it into a ponytail. Would she be okay if she had surgery? What would it be like to have Rita and Cy—a relative stranger—living with us for who knew how long? 

			It was July and hot in the apartment, even though our window air conditioners were turned up high. I sank into the living room sofa and stared at the dust balls that gathered on the bookshelves. I worried about the world, too. The stock market had lost 200 points in an afternoon. Would there be enough money to retire? Would we even be alive to retire? I owned a framing business and worked in our apartment. A young woman I had done framing for had gone mountain climbing in the west and when she returned, she felt fatigued. The doctor found melanoma. She died, just like that, six weeks later. Another customer, a friend, had died of leukemia. He’d had a heart transplant, and he’d contracted leukemia from the donor. His wife had died in the World Trade Center. Their two children were orphans. It was almost too much to bear. 

			Here today, gone tomorrow, honey, my mother always said, the sweet scent of her lilac perfume swirling around her. Now Rita might have serious surgery. 

			I shared all this with Lew that night in bed. 

			“The more people you know,” he said, “the more you hear about tragedy.” 	

			“I suppose.” I slid close to him, encircling his large, bony hand with mine. I marveled at his practical view of loss and death. “Don’t you ever become overwhelmed by emotion and just break down? Even inside yourself?” I said. “Like with your mother. The possibilities. She’s really sick, honey.”

			He was silent, then sighed.  “Of course, I feel bad about things. I feel terrible about her surgery.”  Then he smiled.  “Maybe my tear ducts are stuck.” 

			But Lew wasn’t joking the next morning. “This is not a small thing, Ginny,” he said gravely as he poured cornflakes into a blue porcelain bowl. “She’s seventy-nine.” His dark bushy brows squeezed together and his jaw tightened, just as it did when he sat bent over our finances, calculating assets, liabilities, or investment losses. 

			That expression of Lew’s, the one he reserved for upsetting situations, alarmed me. I imagined his blood pressure rising, anxiety pumping in his chest. And I was alarmed, too, because I knew that having Rita and Cy here for an extended period would put enormous stress on Lew and me. 

			 “If the operation has to happen, then so be it,” Lew said, resigned. After breakfast, he collected his keys and wallet from our oak dresser, ready to go to work. He wore a white shirt and khaki pants, no tie. He slipped on a blue blazer. His body was solid and muscular; he bicycled and jogged to keep in shape. He was partially bald, and his gray hair created a neat line across his scalp. “If she needs surgery, we’ll do it.” 

			“The nurses and doctors do it,” I said.

			He smiled. “I mean, we’ll take care of her. We’ll go to the hospital. Every day. The horror stories I’ve heard. Missed medications, the wrong surgery done. I’m going to protect my mother.”

			I’d never seen this instinct so fiercely in Lew before, not even with our two children. He was a man’s man, and distant; long ago I had begun to think he was too distant. We’d had our share of problems. Nine years ago, he’d had an affair with an old girlfriend. I’d discovered condoms and a hotel receipt in his pocket when I dropped off his jacket at the cleaners. I was devastated. But I loved Lew and didn’t want to lose him. Our children were still at home. I didn’t want them raised by single parents. I worried about money. I didn’t want to lose the warmth of Lew’s family either. And I remembered how lonely my mother had been without my father. 

			Lew had ended his affair, and I’d gotten past it; I’d forgiven him. We had worked on our relationship. I didn’t like to dwell on problems. We looked to the future, and, for a while, we were closer. 

			But I realized as he left for work now that our closeness had slipped away; he had changed, even before his mother became ill. He had become short-tempered and preoccupied. Both of us were at fault, I knew, each involved in our work. But I couldn’t lie to myself. I was concerned about our marriage. What if Lew had another affair? And I had begun to understand that practicality was his passion. Not emotion or art or intimacy. I hadn’t noticed this when we first married, but now I did. When life flowed smoothly, he seemed happy. When it didn’t, his irritation rose to the surface like a lightning storm.

			Lew was a neurobiologist at City College and studied the eyes in zebra fish. When we had lived in California, we used to sit by the ocean, and I would draw while he collected rocks and specimens of seawater. He loved to study zebra fish, he told me, because they were transparent. You could watch their development without a microscope and see what was inside them. Lew wanted to travel to Uganda and the Amazon, study species of fish there and compare them to zebra fish. Our son and daughter were in college. Our son had struggled with ADHD, and together, Lew and I had guided him, found tutors and medicines. Now our son was doing well, and I was grateful for that. But I was right in the middle of my life. I didn’t want to go to Africa or the Amazon. I longed to stay in one place, spend more time with Lew, retire my mats and frames and start to paint, as I had been doing when he and I had met.

			Rita and Cy arrived three days later. Cy had been a lawyer and, before that, a pilot in the Air Force during World War II. He had thin white hair, a long nose, and the bulky shape of a football player. 

			He didn’t really intimidate me, but I didn’t know what to say to him. 

			“Say anything,” Lew said. We stood in our bedroom. “He’s just a person.”

			“But he’s here, in the apartment.” I shook my head. “I don’t really know him. I can’t leave him alone. I can’t work while he’s here. He’s our guest. An elderly man. Someone has to take care of him.”

			“My mother will.”

			“No, she won’t,” I said tartly. “We’re taking care of her.”

			Rita and Cy were staying in the spare bedroom. My framing studio stood in an adjoining room. All I needed sat there: a computer, mats and frames, a long wooden table cluttered with customers’ orders, rulers, and X-Acto knives.

			“She can’t take care of anyone. She’s having surgery,” I said. 

			“We don’t know that for sure. The doctors have to decide.”

			“You see how she breathes and limps,” I said, impatient with Lew’s denial.  “Look at reality; they’re going to put her in the hospital and cut into her.”

			His long, handsome face turned pale. “I hate when you talk like that. Cut into her. This is serious. Have some empathy. Be kind to Cy.” He frowned and yanked a wisp of gray hair behind his ear. “You only think about yourself. I hate your fucking neuroses.”

			“And I hate it when you talk to me like that.” I walked out of the room. Perhaps it was better to have a companion, I thought suddenly, like Rita did. 

			Rita’s illness tapped something dark and ugly in me. In Lew, too. As if unhappiness was seeping into our lives. It was August now, hot and muggy. She and Cy had been in our apartment for two weeks. Lew was grouchy, parceling out his time between his mother and the zebra fish. I wished everyone would go away. My framing projects languished. 

			Two young women worked with me part-time, and the business was doing well. The overhead at home was low, better than a city rental. I specialized in museum-quality preparations, but we framed everything. Kimonos in big boxes. Beer bottles. Paintings. Photographs. In the spring, I had even framed Michael Fox’s toilet paper; a house painter had grabbed a few pieces when he had worked at the celebrity’s apartment. I’d learned that everything depended on how you looked at things, framed them. The celebrity’s toilet paper looked like art now, encircled by a beige linen mat and mahogany frame. People longed to trap life, preserve it in the act of living it, infuse a moment with immortality. 

			I did this, too. I took photographs, framed them, and hung them in the hallway of the apartment. Lew and I in front of the Fillmore Auditorium, his beard dark and full, my hair so blonde it looked as if I’d poured on bottles of bleach. Lew, my mother, and my childhood friend Wendy at our wedding in the yard at Rita’s house. Wendy and I were still friends now. She lived in Boulder. Her father-in-law lived in Manhattan, and every few years or so she visited him here. 

			There were photos of Lew and me as happy young parents; our son and daughter as babies. Graduations. I realized there were no photographs from the last few years.

			In ten years, I hoped to retire. I loved my work, but I wanted the problems and disgruntled emails to stop: The frame doesn’t match the walls. You’ll have to do it over. A hundred dollars for that? And I wanted to get back to my painting and drawing, the still lifes and portraits. Colored pencils lay on my desk unused. My drawing pad sat unopened. 

			The first week Rita and Cy had stayed with us, I had appointments to keep and deadlines. I delayed other projects, the gluing and sawing, the carpentry of frames, which I loved to do. It seemed indulgent to construct frames while Rita endured tests and evaluations. She returned to the apartment each day exhausted. Lew accompanied her to appointments. Cy sat aimlessly in our living room.

			On my calendar, I penciled Hospital Duty for the next four weeks. The doctor had told Rita she needed to have the surgery, but he wanted her to take more tests first and consult with more doctors. Every morning Cy waited at the kitchen table for his breakfast. I prepared his oatmeal and bananas, a slice of unbuttered whole wheat toast, and his coffee with two packets of Sweet’N Low. He ate in silence.

			My mother had prepared breakfast for my father every day of their married life. “How stupid,” I once told her when I was a teenager. “What were you, his slave? Cooking, and then he leaves you.” 	

			“You’ll see when you grow up, honey,” she’d said. “Husband and children. You’ll be good to them. You’ll be laughing all the way to the kitchen.”

			My mother was from Chattanooga. She pronounced the word as if it were a sultry endearment. Noooga. As if she were making love to the sounds. “Don’t ever forget, I’m from Chattanooga, honey. That makes you half southern. That’s the soft, sensual, alive part of you.”

			She was an outsider in Evanston, with her soft drawl, layers of makeup, and the straw hats she wore in the summer. She had moved there with my father. I felt like an outsider in New York. A Midwesterner. Lew and I had moved from Chicago for his work seven years ago. Though I had wanted to come here, I had never gotten used to this city. The sharp staccato voices, the shrill horns and traffic. Lew had shpilkes like the city did. He was always busy, never stopped. When we met, I had admired this. 

			Now he and I rarely spent time together. Lew worked long hours on his experiments. I hadn’t noticed so much when I was involved with framing, friends, and the children. 

			“You could go to the doctor with Rita,” I said to Cy after breakfast one morning. “Keep her company.”

			He glanced up from his paperback Nero Wolfe mystery. He was sitting in the armchair in the living room. He shook his head. “I’d be in the way.” The New York Times lay on his lap.

			“You and I could go to a museum,” I suggested, trying to think of ways to entertain him.

			“Thank you. I’m happy right where I am,” he said. 

			While he read or paced in the living room, his bulky body clothed in gray pants, a neat white shirt with gold cuff links, and a blue tie, I decided to clean the apartment. I sponged the inside of the kitchen cabinets and organized the spices. I pulled items from beneath the sink in the bathroom that the children had used: hair dryers, bent tubes of toothpaste, the old red hot-water bottle with the patched rip. I dusted the night table in Lew’s and my bedroom, sponged off the flashlight I kept there for emergencies. I inserted a new battery. 

			I couldn’t concentrate with Cy rustling the newspaper or pacing, and Lew grumpy, Rita limping to her appointments. Cleaning took my mind off things. After I hauled out the trash bags of useless, neglected items, I returned to my room and worked.

			Each day, I tackled a different area of the apartment, as if I were readying myself. For the hospital visits in the next weeks, I supposed. For my conversations with Cy.

			 “You sure clean a lot,” he said one day. He had a deep, gravelly voice.

			I laughed. “It’s a hobby of mine.”

			“Doesn’t give you much time for anything else.”

			“Keeping busy keeps the devil away.” I smoothed a wrinkle on my jeans. “My mother always said that.”

			He shrugged. “My wife used to clean like that. All day while I was away. I was so busy. The law was my mistress. One case after another, all the phone calls.”

			I set my sponge on the round table with the blue marble top.

			“If you keep busy enough, you don’t notice life around you,” he went on. “When my wife died I hadn’t even realized anything was wrong with her.”

			“You can’t blame yourself,” I said, trying to be positive, though I didn’t know what had happened to his wife.

			“But you can pay attention. Well, I don’t want to distract you.” He heaved in a breath and brought his book close to his face, so that it almost touched his long nose, then moved the book farther away. “Forgot my damn reading glasses.”

			That afternoon, I went to Metro Drugs and bought him a pair.

			“Are you staying in the apartment because you’re afraid?” I asked when I gave him the black-framed reading glasses. “Of the crowds here? The traffic?”

			“Why would I be afraid? Boston is a city, you know. I’m completely happy right here. There’s no place I want to go.”	

			He slid the reading glasses halfway down his nose. He squinted, as if to see me more clearly. “I think you’re trying to tell me something," he said. "Are you afraid in the city?” 

			“Of course not. You have to cross the street to get where you need to go.”	

			“I completely agree. If you’re afraid, you won’t go anywhere.” 

			“But I hate living on an island,” I said, more fiercely than I'd intended. “I mean the city. That you can be trapped here. In an emergency.”

			He stared at me with slitted eyes. “No more trapped than in any other place.”

			I didn’t tell Cy this—I hadn’t even told Lew—but since we’d moved to New York, I had felt a slow hardening inside. Like a disease, arteriosclerosis. I tried to hide this. But I looked away from the homeless. The man with craters of wrinkles on his face and a bum leg who stood near our building and begged. The deliverymen. I didn’t talk to cab drivers except to inform them where I needed to go.

			Over time, I’d noticed this tension growing inside me, as if my heart had closed into a tiny ball, like a fist, so tight no one could pry it open, as if I were protecting myself.

			In the dark of early morning on the day of her surgery, I helped Rita dress. She felt frail, her body like a bag of bones. I grasped her arm to steady her as she stepped into her red dress, then I zipped up the back.

			“How nice of you to get up, Ginny,” she said weakly. Her hair was perfectly combed, and her nails were polished a pale pink. But her fingers trembled. “Please look after Cy.”

			It was five in the morning. 

			I nodded, slipped my arm through hers, and escorted her to the front door of the apartment. I heard Lew’s footsteps behind us.

			“I’m scared, Lew,” Rita said to him. “I don’t want to be late.”

			“For surgery, Ma? They’ll wait for you. It’s not a train that’s going to leave without you.”

			She frowned. “That kind of ride, I can do without.”

			At the front door, I hugged her. An odd feeling surged through me, like the sensation that bubbled inside me on the giant roller coaster I had ridden with my father at the amusement park in Chicago, a flutter of fear and something else. I realized the feeling was love. 

			I brushed my hand against Rita’s wide fingers and thought of my own mother. She had died suddenly, alone, a heart attack five years ago. My brother hadn’t been able to reach her for days. He’d called the police. They had found her on the bedroom floor in her house. I didn’t even have the chance to say goodbye. I hated to think about it. I remembered her long slender fingers and the way she used to play piano, her fire-engine red nails trimmed short so she wouldn’t hear the click-click of her fingers against the keys. Red because the color made her feel alive, she said. She loved to sing, too, Édith Piaf songs or Jacques Brel. Melancholy melodies about love and broken hearts.

			I pressed my arms around Rita. “Good luck. I love you,” I whispered.

			I waited for her to say “I love you” back.

			“I know you do,” she said.

							   

			There was no shade on the sidewalk where I stood later, flagging a taxi to go to the hospital. I had sent Cy there earlier so I could finish an order for work. It seemed my life was littered with half-finished projects—framing to be done, even boxes to unpack of items that belonged to my mother. I’d lugged some of them from Chicago to New York. She had given me these before she died. I had never opened them. I hadn’t been able to bear it. They sat piled in a storage area in our building’s basement. 

			I waved in vain for a taxi and thought about Lew. We hadn’t made love in weeks. Between Rita’s increasingly frequent phone calls about not feeling well, and now with her and Cy in the apartment, Lew and I had been preoccupied. I loved sex, sex with him, and this felt like a great absence, like the lack of shade on this hot day. I remembered the romantic trysts he and I had had in the afternoons when we first met or even a few years ago.

			Cars whizzed past, but no taxis. The city was a nervous, manic creature with the blare of horns and crowds so dense that when I walked, I bumped into an arm, a leg, a backpack.

			Finally, a cab stopped. “Take me to Mount Sinai Hospital, please,” I told the driver. I gave him the address.

			His reflection filled the rearview mirror. He was a grizzled old man with greasy gray hair. Abraham Davidowitz, the license posted in the cab read. 

			He gazed at me in the mirror and said, his voice like a bark, “Hospital? What’s the matter with you? You don’t look sick.”

			 “My mother-in-law is there.”

			“Stay away from those places. Whatever she has is contagious.” 

			“I don’t think so,” I said.

			At the hospital, we waited while Rita was in surgery. Cy sat reading another Nero Wolfe. Lew worked on a grant. I thumbed through magazines, finally left the waiting area, and went to the hospital cafeteria. 	

			I bought two Styrofoam cups of coffee, one for Lew and me, one for Cy. A woman hurried past me clutching a tray of food. I stared at her dark curls, the upturned nose, suddenly sure it was my childhood friend Wendy. We hadn’t seen each other for years. 

			She sat at a table alone and eyed me. Then she waved.

			I rushed over to her. “Wendy?” 

			“Ginny,” she gushed. “What are you doing here?”

			“My mother-in-law. Open-heart surgery. What about you?”

			“I can’t believe you’re here.” Then her expression became serious. “My father-in-law. Cancer. In the brain. Sit down. Bob and I came to see him.”

			“Cancer? Oh no. I’m sorry.” I sat next to her. “You didn’t tell me you’d be in the city.” 

			“This happened so fast. There wasn’t time. And your mother-in-law. I’m sorry, too.” She paused. “We must have been meant to meet here. Coincidences are orchestrated in heaven.”

			Bob was upstairs, she told me. Lew is, too, I said. We smiled at each other. I wondered if she noticed my wrinkles, the way my eyelids drooped, the stress I was sure had settled on my face. Lines were etched on her skin, but the bright black eyes belonged to my friend from Evanston, Illinois, with the infectious laugh. The math wizard.

			We had been to one another’s houses when we were growing up, and we knew each other’s families, the classes we attended, the boys the other had slept with. Our talk was like a warm breeze in this stale, sterile hospital. Then she began to complain about her husband. “Bob hangs his shirts to dry on the clothesline outside because he insists clothing lasts longer that way,” she said. “Isn’t that silly? I think it’s miserly. He even hates to wash his clothes.”

			We laughed until tears swam in our eyes. What were we laughing about? The whole, absurd trajectory of our lives. I realized Lew and I didn’t laugh like this anymore. 

			“Lew won’t give away his aunt’s old couch even though we don’t have room for it,” I said. 

			She laughed again. “Do you remember the Spanish dialogue? El desfile fue estupendo, verdad?”

			I chimed in, “Yo no creo, pero que gentío.”

			The parade is stupendous, isn’t it? 

			I can’t believe all the people who are here.

			She went on in Spanish, but lost me. I didn’t remember more, only the smells of cakes baking in Wendy’s childhood kitchen, my mother’s body swaying as she played piano. Mrs. O’Malley, our Spanish teacher, the stale smell of her classroom, like a hospital. Her blood-red lips and nails, her sullen swagger, the index cards on which she wrote a check mark if you failed to recite correctly. Our gangly teenage bodies pumped up with hormones and hope. We mouthed the Spanish words with exaggeration then, hoping to please the teacher. Hoping to please. 

			Wendy and I had been close then. Despite the time apart, we were still close. The resurrection of intimacy, I thought. She had always been more forthcoming than I was. 

			I didn’t like to talk about my problems. Still, it was hard to keep things inside. I had told her before about my marriage, Lew’s affair. Wendy seemed to free something in me. 

			She gazed at me now.  “I have a relationship,” she whispered. 

			“What do you mean?” I asked, confused. 

			“A boyfriend,” she said, so softly I could hardly hear. She grasped her fork and pushed a pile of limp green beans to one side of her plate. “Sexual.” Her face flushed with pleasure.

			 I didn’t know what to say.

			“This is a weird place to tell you.” She shook her head. “But we’re here. Why not? It’s not the best thing, this scenario. I mean, I was raised to want happily ever after. But it helps. Then I’m not so annoyed that Bob hates when I put his shirts in the dryer. He makes a big deal about things. It doesn’t bother me so much.”

			 “It sounds like it bothers you a lot,” I said. I felt my eyes growing wider. “How do you arrange it? The boyfriend.”

			“We meet in hotels.” She leaned toward me. “I’m so free with him, Ginny. It’s like he’s tapped another part of me. I love the sex. Oral, everything.” Her face glowed; she looked beautiful. “But it’s hard to have secrets. I can’t go into details, not here.” She rested her hand on mine. “Lew, is he any easier to get along with?”

			 “He’s okay. People don’t change.”

			“That’s a fact, like death and taxes.” She glanced at her watch. “Damn, I’d better get upstairs. I told Bob I’d relieve him.”

			Then we laughed again, as if there was no tomorrow. We hugged; I hated to let go. My mother’s voice hummed in my head: You live as if there’s no tomorrow, Ginny. As if, as if. 

			I had told Wendy years ago that Lew and I were like oil and water. I hadn’t understood this when I met him, when we married, when I was awed by his intelligence and all I wanted was to get my hands on him and make love. 

			For example, I was accustomed to someone saying “Good morning” in a cheerful voice. 

			Mornings he often said, “This place needs to be cleaned up. The apartment is a mess.” I might be lounging in bed on a weekend, and he had been up for hours. He didn’t sleep much. No kiss, no smile that said, “I’m happy to see you. I’m happy you’re the woman in my bed.” 

			I was used to my mother’s voice, a visceral expectation, the habits of childhood. “Good morning, honey,” she always said, like a song. She would stand at the side of my bed, smiling. The full lips, no lipstick yet, too early, the slightly yellowed teeth. Too many cigarettes. She bent toward me, her face close to mine; her lilac scent shimmered on her skin. “Honey, how did you sleep? Did an angel come visit you last night?”

			My mother and I never really talked, not like Rita and I used to, or Wendy and I did. My mother never took me aside and had a heart-to-heart discussion, mother to daughter. She rarely mentioned sex. Never said the word. She spelled it aloud. S-E-X.

			My father lived in Florida. When I was a child, I visited him. He lived in what’s now called Boca Raton. Mouth of the rat. It wasn’t even a development at the time. I’d seen my father during the summer. He liked flamboyant ties, pinks and reds, and he had lady friends. I always felt in the way. My brother and I would visit him, one at a time. He couldn’t handle two kids at once, my mother said. That’s why he left.

			 Right before Lew and I got married, my mother and I had a talk. 

			“Honey,” she said to me a week before the wedding. Her blue eyes looked dreamy.  “I am so happy you’re marrying a Jewish man.” 

			I wasn’t expecting this. “You are?” I was sure she disapproved; the thought of her great disapproval intensified my pleasure in marrying Lew. I was sure she didn’t want me to marry a man from a different faith.

			“Absolutely.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Lew is generous, kind. If he cheats, he’ll feel guilty. Not like your father.” Her mouth puckered as if she might spit. “When Lew cheats, he’ll buy you all sorts of beautiful gifts.”

			“Oh,” I said. “Why do you think he’ll be unfaithful?” I waited for her to say more. But there was no more.

			Even if my mother were alive, I wouldn’t tell her about the problems between Lew and me. She was part of a generation that believed in bearing troubles with a stiff upper lip. No whining. No complaints. I once told her that things weren’t perfect between us. He had a temper. 

			She said, “Ginny, men are like trolley cars.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“As soon as one leaves, there’s another behind it that comes along.”

			I had wanted to ask her, “What about the children, all the years you spend with a man? What if you love him? And what about Daddy? When he left, who came along, and stayed for good? Just tell me: who?”

			She might have smiled her soft, lazy smile, the one that masked all real emotion. She might have said, “Oh, honey. Trolley cars never stay. They have places to go, people to meet. You can’t rely on a man for that, to stay for good.” 

			But instead I remained silent.

			“All you can expect from a man is intimacy,” she went on as we talked a week before my wedding.  “Physical intimacy. S-E-X. Nothing more. Don’t forget that either.”  She flashed her smile, put on her black straw hat, and went to sit in the sun.

			I watched her go outside, caught in the swirl of her perfume.

			What about emotional intimacy? Intimacy of presence? 

			That was a conversation we never had.

			Cy was pacing in the waiting area when I returned from the hospital cafeteria. Lew sat working on a manuscript about zebra fish. Rita was still in surgery.

			“Are you hungry?” I asked Cy. He had a listless, lost expression on his face. The coffee I’d bought for him was cold now. “Let’s get something to eat.” I felt responsible for him. “Then after Rita’s surgery is over, I’ll go home and make dinner.” 

			Cy lumbered next to me as I made my way back to the cafeteria. We sat at the same table where Wendy and I had been. He settled into his chair, his big bulk hunched over hot coffee, a grilled cheese sandwich, and French fries.

			“I needed a break and food,” he said. “You could see that. Thank you.” He gulped his coffee and took a few bites of his grilled cheese. 

			I nodded.

			“This is why I don’t like to leave the apartment. At least, right now. Why I’m happy there. You leave, and you end up in a place like this.”

			“You mean a hospital?” 

			“Yes, a hospital. Life almost always ends here.”

			“You have to be optimistic,” I said, as if convincing both Cy and myself.  “The doctors think they can help Rita. You need to have hope.”

			“Hope. Yes. But there’s a beginning and end to everything. You’ll see that more as you get older. We all have our illusions. Everything ends, though. Relationships. Life.”

			I thought of my mother and father. My mother alone in her house at the end, gone. My father gone, too. How foolish, I thought, to try to give Cy advice.

			“The thing is,”  he said,  “whatever you do, enjoy the beginning. Make peace with the end. That sounds like a cliché. A damn Hallmark card. But I don’t care. It’s true. People say,  ‘Follow your bliss.’ That’s a bunch of shit. Appreciate what you have. That’s what I’ve learned.”

			“So that’s the secret to life?” I teased, trying to lift the mood of our conversation.

			“Just ask me.” He laughed lightly and slid the plate of French fries toward me, offering me some. “I know all the secrets.”

			After the surgery, we visited Rita in recovery. She was sleeping, pale, like a corpse, tubes snaking from her face and arms. The nurse said the first hours were the worst. Lew, Cy, and I took turns going into the recovery room. Finally, I said we should go home. 

			“No, I want to stay,” Lew said. “But if you want, you should go now. Cy and I will meet you later.”

			On my way home, I thought about my conversation with Cy. It had lightened my mood, just as being with Wendy had. I felt more relaxed with him now, and I realized I liked taking care of him. I had loved taking care of the children when they were young and of Lew when he and I were closer. I hadn’t been able to take care of my mother or father at the end of their lives. If I helped Cy and Rita now, maybe I could somehow right that wrong.

			At the apartment, I sliced cucumbers for a salad. I’d order a pizza when Lew and Cy came home. I needed to telephone the children and tell them that the operation was over. But I decided to clean the bathroom drawers first and then work on a framing order while I had the time. The conversation with Wendy spun in my mind. She was creative in how she lived. Perhaps I should have been like her, had a lover. Tapped into another part of myself. Then what Lew did or didn’t do wouldn’t have bothered me so much. 

			I placed a rag and a bottle of Windex on the white Formica vanity in the bathroom and lifted paraphernalia from my drawer. I discovered there was no dental floss. This seemed a matter of great urgency suddenly, and I frantically searched all my drawers and the medicine cabinet. Then I pulled open Lew’s drawers and rummaged through them for floss. If he had none, I would rush to Metro Drugs to buy some, just as I had rushed to get Cy’s reading glasses. Why were these minor annoyances so aggravating now? 

			I pulled out objects, but no floss. I yanked out another handful and was about to dump everything back into the drawer when I slowed down and began to take note. Band-Aids, soaps, razors, business cards. And three flat plastic packets with sharp edges. Blue and white. I picked them up. Lew and I hadn’t used condoms since the children were young.

			I stared at the plastic squares as if they were a dead mouse, and sucked in a breath. My heart beat wildly. Years ago, I had discovered the condoms in Lew’s jacket, but we had overcome that. Don’t jump to conclusions, I told myself. Why weren’t we like those zebra fish—transparent? Why weren’t our hearts, needs, and desires transparent, too?

			I cupped the packets in my palm and breathed in the stale bathroom air. Then I imagined the future, traveling the world with Lew while I struggled to keep an eye on him. What was the cost of safety? The safety of this apartment, our family, this life with him? What was the cost of life without him? Without his family? I hurled the condoms in the drawer and slammed it shut. 

			“Did you ever frame Michael Fox’s toilet paper?” Lew asked later that night after Cy had gone to bed.

			“Months ago,” I said. “In April.”

			He sat on the bed and untied his shoes. “I was thinking about that at the hospital. You’ve been great with my mother. You haven’t been able to do your work; I’ve hardly been able to do mine.” His tone was softer than it had been for months. “We just have to get through the next days to be sure she’s okay.” 

			“Lew.” I stood on the other side of the bed. “When I came home from the hospital, I was cleaning out drawers and realized I had run out of dental floss. I went to yours, and I found…” I hesitated. “Condoms,” I said. It sounded absurd even to me. I felt guilty, as if I had been spying.

			Lew didn’t blink. “Those things?” he said calmly. “They’ve been there for years. It’s nothing to worry about.”

			I could fling open the drawer and check the expiration date. But I didn’t want an investigation or debate or even to catch him in a lie. 

			“I wanted you to know,” I said.

			He was silent, and so was I. We eyed each other. Helplessly. I wished I could see inside him. 

			He hurried to me and hugged me. 

			“Okay,” I said and stepped back.

			Then he began to empty his pockets: wallet, keys, change, setting them on the dresser next to his briefcase. Preparing his possessions for tomorrow. 

			He looked at me closely.  “I told you, they’re old and left over; I just never threw them away. What are you going to do? Follow me around wherever I go? Search my drawers, my pockets, my wallet?”

			“I found them by accident. You’re a grown man.”

			“It’s just like you to bring up a topic like this when my mother is so ill.”

			“A topic? This is our future.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“I think it’s over between us,” I said suddenly. “Yes, I think so.”

			“Because of that?” He stared at me. “We used to use them.”

			I was silent. Then I said, “Not since the children were young.”

			“Do what you want.” He sounded weary, sad. He went into the bathroom and slammed the door. I heard the whoosh of water. Then the sharp flush of the toilet, like thunder.

			He emerged from the bathroom in his pajamas, slid into bed, beneath the quilt. “You’re exhausted, and so am I. Let me know if you’ll be at the hospital tomorrow.”

			“The hospital, yes,” I said.  “Lew, I won’t change my mind.” 

			He lay on his back, his hands resting on his ribs. He shut his eyes. “Can you turn off the light?”

			“Is that all you have to say? It’s not the condoms, Lew. Can’t you see what’s happened to us? To our marriage? To you?” I stopped. “To me?”

			He didn’t reply.

			I jerked the curtains shut and switched off the light. The room was dark and still; I felt as if I’d walked into midnight. I dropped my clothing on the floor. My jeans made a soft swish as they fell. Then I slipped on my white silk nightgown. I lay in bed next to Lew, my muscles tense. If I’d been smart, like Wendy, I’d have had a lover waiting in the wings. But I didn’t. All I had was whatever existed between Lew and me, or what didn’t.

			The space between us on the bed seemed like a huge chasm. It seemed to grow larger and deeper as we lay there. I waited for Lew to repair this, to speak with emotion, to pull me close. I waited for the resurrection of intimacy. Hoping for it. For him to kiss me like he used to. 

			He didn’t move. Neither did I.

			When I realized I would not be able to sleep and heard the steady grumble of Lew’s breathing, I slid from bed, threw my robe over my nightgown, and lifted the flashlight I kept for emergencies from the night table. I tiptoed out and followed the thin beam of light. When all else fails, milk calms the nerves, my mother always said.

			I plodded through the hallway, past the gallery of photographs, as if I were a sleepwalker who had just awakened and realized where she was. I used to imagine when I was in college, before I met Lew, that one day I would lie down in bed and just stay there; this was the best way to have a nervous breakdown. I thought of it as a brake down. After all, what would bubble inside you then would be something like that—a yearning to stop the rush of time, to put the brakes on what was happening or not in your life. But how could I do that now? I had an ill mother-in-law, a houseguest, and a troubled marriage. 

			I trudged toward the kitchen. And what became of all those other relationships, forged over time, with love? Mother-in-law, daughter-in-law, friend? Dissolved into some kind of oblivion, too? 

			Maybe I was more like Lew now than I’d imagined, I thought. Maybe I was just as guilty of an emotional coolness as he was. I shivered involuntarily. 

			At the end of the hallway, a light flickered. Cy stood in the kitchen, his big bulk wrapped in a red cotton robe, yellow and white striped pajamas peeking through. He filled the narrow space between the counters. His back faced me. I thought perhaps he had come to have a glass of milk, too, to seek some comfort.

			“Can I help you?” I asked.

			He turned to me, startled.  “Oh, it’s you. Can’t sleep either?”

			“No.” I willed myself not to display any emotion.

			“Well.” He studied me.  “So you have troubles, too.”

			“Yes,” I said. 

			We eyed each other, and then he began to hum, a Jacques Brel song, one of the ones my mother used to sing. Cy’s voice was melodic and sweet. I knew the words by heart. One day you won’t even remember his name…

			I thought about Lew.  “I doubt that.” I sounded sour, bitter. I vowed to change my tone.

			“You have troubles that befit your age,” he said gently. 

			“I suppose.” I felt transparent. “Though I don’t feel very young.”

			“You may not, but you are. I was eighty-seven last month,” he said. “I have troubles that befit my age. My wife, she had gallbladder surgery seven years ago. But there was a complication. She was home already. I told her to wait to see if the pain would go away. Give it time, I said. Don’t be impatient. I finally took her to the doctor the next week. I never imagined something would happen. She died that day.”

			“That must have been awful,” I said. 

			He shrugged his broad shoulders. “You wonder what the story of your life will be. At each step. Then something happens, and you know the next chapter, but you’ve got to wait for the next. She can be a lot of trouble, Rita. But she’s what I have. I love her. I never thought I would love a woman again. After fifty years of marriage. But I do.” His voice was tender.  “I can’t bear to lose someone again.”

			“No,” I said. 

			His eyes exploded into tears. I placed my arms around his wide back. His old skin felt warm against mine, and I tried to still his emotion. “Rita will be okay,” I said, more like a prayer than a statement. 

			“Damn. I’m sorry.” He wiped a hand against his eyes and stepped back. “I don’t know what’s the matter with me. I was a litigator, a fucking football player in college.” 

			“It’s the unknown,” I said. “Surgery. It’s emotional.”

			He nodded.  “Everything is. Life is emotional.”

			I suddenly envied him. That feeling, the spark in his voice when he spoke of Rita. This made me think of all that I longed for: to have my mother back, to have lived with my father, for Lew and me to love each other like we used to. 

			A whirlwind of feeling churned inside me, and I bit my lip to stop all that grief. But I couldn’t. Cy put his arms around me, and I wept. I imagined that if I had been close to my father, I might be standing here with him, like this. Or with my mother, if she were alive. Or with Lew—if he and I could just find a way back to each other. I wanted us to find a way. The thought soothed me, and I loosened my hand, away from Cy’s back, but he continued to embrace me. I realized he was comforting me. My body felt limp, but something seemed to open inside me, like petals of a thousand flowers, delicate and tender, and I felt something give way right in the center of my heart.
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