

        

            

                

            

        


    

	

		

			[image: titlepage.jpg]


		


	




	

		

			Copyright © 2013 by Nan Fink Gefen


			 


			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


			 


			Published 2013


			ISBN:  978-1-938314-41-4


			 


			For information, address: 


			She Writes Press


			1563 Solano Ave #546


			Berkeley, CA 94707


		


	




	

		

			In memory of my sister,
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			Truth is balance. But the opposite of truth, which is 


			unbalance, may not be a lie.


			—Susan Sontag


		


	




	

		

			Part One


			2000–2005


		


	




	

		

			1


			On an August day in 2000, a truck swerved into the right lane of Oakland Interstate 880 and crashed into Rebecca Lev’s rental car. The noise roared into her head, and she jammed on the brakes, careening to a stop on the berm. After a moment of shocked silence, Paul and Annie, who were in the backseat, began to scream. Rebecca reached frantically for them, reassuring them, checking them over. They seemed unharmed, but then she glanced down and saw that her own blue cotton shirt was stained with blood. A wave of nausea passed through her. 


			An ambulance and a fire truck appeared on the berm, sirens blaring, and a team of paramedics helped them out of the undamaged passenger side of the car. When Rebecca stood up, her legs gave way. “Put her on the gurney,” someone nearby called. “She’s injured. We’ll take her to the hospital.” 


			“Don’t forget the kids,” she managed to say. She closed her eyes, letting the paramedics strap her onto a narrow gurney and cover her with a blanket. For a moment she thought about Peter, her ex-husband, and wished he was there to take charge, but then she remembered how he had failed at that. When they were living in Chicago, before they split up, she had sliced her finger badly with a kitchen knife while chopping onions, and Peter couldn’t handle the emergency because the sight of blood made him sick. She’d wrapped her finger in a clean dishtowel, and one of their housemates had rushed her to the doctor.


			Rebecca gave way to the fogginess that was enveloping her. The gurney rolled along the berm and she felt herself being lifted into the ambulance. Somebody gave her a cold pack, telling her to hold it over her lip and chin. As though from a distance, she heard ten-year-old Paul ask the driver in his careful way about the shiny gauges on the front panel. Annie, her younger child, sat at her side, holding her hand and squeezing it anxiously. The ambulance sped along, the siren rising and falling, a comforting sound, and it seemed that they could go on like that for hours.


			When they arrived at Oakland’s Highland Hospital, the paramedics wheeled Rebecca through the crowded emergency lobby and into an examination room, the children following. She fingered her face under the cold pack, worrying about where all the blood had come from. One of the paramedics slipped her a piece of paper with information about the truck driver: his name, license number, and insurance. “Was he hurt?” she asked him. She hadn’t even thought of that until now. 


			“Not a scratch. His vehicle was hardly dented.” 


			“That’s not fair,” Rebecca said. The man shrugged.


			The paramedics helped her transfer to the hospital bed, and after they left she put on the cloth gown a nurse had given her and looked around the room. With its drab beige walls and neon lights overhead, just large enough for a bed and a straight chair, it could have been any emergency examination room anywhere. “How dare that driver hit us,” she said to the kids. “He should have watched where he was going. We’ve been looking forward to this vacation for so long, and now he’s messed it up.” She could have gone on about how frustrated she felt, but she saw Annie’s bottom lip begin to quiver. “We’ll still have a great time in San Francisco,” she said as confidently as she could. “We’ll make it to Fisherman’s Wharf and all those other places. We won’t let anything get in our way.” She wanted more than anything for this vacation to be a success. It would help to make up for the troubles her children had gone through in the last two years. The worst had been the divorce and losing their father when he moved up to Wisconsin with his girlfriend, but she’d also hurt them by leaving them so often with sitters when she worked late at the psych clinic or stayed at the university into the night, writing her dissertation. The kids had been steadier than she expected through all this, but she feared it had had its effects.


			The emergency doctor came into the room and introduced himself. Rebecca tried to remember his name, but it slipped away right after he said it. He examined her, rotating her arms and legs, palpating her abdomen, listening to her heart. She couldn’t stop staring at his slender fingers, so beautifully brown. The children stood by quietly. “We’re going to have to sew up your mother’s lip,” he told them. “Her teeth went right through the flesh just below the lip line.” 


			“Yuck,” Annie said with a worried look.


			“It’s just a few stitches, and then she’ll be as good as new.”


			“Will there be a scar?” Rebecca asked. “That’s the last thing I want.” The doctor assured her that it would fade over time and be barely visible. “Let’s hope,” she said, thinking it was easy for him to say this.


			When he was finished, a woman from the hospital admissions office appeared, asking for her medical insurance card. Rebecca rummaged through her jeans for her wallet and gave her the card, and then she raised herself in the bed, lightheaded, and started to answer the questions on the patient information form the woman left with her. “Closest person to notify?” she said to the kids. “I can’t name the two of you.” 


			“What about Grandpa Charlie?” Annie asked. 


			“He wouldn’t want to be bothered.”


			“But he lives close by.”


			Rebecca looked at her daughter’s earnest, upturned face. “Some things are not so simple,” she said. She thought of the upsetting visit they’d just had with her father. They’d come to visit him at his new house after an absence of five years, and she had imagined, hoped, they’d have a warm reunion, a time of closeness. She should have known better.


			Paul fiddled with the stethoscope the doctor had left behind on the bedside table. “Listen to my heart,” Annie said, pulling up her T-shirt. “It’s singing.”


			“Stop it, kids,” Rebecca said. She continued to puzzle about who to name on the form. “I’ll leave the space blank,” she said. “Nobody will notice.” She sank back on the bed, and for a moment the room swam around her and everything seemed unreal: the crash and ending up here in this hospital. If the accident had been much worse, they could have ended up in the morgue. She began to laugh, big gulps of sound that came out like sobs. 


			“What’s wrong? Why are you doing that?” Annie asked.


			“I was just picturing . . .” Tears flooded her eyes, her laughing and crying all mixed up. “What if I went like this to Grandpa Charlie’s fancy house? What if I walked in the front door and said here I am, a big mess, and dripped blood all over their expensive rugs and antique furniture? Can you imagine how Vicky would freak out?” 


			Annie giggled, but Paul stared at her. “Don’t say that.”


			Rebecca reached out to the children, drawing them close. “I’m so sorry about the accident,” she said. “I never wanted that to happen.” She felt like dissolving into them, letting go of the fear and anger that was choking her inside, but a nurse came into the room and gave her an inquiring look, and she straightened up. “By tomorrow, we’ll hardly remember the accident happened,” she said. “Right?”


			The nurse announced that Rebecca’s face would be stitched in a few minutes, and that the kids would have to leave the room. The thought of being separated from them felt like a rope breaking, but the nurse was right, they should be shielded from the sight. An aide came to escort them to the emergency waiting area, promising they’d be watched over there. Rebecca huddled on the bed and waited for the doctor to return. Breathe, she told herself.


			 


			Earlier that day, when Rebecca first saw her father’s new house in Piedmont, she’d also had to remind herself to breathe. She had driven there with the children from their motel in San Francisco, expecting to find a small ranch home like the one she’d grown up in alone with him in Berkeley, a dozen miles away. But when they arrived at his new address, she was shocked to discover that he now lived in a dark, unwelcoming mansion with huge pillars in the front and shutters over the windows, sure to keep out the light.


			“It’s a haunted house,” Annie had said slowly. “A scary one.”


			“Goblins and monsters,” Paul said.


			“Don’t scare her, Paul,” Rebecca said. But she had felt uneasy herself as she threw her camera bag over her shoulder and shepherded the kids to the front door, ringing the bell. The chimes inside played an arpeggio, and a Spanish-speaking maid let them into an entry that had a marble floor and a large bouquet of artificial flowers on a mahogany table. 


			The woman beckoned them to follow, and she silently led them down a long hall full of shadows. As they passed a gold-gilded mirror, Rebecca caught a glimpse of herself, her face strained and tired, and she scrunched up her mouth and tried to smile. She looked completely out of place in this house in her jeans, flip flops, and rumpled blue shirt, and she wished she had thought to put on a little makeup. She ran her fingers through her curly dark hair, trying to smooth it down.


			“I don’t like this,” Annie whispered.


			“Me either,” Rebecca said, reaching for her hand. “We won’t stay long.”


			The maid showed them into what must be the living room, a space crammed with objects made of jade, glass, and porcelain. It seemed that someone had gone on a wild shopping spree and dumped everything there without regard for taste or balance. A thin light shone from the crystal chandelier overhead. Rebecca and the kids sank onto one of the couches, a white velvet period piece, and she looked around to see if anything in the room was from Charlie’s old house. “I don’t understand what’s going on here,” she said to the kids. “All these things are new. I’m sure Grandpa Charlie didn’t buy them. He always loved to fish and hunt, and he used to wear his grubby old clothes around the house when I was growing up. He was just a regular kind of guy.” 


			“Then why does he have all this stuff?” Paul asked.


			The door to the living room swung open, and Charlie walked in. “Dad?” Rebecca said, as unsteady as the children.


			Charlie looked just as she remembered, a wiry man with receding, reddish hair, freckly skin, and thin lips. “Hi, sweetheart,” he said in his soft voice, kissing her on the cheek and awkwardly hugging the children.


			“Hi,” Rebecca said, relieved to see him.


			“When did you get in from Chicago?” he asked.


			“Yesterday. The kids have grown a lot, haven’t they? It’s been five years since you saw them.” Details like this always slipped his grasp. He’d probably forgotten she was married back then.


			“Well, here I am in this new house,” Charlie said, sounding excited. “How do you like it?”


			“It’s huge, that’s for sure,” Rebecca said. 


			He smiled at her. “It’s Vicky’s doing.”


			For years Rebecca had hoped her father would find a woman and settle down. He’d lived alone since her mother died when she was four, and it would be a relief if he had someone to watch over him now that he was almost seventy. She had always imagined him ending up with a sporty, congenial woman who’d go fishing with him and discuss his commercial real estate deals, drink cocktails, and crack jokes. 


			“Who’s Vicky?” she asked. When she had called her father to tell him they were coming to the Bay Area, he had given her the address of his new home but he hadn’t mentioned a woman.


			“She lives here.”


			“You should have told us,” Rebecca said. It was just like him to be so withholding with information. “Have you known Vicky very long?” 


			“A while.”


			“A short while or a long while?”


			 


			The doctor with the beautiful hands returned to Rebecca’s hospital room, ready to begin the procedure. It wouldn’t take long, he explained; they’d drape her face except for the wound, and they’d give her a shot of Novocain to numb the pain. He touched her cheeks, studying her face, and Rebecca was soothed by his light, gentle approach.


			She had been attracted to Peter’s hands, too, when she first met him in college. They were the hands of a poet, sensitive and yearning, but she had been deceived by them. The last time they made love, just before she left him two years ago, he’d reached out to her with those beautiful hands, and, despite her anger toward him, she had opened to his touch. But afterward, as they lay in bed, his eyes had taken on that hard, critical look he’d had for months, and he’d said, “I realize now that I no longer love you.” 


			 


			Rebecca was talking to her father in the living room in Piedmont when Paul nudged her and she looked up, seeing a woman posed in the doorway staring at them. If anyone ever looked like a 1940s movie star, she did, dressed in an off-the-shoulder black cocktail dress and gold spike sandals. Her platinum blond hair hung over one shoulder, and her ice blue eyes moved slowly from father to daughter. “Oh, there you are,” Charlie smiled, noticing her. “Come in, Vicky, come in.”


			He seemed flustered by Vicky’s presence, but she was as smooth as roller balls. “Hello, Rebecca,” she said in a cool voice as she moved into the room. 


			Rebecca caught a whiff of what must be expensive perfume. Never in a thousand years could she pull herself together to look like this woman, even if she wanted to. “I’m glad to meet you,” she said, rising from the white velvet couch, extending her hand.


			Vicky ignored the gesture. “You arrived without mishap, I see,” she said. “And these are the children.”


			“Right,” Rebecca said, introducing them. There was an awkward pause, and she started to tell her about the two-hour delay they’d had yesterday at the Chicago airport and how frustrating it had been to wait in the plane while the mechanics fixed an electrical problem. “Anyhow, we made it here,” she ended, when Vicky didn’t seem interested.


			“Children, would you like some cookies?” Vicky asked.


			When they nodded politely, she pressed a button on the wall. 


			“That rings for Maria, the maid, in the kitchen,” Charlie explained. “Pretty impressive, isn’t it?” 


			Rebecca nodded, surprised he cared about such things. When she lived alone with him in Berkeley, he’d hired sitters and housecleaners, but never a live-in maid. It wasn’t a matter of money—he’d been successful in the booming California real estate market—but he’d preferred to keep their home private and simple. She’d never known him to spend money on anything except necessities.


			Vicky placed herself next to Charlie on a silk loveseat a few feet away, displaying her shapely, tanned legs. Close up, she was older than she first appeared, maybe fifty-five or even sixty. Her nails were carefully manicured, the pale skin on her face was stretched smooth, leaving it expressionless, and her lips were sealed together in a straight line. Vicky was a glamorous woman, Rebecca thought, one who would require a lot of upkeep and insist on expensive things. She never would have picked her for Charlie, but that was his business, not hers. “This is quite a house,” she said. “When did you move in?”


			“Mr. Stevens purchased it six months ago,” Vicky answered.


			“Mr. Stevens? You mean my dad.”


			“Vicky calls me that,” Charlie laughed in a nervous way. “She likes me to feel important.”


			“You are important,” Vicky said, placing her hand on his thigh.


			Maria came into the living room carrying a tray of red fruit punch and sugar cookies. After she served the children, Vicky dismissed her with a curt nod. “Gracias, Maria,” Charlie called after her as she slipped out of the room.


			The children quietly munched their cookies. Rebecca felt Vicky’s eyes on her, measuring her, and she sat up straighter. “Be careful with that punch,” she said to the kids.


			“Rebecca is a therapist,” Charlie said to Vicky.


			“So you told me.” 


			“I just got my doctorate in psychology,” Rebecca said. She looked at her father, hoping to see his approval, but he was examining his fingernails. “It was a long haul, but it’s over now. I’m finishing up two years of internship at the psych clinic this fall, and when that’s done, I’ll take the state board exam and get my license. Then I can hang up my shingle.”


			“Mommy likes to help people,” Annie said.


			Rebecca looked gratefully at her. “It’s been pretty exciting. I’m working with a lot of families at the clinic.” 


			“Good for you,” Vicky said in a sarcastic tone.


			Rebecca stared at her, wondering why she was being so unfriendly. At the very least she could make an effort to welcome them since they were Charlie’s only family. Perhaps she disapproved of Rebecca’s appearance or something she’d said, or she saw her as a rival for Charlie’s affection—but that would be ridiculous, because months went by between phone conversations with her father, and they hadn’t been close for over twenty years. Paul slurped down his fruit punch next to her, making a sloppy sound, and she shot him a warning glance. “Do you have children?” she asked Vicky.


			“She has one,” Charlie answered. “Lana.”


			“Did you name her after Lana Turner?” Rebecca asked Vicky. 


			“Why would I do that?” 


			“Of course.” Rebecca gave her a small smile. “Do you get to see Lana very often?”


			“She lives in Los Angeles.”


			“We live in Chicago,” Annie said in a bright voice. When nobody noticed, she sank farther back on the couch and folded her arms across her chest.


			“Vicky’s really interested in psychology. She reads a lot about it,” Charlie said.


			“Which authors do you like?” Rebecca asked, thinking they might find common ground here. 


			“Whoever’s current,” Vicky answered shortly.


			“Vicky’s the smartest, most cultured woman I’ve ever known,” Charlie said. “She has her nose in a book all the time, except when she’s working on decorating the house. Hasn’t she done a great job?”


			Rebecca felt like swooping up the kids and speeding away.


			 


			The doctor injected Novocain around Rebecca’s wound and told her he’d be back when it took hold. She closed her eyes and braced herself for the procedure, worried it would hurt, hoping it would be over quickly. She took several deep breaths, trying to relax. The color of red filled her mind, brilliant red oozing downwards, staining everything it touched. The color had its own beauty, but it also was dangerous, too much to be let loose. She thought of the red blood of the crash and how frightening that had been, and then she remembered the red punch that Maria had served the children.


			The punch had caused a dreadful scene, although it had started innocently enough. “Grandpa Charlie, do you have a dog?” Annie had asked during a pause in the conversation.


			“Two, in fact. Grover and Daisy,” he had answered.


			“Oh, good. I love dogs.” Squirming with excitement at this news, Annie tipped over her glass of red punch, spilling it onto the white velvet couch.


			A horrendous roar erupted from Vicky. “Goddammit! Look what you’ve done!”


			Rebecca rushed in. “Hand me the glass, Annie. Let’s clean this up fast so it doesn’t stain.” She mopped the punch with paper napkins as best she could and dropped the soggy mess on the tray. 


			 Vicky’s face was filled with rage. She leaned toward Annie, speaking in a loud, shrill voice. “You’re a bad, bad child. You ruined my couch. We had to wait months to get it.”


			“It was an accident,” Rebecca said, trying to keep her voice calm. 


			Vicky shifted her glare to her. “There are no accidents.”


			Annie’s round blue eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


			“Sorry is not good enough.”


			“It’s okay, honey,” Rebecca said, furious at what was happening.


			“You should be more vigilant with your child,” Vicky said sharply to her. “You’re her mother, aren’t you? She should be taught to respect other people’s property.”


			“Annie and I are both sorry, then,” Rebecca said, glaring back at her. “But you shouldn’t scream at my daughter like that. It’s not her fault that you served her red punch.” She thought of other things to say, but she was too shaken by what was happening to fight any more. She glanced over angrily at her father—why wasn’t he doing something to stop this?—but he had a resigned expression on his face.


			“Call Maria,” Vicky said to Charlie. “Get her in here right away with the fabric cleaner.”


			“If the couch is ruined, I’ll buy a new one,” he said in a discouraged tone.


			“You’re damned right you will.”


			 


			The doctor described what he was doing to Rebecca as he sewed up her injury, and she focused on his comforting voice, trying to ignore the strange sensation of the needle entering her numbed flesh. When he finished, he told her how to care for the wound so that it wouldn’t become infected, and he wished her well and left. She sat on the hospital bed, relieved the procedure was over, but then she began to worry about the wrecked car. She’d have to call the rental car company right away, but she couldn’t remember if she had checked the box for insurance coverage or decided to forego it because of the extra cost. Money was so tight these days, and she wouldn’t be able to cover the damages of the accident, but then again, she wasn’t responsible for it and the truck driver’s insurance company should pay. All these details seemed so confusing. 


			The kids would be wondering about her in the waiting room, and she pictured Annie asking Paul over and over again in a worried tone what was happening. He’d finally tell her to shut up and stop bugging him. Rebecca rose from the hospital bed and washed her hands slowly in the little sink, taking as much time as she could. Without a mirror, she couldn’t see what her face looked like with the bandage stretched over the stitches, but it wouldn’t be pretty. She sighed deeply. If only there was someone she could call to rescue her and the kids, someone to sort out the mess about the damaged car, someone to get them back to the motel in San Francisco. If only she had a mother—it came back to that, as it always had. But no mother existed, and though her father was alive, he was no help, or at least he had not been since she was young. And now there was Vicky, who’d only make matters worse. Rebecca felt so alone, so bitter, so adrift; her eyes welled with tears. But her children were waiting for her. She yanked a wad of rough paper towels out of the container and blotted her eyes.


			 


			After Annie spilled her red punch, Vicky stomped out of the living room and Charlie stared after her, blinking hard. Maria appeared with the fabric cleaner and silently sprayed it on the couch, but a faint stain remained despite all her efforts. “Let’s go see the dogs,” Rebecca said, disgusted by how the visit was going.


			“Sure,” Charlie replied without enthusiasm.


			Rebecca threw her camera bag over her shoulder, and they trooped out to the kennel at the rear of the yard, fenced off behind a wall of tall silver bamboo. “Daisy, come here,” she called to a familiar collie whose tail wagged her whole body. A few years after she left Berkeley for college in Ann Arbor, Michigan, her father had bought Daisy, who had slept next to his bed and eaten scraps of food off his fork in their old house. “What are you doing out here, old girl?” Rebecca crooned. “They won’t let you in their fancy mansion?”


			Charlie overheard her. “Dogs mess things up,” he said.


			“That sounds like something Vicky says, not you.” 


			He glanced over at her. “The air is good for them.”


			“Come on, Dad,” Rebecca said. “You used to love Daisy.” 


			Grover jumped up, licking Annie’s face, and she laughed, then Paul threw a ball high into the air and the dog rushed to catch it, kicking up dust. “Do it again,” Charlie called, and Annie shouted happily, her blond curls looking like gold rings in the sunlight.


			It pleased Rebecca to be together like this, light and easy, and she relented a little toward her father, remembering how good he had been to her after her mother died. He had made her feel loved: When he’d come home from his office, he’d lifted her up and kissed her and called her his little sweetheart, and she’d followed him around the house, chatting with him. He’d been her playmate, her beloved father, and sometimes he’d chased her around their small, woodsy backyard, whooping with excitement, and Sparky, their dog, had rushed after them, barking, until they fell into a laughing heap.


			Glancing over at the huge house, through the bamboo, she noticed Vicky staring at them from the second-floor window, her face set in harsh lines. She stared back at her, determined not to be intimidated. “Vicky has a nasty temper,” she said to Charlie.


			“She doesn’t like anything to happen to her things, that’s all.”


			“That woman’s going to give you a lot of grief,” Rebecca said. “You know that, right?”


			Charlie turned away from her and looked up at the second-floor window, where Vicky still was observing them. “We’d better get inside,” he said. He started across the lawn, his step urgent. 


			“Watch out for her,” Rebecca called after him. The kids stopped playing, hearing her tone. “Come on,” she said to them. “Say good-bye to Grover and Daisy.”


			“Aren’t you going to take any pictures?” Paul asked her. 


			He and Annie were used to her bringing her camera along wherever they went. Rebecca had discovered photography at a summer camp in the Sierra Mountains when she was ten, and she had been hooked ever since. Through the lens of the camera she was able to see the beauty and balance in everything around her, and it seemed that a deeper truth was being revealed. She went into a kind of altered state: time slowed way down and the jaggedness within her disappeared. But she was too busy for photography these days and took pictures only on the run, which left her frustrated. Someday, somehow, she’d find a way to enter more fully into the world the camera offered her. 


			 “Sorry, no pictures today,” she answered Paul. “I’m not in the mood.” 


			 


			The surgical procedure was finished, and it was time to leave the hospital. “We need to catch a bus back to the city,” Rebecca said to the kids. “It’ll be chilly outside with the summer fog beginning to roll in at this time of day. Better put on your sweatshirts.”


			“But where are they?” Paul asked.


			“You don’t have them?” Rebecca started to scramble through the hospital sheets, looking around the room. “Oh god, I can’t believe our things aren’t here. The paramedics should have brought everything with us in the ambulance. My camera was in the car, and I can’t lose it.” 


			She stuck her head out the door of the room and flagged down a nurse she hadn’t seen before. “Our things, do you know where they are?” she asked.


			The nurse promised she’d investigate, and Rebecca paced around the room until the woman finally returned with a plastic sack holding the camera bag, the kids’ sweatshirts, and an assortment of maps, kid’s books, and snack food. “Oh, thank you,” Rebecca said in a loud voice.


			The nurse looked closely at her: “Are you sure you’re well enough to leave the hospital?”


			“Just a little shook up,” Rebecca answered. “I was really worried about my camera. It would be a disaster if I lost it, but now I’m okay. We’ll be on our way once we figure out where the bus stop is.”


			“You shouldn’t be taking a bus,” the nurse said. “You’ve been through quite an ordeal.”


			“But we have to get back to San Francisco. We have nobody to pick us up, and a taxi is too expensive.”


			 The children whispered to each other for a moment. “Annie and I can pay for a taxi,” Paul said to Rebecca. “Grandpa Charlie gave us some money, remember?” 


			“What a lovely thought.” Her eyes filled with tears. “But keep it for yourselves. I’m sure your grandfather would want that.” At the end of their visit with Charlie—now only a few hours past, but already it seemed so long ago—she had drawn him aside and asked him to give the kids a little cash for souvenirs. It was the least he could do, and it would mean a lot to them. And then she’d hugged him good-bye and held on to him, her yearning for him strong despite her disappointment about the visit. For a moment he’d seemed to return her feeling and he’d lingered, but then he’d broken away, saying he had to get back to Vicky.


			 “Please, Mommy,” Annie said, pulling ten dollars out of her pocket. “Take it. We don’t need it.”


			“You kids are unbelievably great, the best in the world,” Rebecca said, brushing away her tears. “I really appreciate your offer. But the money is yours, and you deserve it.” She sucked in a deep breath. “Okay, we’ll take a taxi. I’ll find some way to make the money work.” The children looked anxiously at her, and she did her best to smile. “Everything will be fine. You’ll see.”


		


	




	

		

			2


			One evening after returning to Chicago, Rebecca prepared to go to a party at her close friend Ella Jacob’s apartment. She pulled on her newest jeans, tight and sexy the way she liked, and a silky crimson blouse. But as she examined her face in the bathroom mirror, she grimaced. “What’s wrong?” asked Annie, who had been following her around all evening.


			“That scar from the accident—it’s better, but it still shows.” Rebecca searched in the bathroom drawer for a tube of cover-up cream and patted some on. Her most expressive feature, her warm brown eyes, looked tired tonight, and she found some mascara and eyeliner to brighten them up.


			“Let me do your hair,” Annie said. Rebecca nodded, although the sitter was arriving any minute. This was a ritual they had, a special mother-daughter thing, and she’d never say no.


			Annie stood on the toilet and ran the brush through Rebecca’s thick dark hair, untangling the knots, and she finished by twirling around a strand and tucking it back with a silver comb. Rebecca surveyed herself in the mirror. Not bad. 


			The sitter was already a little late, and she busied herself by straightening a pile of client notes on her desk in the living room. She really needed a night out after the upsetting afternoon she’d had at the psych clinic. The memory of what had happened still burned in her mind: She had been talking to a client, an unemployed, depressed man, who was telling her about his frustrating search for a job. She had suggested a few resources that might help him, and he’d brightened. Suddenly the harsh sound of the buzzer on her desk had jolted them. It was her training supervisor, Winston, who was watching the session through a one-way window. When she joined him behind the observation glass, he told her she was making a mistake. “This client needs to be dealing with his depression, not his employment situation,” he’d said in a crisp tone. “Remember, you’re a therapist, not a social worker or an employment coach.” Rebecca had been stung by his criticism, and when she couldn’t come up with a quick defense, she had felt even worse.


			That humiliating moment had stayed with Rebecca for the rest of the afternoon, and it was in her mind as she drove across town to the party at Ella’s place. Let it go, she told herself. Every intern had to endure this kind of criticism; it was part of becoming a therapist. She pictured herself in the future, a full-fledged professional making good money and having a certain status. The fact that she would be helping people made the vision all the sweeter. She had dreamed of being a psychologist since she was thirteen and saw a TV program about one who was working with troubled kids from divorced families. The therapist had seemed so self-assured and so wise, a kind of hallowed being, and she’d wanted to be like that. 


			By the time Rebecca walked through the door of Ella’s apartment, she felt much lighter. A dozen or so therapists and people she recognized from the university had already congregated, and she heard the sound of laughter, gossip, and end-of-the-week letting-down. She rushed over to Ella and they hugged; they had become close friends toward the end of graduate school, but now their schedules didn’t allow them much time to get together. 


			They chatted for a few minutes, then Ella went to greet someone who had just arrived and Rebecca joined two people she knew, Carl and Miranda, both of whom had private therapy practices. The subject of her internship came up, and she described what had happened at the clinic that morning. “Winston came down hard on me,” she said. “I was so flustered I couldn’t even explain myself.”


			“What would you have liked to tell him?” Carl asked.


			“My client’s depression is situational,” she answered. “He wasn’t depressed before he became unemployed. His depression will ease if I help him figure out how to get a job.”


			“Sorry, but I agree with your supervisor,” Miranda said, adjusting the beret she always wore. “It’s a mistake for a therapist to get caught up in trying to solve a client’s life problems.”


			“You have to work with the underlying depression,” Carl echoed.


			“But realistically, unemployment causes depression,” Rebecca said. 


			“Over time you’ll learn what you can do as a therapist and what you can’t,” Miranda said. 


			Rebecca eyed the two of them. They were like Winston, who worked by the book. She felt unsure of herself, wondering if she was right in her approach and embarrassed that she had revealed so much to them. “Thanks,” she said, turning away. “Time to party.”


			Across the room she noticed someone she hadn’t met before, a large man with nappy black hair and thick eyebrows that joined just above his nose, telling stories and laughing louder than anyone else there. Ella walked by, carrying a bowl of potato chips. “Who’s that?” Rebecca whispered.


			Ella glanced over. “Stan Felder, a friend of my brother’s.”


			Rebecca watched Stan gesturing and guffawing. “Is he always so talkative?”


			“He’s a nice guy.” Ella offered her the potato chips. “Here, eat. You can afford to put on a few pounds. Not like me.”


			“What do you mean by nice?” Rebecca asked, taking a handful. 


			“Don’t be so suspicious. Not all men are like Peter. Stan’s a good, dependable guy who works in his uncle’s sporting goods business.”


			“Not a therapist? That’s refreshing.”


			“Carl and Miranda got to you, I can tell,” Ella laughed. “They can be condescending.” 


			“I had a hard day at the clinic, and they didn’t make it any better.”


			When Stan’s conversation on the couch had finished, Rebecca went over and introduced herself and they began to talk. She noticed that his hands were stubby—the kind of hands that pound and hammer, practical hands that get things done. Soon they drifted toward the kitchen where it would be quieter, she leading the way and Stan lumbering behind, almost twice her size. “We’re off to the inner sanctum,” he joked, and she turned to smile at him.


			In the kitchen they made themselves tall drinks of rum and coke. He asked her what she had done that summer, and she told him about the trip to California and the accident. “The wrecked car didn’t cost me anything in the end, and the kids had a good time,” she said. “I pulled it off, I’m proud to say.” 


			“Kids always know how to have fun,” Stan said. “Sometimes I wish I was young again.” 


			“I can just see you running out of the house with your baseball glove, looking for your gang,” she laughed.


			“Every day,” he said. “We used to play ball on the empty lot near my house. How did you know?”


			“I’m a therapist, didn’t I tell you?” She was enjoying this conversation; Stan was transparent, and it didn’t take much to see that he was in some ways like an overgrown kid. “Is your whole family into sports?” she asked.


			“My dad was.” 


			She saw a flicker of sadness in his face. “Was? Meaning that he’s lost interest? Or is he no longer around?”


			“He died ten years ago, when I was thirty.”


			“I’m sorry,” she said. “My mom’s dead, so I know what that’s like.”


			“But you still have your dad?” 


			“We drifted apart a long time ago and hardly ever see each other,” Rebecca answered. “This summer I discovered he’s living with a woman, Vicky. I really wanted to like her, but it turned out that she’s one scary lady. When my daughter accidently spilled some punch on her precious couch, I thought she was going to attack her.”


			“What did your dad do?”


			“He just stood by and watched. He has no control over the situation,” she said. “I think he’s in for big trouble. I tried to tell him, but he didn’t listen. There’s nothing I can do about it, I’m afraid.” 


			“So Vicky is a dragon lady,” Stan said, putting on a heavy Yiddish accent, making claws and lunging at Rebecca. A little drunk by then, she convulsed with laughter at his description, thinking that he’d gotten it just right.


			“Any dragons in your family?” she asked when she recovered.


			“My ex-wife, Amy. And then there’s my mother, but that’s another story. Really, I’m lucky. My family has its share of craziness, but there’s a lot of love.”


			“That sounds like a cliché.”


			“It’s for real.”


			Rebecca smiled at Stan. A family with a lot of love sounded good to her. Peter had been down on families from the beginning; he claimed that his creativity as a poet depended on him living in an unencumbered way. He hadn’t wanted to marry, but when she’d become pregnant with Paul, he had reluctantly agreed. Rebecca had always felt the burden of being the one who had pressured him into it.


			She moved closer to Stan. She felt beautiful, a woman in her prime wearing her favorite crimson blouse and having a better time than she’d had in months.


			 


			A week later Rebecca and Stan met for drinks. She couldn’t stay long—the kids were with a teenager who had to leave by seven o’clock—but she liked being with him and hearing his funny stories. He was a jolly clown, she thought. “Call me tomorrow night,” she said to him when it was time to leave. “It’s hard for me to get away in the evenings, but I can always talk.”


			In the following weeks Rebecca and Stan spoke often late at night. She curled up in the green armchair, propping the phone under her chin, listening to his cheerful voice. On the wall of the living room was a photograph she’d taken at the Lincoln Park Conservatory after her divorce, and she gazed at it as they talked. It was of a tropical plant—she didn’t know its name—and she’d been intrigued by the way its florid leaves opened to the light and the single, yellow, horn-shaped bud burst forth.


			She liked getting to know Stan in this slow, easy way. They often spoke about the breakup of their marriages. “When my ex walked out, I was really pissed,” Stan said. 


			“Why did she leave?” Rebecca asked.


			“I couldn’t do anything right. She was the most critical person I’ve ever known. I guess she got fed up with me.”


			“Peter was critical, too. Except I was the one who left.”


			“I don’t miss her,” Stan said. “But I liked having someone next to me, a partner.”


			“I feel free for the first time, now that I’m on my own,” she told him. “Although I don’t see spending my entire life like this.”


			They were circling each other, and Rebecca was not sure if she wanted Stan as a friend or a lover. When he talked about sports, which he did a lot, she lost interest, but she had a feeling of comfort and safety with him, and she was drawn to his enthusiastic manner. His habit of saying “That’s great!” about most things made her laugh. 


			She began to tell him more about Paul and Annie, describing the little events of the day and the household crises. “My sitter quit,” she said one time. “I don’t know what I’ll do.” She had been trying to find someone else, rearranging her work schedule in the meantime.


			“Don’t worry, something will work out,” he replied in a light tone.


			“That’s easy for you to say,” she said, but his optimism helped her remember that the crisis would pass, and her spirits lifted. 


			 


			Two months after Rebecca began having her phone conversations with Stan, he asked if he could meet her kids. She hesitated, thinking it might confuse them since she hadn’t brought any men home since they’d moved into the apartment, but then she pictured Stan’s well-meaning, open face and thought that they could use some of his warmth in their lives. “Sure,” she answered. “Why not?” 


			A week later, Stan arrived at the door of Rebecca’s third-floor apartment with yo-yos for the kids. It was a few days before Christmas, and he was wearing a Santa Claus hat. “Merry Christmas,” he said in a hearty way, and she drew him in, pleased he was there.


			“Santa has arrived,” Rebecca called to the kids, and they emerged from their shared bedroom, eying him curiously. “Ho, ho, ho,” Stan grinned at them.


			Paul stared back at him, but Annie laughed, and it didn’t take long for her to move closer to him. “Do you like jokes?” she asked. Before he could answer, she started in: “Why are fish so smart?”


			“Because . . . they’re born that way?”


			“No, no.” Her face filled with delight. “Because they live in a school.”


			“Hey, that’s great,” Stan clapped, and he threw a joke back at her. Paul stood by, listening with a guarded look on his face.


			“I see you’re ready for Christmas,” Stan said, looking at the tree Rebecca and the kids had decorated with ornaments and strands of popcorn and cranberries. “Here’s an early present.” He brought out the yo-yos, and the kids began to play with them, excited that they lit up in bright colors when they spun them around.


			“Show me the rest of your place,” he said after a while. Annie led him into the kids’ bedroom, Paul following, and she introduced him to her favorite stuffed animals, Muffy and Duffy and Polly. Paul’s miniature cars were lined up tidily on a high shelf. “I like model cars, too,” Stan said to him. “I collected them when I was a kid.”


			“Nobody touches them,” Paul said.


			“But I can look, right?”


			“Just don’t pick them up.”


			“Okay,” he laughed.


			Rebecca listened happily to Annie’s continuing chatter and Stan’s booming voice from the kitchen, where she was finishing up dinner. Even Paul was talking to him. “Time to eat,” she called. Usually she threw something together quickly for the kids, hot dogs or chicken fingers, but tonight she’d gone to more trouble, making pasta and meatballs and a salad and buying a bottle of Chianti, a treat.


			“Great place you have,” Stan said to Rebecca as they settled around the table.


			“It’s home,” she smiled. The windowsill above the sink needed repainting and the yellow linoleum floor was patched and faded, but she’d put her cooking utensils in a bright pottery crock and a vase of daisies sat on the table. For nine years she’d lived with Peter in communal houses, first in Ann Arbor when they were at the university and then in Chicago. It had been a way of saving money since Peter didn’t make much teaching poetry and Rebecca made even less at the part-time jobs she cobbled together. But even if they could have afforded their own place, Peter would have insisted that they live communally; he’d said he needed the stimulation and company of housemates to survive. Rebecca thought this was because he was trying to make up for the loss of his parents when he was a teenager—they’d been killed in a freak car accident—but he’d disagreed, saying it was just the way he was, coming from a big Russian family that sat around the kitchen table and talked a lot. At first she had loved having so many people around, but later she’d tired of all the drama, the ideas, the interacting, and she’d begun to yearn for a quieter home. When she left Peter two years ago and rented this apartment, she had felt relieved to have a place of her own. She was now more settled than she’d ever been.


			“Mommy sleeps in the back room,” Annie said. “We jump on her bed and wake her up in the morning.”


			“That sounds like fun,” Stan laughed.


			 


			One late night in March, Rebecca led Stan to her bedroom. It was decorated with softly-patterned Indian cloths she’d bought at an import shop and tacked to the walls and ceiling. The room had a gauzy, floating feel, different from the rest of the apartment. 


			She lit the candle beside her bed and invited him in. For a moment he held back, shyer than she’d expected, and then he became all hands, all mouth. He was quick in his passion—so different from Peter, who could go on making love for hours—and for a moment Rebecca missed her ex-husband greatly. But then she guided Stan in what she liked, and even though he was clumsy and unsure, she found a measure of satisfaction from his touch. Not too bad a start, she thought, resting beside his big, snoring body.


			When Stan awakened, he gazed at Rebecca. “You’re really something,” he said, his voice gentler than she’d heard before.


			“Yes?” She fluttered her eyelids, amused by his seriousness. Her hair was wispy around her face, and her breath tasted of the pizza she’d eaten for dinner. “I must stink of garlic.”


			“You’re beautiful however you are,” he said. “And you even have your doctorate. I couldn’t do that.”


			“That’s because you never studied in college,” she smiled. “You probably hung out in the gym the whole time. It’s amazing you made it through two years.”


			“I know how to enjoy myself.” He stroked her hair. “Compared to you, with all your books.”


			“Salt and pepper, that’s you and me.” 


			“I’ll teach you how to play basketball,” he said.


			“Forget it. I’m too short,” she laughed.


			“You’re just right,” he said, drawing her closer.


			 


			Rebecca, who had learned a lot about families at the psych clinic, awakened the next morning worrying how the children would feel about Stan being there. “They’ve had me all to themselves for two years,” she said to him. “They might not like sharing me.” She quickly slipped into her old flowered kimono and Stan pulled on his pants and fastened them.


			But when Annie bounced into the bedroom just as he finished, she seemed pleased to see him. Paul trailed in after her, his brown hair sticking up in spikes. “What are you doing here?” he asked.


			“He’s Mommy’s friend,” Annie said.


			“I was too tired to go home, so I stayed,” Stan said. “That’s okay, isn’t it?”


			Paul’s eyes narrowed for a moment, and Rebecca reached out to give his hand a squeeze, hoping he’d soften. “I guess so,” he said.


			Rebecca began to make breakfast. The smell of coffee filled the kitchen, and the sun shone brightly through the window. Spring had come to Chicago early this year with its budding chestnut trees and flowering shrubs; this would be one of the first warm days of the season. The children and Stan drifted into the room, drawn by the promise of pancakes and bacon, and they sat around the kitchen table, a little family. 


			“Let’s toss a baseball today,” Stan said to Paul after breakfast.


			Paul paused before nodding. He loved playing ball, and since he didn’t know any kids in the neighborhood, Stan would have to do.


			 “Good idea,” Rebecca said, impressed that Stan had thought of this. “We just happen to have a baseball.” She jumped up from the table and rummaged around in the hall closet until she found it. “Go enjoy yourselves.”


			 


			The children settled in with Stan, Annie the easiest, always happy to hear a new joke, and Paul playing ball with him but holding himself apart. Rebecca’s greatest feeling for this new lover was gratitude. Many nights he came to her apartment to stay with Paul and Annie while she worked late at the clinic, and he dropped them off at school in the morning. Rebecca sometimes worried that she was taking advantage of him and he’d grow resentful, but when she asked him about this, he said, “Who me? I’m having a good time.” 


			As long as the children were thriving, Rebecca cared most of all about her career. She didn’t say this aloud because it sounded so coldhearted. She appreciated Stan’s easy manner, but she wasn’t sure if he’d ever get the love from her that he deserved. One night she sat him down and told him clearly about her priorities for the future. He looked at her blankly and said, “What’s the problem? Of course your kids and your work are important. I just like being with you.” She also told him that she didn’t want to have any more children in the future because they would tie her down. “That’s okay,” he answered. “Paul and Annie are enough for me.” 


			Stan seemed to accept her as she was, with her ambition and commitments, and that was reassuring—but sex was a problem. When he became aroused, he became slick with sweat, and the pungent smell and salty taste were hard to ignore. Even worse, she had to guide him anew each time they were together; he was like a dance partner who cannot seem to learn the steps. She’d never have the same shaking vulnerability, the same feeling of union, the same unselfconscious giving over of herself with him that she’d had with Peter. 


			But sex wasn’t everything, she reminded herself, and Stan was a decent, safe person. With Peter, she’d had to fight against his attraction to other women the whole time they were together. She had often discovered sexy notes from women in his pockets, or the phone would ring and the caller would hang up upon hearing her voice. Each round of this meant fights and recriminations, then promises of monogamy on his part and forgiveness on hers. The end had come when she’d discovered he was sleeping with one of their housemates, a friend of both of theirs. Exhausted and raw, she’d packed up the kids and moved out, vowing she’d never let herself be hurt like that again.


			 


			On a warm Sunday afternoon late in spring, Stan took Rebecca and the children to meet Miriam, his mother, who lived in a rambling old house in nearby Evanston. “My mother’s an artist. She’s a large-scale woman,” Stan had said before they arrived. Rebecca didn’t know whether that was a compliment or a complaint.


			As they entered the house, Miriam kissed Rebecca and the children as though she’d known them for years. Her old beagle rose on unsteady legs from a cushion, barking half-heartedly. “Hush, Ruby,” she yelled. “These are our friends.”


			“I don’t get a kiss?” Stan laughed.


			“You’re not a special visitor,” Miriam said, her voice loud and gravelly. She had close-set eyes in a long, horsey face, and her cropped gray hair stuck up at odd angles. She turned her attention to Rebecca: “You’re a good-looking woman. I see why Stan has been making himself scarce.” 


			“You’re embarrassing us,” Stan said.


			“No, you’re not,” Rebecca laughed.


			“Yes, you are.”


			Miriam led them toward the living room, and Rebecca noticed a painting on the wall, a big canvas with bold swathes of red and orange. “Is that your work?” she asked.


			“Yes. What do you think?” Miriam asked.


			“I really like it. It’s so vibrant and alive.” 


			“Stan says you’re an artist too.”


			“A photographer, but only an amateur.”


			“We have that in common, then,” Miriam smiled.


			Taking Annie and Paul by the hand, she led them to see her fish tank in the living room. They spied three stray cats draped on the couch and could hardly contain their glee. She chatted easily with them, and when she asked them to help her cook dinner, they disappeared into the kitchen. Stan and Rebecca settled on a couch nearby.


			“Your mother has a way with kids,” Rebecca said to Stan.


			“She has a way with everyone,” he said. “Nobody can resist her.”


			“Including you?”


			“I suppose so.” 


			“Meaning what?” Rebecca asked.


			“She’s always liked David, my younger brother, better than me,” Stan shrugged. “He’s the funny one who makes her laugh. He even turned out to be an artist like her.”


			“That sounds painful.” Rebecca filed away this subject for further conversation.


			“But since he lives in England, she doesn’t see him much. I’m the one who figures out her bills and fights with the garbage service if they don’t show up.” 


			“Too bad for you.”


			“I don’t really mind.”


			Through the kitchen door Rebecca could hear Miriam giving the kids instructions for making the salad and chatting with them. “Do you have grandparents?” she asked.
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