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More praise for Elizabeth Berg and Until the Real Thing Comes Along


“Berg’s writing is to literature what Chopin’s études are to music—measured, delicate, and impossible to walk away from until they are completed.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Berg mingles the real angst of loving the wrong man with the popcorn-munching laughs of a TV sitcom.”

—New Woman




“Elizabeth Berg is one of those rare souls who can play with truths as if swinging across the void from one trapeze to another.”

—JOAN GOULD




“Berg knows the hearts of her characters intimately, showing them with compassion, humor, and an illuminating generosity.”

—The Seattle Times




“A warm-hearted story that gently offers insight rather than answers, Until the Real Thing Comes Along would especially appeal to those who have survived loss and crisis.”

—BookPage




“Outstanding … A compilation of real-life characters, hope, and great writing that entertains and engages the mind … The writing in Until the Real Thing Comes Along is to-the-bone engaging, packed with witty insights and emotional detail you can sink your teeth into.”

—Metrowest Daily News




“Sparkling and witty … [A] poignant and clever tale … [Berg’s] smooth transitions between tragedies and joys are punctuated with lively humor…. [An] endearing search for domestic fulfillment.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Engaging characters and realistic dialogue make Elizabeth Berg’s new novel a one-sitting book…. The author’s generous view of humanity is evident in her characters, who walk right off the page they are so well and truly drawn.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“Flawless dialogue … Reading it is like eavesdropping on an intimate female chat.”

—Showtime




“Berg’s landscapes are those of the heart and soul, the journeys of her characters provisioned by a wise network of family and friends.”

—Denver Post




“True to reality rather than to the conventions of ‘women’s books,’ 1990s-style.”

—The Washington Post




“It’s curious that novels about marriage, children, and family are often labeled ‘women’s fiction,’ as if the other half of the human race were unconcerned with these matters. Perhaps someone like Patty, whose deepest longings make her feel like an anachronism in our careerist world, represents the sort of anxiety and ambivalence that is still so particular to women’s lives. Books like Until the Real Thing Comes Along offer a kind of working-through of such issues, and the possibility, if not the promise, of a happy ending.”

—Chicago Tribune
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Prologue

This is how you play the house game:

Go for a drive to somewhere you’ve never been. At the point when the spirit moves you, start looking for your house. You can choose whatever you want, at any time; and once you choose it, it is yours. One caveat: after you’ve made a selection, you can’t change your mind. If you pick the white colonial with the pristine picket fence and then in the next block you see an even better colonial, it’s too late; you must stay with your first choice.

I started playing this game as a little girl, and I still play it. And I always pick too early, so it almost always happens that a much grander choice comes along. I might be expected to feel regret at such a moment, but I never do. I can admit to the superiority of another house; I can admire it and see every way in which it is better than my first choice, but I am never sorry. I know a lot of people have a hard time believing this, but it’s true. I know a lot of people think it’s an odd characteristic, too, but I have to say it is something I like about myself. It is, in fact, what I like most.
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I used to think that the best thing to do when you had the blues was to soak in a bathtub full of hot water, submerge yourself so that only the top half of your head was in the outer world. You could feel altered and protected. Weightless. You could feel mysterious, like a crocodile, who is bound up with the wisdom of the natural world and does not concern herself with the number of dates she has per month or the biological time clock. You could feel purified by the rising steam. Best of all, you could press a washrag across your chest, and it would feel like the hand of your mother when you were little and suffering from a cold, and she’d lay her flat palm on you to draw the sickness out.

The problem with the bathtub method is that you have to keep fooling with the faucet to keep the water temperature right, and that breaks the healing spell. Besides that, as soon as you get out of the tub the solace disappears as quickly as the water, and you are left with only your annoying lobster self, staring blankly into the mirror.

These days I believe that museums are the place to go to lose your sorrow. Fine-art museums with high ceilings and severe little boxes mounted on the wall to measure the level of humidity; rooms of furniture displayed so truly the people seem to have just stepped out for a minute; glass cases full of ancient pottery in the muted colors of old earth. There are mummies, wearing the ultimate in long-lasting eyeliner; old canvases that were held between the hands of Vermeer; new canvases with emphatic smears of paint. The cafés have pastry as artful as anything else in the building; gift shops are stocked with jewelry modeled after the kind worn by Renaissance women—the garnet-and-drop-pearl variety. I buy that kind of jewelry, in love with its romantic history and the sight of it against the black velvet. Then I bring it home and never wear it because it looks stupid with everything I have. But it is good to own anyway, for the pleasure of laying it on the bedspread and then sitting beside it, touching it.

What I like most about museums is that the efforts of so many people remain so long after they are gone. They made their marks. If you are an artist, you can hope to achieve that. If you are not an artist, you believe that having children is the closest you’ll come.

Well, that’s what I believe. And anyway, I have always preferred the company of children; I just like to be around them. Whenever my large family gets together on holidays, I sit at the kids’ card table. It’s so much more relaxing, what with the way the dishes are plastic, and manners of any kind optional. So much more interesting, too—no talk about current events, no holding forth by any overweight, overeducated aunt or uncle. There is talk only about things that are astonishing. Facts about the red ant, say, or the elaborate retelling of an unfortunate incident, such as the one where a kid vomited on the teacher’s desk.

I always thought I’d have five or six children, and I have imagined so many lovely domestic scenes featuring me and my offspring. Here we are outside on a hot summer day, running through the sprinkler. The children wear bright fluorescent bathing suits in pink and green and yellow; I wear cutoffs and a T-shirt. There is fruit salad in the refrigerator. Later, I will let the older kids squirt whipped cream for the younger ones; then, if they pester me enough in the right way, I’ll let them squirt it into their mouths—and mine.

Or here I am at the grocery store, my married hands unloading graham crackers and packages of American cheese that have already been broken into due to the eager appetite of the toddler in the carriage, who is dressed in tiny OshKosh overalls over a striped shirt. His fine hair, infused with gold and red, curls up slightly at the back of his neck. His swinging feet are chubby and bare; he has flung his sneakers and socks on top of the family-size pack of chicken breasts. His brothers and sisters are in school. Later in the afternoon, he will stand at the living-room window, watching for them to come home, squealing and bending his knees in a little joy dance when he sees them marching down the sidewalk toward him, swinging their lunch boxes in high, bright-colored arcs.

I have imagined myself making dinner while my dark-haired daughter sits at the kitchen table. She is making me a picture of a house with window boxes, choosing crayons with slow care. She is wearing yellow turtle barrettes in her hair, and a bracelet she made from string. “Hey, Mommy,” she says, “do you want flowers on the ground, too?” Oh yes, I say. Sure. “Me too,” she says. We smile.

I have imagined a fleshy constellation of small children and me, spread out and napping on my big bed while the newest baby sleeps in her crib. The pulled-down shades lift with the occasional breeze, then slap gently back against the windowsill. If you listen carefully, you can hear the small breathing sounds of the children, their soothing, syncopated rhythms. There is no other sound, not even from the birds; the afternoon is holding its finger to its lips. All the children have blankets and all of them are sucking their thumbs. All of them are read to every night after their baths. All of them think they are the favorite. None of them has ever had an illness of any kind, or ever will. (I mean, as long as I’m imagining.)

What I never imagined was the truth: me at thirty-six years of age, lying around on top of my made bed on a beautiful winter afternoon with shades pulled for an entirely different reason, thinking, Why didn’t I marry Johnny Tranchilla? So he was shorter than I was. He was very handsome and very romantic. He had black curly hair and naturally red lips. He sent me a love note in the mail after our first date and he was only nineteen, how brave! His father was loaded. He wore Weejuns with no socks. I could have been happy. Then I go on through the rest of my short list, thinking of the men I might possibly have married. Ron Anderson, who became a mildly famous artist and now lives in a huge A-frame in the Rocky Mountains with his blonde wife, who is more beautiful than I’ll ever be but not as much fun, I can guarantee it. She would never have broken into the planetarium like I did with Ron, would never have entered into the famous mustard-and-catsup fight at D.J.’s diner at three in the morning.

There was Tim Connor, too, who was quiet and tender and reliable—not exciting, but one grows tired of that after one is, oh, say, ninety-five. Frank Olds became a neurosurgeon! I could have lived in material comfort instead of making dinners out of soda crackers and cottage cheese and repeatedly showing houses to people who will never buy any of them.

The reason I didn’t marry any of the various men I might have is always the same: Ethan Allen Gaines. I fell in love with him in sixth grade, and I never, never stopped loving him, not even after we tried to have a serious relationship in our late twenties and failed, and he took me out to dinner to a very nice place to break off our engagement and told me it was because he was gay. “Oh, Ethan,” I said, “that’s okay, I’ll marry you anyway.” It was as inadvertent and embarrassing as a piece of meat flying out of my mouth. Ethan nodded, looked away. And then back at me. And I knew that was the end of that. Knew it in my head, anyway. The heart is always a different matter. I kept the ring. It lives in a box as beautiful as it is.

“I told you,” my friend Elaine said the day after we broke up. “I told you! Who else would keep rolled-up towels on their bathroom sink?”

“They were hand towels,” I said.

“… And?”

“A lot of people roll up their hand towels.”

“Patty. It wasn’t just the towels.”

“I know,” I said. “I know!”

But I hadn’t known. I hadn’t let myself.

Because consider this: once Ethan and I were at a lake and he rented a boat because I said I had never learned how to row. He told me what to do, made me get in alone, and watched from shore, shouting encouragement. I got stuck. I dropped an oar. Ethan was telling me how to come in with one oar, but I was just going around in circles. “I can’t do it!” I yelled. He put a hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes, and yelled back, “Yes, you can!” But I couldn’t. And so he waded out to me in his beautiful new brown tweed pants and white sweater and pulled me in. And I sat, hanging onto both sides of the boat, watching the sun in his yellow hair and the moving muscles of his back. And when he got me in, we sat in the grass and he was wringing out his pants and sweater and dumping water from his shoes and I said I was so sorry, I knew how expensive those clothes were—they were from Anthony’s, a very exclusive men’s shop that served you Chivas in a cut-crystal glass while you fingered linens and silks. Ethan asked if I wanted to go shopping and I said sure, I’ll buy you some new clothes, but not from Anthony’s. He said no, I’ll buy an outfit for both of us. I said, I ruined your pants! Why would you buy me an outfit? And he said because you can’t row a boat.

The day before that, we’d been to see a movie with an exquisitely sad ending, the kind that makes your insides feel made of glass. My throat ached when the lights came up; I wanted to just run out of there so I wouldn’t have to hear anything anyone said. Ethan’s face seemed full of what I felt, too. “Run,” he whispered, and we did. We ran to his car and slammed the doors and sat still, staring straight ahead and saying not one word. Then I looked over at him and he took my hand and said, “I know.”

On the night Ethan told me he was gay, I said that admitting it must be a very liberating experience, that it must feel good. He said it did in many ways, but it hurt him that he had to hurt me. I said, well, we would always be best friends, wouldn’t we? He said of course.

I didn’t cry until I came home and climbed into the bathtub. Then I sobbed for a good twenty minutes. And then I leaned back, laid the washrag over my chest, inhaled the steamy air, and thought about when Ethan had come over when I was sick, just a few weeks earlier. He’d made chicken soup and three kinds of Jell-O, brought with him a variety of cheeses and crackers and fruit. He’d treated me with a tenderness that was somehow too competent. I’d watched him, longing for him to come over to me, kneel down, knock over my ginger ale, ignore it, take my hand, and say, “If you ever die, I’ll kill myself.” But he didn’t do that. He ran his hand sweetly over my forehead, went to adjust the flame under the soup; then, frowning, flipped through the channels on the television. He covered me with a quilt he’d laundered, patted my feet affectionately, then made a phone call. I felt as though he were zipped into a self that was hiding the real him—I could get close, but not there. I had put it down to a normal kind of male reticence, the kind that has a woman sigh and put her hand on her hip and call a girlfriend. I had believed that with the trust and intimacy of marriage it would get better—he would open himself completely to me.

But that night, with my engagement ring newly off my finger (though the stubborn indentation of it remained), I slid deeper into the water and thought about all the times Ethan and I had made love. Then I thought about those times again, and saw them true. I pulled the washrag up over my face. Beneath it, I think I was blushing.
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I have always thought that part of my problem is my name: Patty. That’s what my parents named me. Not Patricia. Patty. Patty Anne Murphy. Sounds like one of those huge dolls that walk like Frankenstein’s monster. Sounds like a huge, Irish-Catholic, curly-headed doll, not a desirable woman whom you want to marry and impregnate.

I don’t know what my parents were thinking. Well, yes I do. I asked them recently, and they said they were thinking it was a clean and healthy name, a fun name.

Fun? I said.

Yes, they said, and then both of them started getting that hurt look that makes you feel like you’re beating a puppy.

“You can change it,” my mother said, sniffing, and I said no, no, I liked it, really, I was just wondering how they chose it.

“Why?” my mother said, happily suspicious. “Do you need names?”

Ma, I said, and she said all right.

She doesn’t care if I’m married or not. Not anymore. She’s crazy about children, too. She understands the overwhelming want I have. She thinks the hell with a husband, if I can’t find one—just have a baby. She’ll help me, my brother and sisters will help me—they’ll give me a million hand-me-downs. Probably Elaine could even pitch in on the weekends, she said, the last time she got going on this. Elaine could do a little baby-sitting on the weekends so I could go out and show houses, couldn’t she? Might do her some good. My mother is mystified as to why neither Elaine nor I have married and had children. I don’t exactly have a lot to pick from. Elaine’s problem is that she has too much to pick from. My mother also told me about those services they have now, Parents in a Pinch, had I heard of them?

“Ma!” I said, finally. She smiled primly, then rose from the dinner table to clear the dishes, pointedly refusing my help. A dubious punishment, in keeping with her usual methods. Both of my parents were always terrible at punishing; if, for example, you were sent to your room, one or the other of them would inevitably join you up there.

People say, Wow, your mother’s pretty liberal. But they’re missing the point. The point is, she makes me feel so much worse. At work, when I’m supposed to be doing comp sheets, I sit at my desk, my hand over my uterus, thinking about how I have so few good eggs left. I imagine my inventory: rotten eggs, eggs empty of insides, misshapen eggs, all tumbling down my weepy fallopian tubes. And every now and then a really good egg, perfumed and made-up and beribboned, calling out, “I’m ready!”, her little voice echoing in the vast darkness. “Yoo-hoo!” she calls, to no one. My uterus drums its fingers, yawns, wonders whether it should close up shop early, what’s the point.

I once went to a bookstore to see if I could find something on keeping my eggs healthy. I didn’t see anything, so I went over to customer assistance. I waited in the longer line, so I could have the woman, and then I said, very quietly, “Would you have anything on … you know, keeping your eggs healthy?”

“KEEPING YOUR EGGS HEALTHY????” the woman asked.

I blushed, nodded.

“This would be a COOKBOOK, right?” she asked, and started punching keys on her computer. She looked up at me over her half glasses, her spiky earrings swinging.

“Um …” I said. “Sure.” And then I stood there and waited until she told me why yes, they had a book called Safe Food that would probably be exactly what I needed. Thanks, I said. And actually went to the shelf she pointed to. Actually looked through Safe Food, which had many frightening graphs and statistics and boldfaced definitions of digestive ailments. I looked through it for what I thought was a respectful length of time and then I put it back on the shelf. I felt like I needed to wash my hands. And then I felt bad for not buying the book, because the woman had gone to the trouble of looking it up.

This is how I am. It’s really bad in small stores. If I go into one, I have to buy something. Otherwise I worry about hurting the feelings of the people who are working there. “You’re so crazy, what do you think?” Elaine always says, when I buy useless items that I often donate to the Salvation Army without taking them out of the bag. “You think everyone who comes in that store buys something? You’re allowed to just look.”

“I know,” I say. “I just look, sometimes.” But not in small stores.

This misguided tenderness of heart may account for my dismal record at work. My low number of sales. I have been at Rodman Real Estate for two years and I have sold one house. Which I did the first week I was there. It was a $3.2 million house and I just happened to answer the phone at the right time. The buyers had always admired the house and the moment it came on the market, they snapped it up. They told me how to do everything; they’d bought and sold a lot of houses. They were so rich! I wonder sometimes when people are that rich if they get annoyed that they can only get so good a brand of toilet paper, a kind anyone can have. You know, there they are in their luxuriously appointed bathroom, with the gold fixtures and the Italian marble floor, and all they can put on their $700 dispenser is quilted Northern.

I am currently living off the last bit of my profit from that sale, and waiting for the next fluke. It has to happen soon or I’ll have to find another job, which I really don’t want to do. Because even though I am lousy at it, I love the real estate business. I like helping people find a home where they think they’ll be happy. And I like seeing how other people live, imagining myself frying eggs in this country kitchen, watching television in that blue-carpeted family room. Here I am in the English garden that you get to through white French doors; there I am in my library, the walls lined with oak paneling, the leaded-glass windows reaching from floor to ceiling. Or, my favorite: Here I am in a little bedroom in my little cottage that is right on the water. I am in my baby’s room, rocking her, listening to the rush and pull of the waves outside the window, and singing a made-up song into an ear more shell-like than shells. My baby’s fist holds tightly onto my finger, even as she fades into sleep. I look at the faint scribble of vein across her tiny eyelid. I pick up her foot, examine her littlest toe, softly exclaim my delight.

Always back to the same place, lately.

It’s an obsession, I’ll be the first to admit that.

Anyway, in real life, most of my showings are to the Berkenheimers, who are looking for a vacation home. Crystal Cove, Massachusetts, where I live, has an interesting mix of small cottages and huge mansions, and everyone seems to get along. Upscale restaurants and those that serve dinner specials for $3.99 exist side by side; the cooks smoke and chat outside their backdoors. You can shop at Theresa’s, where the elegance of the decor makes customers speak in hushed tones (and you can pay $140 for a cotton summer dress); or you can shop in the basement at Winkle’s—that’s where they have their women’s department, in the basement. There are no changing rooms—you take it all off in the aisles and inspect yourself in mirrors that are hung on support columns and filmed over yellowly with time. There isn’t a woman alive who wouldn’t appreciate a mirror like that on certain days, if not, in fact, on most days. NO MEN! the big sign hanging above the stairs down to the basement reads. Because of that sign—held up, I happen to know, with dental floss—you don’t have to worry about some guy seeing your torn underwear, or your belly in the not-held-in position. It’s like a locker room for women of all ages—without the worry of an upcoming game. I like to hang out there even when I don’t need clothes. I like to hear the support that women give each other, biting their lips and telling the truth about whether back fat shows in a bathing suit. (“Just tuck it in,” I once heard a woman tell her friend. “And then hold it down with duct tape. That’s what they do on Miss America.” “Is duct tape waterproof?” her friend asked, and the room stilled to listen to the answer.)

About half of us live here in Crystal Cove year-round, and we practically congratulate each other when we pass on winter-deserted streets. The rest pull in for Memorial Day, leave after Labor Day. Their pretty houses sit empty the rest of the time, alarm console lights glowing day and night, although most theft around here has to do with skateboards.

The Berkenheimers live in a suburb north of Boston and their apparent vocation is driving here a few times a month and looking at every low-cost piece of property on the market, many of which they have already seen. Once Muriel, the wife, asked to see one of the most expensive mansions. Artie, her husband, started yelling at her.

“It’s just for fun, Artie,” she said. “Which you have forgotten how to have. About forty years ago, you forgot.”

“About forty years ago I had something to have fun with,” he said.

She took off her gigantic black sunglasses, turned around and stared at him sitting in the backseat of my car, sweating a little. He always has to sit in the back because if Muriel sits there, she gets nauseated. “Excuse me,” she said. “Have you had a good look in the mirror lately? You want to know from forty years ago?”

“Did you want to see the place on Deer Run?” I asked my windshield.

“She’s crazy,” Artie said, waving his hand. “Mrs. Nutty Fruitcake.”

“I’ll show it to you,” I said.

“Well, of course we can’t afford it,” Muriel said, her voice low. She pulled a handkerchief out of her purse, dabbed at her nose with it, stuffed it back in her purse. I saw a banana in there, dangerously ripe, and half a bagel, entombed in plastic wrap.

“I know you can’t afford it,” I said. “I don’t mind. It’ll be fun.”

“We should maybe wash first,” Artie said.

There was a moment of silence. Then Muriel said, “Oy, you hear this? ‘We,’ he says. Like I’ve got a problem. Have I got a problem? I don’t have a problem.”

This is the way it goes with them. But they always treat me to lunch in a nice place because they feel so terrible about never buying anything. And their grandchildren are adorable and sometimes they’ll bring one along. And then while they argue loudly in other people’s kitchens, I take the little boy or girl outside to play. Sometimes there’s a swing set. Sometimes we look for things on the beach. Sometimes we find something good—blue beach glass in a perfect oval shape, a shell with all the pinks of an A+ sunset, a crab scuttling away to safety.

It’s not a terrible job. I mean, the Berkenheimers and I got to look at a beautiful house for a good forty minutes that day. The kitchen was roughly the size of a basketball court. There was a third-floor game room with a mahogany bar and a huge pool table, the requisite stained-glass lamp hanging low over the center. Artie and I took a few shots while Muriel inspected the bathrooms. She came up to the game room clutching her chest. “Solid marble,” she whispered. “Pink! I swear to God.” The closets were cedar; there were beautiful parquet floors; the swimming pool had a nice view of the ocean. You could be in the water looking at the water. We had a good time. We had a lot to talk about over lunch. And when I got back to the office, there was a message for me. A family of four, moving here for sure, needed a place within the next two or three weeks. “Even you can get a sale out of this,” my boss Michael told me. Nicely—he really likes me. He’s married.

But I didn’t make that sale. Angela Ramsey did, she was working on the day they finally found a house, while I sat at home with the flu.

But the point is, there’s always hope, you never know.

As in, the egg comes down the fallopian tube. The sperm leaps out with a box of candy. They get along. They really get along. Nine months later, I really am nursing a baby in the rocker—and soundlessly crying with relief. I tent the baby’s head with her receiving blanket so the tears won’t fall on her. And what color is her hair? Mine, exactly.

It hurts like a knife blade, this longing. If anyone knew how often I think about having a baby, I’d die of embarrassment. Which would take care of the problem, at least. But my plan is to not have it come to that. My plan is to get going right now in a very scientific and purposeful way that will lead to marriage and pregnancy. A husband and a child. The specifics of the plan I’m not too clear about. Only the intention.
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