
Websites have FAQs and so do my wife and I. These are questions we ask each other 
frequently, but we’re not really expecting a satisfactory answer. We ask them more for 
the entertainment value of watching the other person try to come with an answer 
different from the one they’ve given dozens of times before.  

•	 Where did you have it last? Elaine leads a complicated life, what with files, cell 
phone, earpiece, glasses, appointment book, two briefcases, lunch bag, purse, cello, 
gifts, laptop, and other items to keep track of, transfer from car to office, and 
misplace. She sometimes loses and finds the same item more than once a day, but 
it’s never where she said she had it last. I still ask, though, because rituals are 
comforting as you get older.

•	 Is this fish still good? When Elaine asks me this one, and all others related to 
smell, she knows that all she ever gets is a blank look, because I have no sense of 
smell, which, as you can imagine, is a mixed blessing. So my answer is always  
“Yes, it’s fine,” because to me, five-day-old fish smells the same as fresh fish … Is 
that a problem?

•	 Why are you leaving without me? Nicky asks this with a look every time I pull 
out of the garage. I tell him where I’m going and why, but judging from his non-
reaction, you’d think I’m speaking a foreign language. To him, the only acceptable 
answer is “I’m not. Hop in.” 

•	 What? The laws of physics dictate that Spouse A can say something while in 
another room, on another floor, with his or her head stuck in a closet and Spouse B 
hears it perfectly. But when Spouse B answers, Spouse A invariably says “What?” 
What Spouse B really wants to say at that point is “How come I can hear you but 
you can’t hear me?!”—but doesn’t because he or she wants to stay married. So Spouse 
B dutifully repeats what was said the first time, only louder, and with almost no 
detectable edge. 

•	 That’s not hot enough? Years of drinking tea that’s the temperature of the sun has 
made Elaine’s mouth invulnerable to hot food—it’s like a superpower. So a meal 
that’s so hot I’d only approach it wearing a welder’s mask is one Elaine will taste 
and say “I’ve got to heat this up some more.” Too bad the microwave only goes up 
to 10.

•	 How long have you been using that same paper napkin? I’m always amazed 
that other people can answer questions like this, including When is your sister’s 
birthday?, How long have you had that rash? and When exactly did you take that 
message for me? I live in the moment and can’t remember dates or time spans, so I 
just say anything, as long as the other person won’t know whether it’s true or not. 
No, I don’t see it as lying.

We don’t have to ask these questions—we already know the answers—but we do, 
because hearing the same responses is like hearing dialogue from a favorite movie for 
the umpteenth time: It’s reassuring and you never grow tired of it. Besides, you really 
like the characters. 
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