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Lost Time

I am alive. My husband, Paul Auster, is dead. He died on April 30, 2024, at 6:58 p.m. here in the Brooklyn house where I am now writing these words. He was diagnosed with non-small cell lung cancer in January 2023. But before that, in early November 2022, Paul had a CT scan in the emergency room at Mount Sinai West hospital. The radiologist spotted a mass in his right lung and noted it might be cancer.

We all die, but only some of us know our lives could end soon. Although I had often thought about what it would mean to live without Paul, I began to imagine it more often. I imagined walking around the house alone. I imagined grieving. If your father dies, I said to our daughter, Sophie, I will lose my everyday.

What I didn’t imagine is that after Paul’s death, time would be deranged beyond recognition. I remember and then forget what day it is. I remember it’s the month of May and then forget. The hours skip ahead but minutes often move slowly. I want to root my body in calendar and clock, those reliable, if ultimately fictional, markers of time, but I’m not making sense of their regular beats. I’m afraid if I don’t keep checking date, day, and hour, I will lose my orientation, stumble on the stairs, and fall or float away ungrounded. I make lists and calendars. Lists and calendars lie on various tables and surfaces around the house. I worry I will forget chores, appointments, bills that must be paid. I worry my thoughts will scatter into more pieces than I can recollect. I am now in the business of recollecting myself.

I have trouble breathing. My heart beats too fast, not all the time, in bursts. I have pains between my ribs, sometimes intense. My neck and head ache. My nerves buzz and hum, and electricity shoots up and down my limbs. My gut rumbles, and my bowel rhythms are off. Some of these are old ailments that have worsened. I imagine I’ve grown a tumor that mirrors the one found in Paul’s lung, and I will die soon. I take the fantasy further. Maybe mirror cancer is a rare medical phenomenon outside the purview of mainstream science, one of those outliers that has been jettisoned from “cleaned data.”

I’m glad I can still laugh at myself. Then again, hypochondriacs die from illness too.

I sleep by pill.

I pick up a paper or an object that needs attention and then see another that calls to me. I put down the first thing only to spot it hours later, an inanimate victim of the unfinished gesture. A pile of unopened condolence letters and cards lie on the red table in the dining room. I cannot bear to open them. Not today. I will wait. Tomorrow.

Tomorrow comes. I open the letters, but I don’t always understand what I’m reading. The short, kind messages are best. There are also long, handwritten letters of many pages from people I don’t know. Paul must have belonged to them in some way, but exactly how I can’t always make out. I sit down to write the word tomorrow for a to-do list. When I look down, I see that I have written yesterday. I think of Freud’s comment about opposites in dreams. In the world of sleep, your towering friend may shrink to the size of a bug. There is a dreamlike quality to my life now.

I climb into a half-filled bathtub and realize I have forgotten to remove my socks.

May 14. The widow needs therapy. I’m off to see a psychiatrist-psychoanalyst highly recommended by a person I trust. This need isn’t new to me. I was in psychoanalytically based psychotherapy for eleven years. It liberated me. The pandemic threw Dr. C. and me onto Zoom, and in the spring of 2021, as the potency of the deadly circulating virus diminished, the treatment came to an end. We planned a last in-person goodbye session in the fall. It never happened. On October 1, Dr. C. died suddenly and unexpectedly, at age seventy-one, of a heart attack. The shock of her death was the first in a series of shocks. Had she still been alive, I would have been heading for her office. Because Paul was housebound at the end of his life and I didn’t dare leave him alone, walking became a luxury. I decide to give myself plenty of time and take the subway to the Upper West Side.

For reasons I don’t understand, I seem to have taken the wrong route to Grand Army Plaza. I recognize the arch and the statues, the circle of heavy traffic, the library across the way, but I can’t find the subway entrance. I have been taking this subway for many years. What has happened to me? I ask three pedestrians to point me toward the stairs to the subway, but like residents of dreams, not one of them can direct me to the 2/3 train. I look at the time. I may miss the first meeting with the eminent analyst. Am I now officially demented? I call an Uber and arrive at Central Park West and Eighty-Ninth Street the minute the session is scheduled to begin.

In the days that immediately followed Paul’s small graveside funeral, on May 3 at Green-Wood Cemetery, a compulsion to sort, throw, and scrub came over me. When I’m distressed or anxious, I often clean. I get my own little world into shiny order. I exercise some control by getting rid of dust and fluff and blur. I was not going to be one of those widows who leaves her husband’s clothes in the closet for months or even years. A dead man doesn’t need shirts, keys, shaving cream. A dead man can’t be sick. He doesn’t take pills.

The large transparent plastic bag that had once held a new comforter cover became home to the leftover medicines I stored behind a stack of sheets in the linen closet. It was the first thing to go. Vials of dexamethasone, prednisone, meloxicam, mirtazapine, sodium and magnesium tablets, levothyroxine, oxycodone, tamsulosin, trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole, sucralfate, famotidine, gabapentin. A few fentanyl patches. Hydrocortisone in 5-, 10-, and 20-milligram containers. A syringe and tiny glass bottle for injection of the same steroid in case of endocrine crisis, blister packs of Zofran, bottles of liquid sucralfate and lactulose. These I remember. No doubt there were other drugs in the bag that accumulated during the year and a half of Paul’s cancer treatment, medicines prescribed, discontinued, and sometimes prescribed again, depending on the emergency of the moment. There were many emergencies. I saved a couple of charts I drew up for Paul’s daily drug intake, with the name of the pharmaceutical and what it was for, followed by one, two, three, or four lines I filled in by hand: 7:46 a.m., 12:00 p.m., 4:35 p.m.

I knew unused drugs shouldn’t be dumped in the trash or flushed down the sink or toilet, so the bag of medical detritus grew and grew until its ziplock top was hard to close. After Paul’s funeral, my sister Asti took the bag and delivered it to a pharmacy in her neighborhood, where they do something with those medicines. What they do I don’t know, and I, usually curious about everything, don’t care.

Some of those pills kept Paul from dying sooner. Others made him feel better. Some made him sicker. When I placed the bag in Asti’s arms, my feeling of relief was even greater than I had imagined. I hated that bag. If I had had the courage to line up those little vials and bottles, they might have served as a tangible temporal record of the sickness unto death, but the sight of the Rx numbers, dates filled, the sometimes-hard-to-pronounce drug names, and the instructions and warnings on the bottles not only screamed failed treatment at me, they were reminders of my own ongoing state of controlled panic, which waxed and waned for many months. I delivered the correct medicines, although a few times I brought them to Paul late. I sat beside my husband during the four- and five-hour infusion treatments. I sat beside him in the ER, and next to his bed day after day when he was hospitalized. I managed the Memorial Sloan Kettering patient portal and regularly composed questions for the doctors and nurses. I digested countless medical papers on non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC) and its treatment. This helped me ask Paul’s doctors reasonable questions, and yet my outward competence and fortitude disguised the fact that I lived in fear. I was afraid I would give him the wrong pills or fail to recognize a symptom of an imminent emergency, but mostly I was afraid of what I couldn’t control—his death.

After he died, Paul’s suffering and my vigilance were rendered moot, as were the cancer treatments and the treatments to treat the grotesque consequences of the same cancer treatments. The “adverse effects” of the immunotherapy drug nivolumab, a checkpoint inhibitor, ended Paul’s life before the cancer had a chance to do the same. Nivolumab was not stored in the bag. It was given as an infusion, along with the chemotherapy drugs carboplatin and paclitaxel. Handing that bag to my sister didn’t purge me of memory, but it freed me from looking at hard evidence of what Paul had endured and I had witnessed.

His jeans, T-shirts, shoes, belts, socks, sweaters, his single suit (he rarely wore it), a tuxedo, and coats have mostly vanished, given to family members or donated to charity. The leather jacket with sheepskin lining he bought in Argentina years ago (he would have known the exact year) and wore and wore and wore still hangs in the coat closet on the parlor floor. I intend to wear it when the weather gets cold again. I intend to wrap myself up in this remnant of the beloved for as long as it holds together. When I saw it on my closet rounds, I pulled the jacket out from its hanger and pressed my face into the fur. I hoped to inhale him in absentia, but I smelled only must and leather, nothing human.

The closet in our bedroom is now roomy. I still write “our.” Although emptied of his modest wardrobe, it is still “our” closet. It is still “our” bedroom. As long as I live here, I think it will be ours. None of his clothes remain inside it, but time made it ours.

Where is that time now?

I tossed his boxer shorts. For many years, Paul bought Fruit of the Loom plaid boxer shorts in packs of three at a store on Fifth Avenue in Brooklyn. Early in our marriage, I learned not to interfere with his sartorial desires, which were simple but rigid. He liked walking to that inexpensive store to buy black Levi’s jeans, a particular brand of heavy cotton T-shirt, and the shorts. I cannot remember when it was exactly, but we had started hospice care, and his general weakness made it impossible for him to dress himself, so I helped him on with his clothes.

One of those mornings as I rummaged in his underwear drawer, he said, Not the red ones.

Not the red ones?

I don’t like the red ones.

You mean you’ve never liked the red ones?

It seems he had never liked the red ones. They remained in the drawer. On examination, I noted that they looked newer than the others. He bought the three-packs for the blue and green plaids. The reds were sacrifice.

Years and years of plaid boxer shorts, and I had no idea he didn’t like the red ones.

After I had pulled the T-shirt over his head, a white one that morning, not black, he said, You’re so good to me, Siri. And I stroked his face and answered him in Norwegian, Det skulle bare mangle. Over the years Paul learned several phrases in Norwegian, my first language. That is one of them. Literally it means It should only lack. Translation: But of course. It goes without saying.

As I write this, I’m amazed by the determination with which I attacked Paul’s study. He spent most of his days from morning into the afternoon writing in a small room at the back of our house near the garden. My heart wouldn’t be in it now, but then I was on a mission. My guess is that there were at least one hundred fifty pens on the surface of Paul’s desk: fountain pens, ballpoints, click pens, and roller pens, either laid out in uneven rows or sticking up from containers. He had a dozen or so mechanical pencils. He had a supply of typewriter ribbons for his manual Olympia to last him several additional long lifetimes or equip a small army of scribbling Luddites. He had little Tipp-Ex correction squares to place beneath the keys (not a vast supply of those). He had a number of well-used erasers and thirty-five Clairefontaine notebooks, the kind with graph paper inside them. Before he typed up his manuscripts on the Olympia, he wrote all his books in longhand in those notebooks.

We did not disturb each other’s workspaces. They were sacrosanct. He never touched my desk. I never touched his. I had no idea he owned so many pens, ribbons, and notebooks. I often searched for pens I felt sure I had left in the kitchen drawer and didn’t find them. He always had at least one (often two or three) pens in the front pocket of his jeans. If poignancy is a feeling somewhere between slight tenderness and pain, then it was poignancy I felt when I saw the pens and discovered all the ribbons. Pens are still sold everywhere, but typewriter ribbons and Tipp-Ex sheets are not as easy to come by, so it made sense for Paul to be prepared for their possible disappearance, not just from New York City but from the face of the earth.

I loved the percussive sound his typewriter made when he pounded on it, fast and then slower and fast again. I like the resistance of the keys on my fingers, he said. Paul kept time with his tools. In his writing habits, the young man lived on in the old man.

The typewriter sits on his desk just as it used to, a speechless thing that has now lost its place in the writing ritual. Habits, routines, rituals create meaning from repetition, and those repetitions can serve as a fortress against anxiety. Paul didn’t jiggle or chew his nails. He was never visibly jumpy, but anxiety colored his life. We arrived hours too early at airports, the source of much familial humor. When I had taken charge of ordering cars or preserving tickets (in the days of paper tickets), he checked again and again to make sure I had done what I had repeatedly told him I had done. He was possessive of objects he regarded as extensions of his own body—pens, but also his house keys, his tiny datebook I ordered every year from Charing Cross, and his wallet—all three of which he kept in his right front pocket. These objects were not to be touched by anyone else. When he was in the hospital and suffered from delirium, the keys, book, and wallet were stored in a plastic bag in a drawer beside his bed, but they were no longer on him. When he woke in the foreign bed and couldn’t find them, he would call me or our son-in-law, Spencer. He had scribbled down appointments he needed to remember. He had no money. How could he get a cab? How would he get back into the house?

The man couldn’t stand up from his bed alone.

“The relation of anxiety to its object,” Søren Kierkegaard writes in The Concept of Anxiety, is “to something that is nothing.” Anxiety, the philosopher says, is like looking into an abyss. Paul used that word for death repeatedly in the last year of his life. I have spent a long time looking into the abyss, he said.

Paul’s courage as he looked into the abyss astounded me.

His handwriting is all over the house on little notes and papers, on the checkbooks stored in a cupboard in the library. There is a white folder lying on a wide counter under bookshelves in the library that I haven’t opened yet. The names of people he wanted to invite to his memorial are on a piece of paper inside it, as well as notes for his will, which he changed only days before he died. On the outside in his handwriting are the words:

To Siri/Sophie

Notes on Beyond.

1/1/23.

Before Paul died, I smiled at the wry humor of Beyond. It’s not at all funny to me now. Sophie and I are living in Beyond, and the logic of time and space is scrambled here.

I stored the fax machine in the basement. Paul and I shared an assistant, Jen Dougherty, who is now my assistant alone. Jen would fax Paul the emails she received for him. He would then call her, dictate answers to the inquiries, or simply say yes or no, and she would carry out his instructions. My husband’s investment in the rapid advance of communication technologies pretty much ended with the fax machine, although there were exceptions. Weary of seeing Paul at the door of my study, large-eyed and apologetic about the intrusion, with a question about a date or fact he needed to check on the internet, I bought him an iPad, an addendum to my own, which he used without email as a research tool.

No one faxes me.

Besides Jen, the only other faxes that arrived were from roofing companies. Advertisements for new roofs regularly chugged out of that machine.


Probably roofing, I would say to Paul.

Probably, he would say, and then walk down the stairs to check.



Paul didn’t own a cell phone. When the landline rang, I knew it was for him. I never picked up. Since his death, it has hardly rung. When it does, it’s usually Paul’s agent, Carol Mann. She called him almost every day on that number. On Sunday morning, I know it’s Paul’s sister, Janet. They talked every week. I take the call now. The only other calls come from robots, real estate hawks who circle obituaries, and scam artists preying on old people who have kept their landlines.

The four-story house in Brooklyn where Paul and I lived steadily for thirty years and where our daughter, Sophie, grew up, and where Daniel, my stepson, lived when he wasn’t at his mother’s, became vast overnight. The two of us occupied this space for a long time without children, and the house felt roomy but not huge. Looking at the many thousands of our books that line the walls makes my arms ache, as if I have been told I must box up the volumes and carry them alone to some other location.

When we first lived together, in 1981, we rented two top floors of a house at 18 Tompkins Place in Cobble Hill, Brooklyn. I owned very little at the time except books. We gave away our duplicate copies, of which there were many. We picked the best edition to keep. I remember thinking to myself: This means we really have to stay together.

Sophie lives in her own house now in another neighborhood in Brooklyn, Bedford-Stuyvesant, with her husband, Spencer, and their baby, Miles, who was born on New Year’s Day, 2024. It would be wholly reasonable to donate a few rooms from this house to the three of them on Halsey Street if such a thing were possible, but it isn’t.

Although furnishings have been replaced over the years, the configuration of the rooms in our house is the same. The kitchen and bathrooms were redone, chairs and sofas have been reupholstered, walls painted; but sameness has dominated difference over time. As I navigate the house alone, I imitate the rhythms of before Paul died in the spaces of after he died. The house is a real house, but it is also an architecture of memory.

All houses occupied by the same persons for any length of time become zones of gestural repetition, of meals made and consumed, of garbage taken out and mail taken in, of coffee makers turned on and off, of kettles with boiling water poured out for tea, of beds made and laundry folded, of showers and baths, of toothbrushing and face washing, and on and on. These belong to various forms of embodied memory. I walk through these banal tasks just as I used to. My limbs move. I breathe in and out. My heart beats. The sameness is felt in my movements, and there is comfort in repeating them, but the rhythm of these acts is also irregular. The pattern has gone awry. I’ve lost the old timing.

Every Sunday, “the kids” (Paul and Siri’s shorthand for Sophie and Spencer) come to dinner.

On Sunday, the kids were here for dinner. We ate swordfish on the deck in the spring air as the kids’ kid, still made entirely of milk, stared at the climbing hydrangea with amazement, chortled, produced conversation-like sounds, and chewed on his fist. Spencer did the dishes. Monday morning, I pulled open the dishwasher in the kitchen and looked down at three clean, neatly stacked plates and the self-interrogation began. “The kids” were here yesterday, Sunday, as usual. Where’s the fourth plate? Did it break? The broken pieces of a blue-and-white plate actually floated before me as a mental image. Why don’t I remember? I asked myself these questions in all seriousness. My incomprehension was rooted in habit, and it took me at least a minute to reorient myself. Had someone asked me “Is your husband dead?,” I would have instantly answered yes. My puzzlement over the missing plate had nothing to do with that certitude. It came from somewhere else, a visual perception that had become automatic, and my internal narrator, that conscious “voice” in my head, followed in obedience.

After my mother died, every day in the late afternoon I would reach for the phone to call her. I never actually dialed.

Paul loved the library on the third floor of the house. He was largely responsible for the arrangement of the books in that room, parts of which I still find irrational. About fifteen years ago in early summer, he was possessed by a need to reorganize the books, not just in that room but in all the rooms of the house. We gave away many hundreds of books we decided were no longer important to us. I made several logical suggestions about a system, including to just stick to the alphabet. We compromised on an order, classifications by genre, language, and century. It took days to organize. One evening near the end of the project, with a few hundred books still lying on the library floor, we went to bed. Around two in the morning, I woke up. Finding no Paul beside me, I walked into the hallway, noticed a light from the library, opened the door, and saw him teetering on a ladder as he pushed books into the shelves. He was wearing nothing but boxer shorts (they must have been either blue or green plaid). I laughed and told him to come to bed. He could finish in the morning. He remained. In the name of finishing the task, the “order” degenerated into eccentricity.


Where’s Gertrude Stein, for God’s sake? I would yell at him.



The TV is also in the library. Every night we were at home, we watched a movie in the evening. Paul saved films with a DVR (another technology he liked). I kept this one with Lucille Ball for you. You want to try it?

When I turn slightly to my left here at my desk, I see Paul’s handwriting on a piece of paper that lined one of his boxes of Schimmelpennincks, the small cigars he smoked for decades. It’s pinned with a tack to the bulletin board in front of me, a space for flotsam and jetsam—postcards, a couple of honorary doctorate citations, prize notices, three old drawings of mine, a WE ARE SALMAN RUSHDIE button, a YES WE DID from after the first Obama election, photos of Paul and Sophie, my parents, and my sisters—Liv, Asti, and Ingy (Ingrid)—the dearest ones. On the cigar paper: “I have 17 cents in my pocket and the clothes I stand in, but I have an idea. Dames, Joan Blondell, 1934.”

In the early days of our love affair, Paul and I went to the movies all over the city.

One memory that returns: In 1981, not long after we met, Paul and I saw A Tree Grows in Brooklyn at the Thalia, the now closed, dingy, smelly, but endearing revival house at Ninety-Fifth and Broadway he and I had both frequented before we became a couple. Was it empty or crowded? Was it the afternoon or evening? I don’t remember. I do remember I was heady in love with him, electrified by his presence beside me, but also attentive to the movie. In one scene, the young heroine, Francie, picks up her dead father’s shaving mug from his barber. I don’t know if Paul made a small noise or took a breath, but I turned to look at my new lover, and I saw a heavy stream of tears running hard down his cheeks, the liquid shining in the reflected light of the screen. I looked away instantly and wondered, Who is this person?

I didn’t know who the person was. Years later, I would say to him, You cry in fiction. I cry in life.

I have no idea how to use the DVR, although I could easily learn by looking up the procedure online. It isn’t my ignorance that prevents me from settling in to watch a film every evening. Since Paul died, I have read books or science papers in the evening with mixed concentration. I have listened to the radio. I have turned to a public TV station with no commercials, preferably a dull British detective show, to which I give only half my attention. To immerse myself in a film would mean reliving a repeated experience that now has ragged holes in it. Paul isn’t here to name every actor on the screen, to tell me a story about the director or cameraman, to point to a shot and explain how it’s done.

I want to die in the library. I imagine putting a hospital bed in here, he said to me long before the hospital bed arrived and well before we knew the cancer had returned. He knew he wanted to die in that room filled with light. Light became more and more important to him as he neared death.

I have been sleeping on my side of the bed. So far, I haven’t found myself taking up more room than I used to. When I wake, I do not expect him to be beside me. I do not expect him to walk into the room. I know I cannot conjure him, as much as I would like to. I dreaded his imminent death for far too long. I occupy the same space in the bed where we coupled and slept, year after year. It’s the bed of his snoring, and, less often, of mine, the bed of his half-conscious muttering in the final months of his life I tried hard to decipher but mostly couldn’t, except that he once said meloxicam—an NSAID (nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug) he had to give up because it may have caused his sodium numbers to drop, but which had given him considerable relief from the terrible pain in his spine.

We slept together in that bed for the last time on April 28, two nights before he died. Spencer wheeled Paul into the room and helped me lift him onto the bed. He, Sophie, and Miles had come to stay with us. After I crawled in with Paul, he stroked my hand and arm for what seemed like a long time. We talked. He wanted me to live on, live long, to write more. I woke up several times that night and reached out for him to make sure he was breathing. I used to do it with Sophie when she was an infant. Sophie does it with Miles now. She checks. I just want to hear that he’s breathing.

When did Paul say This is going faster than I thought? “This” being dying. Maybe a week before.

He thought he had more time. He believed he had months. I felt sure he didn’t, but I said nothing. No one can know for sure how long a person has to live, after all. Why should I advertise a hunch? In March, Paul had begun what he hoped would be a small book, Letters to Miles. The thirty-five pages that exist are mostly devoted to stories about Miles’s parents, Sophie and Spencer. He was going to tell stories about the two of us and other family members, but exactly what shape the letters were meant to take, I don’t know.

He was unable to go on. He wrote the last letter to his grandson in early April.

On May 17, I woke up afraid. Where was I? After several seconds of high alarm, I understood that my head was at the foot of the bed and that my legs were pushing against the pillows. The day before, I had written the sanguine statement: “I have been sleeping on my side of the bed.” Did my sleeping self rebel? No, you are not sleeping on your side of the bed. Life has been turned upside down and you with it. Look, you’re sprawled out on his territory, usurping dead space.

I have named my state of mind “cognitive splintering.” It sounds like a term scientists might come up with for grief and its confusions.

Forgive me, I have cognitive splintering. My husband died recently. The house, the bed, my body are out of whack.

This is the house of our calling out to each other from one floor to another; of reading each other’s manuscripts aloud in the green chairs in the living room; of sitting in the garden, of my pointing to newly opening tulips or to the roses at peak bloom in the garden because I’m afraid he might forget to look and miss the moment. The roses are blooming now without him. They are pink and lush and bursting open without him. This is the house of our short talks and our long ones, of our disputations and declarations of love, the house of our suffering over events we couldn’t control or prevent. Lightning strikes. It strikes again. This is the house of a long ongoing dialogue about little things and big ones, a dialogue that has now ended.

Time is passing. It passes seemingly without me. Do I want to be in it? Or is this temporal paralysis something I need?

On Sunday, May 19, I made the following note:

“Siri Hustvedt walks around the house and talks to herself. She asks a question and answers it. The woman who now conducts a dialogue alone is subject to intermittent collapse. Only seconds after she smiled over a witty remark she had made to herself, she looks at his chair in the dining room, the blue chair where he ate breakfast every morning and ate dinner every night, the chair underneath which are scratches in the floorboards because he sat heavily in that chair and sometimes moved it while he was sitting. The scratches that annoyed her before he died are now traces of his body’s living weight after he died. She buckles over, and, with her arms folded across her chest, she howls at the insensate walls, ‘I want you back. I want you back.’ ”

Grief is not constant. I can seal myself up for days against the storm, and then gale winds come and knock me down.

More condolence letters arrive, but fewer now. The big pile of mail is lying on the mantel in the dining room. So sorry to hear about Paul’s passing. Everyone uses this word. As far as I can tell, hardly anybody dies anymore. They pass. When I was a child, I heard people say He passed away. My mother detested the euphemism. People don’t pass away, she said. They die. Conviction made my mother’s voice a little hoarse. That’s the voice I hear in my head now. The away has mostly vanished. The first dictionary definition I found of pass as a verb: “to move or cause to move in a specified direction.” As a noun: “an act or instance of moving past or through something.” It’s like reading nonsense.

I’m living in a haunted house, inhabited by a ghost Paul and I made together, a “we” that doesn’t exist anymore, not in the present anyway, but it has penetrated all the rooms. It’s a hugging, touching, lovemaking, laughing, soothing, arguing, quietly talking double figure of the past with secret jokes and references known only to “us.”

Paul once said, If we lived together for another hundred years, we would become the same person.

When exactly the same thought appeared in each of our heads at exactly the same time, ignited by the same catalyst, we would joke that we were well on our way to that conjoined reality.

But clouds of obscurity and ambiguity in him are also present in me as I write.

Human beings die. This fact is undeniable. Whatever time might be, and the arguments about what is and what isn’t time are many, I know I used to feel I was in time.

The shape of time.

Sophie told us she was pregnant on April 24, 2023.

According to Spencer, Paul and I had dinner at the kids’ house in Bedford-Stuyvesant on April 30, 2023. We dearly hoped the pregnancy would last. Exactly one year later, around the same time of day, Sophie, Spencer, Liv, Asti, Ingy, Andrina, our housekeeper, who started working for us not long after we moved to this house, the hospice nurse Kettlie, and the oblivious Miles, a day short of his four-month birthday, were with Paul in the library when he died.

Paul said that when he was a boy, his mother explained human reproduction to him with the planting-a-seed metaphor, and Paul imagined his father as a farmer with a straw hat and a pitchfork.

Miles grew inside Sophie as she had grown inside me. The shape of time is sometimes perceived through natural rhythms, the circling of the seasons, night and day, the pull and push of the tides, the waxing and waning of the moon, the menstrual cycle. Fertility is timed; it doesn’t last. I think of the repetitions of cells dividing and multiplying to become over time a complete body lodged inside another human being. For the first trimester of pregnancy, the embryo is nourished by what is sometimes called “womb milk,” a lyrical description of the food produced by the mother’s uterine lining. The placenta and its cord are not fully developed until fourteen to sixteen weeks. Think of it: We make people. In the early story of Sophie’s pregnancy, a flat sheet of cells inside her was turning into an oval disc that would eventually grow into the infant named Miles. Around the same time, Miles’s grandfather had just finished his infusion treatments to retard the growth of the malignant tumor in his body. The burgeoning cells in Sophie promised a being that could thrive outside her, but in her father, without intervention, the multiplying cells meant his certain death.

I am now Mormor to Miles—the Norwegian word for “mother-mother.” Paul chose Papa. He called his maternal grandfather, whom he loved and wrote about, Papa.

Paul’s paternal grandmother murdered his grandfather, a secret kept for many years in the Auster family. It didn’t come to light until one of Paul’s cousins met a stranger on an airplane. The two chatted. The man recognized the name Auster from Kenosha, Wisconsin, and he told her the story of her grandmother’s trial. The Music of Chance is the title of one of Paul’s novels. If you listen, you hear that music everywhere. On the parlor floor of our house in the hallway hang old pictures from the two families, Paul’s family of Jews with origins in Eastern Europe and my family from Norway on both sides. In a tiny frame is a photo of Paul’s startlingly handsome grandfather. He had run off with another woman and had returned with new coats for his children. Paul’s grandmother shot her husband while he was changing a light bulb.

Betrayal, fury, and murder in the book Paul was writing when I met him, The Invention of Solitude. His grandmother was acquitted. Paul said that as a boy he was afraid of the tiny irascible woman who was his grandmother. He felt no affection from her and felt none for her. So much is unknown in these stories. Was there ever love between his grandmother and grandfather? Was the marriage bed ever one of pleasure, or merely duty? Exactly what did she suffer over all those years?

We are all made of parental copulations, happy, sad, or brutal, and those unions become part of our own stories, whether they are told to us aloud or not. Paul felt his father’s traumatic past well before he knew anything about the murder. We often feel what we don’t know and can’t say. The ghosts of the past haunt a person’s posture, gestures, gaze, and words, which then mingle with another person’s posture, gestures, gaze, and words, and between them, they create something more, a shifting mixed atmosphere, the product not of one or the other but of both. Paul’s father, Sam, lived behind a protective screen that allowed him to function in the world, but intimacy was probably impossible for him.

The French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty uses the word intercorporeality for our entwined bodily relations with others. I have referred to the idea many times in my writing. When Paul was in college, he read the philosopher closely. I read Merleau-Ponty after we married, and noted my husband’s underlining, which didn’t correspond to my own mental italics. Paul skipped all references to neurology. Reading differences.

Merleau-Ponty uses pregnancy as a metaphor, but he never discusses the fact that human beginnings are literally intercorporeal, made from two bodies. We all grow from a diploid cell, two in one, are fed and develop inside someone else, and emerge from that body.

I feel Paul as a gaping hole in my torso, from neck to guts, as if parts of me have been cut out, but I also feel he should be out there beyond my body. I want to pull him into me, but there’s nothing to embrace. The habit body and the thinking body are at odds. I continue to think well. My internal narrator spins away. Grief splintering hasn’t affected my ability to ponder the questions that have long absorbed me.

Paul had stopped reading philosophy by the time I met him. He never read any science. He read history and politics steadily, however, and thoroughly researched the nonfiction books he wrote in the late years of his life. He ingested massive amounts of knowledge about Stephen Crane for his book Burning Boy, and, after that, thousands of pages on gun violence in the United States for Bloodbath Nation. Spencer (Ostrander) had traveled the country taking photographs of the places where mass shootings had happened, and inspired by the project, Paul offered to collaborate and write a text for his son-in-law’s images. Paul also read novels, but not many, most often those written by friends.

He once said that when he was young, he marveled at the fact that the older writers he met were indifferent to the work of up-and-coming poets and novelists. As he aged, he understood that he had been formed as a writer through his early passionate reading.

He said that I read the way he used to read—that I was driven and insatiable. My reading in neuroscience, neurology, psychiatry, medical history, and psychoanalysis was foreign to him, and my thoughts on those subjects seem to continue inside me untouched by his absence.

Miles is born. Paul dies. A circling in time. I knew death would come, to him or to me first, but I rebel against the brute fact—I feel it in my muscles, tissues, bones, circulation, heartbeat, breathing. I’m a reactionary. I want what was.

I don’t miss the young Paul, the one I first met, dashing as he was. I long for the old man before he was crushed by cancer treatment. I am not the twenty-six-year-old graduate student who had published a few poems in literary magazines, the one who sat beside her lover at the Thalia watching A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. When he died, Paul was not the thirty-four-year-old poet hard at work on the “The Book of Memory,” the second part of The Invention of Solitude.

Saturday, June 8, 2024. 1:50 PM. 1:51 PM. I see the numbers and watch them change on my laptop, but my paralysis continues. I move. I eat. I do. On June 5, I flew to Washington, DC, because I am a member of the jury for the Berggruen Prize for Philosophy and Culture, a million dollars awarded every year to someone who has changed the world’s idea climate. I was one of several people who gave a short talk to present the prize on June 6 to Patricia Hill Collins, a brilliant sociologist and a hero of mine. I sat next to her at a small dinner on June 5, and I felt honored. I enjoyed our conversation. Grief and depression often converge, but in my case, grief doesn’t make pleasure impossible. I had a good time.

And yet a feeling of immobility dominated my walking, talking, and flying in planes. As I rolled my little suitcase in JFK, my eyes on the signs directing me toward the exit; as I passed one numbered, lettered gate after another with their rows of aluminum seats; as I stepped on and off moving walkways, barely registering the baked goods in plastic wrapping, bottles of water, juice, soda, perfumes, shoes, baseball caps, and T-shirts with slogans on them that briefly intruded into and then vanished from my peripheral vision, a series of partly conscious expectations began to unfold. The familiar rhythm of my feet, the tug on my shoulder as I pulled the carry-on weight behind me, the sights, sounds, and smells of that seemingly interminable airport geography marked by the global sense of I am returning home, unleashed the anticipation of an immediate future that would not happen.

I lectured myself harshly to prevent being gutted: You will not call Paul from the Uber, just as you could not call him last night from the hotel to report on the event and how much you liked Dr. Patricia Hill Collins. You will not be going home to him. The house will be empty. He will not be waiting for you in one of the rooms. There will be no storytelling. You will not share the fact that after the prize ceremony, you sat next to your affable fellow juror David Chalmers in the hotel bar, the man who was a young philosopher in the 1990s and is now an older philosopher, a man who became famous in analytical philosophy and neuroscience circles for articulating the easy and hard problems of consciousness. You will not joke to Paul that Professor Chalmers ordered a cocktail called the Last Word. You will not remind Paul that what the young Chalmers believed was “the easy problem” at the Tucson conference in 1994—locating the neural correlates of consciousness in the brain—turned out to be hard. No last word has been had on that front.

Sometime in the early 2000s, Paul said, Siri, you may be the only person in the world who has subscriptions to the Journal of Consciousness Studies and Vogue.

In the car, I keep up the lecture to harden myself: You will not wonder with Paul what to do for dinner. You will not feel Paul’s hands on your body tonight or his warm skin against yours. The intimacy between you and him that grew and changed over many years is dead. That immediate, dynamic, intercorporeal reality is finished.

Merleau-Ponty wrote about grief as an amputation that generates a phantom limb. The body part has disappeared, but it remains in the person’s sensations, a kind of sensual hallucination of the missing part. In A Grief Observed, C. S. Lewis compares the death of a beloved person to the amputation of a limb.

Paul was sick when he finished his last novel, Baumgartner. Beginning in September of 2022, every afternoon, like clockwork, a fever arrived, and he had to stop writing early. Paul’s widower hero uses amputation and phantom limb as metaphors for mourning his wife, Anna, who has been dead nine years. While Paul was writing, neither he nor I remembered Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of amputees and their bodily ghosts in Phenomenology of Perception, even though Sy Baumgartner is a philosopher in the same tradition. Because I have been reading neuroscience for decades, Paul asked me for papers and books on phantom limb, and I gave him several texts, but I forgot Merleau-Ponty. The memory came as a mental itch after Paul died, perhaps because I am now like Sy, Siri amputated of Paul, Paul, who is nevertheless present in the perceptual, felt, rhythmic realities I call myself.

This truth is unbearable to me, and yet it must be borne.

Why has it taken me so long to understand my temporal dilemma? The dead are not in time.

Paul Auster (1947–2024).

When he stopped, did lived time stop in me?

And yet Paul’s touch, his talk, his ideas, his books, and his humor are part of me now, not merely as conscious memories but as modes of my being in the world. He lives in my perceptions, my gestures, my gait, and my jokes. And this is uncanny: He took my words, my touch, my ideas, my books, and my humor, all the changes in him wrought from living with me for over four decades, to the grave. I’m down there too.

We overlapped.

Forty-three years. I have used the number 43 to explain what’s happening to me. Since Paul died, I have been stopped on the street by several people who have offered their condolences. Most of them I knew. Others I didn’t. I thank her or him, and then I say meaningfully, Forty-three years. You see, we were together for forty-three years.

A woman I know from the neighborhood offered her sympathy on the street.

I said, I’m a widow.

And she said, No, no, no.

I said, Of course I am. I’m a widow. That’s what it’s called.

Is widow a word like death now, one people don’t want to use? I looked at her uncomprehendingly.

And then I said, Forty-three years.

That was acceptable to her. She nodded pityingly.

Could it be that grief clarifies our feelings about other people? As I walked down the block, I thought, She’s an idiot.

An undercurrent of anger accompanies my grief. I understand it’s often unjustified.

But why do I say forty-three years again and again, as if I’m pointing to my body as a quantity of accumulated Paul years? What am I saying? I know of a couple who had been living together for over forty years. One day, the husband announced he was fed up with their situation and seemed determined to make his exit, not for another woman or man but for himself. The wife, taken by surprise, became inconsolable, and, after much back-and-forth, the husband relented. They remain wedded in a precarious truce. Paul had an aunt and uncle who were married for at least four decades, but for most of that time, they lived apart. They saw each other for one month every summer. I read about a married couple in The New York Times who hadn’t had sex in ten years. The article was about sex lives and therapy. The therapist in question said it was a great relief to some couples to be told it was okay to dispense with sex altogether. I confess that sounds sad to me, but it proves there are many ways to be married or to maintain a partnership of some kind, many ways people arrange being together and apart. Forty-three is meaningless.

Maybe I repeat forty-three because I think most people believe in the objective reality of numbers. We live in a culture in which everything is quantified, even qualities that obviously cannot be measured. We give numbers to intelligence, depression, and psychic states of all kinds, abstractions we can’t even define. Quantities make us feel we have mastered what is fundamentally ambiguous. How much I loved Paul and how much he loved me cannot be summoned by a number.

And yet I have used 77 as solace. Paul lived seventy-seven years. He wasn’t young. I study the obituaries. I make note of those who die young, those who die in middle age, and all the people who die in their sixties. I let the clichés flow: Paul lived a long, good, productive life. He left many books behind him, books loved around the world. I have joined the legions of widows, widowers, lovers, children, parents, and friends cut by loss. And, lucky me, I’m not young either. I’m sixty-nine. What I’m living is ordinary. And yet as I repeat the number seventy-seven to myself, I hear a jingle of enchantment in the two sevens; seven as prime and indivisible, as lucky; seven as in seven seas, seven voyages, and the seven wonders of the world, a number swollen with magic and the sacred in many cultures. Seventy-seven, number of marvels.

Paul’s mother, Queenie, who had four surnames, also died at seventy-seven. Born Queenie Bogat, she married Paul’s father and divorced him as Queenie Auster, was remarried and widowed as Queenie Schiff. She married a third time and was widowed again as Queenie Gortz. She died suddenly of heart failure in 2002. Her housekeeper found her body the morning after she died. I was in Minnesota with my parents preparing to celebrate my father’s eightieth birthday. After Paul received the news of Queenie’s death, he drove to New Jersey with a friend. His mother’s cousin and her daughter provided him with invaluable help, but the sight of his mother’s corpse on her bed was a shock. I wish I had been standing beside him. He had once been inside that body. The morning after he had seen his mother dead, the morning after he had drunk too much whiskey to calm his nerves and was woken from a dead sleep by a phone call from an Auster cousin who spoke unkindly about his mother, the morning he poured too much coffee into his system to steady himself, Paul had his first panic attack. He thought he was dying then, but he wasn’t.

Sophie was at home with him. She called me. Mom, I think Dad’s having a panic attack.

How do you know?

I saw a kid at camp.

He had twenty-two more years of living.

I knew Paul was dying or felt I knew he was dying months before the doctors pronounced him incurable, but I did not say it aloud. Feeling is not medical certainty. It’s another kind of knowing.

More people survive cancer than ever before. Others live with cancer for many years and are well enough to work and to snatch joy from their lives. There are people who leave their chemotherapy infusion sessions and return to their jobs. The ads on television in this country (only this country) for immunotherapy drugs feature smiling cancer patients hugging their children and grandchildren as a voice-over enumerates “side effects,” which include “death.” Paul couldn’t write during his treatment. He didn’t write again until the penultimate month of his life. In March of 2024, he began writing Letters to Miles.

Overwhelming fatigue and a host of fluctuating symptoms made it impossible for Paul to write until then. You’ll start to feel better, the oncologist told him.

Had the treatments worked, and they do work for some patients, the misery they caused Paul would have receded into what we refer to as “the past” because the repetitions of the old life would have been renewed by habit into the new life. The sickness would have become a painful memory for us to share, mingled with gratitude for medical innovation, but nothing went as planned.

On May 30, 2023, the day before Paul was scheduled to have surgery to remove one and maybe two lobes of his right lung, the surgeon, a man Paul and I had come to respect and like, informed him and me that surgery wasn’t possible. We were seated directly across from Dr. I. in his office in the Koch Center at Memorial Sloan Kettering on East Seventy-Fourth Street just off the East River. The light was hazy but strong from the window. I recall the light. I felt myself stiffen with the news, and Paul and I turned to each other. I cannot remember if it happened just after Dr. I. had spoken to us or after he had left the room and Paul and I were alone, but the tears came to our eyes at just the same moment and didn’t fall. The unspilled tears I saw in Paul’s eyes and felt in my own are fixed in my memory. It was as if I were looking in a mirror.

It was the only time during the entire ordeal of his illness that I saw Paul’s eyes well with tears. My tears fell a few times, but I sobbed only once. It was after Paul had returned home from a long hospitalization on December 20, 2023, just before Christmas. Soon after I woke up, I started wailing, stopped, broke down, and sobbed again. It lasted all day. Poor Paul heard me and said, Oh Siri, Siri, don’t cry, don’t cry. I can hear his voice now, resonant and sweet from the library. After he died, I heard that beautiful disembodied voice coming from the radio. A knife hit my sternum. I turned off the machine.

Looking back on that day of tears, I understand what I didn’t understand at the time. I cried with relief. I cried because he had come home.

Hindsight is not prediction. It wasn’t possible to know beforehand what would happen to Paul, the patient, although prediction is what medicine strives toward. This is what “precision” or “personalized” medicine is supposed to do, predict from an accumulation of patient data how to treat a particular person. Unfortunately, much of the propaganda about the shining future of personalized medicine and its ability to predict a treatment for “you” has been in service of selling a primitive, false notion of “the gene” as the determining agent of disease. Caveats about “environment” are regularly provided, but the idea that disease prediction can be founded on a person’s genome remains widespread. Billion-dollar companies hawk products that supposedly inform you of your risk for getting schizophrenia, depression, becoming obese, or developing cancer. These polygenic risk scores are based on numbers, the statistical correlations of genome-wide association studies. A group, preferably large, of people with the disease is compared to another group without it. Genetic variants, single nucleotide polymorphisms, SNPs or “snips,” that pop up more frequently in the disease group but not the other group are implicated. These findings tell the consumer nothing about causes. There are lots of false positives. Even diseases that are known to involve a gene variant, or allele, are the result of complicated molecular processes. Although genomics is surely significant to studying disease in general and cancer in particular, it is one part of an immensely complex reality, one so complex that the statistical models used to represent it grasp only a piece of the whole biology, much of which remains unknown.

I call mathematical biology dry biology. Dry biology is important, but the actual wet cellular processes are left out of the calculations that determine these scores. Nevertheless, they are sold as the secret to “you,” a quantified self.

What were Paul’s chances? Statistics measure information hidden in data. Paul didn’t investigate the numbers, and if I had been the patient, I may well have avoided them too. I read the statistics. They pained me. I never told him what they were.

Statistics from the American Cancer Society:

“Survival rates can give you an idea of what percentage of people with the same type and stage of cancer are still alive a certain amount of time (usually five years) after they were diagnosed.”

Relative survival rate. (In papers on lung cancer, they often count in months.) The anonymous author or authors stress that this statistic, like all statistics, “can’t tell you how long you will live, but they will give you a better understanding of how likely it is that your treatment will be successful.” A person may be swept up among others in a cohort to be analyzed, but alone, they are meaningless to statistical analysis.

And as my sister Asti pointed out to me in a conversation over dinner after Paul died, there are “wild facts.” She said she had borrowed the term from William James.

Wild facts are truths that fit into no system or logic we know.

Some cancer survivors are wild facts.

A friend of a friend entered hospice care for cancer. She was there for many months. A year passed, but she did not die. Finally, she was released from waiting to die. This was ten years ago. She is still alive.

From the beginning, the doctors confessed that Paul’s “case” was “difficult.” A “tumor board” met to evaluate his situation. When I heard about this conference on Paul’s tumor, I imagined a huge oval table in a sunlit room in the same Koch building we visited again and again for doctors’ appointments, blood tests, infusion sessions, and CT and PET scans. I imagined a hazy group of medical figures (mostly men; most of Paul’s doctors were men) seated around that table on chairs with wheels (why wheels?), each one of them an expert: oncology, pulmonology, radiology, and thoracic surgery. I added a research scientist or two. I imagined them discussing Paul’s CT, his smoking history, his genomic information, his age, and the cellular results of his biopsy. I imagined a huge image on the wall of Paul’s lung with its four-centimeter tumor, partly lodged inside his airway. Stage 2B, but tricky. I saw the swollen lymph node the surgeon couldn’t reach to biopsy.

I know the magisterial tumor board didn’t act precipitously. I know the collective decision it made about the course of Paul’s treatment was carefully considered, and I am confident it was founded on the best medical evidence to date from research and various statistical models.

Except for his history of smoking, the doctors never asked about his life story. I feel confident they didn’t know what he had suffered the year before he started having fevers. Despite the fact that the immune system, which regularly kills cancer cells in everybody, is highly sensitive to the assaults on a person now widely known as “stress,” the standard biomedical model in the United States excludes these narratives from the clinical picture.

During the sixteen months between Paul’s official diagnosis in January 2023 and his death, on the last day of April 2024, the calendar on my iPad is dense with doctors’ appointments. My memory, however, has collapsed that time into space: the inside of a car moving up or down the FDR Drive as we left or returned to Brooklyn, the vehicle moving fast or stalled in traffic; the hushed waiting areas of the airy Koch building on one floor or another, but also the older, uglier, darker Memorial Sloan Kettering hospital building at 1250 First Avenue. Paul and I often held hands on the road and while we sat and waited. I reached for his hand or he reached for mine, as if we needed to make our pact of solidarity tangible.

I came to dread the urgent care center where Paul was sent for emergency treatment. How many times? I don’t know. I refuse to count. The entrance was at 425 East Sixty-Seventh Street. There were times when he was able to go back home, to our mutual relief, and other times he was admitted as a patient. I became a master of the building’s baffling layout, its entrances, its elevators labeled with various letters, the lefts and rights I had to take along its corridors to find the hospital room, the cafeteria, the exit.

The two buildings exist as mental spaces I can navigate at will, one simple, the other byzantine.

The architecture remained the same. The patient changed. The man who could walk upright, albeit with poor posture; the man who was a little short of breath but could move with ease up and down the stairs in our house; the man who did half-hour stints on a stationary bicycle to build himself up for surgery, became a hunched figure who couldn’t walk a step without panting and needed a wheelchair to propel him across the room.

What am I going to do? Paul would say to me, a transient smile on his face, Shake my fists at God?

Paul said this several times, and I would inevitably think of the innocent but afflicted Job. The poor guy loses everything—his property, his servants, his ten children, his wife’s love—and then his body erupts in boils. Although his friends try to comfort him, they make matters worse. The long-suffering biblical character doesn’t actually shake his fists at God, but he’s angry and doubts the deity’s wisdom. After all, he didn’t do anything wrong. God confronts Job, and the beleaguered man sees that he cannot know what God knows. It’s beyond him. And then, in a sudden and surprising ending some scholars believe was tacked on later, the world Job lost is restored to him. The happy ending never convinced me, not even when I was a child in Lutheran Sunday school.

After all the horrible things we’ve been through, Paul said to me, if I die of cancer, it will make a bad story. For Paul, the bad story was a predictable story. The plot machinery fulfills conventional expectations and leaves the listener or reader unsurprised. He didn’t want his own story to fall into that dull category.

I never answered him. Gloomy Guts kept her fears to herself.

For millennia cancer has been linked to emotional states, to melancholy and sometimes rage. The ancient physician Galen, whose medical wisdom ruled the West for centuries, attributed the growth of malignant tumors to an excess of black bile that resulted in melancholy. Avicenna, the great philosopher and physician of the Muslim world (AD 980–1037), also cited melancholy as a cause of cancer. In his treatise on cancer in the early seventeenth century, Claude Chapuys de Saint-Amour noted that tumors appeared after “sadness, boredom, anger, and wrath.” In 1870, in a lecture to the Royal College of Surgeons, Sir James Paget noted, “The cases are so frequent in which deep anxiety, deferred hope, and disappointment, are quickly followed by the growth or increase of cancer, that we can hardly doubt that mental depression is a weighty addition to the other influences that favor the development of the cancerous constitution.” Herbert Snow conducted an early epidemiological study on 250 cancer patients in 1893 in London. He discovered that in 156 of them, their malignancy involved “immediately antecedent trouble, often in very poignant form, as the loss of a relative.”

The truth is I gag on our “antecedent trouble,” what Paul called the horrible things. Even putting into words what is a matter of public record and was publicized by countless media outlets in lurid stories around the world continues to feel nearly unspeakable to me.

Paul’s ten-month-old granddaughter, my step-granddaughter, Ruby Auster, died on November 1, 2021. Six months later, when the medical examiner determined that the cause of her death was heroin and fentanyl, Paul’s son, my stepson, Daniel, who was alone with Ruby when she died, was arrested and charged with manslaughter, criminally negligent homicide, and endangering the welfare of a child. He was sent to Rikers, released on bail, and hours later overdosed on heroin and fentanyl. He died on April 26, 2022. He was forty-four years old. It’s impossible to write about Paul without writing about Daniel, but that story also involves other people in Daniel’s life who cared for him and have their own perspectives and their own grief.

Neither Paul nor I knew how Ruby had died until the day of Daniel’s arrest. Paul was cut open by the death of his granddaughter and enraged by Daniel’s negligence. The media attention, some of it cruel and dense with unfounded speculation, insinuation, and outright lies, made the wound worse.

In February, Paul showed me where he had stored personal letters, including many letters from Daniel addressed to “Dad and Siri” and others to “Dad.” I want the story to be told, Paul said. Letters and personal writings can be sealed from curious eyes for years, but years is not forever. Paul’s wish was that nothing be destroyed. I will not burn any papers.

In a letter to Martha Gilbert Smith in 1884, Emily Dickinson wrote, “To attempt to speak of what has been, would be impossible. Abyss has no Biographer.” There is that too. How to articulate abyss?

This book is a diary of sorts, and, like many diaries, probably all of them, it is full of holes—a geography of telling and not telling.

As I said to Paul, a tumor is not a tree. Dating its inception isn’t possible, and, despite the long history that links cancer to emotion and loss and the many recent medical papers that take up the same question, the studies are mixed, and there is no scientific consensus on the subject. There is agreement that stressors of many kinds affect the immune system, however. Malignant tumors keep growing because at some point in their development, the immune system fails to recognize them.

I will never know what role the horrible things played in Paul’s cancer. The scientific mantra “correlation isn’t cause” is worth remembering. I can testify with certainty that we were both anguished for many years, and it was worse for Paul because Daniel was his own child, and he had lived with more hope than I had. A moment came when I felt that if I remained open to Daniel, I would be hurt beyond repair. As a stepparent, it was easier for me to withdraw. Paul hoped life would get better for Daniel. His hope was dampened by Daniel’s lies, thefts, and betrayals, but he hoped nevertheless. After he knew how Ruby had died, that hope was extinguished.

Sophie remembers that right after Ruby was born, Paul picked up the phone and called several friends to announce he had become a grandfather. Sophie was in the room next to his study. I was on another floor. She said she could hear the pride in his voice.

When Paul died, the bad story came true.

I see memory pictures before I sleep. Some of the returning images terrify me, and I do my best to push them away. The trauma of horrible things shudders inside me as it shuddered inside Paul. But this book is not a biography of abyss. It’s about Paul and me, and I am writing from a need to bring something of the man back on the page.

Look at the calendar, Siri. June 15, 2024. You are in the Berkshires with Sophie, Spencer, and Miles in a roomy house. The sun has been shining. It rained only once, hard. The breezes blow. This morning that small, fierce, glorious person, your grandchild, fell asleep in your arms, his tiny fist gripping the neck of your sweater. Bliss. The bliss of yore. Sophie in your arms. Your arms remember your infant, now a woman, just as they remember Paul, now dead. Look what we made, you said to Paul, gazing at the baby. Can you believe it? Look what Sophie and Spencer made.

The wondrous and the horrible mingle in many people’s lives.

It’s Bloomsday, June 16, the day Joyce’s hero, the Jew, Leopold, Poldy, Bloom, wandered about Dublin, the modern Ulysses, thinking, remembering, listening, shitting, taking a bath. It’s the day Paul and I were married in our apartment on Tompkins Place. We married only days after Paul secured a divorce decree. My sister Asti, who was in New York at the time, was the single family member who attended. Asti was there, her boyfriend at the time, and eight friends. The presiding official came from Ethical Culture, a religion without religion, founded by lapsed Jews in the name of goodness to all, not obeisance to the supernatural.

At the very instant the small, bald, elderly man pronounced us husband and wife, lightning flashed, and thunder cracked so loudly that the company jumped. A moment of amazed silence was followed by laughter. The gods either approved or disapproved of the union. Who knew which?

We were so pinched for money, every guest had to pay for his or her own dinner. One friend, depressed over a breakup, called to say he couldn’t come. Paul cajoled him into attending, but when he arrived, he made no attempt to hide his glum mood. A dear friend of mine cried, not with joy, but with distress at a disparaging comment Paul had made about a public person in the world of New York real estate who was her friend. Paul and I were the last to arrive at the restaurant. After the humble wedding dinner, Asti told me that before we walked through the door, a poet friend of Paul’s gave a toast. To the bride and groom, he said, lifting a glass, two people so good-looking I’d like to slice their faces with a razor.

The comment didn’t end Paul’s friendship with that man right away, but I wasn’t surprised when he disappeared from our lives.

Paul has been dead for forty-six days. I counted. Can this be possible? Where are those days? On Thursday, I told Dr. O., my new therapist, that I’m trying to keep time but failing. And yet one word follows another as I write. The sequence is in my head and fingers, a verbal gait, as if my feet hit pavement but are also spinning in air. “The Feet, mechanical, go round – / Of Ground, or Air, or Ought – / A Wooden way.” Dickinson again.

I want my sentences to pull me toward the earth. As I write, I listen for the old music, the music we made together, sad, sweet, joyous, calming, wild. Our music, our attunement, our dissonance. It wasn’t all harmony.

The ghosts swarm the page. I have to disentangle one revenant from another.

Forty-six days in a quasi-dream state. Sophie agrees. She said her grief is curiously like dreaming.

How many dreams have I had about trying to get out the door, trying to pack for a trip, trying to give a reading or a lecture, but obstacles make the task impossible? A recurring anxiety dream: I am supposed to read from one of my books. People have gathered. They are waiting, but I can’t find the book. I search, and when I find it, I open the volume but can’t interpret the mysterious hieroglyphics inside it. I turn the page. The words are blurred or blackened, wholly illegible.


The dead are resurrected in our dreams.

They come in many guises.

Wishes and fears come true.

Is the time inside dreams the same as the time of being asleep?

What is dream time?



On April 27, Paul said he wanted to come back as a ghost.

I am telling ghost stories.

The letters he wrote are ghosts too.




March 2024

Dear Miles,

As I write these words on a drizzly afternoon in late winter, you have been living on this earth for sixty-four days. Meanwhile, in the great, teeming world beyond your nursery, the Mets are now in Florida, preparing for the season ahead, the politicians are clearing their throats, preparing for the national elections in the fall, and the stock market has been booming, with record numbers from one week to the next. At the same time, terrible, ferocious wars are being fought in Ukraine and Gaza, with no end in sight as the death tolls mount in both places.

Fortunately, you are too young to know about any of these things, you who have already begun to smile and to participate in two-way conversations—not with words, perhaps, but with meaningful squeals and grunts along with leg kicks and flapping arms. Therefore, I don’t expect you to read this letter anytime soon, nor any of the other letters I hope to write in the months to come. Assuming I live that long, since your mother’s father has been dangerously ill for the past year and a half. By some miracle, I have lived long enough to see you born and to have witnessed your remarkable inner and outer growth since January first, which is surely the best birthday on the calendar. For now—hoping that this now will be prolonged into a succession of future nows that will give me a chance to see you turn into a boy who walks and talks and runs—I have decided to open my heart and mind to you and share some things I believe you should know. I can’t say exactly when you should read these letters, but somewhere between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, I imagine, depending on what kind of person you turn out to be. I will let your parents decide. I trust them both in all things and know they will understand when the moment has come.

That is another thing that needs to be said: you are lucky to have the parents you do. They are exceptionally good people who love you ferociously and will raise you in the best way possible. Already, you have established yourself as a curious, robust, sweet-tempered baby who smiles a good deal more then he screams. Promising signs, but it is early yet, and time, as they say, will tell.

Your Papa






Paul’s Illness in Twelve Email Letters to Friends Sent from Cancerland


January 1, 2023

Friends,

As most of you know, Paul has been ill since mid-September. Daily fevers every afternoon for two months were originally diagnosed as long Covid, but then identified as a severe case of pneumonia. He wound up in Mount Sinai West for five days. His symptoms have improved but not dramatically. He is still exhausted, suffers shortness of breath, and has a persistent cough. Yesterday a CT scan showed that a mass that had been spotted in the first scan taken when he entered the hospital back in November had not disappeared, which strongly suggests the presence of cancer. The pneumonia is also present. In the next week or so, Paul will have a lung biopsy. Paul’s spirits are good, and, in the middle of all this, he managed to finish a short, beautiful novel. Paul and Spencer have also been doing early publicity and interviews for their collaboration on Bloodbath Nation, which will be coming out January 10.

Sorry to inflict this mass email on you, but it seems only right all of you be told about Paul’s health. We both send you our love and promise to keep you informed about what happens next.

Siri




February 13, 2023

Dear Friends,

Many of you already know that Paul has been diagnosed with lung cancer, and this will serve as an update. Others of you have been added to the list now. Please accept my apologies for earlier exclusion, due to purely the haphazardness of my distracted state. The last five months have been characterized by both dread and uncertainty.

After a biopsy and other tests at Memorial Sloan Kettering, we were glad to be told the cancer had not metastasized. His lymph nodes are clear, as is his brain and other parts of him. After that, however, there were many further tests to help his doctors determine the state of his lungs and the best path of treatment. They finally pronounced him a candidate for surgery. This news also came as a relief. On Friday, he received his first five-hour infusion of two chemo drugs and an immunotherapy, a treatment that will take place at three-week intervals. His second treatment will be followed by a CT to look at the tumor. From what we understand, if the tumor has not grown, there will be another session, possibly two, followed by surgery to remove the tumor, which will mean loss of two of the three lobes in his right lung.

The doctors and staff at MSK have been extraordinary. We have nothing but good to say about them. Exactly how the treatment will go or what changes there may be along the way, no one is a position to predict—except inevitable effects such as baldness. We have already purchased an attractive cap.

In light of the spectacular hardships that our family has endured in the last however many months, I want only to say that consolation has come by way of your friendship and kindness. Without it, the world would look far bleaker than it does. I promise to keep you abreast of what is happening in Cancerland, a strange place some of you have visited. Paul and I send you affection and gratitude.

Siri

March 25, 2023

Dear dear friends,

I am sending an update on Paul’s present state, so you know where we are as we wander down streets, into cul-de-sacs and wait at intersections in a place I am calling Cancerland, a name Paul has adopted. On March 21st, he had a PET and a CT scan. The report gave us good news: the tumor had shrunk to just under half its former size, and there was no sign of metastasis elsewhere in his body. Yesterday he had his third round of infusion treatment, the two chemo drugs, carboplatin, which is platinum based, paclitaxil, from the bark of the Yew tree, and nivolumab, the immunotherapy drug, which is a monoclonal antibody made from the ovarian cells of Chinese hamsters. Yes, the Chinese hamster’s ovaries may be directing Paul’s T cells to recognize cancer and kill it. Although it is impossible to know which drug is working and exactly why, we have been told that the combination of the three therapies is superior to the drugs in isolation. No surprise that hamster humor has been flying around this Brooklyn house.

I decided to wait to write this news until we spoke to Paul’s oncologist yesterday (one stop in our eleven-hour visit at MSK). Dr. L confirmed and clarified the reports. Paul will have one more round of treatment in April and then an unspecified pause with tests to check on the tumor before surgery. We know little about that stage at the moment. As many of you certainly know, prediction in cancer treatment is a wobbly business, and it is best navigated one day at a time. The bombs delivered by infusion bring with them many effects, some more troublesome than others, and new curious symptoms may arise at any moment. Exhaustion, rashes, night sweats, peripheral neuropathy, dizziness have been in the repertoire so far, but he has not suffered much real pain, for which he and I are grateful. What I am saying is: It is premature to leap into the future. We have miles to travel yet.

Paul is nearly, not entirely bald now, but handsome in the chosen cap, as will be clear from photograph below, and he has joked that he resembles the founder of a new religion, which I have dubbed Austerianism. Its dogmas are yet to be specified, but I expect the faith will involve no burdensome rituals, hierarchy of any kind, and certainly no sacred text. What remains of religion after those exclusions I am not sure but will keep you informed.

So that is our news at the moment. There will be little to say until after the fourth treatment unless there is some dramatic change. Your ongoing kindness, concern, notes, calls, and wishes have made the necessary isolation and strangeness of this time infinitely better. Paul sends his love, as do I.

Siri






May 8, 2023

Dearest Friends,

New bulletin from Cancerland. On April 14th, Paul had his fourth and last chemo-immunotherapy session. Bearing up under the cumulative effects of cell-murdering infusions is not for wimps. Paul has been magnificent under assault. His appetite has returned, and he has gained a few pounds, both signs of bettering. Exhaustion remains.

On May 2nd he had a CT and a PET scan. The written reports for the scans appeared on the MSK portal without images, and all we were able to glean was that there had been no spread of the cancer and the tumor had shrunk further, but not by how much. On Friday the 5th, the oncologist showed us the CT image (included) and used the word “thrilled” about the dramatic shrinkage. The tumor is now too small to measure.

The image on the left was taken in December. The white mass on its lower left is the tumor, described as “huge” by those in the know. The image on the right is the recent CT. The visual information is strikingly clear. Very little tumor remains, and the doctor speculated the white spots may be scar tissue, but that will not be known until Paul’s lobes are removed, and the tumor, or what is left of it, is analyzed. The best result would be that the remains are necrotic cells.

I asked Dr. L if such striking change meant the immunotherapy component of the triple drug treatment was working. He said yes. Shrinkage happens, but it’s the newer treatments that enlist the immune system, such as nivolumab (made from Chinese hamster ovarian cells as mentioned in last update), which may produce virtual disappearance. Only a minority of patients respond to these “mab” drugs, and their cells must express a particular protein, which Paul fortunately does, so at this juncture in the narrative, we have received the best news possible.

It is too early to declare victory. Cancer is notorious for stealthy returns, but the shrinkage will make the surgeon’s job much easier and bring with it the hope for a cure.

Paul is now headed to surgery, tentatively scheduled for the last day of this month. This step still remains a mystery to us. The “team” is resistant to planning too far ahead for good reason. Prediction with certainty isn’t possible, but so far, so good. We see the surgeon on Tuesday, the 9th and will know more then.

Paul and I reiterate our gratitude for your kindness to him and to me. Knowing you are there wishing for his recovery aids recovery. There is good empirical evidence that “social support,” known in lay terms as “love,” has powerful effects on the immune system, so keep radiating affection and hope in Paul’s direction. And we both send our love back to you.

Siri





May 30th, 2023

Dear Friends again,

Although we expected Paul to have surgery tomorrow, May 31st, the surgeon, Dr. I. surprised us with news that this morning Paul failed a breathing test. The test measures diffusion, how oxygen and carbon dioxide are transferred between the lungs and the blood, and although a battery of tests in January demonstrated that his diffusion was okay and he qualified for surgery, he does not now. His lungs are inflamed. Although Dr. I. intimated that chemotherapy could be responsible for damaging Paul’s lungs, I have since read that the platinum-based chemo drug can have such effects. All through Paul’s treatment I have been thinking of the U.S. general who said during the Vietnam War: “We had to destroy the village in order to save it.”

Needless to say, this is a great disappointment. We have known since the beginning that surgery was the best hope for a cure. Dr. I. has prescribed physical therapy, which could improve Paul’s diffusion capacity when he is tested again in three or four weeks, but if this doesn’t work, he will have a course of radiation. We do not yet know if immunotherapy will be continued with that or will be separate.

From the beginning of this story, I have worked to control my expectations and the emotions that accompany them, although that hasn’t always been easy. It is nearly impossible to control the buoyancy that arrives with a vanishing tumor on a CT. Paul has been stalwart, brave, and uncomplaining throughout. He wants me to send his love to all of you, as I send mine. I will continue to report on the state of things over here in Cancerland.

Love, Siri





July 12th, 2023

Dear Friends,

It seems we have come to a crossroads in Cancerland. Some of you have interim knowledge and some of you don’t. According to the oncologist, Dr. L, Paul’s inflammation was not due to chemotherapy but to the immunotherapy, which by inhibiting the binding of particular proteins, allows the immune system’s T cells to recognize malignant cells and kill them, hence the vanishing tumor. One of the possible complications of this innovative treatment is an attack on healthy tissue, in Paul’s case, pneumonitis, inflammation of the lung. To calm the uproar, Paul was put on a massive dose of prednisone that was decreased week by week. He began at eighty milligrams and is now at twenty, which will taper to nothing. A recent CT showed that the inflammation was almost “resolved.” He has felt better, and in preparation for surgery has been doing half hour stints on a stationary bike. I, as witness, have been impressed by his diligence, increasing speed, and imaginary distances covered.

He had a CPET (Cardiopulmonary Exercise Test), a stress test to evaluate his lung capacity, and also a PFT (pulmonary function test). Although he scored gangbusters on the PFT, much higher than on the previous test, his CPET numbers were lower than those he had before cancer treatment began—in a range that does not absolutely preclude surgery but increases the risk of grave complications. That list is long and sobering. I will not enumerate the potential horrors, but they are easy to find in any number of papers on the subject should any of you have the stomach for that kind of reading.

The surgeon, Dr. I., has left the decision to have surgery or not to Paul. He also said he didn’t want to kill any patient, but he especially did not want to be the doctor responsible for killing Paul Auster. I confess this comment arrived as welcome humor during a not-so-funny meeting. As I have said all along, surgery remains the best route to cure, but surgery with high risk changes the equation. Paul will have another CPET to verify for all involved that the numbers are fixed and haven’t changed. It seems that some form of radiation with risks of its own but fewer risks is a possibility if there is no surgery. The chances that the cancer returns are then higher, but cancer may return after surgery too.

In the reports I have written to you, I have insisted that everyone who cares about Paul remain cautious about whatever news arrives from Cancerland. There is an important difference between optimism and hope. The optimist’s tendency to cheer every piece of good news and predict a good outcome is understandable but creates emotional swings that, at least for those who love the patient, are unsustainable. Hope, on the other hand, is necessary for living on. In my case, a stringent reality principle with hope allows me to be a better companion as this story moves ahead. So that is the news. Paul will talk to people in the know in the next week or so, but the decision to go through with surgery or not will be made soon. Of course, I will let you know what happens. Every good wish and thought and hope for Paul has been deeply felt and brought him and me real happiness. Knowing that he is so well loved is a great boon. We embrace you all. Imagining doing that is actually hilarious as we would need impossibly long arms, but the magic of words makes it work.

Love from Siri





August 22, 2023

Dear Friends,

I realize it is time for a bulletin from Cancerland. It has been tumultuous here, to say the least, but to make a long story short. Paul’s surgery was postponed yet again due to ongoing pneumonitis in his lung. He was put on steroids again, tapered off them again, and came down with fevers again. On the 17th he saw a pulmonologist at MSK, a thoughtful, kind woman from the Netherlands, to investigate the lung situation further. That evening, after looking at his bloodwork, she called and advised us to go to MSK Urgent Care right away. The immunotherapy was attacking his liver. He was admitted as a patient, put back on 80mg of prednisone, had a CT, a bronchoscopy, a sonogram, and daily bloodwork. The frightening hepatic numbers improved. He was released yesterday afternoon, the 21st. On Thursday he will have an infusion of infliximab, Remicade, to suppress the wild immune reactions caused by the other “mab”—nivolumab. Needless to say, risk is involved. Nevertheless, the hope is to get the man back on track for possible surgery or radiation, both of which also have risks, of course.

The report then is that the drama continues, and Paul’s demeanor has been calm and heroic throughout. I am intimate witness to this. And a moment of levity and mystery: When the emergency physician, a crusty, no-nonsense, not-so-young woman, Dr. F, examined Paul not long after we arrived at the hospital, she joked that from his blood numbers, she expected to find a vertiginous, vomiting, barely conscious patient, not the calm, ambulatory, articulate person in front of her. Medical realities cannot always be explicated in numbers. Paul was lucky, however, that the immune related hepatitis was caught. Paul, and I with him, are going on going on.

Paul has been urging me to go to Spain to receive an honorary doctorate as planned. He has even gotten his doctors in on the act. Dr. L, the oncologist, told Paul on the phone to tell me that taking the trip “would help in the patient’s recovery.” This gave us all a needed laugh. He consulted the pulmonologist too, who also said I should go. They are obviously confident that their patient is in no immediate danger. Sophie and Spencer will stay with Paul. More when there is more to say. Kindness, affection, good wishes and thoughts have never been more welcome than now.

Siri





September 16, 2023

Dear Friends again,

My job as scribe has taken on a dutiful coloring it didn’t have in the beginning. I have come to feel an obligation to keep you informed about the turns, bumps, and new plans taking place in Cancerland. A few of you have emailed me asking for the next installment, so here it is.

Paul’s pneumonitis has disappeared, and his liver numbers have returned to normal. Good news. His tumor, however, has reappeared and grown bigger on CT scans and is in exactly the same location. This doesn’t qualify as a “recurrence” apparently but is part of the same treatment narrative. He is being weaned off prednisone, and we hope the addition of the infliximab infusion will allow him to leave irAEs (immune related adverse effects) and steroids behind him. The presence of the tumor, however, doesn’t allow time for a gradual reduction of prednisone followed by surgery. Dr. G, the radiologist, another earnest member of “the team” at MSK with a superb reputation, who emphasized to us that he was still aiming for “cure,” is overseeing what lies ahead: six weeks of intensity modulated radiation therapy five days a week with weekly chemotherapy, the same Carboplatin and Paclitaxel (mineral and vegetable) ingredients as before. The animal—those Chinese hamster ovaries of the nivolumab—at once effective and toxic, is being left behind. We have been told that Paul’s beautiful, newly grown hair will fall out again. Hair is hardly significant in the great scheme of this illness, but I would be lying if I said I didn’t dread the repetition of its loss. The treatment will last through November 3rd, just days before the publication of Paul’s new novel, Baumgartner, on the 7th.

When I told him this morning that I never thought I would know so much about NSCLC (non small cell lung cancer) and the ups and downs of checkpoint inhibitors etc. as I do now, he said it was like a new war that pops up in the news. One discovers the names of cities and towns one had never heard of before the fighting began. Although I have often resisted bellicose metaphors for illness, cancer’s aggression inspires comparison to a war. Paul is relieved to be marching forward rather than backward, remains brave and hopeful, a model soldier. And I, rather more rattled and less exemplary, nevertheless promise to file my reports from the war zone. Thank you for wanting to know and sending your love. It is sustenance.

Siri





November 17, 2023

Dear Friends,

After plan A, the one that would have ended with surgery, failed, I waited to report on Plan B—five days a week of intensity modulated radiation therapy with chemo every Friday—until there was something definitive to say. I will spare you the ugly details, which is only right, but after dispensing with the steroids, Paul’s stenosis, combined with a herniated disc in his lower back, which has made walks of any length painful for the last six years, became excruciating. Exactly why is unknown. More typically, he lost the ability to digest solid food due to esophagitis caused by radiation.

Spencer Ostrander, our son-in-law, was Paul’s Virgil on their trip into this particular inferno, driving Paul back and forth to MSK, sitting in on and recording appointments (for me) and by the end of the treatment, helping Paul onto the mold, specially made to fit each patient, by the least painful method possible. Our gratitude to the noble Spencer is without limit. My sisters Asti and Ingy and their husbands, Jon and Bruce, also pitched in with driving and appointments and dinners brought to the house, all of which made Cancerland more bearable.

After crossing the radiation finish line on November 2nd, Paul went to sleep at the usual time and slept for twenty hours. I woke him to give him medicine, but his fatigue alarmed me. That was two weeks ago. A period of delirium, with confusion and agitation, followed. I worried that Paul had suffered a neurological event, a stroke or a series of seizures. After a scary drop in his blood pressure, he was directed to the ER, was hydrated, after which his confusion vanished and he returned home, only to be admitted to the hospital again with the same symptoms. He had a brain MRI, a CT, and an EEG. No sign of brain metastasis, lesions from stroke, or patterns indicating seizures. When he began running fevers in the hospital and had a chest CT, he was diagnosed with pneumonia (bacterial, viral, or fungal), had another bronchoscopy in hope of tracking the culprit, but after six days in the hospital, his robust response to antibiotics secured his release Tuesday the 14th. The bronchoscopy results are still pending. Two days later, yesterday, the 16th, Paul was readmitted to the hospital after another massive blood pressure drop, more confusion, and radical fatigue. He couldn’t keep his head up. It could be an adrenal problem caused by Paul’s extended stint on steroids, which affected his blood pressure by not producing enough endogenous steroids to maintain normal pressure, but it may also have affected other organs. We will see what they tell us.

The many hardships Paul has suffered are all treatment related so far. To fix one problem you create another, which then requires treatment that generates yet another condition, which then must also be treated, a drama of cascading symptoms and changes in the body. In the process, the assaulted body weakens. We simply do not know what lasting effects cancer treatment may have on him, whether he will survive it, not to speak of the cancer itself. We will not have a clear idea whether radiation has “worked” for a while. That is dependent on scans which show either stasis or progression of the tumor.

That said, there are patients who show remarkable resilience, both in the short and the long term. I brought a barely conscious man into the MSK Urgent Care Center yesterday, and, by the time I left him last night, after hydration and some other interventions, Paul was cogent and feeling much better.

There is no definitive news of any kind, I’m afraid. The brutal realities of Cancerland, however, are becoming more real as a game (or war) of endurance. Although human beings are indeed a collection of parts, those parts are not autonomous but fundamentally related. Medical models are notoriously bad at representing such interdependencies, reliant as they are on a special doctor for every part. The hepatologist will not discuss the brain with you—that is for the neurologist, and the hospitalist will explain that she is not an oncologist, so she is unable to speculate on cancer. Expertise has its wondrous advantages and its striking blind spots.

I will say that my role has become more urgent, more complex, and more emotionally harrowing. The number of medicines grows daily. I have a chart. Exhaustion sets in, and my broken wrist hasn’t been useful for lifting, guiding, and caring for Paul, who, despite weight loss, is far heavier than I am. I still find occasion to laugh, as does Paul, and we are anticipating the birth of Sophie and Spencer’s baby in early January, a boy, who has been given the name Miles Auster Hustvedt Ostrander I am happy to say. Whether the still fetal but growing being decides to avail himself of those middle names we do not know, but Paul and I are proud to be present as signs.

Baumgartner is out and seems to be faring well so far. It is a book about an old man’s great love and its loss and how he keeps the beloved alive in memory and in forms of daily living. It is comic and tragic and tender. I am so glad it is in the world.

Paul and I send you all love, Siri





December 23, 2023

Dear Friends,

Paul was hospitalized most of November for a dangerous bacterial and fungal lung infection precipitated by his weak immune system due to treatment. He was so weakened by the infection he couldn’t walk without assistance. He remains on antibiotics. The delirium came and went, but it is now completely gone. Paul has forgotten everything related to that altered state of consciousness. He simply says he knows he was “crazy.” He was released from MSK hospital on November 29 to an acute rehabilitation facility at Mount Sinai where he remained until December 20th. The physical therapists were excellent, and he is stronger than he was. He uses a walker to navigate the house. For the first time in my life I counted the number of steps on our stairs. He does go up and down and will have some ongoing physical therapy.

He is now home, which has given new meaning to the tired phrase “home for the holidays.” We will have our Norwegian Christmas here in Brooklyn complete with pagan rituals long practiced by the Hustvedt family and soon meet the new person we have been waiting for. Sophie’s projected date for the birth is January 3rd. Labor does not necessarily comply with the calendar, of course, but sometime soon, Sophie and Spencer’s son, Miles, will be born.

The status of Paul’s cancer is unknown. He will have a CT scan on January 4th, after which we will know more. To be honest, it was difficult to find words to write before this moment. I commuted back and forth to the hospital every day, first to MSK on 67th Street and then to Mount Sinai on Madison and 100th Street. By the time I returned home I was not able to summarize a situation that remained precarious. A number of you have inquired about Paul, and I have answered some of you, not all. The story is ongoing, but we have been granted a period of grace and are living in that immediacy. Paul is home for the holidays and for that I am deeply grateful.

Love, Siri





January 6, 2024

Dear Friends again,

Paul’s CT scan showed no progression of the tumor. The tumor will show up on the scan even if it’s necrotic, so we expected it to be there. It has shrunk. Dr. L, Paul’s oncologist, and Dr. G, his radiologist, are both relieved and happy because the CT shows the radiation has been effective. Dr. L, whose optimism never flags (a valuable trait in a life and death profession), marked the radiology report with an A and handed it to Paul, who handed it to me. Not laugh-out-loud humor, but I smiled. In three months, another scan is scheduled. Cancer can and does return in the same location or elsewhere, but this result suggests, at the very least, that we have time, time we would not have had.

Time has new urgency because Sophie and Spencer’s child, the eagerly awaited Miles Auster Hustvedt Ostrander was born on January 1st at 1:05 AM. I was there—the first birth I attended without being in labor myself. The wee person and his mother are doing well, and today, grandfather and grandson will meet for the first time. And that, to use an old word, is a blessing. Apparently somewhere along the etymological road, the word bliss became entangled with bless. Makes sense. Seeing Paul hold Miles will surely be a blissful blessing for me. Paul and I remain grateful for all the kindness you have shown, and he and I send love.

Siri





April 6, 2024

Dear Friends,

I haven’t written earlier because, although Paul’s medical adventures have continued, there has been nothing concrete to report about his post-treatment status since his promising CT in January. Paul has had adrenal problems, caused, yet again, by nivolumab, the immunotherapy drug, which has nearly killed him several times over with its careening “adverse effects.” An MRI also found a compression fracture in his spine. We do not know when it happened, but it explains the excruciating pain in his back and his stooped posture. Chemotherapy can exacerbate osteoporosis and that is probably what happened in this case. Although we have visited the ER a couple of times and Paul has been seen by many specialists, he has not been hospitalized, which, despite his fragility, pain, and labored breathing, has given us some quiet days, and he has been able to write again. He has been writing letters to our grandson, Miles. So far, so good. He still writes brilliantly. Hallelujah.

In every letter I have composed to you, I have tried to be circumspect about the medical information I had to offer. I have stressed that good news in the short run must be treated with skepticism, as it is no guarantee of cure in the long run. In part, this is because I have steadily read papers on non-small cell lung cancer, immunotherapy, and overall survival for patients like Paul. I have also made a distinction between optimism and hope. The former can constitute a false belief in a happy ending that hurts people when it turns out not to be true. Hope is what one needs until the story turns out to be hopeless, and then it is important to embrace that truth. Nevertheless, some of you have seized only on the sunny part of what I have written, as if my caution about prediction hadn’t been articulated.

Paul had a CT scan on April 3rd. We read the report together on April 4th. CT reports are essentially descriptions of images, and, although they sometimes offer an interpretation, it is the oncologist who explicates possible meanings. This report required no expertise to understand, however. Since January, a host of new “nodules” have appeared in both Paul’s lungs, and there is a new “mass” in his pancreas, as well as another compression fracture in his spine. The lung cancer has metastasized beyond his lungs and is now systemic. It will kill him.

We saw the oncologist, Dr. L yesterday, April 5th. Dr. L, no doubt by necessity, is an optimist, and he imparts in every situation a bright quality that is infectious. Although he was entirely honest about Paul’s cancer and the fact that we are now negotiating the end of his patient’s life, he enthused on MSK’s excellent connections to hospice arrangements, and I confess his little discourse about setting up a good way to die at home was so upbeat, it buoyed my spirits. After talking to nurse L, the picture looked less sparkling, but she will help us when the time comes, and for that, I am grateful.

It is not my intention to discredit an oncologist who has a brilliant reputation. Dr. L’s spirit of forging ahead with gusto, first toward a cure, and now to lengthen Paul’s life if possible, has been overall a help, not a hindrance. Dr. L never offered a prognosis, and there is some Panglossian comedy here, which I am glad I am able to perceive and embrace. It is surely protective.

Paul went into Dr. L’s office yesterday determined not to have chemo or radiation again. He left willing to try a lighter infusion of the chemo drug carboplatin and a drug new to him, Gemcitabine, which might extend his life and make him feel somewhat better. If Paul does not feel any benefit or is beset with effects the drug may cause, he will stop it. He is, to use his words, “worn out” by endless medical interventions.

I am truly sorry to share this news, despite the fact that no one can be as deeply affected as I am. Paul and I want to live the time he has left, however long that may be, as well as possible. He is seventy-seven years old and has a lot behind him, a lot of work and a lot of love. He wants Sophie, Spencer, the inimitable Miles, and my sisters and their families as close to him as possible, and he wants to see his dearest friends. One of the benefits of knowing that death will come sooner rather than later is that we can prepare for it. That said, my imagination cannot always bend into the shock of irreversible loss and its inevitable grief. Anticipating that chapter at every moment is not salutary. Therefore, living day to day is the saner approach. It has and still means much that you have been and are part of Paul and part of me, too. In a world of so much enmity and cruelty, all of you have only wanted the best for him. That is, in itself, invaluable. Paul sends love, as do I.

Siri





April 12, 2024

To Friends. P.S.

The day after his visit with Dr. L, the enchantment offered by palliative chemo wore off. Paul has refused it. Patients who choose that road die in the hospital far more often than those who don’t. Paul does not want more hospital experience. We are engaging hospice services soon.

Love, Siri





March 2024

Dear Miles,

When you are old enough to talk, or at least old enough to understand a good part of what grownups and big children are saying to you, your grandmother and I have chosen what names we want you to know us by: Mormor (pronounced Momo) and Papa. Mormor means mother mother in Norwegian, the first language your grandmother learned to speak, since she was raised in a thoroughly Norwegian family, even though she grew up in Northfield, Minnesota (apart from three years spent in Norway as a child and adolescent—at four, twelve, and seventeen). Her mother was born in Norway in 1923, lived through the Nazi occupation from age seventeen to twenty-two, and didn’t come to the United States to marry Siri’s father until she was thirty. Her English was excellent, but until she died in 2019 at ninety-six, she continued to speak with a thick Norwegian accent. Your mother, Sophie, adored her Minnesota-Norwegian grandmother and knew her by one name only: Mormor. Now that Ester Hustvedt is gone, your grandmother Siri has chosen to take that name for herself, which is one of several terms in Norwegian to designate grandma. But only on the maternal side. Patricia Ostrander, who is your father Spencer’s mother, hence your paternal grandmother, would be known as Farmor (father mother). Norwegian is often referred to as a word-poor language, but in matters of family lineage, it is vastly more nuanced than English.

You will of course accept Mormor as a God-given fact when you are a wee little man, but when you grow bigger and begin to question why you call your grandmother by a name different from the ones used by your friends for their grandmothers, you will know why. Among many other things in your tangled background, a part of you is Norwegian. Roughly one-fourth, I’d reckon, which is not a large part but a significant one for all that. It is also helpful to know that your mother is fully and exactly one-half Jewish. Your mother happily embraced these two sides of herself, and at thirteen or fourteen, she invented a new word and started calling herself a Jewegian. Such is your mother’s wit and inexhaustible sense of humor: qualities you will surely become familiar with as time goes by.

As for your mormor’s father, Lloyd Hustvedt was a third generation Norwegian-American, born in a small farmhouse with no toilet, no running water, and no heating system beyond the wood stove in the kitchen. That was rural Minnesota in 1922, well into the twentieth century, it would seem, but Siri’s father lived in the same nineteenth-century world his grandfather had inhabited after coming to America in the 1860s and settling in that forlorn place of beautiful undulating earth, vast over-reaching skies, and winters so cold they turned little children into popsicles. In that small community made up almost entirely of Norwegian immigrants, your great grandfather grew up largely speaking Norwegian, so much so that he retained what he called a Norwegian brogue, even as he served in the army and fought in the Pacific during World War II, then finished college in Minnesota on the G.I. Bill and went on to a PhD at the University of Wisconsin, after which he became a professor and the star of the Norwegian Department at St. Olaf College in Northfield. Your mother, Sophie, was his first grandchild, and she was instructed to call him Papa, which she did, as did the five cousins that followed her. There was that Papa in your mother’s life, but there was a Papa in my life as well, my mother’s father, who was a great dazzling wonderment to me, and that is what this long rigamarole on the subject of names is finally about, dear Miles, the unbroken generations of love, my love of my long dead Papa, your mother’s love of her long dead Papa, and now I gladly assume the mantle of Papa myself. With Mormor, the connections are even more direct and go back farther in time. Your Mormor, Siri, loved her mother deeply to [the] end of her long life and aches for her still. That extraordinary woman, whom I both loved and admired, was Mormor to your mother, but go back to when that aging grandmother was a child herself, and it turns out she called her mother’s mother Mormor as well, and then, jumping forward to your grandmother, Siri, it will come as no surprise that she called her mother’s mother Mormor, too. Now that little girl has grown into your Mormor, and one day, perhaps, your own mother will become the next Mormor, if and when you happen to become a father yourself. All I ask of you is to think about these continuities, the links in the chain of love forged over these years and to understand how much your mother is loved by her mother and father and how much your own mother and father love you.

Your Papa







In Medias Res: Sporadic Notes on Paul’s Hospitalization, Death, and Graveside Funeral From My Journals (November 21, 2023–May 3, 2024)

November 21

I have lost the sanctuary of my own thoughts.

November 24

The only truth we can be certain of is change. Whatever is happening now, wonderful or terrible, it will not remain as it is but become something else.

November 26

Tonight, returning in an Uber from the hospital, I saw a spry old man running in the rain with a small child. I thought of Paul and felt envy. He will never run with his not-yet-born grandson, Miles.

Is it possible to keep pockets of happiness—Baumgartner on the bestseller list in Germany, the imminent Miles, the sun that was out today—as sorrow envelopes me? It seems one must try.

Holding vigil. That’s the work now. There is helplessness in the waiting for change of one kind or another, watching with an inflected eye, analyzing shifts of betterment and worsening, his fatigue, his posture, his breathing.

November 29

In the ambulance with Paul to Mount Sinai—took a photo of the back window, not of him. I worked so hard for this landing in acute rehab. Thank God for Asti and Jon’s prominent friend. A connection. My call to the acute rehab director. Our long talk. “Are you a physician?” he asked me. My reading pays off. Ha! No, not a physician, just a reader. My triumphant moment of agency in a saga of helplessness. A grim ward but a godsend. Serious. The PT people will work with him. We want him back for Christmas and the birth of Miles. I want some time, ordinary time, but I don’t know. We don’t know. And now I avoid meditation on hope and dread. I left at nine this morning and am returning at ten at night. I must recover something of my life.

November 30

In another Uber on my way home. My darling, my darling, so weak. That is all I can write.

December 2

Days are eternal and then they slip by. I had to check that this is right. The last month of the year 2023. The year of grave illness. He is alive. He has been ravaged. To love like this is not easy. The intimacy is old. The bruised hands and lower arms from IVs. The cap as a form of protection, his eyes so large and the loss of the dark lashes. I haven’t said it to him, but the new ones are short and pallid, and they have changed his face. He has been too ill to notice. A thin man now. A thin man in bed who has been a patient so long, and this monthlong stint, brutal, his confusion painful. A darkening of the beloved. I will not write my fears, I, who have been so fierce in not turning away or pretending.

December 7

I wonder at the days and look ahead toward new emergencies. They will surely come. I’m trying to block that truth because the man is slowly improving, but he’ll never return to his old vigor of motion or thought, and I’m in a state of mourning because I feel him at the threshold. I think the doctors all know, but they will not say, will not say yet, not until it’s certain. My body is erupting as one thing after another plagues me—aches and electric jolts and mouth sores and desperately cold feet and tingling, and every symptom scares me. My own fragility and death, but also life alone.

January 1, 2024

Miles was born at one o’clock this morning. The ordinary miracle. I am a grandmother.

The birth wasn’t without fear. Sophie’s fever came suddenly while she was pushing, chorioamnionitis, an infection. The IV line with antibiotics suddenly in place. My terror of cesarean or worse, another catastrophe. I prayed: Don’t show it in your face. Don’t show it in your face. But Miles looked big, robust, with lots of dark hair when she finally pushed him out of her. Wails of life, and I thought, how could that long body possibly fit inside my child? Fluid in his lungs, sucked out. He will get antibiotics too, to be safe. They placed Miles on Sophie’s chest, and the newborn fell silent instantly, head on his mother.

The only birth I’ve ever attended was Sophie’s, a different perspective entirely. I rubbed my girl’s legs in the room, spoke to her, but for much of the time I sat on one side, not to interfere with wife and husband. I breathed and pushed with my child, a comical maternal figure of empathy, witnessed by Spencer, not by birthing mother, who was lost in her labor and the push that lasted three hours, lost in the immensity of giving birth.

Ingy has been with Paul since this afternoon. I talked to him several times during Sophie’s labor. I can hear in his voice that he wants me home. And now, another Uber in the middle of the night, back from another hospital.

March 19

A dream. Someone has committed a murder—the word in the dream is slaughter. The news of slaughter comes from the police, but I can’t see any officers. I see a fog of gray in front of me, a hallway or cave. A voice speaks, but it belongs to no one I can see. I’m told it’s Sophie. Sophie is dead. Clutching terror. Two vague figures wearing cloaks emerge from the hallway-cave. They step forward slowly and ceremoniously. They are carrying the corpse, but I realize it isn’t Sophie, not grown-up Sophie; it’s a baby wrapped up tightly in bandages, a small mummy, stiff and straight, a slender pole. The two figures hold the dead child upright, as if it were a scepter. I scream: Who did it? Who did it?

And one of the officers or officials says, “Settis.”

Settis. I woke up with a fast heartbeat. The name was still in my ears. I repeat it. Settis? What on earth? Salvatore Settis? The Italian art historian? I’ve only mentioned him once—in an essay on Giorgione’s The Tempest, “The Pleasures of Bewilderment.” Settis argued that the man and the woman in the famously cryptic painting are Adam and Eve. He also insisted that there’s a snake in the painting. Nobody else has ever been able to find that snake. I’m not the only one who thinks his argument is specious.

The snake in the garden no one can see. The answer came. Paul’s tumor, hidden inside his body, an invisible killer. Before Satan slithers in, the couple lives in Paradise.

There’s something else. Timing. I’ve been thinking about it all day. The painting is described in my first novel, The Blindfold, but when did I write the essay that refers to Settis? 1996 or 1997. In 1997, Daniel was charged with possession of stolen property. He took money from the murderers of Angel Melendez.

And the voice without a body. The authorities? The press? Getting it all wrong. Lies.

The bandaged baby. Marie [night nurse] taught Spencer how to swaddle Miles. Helps him sleep. Wrapped baby, wrapped up tightly. My baby Sophie. Paul’s and my baby, Sophie. Baby Miles. Poor dead baby, Ruby. They merged. Paul and I are running to the hospital. Four hours there with her small body. I stroked her over and over. I didn’t know what else to do. Police and social workers. Officialdom. Our bewilderment. Complete bewilderment. My sense that something was wrong. I said to Paul, Something’s wrong with the story.

Mummy. The British say mummy. All the mummies. My fears at the birth for Sophie and for Miles. Nothing must happen to either of them, or to Spencer. Old people face decline and death as a matter of course. Miles is our small sun/son. His rays reach me and Paul. I haven’t told Paul about the dream.

April 3

CT today.

April 5

“I wonder how many times we’ve made love?” Paul said to me after we talked about funeral and memorial arrangements. “Thousands of times,” he said, and I said yes. “And it’s always fun,” he said, and I said “Yes, yes it is.”

April 7

The letter to friends to tell them Paul is dying was sent yesterday, and the responses are coming in, and the kindness and sorrow have a palliative effect on him and me. And now treatment, not to save him but to prolong life—maybe. I don’t really know what more the poor darling can bear. Each treatment carries a ricochet effect, bouncing from one organ, one system, to another—lessons in biology and the ongoing mendacity of borders.

April 9

He has decided no more treatment.

April 10

Paul woke with 103 fever. Permission to up hydrocortisone—80 mg. It all began with fevers. Now it’s adrenal insufficiency. The cause is esoteric at this point. I don’t know how long he will last.

April 26

Hospice. There is relief in the fact that he, and I with him, are freed from tests and scans and desperate attempts to reverse the effects of nivolumab that have nearly killed him several times over and weakened him to a degree which, I believe, allowed the cancer to advance. Sophie said she was angry at the immunotherapy. I am too, and yet looking back is not looking forward. He should never have had the drug. It seems to me that unleashing the T cells of the immune system in an older person may result in attacks on organs and systems that are old and weak but not diseased. I don’t know enough about the molecular processes, and a couple of papers I’ve read suggest I’m wrong. The tumor had to be shrunk before the hypothetical surgery. Would chemo alone have done the trick? The pneumonitis was caused by the nivolumab.

I am trying to resist anticipatory grief. This requires a degree of dissociation. The thought of no answer is horrifying to me. This face, this body, this voice will disappear into the earth, and then I must continue. Unless I die from some illness causing my pains. I have so many pains now.

The sickness unto death. Kierkegaard. So brilliant and yet such suffering. Reading Baldwin binds him to Kierkegaard. Yes, I have promised to do a podcast on Baldwin. Am I crazy? My husband is dying and I’m rereading Baldwin? I can’t find evidence of JB reading SK, but in Paris, the young Baldwin must have felt the Kierkegaardian winds blowing across the city. SK in JB. The struggle of the single individual, so wholly different from the neoliberal fantasy of the individual who makes himself (the fantasy individual is always male). We do not give birth to ourselves. SK and JB both knew this, and they sometimes forgot this. The man at the center. Women shoved to the side.

In Paul, I see a model for how to die. His translation of Joubert: “One must die lovable (if one can).”I He is dying lovable for us. The struggle of the single individual, which is also to love and to open oneself to the joy and terrible burden of that love. He is doing it.

And won’t my love follow him into the grave? And then?

In the mornings, I wake up and have coffee, prepare Paul’s pills for the day, bring him a large glass of orange juice, Boost, and a pot of tea up to our bedroom. He cannot walk without help. The hospital bed is in the library. The hospice nurse, who is overseeing all, Kathy, a woman who exudes practical wisdom, and the hospice aide, Cassandra, are coming today, but before we had met them, before they came into our lives as real, admirable persons, they had been part of our imaginative reality. We are trying to do dying right. Ha. I hope it’s possible.

Paul says he wants to die telling a joke. I predict this will not happen.

And my novel? Is it lost to the terrible real? Perhaps I can find the answer in the heartbreaking philosophies of perspective.

To look at the future without you. To be in the future without you. What does this mean? Does it mean soldiering on as I have soldiered on through the sickness?

April 27

Paul tells me he longs to be a ghost. He wants to return to see how I am doing, what I am writing. He wants me to finish my novel. He wants to listen to Sophie’s music, look at Spencer’s photographs, and see Miles grow up. He says it again. I want to be a ghost.

April 28

Salman [Rushdie] and [Rachel] Eliza [Griffiths] were here. Salman, almost dead less than two years ago, but alive here in the room with us today. He survived August 12, 2022, a horror in a year of horrors. We, who met Salman during the fatwa, had become complacent about the danger. August 12. I heard the news on the radio, lost my breath, cried out, and ran to tell Paul. Eliza’s voice on the phone. When I heard it, I sobbed. Paul has read Knife; I am reading it now. How can we read? We can. Maybe it’s because Salman’s story is urgent, about life and death, about him and Eliza enduring together. Salman, the image of uncomplaining courage for us both. I remember saying to Salman that after reading the few newspaper articles about his attacker, I was convinced the young man was actually killing his mother, his secular mother. I find my comment in the book. The ironies. The attack and near murder of Salman Rushdie was an attempted matricide. Today Paul and Salman had their last conversation. A long friendship. Loyal brothers.

And now it’s Paul who’s dying. It will go fast, and he will not come back from near death as Salman has, with scars and losses but intact. Once the hydrocortisone is stopped, Paul will die. They do not have to tell me. I know. Adrenal crisis. My memories of now won’t vanish. They will belong to the sharpness of high memory. But I cling to our we-ness, to what has grown and regrown over decades.

April 29

The death watch—twenty-four to forty-eight hours. He could die tonight. Don [DeLillo] and Barbara [Bennett] came here this afternoon. I asked Paul three times this morning if he felt strong enough for the visit, and three times he said yes. When Don arrived, he said baseball three times, and he left Paul a note. They talked baseball a lot, a loved game between them.

To Don and Barbara, Paul said, How the mighty mites have fallen. Did they know what he meant? George Oppen wrote this to Paul on March 8, 1981. Paul had been in Berkeley to interview Oppen. It may have been an assignment for The Paris Review, but face-to-face with the poet, Paul realized Oppen couldn’t remember. Oppen’s memory had been eaten by Alzheimer’s, and yet, in the letter he wrote to Paul after their talk, the man was lucid enough to acknowledge his mental holes and the sorry status of poets in our world as “mites,” celebrated in their circles, perhaps, but mites nevertheless. The same day Paul returned from California and the aborted interview, or maybe the day after, February 23, he and I met. The magic meet. Paul’s face and gaze, not wholly in the world, not wholly toward the world. Opaque. And then, the same night, after hours of talk, he saw me.

Late in the afternoon today Paul needed morphine. Kettlie [the hospice nurse] hadn’t arrived yet. I gave it to him, my hand wobbled, and some of it spilled. Paul chattered through the drug. Oscar Peterson. He doesn’t even like Oscar Peterson. “Photograph.” I don’t understand what he is saying anymore. Kettlie is here now. Thank heaven. Her command of the work, her confidence, are visible. No trembling hands, and she will stay until the end.

Liv is coming. She will fly in. I am so glad.

Not long ago, Kettlie said, Go get some sleep. Sophie, Spencer, and I stood up and followed her orders as if we were her obedient children. I will come and get you if anything happens. I am taking the pill and going to sleep now.

April 30

The darling died today at 6:58. We played Sophie’s music for him. We played Tom Waits’s “Hold On.” He couldn’t hold on. Kettlie said, He can hear you. Talk to him. I held his face. I said, God, we had fun, didn’t we? We had such fun. It came to me. The fun. It seemed so important. There was suffering but lots of fun too. I wanted to be as close as possible to his body before he died, his breathing body, his chest that moved up and down, and to feel his warm skin. I looked at his whiskers, an eighth of an inch, gray with some black remaining and those immense eyes. Haunted eyes. I kissed him over and over and moved so Sophie could sit where I had been sitting and hold him and stroke and kiss him too. And I watched each heaving breath, and then he stopped breathing for seconds. How many seconds between breaths? I don’t know. Watching him closely. Is this the last? Is this? And I was so close to his mouth, opened and gasping. We waited for the next breath. It didn’t come. Death. And then we were with him, with his body, his corpse, and his head was still warm to my touch. Kettlie said the last part of a person to lose heat is the head. My fingers felt his head go cool. And I said it aloud, His head is cold now. I wanted to know death, to touch it. I wanted it to be real because I know it will not be real enough. And I said to Sophie, You see it’s not frightening. I said it for me too. I squeezed his legs and his arms, so thin, cancer thin arms and legs—the wasting disease arms and legs—and I caressed the still beautiful dead face.

The awful revelation from Spencer that Paul’s death was public property before he was cold to my touch, before they had taken his body from the room. All over the internet. The betrayal of appropriation, the gall of claiming to speak for the family, an insinuation of desire, a need to usurp the roles of wife/daughter.

Vultures picking at his body.

Media teeth and bites.

You, my interlocutor. You. My you. I was your you. The back-and-forth, a teeter-totter of confession, argument, desire. I and you. You and I. And now silence. I am laboring ferociously to acknowledge it. Being without you.

May 3

We buried Paul today. Liv in the house, here for me and Sophie. Liv balm. Green-Wood Cemetery in fat, heavy spring bloom, the shock of red azaleas against the many greens of leafing trees and grasses. Tall, purple tulips, the flickering auburn of Japanese maples, the color of dried blood, hues that press into my lungs, squeeze my gut, a kind of sore pleasure. Color does this to me. Not to Paul. Differences we explained to each other. Differences in perception.

He wanted only family at the funeral, but Céline [Curiol] is here too. She came to see him, but he died before she arrived. Paul would have been glad she was with us.

I worry about Sophie. She and her father made a world of their own. Her grief. I feel it. Let nothing happen to our child. Protect her. Am I praying? She sang “Blue Skies.” The sky that had been a sheet of dull gray turned blue before the song. Sun smiling on us. Miles slept. Spencer firm. Another love: Paul and Spencer, friends, collaborators. Spencer, the devoted son.

Asti spoke—a beautifully written round talk about Paul’s influence on her, his push against high French theory, so fashionable once. We both remember. She was steeped in it while getting her PhD at NYU. She mentioned Barthes’s “death of the author” after the real death of an author. I never embraced Barthes’s idea. Paul cared not one jot about it. It came out of ’68, of course, and France’s worship of great literary men. Barthes, impish, wanted to kill the sanctimony.

The joke: Asti and I read Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze, Lacan, Kristeva. Paul didn’t. He read Lacan’s “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter.’ ” That’s it, folks. How many times did I hear or read about Paul’s deep knowledge of Lacan?

Shawn, Paul’s first cousin once removed, talked about Paul and her mother, Phyllis, Paul’s cousin, the beautiful, kind Phyllis, who loved people and animals, a mythical person for me. I have seen photos. Paul loved her. She died young, thirty-eight years old, of breast cancer, leaving three children.

Nine feet deep, the deepest grave I have ever seen. A little mountain of dirt. The rabbi noted it was so deep because it’s a double grave. Now we know, I thought, Paul on the bottom, Siri on top. An erotic thought for eternity. I like this wishful ghoulish silliness. I read my heroic couplets, the ones I gave him for Christmas 2023. I knew he would be dead before the next Christmas. I’ve known for what seems like a long time because I lived with the patient. I read the couplets because he loved them. He wanted them placed inside the silver frame Carol gave him.

Shouldn’t it be for Miles? I said.

No, he said, for the heroic couplets.

Paul wanted to be buried as a Jew in a plain pine box, no embalming. He wanted kaddish. And the rabbi told a story about the origin of kaddish in Aramaic, not Hebrew, and a teacher who died and his students who celebrated him. A good story. I like the arguments of Judaism. I like the intellectual nitpicking about the law. There was the usual bullshit too about the body as a mere “container” and Paul’s spirit living on as long as we remember him. Yada yada yada.

Oh please, I want to scream. And where, I ask you, is the answering body? Where are the words from his wet, warm mouth? Where are the kisses I felt just the other day? Where is the man who held me as I held him? Where is the frail body I washed and dressed at the end of his life? It’s in that hole.

“This Living Hand.” Paul loved the Keats poem. Keats died before his twenty-sixth birthday. Paul could recite the poem from memory: This living hand, now warm and capable / Of earnest grasping, would, if it were cold / And in the icy silence of the tomb… I cannot get any further without looking up the words. He named the small press he started with Mitchell Sisskind Living Hand. Ten years before I met him. 1971.

He died. He is dead. He will decay in the earth. Dust to dust. We are embodied creatures. We cannot be reduced to organs, systems, brains, neurons, or genomes, but we cannot hide from our reality as living processes that end and become part of other living things. He wanted that. He wanted to feed the moving earth with his body.

Rage in me too. I’m probably angry at death. Stupid, so stupid. We die. God, Paul was brave. Calling on God again.

Home in the limousine. When I stepped out of the car, the limousine driver, Bobby, gave me his hand to assist me and offered his condolences. He said, I mean it. I really mean it. I know it’s a great loss. He takes his work seriously, driving the families of the dead. He meant it.

Asti, Ingy, and Liv managed to organize food at the house. I ate a whole plate—salmon and dill sauce, cold potatoes, and vegetables. I ate on the deck. Four of us. It was today, and I cannot remember who we were at the table outside, except Bruce [my brother-in-law, Ingy’s husband]. I remember Bruce. I remember sun on my face and listening to the chatter, the good chatter. People should talk, eat, smile, and laugh after funerals. We are still alive. But then a supernatural fatigue came over me. I heard the talk, but none of the words made sense anymore. I went upstairs to our bedroom and lay down on our bed. The widow can do whatever the hell she wants. The widow is given room. In some cultures, she has permission to prostrate herself, to kick and howl. Nordic cultures, not so much. I didn’t sleep on the bed. I just lay alone without real thoughts I can recall.

I heard nothing, but I knew with absolute certainty that Paul was taking the last two steps up to the third floor just beyond the open door. He crossed the landing, walked into the room, and stopped at the side of the bed. It wasn’t the sick Paul who couldn’t walk but the well Paul from before the fevers, before cancer, before treatment. I didn’t see, hear, or smell him. He didn’t touch me, but he was palpably there in the room. He occupied exactly the same space he would have occupied in life. I knew he had come to make sure I was all right. And as he stood near me in the room, his invisible, adoring, concerned presence flooded me with a dense, plump happiness.

Asti came to see how I was. I told her Paul had been there. She sat on the bed, and we talked. I cannot remember what we said, but it was good. Sister love, old with understandings.

It was only hours ago, but as I write about it, I realize I am breathing deeply, and my whole body relaxes with the memory of him looking at me. Then he left the room. I had no urge to chase him or call him back. I had lived a moment of grace.

I want to be a ghost.



	I. Joseph Joubert, The Notebooks of Joseph Joubert, edited and translated by Paul Auster (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1983), 150.







March 2024

Dear Miles,

I thought I would spend some time talking to you about your parents. First of all your mother, a person I have known since the day she was born, and then your father, who was already thirty-two when I met him seven years ago, and therefore what I know about his early years has come to me secondhand, through words, not my own memories. Still and all, in these last seven years, I have come to love and respect your father so much that I now consider him to be one of the closest friends I have ever had. In the case of your mother, I will confine myself to when she was young, even too young to remember the events I will describe. Nothing too elaborate, just some random remarks about a number of things she may not have told you.

She was a high-voltage, live-wire baby. Bouncing her, continually bouncing her, with ever mounting vigor as the weeks went by, to quell the pains in her belly caused by colic or some other digestive quandary. Doing deep knee bends with Sophie in our arms, jumping up and down with Sophie in our arms, or, at five months old or thereabouts, when she was strong enough to hold her head up on her own, planting her on my knees as I sat on the sofa, left knee up, left knee down, right knee up, and so on, all in a speeded up rhythm as I held on to her arms and alternately tugged on her right arm, then her left arm, and so on, creating sound effects to mimic the percussive blasts of a six-shooter going off as she rode the bucking bronco of her father’s knees. I called this little game Sophie Cowgirl, and not once did it fail to make her laugh.

At around the same time she was born, there was an ad on TV for Citibank that proclaimed: The Citi never sleeps. That became a standing joke for her parents, who would continually ask each other: What do Citibank and Sophie have in common?

To put it politely for the first year or so, she was a reluctant sleeper—and the only small child I have known who did not fall asleep in a moving car, not even at night. The world was simply too interesting to close her eyes to it, and there she was in her little seat in the back, gazing out the window at the sky, which offered a full range of clouds to be studied in the daytime and the stars and moon at night. Once, I remember, at a time when she was learning to speak, the three of us were standing outside on a clear Vermont night with a large, incandescent full moon above. Your grandmother pointed up at it and said, Look Sophie, there’s the moon, the moon, and little Sophie looked up with her and repeated the word and then, holding out her arms in a gesture of longing, she said: Moon, moon… Hold it. The four-word sentence stands out for me as one of the supreme moments of your mother’s early childhood.

Her first word uttered at eight months: Bye-bye. It would be several more months before we heard her make another intelligible sound.

Around the time of her first birthday, your mother stopped crying when she woke up in the morning and instead would sit up in her crib and play with her toys. Perfectly content, whispering sounds or words as your grandmother and I slept on in the next room of the small apartment. We would wake to the exquisite music of those solo playtimes, roll out of bed, go in to check on Sophie, change her soggy diaper, and begin the day. Precious memories.

When your mother was eleven months old, we packed her up with us and headed off for a two-month stay in Europe that began with a week in London, a month of living in a converted sheep barn in the South of France near Arles, and concluded with ten days or so in Paris seeing old friends. At some point in these travels (I can’t remember where), we celebrated your mother’s first birthday, but while I can bring back many things from all three of those places, what stands out most for me was the sensation your mother caused in London.

Without exaggeration, Sophie was one of the most beautiful babies I have ever seen, and even though she had no hair on her head to speak of, she attracted attention whenever she went out with us in public, sitting in her stroller and smiling at the people who walked by, often turning her hand around her wrist in a close approximation of a wave. Not your typical child’s wave, but something that resembled the compact but all-encompassing gesture of a queen or a pope. And there we were, pushing our little princess through the streets of London, where the adult population is notoriously restrained, but again and again, your young, exceedingly young mother would win them over with her smiles and courtly waves, and above all, her glorious face. It was hard to make it down a single short block without someone (mostly women someones) stopping us in our tracks and peeping in for a closer look at the wonder-girl, declaiming her to be a stunner… the most beautiful baby I’ve seen in years… an apparition. Your mother was a star, and she knew it, even then she knew it, and sitting in a highchair in the breakfast room at the hotel, she was showered with the same sort of attention by the guests, who flocked around her and gaped.

For five straight years, starting when your mother was two, we left the cramped and stuffy Brooklyn apartment to spend June, July (her birthday month) and August in a dilapidated, early nineteenth-century farmhouse on top of a remote hill in southern Vermont. One thousand dollars a month, utilities included (all we could afford), and in spite of the crumbling ceilings and warped floors, we were immensely happy there, all three of us.

The mornings were generally quite cool on our hilltop, but apart from the occasional rainy day, the sun would eventually perform its routine miracle of turning the yard around the house into a zone of warmth, so warm on most days that your mother would gradually shed her clothes (diaper included when she was two) and go through the rest of the afternoon without a stitch on her. Nothing unusual about that, not when you consider the lack of inhibition in two-, three-, and four-year-olds. What made your mother’s appearance hilarious, however, is that she insisted on wearing her “play shoes” at the same time, her cherished red plastic high heels that were supposed to be modeled on Dorothy’s slippers in The Wizard of Oz. Those slippers were on her all through the second and third summers we were there (ages three and four), and once she had mastered the art of walking around in high heels (in this case not so high and rather thick to boot), she was as sure-footed as when she wore flat shoes. There was something so ridiculous in the combination of nakedness and red high heels in a person so young that your grandmother and I had to suppress our laughter every time we saw her rigged out in that getup. Your mother had no idea she was ridiculous. She wore those shoes in dead earnest, and to laugh at her would have been an insult. Child at play: Do not disturb. As you might or might not remember yourself, play is the essential work of childhood, and if a child does not play, there is every chance that in later years he will become one fucked-up customer.

The red high heels are just one example of your mother’s preoccupations from roughly the age of three to five. Like millions of other small children, she was obsessed with trying to figure out who she was in the binary arrangement (back then) of the two sexes. She knew she was a girl because she had been told she was a girl, but that didn’t prevent her from asking at the age of three if and when she would grow a penis. Her doubt was real, and once we told her, no, you will never have a penis, meaning no, you’ll never be a boy, she threw herself into asserting her femininity in the most extravagant ways: she was a fairy princess, she was a prima ballerina, she was Dorothy in her magic slippers. For small boys, the approach is much the same: asserting their manhood by attaching themselves to pretend superheroes, soldiers, and the large muscular men who play professional sports. There are, of course, exceptions, the girls who don’t want to be girls but boys, and the boys who don’t want to be boys but girls, which either stops at a certain moment or doesn’t. In your mother’s case, her fixation on the outer trappings of extreme femininity faded around the time she was turning five. The idea that she was a girl had been fully absorbed, and now she could walk around in pants and sneakers knowing she was a girl through and through and would always be a girl until she grew up into a woman.

Looking back at what I have written so far, I see that this letter has gone on too long, so I will hold onto the other stories I was planning to tell you until the next letter. Except for one anecdote that needs to be told now.

Sophie’s talents in drawing and singing began to assert themselves quite early. Her kindergarten teacher told us that Sophie was the first pupil she’d had in twenty-five years of teaching who drew human figures from behind. At five and six, your mother was already producing densely detailed pictures of the neighborhood, all the way down to the little bees that hovered around the public trash cans in late summer and early fall. Everywhere she went for many years, she would carry along her sketch book and pencil, drawing happily at the table as the adults around her chattered on with their boring talk. It was a remarkable gift, really, crowned in her last year of high school by being asked to provide the cover art for the yearbook and, inside, portraits of each one of the graduating seniors. The cover, I recall, was a splendid rendering of a Converse All-Star sneaker. As for her singing, your grandmother and I had no idea that she had any gift for it, since we never heard her singing at home, but when she was eight or nine, she joined the Lower School Chorus, and when the evening came to perform for the parents, out stepped our little girl from the other singers to blast forth a couple of solo passages in the middle of a Negro spiritual they were doing. Her voice was big and clear and beautiful, and both of her parents were stunned. After the performance, her music teacher told us that Sophie had a rare talent for someone her age, and we would be committing a crime if we did not arrange to give her singing lessons. We gave her the lessons, and, as you well know, dear Miles, your mother has been writing the words and music of countless songs and singing those songs on records and in live performances for the past twenty years. It is what she does. She is thirty-six as I write this, and I can’t know what will have happened to her and the world in the fifteen or eighteen years that will have passed before you read this letter, but if she is in good health and the world hasn’t blown up, I strongly suspect she will still be doing it.

Now for the story I have been saving for the end of this letter. Your mother was eleven, and, one afternoon the three of us were on the subway together, sitting side by side on a bench with Sophie in the middle. As usual at such moments, she was drawing, and when I glanced over to see what she was doing, I was astonished by how good it was. Wow, Sophie, I said, this is magnificent. Maybe, when you get older, you can go to art school and become a painter. Sophie turned, looked me in the eye and said: Are you kidding, Dad? I don’t want to lock myself up in a room all day the way you and Mom do [opening her arms for emphasis], I want to be out there in the world performing.

How could I possibly answer her? I had made the decision to become a writer at fifteen, and her mother had made the same decision even earlier, at twelve or thirteen. If Sophie didn’t change her mind there would be no stopping her. There wasn’t—because she didn’t.

Your Papa






Reading Ghosts

Where are you, Paul? After my mother died, I kept asking myself, How can Mamma be nowhere? I wasn’t living with her, so she didn’t go missing from the rooms of my own house, but the idea that I could no longer locate her in Southview Suites, part of the Northfield Retirement Community in Northfield, Minnesota, that she wasn’t anywhere anymore, baffled me. The question Where are the dead? cannot be answered by He’s in the cemetery or She’s in those ashes stored in an urn on the mantelpiece. I sometimes wish I were one of those people comforted by the phrase He’s in heaven. Isn’t heaven another name for nowhere? And even if heaven exists, it’s not here, is it?

I’ve immersed myself in bereavement studies. When troubled, I read. I read obsessively about whatever is troubling me. It doesn’t solve the problem. It brings me distance. It chills the burn. It’s preferable to a bottle of scotch.

One afternoon in the Berkshires house, I was lying on the bed in my room reading Bereavement: Studies of Grief in Adult Life, by Colin Murray Parkes, a classic in the field. Grieving widow on vacation in Massachusetts reads about grieving widows in London, in light of broader theories about attachment and infant development. Attachment studies is known territory for me. I relax. I read John Bowlby’s Attachment and Loss carefully many years ago and have been immersed in the material ever since. I’ve had the habit of afternoon reading for a long time, but there’s always a danger of falling asleep. Sometimes I pause but stay awake. Other times, I give in to a short nap. That day, I lay on the bed in a state of reverie, my eyes closing and opening, dimly but pleasantly aware that the light in the room was turning increasingly yellow. I had an all-is-well-with-the-world drowsy feeling that may have lasted half an hour, but I didn’t sleep. After I roused myself to full consciousness, I lay there thinking, and, in the minute or so that followed, I understood that while I had been hovering in the borderland between full wakefulness and sleep, Paul had been alive for me. I had forgotten he was dead. Hypnagogic hallucinations, the pictures and sounds many people see and hear before falling asleep, occur in that between world, but I was further away from sleep than that. Yes, I was in the country with the kids and Miles, and, yes, I was alone and had stopped reading in the bedroom, but while I was suspended in that between zone, I had the illusion that Paul was somewhere in the house. For half an hour, I was restored to the comfortable sense that even though Paul wasn’t right in front of me, he was somewhere.

Remembering, forgetting, imagining, dreaming, hallucinating. Do we always know where one begins and the other ends?

Where are you? I find myself saying these words aloud in a plaintive moan as I go up and down the steps in the house.

I discover Sophie says it too: Where are you, Dad?

Human beings aren’t alone in longing for and looking for their dead. Many species mourn and search. The ethologist Konrad Lorenz, who spent years studying graylag geese, describes a goose’s search for her dead partner. “The goose moves about restlessly by day and night, flying great distances and visiting all places where the partner might be found, uttering all the time the penetrating trisyllabic long-distance call.”I

Where are you?

I can hunt for my lost partner by writing about him in this book, impossible for a goose, but the goose and I are both social animals attached to a fellow creature, and neither of us can locate the one who’s missing, much less call him back to life.

The word bereavement has violent roots—to deprive, plunder, rob, take away by force.

From Parkes: “It is fair to say that the pining or yearning that constitutes separation anxiety is the characteristic feature of the pang of grief.”I Sometimes stating the obvious is important.

When Sophie was little and I left her to travel for my books or even for a few hours to go out to dinner, she cried when I left, and I would feel an aching “tug” in my chest, as if between her and me an invisible rubber band were being stretched to its breaking point. It takes a while for an infant to understand that a parent can leave the room and disappear from her sight but not from the world. Peek-a-boo is a primal game of presence and absence. I see you. Now I don’t. Here you are again! We learn that rhythm so well that when it stops, we protest, rage, flail, and search.

On May 3, the day we buried Paul, I felt him walk into the bedroom, and in that brief ecstatic interval, I knew exactly where he was.

“It is as if there were in the human consciousness a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of what we may call ‘something there,’ ” writes William James, “more deep and more general than any of the special and particular ‘senses’ by which the current psychology supposes existent realities to be originally revealed…. The person affected will feel ‘a presence’ in the room, definitely localized, facing in one particular way, real in the most emphatic sense of the word, often coming suddenly, and as suddenly gone; and yet neither seen, heard, touched, nor cognized in any of the usual ‘sensible’ ways.”I

James was no stranger to presences. He had felt them. In the passage above, from The Varieties of Religious Experience, he emphasizes that the person affected is convinced the presence is real. Paul was real for me. I felt him in the room. After their eighteen-month-old son died, William and his wife, Alice, consulted a medium. They weren’t and aren’t alone. The need to reach across the abyss and recover the lost spouse, the lost parent, the lost child, is urgent. William also asked Alice to try to contact him after he died. He didn’t know whether consciousness lived on after death or not, but he didn’t rule out the possibility. Spiritualism had greater intellectual dignity in the early twentieth century than it does now. James co-founded the American Society for Psychical Research, which included many prominent scholars as members. He subscribed to a form of panpsychism, the idea that mind or consciousness is a fundamental attribute of the universe. In the last twenty years or so, panpsychism has gradually become acceptable again in analytical philosophy. David Chalmers, who sipped the Last Word cocktail beside me in the hotel in Washington, DC, now views panpsychism as a reasonable way out of the intractable mind/body problem. (This position doesn’t make Professor Chalmers a spiritualist.)

William’s younger brother Henry, the novelist, thought the paranormal was bunk, a belief that didn’t prevent him from writing my favorite ghost story: The Turn of the Screw.

Physicists who have grown accustomed to “spooky” realms of quantum are also puzzled by consciousness. In an interview with The Observer, January 11, 1931, Erwin Schrödinger said, “Consciousness cannot be accounted for in physical terms.” In a video interview I found at The Curious Wavefunction online, the physicist Edward Witten said he didn’t believe the problem of consciousness could be solved by physics.

It hasn’t been solved by any discipline.

Asti is working on a book about the history of spiritualism and the mediums who contact the dead. My sister doesn’t believe in the supernatural, but she’s interested in what falls in and out of scientific culture in different eras and in the subcultures where spiritualism still thrives. She has talked to lots of mediums from the Lily Dale Assembly, an organization in the hamlet, Lily Dale, advertised as “New York’s home for mediumship and spiritual healing.”

Asti said that when I told her about feeling Paul’s presence, I had no emotion in my voice.

I want to be a ghost.

I wanted the ghost.

The statistic that keeps coming up in my reading: Between 30 and 60 percent of people in mourning experience some kind of presence. W. Dewi Rees’s 1971 study “The Hallucinations of Widowhood” pops up again and again in the literature. Rees interviewed 227 widows and 66 widowers in Wales. “Almost half the people interviewed had hallucinations or illusions of the dead spouse.”I Rees found that although many of those he talked to had kept their encounters to themselves, afraid family and friends would think they were crazy, they showed no signs of mental illness and had welcomed their ghosts. He also discovered that older people “were hallucinated” more than younger people, and that these visions and feelings were linked to long, happy marriages and parenthood.

This feeling of presence, FoP for short, has also been linked to Parkinson’s disease, schizophrenia, and brain injury.

Paul wasn’t my first “presence.” I think I was eleven when I first felt a menacing presence at the bottom of the stairs in the house where I grew up. Weeks would pass without my feeling it, and then, as I stood at the top and looked down to the floor below, I would feel its thereness, as surely as if it were some visible person. A part of me was certain I wouldn’t be strangled, molested, or murdered when I reached the bottom, but I would pause to mount my courage anyway, count to ten, rush down the stairs, grip the railing with one hand, the wall with the other, and leap over the last five steps to the floor below. Eventually, the threatening, nameless presence went away.

My cousin Maureen felt a presence in the basement of her family house shortly after her father, my uncle Mac, died of a heart attack at age fifty-one. When I asked her if she was certain it was her father, she said, Who else would it have been?

A friend of mine, S., felt the presence of her mother-in-law. Not long before the woman died, she had made S. promise on the telephone to take care of her son, a promise S. had not taken lightly. From what I could understand, the presence was accompanied by a feeling of ambivalence in S. The woman didn’t make her son promise to take care of himself; it was the wife’s job. I would have felt ambivalent too.

A woman at a party told me she had felt her beloved grandmother a few days after she died. Another friend saw his dead grandfather, saw him as he had seen him in life.

I find an essay by Patricia Pearson in The Walrus, “Why Do We See Dead People?” She writes about her brother-in-law, who had visited her sister’s, his wife’s, grave outside Montreal by motorcycle. The weather turned, and, although he was an experienced rider, he felt anxious about the two-and-a-half-hour journey home in the rain. On the road, he suddenly became aware of his dead wife’s presence behind him, which then became tactile—he felt her arms around him. He was elated. “What I know,” he said, “is that it did not feel at all like a product of my imagination. It felt external to me. It felt real.”

People who find themselves in extremity—explorers, climbers, adventurers—sometimes experience “third-man syndrome.” When faced with likely demise, they gain an invisible comrade—a presence that walks, climbs, and endures with them. The most famous story may belong to Ernest Shackleton, Frank Worsley, and Tom Crean. On an expedition to Antarctica, the three left their collapsing ice-bound ship for a whaling station to seek help for the crew they had left behind. Although none of them spoke of it during their harrowing thirty-six-hour journey, each one of the three men felt a fourth, silent, invisible man traveling with them. In The Waste Land, T. S. Eliot, who knew the story, used it, but he had the number of men wrong. “The third man” is taken from Eliot’s poem, presence as anonymous angelic helper.

Why, I wonder, without saying a word to one another, did all three men conjure that figure of rescue?

On the day of Paul’s burial, I wasn’t crossing the ice to save anyone. I wasn’t climbing Everest, or stuck in a hole after an avalanche, but extreme duress isn’t limited to men on high-stakes adventures. We ordinary folks are also thrown into crisis when suddenly deprived of a loved person. There must be a connection between the feeling of a mysterious extra “man” and the sudden, unexpected return of a dead person. The third man is an anonymous presence; the dead person known and named. But in both cases, the people who feel the presences aren’t sick, are they?

Our nervous systems are highly attuned to deprivation. Every sighted human being has a blind spot in each eye that should logically interfere with seeing the world, but it doesn’t. When we are asleep, outside stimuli are blocked, and we may manufacture dreams to fill the blank. Some people who are losing their eyesight begin to hallucinate during the day. It’s called Charles Bonnet Syndrome. Sensory deprivation tanks produce hallucinations in most of their occupants after about fifteen to twenty minutes. Nothing turns into something.

I imagine Paul smiling at my attempts to understand his presence. Maybe I just came back, Siri. Maybe I just needed to make sure you were okay after they put me in the ground.

Olaf Blanke, a Swiss neuroscientist who has researched hallucinations and out-of-body experiences and has made advances in neuroprosthetics, triggered an anonymous presence in a patient with epilepsy by poking a bit of her brain, the temporoparietal junction.I Eight years later, Blanke and his colleagues reported that they had produced a feeling of presence in healthy people. The presence was not in front of or beside but behind them. They used robots whose perfectly timed tactile stimulations created “sensorimotor conflicts” in the subjects’ brains. The participants weren’t able to integrate the sensory signals coming in, and, according to Blanke’s theory, they then misperceived their own body as another person’s.I

I cannot understand how Paul on the steps, entering the room, and pausing beside our bed would be a misrepresentation of my own unmoving prone self.

The Blanke team is interested in schizophrenia, not grief. People with the illness often have problems locating themselves in space and may confuse the pronouns “I” and “you,” but there is no settled theory about why the confusion occurs, nor does it necessarily involve a feeling of presence.

And yet grief also plays havoc with motor-sensory signals coming from outside and inside a person’s body. Why are the spaces I move through exactly the same—the same rooms, furniture, books, pictures, views from the windows—when Paul, who belonged so intimately to those spaces, is no longer part of the picture? And where is the feeling inside me that accompanied his living presence?

Maybe ghosts step into perceptual and emotional voids created by our unconscious expectations made over time.

The fairy godmother appears and grants my dearest wish.

When I was a college student on a semester abroad in Chiang Mai, Thailand, I saw spirit houses everywhere, the miniature architecture of the country’s animist tradition. People appease the spirits with offerings. Ghosts are everywhere in Thailand, but they’re fickle creatures, sometimes kind, sometimes cruel, sometimes just mischievous.

I read that in the Navajo tradition, precautions are taken during death rites to prevent underworld ghosts from returning to torment the living. It seems that what persists after death are the person’s negative feelings—spite, sorrow, rage, envy.

In most cultures the dead don’t stay put. They act on or with the living.

The new wisdom in bereavement studies is “continuing bonds.” You don’t have to “get over it.” You can continue to commune with the dead person. The command to “go through the five stages of grief” has lost its allure, at least among scholars. The change came after criticism of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s famous 1969 book, On Death and Dying, which divided grief into stages: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. The popular version of these stages, which simplifies and distorts the book, still has mass appeal, I think, because, once you get to acceptance, you’re better again. Everyone wants to get better. But maybe the conflict between stages of grief and continuing bonds isn’t as stark as it seems. Grief changes. It may not evolve in predictable, neat stages, but Kübler-Ross wrote her book about dying people, not all mourners, and she didn’t imply rigidity in the stages. Acceptance doesn’t have to mean giving up all “bonds” with the dead person. Wouldn’t that require amnesia?

Baumgartner is still mourning Anna nine years after her death. Will I be alive in nine years?

I read a paper in Transcultural Psychiatry and kept thinking about a story in it. The authors quote a much earlier paper, by the anthropologist William Foster Matchett. His vivid reporting about a recently widowed Hopi woman haunts me. I’m no expert on the complex mythologies of Hopi culture, but I’ve understood that the dead move in the world of the living, and I know a person’s beliefs shape her experience.

“She described how she would sit alone in her room in the evening and draw all the shades, and then, almost nightly, a vision of her deceased husband would appear before her chair. He would say little to her. At first she found this experience a very comforting one and looked forward to his presence. Later, he began quite persistently to say things like: ‘I’m gone now, don’t bring me back any more; I don’t want to come back.’ In the last month before her hospitalisation, the apparition stood in front of her chair, caressed her hair, then softly touched her cheek. She could distinctly feel his fingers move gently from her cheek to her neck; then suddenly he began to strangle her. She sprang to her feet in terror, ‘struggled free,’ threw on the light, and ‘he was gone.’ Gradually, the apparition began to show signs of physical decay. She reported that flesh on his hands and arms was turning to ‘skin and bones’ and that his clothing was deteriorating.”I

The woman welcomes her husband, but as time goes on, it’s as if she’s forcing him to visit her against his will. His loving touch turns murderous, and the reality of decomposition intrudes on her visions. It’s the stuff of Hollywood horror movies, but the ghost also tells a story about the woman’s changing grief. Maybe she needed to “struggle free” from the man’s hold over her. I’ve thought of Paul in his grave under nine feet of dirt, and I’ve imagined what’s happening to his body. In a session with Dr. O., she told me that she had never heard a patient speak of experiencing the luminous presence of a dead person in one sentence and mention his decaying body in the next. But maybe these two truths—the dead person continues to walk in the spaces where he lived and the dead person is decaying underground—illustrate the push and pull of mourning itself, a tug-of-war between presence and absence in which the two forces aren’t easily kept separate. In Western cultures, we do everything we can not to think of putrefaction. Whatever one’s view of an afterlife may be, bodily disintegration belongs to dying.

I’m afraid of dying. Paul didn’t seem afraid. He didn’t believe in paradise or a world to come either. In the days of hospice, I asked him about fear, and he answered me simply, Of course I’m afraid to die. But the people who loved him didn’t feel his fear. Over and over, I’ve thought that Paul’s courage was his gift to us. Many cultures distinguish good deaths from bad ones. Paul had a good death.

A couple of days ago, as I was puzzling over how to write about Paul’s presence in these pages, I received an email from Carol about a radio tribute to Paul that will be broadcast on August 14 in Japan. Paul’s ghost is a character in the show. His translator, a professor of American literature and an old friend, Motoyuki Shibata, is also in it. I sent an email to Moto to find out what it was all about. He wrote back immediately, “It’s significant that they plan to broadcast the program on the evening of August 14th, since August 15 in Japan is traditionally the day when the dead come back to the world for a day. So the idea that Paul comes back to run a program is not as farfetched as it may sound.”

When a writer dies, the books he leaves behind him qualify as “remains.”

Ghosts is the title of the second volume of The New York Trilogy by Paul Auster, an author now dead, who will be resurrected for an hour as a ghost in a radio play in Japan. The voice of the fictional Auster will evoke another Paul Auster, the character in the first volume of The New York Trilogy, City of Glass, who is married to a fictional Siri inside the book, whom Quinn, the novel’s protagonist, meets. After I first read the passage, I told Paul it was the only time in my life I had been able to shake my own hand. Quinn feels the small bones of that hand.

After I tell Moto that the program sounds good, he sends me a second note. “Sometimes the dead arrive early, as early as the thirteenth, so probably it’s safer to say the dead return ‘around August 15th.’ ”

In Japan, the dewad come to visit the living sometime around August 15 every year. I wonder if the number of felt presences goes up among the Japanese during that time. Joe Yamamoto and his colleagues reported that eighteen of twenty widows they interviewed in Tokyo reported feeling the presence of their dead husbands. “None of the Tokyo widows worried about their sanity because they felt their husband’s presence.” Context determines madness or sanity. The authors conclude: “The almost universal Japanese custom of ancestor worship serves an important adaptive function in the work of mourning.”I

I began to smell cigar smoke soon after I came home from the Berkshires. The first time I smelled it, I was in my study. I went to the window and opened it to investigate. No smoker outside. The odor never lasts long, a few sniffs; then it vanishes, but I’ve inhaled it in every room of the house. It comes to me at least once or twice a day, sometimes more often. I don’t see smoke. I just smell it. Asti tells me that in the spiritualist community, smells are signs the dead are close. On the internet, I find a medium, Karen Noé: “We can often tell our deceased loved ones are around us when we smell their perfume, flowers, cigar or cigarette smoke, or any other familiar smell they had.”

Some people with epilepsy have olfactory hallucinations during their auras, as do, more rarely, people with migraine. I’ve had migraine with aura since childhood, but my auras have never included odors.

Paul quit smoking over nine years ago. Cigar smoke hasn’t been wafting through this house for some time, and it was never blowing in my study. Paul vaped for several years after he quit cigars, but it isn’t a vape I smell. Thousands of little cigars surely contributed to Paul’s lung cancer. In our neoliberal world of fierce moral punishment for unhealthy personal habits, you’d think the smell would pain me: If only he hadn’t smoked. But it doesn’t. For years, I suggested that Paul go in for regular lung X-rays. He always waved me off. I’m fine, he would say. Unlike his hypochondriacal wife, who sees her death on the other side of every medical test, Paul maintained a position of invincibility.

In the last year of Paul’s life, our doctor-writer friend Frank Huyler asked Paul whether he regretted smoking. Paul said he had thought long and hard about the question, and that he did not. Paul wrote the screenplay for and was credited as co-filmmaker with Wayne Wang on the movie Smoke (1995), which turns on the comings and goings of characters in a Brooklyn cigar store. A writer, Paul Benjamin (Benjamin was Paul’s middle name), played by William Hurt, is a store regular. He buys Schimmelpennincks. He’s also grieving the death of his wife, who was run over by a car. Auggie Wren (Harvey Keitel) works in the store. Every morning for years, Auggie has taken a photograph of his “corner” outside the building to document the incremental changes brought on by shifting seasons, weather, and pedestrian life. I love the scene where Paul, the character, and Auggie look at the photos. Among the many people caught by the camera is Paul’s dead wife. The movie character Paul says, Oh look at my sweet darling.

Now that my Paul is dead, I’ve been thinking about all the grieving characters in his work. I’m going to count them, but right now it’s hard for me to open his books. The words hurt too much.

The movie Smoke began as a story that was published in The New York Times on Christmas Day. It was the first work of fiction ever published on the paper’s op-ed page. A photo of “the corner” appeared alongside it. Many readers thought the story was true and wrote to protest Paul Auster taking credit for Auggie Wren’s work.

I never asked Paul if he regretted smoking, probably because I knew the answer. It’s not as if the man had no regrets. He regretted life decisions he had made before I met him, and he regretted them with a keen, flagellating misery. What was I thinking? he would say.

A dear friend of Paul’s and mine, a vigorous man well into his eighties, continues to smoke more than a pack of cigarettes a day. I guess he’s a wild fact, but there are many others like him.

After Paul started to run a fever every afternoon in September of 2022, our primary care physician, Dr. K., sent Paul for a lung X-ray. The radiology report included a description of smokers’ lungs but no evidence of a tumor. After Paul died, Dr. K. returned to the image and studied it carefully—no sign of cancer. While Paul was in treatment, I read two radiology papers about how X-rays often miss tumors. In many cases, it isn’t negligence on the part of the radiologist. Instead, the technology may not be refined enough to detect the growth. Nevertheless, an X-ray in the Mount Sinai ER in November, only two months later, detected both Paul’s pneumonia and the mass. Of course, that X-ray was taken after doctors had seen the CT. The CT was in the case file.

I once read about a woman who began to suffer from gastrointestinal discomfort and nausea. She went to several doctors, but none of them was able to diagnose her problem. Her symptoms got worse. Her belly became alarmingly distended, and she felt new, peculiar pains. She ended up in the ER, and it was there the doctors discovered the woman was five months pregnant. Years before, she had been told she was sterile. She would never have children. It was on her medical record. Not a single physician doubted that fact once it had been confidently entered into her history.

Lessons in medicine. Expectation shapes perception.

Whether you explain my smelling smoke as the trace of an actual phantom hovering in the vicinity or as a trick of the human nervous system, the experience is common.

The odor of Schimmelpennincks that comes and goes has become a comfort to me in these last weeks, a sensual trace of my past with Paul that somehow has wafted into the present, an odor that collapses time.

The feeling of Paul’s presence hasn’t returned, but while it was happening, it brought back not only a feeling of him but a feeling of us, of our relationship—of what was alive between us—and its emotional force overwhelmed me with pleasure.

In his book Grief Worlds, the philosopher Matthew Ratcliffe, who cites Merleau-Ponty as an influence, suggests that bereaved people have lost “possibilities” that were opened by being with the other person in “a life structure.” Therefore, he writes, it’s “an oversimplification to state that some possibilities are experienced as mine, others as yours, and others as ours. What is experienced as negated might be a possibility that was mine but one that also opened up other possibilities that were ours.”

I will speak more plainly: Yes, I am mourning Paul, but most of the time, I am mourning Siri and Paul. I am mourning AND. I am mourning how the AND made me feel in the world. That AND where he and I overlapped.

I felt more vivid to myself when I was with Paul. I was living in time, not hovering outside it looking in and trying to understand where these days, these months, have gone. He was always somewhere. He was in the house working downstairs. I could hear his typewriter, or his steady step on the stairs, or a door closing as he left a room, or him calling up to me in his sonorous voice. And even when he was traveling, I could find the name of the hotel where he was staying. I could reach him on the phone. He was there, and what moved between us was alive.

The AND matters.

D. W. Winnicott, the British psychoanalyst and pediatrician, once said, “There is no such thing as a baby.” He explained what he meant by saying there is “a baby and someone.”

I watch little Miles, a sucking, wriggling, rolling, sliding, reaching, grasping, sitting, smiling, laughing, crying little person. He is emerging as a singular, energetic being. But someone, usually Sophie or Spencer, carries him from one place to another and tucks him into his stroller, car seat, or crib. Someone puts him down on the floor for playtime and watches him. His parents feed, soothe, kiss, and entertain him. Miles and Mom. Miles and Dad. Miles and Mom and Dad. Miles and his babysitter, Ericka, Miles and Mormor. Miles on the roof of the building in Tribeca where both Asti and Ingy live—rocked, bounced, petted, and cooed over by great-aunts and cousins once and twice removed, by his family. Before birth, the umbilical mother-and-fetus connection is literally intercorporeal. After birth, babies remain creatures of AND who grow and learn through the bodies of other people. Without care, human infants die. The umbilical cord may be cut, but reattachment to a caretaker is essential. If we’re lucky, we were all like Miles once, completely dependent, but trusting and thriving in the world of AND.

Yes, grieving people have separation anxiety.

We find ourselves in the faces of others. In your eyes I see what I am for you. In Paul’s face, I saw myself as a radiant person. I think he saw it in my face too—that he shone for me. He saw it in Sophie’s face, and she saw it in his, and then Spencer’s face too became a reflective space of mutual love.

Miles will become less and less dependent on his parents, but his attachments won’t end when he becomes an adult. Our first great passion in life is with that someone. It’s often our mothers, but not necessarily. Early connection can go wrong too. It can be interrupted by accident, illness, depression, and ghosts from the past, with their envy, rage, and sorrow.

The most painful reality in this world is not loving someone and losing him to death but an inability to love, which also means feeling no empathy and no guilt because the connection to others, ordinary attachment, has never developed or has been cut. Other human beings are reduced to props to be manipulated for narcissistic satisfaction. Although history offers many versions of this character, the ruthless psychopath as hero plays a special role in American culture of rugged individualism taken to its extremes: the gangster, corporate raider, con artist, political demagogue.

Paul refused to say his name. He just called him 45. Pathology as politics.

I smell smoke every day. Its arrival in my nostrils is unpredictable, but I’m fond of the odor as a sensual sign of my dead husband. I think that once a person learns to speak and becomes literate, symbols are embodied in her in ways that are poorly understood because in the West, we have been locked into a mind/body division that is simply false. My daily inhalation of smoke is my embodied trace of the man I loved. He wanted to be a ghost, and now he is one for me.

Odors come and go, intangible, fleeting, their origins often out of sight. Someone, somewhere is baking bread, frying a sausage, smoking a little cigar.

Paul’s presence on the day of his funeral returned me to a feeling made between us, crucial to a relationship that had grown, changed, and developed over time. The pleasure, the energy of two people, the possibilities that had been alive between him and me, came to an abrupt end with his death. Joy in his living presence and pain in his absence can’t be separated. In those moments on the afternoon of May 3, after I had looked down on the pine box, which held a corpse, I felt Paul walk into the bedroom, and the ineffable feeling I longed for was briefly restored to me. I got him back.
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Time Again and Time Imagined

Sophie’s photo is dated March 11, 2024: Miles’s head is in the foreground as he lies on his mother’s lap, but the real subject is his grandfather. Paul is seated in a club chair in the library. He has one foot propped up on its twin in front of him, reading glasses on his nose, notebook open on his lap, pen poised for action. His posture is almost jaunty. His lips are pressed together in an expression of concentrated readiness for the next sentence, a shine of humor in his eyes. He’s writing a letter to Miles.

I wish I had asked Paul to tell me in greater detail about his plan for the letters. He was going to write more about his family and about me and my family. He had spoken to Spencer’s father, Peter, about Ostrander lore, and to Spencer’s mother, Patricia, whose family name is Bean. After he died, I found a small page on Paul’s desk covered in Paul’s tiny handwriting. A sampling:

“Father’s death—Peter sailing expeditions June 2, 1963—rented bigger boat that day—P inexperienced—capsized—swim to another boat—father sits down, smiles [illegible], then keels over with heart attack, other boat, helped get to shore. Mother worshipped him”

Peter Ostrander saw his father die.

“Clayton Bean 12 when father died 9 mother.”

Patricia Bean’s father was orphaned at twelve.

There was a kind of innocence in Paul, my friend Anna Motz said to me while we were having dinner together not long ago. She remembered him showing her photographs from last Christmas here in Brooklyn. He pointed to Liv, Asti, and Ingy, to our nieces and nephews, explained what each of them did, and bragged about them. It was early April. Paul had received his death sentence, but he was still ambulatory, and he walked downstairs to greet Anna. I had never used the word innocence to describe Paul before the word fell from Anna’s mouth, but once she had said it, I felt its rightness. Anna is a forensic psychologist. Her theoretical sophistication is matched by an uncanny intuitive ability to penetrate other human beings—skills she uses in her work with prison inmates. Paul assumed the frozen strangers in the photographs would interest Anna because they were of great interest to him, and he was eager to share his enthusiasm with her.

The man could watch a movie for the umpteenth time with someone who had never seen it before because he saw the film through the initiate’s eyes, and this delighted him.

He loved reading to people from his own books but also from the books of others. He would leap up from a dinner party at our house, run to find the desired volume, return to the table, and then read a poem or a passage from a novel to the assembled company.

After he finished Baumgartner, Paul gave the manuscript to Sophie and Spencer. His daughter read the book quickly, but Spencer, busy with his own work, took longer. Paul called his son-in-law at least twice to see how the reading was coming along. On the following Sunday with the kids, Sophie and I went out for manicures and pedicures in the neighborhood, while Spencer and Paul remained at the house. Spencer firmly believes we were away for four hours, which seems long, but Sophie and I may have done a few errands before or after the finger and toe treatments. When the women, newly buffed and painted, stepped through the front door, we heard Paul’s even voice coming from the living room. After finding out exactly where Spencer had left off in the book, Paul had begun reading aloud. He had almost finished. I just have a few pages left.

From a lyrical condolence letter by email that came from an editor of Paul’s in the Netherlands, Elik Lettinga:

“His voice. Yours. A drink, banter about the pros and cons of postmodern writing. A story, by John Barthes, was it?, that Paul read to us only to be met by unisono resistance. It is dead, Paul, I remember you saying.

Your garden on a sunny day, Campari, me diligently smoking a cigar and listening to Paul read from the NPR stories. You arrived when I was fading and delivered me—she wants to go, Paul.”

Listeners sent in true stories that Paul read aloud on public radio in 1999. The stories were collected in a book, which in the United States was titled I Thought My Father Was God: And Other True Tales from NPR’s National Story Project.

He took childlike joy in beloved people and beloved books.

Paul regularly declared his love and admiration for me to me—and to anybody else who happened to be around and would listen—family, friends, acquaintances, the contractor, the plumber, journalists interviewing him.

I was wise. I was wonderful. I was brilliant. I was a genius, in fact.

I told him to be wary of idealizing me.

He told me every day that I was beautiful, as if no wrinkles and sags had ever touched this old body.

I love to watch you walk across the room naked.

I’m smiling as I remember the husband’s superlatives about the wife. He bragged about his daughter, too, and, after Spencer came into our lives, he bragged about his son-in-law, which returns us to Letters to Miles. Paul’s innocence was such that he didn’t feel his praise for people he loved redounded to him. He was merely pointing out what he believed to be obvious.

There are seven letters to Miles. The magic number returns. The grandfather tells his grandson about his wondrous parents, Sophie Auster and Spencer Ostrander. The three S’s—Siri, Sophie, and Spencer—came first in his life. On March 11, the day of Sophie’s snapshot, the outcome of the cancer saga was uncertain. Paul had told Spencer he didn’t know what to write, and it was Spencer who suggested the letters to his grandson. Writing and time. The past of writing becomes the present of reading, even if there are centuries between writer and reader. Paul isn’t addressing the speechless, three-month-old infant who rests on his mother’s lap in the photo. He’s writing to the future young-man-Miles, an imaginary character who lives in a time that is no more than anticipation.

In his own father, Paul had felt the Auster family’s trauma, long before he knew about the murder and his grandmother’s trial in Kenosha. Paul stayed in touch with some Auster relatives, a dear cousin, Marc, and his family, and Shawn, who spoke at his burial, and her siblings, Josh and Jenny, but other relatives remained angry at Paul for revealing the family secret in The Invention of Solitude.

On the Bogat side, Queenie’s sister, Marjorie, was important to Paul. She married the poet and translator Allen Mandelbaum, who became Paul’s mentor. “Uncle Allen” translated Homer’s Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses. He also read and criticized Paul’s early work. Paul stayed in touch with their son, his cousin Jonathan, an Oxford-trained historian, who married the girl he fell for in high school and raised two children with her, as well as his mother’s cousin, the artist Regina Bogat, and her daughter, Anna. All in all, the Bogat side constituted a happier lineage.

I don’t know how many of these people were going to make an appearance in the letters.

Paul’s sister, Janet, now seventy-four, has suffered from mental illness since she graduated from college. She is an artistic person of uncommon determination, courage, and vivacity who has spent much of her life since in treatment facilities and halfway houses and now lives in an assisted living residence in Hartford, Connecticut. Since their early childhood, Paul looked out for his sister. Every Sunday for decades, the two spoke on the phone.

And yet except for Janet, Paul’s deepest family connections were with my father, my mother, my sisters, and, over time, my sister’s husbands, Steve, Jon, and Bruce, and their children.

About a month after Paul died, Sophie and I were talking about her father. Who will speak in hyperbole about us now, Mom?

We have to tell ourselves, I said to her, we’re lucky we had that. I didn’t say, It will never come back. No one will ever be like that for us again—but I thought it. Paul enchanted me with his love and admiration. He enchanted his daughter and his son-in-law, too, and, albeit with somewhat less intensity, he enchanted the rest of my family.

In Paul’s face I found myself better than I am, but not better than I want to be.

When I look at Sophie’s photograph of Paul writing to the future Miles on March 11, 2024, I imagine I can catapult myself through the frame. It’s as if I’m sitting on the sofa, and I have time again. He and I have time again. The room’s familiarity, the proximity to the body of the man so recently here, makes me breathe more quickly. And then a gut spasm, tears, and an archaic phrase rises up from nowhere: torn asunder.




March 2024

Dear Miles,

What I want to talk about today is adversity, and how your mother handled it when she was young.

In the subway, she had talked about wanting to perform, which meant more than just singing but acting as well. She seemed equally talented in both, and once she had been at her singing lessons for two or three years (in the form of once-a-week afterschool sessions with one of her music teachers), she asked us if she could start attending acting workshops at the Lee Strasberg Studio on Saturday mornings in Manhattan. After years of struggle with money, in particular the acute lack of it, your grandmother and I were at last earning enough to afford singing and acting lessons for our daughter. Note well, Miles, we were not pushing her. Your mother had asked us for those things because they were her passions, and our thinking was that young people with a passionate interest in something—whether chess or basketball or collecting bugs—tend to be happier and more focused than children who don’t, and because most of these passions take a long time to master, you must work hard and discipline yourself to keep at it, which can only help you when you advance into adulthood, where hard work and perseverance become the bedrock of your most passionate, self-driven pursuits. Beyond that, we did not sit around speculating about your mother’s golden future. We were fixed on the now, only the now, and figured the future would take care of itself.

When she was fourteen, her singing teacher said there was nothing more he could do to help her improve. If she wanted to go on, he knew a first-rate voice coach and teacher on the Upper West Side, Mary F., who worked with Juilliard students and professionals. He would call her if Sophie was interested, and since she was, she went uptown the following week to do her audition. Your grandmother accompanied her, and not long after they returned to the house in Brooklyn, Mary F. called and announced that Sophie had been accepted, then added that she had never heard a sixteen-year-old sing as powerfully and beautifully as your mother had that afternoon. When your Mormor corrected her and said that Sophie was only fourteen, the teacher gasped loudly into a phone—a spontaneous burst of astonishment.

Your mother kept going to her weekly lessons with Mary F. all through high school and even beyond (I think), mostly studying pieces from the classical repertoire, which is not the kind of music your mother composes or sings, but the fundamental skill she learned from Mary F. was how to breathe properly, to be going down in order to hit the highest notes rather than straining upward to reach them, with the result that not once in all her years as a solo performer has your mother hurt or lost her voice. I have also seen her perform with head colds, for example, but because she doesn’t sing through her head or nose (as many singers do), you would never know she had been sniffling just seconds before she walked on stage. On the contrary, she sings from somewhere deep inside her chest, and that powerful instrument of hers, her voice, which can range comfortably over four octaves, has no hint of the vibrato at any register and there she is now, all these years later, and the crystalline quality of her voice is still intact—only better.

Meanwhile, concurrent with her studies under Mary F., she continued going to the Strasberg program until her junior year of high school and was also acting in plays with another young person’s theater group somewhere downtown. At fourteen or fifteen, she started auditioning for films, not because we thought she should but because she was hellbent on doing it, positively burning to throw herself out into the world. Friends of friends knew someone who worked as an agent/manager of budding actors, and that good-hearted, amiable young man, Bob G., was the one who set up tryouts for her. It went on for five or six years, but even if Bob never flagged in his conviction that your mother was a supremely gifted actor, in all that time she was not chosen for a single part in a so-called major American film. It’s not that Sophie failed to impress directors and casting people. Again and again, she was called back for further auditions, surviving several rounds of cuts until she and another candidate were the only ones left standing. The girl was always a blonde, and every time without exception the job was given to the blonde. Most people would have been shattered by continual rejections of this sort, but your mother seemed to take them in her stride and shrugged them off as “learning experiences.” I was floored by her composure, her dignity, especially at such an early age. No big deal, Dad.

As she explained to me the other day, the rejections didn’t get her down because she knew she was good—and perfectly capable of excelling at those parts. If the filmmakers didn’t want her, that was their problem, not hers. Spoken as a true artist, for without that inner arrogance to sustain you over the long haul, you will never amount to anything.I

It probably isn’t such a bad thing your mother’s early ambitions for a career in films and plays didn’t pan out. Acting is a terrible occupation, an interpretive art form in which young actors must beg strangers (ie., audition) to win a role that will allow them to practice their art. No part, no art—a sad but all too common equation. Music is altogether different, for you don’t need permission to stand up and sing, and if you practice singing as your mother does (writing her own songs and managing her own band), you are in control of your art. She has been at it a long time now, recording her first album at sixteen with a funky Brooklyn duo called One Ring Zero, which was released when she was seventeen and then picked up by a French label the following year. The album became a hit in Europe (your mother on the cover of Spanish Rolling Stone at eighteen, for example) and from then on she has always been more popular in Europe than she is here. Maybe that will have changed by the time you read this, maybe not. In any event, despite her crazy success as a teenager, your mother didn’t turn her full attention to singing until she was in her early twenties. Since then she has carried on without pause, and it feels to me now that she has always been doing this, that for all the weirdness and difficulties of the music biz, she is doing what she was always meant to do.

To be continued… Your Papa





	I. No Hollywood films, perhaps, but a number of roles in small, independent American films, none of which I’ve seen, since your mother never bothered to ask for a video or DVD, treating those parts as live performances which end the moment you walk off the stage. An admirable nonchalance, I felt (still feel). Also: three starring roles in so-so English-language films made abroad—in Spain (Barcelona), Argentina (Buenos Aires), and Switzerland (Zurich), and, at eighteen, a brilliant turn in an impossible role as a dysfunctional muse in the last film I wrote and directed (The Inner Life of Martin Frost, 2007). If you look closely, you can catch your mother at age nine as a featured extra in Agnieszka Holland’s Washington Square (1997), and at age ten, in a minute role as Mandy Patinkin’s daughter in an earlier film of mine (Lulu on the Bridge, 1998). I hope you have already seen these films, but if you haven’t ask your mother to show them to you—in whatever unknown form films will be watched fifteen or eighteen years from now!








Hold On

There would be no Sophie, no Spencer, no Miles, no story to tell without the music of chance.

On the evening of February 23, 1981, four days after my twenty-sixth birthday, I went to the 92nd Street Y to hear the poet Ann Lauterbach read her work. I attended with a friend of mine from Columbia. J. and I enjoyed long talks about books, often on the telephone, during which we parsed difficult passages and speculated together on their meanings. As J. and I walked out of the theater into the lobby, I saw a beautiful man in a black leather jacket, his shoulders hunched, his expression inward, standing near the exit to the street. In memory, he has a cigar or cigarette between his fingers. I can’t remember which. My attraction to him felt like a blow to the back of my neck.

Do you know who that is? I asked J.

And he said, Yes, that’s Paul Auster, the poet.

I said, Introduce us.

And he did.

The night exists in memory as a series of charged fragments.

The three of us in the back seat of a taxi heading downtown to a party. I don’t remember whose party. Grace Glueck pops into my head, but I could be wrong. Paul would have remembered. He took countless details of who, what, when, and where with him to Green-Wood Cemetery. He talks about George Oppen and the aborted interview. The night traffic illuminates Paul’s face at brief, sudden intervals, and then his features fall into shadow again. His tone of voice is soft, and in it I hear compassion for the old poet in Berkeley and the feeling reverberates inside me. I also sense that he isn’t particularly interested in me.

Later, Paul told me he had no idea what to make of the tall blonde in a jumpsuit, not at first anyway. (The jumpsuit was a gift from my ex-boyfriend. I felt chic in it.) Paul said he also thought I might be J.’s lover.

Loud chatter. We are in the corner of a room. Lots of people smoked then. I smoked. He smoked. Cigarette smoke must be whirling. Paul shows me a wallet-sized photo of his three-year-old son, Daniel, a grinning blonde child in a plastic knight’s helmet and breastplate. His love for the boy is undisguised, and this touches me. He’s separated from his wife. I am not sad. Paul’s gaze, his gestures, his voice are in no way seductive, and this lack of seduction seduces me. I’m so tired of leering, pouncing, grinning, condescending men, their eyes alive with a sexual eagerness I don’t share. They give me no room. I have come to hate them.

J. doesn’t say goodbye. He vanishes. Paul and I leave the party and walk and talk far into the night. We end up at Smoke Stacks Lightnin’, a bar on West Broadway in Tribeca. He sits across from me. Which books we talked about are entirely erased, but I recall his eyes at that late hour and the glint of interest I have worked hard to talk into them.

And I? I am, as they say, head over heels.

Years later, Paul and I joked about that cliché. We preferred the sexier inversion: heels over head.

He walks me into the street to find a cab. The taxi arrives, and we stand and look at each other. Suddenly shy after pursuing him the whole evening, I want him to kiss me, and he does. I take him home, all the way uptown to 309 West 109th Street.

I, who will turn seventy this coming February, was the student and fledgling poet kissing another poet, Paul Auster, on West Broadway. I remember the night, but imperfectly. Exactly where we wandered between the party and the last bar has disappeared. Our meeting became a story, and, like all stories, the gaps are smoothed over with an “and” or an “and then.”

What if I hadn’t met you? Paul said to me many times over the years. What If is the land of the imagination. He told me City of Glass was about what might have happened to him if he hadn’t met me. Paul Auster, the character, is smug in his happiness with Siri and his son. Quinn, faux detective, gets lost in clues that make patterns, but they do not lead him to a solution. Daniel Quinn’s wife and son are dead. His red notebook runs out of pages. The man evaporates in a room. “He no longer existed for anyone but himself.” An impossible self. But Paul wouldn’t begin writing that novel until after we had set up house together in Brooklyn.

Everyone travels to the country of What If, but some people cast themselves more freely into its terrain than others.

I often answered Paul’s What if I hadn’t met you? by saying that the poetry world in New York wasn’t huge, and that chances were good we would have run into each other somewhere else. Of course, it would have been different. Paul didn’t believe in fate. He believed in accident. He believed that accidents change lives. When he was fourteen years old and away at summer camp, he saw a boy killed by lightning only inches away from him. What if it had been seconds later, and it had been Paul crawling under the barbed wire fence? He called these chance occurrences the mechanics of reality. After he died, I titled a little piece I wrote about Paul for Literary Hub “The Mechanics of Reality.”

Moments ago, I went to the closet in my study, pulled out the box labeled PAUL to look for the note. The Y reading happened on a Monday. After hours of sleep, he left me in daylight on Tuesday. I can’t recall much about his departure. Was I still in bed? Did we have breakfast? What did he say to me exactly? On Wednesday, I was probably at Butler Library on the Columbia campus most of the day, but when I returned home, I checked my mailbox and found a message from Paul written on a page torn from a small lined spiral notebook.

5:00 PM

WED.

Dear S—

Clearly I am here. And you? I have called you many times—since I have an appointment in the neighborhood. But you have vanished, alas.

If this note falls into your hands before it gets too late, perhaps we will find each other before the night is over. Call me at 858-1143, home.

Love and kisses,

Paul

Did I do a jig in the hallway in front of the mailboxes before I took the stairs to the second floor? Or am I remembering an inward dance? Did he write S— because he didn’t know how to spell my name? Probably. The machine voice that answers questions on iPhones was not part of the collective imagination. Few people in the United States had heard my name before, and they usually had no idea whether it belonged to a man or woman.

Love and kisses? How many hours had we known each other?

Soon after that, Paul gave me his books of poems. I read them all and found them brilliant. Thank God. I was and am a fiercely critical reader. I felt relief. If I had found the work bad, the spell would have been broken. A stanza I remember from my first reading comes from “Interior” in Wall Writing (1971–1975).


Shutters closed. The dust

of a former self, emptying the space

I do not fill. This light

that grows in the corner of the room,

where the whole of the room

has moved.



The speaker or someone else has closed the shutters over a window, and the light in this particular room is no longer what it was, but the perception of the room includes both what is there now and the memory of what was there before. Whoever is speaking—I choose some version of the poet himself—remembers the shadow his own body cast on the wall of the room, a room made mobile by changing light. Memory is part of the perception.

Paul read my poems, and he admired them. He said so aloud, but I also saw the respect and approval in his concentrated look, in his attentive eyes.


I fingered the scar on your hip in the empty house

And whispered anyway,

Our clandestine music in muggy weather

During a walk

Past the green grapes and the clothesline

With one pair of socks and an apron:

Belated spectres of surprise in the night,

Belonging to no one except the heat.



The lines are from “Weather Markings,” which had been accepted by The Paris Review before I met Paul and was included in my first and only book of poems, Reading to You (1983).

On the bulletin board to my left, I see a quotation in my speedy handwriting on a small square of paper from a hotel: “Fragment 688. The more solitary and isolated I become the more I come to like stories. Aristotle.” THE TIDES is the name of the hotel in Miami where Paul and I stayed for a long weekend in February 2001, to celebrate turning 100 together. I turned forty-six, and he turned fifty-four. It was his idea, a present to us. In the box marked PAUL, I find a manila envelope and inside is a note I had forgotten:


SIRI

20th Anniversary Celebration

100th Birthday Fete

First Annual Do Nothing Days, February 1-4 2001.

PAUL.



There is no story without change. Something must happen: an accident, an awkward situation, a misunderstanding, or conflict between the characters.

In the early days of our knowing each other, I moved downtown to 422 West Broadway, next door to the Castelli and Sonnabend galleries, to share a loft with my friend the artist Françoise Schein. I had the smaller upstairs-in-the-back section of the apartment. I walked up a winding staircase to a room with low ceilings and a shiny newly tiled bathroom. Françoise and I shared the kitchen.

I discover that Paul has other girlfriends, at least two others. He extricates himself from those entanglements. I am left standing.

Paul lives in a long, dark railroad apartment in a house in Brooklyn on Carroll Street. The residents of Carrol Gardens are mostly the grandchildren of Italian immigrants. I notice hostile graffiti: YUPPIES GET OUT. (The term has disappeared, but the young urban professionals, the strivers who bought houses to renovate and fill with the latest gadgets and geegaws, are still with us.) As the season turns and the weather warms, I notice that the residents emerge from their houses. Women sit on the stoops and chat with one another. Men stare fixedly at engines under the open hoods of their cars. When the neighbors see me coming down the block, the women stop talking, and the men lift their heads to watch me walk. Not a word is spoken until I have turned toward the house near the end of the block and have my finger on the buzzer.

Paul’s Brooklyn apartment is neat, but it isn’t clean. The bathroom is filthy. Food molders in the refrigerator. I notice the leftovers of a Swanson frozen dinner. There are baskets of toys for Daniel when he comes to stay.

Whenever I walk by the corner of Sixth Avenue and Walker, I remember Magoo’s, a bar in Tribeca where artists could pay for their drinks with artwork, and its ghosts make me shiver. Paul and I were in Magoo’s when I asked him if he was married in any sense of the word except the legal one. I told him plainly that I did not want to have anything to do with someone who was not emotionally free. He assured me his marriage was dead.

We had a date. Did he call me? No, I called him in Brooklyn to confirm details for our dinner. He said, I can’t. I’m writing. He’s staying at home to write when he could be with me? I write too, I thought. All I said was Okay. I wanted to protect myself, hide my disappointment, but I also felt wary of him. Would he have forgotten to call me?

Paul invites me to a Passover dinner with Queenie and his stepfather, Norman Schiff, at the house of Norman’s brother, Nick, in New Jersey. I interpret the invitation as a deepening of Paul and Siri/Siri and Paul. Passover fell between April 18 and 25 that year, so my guess is the dinner happened the first night. I can’t remember the drive, but, because I wanted to make a sober impression on Paul’s mother and stepfather, I remember exactly what I was wearing: a navy-blue cashmere sweater, bought on Orchard Street—then a sweet zone in the city for bargains—and a pair of beige pleated trousers that had been marked down four times. I’ve forgotten the shoes.

In my memory, Queenie opens the door, which may not be right. It wasn’t her house, but it’s she I remember, Queenie in full makeup, large dangling earrings, several necklaces, and an open smile of welcome. I realize at once that I’ve dressed for tongue-clicking Lutherans in my hometown, who regard all signs of vanity with suspicion. My studied lack of adornment turned out to be not only unnecessary but ridiculous. They took me in. They beamed at me. Through the dinner, Queenie and Norman took an interest in all things Siri. How wonderful I was getting my degree. How wonderful I had met Paul. And what about those wonderful Minnesota Farm-Labor Democrats? My father was one. My mother another. Norwegians eat smoked fish too! It was all wonderful.

Queenie told me later she knew instantly that I was smitten with her son. Norman knew it too. That was, it seemed, the only requirement for the woman he brought to the Passover meal.

Paul and I stayed at the Paradise Inn. I saved the key.

It wouldn’t be Paradise without trouble.

On the morning of May 5, after a night of talk, lovemaking, and a long sleep in my new digs, so much prettier than my old dump uptown, Paul told me that he was returning to his wife and son, to his old life. He offered no explanation, but he looked grim. It was obvious he hadn’t made this decision on the spot. He had known the night before and had said nothing. I was astounded.

I have no memory of walking down the steps and out the door to the street, but I distinctly remember standing near the subway entrance, probably the F train to Brooklyn at Broadway-Lafayette. We say goodbye. I watch him walk down the steps and vanish from sight.

The following memory is vivid. I am back in the loft, and, as if I’ve been in an accident, I pat myself to check for broken parts. How are you? Damaged? Hurt? Gasping for air? I find I am quite whole and not deeply upset or even angry, which, under the circumstances, seems remarkable. What to do? There’s nothing to lose, I think. I look at my desk and my typewriter. I sit down, and I write.

I wrote two letters to Paul during our hiatus. I thought I had written three letters, and, when I had occasion to tell the story, that’s how I told it. Three letters. He remembered three letters too. What is indisputable is that I wanted him back, and I wrote the first letter to give him a push. When he didn’t respond to that letter, I wrote a second. Three is a nicer number than two. A fairy-tale number, but the fact is I found only two letters. After Paul died, I discovered them among the letters and faxes I had written to him over the years. I looked for the third, but it wasn’t there.

Every once in a while, Paul would say to me, Do you want to see your letters? And I would say no. Although I clearly remembered the buoyant feeling I had while writing the first letter, its content had vanished entirely. I think I was afraid of reading my sentences. What if the letters embarrassed me?


12:00—Tuesday

Dearest Paul,

Meanwhile back at the ranch, she drinks a glass of milk and ponders the outrageous events of the morning, and laughs. Two droops hanging by the subway station in gloom and doom and puddles of tears she left behind on the road. Woe and life and its trickiness, but the saga is not played out, and the fight is not over yet. I am renewed for battle and refreshed at the typewriter where I take action. This, to me, is action. It seems a bit quixotic, but that’s okay. The mark in the dark, scribbling away after he takes the subway back to Brooklyn, suddenly an ominous place with dark Italians and waiting wives. No, I shall collect my earrings at an unknown future date and seduce the hell out of you. My humor is waning just a bit. At any rate, this is the letter, a love letter to you. The mush is yet to come. Of course there is nothing to say, but there often isn’t and we say things anyway to fill up the miserable spaces left by a lover. There is something to declaration in the times when things are sad, something comforting about sureness, when everything is uncertain. I am sure. I, it seems, am the only one who is, in this curious, or perhaps not at all curious drama. For a number of reasons, you have to live your life looking over your shoulder. It is no way to live, but maybe it is all you can do right now. I love you. I’m not leaving yet, not until I am banished. Moreover (to take the lecturer’s tone) I think you know that you love me, and that this too makes you nervous, complicates and presents new fears, and inspires retreat in some way. It’s all fogged over. The weather is bad in Brooklyn, and lying on your head, like a sad weight of clouds. I wish I were magic. I wish an incantation would alter those skies, like fairytales, and I would hang a sun over you and take it away for your sleep and watch over you. That would be good, good as you. You are good and sane and kind + well loved in this silly part of Manhattan. I feel abundant. Nothing changes that. I’m pretty happy all in all, here, eating the ears of the rabbit (chocolate) and writing to you. You see, there’s nothing diseased between us, which makes it very nice, but sickness clings more than health somehow. It’s like glue, and so the good things fall away where there are no real victims. This is of course a theory to suit myself. It is just a feeling from clues. Still you should think hard before you discard this friendship. You know all this already, but this is action, action in the blanks. It eases me, and I’m running out of the page.

So… I’m thinking about your thighs, and about what you said this morning about books and talking. There are millions of books. There is a lot of stuff to talk about, so I’m talking and thinking about you.

Love and kisses and caresses

wherever you want-

Siri



Yes, yes, comma errors. I wrote the letter fast in a dreamlike state, but my helter-skelter punctuation amazes me now. I must have cried as I stood across from Paul at the subway entrance before he left me, or maybe I cried afterward. Memory suppressed those tears and supplanted them with a person of greater dignity. I remember nothing of earrings. No doubt they had been forgotten in his apartment. But I didn’t lie. I did feel pretty happy, all in all. My mention of “disease” is sharp. There are love affairs that have a sick, sticky quality, and most afflicted people behave badly. I had experienced that “glue” with two boyfriends before Paul. The “affairs” were years apart. The first sick love happened when I was sixteen. The second was with a fellow graduate student, the one who gave me the chic jumpsuit. I was in love with him for about two years before it ended. I was and am well aware that it takes two to tango, and I have long suspected that my involvement with the student protected me from the real intimacy I feared. When he ran, I chased. When I withdrew, he turned and pounced. I didn’t want that sticky toxin of hide-and-seek near me ever again. I was able to write the letter to Paul because I didn’t feel he had thrown me away or humiliated me, and I had not humiliated myself. Confused and unhappy, my lover had gone back to his child. I felt strongly Daniel was the lure, not his marriage, and the fog of conflict was in Paul, not in me. I have no idea what I meant by no real victims. Did I mean that no one was a perpetrator of a crime in the story, and therefore there could be no real victims? I say the theory suited me. I was clever enough to see that. I also wrote that I had invented it from “clues.” There had been no confession. At the time, Paul couldn’t talk about the glue.

He should have been more open with me.

The second letter is postmarked May 13, 1981. The eighth day. Seven days of no telephone call, no letter, no buzzer ringing, no voice heard through the intercom. When I spoke to Paul later about his silence, he would say, It only lasted five days! In the mythical story we came to tell, the separation probably lasted five days, no more than one week. Eight days between letters, which means nine or ten days without him, depending on when the second letter arrived in Brooklyn. Postmarks don’t lie. The United States Postal Service was an efficient organization back then. The letter may have arrived the very next day, the fourteenth.

Before I read it, I recalled nothing of the second letter either.


Dearest Paul,

Another letter in the void. I am peering through a migraine filtered by demerol to the page to you. We have never been so distant since I feel somewhat removed in general with this curious illness. It hasn’t been as bad as this in years, hmmmm… strange. At any rate, drugged and relieved I sit down at the typewriter for the first time in four days and what comes out, but a letter to you. I only feel like working these days and shall begin again directly after this dramatic collapse is over. I am haunted that it’s my psyche that is causing this, but it may well be as simple as something I ate, taking off the burden of mental health from me. The assumption is that stoics throughout the ages had headaches, but then so did a lot of hysterics, I think, so it’s impossible to say. As far as talking to you on the phone goes, it seems a wonderful luxury, happiness and I love your voice, it is filled with air and so very pleasant, but you seem to have vanished in body, so I feel your voice very closely, and a week seems terribly long just now, as if you had been gone for months. Of course this is the plague of fondness. I am struck and miss you, and try to imagine you doing various things: milling in the kitchen and poking sausages, or writing or watching baseball on T.V., sadly without running commentary for the ignorant. This brings me comfort in my deserted state; the sad girl in the tower with the chopped off hair, no hair, no sweetheart. Years later (this can be modified for convenience) they find each other wandering in the woods and two tears fall into his eyes and cure his blindness. Get the picture? Newsflash: Françoise sold a painting. She’s getting rich, I’m working on it. Pictures around the corner. Money coming. Vibeke to Norway on Thursday, still lunching with celebrities to the bitter end. That’s it. I never have much news. Would like work at the moment, and maybe I’ll do some boring proofreading on Wall Street. It sounds reasonable. So, the French have a socialist. I’m glad. It’s not a revolution, but it’s better than the old stuff. They were dancing outside Michel’s apartment. He lives right near the Bastille, and called us through all the noise. I think I’ll leave politics for love, not completely separable, of course. I have treated you to the horrors of my illness in order to evoke the deepest and most genuine sympathy for your poor darling in Soho, languishing with double trouble: heart and head. I hope it worked. Are you ready to run away with me now? I’ll settle for coffee. How about a coffee, no kissing and hugging. It can be a perfectly spiritual coffee to show off my soul in all its radiant purity. If coffee is too intimate, I’ll settle for making love on the phone. How are things? All this silliness is just to tell you it seems ages, and I miss you more not knowing if and when I will see you. I think you are the best and it is very sad to lose the best.

Love,

Siri



I remember the headache. It ended after a violent gastrointestinal explosion on the toilet that left me wobbly and dizzy, but without pain. Shock diarrhea as miracle cure.

Demerol? When I was in college, a doctor prescribed a drug for an intractable migraine with Demerol, an opiate, among its ingredients. He gave me seven purple-and-red capsules. The headache lasted for over a year, and then it ended. I hoarded those pills to use for pain I deemed unendurable. Could I have had one left? That seems unlikely. I don’t remember getting a prescription for Demerol in New York, but perhaps I did.

Proofreading on Wall Street? No memory of this possible job. My punctuation suggests I would have been a bad hire.

Paul had met my beautiful, garrulous cousin Vibeke, who grew up in Norway. Our mothers were sisters, both alive then. A fifth sister in my family. She had lived with us in Northfield. I had lived with her parents and sister in Bergen. The “celebrities,” whoever they were, have dropped into a memory hole.

Pictures around the corner. A photographer had taken pictures of me and sent them to modeling agencies. The Ford agency had said that they could use me but that I should walk the runways in Paris first. I had absurd dreams of easy money falling from the sky.

Mitterrand. 1981. They were dancing in the streets of Paris near my friend’s apartment in the Marais. They danced again last month, July 2024, when the left united to defeat the far-right party of snakes led by Marine Le Pen. I did a celebratory dance for Obama here in Brooklyn in 2008, jumping up and down on the library floor and kissing Paul repeatedly. Sophie danced a victory dance on the Sarah Lawrence campus with hundreds of students, faculty, and staff. I want to dance in November. I still have hope.

My letters to Paul are the products of what I had discovered the year before we met—automatic writing. It wasn’t that I had been unable to write but rather that what I had been writing was bad, poems stilted by a self-conscious awareness that I was writing a poem to write a poem. When I told David Shapiro, a poet and a professor of mine at Columbia, about my word constipation, he said, When I’m stuck, I do automatic writing the way the Surrealists did. I went home, wrote thirty pages in a single night, and spent the next three months editing it into a prose poem of ten pages. It was published the following year as “Broken Geometry” in the literary magazine Pequod. I felt that those marks in the dark were better than anything I had done before. Just around the time I wrote the second letter, I had begun work on another prose poem, “Reading to You.” It too had begun with automatic writing. An unnamed Paul appears in the finished version, which was published in the tiny 1983 collection of the same name.

“Far down the street, I see you coming, the beginning of a story I have supplied with happy endings. People don’t believe in the unseen anymore, except around here with the crickets and the brutal sun. Here they know that ghosts come around the buildings and they let them walk and go about their business.”

And later in the poem:

“In the story, the princess weeps over the blind prince. Two tears fall into his eyes and he sees. The rescue. The tears. Tell it again. The hair falling out of the tower. In bed, I rest the book on your chest. I will always read to you. I promise. I will read you stories forever into the years.”

I felt the sadness Paul carried as if it were a weight on me too, but I knew almost nothing about the intricacies of the marriage he had told me was over. He had confided few details about the separation. Although I had intuited that his anxiety about his son ran at high pitch, he had not spoken at any length about his fears. In the first letter, I had said what needed to be said: I love you and I think you know that you love me. Everything else was window dressing—sashes, ribbons, and tassels—to adorn two simple truths that were one truth between us.

“The Book of Memory. Book Five.

Two months after his father’s death (January 1979), A.’s marriage collapsed. The problems had been brewing for some time, and at last the decision was made to separate. If it was one thing to accept this break-up, to be miserable about it and yet to understand that it was inevitable, it was quite another thing for him to swallow the consequences it entailed: to be separated from his son. The thought of it was intolerable to him.”

In the spring of 1981, I hadn’t read those words, because Paul hadn’t finished the second half of The Invention of Solitude. I am sure he had already written the passage, however, because it arrives early in the text.

Now I’m the detective. It’s August 14, 2024. Tomorrow is the day the dead come back to visit in Japan, although they sometimes come early. I have become bolder about opening his books. I can read his words now. I’ve made a turn.

Had Paul’s desire leaned in the other direction—that is, had he wanted his marriage to last—no amount of letter writing would have convinced him otherwise. I knew that.

And what if I hadn’t sent the letters?

I had to send the first letter because I hadn’t officially declared my love to Paul, not in words. I had not said I love you. (He hadn’t either. Love and kisses doesn’t count.) I had acted love. Anyone looking at me would have known I was in love. My friends knew. Queenie and Norman knew.

But something I had said to Paul had stuck in his mind. A couple of weeks before he disappeared into the subway, he had asked me if I ever thought about marriage. I had reacted defensively and said no. I remember the question, and I remember I lied because, although I had thought of getting married at some distant future date, it was hardly uppermost in my mind. I also felt cornered. What kind of an abstract question was that? Why was he asking me? What did it mean?

I went out every night during Paul’s disappearance. I accepted invitations, attended dinners, and danced at parties. It was my way of verifying to myself that although I wanted him, I didn’t need him. I felt defiant too. If it didn’t work out, I would forge the future of love elsewhere.

He came back on the ninth, tenth, at most the eleventh, day.

He must have phoned me, but what I remember isn’t a call. I remember sitting across from him in the Brooklyn apartment and looking into his earnest face as he tells me he doesn’t want anything casual between us. He has returned to me for a commitment, and this means living together as a couple. I begin to sob violently.

I had hurled a boomerang that had come flying back to hit me on the head. Hadn’t I written I am sure? He was the foggy one. It’s all fogged over. I was supposed to be sunlight in the room. The only man I had ever lived with was my father. The idea of moving in with any man frightened me. What about my freedom? What was freedom? Did I want to be with anyone else? No. My desire for him was stronger than my worries about losing my freedom.

I remember Paul’s Carroll Street apartment through thick fog, a murk I can’t dispel. He wasn’t happy there, and, in memory it has gained an emotional coloring: gray. But the place was befogged by dust, dirt, and grime too. After I had stopped crying and we had decided together to be together, I scrubbed and bleached the toilet, sink, tub, floor, and walls of the bathroom in that apartment with a Nordic zeal that took Paul by surprise. I thought you were a bohemian girl, he said to me. The truth: I wasn’t going to pee, poop, shower, or bathe ever again in a WC that looked like that.

I wanted to see through the fog to the clean, clear outlines of things. I remember the fog in my nightmare of March 19, 2024. Bewildering. What exactly is a happy ending? One has to stop the story at just the right instant.

Fog, dust, and sunshine.

I would hang a sun over you and take it away for your sleep and watch over you. That would be good, good as you.

You were good, and I watched over you, but I’m not magic. In fairy tales, wishes come true. Remember we used lie in bed together and read stories aloud to each other? We read fairy tales and folktales from all over the world. I am reading to you in my poem.

Once upon a time. Which time would that be?

A time before you died.

I’m writing stories about you now, about us. I’m writing to hold on to you.

That summer, while my parents were in Norway, we stayed in their house outside Northfield, and you wrote the introduction to The Random House Book of Twentieth-Century French Poetry in my father’s office in Old Main at St. Olaf College. I sat across the mostly deserted campus in Rolvaag Library studying for the oral exams I would take in the fall and had to pass to get my PhD, and it was hard to concentrate because all I wanted to do was jump your bones, and my thoughts left the metaphysical poets and wandered all over your body. The mosquitoes slipped through tiny holes in the screens and into my parents’ bedroom where we slept on those muggy Midwestern nights, and they bit you mercilessly, and you accused them of anti-Semitism. Remember that?

You and I were sitting in the front seat of my parents’ car, stalled by a train at the railroad tracks in Northfield. We had passed the Malt-O-Meal factory on our right, and we could see the grain elevator rising up to our left, the highest point in town. I hadn’t learned to drive because in high school the driving teacher was notorious for molesting the girls he taught. I’m not sure I ever told you that, but it’s true. I refused to take those lessons. No one reported him. No one even thought about reporting him, Paul. You and I watched the long train rumble slowly past us. Almost every car had GREAT NORTHERN written on it and a picture of a goat. It was one of many unhurried freight trains that had rumbled through town for as long as I can remember. Liv and I used to listen to the throaty moans and high, thin whistles of those trains when we were lying in our beds on Old Dutch Road, and I came to associate them with sleep. The sound carried through the night and out of town. You and I heard the trains too, remember?

It can take a long time, I said to you. We just have to be patient.

It must have been novel for you, a New Jersey suburban boy—the small town, the creeping train, the biting pests, the Minnesota cornfields. You teased me about what you called “the Convention of Christian Coaches” (actually the Fellowship of Christian Athletes) held at St. Olaf that summer, as if I were responsible for the chunky white men in T-shirts and Bermuda shorts who briefly roamed the campus and then disappeared.

You and I sat silently as we looked at the train.

After your insistence on commitment, I had decided I wasn’t interested in halfway measures of any kind. I said what I had been wanting to tell you.

You know, I won’t live with you if you don’t marry me.

A slight pause followed. And you said, Okay.






Grief Report, Discovery of the Third Letter, and Two Models of Romantic Love

May, June, July gone. August going. The seasonal light is changing. When I open my eyes, it’s dark. I have devoted myself to keeping up the forms, the motions, the routine and its rhythms, without Paul. I rise at 5:30 as always, make the bed, get dressed, eat breakfast, read the paper, peruse the handwritten lists on the kitchen counter with their banal tasks: Mail package. Call plumber. Send check to X, Garbage night! Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday. I choose not to anticipate more than three days ahead; more than three days ahead fills me with dread. I climb the stairs to my desk. I write. I write into the early afternoon. I clean up after myself. I water the plants. I do errands. I notice the garbage bags are smaller now. Sometimes I forget to take in the mail. When Paul was hospitalized, or when he was too weak to walk to the mailbox, I also forgot to take in the mail. Paul used to take in the mail. I prepare a dinner for one with the same attention I did for two. I am hungrier than I was during those first weeks after Paul died, when I would carefully make a meal for myself and discover I couldn’t eat it.

The sameness preserves me, even though life is not the same. I am not the same. My consciousness is both heightened and dimmed. Often I feel as if I’m watching myself live to make sure I don’t make an error. I check that my keys are hanging on the hook in the front hallway or safely in my bag when I leave the house. I open my purse several times to verify that the keys are there, as if without my vigilance they might dematerialize. I am more like Paul now, making sure my keys and wallet are close to me, safe. And yet my brittle concentration shatters. I startle easily. Things fall out of my hands. I forget more often why I have walked down the stairs and am standing in the hallway. I loudly curse the objects that betray me—bra hooks, coffee machine, screw-off tops, electric plugs.

There are moments when NOW obliterates grief: warm sunshine on my face, the red of a tomato at the farmers market, the sound of my shoes as they slap the sidewalk, the speechless Miles, who reaches for my face and places his wet open mouth to my cheek or chin or nose and laughs.

There are also times when just beneath the enactments of ordinary life, I hear my own stifled scream.

C. S. Lewis wrote that he didn’t know grief would feel so much like fear. Immediately after this oft quoted sentence, he comments, “I am not afraid”… I think he was afraid. When the loss is acute, so is the fear, a stiffening, icy fear of the future that means me without you.

A cloud of bureaucratic death business has settled over me—the literary estate, royalties, taxes. The complexities are above me, and I worry. I pay all the bills now, not just some of them. I discover I am more expensive than I realized. I worry more. I was a victim of check fraud. Someone stole two of my checks from a post box, scrubbed names and amounts off them, replaced them with other names, and rewrote the checks for much larger sums. Anxious hours at the bank to fix it. More anxious hours on hold to speak to someone from Social Security, many anxious hours spent to set up various accounts in my name only, not Paul’s. Yesterday, a letter arrived from a company called Change. They were sorry to inform the Estate of Paul Auster that the deceased’s health care information, along with that of millions of others, had been stolen by hackers. I’ve never heard of Change. What did Paul have to do with this company? Why did they have his medical information?

Disembodied sinister powers threaten to smother me. Last week, when a machine voice asked me to choose from a list and none of the five options applied, I shouted at the non-being on the line: My husband died!

When I am able to reach actual human beings and they help me, I thank them with far too much feeling. You were great, just great.

May I ask you what your relationship was to the deceased?

I’m his wife, no, I mean, I’m his widow.

Some of those living voices on the phone, who go by first names, offer me their condolences. I’m sorry to hear about your husband. However automatic or superficial their sympathy may be, they have human ears capable of deciphering more than four, five, or six options on the “menu.” They have idiosyncrasies, families, groceries to buy. They are capable of fleeting compassion for the widow on the phone.

Paul’s stubborn if selective resistance to newfangled “improvements” has a charm for me it didn’t have before he died. I want to hide from algorithms. I want old-fashioned machines that click and clack but do not speak to me. I fantasize about my old typewriters, the Smith Corona and the IBM with the little ball, but my habits are entrenched now. The real choice is not to return to the old. The real choice was never to have begun with the new. My single act of rebellion? I reject the poison pellets of surveillance capitalism, cookies, except the “necessary” ones, of course.

I would prefer not to. Paul and I both loved Melville’s story of Bartleby, the intransigent clerk. The urge to curl up alone in the fetal position in a darkened room and remain there motionless has an allure in the present that in the past I felt only when I had a bad flu, cold, or migraine headache. When inertia beckons, I think to myself—don’t answer. It’s the call of the abyss.

I would prefer not to stare at next week too closely. Next week, next month, next year have the dry, abstract look of a calendar with cold, meaningless boxes and numbers. They paralyze me.

I would prefer not to muse on my aches and pains and an X-ray report that will be coming in a week or so.

I would prefer not to think of old-age homes, dementia, osteoporosis, cancer.

I know I can’t crawl into the box labeled PAUL and live there, but I can rummage in that box and in my closet full of papers and look through old letters for clues, and I can remember, reconstruct, or discover bits and pieces of our past I have forgotten.

I found a third letter among the letters, faxes, and valentine cards Paul saved from me and kept together. Its existence explains why the fairy-tale number three, not two, stayed with us. But I didn’t write the third letter to get him back. That decision was behind us, as was my marriage proposal. Paul had left Minnesota for New York to take care of Daniel half-time and look for an apartment that had room for the three of us. I stayed in my parents’ house and studied for my oral exams in October. Postmarked September 8, 1981, the letter is addressed to Paul Auster, 153 Carroll Street, Brooklyn, New York. Return address: Siri Hustvedt, Route 5, Northfield, Minnesota. The single-spaced typed letter is lying open on my desk, material evidence of a former self, written in the same automatic style as the other two, a long, single-spaced, unedited, mostly comma-less gasp.


My darling Paul,

I am sitting in my father’s office, very much alone and have taken a break from Hardy to write to you. This solitude in work is happy. The library is closed. Yesterday I was continually interrupted by the plump and the pink who were being toured through this place in huge herds. I finally sought refuge here and wrote up a few pages on Jane Eyre and Villette and was inspired. Villette is an extraordinary book about fears of anonymity I decided and I stayed up late into the night reading it. I am feeling a bit like an alien being myself these days amidst the throngs of freshman who have flooded the campus, but since I have no desire to belong any longer, I feel satisfied if displaced and my work is going strong. I work actively during the day, taking notes etc. and read passively into the night and it gives pleasure. I miss you terribly my sweetlove but the initial breaking was far more terrible than it is now and I have settled into that old but familiar feeling of agitation in aloneness and my nerves strain at night just as they used to. Last night I lay awake and conjured my children’s book, or rather the beginning of it and became excited and joyous. It will be something strange and uncontrolled at first, and then I will work over and over the prose but wild ideas have come to me for characters in an enormous house that is also a country. The child will be twelve. It seems right to me and I will not tell you very much until I finish this first one which has also been taking shape and developing while dormant. Forgive me for being so morose on the phone. I did not intend to be, but even the story of “icky X.” [name deleted] which seemed funny the next day seemed unfunny then along with all the baggage of 0. [name deleted] and boyfriends and dinners with the French. Oh well. It all seems fine now and humorous. It would be boring and we might grow complacent which would be a horror. The contract for the Joubert book sounds good and I am always proud of you, you know and somehow shining with your achievements. I feel close to them to your writings and somehow what you write and that you write seems to have unleashed some things in me a new courage. I am thinking of new things these days. As usual this letter is not coherent and I am just writing away what I intended to be a love letter and which is in that every letter to you from me is a love letter, but this is more matter of fact than I had thought, since I’ve been aching for you. This next book, your next book will be a wonder I feel. I am completely with it as you told me, especially the disappearing which has special poignancy and it pricks me. It will be what it is without symbolism or any meditations on metaphysical pains. Then it will be great. As I said I am back in my old condition of nervous thought, both good and bad, but it is in this state that I feel things I otherwise can’t about my past and that inner life. I think that after I finish this book I will be freed to write the other, not that it is a catharsis, but that New York will enter my consciousness as home for the first time, and then there will be no debility, or rather not too much debility in my sense for this place. I have been thinking that even if childhood is terrible we are unwilling to wrench ourselves from it, and the wonderful things hold us too static and in place, ground into the spot the land the house if one has resided there long. I sound like a parody of something. I’m not sure what, but parody or not I do feel this way when I am here alone. I think it somehow scared me that you should see the stinking narrowness of this place, the smallness and paleness I hated for years, but of course it doesn’t matter to you only to me.

I resent the notion that so much of my life has been lived underground, so to speak, but it is all over now and I should let it rest, along with my father’s travails in Cannon Valley on the little farm. Enough! Enough! I can’t wait to see you love and it isn’t so far off. I shall work like crazy and drive myself mad with missing you at night and I think of your hands and mouth and the inside of your elbow etc. and your very deep eyes and the fact that you don’t look in the mirror and that you think deeply always it seems and I am so lucky to have found you and your cigarettes and your poems and your books and your heart which is so very good and your mind so very patient. You see, I am profoundly blessed, more than most women with so many dear things and then you. I am so sorry now, too, that I was sick and peevish and that you felt doubts about me for those days and I have vowed to improve, even if I have been bad at reformation. I think I substitute a very harsh scolding of myself for the necessary alteration, but the sentiment remains intact. Anyway I am not blasé in the least about you. I am violently attached as you can see. All this sense and nonsense then is dedicated to you with passion. I am thinking of you and little Daniel on Carroll Street, of his Chips motorcycle and the wonderful helicopter and of Benji and crew and of Cheerios in the morning or French toast with cinnamon. I hope you can work and let Daniel play alone or with his friends and don’t exhaust yourself or worry. I will shine on you and keep you as well as I can always. It is what I have wanted to say from the very beginning and now I may say it, now that it won’t startle or offend or be out of place but sits safely in a letter at this time when you have chosen me and I feel so happy in that and lucky.

I send you an hour worth of kisses and caresses and thoughts at which modest youxxxx would blush and laugh and nevertheless be glad for. In this vein I’m signing and sighing off. I miss your dark head in my bed.

Love, Siri

And a secret hug and kiss and stroke on the head for you to give to Daniel but all the while knowing it is really from me.



After I read this letter, I asked myself if the image of being seated in my father’s study pounding out the words above on his old Royal typewriter is a real memory or a scene I am imagining because it’s easy to do. My childhood house is an architecture that belongs to my bodily memory. I can walk through every room. I can see the furnishings. Although countless memoir writers confidently summon both their earlier selves and other people from their past with elaborate visual descriptions and fulsome, precise dialogue, these conventions are borrowed from the journeyman novel and have little to do with remembering. I don’t remember verbatim what I said last night at dinner with a friend visiting from Berlin or what he said to me, much less conversations from my distant past. I have remembered the gist of some discussions for years, and I have a catalogue of emotionally charged sentences that are fixed in my consciousness and never leave it. In an essay I once wrote, I called them “brain tattoos.”

Children’s book. I did write that novel for children: Parabola and the Other House. The twelve-year-old heroine, Parabola, the child of two mathematicians, travels by means of an enchanted dictionary into a house-world, where an invisible sorcerer, Vox, steals its inhabitants’ voices. It would make the rounds of New York publishers but was rejected by all of them. The manuscript lives in my closet.

First one. The first one must be Reading to You. I haven’t yet shared the text with Paul.

Icky X; boyfriends and dinners with the French. The stories attached to these particulars have disappeared. All I know is that Paul must have shared news about what I considered the dust of his former self and the marriage attached to that dust, and I was peevish. Later, I would jokingly refer to that period in Paul’s life as B.S., Before Siri.

Unleashed some things in me a new courage. From the beginning, the dialogue between me and Paul was marked by surprise. New, sometimes startling, insights popped up between us. It came through talk and shared thoughts but also through reading each other’s manuscripts. Because writers don’t really know what they’re doing, and their sentences emerge from hidden places, new things happen. I had shared my work with poet friends I met after I moved to New York, and I was grateful for their criticisms, but no interlocutor had ever enlivened me as Paul did, and this gave me new courage to work. In the letter, I seem to understand that Paul needed my faith in his work as much as I needed his faith in mine. Soon after we met, I read his poems, articles, the first part of The Invention of Solitude, and Squeeze Play, the conventional detective novel that would later be published under the pseudonym Paul Benjamin. He hoped to make money from it. He didn’t. The novel is well written and well made, but after I had read it, I told him frankly that I thought the story smelled of misogyny. The killer turns out to be the hero’s love object. She hides her villainy under an innocent if seductive surface. Paul answered me by saying that it was part of the genre, which of course it is. I remember hoping I hadn’t glimpsed some invisible woman hatred. I hadn’t.

Your next book… especially the disappearing… without symbolism or any meditations on metaphysical pains. Paul must have told me the story of what became City of Glass. The book he would write is not symbolic; but metaphysical pains are bound up in a narrative that ends with Quinn’s disappearance. Maybe he said that these pains shouldn’t be obvious. What did he say about the book at that time? I don’t remember. Memories accumulate, and, like the sludge that slowly forms from sedimentation, the discrete bits and pieces that settle at different times can’t be easily differentiated from one another.

Debility. I need no special knowledge to decode my desire to escape the plump, pink, stinking narrowness of my hometown, nor do I need reminders of my father’s childhood in Cannon Valley on a small farm that failed during the Depression. He became a professor and was honored and lauded. Nevertheless, until he died, he was haunted by the misery of his family’s extreme poverty and the humiliation he had felt. They were the poorest family among poor families in that rural neighborhood. His suffering became a debility of my own. I had had enough.

I am so sorry now… I am much too sorry in this letter. The apologizing former self makes my present, sixty-nine-year-old self squirm. I was guilty of withholding an I-love-you from Paul, and I lied about never having thought about marriage, but he was guilty of withdrawing from me without explanation. Many years would pass before I could look steadily at my problem of assuming guilt that wasn’t mine. I have become much better at recognizing the moments in life when I am not at fault. The culture encourages apologies from women. The sorry woman keeps her place, submits to male authority, and threatens no one. I was a self-declared feminist, but my blindness is obvious. Then again, there is something skewed about my groveling. How sorry am I? Is there irony in the admission that I scold myself but haven’t reformed? I don’t sound as if reformation is imminent. What’s undeniable is that I’m giddy with happiness. Perhaps I was willing to ingratiate myself because it had all worked out. Paul had come back to me, and I was confident that our pact has been signed and sealed.

Violently attached. A hyperbolic expression that doesn’t make sense. Violence suggests breaking, hurting, cutting. I am trying to articulate a fierce bond. How many times did Paul ask me What if I hadn’t met you? Again and again. I could never have articulated then what I know now. Paul wanted to be tethered tightly to me. He felt he had spent too many years lost, floating, and unable to write what he hoped to write. He had started a novel in college, but his ambition for the book, and the elaborate plot he had saddled it with, made it impossible for him to finish. He looted from that novel to write New York Confidential, later changed to City of Glass. He had translated books from French, had written literary articles for various magazines, had applied for teaching jobs he didn’t get, and had made stabs at get-rich-quick schemes. Squeeze Play was one of them. He had also invented and tried to sell a baseball card game. These attempts are recounted in his memoir Hand to Mouth (1997). But it was his father’s sudden death at sixty-six that unleashed prose, the first part of The Invention of Solitude, “Portrait of an Invisible Man.”

“He had no wife, no family that depended on him, no one whose life would be altered by his absence. A brief moment of shock, perhaps, on the part of scattered friends, sobered as much by the thought of capricious death as by the loss of their friend, followed by a short period of mourning, and then nothing. Eventually, it would be as though he had never lived at all.”

Divested of others, what exactly is a self?

Little Daniel. Paul was not his detached, traumatized father. He was not his antihero Daniel Quinn, the character yet to walk through the pages of City of Glass, and he wasn’t the self-satisfied fictional character Paul Auster that appears in the same novel. When I wrote the third letter, the Paul I knew was still legally married. He had spent years of his life in a relationship that had broken apart but which had been and remained important to him. He had a four-year-old child who depended on both parents. From early on, I knew that there was no Paul without Daniel, no life ahead with the father if I didn’t throw myself into caring for the son with all the passionate determination I had. I sent a hug and kiss and stroke on the head to the boy in secret because he was often hostile to his father’s girlfriend. No surprise there. Shuttling between separated parents can be harrowing. As a child, even a hint of conflict between my parents hurt me.

Daniel’s rancor for me, the intruder, wasn’t constant. He careened between fury at the interloper and displays of effusive affection. From one second to the next, punching bag became adored object. His periods of separation from one parent or the other were hard on him. After I had become a fixed member of the Tompkins Place household, Daniel’s shifting moods had an explosive quality, and I asked myself, How upset is too upset? I thought consulting a psychiatrist would be wise. Paul and I took Daniel to a person we had met and liked. She saw him twice for an evaluation. After the second appointment, she recommended therapy. Therapists, counselors, and programs came and went throughout Daniel’s childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. I remember finding a doctor who had his office on the Upper West Side. I used to take the ten- and then eleven-year-old Daniel on the subway for his sessions. I’d wait outside while the two of them talked, and then we’d head back to Brooklyn.

The small child is not his or her grown self, and yet the pains of early life may persist as patterns that over time become hardened. As I point out in the third letter, it can be difficult to wrench oneself from one’s childhood. Wounds last, and they cross generations.

I have often emphasized that a true story cannot be told forward. “Far down the street, I see you coming, the beginning of a story I have supplied with happy endings.” Several endings can always be imagined, but while we are living our lives, we can’t know what awaits us except death.

“We inherit stories too, conditions, faces, hearts, bladders, weak and stricken.” Another sentence from “Reading to You.”

Childlike pieces of me remained in my adult life, too static and in place. The catchall name for this is neurosis. I didn’t share the details of my psychotherapy with Paul. He never met Dr. C., although he spoke to her on the phone a few times, and he came with me to her funeral. He said he imagined her as Ruth Bader Ginsburg—my analyst as a compassionate Supreme Court justice, even though judgment is exactly what a good psychoanalyst withholds. In the last years of my psychotherapy decade, I trumpeted my new freedom and happiness to my husband and daughter: I feel more outspoken. I’m free. I can say what I mean. (The theme of the never-published children’s book is relevant: No one was stealing my voice.) It was Sophie, however, who made an incisive distinction about what had changed in her mother. You were always outspoken, Mom. You always said what you meant. The difference is that now you don’t feel guilty about it.

Our wise child.

Paul hovered over Daniel. He worried about him all the time. When I was pregnant with Sophie, I decided I might have to tell my husband to give his second child more room. But in 1987, when our daughter was born, Paul didn’t hover over her at all. He was a relaxed, contented, doting father. Every person, as Simone de Beauvoir put it in The Second Sex, is “a situation.” Every person, I would argue, is the product of relations, of betweens, ANDs, past and present. The now-familiar label “helicopter parenting” may describe a parent’s relation to one of his children but not to another. Each of the four sisters in my family had a unique relationship with her mother and her father. Each sister has a unique relationship with every one of her three sisters.

When Daniel was in the second grade, I went with him on one of those bring-a-parent-to-school days. I can’t remember why I was the chosen parent to accompany him, but the children in the class were all asked to write a poem titled “Me.” Daniel’s poem began with I’m hiding. There was another line I wish I could remember, but my brain tattoo, the one that clutched at my heart, is the poem’s last line: And no one will find me.

I don’t believe a child would write and no one will find me if he didn’t want to be found.

In the PAUL box, I discovered a handwritten letter from me to Daniel that was sent as a fax in the summer of 1995 when Paul, Sophie, and I were in the South of France, staying again in the converted sheep barn Paul mentions in his letter to Miles. I’m not sure why the letter was there. I must have dropped it in by accident. I have other files for Daniel. An Outward Bound–style program in Maine for “troubled youth” lay ahead of him. The year before, in 1994, he had stolen over thirteen thousand dollars from one of my bank accounts, a Day to Day Savings, into which I had deposited German royalties I hadn’t touched or bothered to check. He had my PIN because I had once asked him to get a hundred dollars from the bank for me. The idea that he would use it to steal from me didn’t enter my head. One day, I found that my bank card was missing from my wallet, and soon after, I discovered that the money in the account had vanished. I remember my confusion, fear, and then fury. Until I pulled out the ATM withdrawal records and put them under his nose, Daniel kept the card and denied the thefts.

He was still young. I loved him, and I forgave him.


Dear Daniel,

Here we are in France. It is, I think, hardly changed from when you were here—the same beautiful grounds and the same pool. Sophie is big enough to sleep in “your room,” and we are downstairs. Your dad and I worked today while Sophie went out with her babysitter—a nice young woman named Melanie who has a seven-year-old sister—perfect. I did finish the draft of my novel before I left—by the skin of my teeth. Liz is taking care of the house.

I think Paul wrote you about poor Jack—literally “hounded” by the big girl Labradors next door. I’m afraid he’s proved himself a miserable wimp, but then who knows what terrors he suffered during his childhood on the street. Alas, he’s sticking to his “mom” and “dad” like glue and feels safe under the bed or in Sophie’s closet.

Paul’s on the phone with Harvey Weinstein at this very minute—the drama goes on. I feel a little sorry for him. It will end, but it hasn’t ended yet, and wherever he goes they’re after him until he’s turning BLUE IN THE FACE.

So… we’re fine. I’m very glad you had the weekend with Marina and that you got your haircut repaired. Where are the movie theaters in New York with waiters?

No person, no carpenter will darken your room during the time you’re home. A rather astonishing collection of required wilderness wear is hanging in your closet at this minute, including thermal gloves—apparently necessary for the remote reaches of Maine. All I can say is that that trip is going to be amazing—and a chic wardrobe just won’t work for it. I’m quite sure you’ll never forget it as long as you live. I wonder if you can take your camera. What do you think?

The photographs you sent show your amazing gift. It isn’t something to be taken lightly—and as I said to you on the phone, they seem to be different from the pictures you’ve taken in the past—which as you know I’ve also admired a lot. There’s more life in them, and I don’t mean human subjects as opposed to inanimate subjects at all—your grass moves me. The inside is showing more, and that’s a great thing. Courage is necessary to make art. I’ve often felt afraid of my own work, of my real “subject,” and I have to break down my cowardice to do the real story. I have a sense that you are beginning to do this, too, and the more you allow yourself to surface, the better the pictures will be—nothing will be frozen or dead.

I think of you all the time. I carry you around in my heart every second, and I want you to know that if we had to go through everything we’ve gone through for you to arrive at a better place, then I’m glad about it. I don’t mean resigned or accepting, I mean really glad, jubilant. I’ve always believed that when we survive suffering we’re better for it. Well, my darling, this is a little deep for a fax, but you know I mean it, and I miss you very much. We are never whole without you.

Love and hugs and kisses from your Siri



Documents revive not just forgotten events or the exact wording of letters recalled only in a general way but feelings that are stopped in time, feelings that have given way to other feelings. Daniel would be kicked out of the woodsy wilderness-as-therapy program he began that September. But hope was alive in me when I wrote the letter. I would never repeat the banality about surviving suffering and being better for it now. I don’t believe it. At the time, I believed it or I wanted desperately to believe it. Suffering usually leaves scars. The resilient have scars too, but they interfere less with daily living. I can see that the worry I had felt about Daniel when he wrote his second-grade poem is intact a decade later. I wanted Daniel’s inside to come out, for the lies and hiding to be over, for him to surface—the better the pictures will be—nothing will be frozen or dead.

But true stories can’t be told forward, only imagined forward.

Blue in the Face was a mostly improvised sequel to the movie Smoke, filmed in eight days. Harvey Weinstein of Miramax was one of the producers. Neither Paul nor I knew anything about the man’s sexual crimes, but I admitted to Paul that Harvey made me uncomfortable. Paul told me stories about the man’s violent temper and his tampering with directors’ cuts. They called him “Harvey Scissorhands.” And here’s Paul’s beautiful wife, he said to me on several occasions, as if I were a nameless, inanimate thing that belonged to my husband.

August has become September, and now this month is also disappearing. Am I in time again, the time I used to take for granted and then lost? An autumn feeling has come to New York City, a new coolness. It’s been gray and wet for several days. From my window I see red leaves on a vine, and a tree in the backyard across from ours (yes, ours still) has turned yellow. Paul died in spring. Is that possible? Two seasons ago? I keep circling back to his death. Over and over, I watch him die.

Sophie told me that after Paul died, it hailed. She said it hailed hard. Do I remember the hail? When Sophie described the storm, she, Spencer, and I were sitting at the dinner table, and Miles was in his stroller beside us. As she spoke, I had a sudden image of the library windows turning gray and a rush of motion outside. But Sophie told me that when it hailed, I wasn’t in the library. I had announced that I didn’t want to see Paul taken away. This I remember. I didn’t want to see the body bag, hear the zipper close, or witness the men carry Paul’s corpse into the street. I had left the library and walked downstairs. I was in the kitchen.

The sky opened. Stones of ice fell.

I remember our funny little wedding party, my white linen dress, discounted several times. It cost $69.99. It was the only day in Paul’s adult life that he wore white shoes. I remember the lightning and the crack of thunder that jolted us all.

About Daniel, Paul said many times, I couldn’t reach him. He was unreachable.

I remember sitting in the teenage Daniel’s room talking, one of the many long talks between us that lasted hours. I told him he should stop telling me what he thought I wanted to hear. He admitted he did this and that it could be a strain on him. He said that when he found himself in a room with two people he had met separately before, he couldn’t always remember what he had said to either one of them. He felt confused: I don’t know who to be.

Years ago, I wrote in an essay: “Only the unprotected self can feel joy.” This is also true of love and grief.

More and more often, I find myself thinking, Paul and I had a long love. There were horrible things in our shared life, but it wasn’t horrible between us.

Falling in love is almost as ordinary as being born and dying. If songs, films, and literature tell us anything, it’s that love is a feeling human beings chase. And yet why love happens in the first place, or why, once it happens, some couples remain together while others dissolve in spite, bitterness, or boredom, isn’t straightforward. The cultural focus on “relationships” is usually about how to fix them. Good ones don’t call for action or intervention, and so they often disappear from view.

I notice couples on the street more often now than before Paul died. I see them walking together, their clasped hands swinging, couples of all kinds, young and old, gay and straight, and I remember me and Paul. I listen to Sophie and Spencer discuss their lives. I love the jokes that fly between them. Private humor is one of the pleasures of coupledom. Paul and I liked to spy demented luggage in old movies, those weightless suitcases swinging from an actor’s arm. The joke originated in a mistranslation of a poem we found hilarious, but which poet or what the original line was intended to mean I can no longer recall. We loved a story that came from Peter Newman, one of the producers of Smoke and Blue in the Face, about a trip he had taken to Jamaica. While Peter was eating dinner in a restaurant, a big man, both wide and tall, was seated at a table near him. The man ordered his meal: I’ll have the lamb for two for one. Feeling ravenous, watching others eat, or simply an absurdist impulse could unleash that quote in one of us.

Domestic irritants. My daughter and my son-in-law have them. Paul and I had them: You forgot the milk and juice. I asked you twice! Paul was always sorry, but he forgot to pick up groceries again and again. Although he remained neat, his cleaning abilities never improved. He argued that my “standards” were much higher than his. He could live with dirt. I couldn’t. Indubitably true.

And I watch Sophie and Spencer with Miles. The laughing parents have made a laughing baby. They are living their high middle lives now, crowded with work and a child. I remember when this house was full. For thirteen years we had a dog in the mix too, our mutt Jack. For over a year after he died, I would turn the key in the lock and expect the sound of his clattering toenails on the floorboards. Then I would remember he was dead, stop in the hallway, and listen to the dogless house.

The neighborhood has many owner-and-dog pairs, but I don’t pay them much attention. I look closely at the old human couples now, and when I spot mutual tenderness, I smile, and then I envy them.

But why do people continue to love each other, to be in love with each other? People can’t help what they feel, my mother used to say. They can’t help what they don’t feel, either. We can help what we do, our actions, and we can try to feel our way into the other person, Einfühlung, the German word that became empathy in English.

Before I met Paul, but after I had moved to New York, I created two models of romantic attachment: the mechanical model and the organic model. The mechanical model of love, as the name suggests, is like a machine, and it runs on precise repetitions. An erotic charge is reliably produced by the turning machinery. Think of the many sexual fantasies that require specific props or the reenactment of the same narrative. Actual human relations are inevitably muddier than fantasies, and because there’s no perpetual motion machine, mechanical love affairs, like old cars, break down. Parts can be replaced, but the machine’s design is unchanged. The organic model, on the other hand, is like a tree. It thrives in sunlight and rain, but if the day comes when a storm rips off one of its limbs and the tree doesn’t die, it may grow another limb, and that new branch will be different from the one that was lost. The tree reconfigures itself to changed circumstances.

Paul and I knew that if our marriage had been more like a car and less like a tree, we wouldn’t have lasted. Storms came and went. (The storms of accident summon Paul’s own machinery—his mechanics of reality or the music of chance.) Our tree survived, but it grew into different shapes as it aged.

I recently discovered that on May 1, 2024, the day after Paul died, The Guardian published quotes from interviews Paul had given over the years. I found this one: “You have to think of love as a kind of tree or a plant… And that parts are going to wither and you might have to cut off a branch to sustain the overall growth of the organism. If you get fixated on keeping it exactly as it was, one day it will die in front of your eyes. For a love to be sustained it has to be organic.”

To sustain the overall growth of the organism is straight from the language of biology, which is also to say straight from his wife’s mouth. I had no idea he had spoken about my model publicly. He changes it, however. Paul substitutes intentional pruning for my violent storm. I wonder if he felt he had pruned our tree.

The woman in her early twenties with her two models of erotic love wasn’t thinking about widowhood. Her parents were still alive and living together in a long marriage, and she was leaning into the future, alive to the idea of a lasting attachment. She wasn’t bothering to work out what would happen if the tree died.

I once saw a maple in Minnesota that had been split open by lightning. It had black burn marks on the inside of its cleaved trunk. When I went online to look at pictures, I discovered that those sooty electric scars are not unusual. I studied images of mangled boles and contorted branches and paused over the photograph of a tree that had been nearly cut in half. On its right side every limb was bare, but on its left the branches were in full leaf. I found myself gazing at the black-and-white photograph for a couple of minutes, reminding myself that a metaphor can be taken too far and become ridiculous. Is that your hope, Siri, that half of the poor, stricken tree can still bloom?

I think of the teenage boy at camp looking down at the dead body of another teenage boy at camp, Ralph, who was killed by lightning.

I’m smelling cigar smoke right now, this very instant, as I type these words.

Telling and not telling. What to put in and what to take out? It’s an aesthetic question, but it can also be a moral question. Paul and I used to discuss writers who were putter-inners and those who were taker-outers. Charles Dickens a putter-inner, and Samuel Beckett a taker-outer. Sometimes it’s important to speak, and sometimes it’s wise to keep your mouth shut. It’s not always easy to determine which is right, either. This book is an act of both.

I also know that the AND of coupledom isn’t an excuse for invasion, for prying or clawing one’s way into another person and insisting on revelation. Every person must feel free to decide when and what to tell. Even the most intimate relations require respect for the raw, vulnerable, and secret geographies of a self.

It would be boring and we might grow complacent which would be a horror.

Paul and I never bored each other. We irritated, annoyed, and angered each other, but we never bored each other.

Sometime after Paul had been released from acute rehab in late December, he and I were having a conversation about our years together. His illness inspired taking stock of the past. I asked him what I had asked him before. I wanted to know why he hadn’t explained at least some part of his internal struggle to me before he left me so abruptly for those days in 1981.

He looked at me and said, Oh Siri, that’s back when I was stupid.

I was so surprised, my mouth fell open, but no words came out. When I think of it now, I laugh. I wish I had kissed him all over his face. It’s hard to think of anything quite as endearing as that answer, but it’s also a testament to the changing tree.






Blue Team

We asked the question often: Blue Team?

I don’t remember when Paul first told me about his camp counselor Bruce Litwer, source of the Blue Team reference, but the term popped up early in our relationship. Although the idea originated in the color wars that were fought summer after summer in camps all over America, the Blue Team invented by Bruce, then a law student at Columbia, had nothing to do with athletic contests. Blue Team was about ethics and character, the old virtues—humility, honesty, goodness, humor. Paul and I used it as a code for people we could trust, and when Sophie was old enough to grasp the concept, she used it too. My daughter had at least two boyfriends before Spencer she freely admits were not Blue Team. (Just as her mother had had a couple of aforementioned lovers who never would have made it onto that team.) Don’t worry, Mom, Sophie would say to me during discussions about her entanglements with one or the other dubious person, I’m not going to marry him. (To which I would think but never say aloud, Thank God.)

Paul wrote about Blue Team in Oracle Night (2003). He changed Bruce Litwer to Bruce Adler, but the description in the novel hews closely to actual events. Just as Paul was chosen for the team (out of the blue, as it were), Sidney Orr, the narrator, does not try out for the secret society but is picked for it.

“I was fast asleep in my bed, and Bruce and the other counselor shook me awake. ‘Come on,’ they said, ‘we have something to tell you,’ and then they led me and two other boys into the woods with flashlights. They had a little campfire going, and so we sat around the fire and they told us what the Blue Team was, why they had selected us as charter members, and what qualifications they were looking for—in case we wanted to recommend other candidates.”

Sid is explaining Blue Team to his wife, Grace. He elaborates on the traits necessary for membership. A sense of humor is all important, “a taste for the ironies of life, and an appreciation of the absurd,” he says. “But also a certain modesty and discretion, kindness toward others, a generous heart. No blowhards or arrogant fools, no liars or thieves. A Blue Team member had to be curious, a reader of books, and aware of the fact that he couldn’t bend the world to the shape of his will. An astute observer… a lover of justice.”

Grace fights him. She points out a truth: “Good people do bad things.” The whole Blue Team business exasperates her. “You’re talking about people who’ve decided they’re better than other people, who feel morally superior to the rest of us common folk. I’ll bet you and your friends had a secret handshake, didn’t you? To set you apart from the riffraff and the dumbbells, right?”

Sidney replies: “Jesus, Grace. It was just a little thing from twenty years ago. You don’t have to break it down and analyze it.”

Reading the passage again, I’m struck by two things. First, Grace has a point. The very idea of a Blue Team can lend itself to moral priggishness and condescension—the smug superiority of the boys’ club. We know better. You don’t. Second, the tug-of-war between Sidney and Grace sounds a lot like disputes between Paul and Siri. Breaking it down and analyzing “it,” whatever the “it” is, counts as one of my obsessions. Grace irritates Sidney just as I could irritate Paul with what he regarded as too much analysis on my part. And like Grace, I sometimes get a tad carried away making my point.

Blue Team takes up only a small part of Oracle Night, a complex and terrifying novel about the imaginary and the real, writing, violence, betrayal, and trauma. I took note of this only now: The novel is set in 1982, the year Paul and I were married. The word trust doesn’t come up in Sidney Orr’s Blue Team description, but for me it lies at the core of its meaning. Sidney says Blue Team “implies a connection among the members, a bond of solidarity.” I say trust. There is freedom and safety in the trust made between people, which, I think, makes moral superiority impossible. It would be a betrayal of trust.

Sophie wrote “Blue Team” for her father in April after the news came that he would die soon. She was able to play him her demo of the song, which will be on her next album, before he died on the thirtieth. On April 16, she recorded a conversation with him on the song’s subject. He tells her the story of the counselors rousing him from his bunk and taking him into the night for an outing. Fiction and fact divide slightly. Paul says on the tape, “I remember I was the first one they picked because they felt I was an outstanding fellow.” Small chortle.

There weren’t three boys chosen first. He was the only one. The others came later.

After Oracle Night was published, Bruce recognized himself in the novel and contacted Paul. Their friendship resumed and expanded to include me and Bruce’s wife, Vicki. On the tape, Paul tells Sophie how kind Bruce was to him. He explains that he felt Bruce had “faith” in him as “a young budding intellectual of some sort…. He even invited me a couple of times to New York. He took me to his law classes, and it was fascinating to sit there and listen to these law professors…. I had a wonderful time. I felt like such a grown-up, you know.” Bruce, definitely Blue Team. Bruce and I remain in touch. He often signs his emails TruBlue Bruce. Vicki Litwer died of cancer on October 30, 2024, six months to the day after Paul died. Bruce and I are now comrades on another team, living in the depths of another shade of blue.


Blue Team




I’ll live my life for you

Asking every day what would you do?

I know you wouldn’t want me

To be unhappy

I’ll try and muster through

Even though my heart is breaking

I know this aching’s cuz I adore you

And how lucky I’ve been

To have you through thick and thin

And I’ll keep playing for the blue team

And I’ll be seeing you in my dreams

I’ll keep playing for the blue team

I’d make it go away

Pack up our sorrows for another day

And we’d all live together

In a big house forever

The flying Wallendas

On the balance beam

I’ll think of you and Mom

Dancing in the living room

To a Tom Waits song

Although the tears always near

You and I are clear

And I’ll keep playing for the blue team

And I’ll be seeing you in my dreams

I’ll keep playing for the blue team

mmmmm mmmmmm mmmmm
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A Note on Baseball

I have received three emails and a handwritten note with the same message from four friends who are watching a real sports team, the Mets, and cheering their late-season wins. Each one of the friends is feeling the pleasure Paul would have felt if he had been alive, and that imagined happiness reminds them of his absence, and his absence hurts. The four men played the game as kids and are lifelong baseball fans who I suspect are throwing, fielding, and batting vicariously as they watch the action on the field. One of Paul’s childhood friends, Jerry, who called me after Paul died, testified to my husband’s talents as a player. If he hadn’t taken up writing, he could have been in the major leagues. Paul taught me the game. I followed the Mets closely in the eighties. I knew all the players. Mookie Wilson was my favorite Met, not because he was the best but because I fell for his enthusiastic, kind face, and sincere manner. I remember the neighborhood erupting in cheers when the Mets clinched the World Series in 1986, but the truth is, for me the game begins and ends with Paul. What about them Mets? could just as well mean What about that Paul?

October 6, 6:40 a.m. I check online. PETE ALONSO’S CLUTCH BLAST SENDS METS TO NLDS IN GAME 3 WILD CARD THRILLER. METS’ LATE MOXIE RETURNS FOR AGME 1 TRIUMPH IN PHILLY. I’ve always liked sports lingo.

Paul’s passion for the game was constant. Baseball has its own history of lively characters, box scores, records, and statistics that can be referenced at any moment. Year-round, Paul yakked to me about the Mets, at breakfast, after our working hours, at dinner. He speculated and pronounced on prospects. He had a plan to speed up the game, and with help from his friend Andy Martino, sportswriter, reporter, and author of two books on baseball, he was able to watch a minor league team play with his very own alternative rules. He touted the abilities of overlooked players and was dismayed by injuries. He criticized management decisions and analyzed individual plays: Watch, Siri! They’re going to show it again! I wasn’t always attentive, but I liked the fact that Paul lost himself inside the sport’s topography, a real space, which is nevertheless a fantasy space, marked off from the rest of the world. It’s like a sonnet, I said to Paul once, with its set rules, a circumscribed, sealed form, but inside it, there’s room for abundant and exciting variety.

On April 12, 2024, Gary Cohen, Mets announcer and reader of Paul’s work, called out a greeting to my husband during the game. He mentioned The Brooklyn Follies, Sunset Park, and one of his personal favorites, 4 3 2 1. Eighteen days before “the author” died, Cohen referred delicately to Paul’s condition as “a little bit under the weather.” And somehow this monumental euphemism didn’t bother me in the least.

When the Mets lost, Paul would turn to me and say, It doesn’t really matter. He didn’t stoop to the cliché It’s just a game, but that’s what he meant. Baseball was his dependable refuge from outrageous fortune.

In late February, Paul was sitting at the red table in the dining room reading the newspaper in the morning, and he said to me, Spring training starts today.

Already? I said.

He nodded, and he smiled. I remember how good it was to see that smile.




March 2024

Dear Miles,

From kindergarten to the end of sixth grade, your mother thrived at school and seemed to have limitless numbers of friends. All that stopped abruptly in the seventh grade, and then, because your grandmother and I mistakenly supposed that things would get better the following year, through the eighth grade as well. She was twelve and thirteen at the time, on the cusp of puberty, a most vulnerable age for even the strongest, healthiest child. Every one of your classmates is struggling with the same confusions you are, and suddenly the small social pod you belong to has been divided into two camps: those who are in and those who are out. The in crowd reigns over the downtrodden out crowd, often with physical violence from the boy component and stunning psychological cruelty from the girls. For reasons never fully articulated, but no doubt driven by envy (Sophie’s beauty, perhaps) and also by what I would call a sense of shame, since your brave, outspoken mother again and again stood up for the boys and girls who were pushed around and even bullied by their classmates. The pushers and bullies didn’t like it, for they felt ashamed of themselves when Sophie lashed into them for their meanness, and so, little by little, your mother was pushed out herself, altogether shunned by her former friends, who ostentatiously refused to talk to her in school and no longer invited her to parties.

She had only two friends in those years, both of whom were outcasts as well. F., the awkward beanpole girl, and K., the ebullient fat girl. I liked both of them, not only because they were innately likeable but because they both seemed to think Sophie was just about the most perfect being ever created, a goddess.

That helped a little, but your mother suffered greatly during those years. Imagine your school as an icebox of hostility from the moment you arrive in the morning to the moment you leave in the afternoon, and the grinding certainty that tomorrow will be the same as today, along with every other tomorrow until school lets out for the summer. When things started up again in the fall (still the beginning of the eighth grade), your grandmother and I were horrified to learn that nothing had changed. We scrambled to find another school for Sophie, but that took some time, and when we settled on the one we felt would best suit her, it was too late to arrange the transfer for the current year. Your mother was accepted by the Calhoun School in late November, I think it was, a secured spot that would begin next fall, but for now she was still stuck in her eighth-grade misery box and had no choice but to gut it out to the end. If nothing else, at least there was the satisfaction of knowing that her days in Brooklyn were numbered, I told myself (surely clutching at straws), and that for the next four years (high school), she would be traveling every morning by subway to the Upper West Side. As it happened, her new school was within walking distance of her voice teacher, Mary F.

The short and the long of it was that the second school was vastly superior to the first. Your mother acquired a whole new set of friends, worked hard at her studies, and continued her acting and singing. Not once in those four years was there the slightest whiff of the sort of brutality that had been visited upon her in Park Slope. The Calhoun School was ultra-vigilant about bullying and would not countenance it in their students. They paid attention, whereas her school in Brooklyn did not, and therein lies the difference between a life of torment and a life of freedom and friendship. Yes, Sophie recovered her bounce, her old pizazz, but I still kick myself for not acting sooner and pulling her out of that school after the first bad year. I don’t know, but I would wager that the abuse she was subjected to at twelve and thirteen is still smoldering inside her today.

Until she started at Calhoun, your mother had never been on the subway alone. Now she would have to travel by herself back and forth every day between Grand Army Plaza in Brooklyn and West Seventy-ninth Street in Manhattan. She wasn’t daunted by the challenge, but just to make sure she understood the route and the change she had to make at Seventy-second Street (from the 2 or 3 to the 1 or 9), we went on several trial runs together, practicing until I felt she had the whole business under control. On the first day of school, I walked her to our station in Brooklyn, still fretting a bit for her safety, but your mother was confident in her ability to negotiate the trip. What worried her, on the other hand, was whether she would fit in and whether she would like or be liked by any of the strangers she would be meeting that day. Two different sets of anxiety, but then we reached the staircase of the steps at the Grand Army Plaza stop, and she went down.

It was September 11, 2001, the worst day in the history of New York. You are probably aware of what happened that morning, because your parents have told you about it, or a teacher has told you, or you read about it in a book. After I said goodbye to your mother at the subway station, I walked back to the house and went down to my workroom on the ground floor to carry on with whatever I was writing at the time. At nine o’clock, a journalist friend called and told me that a plane had just flown into the World Trade Center. I rushed upstairs from the bottom floor to the top floor, went into your mother’s room, which had the only clear view of Lower Manhattan in the house, and saw plumes of smoke rising from the towers. Your grandmother worked in another room up there, still works up there, and once I persuaded her to leave her desk, she came in to look with me. She thought we would be able to see more if we turned on the television in the room we call the library (lots of books) one floor below, so we went downstairs, and one minute after the TV was turned on, we saw the second plane crash into the second tower. The first crash had been no accident then. It was a planned attack, in all likelihood engineered by terrorists, and the biggest fear running through the city that day and for many days afterward was whether more places had been targeted. Fortunately, there were no more murder-suicide planes, no more attacks, but that wouldn’t become clear until later, and in the meantime close to three thousand people had been killed in the towers, a horrifically large number that brought grief to many thousands more (the families and friends of the dead) and rippling outward through the friends of those friends until nearly everyone in the city was directly or indirectly affected.

The first plane hit at 8:46 A.M., just thirty minutes after your mother’s subway car passed under the site of the attack. Your grandmother and I waited nervously for news about Sophie, which didn’t come for one or two hours (an interminable length of time), but at last the telephone rang and we were told that Sophie was unharmed.

The telephone rang one other time that morning, when the man who had once run the company that publishes my books and your grandmother’s books in Germany, Michael Naumann, our brilliant, much loved friend, who was now the editor of Die Zeit, which covers politics and culture (books, films, theater, visual art, etc.), and with New York under siege, he called to ask if I could write a short piece of personal impressions about what was happening here. They were going to press tomorrow, and I had to get the article to him by late afternoon (night in Germany). I told him I was feeling hollowed out, overwhelmed by sadness, and wasn’t sure I could do it, but I promised to give it a try. At four o’clock, I sat down at my desk and eked out two miserable pages, at which point there was a new set of problems to deal with. How to send those pages to Michael in Germany? The Internet was down, the phone lines from America to Europe were down (which meant no calls and no faxes), and the only way we could be in touch was if Michael called me. But would he? Eventually he did, and I dictated two pages to a bi-lingual stenographer over the phone. Just like a reporter in one of those ancient films from the 1930s….

“Random Notes—September 11, 2001—4:00 PM

Our fourteen-year-old daughter started high school today. For the first time in her life, she rode on the subway from Brooklyn to Manhattan—alone.

She will not be coming home tonight. The subways are no longer running in New York, and my wife and I have arranged for her to stay on the Upper West Side.

Less than an hour after she passed under the World Trade Center, the Twin Towers crumbled to the ground.

From the top floor of our house, we can see smoke filling the sky of the city. The wind is blowing toward Brooklyn today, and the smells of the fire have settled into every room of the house. A terrible, stinging odor: flaming plastic, electric wire, building materials, incinerated bodies.

My wife’s sister, who lives in Tribeca, just ten blocks north of what was once the World Trade Center, called to tell us about the screams she heard after the first tower collapsed. Friends of hers, who live on John Street, even closer to the site of the catastrophe, were evacuated by police after the door of their building was blown in by the impact. They walked north through the rubble and debris—which they told her contained human body parts.

After watching the news on television all morning, my wife and I went out for a walk in the neighborhood. Many people wore handkerchiefs over their faces. Some wore painters’ masks. I stopped and talked to the man who cuts my hair, who was standing in front of his empty barbershop with an anguished look on his face. A few hours earlier, he said, a woman who owns the antique shop next door had been on the phone with her son-in-law—who had been trapped in his office on the 107th floor of the World Trade Center. Less than an hour after she spoke to him, the tower collapsed.

All day, as I watched the horrific images on the television screen and looked at the smoke through the window, I have been thinking of my friend, the high-wire artist Philippe Petit, who walked between the towers of the World Trade Center in August 1974, just after construction of the buildings was completed. A small man dancing on a wire more than five hundred yards off the ground—an act of indelible beauty.

Today, that spot has been turned into a place of death. It frightens me to contemplate how many people have been killed.

We all knew this could happen. We have been talking about the possibility for years, but now that the tragedy has struck, it’s far worse than anyone ever imagined. The last foreign attack on American soil occurred in 1812. We have no precedent for what has happened today, and the consequences will no doubt be terrible. More violence, more death, more pain for everyone.

And so the twenty-first century finally begins.”

Sophie reported that she and her fellow students were taken out of school and led to Riverside Park. In the distance, they could see the smoking towers, which were many miles to the south and therefore exceedingly small from their perspective on West Eighty-first Street. Sophie had seen none of the things her mother and I had watched on television, and in some sense the scope of the cataclysm escaped her. She was a fourteen-year-old girl on her first day of school and all her energies were fixed on trying to make a place for herself there. She understood that a monumental historical event had occurred that morning, but she rarely talked about it or even thought about it, I imagine, at least not until the following year, when the first anniversary of that day arrived and the full brunt of all those senseless, violent deaths came crashing down on her at last. She threw herself on her bed and wept, pouring out her sorrow in deep, resonant sobs that went on for a long, long time.

Papa






Oracles, Plenum of Problems, Haze Jenkins and the Rescue Planes

In the PAUL box, I find a note dated February 19, 2019, more than seventeen years after Paul and I stood in Sophie’s room and watched smoke rising from the buildings across the river in Manhattan. Just after the first plane hit the north tower, Paul had to persuade me to leave my desk because I was composing a letter to a friend, the poet Kenneth Koch, a former professor of mine at Columbia, who had written to tell me that he was gravely ill and receiving cancer treatment in Texas. He died the following year, on Sophie’s birthday, July 6.

Paul’s note:


Happy birthday, darling.

The best is yet to come…

From your loving

MAN



The ink on Happy must have gotten wet, because it has bled to a gray fog.

I was born a month early on my mother’s birthday in 1955. Ester Vegan Hustvedt died in October of 2019, eight months after Paul wrote the words above. In March 2020, the pandemic began its invisible assault on New York City. I kept close track of the numbers of dead. Refrigerator trucks stood outside hospitals to receive piles of bodies. Paul and I fell sick with the virus, but neither of us had severe illness. We recovered and remained safely at home writing. Collective amnesia seems to have settled over the Covid virus and the millions of lives it obliterated around the world. Few want to remember, but the pandemic surely plays its part in the fear, paranoia, and rage the reactionary right is exploiting in the campaign for president unfolding now in the United States, as well as in hard-right authoritarian movements around the globe.

I remember the clarity of the pandemic sky in Brooklyn. I remember days when I heard only sirens and birdsong. I remember lying in bed beside Paul listening to revving motors from car races staged on the deserted highways as late-night entertainments. I remember saying again and again to him, What if you and I lived alone rather than together? What if we lived together and didn’t like each other? And then on October 1, 2021, just when Covid seemed to be behind us, my analyst, Dr. C., died. Exactly a month later, Ruby died, and then in April of the next year, Daniel died. Four months after Daniel’s death, Paul came down with daily fevers. He was diagnosed with cancer in the first month of 2023, endured harrowing treatments, and died in 2024.

Even I can see the macabre irony of the best is yet to come.

Nevertheless, when I hold Paul’s note in my hands, his wish buoys me. Happiness isn’t a summit a person reaches as if it were the top of Mount Everest and then sits down up there forever. Emotions are fluctuating states, but the Paul and Siri of 2019 were living in a largely peaceful, harmonious, and contented state, and it wasn’t irrational to expect at least the possibility of more of the same. The future, after all, is an endlessly deferred fiction. When what was once the future rolls around, it’s not the future anymore.

Last week, I was walking in the drizzle and gloom of early evening on Lexington Avenue in Midtown toward the subway entrance when a man handed me a leaflet. He thanked me for taking it. I looked down at the paper: PSYCHIC LIV. Liv, my sister’s name, means life in Norwegian. I thought of oracles in Greek tragedy and the chorus that knows more than the ignorant character standing just a few feet away onstage, and I thought of fortune tellers in those American movies from the thirties and forties, usually women in turbans with heavy makeup and long fingernails that go rat-a-tat-tat on crystal balls. I threw the paper into the waste bin at the next corner.

About twenty-five years ago, Paul came up with the Plenum of Problems Theory. It goes like this. Every human being always has enough problems to fully occupy them in daily life. He used the example of a rich woman living on Fifth Avenue who from the outside appears problem-free—she has money, status, good looks—but she’s been suffering for months over not being invited to a particular social event. Her hurt consumes her days, and she lies awake nights thinking about it, but then a big problem comes along—her sister dies, or she’s diagnosed with MS. She forgets all about the snub.

I remember my fall. It happened the night of September 28, 2023. The sidewalk outside Sophie and Spencer’s house was slick with rain. I remember the ER, where I sat with a bag of frozen corn on my smashed, contorted wrist between Spencer and a pregnant Sophie. I remember waking up from the three-hour surgery in early October to a dead right arm from the nerve block, and I remember seeing Asti’s kind face when she arrived to pick me up. I remember the pain and sleeping upstairs in Sophie’s old room so as not to disturb Paul with my splint. I remember ice packs and weeks of PT exercises, but because Paul was in cancer treatment, because he might die, my distal radius/ulna fracture took up almost no emotional room at all. If Paul had been well, my wrist would have filled up our mutual worry space—for a while, anyway.

On September 12, 2001, I took three trains instead of one to retrieve Sophie from the Upper West Side. I remember nearly empty subway cars with two or three passengers, deserted platforms, posters with Arnold Schwarzenegger’s huge face on them, his eyes turned toward miniature helicopters dropping tiny bombs. The film: Collateral Damage. I remember being buzzed into our friends’ building, enforcing my maternal calm with a brief silent lecture, the door to the apartment opening, a view of hallway, and the sound of chattering girls. I see Sophie from behind. She turns around, contained, cool, almost blasé. Hi Mom.

I remember holding and rocking her on her bed one year later as she wept. Sophie remembers her father coming into the room because he heard her sobs.

The fantasy of individual agency is potent—the idea that each one of us controls, to a large extent, what happens to us. I believe in free will. I believe that a person’s actions can change things. And yet the tide of complex events that led to September 11 and to the pandemic remain obscure, even though, as Paul wrote in his report for Die Zeit, we all knew an attack could happen. Scientists and public health experts knew that a pandemic would happen, not when or how. But that it would happen was certain—beyond question.

It’s generally recognized that the victims of terrorist attacks, lightning bolts, bombs, tornadoes, floods, and contagious diseases aren’t responsible for their fate, but in familial relations, questions of responsibility become muddier.

When Sophie was bullied in middle school, swept up in the old story of difference, envy, and the laws of the in crowd and out crowd, Paul was incensed. I felt a painful repetition. I had been ostracized in the sixth grade. It lasted from February to the end of the school year, but the short time felt long, and it still feels long in memory. At first I was surprised. I recall listening in a trance of mortification as a girl berated me over the phone. She called me a fake. What did she mean exactly? What had I done? The girls, who had once liked me and now hated me, didn’t accuse me of wrongdoing. My very being was wrong. Hindsight has freed me from the vague guilt that overtook me at twelve, the feeling that I was somehow responsible for their mistreatment of me.

Guilt and innocence.

I remember talking to the principal of Sophie’s school. I remember the woman’s mask-like face as I spoke to her. I remember calling the parents of a classmate who had sent a hateful message to Sophie on the now-much-diminished LiveJournal. Sophie recalled the message: And she said if that anorexic bitch went to any other school she’d be shot with a shotgun because she is the most self-centered, annoying person. After talking to the parents, I asked to speak to the girl herself. When she picked up the phone, I heard the flat tone of the bored, angry adolescent. Before you do anything like that again, I said to her, remember that every other person has an inner life as large as your own. She grunted. I was whistling in the wind. I love that cliché. I always see a person, head down, lips puckered, in a gale.

But just as I had found myself magically rehabilitated into a likable person the following fall when I started my new school in Bergen, Norway, where my father was taking his sabbatical year, Sophie, whose first day at her new school happened to be one that altered the course of history and ushered in more violence and more death, found herself desirable again in the little world of her new high school.

Every person is a plenum of problems, but people don’t always take the old plenum with them when they move. Then again, some people do.

Paul writes to Miles that he could kick himself for not taking Sophie out of her old school earlier, but the truth is, I was the one who marched off to the principal’s office, and I was the one who made phone calls, however futile, at least in part, because her father’s emotional space had been filled by her brother’s increasingly urgent problems, repeated efforts to help him, and the repeated failures of those efforts. Paul and I shared the worry and fear, but as a stepparent, the big decisions about how to address those problems weren’t mine.

Old papers, letters, and drawings, scraps of my past, are strewn across my desk, including an open file labeled DANIEL’S CARTOONS. He liked the comics form and was good at it, and I saved the ones he had given me when he was still a child.

I don’t have “The Half World” drawing, but I remember Daniel showing it to me when he was seven or eight. The people in it were literally cut in two, figures with half a face, one arm, and one leg. It’s hard to think of a more poignant image of a child’s experience of divorce.

And this drawing: A team of Lilliputians with hammers are hard at work pounding the feet and ankles of indifferent giants. The caption reads: “Little People Don’t Like Big People.”

I pull Island of Love, Daniel’s four-page comic, from the file. I remember it, but not well. It’s not dated. My guess is he was twelve when he made it. Both the text and the simple expressive drawings show his sophisticated understanding of the comics form. This time, perusing the little work again, I read it as a parable.

“When Haze Jenkins got divorced, he just needed a quiet vacation.” Our hero, Haze, decides to “take a trip to a small, remote island in the South Pacific,” but then his plane crashes. He’s the only survivor. Fortunately, he manages to corral the aircraft’s emergency equipment and supplies and swim to a desert island, which, despite the accident, was his original destination after all. He likes his island, and after a couple of weeks he realizes he has “no one to miss back in New York.” New York hasn’t been mentioned before, but that’s where the nameless no-ones-to-miss reside.

“3 MONTHES [sic] LATER,” he spots planes flying over his island. “As Haze signaled to the planes, he thought why am I doing this? I love this Island. He quickly hid his accipment [sic] and dove into the water and swam away from the island.” The reader sees the back of Haze’s head as he watches the search party from a safe distance and waits for them to leave.

The rectangular word balloon in the following panel reads: “That evening after Haze had assembled his camp again, he sat back and thought how nice it is to be alone and not have any problems.” The drawing in the panel shows Haze in profile seated on a rock, leaning against a hillock in front of a fire. He’s smoking a cigar or maybe a joint. Although the smile on his face is fully visible, his nose and forehead are hidden by the balloon. The final panel is mostly text: “On this island, Haze lived for 37 more years. He died from old age. He never regretted dodgeing [sic] the search party. He enjoyed every minute of those 37 years on his Island which he got to calling: The Island of Love.” To the right of the words there’s a circle with two palm trees inside it. Their trunks are arced toward each other as their frond heads cross in an armless embrace.

And no one will find me. I’m hiding on the Island of Love. How can an island of love have room for just one person?

I’ll have the lamb for two for one.

He was unreachable, Paul said.

Every child longs for escape from interfering parents, teachers, and other kids, especially mean kids, but, just as his hero Haze dodges the planes intended to rescue him, Daniel dodged the parents, counselors, therapists, and various programs intended to save him, again and again.

A memory: We’ve left Tompkins Place and have been living on Third Street in Park Slope for two years. Daniel is twelve and Sophie is two. Nineteen eighty-nine, probably the year of Island of Love. Paul is on the phone in the kitchen, and I walk down the hall toward him. Through the receiver I hear the loud, angry boom of a man’s voice. Daniel has stolen a watch, a bar mitzvah gift from the man to his son.

In 2000, with the conviction for stolen property and two rehabs behind him, Daniel returned to college at SUNY Purchase to resume his photography studies after dropping out. The bargain: Paul would pay for his tuition, an apartment, and all extra expenses if Daniel kept up a B average. When the transcripts arrived in the mail, all As and a couple of Bs, Paul’s happiness was visible. I felt encouraged, too. Then, sometime in the spring semester, Paul called the college with a minor question, and the woman in the bursar’s office told him Daniel wasn’t enrolled. He had collected the tuition money and had left school. The transcripts he had sent us were forgeries.

I have to leave the door open, just a crack, Paul would say about Daniel. I understood. His son, his baby. And yet watching Paul suffer that sliver of hope, year after year, was anguishing. Over and over again, he would discover that what Daniel had told him wasn’t true, but he kept the crack open, and he didn’t close the door until the day the medical examiner’s report came back and Daniel was arrested.

No one can foretell the future. Thank heaven.

How strange time is, whatever time is, but memory is always happening in the present.

I looked up the text threads between me and Daniel after Ruby was born.

February 2. Many photos of impressively chubby newborn Ruby.

I’m very much looking forward to the box of memories you’ve collected, he writes to me. Will try to come by soon to get them. Thank you for doing that.

I’ve saved boxes of letters and cards addressed to Daniel as well as childhood photos. They’ve been organized for years. Sometime in the second week of February, I give them to him.

On February 14. Found this wonderful card from you in the stuff. (Among many utterly kind and sweet postcards from you as well). Happy Valentines Day to you!

Photo of my drawing of a smiling Yoda from Star Wars with a cutout red heart pasted to the paper. On the inside: Even Jedi masters have Valentines. I love you so much Daniel!! Your stepmom, Siri

I text back: Thank you. I’m glad. Memory is a deep thing when it’s remembered, but it can be forgotten too.

My nonsensical response about remembering and forgetting signals my wariness. I think I meant that I wasn’t at all certain Daniel remembered how close he and I had been or how much he had hurt me. I remembered making that card for him. Daniel had forgotten. He seemed surprised by it. Addiction is just one of many things that can blunt memory.

He sends a photo of a second card from me. A slender boy wearing sunglasses, jeans, and a sleeveless T-shirt, anchor tattoo on his shoulder. Small hearts dance in the space around him. Inside: Happy Valentine’s Day to a hip guy—And the darling boy I love most in the world. Love from your stepmom, Siri.

He texts: The takeaway impression from reading all these letters is that I was very loved.

I don’t answer this. Takeaway impression has a remote sound. The passive voice, I was…, strikes me as odd. The thread between us, however, goes on. He is prolix. I am concise. He sends me many photos, old and new, and long, detailed, sunny text letters to read and show to “Dad,” the man without a cell phone.

Daniel didn’t pursue comics or photography, although his talent wasn’t in doubt. One of his photographs is hanging in the hallway outside my study: A boy, seven or eight years old, turned away from the camera, runs with an accordion on his back. Daniel had a great eye. I believe he was fifteen or sixteen when he took the picture. Paul and I had it framed.

As I write, time is still riddled. I think often of how much I don’t know about the past and how blank the future has become since Paul died. Much was invisible to me then and remains invisible to me now. Much lies beyond my understanding. I remember little Daniel marching up and down the steps in Tompkins Place as I sang to him while he brushed his teeth, his eyes lit with humor. Our game. I remember him hiding his homework on the landing outside the apartment on Third Street. I remember doing homework with him. I’m afraid I remember doing homework for him, too, even in high school. I was so afraid he wouldn’t graduate. I remember the sound of Daniel and Sophie laughing wildly from his room. I remember Daniel’s parakeet, Caesar, the abrupt movements of his head, his black eyes, and his motionless body at the bottom of the cage. I remember the family mourning the dead bird.

At the very least, time has made me humble. I circle back to the end of “Portrait of an Invisible Man.” I see the man I would fall in love with two years later writing his book into the wee hours.

“Past two in the morning. An overflowing ashtray, an empty coffee cup, and the cold of early spring. An image of Daniel now, as he lies upstairs in his crib asleep. To end with this.

To wonder what he will make of these pages when he is old enough to read them.

And the image of his sweet and ferocious little body, as he lies upstairs in his crib asleep. To end with this.”

(1979)






Screwball and Slapstick

Paul and I were ever alert to life as comedy. We always said that before we died, we would write a screwball comedy together. We never did. We did write a screenplay together once, for Wayne Wang, a movie called Center of the World, our title. It’s a film about sex. As often happens to “schmucks with Underwoods,” as Louis B. Mayer or Samuel Godwyn or Jack Warner so delicately phrased it, our screenplay didn’t survive the movie, which is to say that when the film was finished, neither Paul nor I recognized a word we had written—not an “and,” an “it,” or a “but.” That’s a quote from the writer Richard Price, who told us he had had the same experience more than once. We took our names off the film but retained a story credit. At the time, it seemed sad that our work had been for naught, but what I remember now is how much fun we had writing it. We wrote at breakneck speed. One of us would start a line, and the other would finish it. Dialogue composed by dialogue turns out to be a wondrous thing: No, that sentence sinks at the end, what about…? I know! Let’s try this… Words flew back and forth between us. We laughed a lot. No fights. I wish we had written our screwball comedy, but we were always too busy. I wrote The Summer Without Men (2011) instead, my novel version of screwball.

The secret of the fun was that neither Paul nor I knew what the other would come up with.

Comedy subverts expectation, and we laugh.

When Paul and I were still living in the small apartment on Third Street, we used to splurge once a year and spend a weekend at a good hotel in New York. For two days, we loafed and talked and ate, two temporarily childless, self-indulgent occupants of a massive king-sized bed in a snappy room with maid and room service.

One year, sometime in the early 1990s, we picked the Carlyle. The evening of our arrival, we were sitting in Bemelmans Bar having a drink before dinner. Willie Nelson walked through the bar. I remember that. There we were, almost rubbing shoulders with the famous. I was wearing a new dress, black, simple, sleek.

Paul studied me. He had that sly look he’d get sometimes when he was amused by his own thoughts. He leaned back in his chair, folded his arms, and said, When you were growing up out there in the boondocks in Minnesota, did you ever think you’d be here, wearing that dress, with someone like me?

And I said, Yes.

Paul laughed. I was telling the truth, but he hadn’t expected that answer. It became a story he liked to tell.

Paul’s favorite Mel Brooks quote comes in several versions. This is the one I remember: “Comedy is when you slip on a banana peel and fall down a manhole; tragedy is when I stub my toe.” Paul loved silent comedy, as did I. Keaton and Chaplin especially. We watched Harold Lloyd, too, although he came in third. For The Book of Illusions (2002), Paul invented a silent comedy hero, Hector Mann. Hector’s uniform is an impeccable white suit, but it was his thin black mustache that did the bulk of the comic work: “a twitching filament of anxieties, a metaphysical jump rope, a dancing thread of discombobulation.” I remember that when he read that description aloud to me, I whooped with admiration.

There are times in life when play and fun are impossible. I am struck, however, by the fact that even during periods of intense sadness and fear, laughter is not only possible but necessary. When Norman, Paul’s stepfather, was hospitalized in California—the man had had a heart condition since he was thirty-eight years old—Paul and I flew out to visit. We had moved in together but weren’t married. I remember the hospital room vividly, the tangle of wiring, the beeping machines, their kinetic graphs, and the patient’s pallor with a tint of ash. Get married and have twelve children, Norman said to us. After we left the hospital, we spent the evenings with Queenie. She was a brilliant joke-teller, mostly of the Jewish variety, mostly featuring women, mostly mah-jongg players. On one of those evenings, Queenie told Paul and me one joke after another, and we laughed. We laughed so hard that we sputtered and rocked and held our ribs. Neither Paul nor I ever forgot the exuberant release that came from listening to those jokes. Paul wrote about the experience in Winter Journal. Norman died young. His heart finally gave out when he was fifty-one.

In late May 2022, Paul and I traveled to Madrid, where he received an honorary doctorate, which had been delayed by the pandemic. From there we flew to Italy, where he served as star of a literary festival, Taobuk. Paul was given its big prize, another delayed award. The hotel where we stayed in Taormina, Sicily, once a Domincan monastery, overlooks the Ionian Sea. Its gardens are gorgeous. The festival people were kind. The sun shone.

Our hotel room in Taormina had a terrace with a dipping pool and a long view of the sea. On the night of the big prize ceremony, just a little before the end of the theatrical extravaganza held inside the ruins of the Roman theater in town, Paul and I and two friends from Einaudi (the house that publishes us both in Italy)—our editor, Andrea Canobbio, and our publicist, Paola Novarese—skipped the formal midnight dinner and escaped to the hotel. We settled ourselves on the terrace and ordered club sandwiches from room service. It was a clear night with a moon, neither too cool nor too warm, but it was dark outside at that hour, and there was no artificial lighting. When two waiters arrived with a rolling table, I turned to Paul and said, Come have something to eat, darling. With a glass of wine in one hand and a vape in the other, he heeded my suggestion and walked straight toward me and into the pool. Although the glass shattered and the smoking instrument drowned, we quickly determined that the man himself was uninjured. He was standing upright, hair still dry, shoulder-deep in water, and despite the dim light, we saw the glint of his teeth in a broad smile. After he had hauled himself out, I helped him strip in the room, and he wrapped himself in a white hotel robe. Once he was seated in a chaise longue under the night sky, happily eating his sandwich, Paola, Andrea, and I agreed that Paul looked like the stereotypical movie producer in a film from the 1960s, a fat cat relaxing by the pool, albeit with vape stick rather than cigar. All he needed was a starlet in a bikini to bring him a telephone.

The following afternoon, I was alone in the room and one of the waiters who had witnessed Paul’s pratfall the night before wheeled in another small table. It held a chocolate replica of the ruins of the Roman theater in Taormina. (I will refrain from commenting on this ludicrous extravagance.) I thanked him for the marvel, then looked him straight in the eye, and said, I will never forget last night. With a wry smile, he said, Neither will I.

Paul wasn’t Hector Mann that night in the hotel, but his quick reflexes and the spring in his knees retained from his baseball days may have made the difference between comic laughter and tragic tears.

On one of those evenings in Taormina, Paul and I had dinner alone on the balcony of the hotel, looking out at the water. I told myself to inhale the luxury of it all and to feel the lift of NOW. Liv and I used to grin at each other as we opened our chocolate bars and say, We’re lucky ducks. Let the sea breeze blow over you, lucky duck, I said to myself, and take in the dear face of the person across from you at the table. And then: I wonder how much time we have left?

It may have been that the immediate past had created an aura of potential calamity I couldn’t shake. I reported this memory to Paul after his cancer diagnosis, and he told me that he had not had the same thoughts. Despite the shocks behind us, Paul didn’t live as a man who expected lightning to strike again at any moment. He lived as a man who knew a lightning strike was possible at any moment. There is a great difference between the two positions. And yet my question was a rational one. We weren’t young. At some point, time would run out, and one of us would die.

The engine of The Book of Illusions is grief. The narrator, David Zimmer, is mourning the deaths of his wife and two sons in an airplane crash. He drinks, watches television, doesn’t shave or dress, and rarely leaves his house. For a while, he falls into the abyss.

Sophie told me that if I had died and Paul had lived, she imagined Swanson’s frozen dinners and bottles of scotch in her father’s future. He didn’t even like being home alone when I traveled.






October Becomes November and Then November Disappears

Despite pockets of respite from dread, for almost five years I’ve felt like a person living in the brace position. The thought that another horrible thing might strike has lurked inside me as a subliminal hum.

On October 13, I flew to Frankfurt and spoke at a memorial for Paul that was held at the annual international book fair. Carol spoke too, and Paul’s publishers from a number of countries gathered for the occasion. From there I flew to Oviedo in Spain and did two events for the Asturias Foundation. In 2019, I won the Princess of Asturias Award for Literature. Years earlier, in 2006, when it was the Prince of Asturias prize, Paul won. Miró designed the award—one of his last works. The twin statues are standing on a small round table in the living room. I met Sophie, Spencer, and Miles in Oviedo because Sophie had been invited to perform for the foundation. After that, we traveled to Madrid, where another memorial was held for Paul, this one public. I spoke again. Sophie sang for her father. The day after, I flew home. Sophie, Spencer, and Miles remained in Spain, and Sophie started a tour.

After I returned to Brooklyn, my anxiety escalated. Paul had been dead for nearly six months, but I felt worse, not better. Several times a day, I lay down, breathed deeply, and meditated to steady myself. The coming election frightened me, but I had Harris hope, and I couldn’t say why I felt as if I were hurtling toward some nameless disaster. I knew I was worrying about Miles. My thoughts continually veered toward illness and accident. What if something happens to Miles? In the late afternoon of October 21, I was lying on the sofa in the living room, breathing in and out deeply, longing for a whiff of cigar smoke, which came, and still comes, to me regularly, and I conducted an interrogation of myself: What’s going on? Why is your anxiety so bad? Why do you feel as if you’re suffocating? Miles and Miles again. I had no flash of insight. Rather, a sequence of disparate thoughts slowly arranged themselves as I stared at the tin ceiling. I realized that on November 1, Miles was going to turn ten months old. November first was the third-year anniversary of ten-month-old Ruby’s death. The chance collision of age, ten months, and date, November 1, had sent me into a panic as the day approached.

We have internal biological clocks and circadian rhythms in tune with day and night, but the measurements we call years, months, hours, minutes, and seconds become unconsciously embodied in us too. We learn their beats. Many people have had the experience of waking an instant before the alarm goes off. The time of trauma seems to be different, a monstrous, explosive present tense a person can’t relinquish to the past. The flashback is THEN in NOW. My anxiety was not like a flashback. I had flashbacks for four nights in a row after a family car accident in 2002. I woke in terror as I relived the impact of the crash. Paul, Sophie, Jack the dog, and I were in a rented car, and Paul was making one of the last turns in Brooklyn on our way home. We were hit by a woman in a speeding van. I have written about it before. Paul wrote about it in Winter Journal. I had to be cut out of the car with the contraption called the Jaws of Life and was rushed to the hospital in an ambulance. As I listened to the paramedic call out my dropping blood pressure numbers to whomever was listening in the trauma unit at Brooklyn’s Lutheran Medical Center, I was supremely conscious of everything that was happening, but I had no fear, no fear at all. Shocked dissociation. It’s not uncommon. As I calmly surveyed the ceiling of the ambulance, I said to myself. Remember all this, Siri. If you live, you may want to use it in a book.

As November approached, the calendar had seized me without my knowing it and given time an ominous meaning: Something horrible was going to happen to Miles.

Paul and I saw Ruby only half a dozen times. She was born during the pandemic, when contact was dangerous, but Daniel, sometimes alone, and sometimes with his partner, brought her to see us, and we sat outside in the garden to be safe. I never held her, but on June 27, 2021, Daniel texted me three photos of Paul holding Ruby. The grandfather looks happy. I don’t know where I was during their meeting, but I didn’t see them together on that day. Our relations with Daniel may have been fragile and fraught, but Ruby was just beginning her life, and Paul, Sophie, Spencer, and I had long discussions about possible future narratives for our grandchild/niece and what we would do in each case. Not one of us imagined she wouldn’t live. We believed Daniel was on Suboxone, a drug that quiets opioid withdrawal symptoms and cravings. Paul saw the port that delivered the medicine directly into his son’s body. It seems Daniel took it, but then he stopped and returned to heroin.

I love Miles. He knows me, greets me, pats me, and plants wet kisses on my face when he and his parents come to visit every Sunday and when I go to visit them. I didn’t know Ruby. The last time I saw her alive, Paul, Daniel, and I were inside the house because the world had become safer. She crawled toward me on the rug in the living room downstairs. I remember she turned a couple of times to look at her father, to see if approaching me was all right.

It’s the image of her small, perfect dead body in the hospital on November 1, 2021, that forces itself on me, especially before I try to sleep at night.

Dr. O. had mentioned anniversary reactions in the session we had before I left for Europe, but I had no response to her comment at the time, although I feel certain her words laid the groundwork for my insight. November first was a bomb inside me that didn’t go off. The day came and went. Sophie’s tour was a triumph of sold-out shows, and the three travelers returned to Brooklyn whole and well.

Election Day also came and went. Seventy-seven million voters freely chose a man who has been convicted of thirty-four felonies, held liable for sexual abuse, fomented an insurrection, and never admitted he lost the 2020 election. What did they vote for? Some voters believe he’s innocent of all charges. Others believe he’s a messenger from God. When he said to a Christian group in July, “Get out and vote. Just this time. You won’t have to do it anymore. Four more years, you know what? It’ll be fixed, it’ll be fine, you won’t have to vote anymore,” what did he mean? Words matter. Language sways, but interpretation is not fixed. An article in the New York Times on October 14, 2024: “The Trump Voters Who Don’t Believe Trump.” It’s entertainment. It’s irony. He’s drumming up publicity. Still other voters want to see him blow it all up. A nihilist urge.

Grief upon grief, I’ve been saying to friends. Grief and fear. The malaise, delusion, cynicism, rage, beliefs, and scapegoating that have made the upcoming presidency possible scare me. I can hear Paul railing at the results. How can Number 45 be on his way to becoming Number 47?

I’m much too selfish to be glad Paul isn’t here to see it.

Thanksgiving at Asti and Jon’s has come and gone too. It was Paul’s favorite holiday—no religion attached, no presents to buy. Asti gave a toast. She recalled telling Paul a few years ago that she had decided to forgo stuffing at the upcoming feast. No one really likes it, she said to him, to which he replied, I love stuffing!

I had forgotten about Paul’s affection for stuffing, or, if I had not actually forgotten, I hadn’t spent much time thinking about stuffing as a favorite food of his. Asti’s toast changed that. Stuffing now figures in a story about Paul, and its significance has been elevated forever in my mind.

She made the stuffing this year in Paul’s honor.






Books, Bartleby, and Fame

A condolence letter arrived yesterday, all these months after Paul’s death, from a man I don’t know. Paul didn’t know him either. It’s addressed to me and the Family of Paul Auster. In the letter, the man confesses that he has been struggling to write for most of his adult life. When he thinks it’s all pointless, he looks up at his wall where he’s pasted quotes from Paul. The following is from an interview published in The New York Times in 1992.

“When I couldn’t find a publisher for City of Glass, I resigned myself to writing unpublished books. I wasn’t going to stop writing—I came to terms with that, and it’s a good thing, because then you know why you’re doing it. It’s not for money, it’s not for glory, it’s not for readers, it’s not for anything except that you have to do it.”

Eighteen New York publishers rejected City of Glass. Paul began writing his trilogy of novels in the fall of 1981, around the time I passed my oral exams for a PhD. The following semester I was hired as a graduate assistant at Queens College and began work on my dissertation about language and identity in Charles Dickens’s novels. With help from a New York State Council on the Arts grant, Paul wrote three novels in three years. I remember that at least one editor admired City of Glass, but he wanted Paul to change the ending. The string of rejections astounded me, but to be honest, I had a feeble grasp of what commercial publishers in the United States wanted from writers. I was writing poems and reading novels, philosophy, literary theory, and studies of aphasia patients who garbled or lost their pronouns. I knew how much I admired City of Glass, and I knew I had never read a book like it before. I also knew that Paul’s use of detective fiction to explore the human need to find patterns and meanings in the world that don’t exist was close to my own heart.

The novel was finally accepted by a small publisher in California, Sun & Moon Press, and was released on January 1, 1985, exactly thirty-nine years before Miles was born. I finished my dissertation, “Figures of Dust,” later the same year, and I defended it in the spring of 1986. By then, Ghosts and The Locked Room, the second and third volumes of The New York Trilogy, had come out as well.

I’ve been digging through my papers to find further traces of those young people, Paul and Siri. After opening the box that holds the yellowing pages of my dissertation, including the bill for typing it ($472.66), reading through it, and then rereading the Trilogy, I understood that Paul and I, working in our small studies, one on top of the other, were both writing about naming, identity, and authority/authorship, albeit in different ways and in different forms.

I was analyzing Dickens’s novels, focusing mostly on Our Mutual Friend, in a dissertation that was never published. Paul was writing novels, which, once they had entered the world, made his literary reputation and over the decades have generated an avalanche of scholarship. The shared themes I found between us are just that and nothing more. The relationship between names and things is an old knot that people have been trying to loosen for centuries. It appears in Judeo-Christian myths (the Garden of Eden, the Tower of Babel), in other mythical traditions, and in many philosophical works. Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations was a book Paul and I shared when we met and discussed many times over the years. Paul was going to use a passage from L. W. as an epigraph for City of Glass: “And it also means something to speak of ‘living in the pages of a book.’ ” He loved the sentence.I

We were both living in the pages of books.

From the dissertation: “The drive to name and rename in Dickens’ late novels uncovers an intense desire in these texts to locate and define their objects, but this desire is continually frustrated by the nature of both language and the world as depicted in the books. The effort to get near the object, to find it, and tell it, creates a plenitude of words, an abundance that seeks and yet fails to find, for the object slips away, is hidden or falls apart.”

A man who may or may not be Stillman senior explains to Quinn in City of Glass that the problem with language is that the word stays the same. “Therefore, it can no longer express the thing. It is imprecise; it is false; it hides the thing it is supposed to reveal. And if we cannot even name a common, everyday object that we hold in our hands, how can we expect to think of the things that truly concern us? Unless we can begin to embody the notion of change in the words we use, we will continue to be lost.” Stillman’s fantasy: “I invent new words that will correspond to the things.”

From my dissertation: “The novel’s… powerful merchants, its officials, and nearly all of its fathers are vacant characters… part of a patriarchal hierarchy that promises system and order but provides none…. A look at the fathers shows them to be inaccessible… dead, absent, or merely distant—and they are represented by unreadable signs. The relation of the novel’s ‘children’ to these fathers and father figures determines their identities and is part of a continuous play with names, nicknames, and pseudonyms in the book. The children of such vacant fathers drown in pseudonymity or anonymity; in a symbolic sense they find themselves either fractured or missing.”

“I am Peter Stillman…. That is not my real name.”

Paul had already written about his real invisible father, a ghostly figure even before he died.

Language and identity are riddles that drive the Trilogy forward.

I read Paul’s manuscripts, and he read my dissertation. We commented, and we corrected each other. He had read Our Mutual Friend before we met, a book often neglected even by Dickens fans. He liked to refer to a line I had quoted several times in my thesis. “Misty, misty, misty. Can’t make it out.” The words belong to Jenny Wren, a character who navigates the real world on crutches but lives mostly in an imaginary world of her dolls. She is their author and a stand-in for the author outside the book, Charles Dickens. The child of a drunken wastrel, unworthy of a name, Jenny’s father goes only by Mr. Dolls. His refrain in the book: “Circumstances over which had no control.” I was fascinated by that lost “I.”

In the PAUL box, I find a talk he gave at Queens College, dated May 25, 1985. He had sent the speech to my parents with a note, and after my father died, his papers came back to me, which is no doubt why I have it. Paul doesn’t mention his own difficulties getting published. Instead he tells the students stories from the lives of writers he admires: Dickinson, Hawthorne, Melville, Thoreau, Proust, Kafka, Beckett. Beckett’s Murphy was rejected thirty-six times.

“No matter how the world treated these writers—whether with praise or indifference or condemnation—they all kept writing.”

It’s important to stress that tales about writers who refused to give way to outside pressure—Paul among them—are told, because at some point, before or after the author’s death, the work they did was celebrated. If those writers and their books had been devoured whole by literary history, there would be nothing to tell. I’ve often wondered how many great books have disappeared into that maw.

“It is remarkable, I think, to consider that Melville was only 34 when he wrote ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener’—that amazing story of human stubbornness in the face of outside pressure, even to the point of death.”

Paul was thirty-four when he began writing City of Glass. I hear the ring of admiration in the sentence above, not only for Melville’s story, which begins as a Dickensian comedy of office life and ends as existential parable, but also for the character of Bartleby himself, who refuses to budge until he’s forced to do so. He prefers to remain “stationary.” I felt Bartleby in Paul from the beginning. Paul was never wholly accessible to me. I’m sure he took secrets with him. I suspect every person does. But over the four decades we spent together, my husband became more open, more voluble. The taciturn young man I dragged to parties before I realized he hated them became more yielding, more accommodating. I became less accommodating. We moved toward each other. When I really needed him to shove over, he did.

The reader of Melville’s story never knows why Bartleby resists. He’s not a martyr for a greater cause. The big question is: At what moment does not giving in become the same as giving up? I think of Paul’s solitary male heroes in the early books, stripped of all connection to other human beings, locked in a room and scribbling in a notebook, meandering city streets until they disappear from the book. In Moon Palace (1989), Marco Stanley Fogg is starving and hallucinating in Central Park as he invents new names for old things. But then he is rescued from himself by his friends.

Bartleby is a literary cousin of Kafka’s hunger artist, another character of dark comedy Paul loved. Starving is his art, and, because he is devoted to his art, it kills him. And then there’s the nameless narrator of Knut Hamsun’s Hunger wandering the streets of Christiania, desperately trying to keep up appearances as he hallucinates from a lack of nourishment. I read Hunger (Sult) for the first time in Norwegian as a gymnasium student in 1972. Two years earlier, Paul was writing his master’s thesis at Columbia: “The Art of Hunger.” He would use that title again.

Paul’s resident Bartleby sometimes frustrated me. It took me twenty years to convince my husband that he should have the colonoscopy he preferred not to have. At seventy, he gave in. The surgeon removed several precancerous lesions from his bowel. Without the procedure, he might have died sooner from another cancer.

A person’s strengths are often also weaknesses. I admired Paul’s resistance to outside pressure, but he could be, to my mind, obtuse. Contained, deliberate, and slow to anger, he avoided conflict and detested it when I raised my voice. I, on the other hand, am a match. I burst into flames, but my fire goes out as quickly as it ignites. I beg for forgiveness and make up as soon as possible. I have been doing this since Liv and I had fights back in our childhood house on Old Dutch Road. I would stand outside our shared room after a blowup, knock on the door, and say in a humble, pleading voice, Are you ready, Liv? And she would yell, No! I would repeat the knock and the question until she was ready and called out Yes! Then I would bolt through the door, throw myself onto her bed (she was always lying on her bed, her spot for fuming), and we hugged each other and kissed, and all was well between us. In my marital disputes, I followed the same pattern.

Anger makes you hyper-articulate, Paul would say to me. I just get tongue-tied. It’s true. Rising to my own defense or to someone else’s, the sentences arrive quickly, fully formed, and with uncanny precision. Paul called these verbal barrages my high horse. My high horse has come in handy after a lecture when I field hostile questions. Because it’s often considerably more difficult for a woman to get people to listen to her than to a man, I’ve had more use for verbal bullets than Paul ever had.

After she became an adult, Sophie sometimes acted as a negotiator between her mother and father by measuring the degrees of unreasonableness in one or both of us when we were at odds at the dinner table. Paul and I trusted her judgment because she’s wise, and because she didn’t have a favorite parent. She scolded me for sudden flares of anger at her father. Extremely sensitive and, on occasion, paranoid, I’ve been known to overinterpret an innocuous comment as a slight. (When we were growing up, my sisters called me “Princess on the Pea.”) When Sophie reprimanded her father, it was for being immovable, stuck on a point, or tactless. Paul could be tactless.

Sophie remembers being out somewhere in Manhattan with her father when a fellow musician and Paul Auster fan handed Paul a photograph of an infant. Paul looked down at it and said, What an ugly baby. The baby belonged to the fan. Sophie was aghast and berated her father. What had he been thinking?

I am twirling in front of Paul in a new dress. He looks up at me and says, Reminds me of a shower curtain. I am decked out in a new pair of white pants and a white sweater, which I regard as the height of elegance. Paul examines me: You look like the milkman. Another memorable moment of deflation: I see you’re wearing the Mao suit.

Paul wasn’t always good at receiving presents. He had a reputation in the extended family for saying to the unfortunate giver: Why did you get me this? Sophie, Spencer, my sisters, and I laughed and still laugh at Paul’s ungracious tendency to let grumpy, if honest, thoughts slip into his speech. I think the threshold between inner and outer sentences sometimes collapsed, especially with people he loved and trusted. Because he was good and generous and because we knew he loved us, we accepted these blurts as comic warts on his personality, not symptoms of serious disease.

He used to rant about politics at breakfast.

You don’t have to yell at me, I would say. I agree with you.

I’m listening to myself think.

But it disturbs me. Please keep it down.

Just because you love someone, my mother used to say, doesn’t mean you can’t be objective. True objectivity may be a fantasy, but my mother’s observation can be put another way: Love doesn’t have to be blind.

Bartleby and the Princess on the Pea got married.

My sensitivity, like Paul’s stubbornness, is a strength as well as a weakness. At times, it has afforded me insights I could never have had without it. It became part of the push and pull of the marriage, just as Paul’s stubbornness did. I always wanted to discuss the pea hidden under all those mattresses, because it bothered me. Over the years, I often said, You know, Paul, conflict is okay. The struggles come out in the open air, and then after they’re batted back and forth and understood, they go away. I would usually add, You know, I adore you. And after about twenty-five years of marriage, he began to say the same to me. I don’t mind conflict, Siri. I think it’s good. The man meant it. He was nothing if not honest.

Sophie told me that she was walking with her father one afternoon here in Park Slope on their way to have lunch together. She guesses it was 2018, before the pandemic, before the horrible things. On their way, Paul ran into a neighbor from our block, whom he stopped, greeted, and chatted with in high good humor, and then they met another person he didn’t know well, and her father was just as friendly. After a third encounter of the same effusive kind, Sophie, struck by a conviviality she hadn’t seen in him beyond close family and friends before, said, Dad, what’s going on? He explained to her that he had made a decision. He wanted to be the kind, cheerful, solicitous old man of the neighborhood.

I think Paul made fully conscious inner decisions about how to live, which could seem abrupt from the outside because he didn’t always share them. But once made, he stuck to his internal promises until they called for revision. I believe he also made a decision about how to die. He was not going to cower, whimper, or complain. He had decided to die in a way he could admire, and he did.

Paul needed his Bartleby as he wrote one book after another, more than thirty in all—depending on how you count. He wrote them undeterred by praise, indifference, or condemnation.

“Strangely huddled at the base of the wall, his knees drawn up, and lying on his side, his head touching the cold stones, I saw the wasted Bartleby.”

Paul had no interest in the crowd. He avoided every fashion—sartorial, technical, intellectual, artistic. Although he came of age in the sixties and his politics were shaped by the time, he shunned hippiedom. He did not attend rock concerts. As a young man, he listened mostly to classical music. He had a penchant for rock ’n’ roll as a kid (Buddy Holly, Fats Domino, the Everly Brothers) but abandoned that music and didn’t return to its charms until he got older. With the important exceptions of nicotine and alcohol, he didn’t indulge in “recreational” drugs. He bought an Irish wool suit on his Joyce pilgrimage in Dublin when he was eighteen, and he wore it every day as a student at Columbia College until it fell apart. He must have cut an eccentric figure among his peers in bell bottoms. After Paul and I met, I took him to a few large, loud parties given by friends of mine. He was not gregarious. He found a place to sit, and he sat. He didn’t glower, exactly, but he didn’t look happy. A friend of mine said my new love looked like a handsome hit man.

Paul was a reluctant dancer, although under the right circumstances (the odd wedding or PEN dinner, most often in our own living room), I could coax him onto the floor. He danced well. He liked to twirl me. He liked cheek to cheek. We danced at Sophie and Spencer’s wedding, held here at the house in September of 2019.


“I’ll think of you and Mom / Dancing in the living room / To a Tom Waits song.”



In our earliest days together, Paul quoted a passage from Beckett that turned into comic shorthand between us over the years. It’s from Krapp’s Last Tape. The old Krapp, who is the very age I am now, sixty-nine, listens to his thirty-nine-year-old self on tape speaking in a voice described as “pompous” in the stage note. It’s a play about time—the old self encounters the young self—and about loneliness, regret, and memories of erotic happiness. The words come from near the end of the one-act play. The old Krapp is speaking: “Seventeen copies sold, of which eleven at trade price to free circulating libraries beyond the seas. Getting known. (Pause.)”

When my tiny volume of poetry was published in an edition of five hundred copies in 1983, I gave the book to people I knew, and, because Paul and I were friends with the manager of Books &Co. on Madison Avenue, five copies of Reading to You found their way onto a shelf in the store’s poetry section. Whenever I came to browse, I checked on my little book and counted five undisturbed copies. One day, a copy was missing, and I said to myself, A stranger bought my book!

Getting known. Getting known.

On January 1, 1987, Faber & Faber in the UK published The New York Trilogy as a single volume. The critical praise came swiftly and loudly, and Paul got known. Just days ago, on the telephone, Robert McCrum, who took a gamble on Paul’s three novels, and who, not long after his leap of faith on behalf of The Trilogy, became a dear friend to us both, told me it was the most exciting publishing experience in his life as an editor.

I was pregnant with Sophie and writing my first novel, The Blindfold.

From my talk for Paul in Frankfurt and Madrid:

“The Trilogy made Paul famous, not Taylor Swift famous, but famous for a writer, famous enough so that during his lifetime, he had a street named after him somewhere outside Paris and a sandwich in a restaurant in L.A., famous enough to be swarmed by adoring but frighteningly pushy fans in Buenos Aires and Paris, to have a Paul Auster stone on Celebrity Path at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, and famous enough to grumble to me only last year, ‘At least all your fans have actually read your books.’ ”

Paul was forty years old when fame hit him. He was glad recognition had come, but he kept his distance from the adulation. When screaming Paul Auster fans in Buenos Aires threw themselves onto the hood of our car as he and I were being driven out of a parking lot after an event, Paul stared through the windshield at the tangle of arms and legs in disbelief. When Sophie and I were pushed apart and nearly trampled by a mob of fans in a Fnac bookstore in Paris after a reading, Paul was dumbfounded. He never lived inside himself as a “famous” person.

Paul served on the jury of the 1997 Cannes Film Festival. Sophie and I were with him for part of the time. He rode in a festival car alone to the prize ceremony (protocol), and Sophie, then nine, and I followed in another car. We heard yells of Paul! Paul! Paul! coming from the throngs of people who lined the street. Waving and shouting, they pressed themselves close to the slowly passing vehicles to spy celebrities inside. When our car passed, I heard someone shout, Ce n’est personne. It’s nobody. Well, well, I thought, perhaps to you, but last time I checked, somebody was very much at home in both me and my daughter.

When confronted with particularly worshipful, obsequious fans, Paul would mutter to me under his breath, This is embarrassing. I’m really embarrassed.

After I began publishing novels with commercial houses in various countries that sold more than seventeen copies of my books, journalists asked me again and again, “What is it like to be married to Paul Auster?” How would any spouse answer such a question?

Paul urged me to say, Oh my God, you can’t believe what he’s like in bed. I answered that suggestion with an eye roll.

The what-is-it-like-to-be-married-to question not only annihilates the reality of a close marriage as a dialogue between me and you but replaces the you with a third-person him, a cultural object, Paul Auster. There are famous people who begin to live their lives in the third person, a sign that narcissism has taken over. There are many unfamous people on social media who have high stakes in third-person reality too. The mirror image is what matters most, an image that has become a commodity on the open market of eyeballs. Some famous people begin to refer to themselves in the third person. Reggie Jackson, the baseball player, did it. I’ve heard movie stars do it. More frighteningly, Donald Trump does it. The living, inner “I” that speaks to a “you” has been snuffed out by Man as Brand. No one can really have a dialogue with someone who lives his life in the third person.

There are spouses and partners, often women but by no means always women, who adopt the third-person attitude in their intimate relationships. They nurture, soothe, and cater to the GREAT PERSON because HE, SHE, or THEY is famous and, unlike the rest of us peons, must be treated with special care. Paul and I referred to those partners as “shawls.” Whatever their gender, they’re maternal figures, and their job is to wrap up, warm, and comfort FAMOUS PERSON. Paul and I met many shawls over the years.

It wouldn’t have been good for Dad, Sophie said to me yesterday at our weekly dinner, if you had been a shawl. She used the words sparring partners to describe her parents, and I smiled.

When we were living on Third Street, sometime between 1987 and 1994, Paul was offered a lot of money to do a television ad for American beef in Japan. Paul’s beauty, along with his popularity in that country, made somebody think he could sell meat. When I turn to my left here in my study, I see a photograph of Paul from that period in his life, his forties. Sunglasses, leather jacket, chin lowered as he walks on a Brooklyn street. It was taken by the Douglas Brothers. And I was married to that guy, I think to myself. Erotic life often involves some third-person objectification of the beloved, which is to say, it’s not all bad to indulge in some third-person pleasures. Paul’s glamour often hit me hardest when I was in an audience, and, along with the other people, I saw him from a distance. It wasn’t just his looks, but his calm, frank demeanor—and his voice. How I loved his voice. Although the beef ad would have augmented the family purse in ways we could have used, I knew Paul would never say yes. He tossed away many lucrative offers over the years. He preferred not to. In 2022, the Saudi government offered him a fat check to travel to that country and speak. No need to elaborate on his answer.

Fame is a quality relative to place, time, and genre. Some people are famous in one country and not in others, or they soar to recognition and are forgotten years, months, days, or even hours later. I realize that in my old age, I no longer know who is famous and who isn’t. I knew who Willie Nelson was, but he’s an old guy now. My attenuated relationship to television shows and blockbuster movies means only stupendous fame penetrates my cocoon. I know Beyoncé. When compared to pop music stars, novelists have a puny profile in the fame department. I read that Elvis memorabilia has become almost worthless. Strange to think such spectacular fame has lost its glow.

Paul liked to quote Budd Schulberg, the author of the novels What Makes Sammy Run? (1941) and The Harder They Fall (1947) and screenwriter of On the Waterfront (1954). We met Budd at the Deauville American Film Festival in 1994. The festival was celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day, and Paul won the literary prize that year. He and Budd were sitting in the bar of our hotel waiting for me and Budd’s wife, Betsy, to come downstairs. Movie stars wandered in and out. Cameras flashed. Budd looked on and said to Paul, They all think it’s never going to end.

Budd was old news. Betsy and I were no news, so we found ourselves at the same table, removed from the bigwigs, with some regularity. There are considerable advantages to occupying the margins at such events. You can study the cast of characters, their manners, and their revealing gestures and glances unimpeded by fuss. After I returned home from Cannes, I wanted to write an essay called “The Cannes Festival: France Before the Revolution.” After some thought, it dawned on me that without naming names, my tale would lose all power. The famous names deliver the punch. I abandoned the idea.

I don’t think I ever knew how famous Paul was until Daniel was arrested. Scandal amplifies fame. The phone was ringing, as they say, off the hook. No comment. What did they expect us to say? Reporters at the door. They harassed Sophie at her house too. Later, Paul and I discovered that photographers from British tabloids had hidden in cars on our street and had taken surreptitious pictures of us when we left the house. I wondered what genuine celebrities face in such a crisis. They have mobs on their doorsteps. I said to Paul, They’ll disappear. And they did. Old news.

You forget how long I’ve been around, Paul said to me in March. I’ve seen them come, and I’ve seen them go. He was talking about writers. I remember exactly where he was sitting in the library. I remember the concentration in his eyes and the barely perceptible lift at the corners of his mouth. The expression came more and more often in the last year of his life, a mixture of amusement and pathos, as if he were looking at the human comedy from far away. “It’s not for money, it’s not for glory, it’s not for readers, it’s not for anything except that you have to do it.”

It’s a need, not a choice. This book is a need, not a choice.

The position Paul took in the Queens talk in 1985 is a Romantic one—the artist as outsider. An idea of a literary avant-garde still flickered as a weak flame among writers in New York City back then. Commercial success wasn’t necessarily a badge of honor. In an age of influencers and clicks, the idea has little traction. I’ve been waiting for the next Romantic movement to arrive anyway, a strong opposition to digital tyranny and its hidden algorithms. I see signs of it here and there, but no youth stampede to remake a world that is now measured in followers. Of course, the youngsters don’t remember the artist worlds Paul and I knew back in the day.

In 1992, when The Blindfold was published, I was thirty-seven, a year younger than Paul was when City of Glass came out. I dedicated the book to Paul, and several reviewers in a number of countries compared my work to his, which surprised me. On hindsight, my surprise was stupid, but it’s a fact nevertheless.

I had given Paul permission to borrow the heroine of The Blindfold, Iris Vegan (her first name is mine backward; her last, my mother’s maiden name), and marry her off to Peter Aaron (P.A.) in his novel Leviathan. The two novels were published the same year, although my book had taken much longer to write (having a baby can retard the progress of a book). Two sections of The Blindfold had already been published in literary journals and then reprinted in The Best American Short Stories 1990 and 1991. Iris was born in my head well before Peter popped out of Paul’s. We both liked the idea of our fictional worlds kissing, as it were, and I liked the fact that Iris received from Paul what I couldn’t and wouldn’t give her: a happy ending. But the broad assumption from the outside was that I had lifted my character from Paul, and I understood how the play between us was being perceived. What I thought of as two circles in a Venn diagram with an area of overlap was turned into a little circle swallowed whole by a big one.

Despite the fact that I continued to publish novels, essay collections, and, as time went on, papers in scholarly and scientific journals, and to give lectures at academic conferences, Paul noticed that even when he credited me as his source in an interview—Siri told me this or that—once it was published, I was nowhere to be found. This happened even after I had gained recognition for my own work in some countries.

A single unhappy example of many unhappy examples: A large Italian newspaper published an interview with a review of my nonfiction book The Shaking Woman or A History of My Nerves (2010). The book is an exploration of my own symptom, a violent tremor that first appeared while I was giving a speech for my father at a memorial tree-planting ceremony for him at St. Olaf College. Many years of reading literature, medical history, neurology, neuroscience, philosophy, and psychoanalysis were put to use in that book. I had done the interview in New York, but the article was published while Paul and I were in Italy at a literary festival. I don’t read Italian. Paul had studied the language for at least one semester in college and was able to translate it for me. The article itself, published with a full-page picture of me and Paul in Brooklyn, was serious. The headline, which hadn’t been chosen by the journalist, was not serious: DEAR, I HAVE A HEADACHE. My history of migraine and theories about its causes are part of the book. I remember hurling the newspaper supplement across the hotel room. I wrote a protest letter to the paper. Paul and I both signed it. The threat: Neither of us would ever give another interview to the paper if the letter wasn’t published. It was. I have no idea whether anyone noticed it or not. I was also aware that only one of us had any muscle in the matter.

Paul and I were sometimes used as pawns, not only in a larger perceptual drama of more and less fame but in age-old gender politics. Man is intellect; woman is emotion. He gives birth to ideas; she pushes out babies. Masculine mind over feminine body. It took time, but after many years of publishing books, my defensive, prickly attitude about being treated as my husband’s appendage changed. I was able to interpret these slaps in the face not as personal but as impersonal. Articles like the one I mention above weren’t really about me or about Paul but about making sure the woman keeps her place in the order of things. How do you do that? Add a headline that turns the wife’s book into a marital sex joke.

A T-shirt that sold at a brisk pace at Trump rallies, which referred to a sitting vice president of the United States and a candidate for president, was emblazoned with the words: NO TO THE HO.

The impulse to diminish women who have authority of one kind or another, small or large, has startling force. The degree of insult may correspond to the degree of threat. A demeaning chuckle about a wife feigning a headache to avoid sex with her husband efficiently quashes whatever significance the book described may have. Bigger guns are needed for a woman, a Black Asian woman no less, of unprecedented authority in the history of her country, a person whose sex and color would have disqualified her from running for office in the past. Turn her into a whore. Insist she slept her way to the top. My point: Although in terms of fame, exposure, and importance, the significance of writer wife and VP are vastly different in quantitative terms, the hostility directed at the two is not qualitatively different.

I was supposed to be a shawl, damn it, and, when it turned out I wasn’t doing my womanly job, it sometimes (by no means always) happened that I was ridiculed. The history of women thinkers and artists whose work has been seen through the lens of husband, father, or the nearest great man is long and disheartening.

When I was particularly put out, Paul used to look at me and say, I think we should get divorced and live with each other in secret. More eye-rolling from his wife.

In 2011, Paul began a series of interviews with a professor at the University of Copenhagen, Inge Birgitte (Gita) Siegumfeldt, who was setting up the Paul Auster Research Library there. The university is also the home of the Søren Kierkegaard Research Centre. I teased Paul: Aren’t you supposed to be long dead before you have a research library? Isn’t it all a little premature? He told me that he was embarrassed, and that he had decided to embark on interviews with Gita because he was determined to set the record straight about me. The book was published in 2017 as A Life in Words: Conversations with I. B. Siegumfeldt.

From the conversations: “Siri is the intellectual in the family, not me, and everything I know about Lacan and Bakhtin, for example, I know from her.”

In an essay called “Mentor Ghosts” in my collection Mothers, Fathers, and Others (2020), I wrote about being perceived as my husband’s acolyte, and I tell a couple of stories about the ways in which my knowledge was heaped onto Paul. The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and the Russian philosopher M. M. Bakhtin became particular irritants. I had read both of them thoroughly, which is why Paul mentions them. He had read one essay by Lacan and had never read a word of Bakhtin, and yet I had been told and had read repeatedly that the two thinkers occupied prominent positions in my husband’s vast erudition.

I’m going to donate three hundred books to the Paul Auster Research Library at the University of Copenhagen. I’ve mostly chosen books Paul owned before we met. Some have his youthful signature inside them. His handwriting was large then and his signature includes his middle initial: Paul B. Auster. Later the size of the letters shrank. His second name disappeared and then reappeared in the pseudonym Paul Benjamin, author of Squeeze Play and the character in Smoke, who tells a story I told Paul about Bakhtin. I had read it in Michael Holquist’s introduction to The Dialogic Imagination. During World War II, Bakhtin lost a manuscript on the Bildungsroman to a bomb, but he had retained a plan and other written materials for the project. He ran out of paper for his tobacco and, desperate to feed his nicotine habit, he used the pages he still had to roll cigarettes. In the pithy words of Paul Auster, spoken by his pseudonym Paul Benjamin: He smoked his book.

It happens that two years after Paul began his conversations with Gita, I gave the opening keynote lecture at a conference held at the University of Copenhagen in 2013 for Søren Kierkegaard’s 200th birthday. My talk: “Kierkegaard’s Pseudonyms and the Truths of Fiction.” In my novel The Blazing World (2014), the heroine, Harriet (Harry) Burden, under the influence of Kierkegaard, uses real men as pseudonyms or masks for her own work to expose the sexism that inevitably colors the perception of art. The editor who writes the introduction to that book, I. V. Hess, has first and middle initials that mirror the name of Iris Vegan, the young woman who ran out of my novel and into Paul’s. Using initials rather than full names is an efficient screen for the author’s gender. I. V. Hess’s gender identity is never revealed in the novel.

Round and round we go. There is a poetic logic to these ins and out and ups and downs. I may have poked fun at a Paul Auster Research Library as a tad grandiose, but I was proud, and Paul wasn’t dead yet. Now he is. When I think of the books that will wing their way to Copenhagen early next year, I’m reminded of Krapp’s free circulating libraries beyond the seas. The truth is ideas don’t really belong to anyone. They aren’t owned; they circulate from one head to another by reading or talking or sometimes just by inhaling the neighborhood air.

The Plenum of Problems Theory has taken effect in me. I’m full up with a big sorrow that has nothing to do with which one of us, Paul or I, knew this or that. What touches me now as I write is that Paul wanted me and my work to be seen unobscured by his shadow. In Madrid, during the memorial ceremony for him, his sentence came back to me from a member of a panel discussing Paul and his work: Paul always said Siri was the intellectual in the family.

Most writers who are lucky enough to be published and reviewed have moments of feeling wounded by attacks on, and misunderstandings of, their work. Paul was no exception. The trend among reviewers in the U.S. and the UK to reduce his work to a bag of clever “postmodernist” tricks overlooked the urgency, passion, and thought in his novels. Fame can sometimes mean people have decided what your book is before they read it. This is a real danger in all the arts. I know I’ve avoided books because I’ve heard something about a writer that keeps me away, or I’ve started reading, found myself impatient or distracted, have blamed the book rather than myself, and, upon rereading, discovered I was dead wrong. I’m pretty confident, however, that I’ve never been prejudiced against novels because I find ideas inside them.

Whatever Paul may have said about me, his fame included the intellectual label, and it stuck. Anti-intellectualism has a long history in the United States. Hatred for intellectuals, universities, scientists, and experts is burning hot right now, scorching the plains where I grew up. It’s a mistake to believe such feelings belong exclusively to Trump voters in their red hats. Populism has attracted both the right and the left. Even elites participate in anti-elitism—well-educated journalists, for example, who resent books with references to thinkers they’ve never heard of.

A reader once sent Paul a copy of one of his novels. (I cannot remember which one, but for this story, it doesn’t matter.) The man had bought it in a used bookstore years after it was first published. I thought you should see this, he wrote. Stuck inside the review copy was a message from the book editor of a large newspaper in the Midwest to the designated reviewer: I think this guy needs to be taken down a peg or two. That sentence I remember well. It was followed by words to the effect that the editor hoped the reviewer would oblige. Paul showed the note to me, and I’m sure he saved the evidence. It’s probably in the Berg Collection at the New York Public Library with the rest of his papers.

From my talk for Paul in Frankfurt and Madrid:

“The need to box people into categories and treat them as static things never seems to fade. Gender, race, and class are familiar and often cruel social boxes, but typecasting happens in the arts too, and for the same reasons. Ambiguity, nuance, and complexity are perceived as threats to convention and order. Paul’s work inspired adoration but also fury, especially close to home. I continue to be amazed by how angry people can get over a novel. An American reviewer once wrote, Paul Auster does not believe in ‘traditional fictional values.’ Surveying the long history of literature, from myth and folk tales to Dada and fan fiction, makes one wonder what on earth those traditional values might be. I said to Paul that attacks can be seen as compliments, that they’re better than being ignored and often a sign of a reviewer’s smallness, envy, lack of curiosity, and intimidation.

“I said to him, You wouldn’t want everyone to love your books, would you, Paul?

“And he said, Yes, I would.”

What Anna called Paul’s innocence gleams in the answer: Yes, I would. He wanted everyone to love his work, and hateful responses to his books never failed to surprise him. He felt the same way when attacks were directed at me, Sophie, or writer friends he truly admired, Don DeLillo and Salman Rushdie, for two examples. I fell in love with that quality in him. Paul never lectured me on what I already knew or took on the role of my educator. (I’ve met many of those men.) He wasn’t irritated or angered by how much I had read. (I’ve met many of those men too.) I didn’t intimidate Paul in the least, and that meant I didn’t have to watch myself or cover up my thoughts for fear of being punished, belittled, or rebuked.

The slanted view of our marriage as seen from the outside doesn’t eliminate the question of mutual influence inside the marriage, however. Conscious play with characters that jumped from one book into another is one thing. Real influence is another. It often goes so deep a writer isn’t conscious of it anymore.

Paul is reading his manuscript of Sunset Park (2010) aloud to me. I tell him the sentence he has just finished is a verbatim quote from my novel The Sorrows of an American (2008).

I am reading Memories of the Future (2019) to Paul. He stops me. Siri, that sentence is straight out of Moon Palace (1989).

We were both amazed, and we both changed the prose.

Of course, Paul and I influenced each other, but often in ways that were beneath our awareness. Of course, we would have become different people if we hadn’t met, not altogether different, but different, drawn in this or that direction because of the other person as well as the larger circumstances. Paul’s novel 4 3 2 1 (2017) is a meditation on that push and pull. Four versions of the same boy, Archie Ferguson, grow up, but what each of the Fergusons does with his life depends on his situation, and the narratives change accordingly.

Last night at dinner with Sophie, Spencer, and Miles, I mentioned that I had put Paul’s Plenum of Problems Theory into this book. Spencer turned to me and said Paul had told him the Plenum of Problems Theory was my idea. No, it was Paul’s, I said. Spencer insisted that Paul had made it very clear: I had come up with it. They had discussed this when they were driving back from one of Paul’s radiation treatments. He wasn’t delirious then? I said. No, Spencer said, he was totally lucid. Good God, I thought. Have I gone mad?

Does it really matter? We read books, and we wrote our own books, and we talked, and we had our ideas. It happened that we didn’t know where those ideas came from. Most of the time, artists don’t know. However distant the particulars of a novel may be from the actual events of a writer’s life, the book’s emotional force is derived from the same energy that shapes dreams. Dream elements can sometimes be traced to a source in waking life, but many times where they came from remains opaque. Writing fiction is like dreaming while awake. I’m quoting myself.

We read and edited each other’s work for forty-three years. The number works well in this sentence. 43.

I knew Paul wanted the best for my books, and he knew I wanted the best for his, and, because criticisms of the other’s writing rested on a bed of mutual respect, it was easy to feel grateful for comments that in another context, might have seemed harsh. I remember that after he had read the third draft of my novel What I Loved (2003), he looked at me, shook his head, and said, It’s not there yet. I had spent five years getting the book wrong. Paul confirmed my own doubts. I wrote the novel again from scratch for the fourth time. It took eight months. I gave the manuscript to Paul, who sat outside in the garden and read it. He told me he wept. He recommended a single cut—five pages on the psychopath in the history of medicine near the end of the book. He was right. I chopped it out.

I rejected Paul’s two first endings for Oracle Night. I read the third version in the bathtub, carefully placing the pages on the floor beside me so they wouldn’t get wet. I loved it.

I trusted Paul completely on questions of a book’s form but also its prose, as he trusted me. I can’t go on until I read to you, he used to say, and we’d schedule a time for me to listen. How many pages? I would ask, and he would tell me, ten, fifteen, thirty. And I would say, I’ll meet you. The green chairs—four o’clock.

This will be the first book of mine Paul won’t read before it’s published. Although the poems in my first collection had all been written before I knew him, with the exception of “Reading to You,” Paul and I went back and forth about what should be included and what should be left out. It’s only thirty-two pages, but I still approve of every poem.

As I write, I hear his voice in my head.

That’s a wavy sentence, he would say, and I would tighten it.

That’s too esoteric; that’s medical jargon. I don’t know what that means, he would say. Rephrase it.

You don’t need the adjective, I would say. You used the same word two pages ago, find another one. Cut that tangent. It’s too long.

Sometimes I noticed a phrase I felt was imprecise for one reason or another and explained why. He always changed it.

I cannot remember a single time either of us rejected the other’s advice.

We relished each other’s sentences—their sounds and rhythms, the yawns of vowels, the crisp edges of consonants, the efficient clop, clop of several short words in a row, or the clickety-clack of a paragraph gaining speed before it rises and then dips like a roller coaster running only on its own potential energy and gravity—the sensual pleasures of listening that writers share.

As our books unfolded and we read to each other, it was like looking into each other’s dreams. Writing isn’t about what you already know but what you find out you know once you’ve written it. That’s an old thought, articulated in different ways by many different people, but what I’m saying here is that Paul and I witnessed those discoveries in each other, and it was exciting. I can hear him reading to me as we sit in the green chairs. Most of the time, I don’t look at him. I concentrate on the words. And I hear my own voice reading aloud to him.

“It also means something to speak of living in the pages of a book.”

“There are millions of books,” I wrote to Paul. “There is a lot of stuff to talk about.” We talked and talked and talked. Much of the content of that back-and-forth has vanished. What I remember best is the electricity of our dialogue—an intellectual-erotic connection—and some brain tattoos.

Beckett or Burroughs? Paul said to me as we were sitting on the steps between floors in Tompkins Place, not long after we had moved in.

Beckett, I said instantly. Paul grabbed me, kissed me hard, and we started making love on the stairs.

Did he actually think I would choose William Burroughs’s sci-fi nihilism over Beckett’s comic despair? We really were still getting to know each other. I had read Naked Lunch a couple of years before I met Paul, and it had left me ice-cold. Back then, there were countless literate hipsters in New York City who thrilled to Burroughs’s paranoid fulminations about the invisible forces of social control. Despite his gun-loving, right-wing ideas, despite the fact that he had shot and killed his wife, Joan Vollmer, had never stood trial for the accident or crime, and had referred to women as a biological mistake, they worshipped him. I did not.

Paul smilingly said I had given him the right answer.

An affection for or antipathy toward certain books can be a barometer of character and/or politics. I’m suspicious of Ayn Rand fans, for example. I am not consistent, however. I have admired any number of books by writers with dubious, or worse, politics: Louis-Ferdinand Céline. Anti-Semite, Nazi sympathizer. Although Paul’s and my inner libraries weren’t identical, and they diverged more and more across our four decades together, one of the pleasures of our marriage was gossiping about characters we had in common, both real and fictional. They were good glue, and they bound us, as they say, body and soul.

About twenty years ago, around the time Paul and I both read Ray Monk’s biography of Wittgenstein, many years after it had first been published, he and I came home from a dinner out, climbed into bed, and, rather than go to sleep, stayed up talking. We may have started by gossiping about the evening’s leading actors, all of whom I’ve forgotten, but one subject led to another, and we found ourselves in an animated discussion about the philosopher when I caught sight of the clock: three in the morning.

I said, Are we crazy, talking about Wittgenstein at this hour?

Paul looked thoughtful for a couple of seconds and said, I think it’s the espresso.

After that, neither of us ordered coffee after dinner again.

We turned Wittgenstein and coffee into a private joke between us, but we remembered the late-night talk because it was part of a larger story of our affinities and the satisfactions they brought. Affinity is not complete agreement. There were books I loved that Paul disliked or had never read. He recommended any number of history books I didn’t find time to read. Some of those histories I remember by osmosis because he talked about them to me at length. The same thing happened in reverse. I talked about brain research to Paul for so many years that he began to casually refer to the prefrontal cortex and the hippocampus without ever having read a single paper or book on the organ.

Paul had never managed to finish George Eliot’s Middlemarch, a book I have now read five times. Although he had read Virginia Woolf’s The Waves, he hadn’t liked it. It’s not my favorite book of hers either, but way back at the beginning of our love affair, I begged Paul to read To the Lighthouse. About a week after he turned in the finished manuscript of Baumgartner, he started reading the novel. When he finished it, he came to me, his face flushed with happiness, to tell me it’s a masterwork. It had taken a long time for him to get around to the book, but he read it, and it was like him, you see, like Paul, not to forget that he had promised me that one day he would read To the Lighthouse. He read Middlemarch too then, every word, but he didn’t love it as I love it, and that was fine with me.

So many nights out together over the years. So many strangers, acquaintances, and friends with a drink in their hands, their eyes moving across the room in search of the notable, glamorous, or celebrated. I used to say to Paul that it was only after I had moved to New York City that I realized that Balzac’s novels, with their ingratiating social climbers, snooty power brokers, and rank idiots tolerated only for their money, were not fictional exaggerations but true to life. I also came to understand that many New Yorkers with money or status, or both, are strikingly provincial, their references ingrown and narrow. Paul and I listened to chatter about the same article or story in The New Yorker “everyone” had read, and “everyone” loved, and “everyone” was talking about. The new play, the new book, the new restaurant, many of them forgotten now. Paul, calmly and without comment, usually let the breezes of verbiage pass him by as I bristled silently at the chummy complicity of it all and every once in a while let out a critical bark—generally met with startled silence. I’ve felt the same gnostic exclusivity in England among Oxbridge types. I don’t know which of us began quoting the couplet Alexander Pope had inscribed on the dog collar for a pup he had given to the Prince of Wales in 1736, but it served us well: “I am his Highness’ Dog at Kew; / Pray tell me Sir, whose Dog are you?”

The sorry saga of belonging and not belonging plays itself out—in a middle school, at a long dinner table, in the royal court, at an academic conference, and in MAGA’s gruesome scapegoating of numerous Others. I’m not asserting the essential rightness of my opinions. I want to say rather that when Paul was alive, I had someone to whom I could turn when I felt inspired, bruised, or just cranky. Because I’m hyper-alert to emotional atmospheres, to the feelings—kind, hostile, sycophantic, disturbing—that dart back and forth in rooms from one person to another, I sometimes feel ruffled, even scraped, after having been out on the town. Paul was often out with me, of course, but when he wasn’t, I could call him on the phone or go home to him, and we talked, and he soothed and held me. Yes, we were shawls for each other, but we took turns doing that job. I held him too.

These days I imagine countless numbers of bereaved people who find themselves going home to no one. The problem with grief is that NO ONE has a NAME.

The trisyllabic cry for the lost partner goes on: Where are you?

Intellect and feeling, talk about books and silent caresses, aren’t warring opposites. I often return to Audre Lorde’s essay “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power.” For Lorde, Eros is a feminine force, an open “capacity for joy” that, when shared with others, becomes a “bridge.” She argues that Eros has often been “misnamed by men and used against women.” It becomes confused with the pornographic and is wielded as a weapon to wither its power: NO TO THE HO. Lorde’s expansive definition of the erotic includes “dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an idea.” For Lorde, examining an idea that matters is a passionate feminine act. If by feminine we mean an uninhibited capacity for passionate communion that includes lively talk and touch, then it’s Paul’s femininity I’m pining for now.

The long dialogue Paul and I had about books was part of the erotic connection I am mourning.

“But it is she who is paper now, warmed by no one.”

A line from Sylvia Plath’s poem “Widow.”

I know Paul’s books “live on,” and I’m glad about it. But the man I miss was the body for my body, a speaking, thinking, gesturing body, and he/it was beautiful—when he was young, middle-aged, and old; when he was thin, fat, and in between; when he was healthy and when he was sick. I used to call Paul my furnace because he generated warmth for my perpetually cold feet. When I lay in bed beside him, I’d tell him, I’m going to put my freezing foot on your leg, okay? When skin met skin, he yelped.

In the last months of his life, his body cooled. I asked him if he needed an extra blanket for his side of the bed.

Would you like the red blanket?

Yes, thank you.

And I laid it over him.

I wonder how many hours Paul rubbed my feet while we watched movies in the evening. When he pressed on a spot at my instep, the pressure relieved the migraines that have come and gone since I was a child. The man had strong thumbs.

Now I live in a continuous draft.

Winter is upon us, and I remember how it used to be when Paul was in the house. The boiler would come on every fall, and I would wake up to the thuds and clatter of the old steam radiator in our bedroom. Outside it was black. The reanimated pipes had a musty odor, and the naked man beside me had changed with the temperature—a different feel to his skin, a different smell when I put my nose to his neck. And on Sundays when we stayed in bed late and didn’t dress for hours and the light in that room took on a wintry quality, I told Paul that the seasonal change in him aroused me. It was like welcoming an old lover who had been gone for a year into my bed again.

Living without Paul’s touch is a deprivation that has become more, not less, painful over time.

There were periods in the last months of his life when Paul was in the hospital or was too ill to make love, but for the most part his desire burned through the cancer treatments, and we were able to take refuge in our physical love far more often than I ever would have imagined. Three days before he died, he told me his lust had vanished, and he marveled at the fact. His death was a certainty. The subduing of his sexual urge, its premonition.
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Sea Creatures and Small Whales

When Paul became delirious from the bacterial and fungal lung infection that landed him in the hospital in early November 2023, he sounded to me like someone with Broca’s aphasia, a person who knows what he wants to say and understands what the other person is saying but whose words are garbled when they come out of his mouth.

Paul shared a small hospital room with a teenage boy who couldn’t speak but communicated well with sounds and gestures. I gathered from the doctors and nurses that he had autism and was also ill with lymphoma. The handsome boy with dark curls had a large, attentive, Spanish-speaking family whose members came and went in the room. Most of what they said to him I didn’t understand, but I witnessed their caresses and listened to their gentle voices when they were with him. The boy lying on the other side of the curtain, which was pulled open or closed depending on the traffic in the room, made a strong impression on me. In January, after Paul’s two hospitalizations and the three-and-a-half-week stint in rehab, I mentioned the boy and his family, but Paul had no memory of them. The infection had been raging in Paul then. How could he remember? He was too weak to stand and needed help from aides to walk to the bathroom only steps away.

One afternoon an orderly wheeled Paul back into the room after a test. Paul looked at me and said, The doctors are looking for sea creatures, small whales.

I wrote it down in my notebook.

Our conversations with many doctors, the bandages on his bedsores that wouldn’t stay put but rolled up to expose the wounds to gnawing sheets, the shape of the private hospital room I secured when he was readmitted two days after he had been released from the double room with the boy, the new room’s window that looked out on a bland building from the 1960s, my terror that they were going to put my husband in a nursing home in Brooklyn, one of those “homes” with broken furniture and underpaid, hostile attendants, because the PT people at MSK had labeled Paul “subacute,” not eligible for acute rehab, in other words, hopeless, and my insistence that he be seen again, tested again, which he was, a reevaluation that changed his status and allowed him to be transferred to acute rehab at Mount Sinai—all this had been obliterated from Paul’s mind. I filled in the blanks by telling him stories from our in-the-hospital adventures.

When I told him about sea creatures, small whales, he shook his head in dismay, and I ventured a theory. I suspected that one of the infectious disease doctors had explained to him that they were going to send off samples from his lung biopsy for analysis at a lab. Under a microscope, a bacterium looks a lot like a wriggling sea creature. I believe that Paul had a mental image of the microbe, and in his delirious state he translated the doctor’s words into the image, which then popped out of his mouth. And the small whales? This is pure improvisation, but Paul loved whale stories: Jonah in the belly of the whale, Ahab’s obsession with the great white whale in Moby-Dick, and the chapter in Collodi’s Pinocchio when the immense dogfish gulps down the father and then the puppet son. Those tiny microbial whales had the power to swallow Paul whole and kill him. Among all kinds of more treatable bacteria, the lab found nocardia. The name alone frightened the doctors. He remained on an antibiotic until three weeks before he died.

Paul’s sea creatures and small whales are waking dream images. They remind me of my snake in the garden no one can see.

My mother’s memory deteriorated after she turned ninety, and although I missed the sharp, always-reading-novels-and-closely-following-politics woman of before, I accepted my mother’s decline and her eventual inability to remember what she or I had just said. But when I sat with a delirious Paul, I felt a fear I had never felt with my mother. The dialogue he and I had kept going for years had lost its balance, that keen-witted tit for tat, the jovial recognition that we were equals in verbal sparring.

During the delirium time, Paul would call me at home early in the morning, and I would assure him that as soon as I arrived at the hospital, I would find his wallet and keys. I showed him again and again how to use the remote for the TV, and I thought about all the people who lose someone to brain damage of one kind or another. The person may not be dead but is adrift in an elsewhere from which they can’t return. I remember reading John Bayley’s book Elegy for Iris. When I think of Bayley’s wife, the philosopher Iris Murdoch, I think of her three essays in The Sovereignty of Good. Iris Murdoch was good. Her husband, John Bayley, was good. But there are so many people, who are never written about, who care for loved ones patiently and tenderly, who are not saints, not perfect beings, not never exhausted or never crabby, but good nevertheless, more than good enough.

Spencer was a good son to Paul. I sometimes find it hard to believe he came into Sophie’s life and then into Paul’s and my life only seven years ago. Before Paul’s hospitalization, Spencer had accompanied his father-in-law five days a week for five weeks to his radiation treatments. Spencer gave up his own work and drove a car we had rented for the purpose to MSK and back to Brooklyn. Every pothole was agony for a man with a fractured spine, but it was also painful for his empathetic driver. Every step taken into the building to reach a wheelchair hurt Paul (and Spencer), as did the contortions necessary to lift him onto the specially made mold for radiation and position the patient correctly for the treatment. For a time, medical staff helped Paul onto the contraption, but at some point, Spencer took over the job. Paul insisted that Spencer was stronger and more competent than any of the experienced attendants. They were not to touch him again—only Spencer.

Spencer gave me breaks during Paul’s hospitalization, too. He watched sports with Paul. He sprang up and ran errands. He brought back food. He reassured his father-in-law about wallet, keys, and datebook. He changed the channels on the TV, talked to him, and rested his hand on the sick man’s arm.

Sophie was pregnant, and we wanted to keep her out of hospitals, those ovens of disease, until she went into labor. We also wanted to protect her from psychic bruises. These too can affect a pregnancy. She visited her father in the hospital on Thanksgiving Day. After leaving Paul, we three drove to Asti and Jon’s, trailing clouds of sadness that followed us and hung over the meal.

The Paul we knew came back to us. It took time. Rehab helped. There were demanding exercises up and down stairs and problems to solve with occupational therapists, all of which took place on a floor of Mount Sinai Hospital at 100th Street. The hallway made me think of a dungeon, even though I took an elevator up to get there. Some of the rooms had machines plugged into the wall that looked like flying saucers on long, thick pylon necks. If a patient climbed out of bed and their feet hit the floor, a siren wailed. The device infuriated the slow-to-infuriate Paul. I refuse to live in a police state. Late one night, his feet touched the floor, the alarm went off, and Paul demanded that the attending nurse who had turned it on turn it off. I refuse to live in a police state. The man, cowed by Paul’s rage, complied. I didn’t witness the incident, but Paul described the altercation to me, and to this day, thinking about it makes me happy.

Paul’s memory improved in the rehabilitation ward, and he later recalled how he had struggled. I couldn’t do arithmetic problems I solved easily in the second grade, he said to me. Returning home improved his memory further as he became reoriented to life in familiar spaces. Hospital delirium can affect people who don’t have serious infections, dementia, or brain lesions. The hospital is a place where day and night blur, where the markers of daily life and its routines disappear, where ordinary sensory cues vanish. If you can’t walk, you lie in bed all the time. Staff roam the halls at every hour. You are woken for tests. The light is artificial. Beepers and alarms go off and on continually. Put a perfectly healthy person in a hospital for a long time, one of the MSK doctors said to me, and chances are good, that person will become delirious.

Paul’s mental faculties were wholly restored. Asti reported that in the last week of his life, Paul wanted to find a passage from Beckett’s Malone Dies. He directed her to the volume on the shelf in the library. Once she had delivered it to him, he opened it quickly to the page he sought and read it aloud to her and a visiting friend. Paul’s handwriting never came back. The tiny, neat, assured cursive of the past was altered by a slight tremor. As he wrote Letters to Miles, he was appalled by the look of his manuscript.

Paul and I were sitting with another friend who had come to say goodbye to Paul after we knew death was certain. It may have been Ron Padgett, poet, friend, and all-around good person, or it may have been someone else, but Paul was telling him about the sea creatures and small whales, and he said, You know, I thought about it, and then I realized that under a microscope…

I stopped him. Paul, I told you that! He looked puzzled but admitted I was probably right. I have no doubts at all about who thought what in this particular case. But it’s also true that even in the best of times, one person’s memories may blur with those of someone else, especially an intimate someone else. It’s happened to me with Paul and with my sisters. It’s happened with Sophie. It’s happened with Spencer. The border between the two people collapses, not in a fundamental or perilous way, not because there is no difference between the two remembering persons, but because memory and imagination are twins. When I listen to your story, I imagine the narrated events are happening to me, and the images I conjured remain in me. The pictures merge with and become my own memories. I think that what you told me is what I thought and said.




Dear Miles,

As for your father, I have only the sketchiest information about his early life. Born in Seattle, as I’m sure you know, with two parents whose names begin with the letter P. Peter Ostrander and Patricia Ostrander (née Bean). That charming word, bean, meant to signify a person in everyday speech—How are you doing, old bean?—which perhaps accounts for why your Seattle grandmother wants you to call her Beanie, a name that induces a smile every time.

I hear it or say it to myself. I should add that when I was a minuscule mite of a boy, before I learned to read, I always heard the words human being as human bean. The concept of being was beyond my comprehension back then, but beans were something I understood and even ate at dinner. They were small, so small that they must have resembled the tiny seeds that were planted by fathers in mothers’ bodies and grew into full-fledged babies. Hence, we were all human beans.

I will dig into the families of your four grandparents in future letters, but for now it is important to mention that your father’s father had been married once before and was raising two small sons on his own when he married Patricia. Your father came later, in 1984, and consequently, grew up with two large brothers looming over him. They were mostly kind, I think, but considering how things work in most families, there must have been times when they weren’t.

Beanie, who is the mother of your father and no one else (just as Mormor is the mother of Sophie and no one else), has told me that Spencer was an exceptional little boy—uncannily wise and thoughtful. I believe her because your father is an exceptional man, not only wise and thoughtful, but brilliant at what he does (photography), passionately devoted to your mother, kind, extremely kind, and generous. If he has any fault, it is that he can be too good, too helpful, especially to people who do not deserve it, selfish people who accept his acts of generosity toward them without a word of thanks.

It took your father a while to figure out what he wanted to do and where he wanted to be. After he graduated from high school and left Seattle at eighteen, he entered Antioch College in Ohio. Both his father and his grandfather had studied there, but that was when Antioch was one of the most exciting and politically engaged campuses in America. By the time your father landed on that campus in the early 2000s, the school had lost its way, with most students obsessively involved in the nitpicking battles of identity politics. Feeling both bored and disengaged, your father quit after his freshman year.

His next move was driven by his need for independence, to be solely responsible for himself with no financial help from his parents—not one dime. They helped him with his college tuition, but his father believed that once a young man had finished school (or left it) and was out on his own, it was his responsibility to support himself and manage his own life. So there your father was, a nineteen-year-old college dropout heading to New York, where he spent the next two and a half years in the real estate business, earning fairly good money, I think, and living in a number of rathole apartments and lofts in Chinatown and other areas below Fourteenth Street.

After he had earned enough to hazard a next step, he took himself to San Francisco, where for the next two and half years, he studied psychology at a small college in Marin County and had a part time job as a first mate on his brother Erik’s large sailboat, which made five or six trips a day ushering tourists around the waters of San Francisco. By some strange, alchemical process, the study of psychology mutated into a conviction that your father’s true calling in life would be as a photographer. He was no longer an eighteen-year-old adolescent but a twenty-four-year-old man, and he knew he had to act fast, so off he went to New York as a transfer student at the Parsons School of Design, where he spent the next three years doing the things he would need to know in order to do what he has been doing ever since. Also working a bit at various jobs, but now that he was back in school, his parents were helping him again, and some of the pressure was off.

After he graduated, the hunt for a steady job began in earnest. For the most part he worked as an assistant to older, veteran photographers, furthering his education by keeping his eyes and ears open as those men went about their work. Eventually he settled into assisting just one man, Chris Anderson, a heralded Magnum photographer, who had gone into commercial work for the usual reason—to support his family. It lasted for about seven years—from your father’s late twenties to his mid-thirties—and in that time the two of them went just about everywhere, from Outer Mongolia to the Arctic Circle, from deserts in Africa to jungles in South America. Your father was still making these trips when I first met him, but there was also a good deal of work in the U.S., mostly shooting stills to accompany ads for Nike and Adidas (do those sneakers still exist?) featuring celebrity athletes Serena Williams, Steph Curry, Kevin Durant, and numerous others. Also a couple of trips to the White House to photograph President Obama (described by your father as relaxed and friendly, almost jovial), and then as a cover story of The New York Times Magazine, the first photos of the newly installed Con-Man-in-Chief sitting and standing in the Oval Office, which apparently involved months of wrangling between Number Forty-Five and the editors of the Times, which in turn accounts for why those pictures were not taken until the end of March, two months after the inauguration. Your ever observant father noted how nervous and uncomfortable the man looked as he tensed up and struck one stiff pose after another, as if guarding himself against the truth-seeking eye of the camera, but your father also noted one peculiar and unexpected thing: the bottoms of Number Forty-Five’s suit pants were ragged because the pants were too long and had slid under the heels of his shoes, which meant that this supposed billionaire did not walk on floors but on his trousers. It was difficult to fathom the import of this curious phenomenon, for the weirdly coiffed man in question no doubt spent much time coloring and combing and worrying about his hair, but not much time, it would seem, fretting about the length of his pants. Your father also reported that Vice President Mike Pence was in the Oval Office that day, too, apparently at loose ends, so deeply unbusy that at one point he asked your father if he could help carry the lighting equipment. Strange, ever so strange.

By the time your father’s long apprenticeship came to an end, he had become a master of lighting and was a superb photographer in general, comfortable in a wide range of disciplines: portraits, landscapes, studies of inanimate objects, action shots of people in motion (dancers, athletes), whether in black-and-white or in color. When he struck out on his own, he had two fixed goals in mind: to pursue his personal projects (there were several in progress) and to take commercial work he could find in order to pay the bills. He was married to your mother by then, and they both wanted and expected to have a child at some point (stand up and take a bow, Miles), but after getting off to a fairly good start on his own, along came the Covid-19 pandemic and the national lockdown (something you’ve heard about, I assume, although it’s worth repeating that more than a million Americans died of it in a remarkably short time). Photo work came to a stop, as did singing work for your mother, who was unable to perform in public for about a year and a half. Instead she produced a weekly program from home, which she broadcast over the Internet, but it wasn’t the same thing, even though it was watched by tens of thousands of people around the world. Hard times for your parents, and hard times for nearly everyone in the country, in the world.

For your father, the pandemic nevertheless gave him time to work on his personal projects, and one by one all three of the most urgent ones were published as books. Your grandmother contributed a long introduction to the most radical and spectacular of those books, Times Square in the Rain, which had taken two or three years to assemble. Every weekend when it rained, your father would hustle up to Times Square to take pictures of the crowds of tourists who had been disgorged from massive tour buses to prowl around the most visited streets in America, all of them equipped with plastic ponchos from the tour company to protect them from the rain. Some were clear, others were light blue, still others were a pale, translucent pink. With his simple, so-called consumer camera, which performed all functions for the photographer, and the electric billboards lit by LED lights, which emitted different wave lengths from the ones emitted by the camera, your father took pictures of those lights bouncing off the puddles in the streets and the water-pocked plastic cauls worn by the tourists. The result is unpredictable and almost always astonishing, ranging from abstract art paintings to Pop Art paintings to Impressionist paintings to perfectly clear normal photographs. I have never seen anything like it, and even now, a few years after it was published, I continue to look through your father’s book, awed by the beauty and grace of these powerful, unlikely images.

The two other books were intimately linked, with the second, smaller book emerging from the idea for the first, and after that path had been fully explored, he went back to the first idea and eventually finished that one, too. I am happy to report that I worked on both projects with him. Both of them were conceived by your father, but he was a photographer and I was a writer, and both books needed words.

No discord, not a single lazy bone in either one of our bodies, the two of us working hard to get a page or an idea just right, never satisfied until we had achieved exactly what we were striving for, which could often take a long time. Two stubborn men, thirty-seven years apart in age, concocting two unorthodox books of words and pictures together. A father-in-law and a son-in-law working side by side in harmony, intense but tranquil, doggedly plunging into the darkness of our subjects but relishing the give and take that pushed us forward.

For your father, it began with outrage, and along with the outrage, a sense of powerlessness. Appalled by the number of deadly shootings in America, incensed by the inaction of the federal and state governments to do much of anything about the crisis, your father took it upon himself to make several excursions to various parts of the country—East and West, North and South—and to photograph the sites of recent mass shootings. As I put it in my prefatory note to our book, Bloodbath Nation (finished 2021, published early 2023):

The images that accompany the words of this book are photographs of silence. Over the course of two years, Spencer Ostrander made several long-distance trips around the country to take pictures of the sites of more than thirty mass shootings that have occurred in recent years. The pictures are notable for the absence of human figures in them and the fact that no gun or even the suggestion of a gun is anywhere in sight. They are portraits of buildings, often bleak, ugly buildings in undistinctive, neutral American landscapes, forgotten structures where horrendous massacres were carried out by men with rifles and guns, briefly capturing the country’s attention and then fading into oblivion until Ostrander showed up with his camera and transformed them into gravestones of our collective grief.

Your father printed out several thousand pages of articles and reports on American gun violence for me to study. Add in the books I read as well, and for many months I was immersed in the grimmest horrors of American life. Although your father’s photographs specifically refer to mass shootings, I quickly understood that for all the fleeting attention they can attract, they are just a small part of an immense problem, and because America is the only so-called advanced Western country to have this problem, I began going back to the earliest Colonial times to trace our obsessive preoccupation with guns—which has been with us since the seventeenth century. The text I finally produced was short, just under a hundred pages, but I look back on it as the most difficult, grueling piece of writing I have ever done, and when you factor in the preliminary research, a good year of my life was spent exploring that lunatic corner of hell.

We decided to separate the words and the photographs rather than mix them together. Your father and I wanted to create an antiphonal work, a silent dialogue between the word half and the picture half. You read the first chapter, and then you take a pause and study the first group of pictures, which are difficult pictures to read because what they signify is not what you see, because they are photographs of absence, and therefore you must use your imagination to conjure up the horror of what happened in those bland, expressionless places, that men and women were gunned down and killed there, dying hideous, bloody deaths for no reason, for nothing at all. Once you become involved in that way, the book you are reading is no longer just a book but a lived human experience.

Your father had already taken thousands of photos when I began my dive into the pages he had given me, but if memory still serves, I believe he made one last trip, a long one to the South and the West, amassing hundreds if not thousands of new photographs. Not long afterward, a photographer friend of his suggested he start attending funerals of shooting victims, which your father thought was a good idea, but after calling around to Brooklyn funeral homes for several days, everyone turned him down. Except one, who answered with a maybe. The man told him he was welcome to come, but he would have to ask the family if they were willing to let him stay. If they weren’t, he would have to leave. Fair enough, Spencer thought, and on the appointed day, he showed up for the funeral of a twenty-one-year-old Brooklyn resident who had been killed just one block from the house where he lived. Your father was told that the young man had been shot to death, but the funeral home director had gotten it wrong. The murder weapon was in fact a knife.

Disturbing as this death was, it had nothing to do with your father’s project on gun violence. And yet, there he stood, the only white person in a large room crammed with black mourners, and when he started to talk to the dead man’s mother, something happened between them. The book your father and I eventually published—Long Live King Kobe: Following the Murder of Tyler Nichols—began with a conversation between Spencer and the remarkable Sherma Chambers, who contributed a foreword that includes the story of their encounter.

“At the funeral on January 10, 2021, a young man came up to me and introduced himself as Spencer Ostrander. He said that he was a photographer who had been working on a long-term project about gun violence in America and asked if I would give him permission to stay at the funeral and take pictures from the back of the room. We looked into each other’s eyes, and then Spencer asked if he could give me a hug. I said yes. It was the most comforting hug I have ever received from a stranger.

The following week, as I was going through my pocketbook, I found a slip of paper that Spencer had used to write down his contact information and felt a sudden, powerful need to reach out to him. We arranged for him to come visit me at my house, and for two or three hours we sat in the living room and talked about Tyler and the family. I was not talking to a stranger anymore but to someone I had known for a long time—someone who had been sent to me for a reason.

Over the next weeks and months, Spencer returned to the house several times and got to know everyone in the family as well as Tyler’s closest friends. He took photographs of all of us and sat down with each person individually for long talks about what we had been going through since Tyler’s death. I am convinced talking about our grief helped us.”

Your father’s portraits of Tyler’s family and friends are unforgettable, but the interviews he conducted with those people lift the book beyond the realm of pure photographs into what I would call a singular depiction of grief. The book contains forty-nine or fifty images by your father and an introduction by your grandfather, along with the additional texts that face the photographs, identifying the subjects and quoting salient passages from the interviews. The impact of the book is so powerful and so intense, I would call it overwhelming. If you haven’t read it by now, Miles, I urge you to ask your father for a copy and open it at once. It won’t take you more than an hour to work your way through it, but I am certain you will be moved, perhaps even changed by it.

Your Papa







December Turns into January Again and Again

Every photograph is a document of loss, of the-thing-that-is-never-to-come-again, not exactly as it was, anyway. Even two photographs taken sequentially, milliseconds apart, are different, although they may look identical because time has changed. If, as Roland Barthes argued in Camera Lucida, photography is death, Spencer’s pictures of grief thicken the form itself. The banal buildings and empty fields where massacres by firearm once took place and the images of heartbroken family members record absence as an eerie form of presence.

On Christmas Eve 2022, I took a photograph of Paul as he sat in one of the green chairs. He didn’t know I was taking it, and I wasn’t aware of what my phone had caught until I studied the picture later. Paul isn’t looking at the camera or at any object or person in the room. He has a soft gray scarf around his neck, a gift from Spencer that night, and a glass of scotch in his hand. He’s wearing the zip sweater I would later decide to bury him in because it was a favorite. His large eyes are opaque with thought, and the set of his mouth is pained. I see what isn’t in the picture—the ghosts of Ruby and Daniel and his own ghost that will haunt the holiday a year later. He knew he had cancer.

I imagine the fifteen-year-old Miles reading his grandfather’s sixth letter to him in this book and then paging through his father’s images of a family in mourning. Tyler Nichols was on his way home from a haircut with his brother when he was murdered a day before Christmas Eve in 2020. Norwegians have a name for that night: Little Christmas Eve. Miles won’t turn fifteen until 2039. I may be a ghost then, too, a figure Miles spots in family photographs. Look, I hear Sophie saying, There’s Mormor with you when you were just a baby.

I have a clock on my desk with a second hand that ticks, an old-fashioned sound in our age of silent digital numbers. I like hearing that muffled beat as I work. Every month of the year 2024 has ticked away, second by second, hour by hour, day by day, week by week, and 2025 is speeding forward. I’ve been writing and revising sentences, paragraphs, and whole chapters of this book as time seems to run ahead of me.

In Norwegian, the word for Christmas is Jul, “wheel.” It doesn’t have a darned thing to do with Christianity, my father used to tell his daughters. The word dates to pagan times before the monotheists took over Norway, late, around 1200. The wheel of the seasons. Candles illuminate the darkness with the promise of increasing light and warmth to come. I think of the garden. Crocuses, tulips, and roses. One after the other they come back, a turning of the wheel.

Two versions of time: time as the line of a single human life that ends in death, and time as a wheel that turns and includes the cycles of births and deaths. Bakhtin called these circling repetitions idyllic time. It’s rooted to place, usually rural places. The grandfather dies on the same land where the grandson is born. Paul’s urban birthplace, Newark, isn’t all that far from another city where Miles was born, New York City.

My Jewish lover avoided Christmas the first year we lived together. I flew to Minnesota alone. Paul told me that when he first joined my family for the annual fest the following year, our clapping, bowing, curtseying, and foot thumping as we held hands, sang loudly in Norwegian, and circled the tree made him wonder about our sanity. Six adults acting like little children. That was before any of the sisters had children of her own. Paul came to love our Nordic rituals and every member of the expanding Hustvedt clan, husband by husband, child by child. Every year for a week, we crowded into my parents’ house, gobbled up the dinners my mother had cooked and frozen in advance, and ingested the twelve different kinds of cookies she had baked.

My mother began her preparations for Christmas in October.

Since the sale of the house on Old Dutch Road, Christmas has been here in Brooklyn. We celebrate on Christmas Eve, not day, with the New York sisters and their families and a dear friend or two or three, depending on the year. Spencer’s mother, Patricia, was with us in 2024, as was Beverly Corbett, who has joined us every year since her husband, the poet Bill Corbett, died in 2018. We eat the same food every Christmas Eve: pork ribs, lingonberries, sweet and sour red cabbage, cauliflower, carrots, peas, and boiled potatoes. We have rice pudding with whipped cream and raspberry sauce for dessert. Hidden in one of the servings of rice cream is an almond. Whoever finds the almond receives a marzipan pig or chocolate prize. For years my mother “cheated” to make almond distribution “just.” It made its rounds of the four daughters, year after year, but it also turned up on the plate of the visiting great-uncle, the new husband in the family (Paul “found” it the first year he celebrated with us), and then it often “surprised” the youngest conscious child.

Before my mother’s first grandchild, Sophie, was born, she revealed her many years of almond subterfuge. My sister Ingy was shocked. Our mother had cheated? And our cheating mother said, Didn’t anyone wonder why I never got the almond? No, we had never wondered. Selfish brutes.

After the almond was left to chance, my mother found it in her rice cream two years in a row. Chance. And justice.

Patricia “found” the almond this year.

Late on Christmas Eve, I sat in a chair and surveyed the mess of paper and ribbon on the living room floor as various family members cleaned up, and I remembered years of crumpled wrapping paper. My guard was down. Grief hit. The grandmother and grandfather would not say our good nights to the family and walk upstairs to bed. I hope I will always remember Miles’s eyes when we lit the candles on the tree and sang, eyes of awe. Paul won’t. He’s out of time, living nowhere, a ghost of Christmas Past. There was satisfaction nevertheless in my having soldiered through. I had decorated the tree, had hung the wreaths on the front door, and had bought the presents. I had cleaned for days, had polished the silver, had set the table two days early, and had ironed the already-pressed tablecloth to remove fold marks. I had arranged the flowers—amaryllis, ranunculus, peonies, eucalyptus—had cooked the meal with help from Sophie. Domestic arts. The repetitive motions didn’t bring with them the joy they usually do, but they provided a scaffolding for me to hang on to and repeat my mother’s gestures in my own.

On New Year’s Day, we celebrated Miles’s first birthday. The little being who had only limited control of his arms and legs when his grandfather died is a marvel of crawling motor coordination and a flirt, just as his mother was, charming each and every person who enters his range of vision with smiles, laughs, and excited arm waves. His single word is Mama. He and I enjoy wagging our heads back and forth in unison and laughing. He likes “This little piggy…” He looks at books now with interest. He loves to remove my glasses from my nose and fling them away. After I restore them to my face, we repeat the game as his mother says, Gentle, Miles, gentle. Don’t break Mormor’s glasses. Once, in a playful gesture, Sophie took the glasses he had snatched from me and placed them on her own nose, but Miles did not like the switch at all. No smiles. Those glasses belong on his mormor’s face, not his mother’s. He howls with laughter when his father tickles his belly, but not when his mother does it. Every love is different. Every love has its own past, its own patterns and repetitions.

I dug out an old fax from the time when faxes still chugged through countless machines around the world.

Fax to Paul Auster from SIRI HUSTVEDT/ ROOM #520.

My dear Paul,

I called, but Peter was “in a meeting” and hasn’t called me back. If he calls later, I will write another fax with info. This then is only a reiteration of love, a repetition of past messages declaring my steadfast, absolutely mad passion for you. Kierkegaard says that repetition is will and vigor, unlike recollection, and this of course is true. I repeat then what you already know, but which in its repetition is our life. So there, you sweet thing, you have it. Sleep well.

Your wife.

From Kierkegaard’s novella Repetition:

“Repetition and recollection are the same movement, except in opposite directions; for what is recollected has been, whereas genuine repetition is recollected forward.”

“When one lacks the categories of recollection and repetition, all life is dissolved into an empty, meaningless noise.”






Politics, Paul, and the Perils of Persuasion

Almost ten months have gone by since Paul died. It’s February. Writing can be slow. I tighten sentences. I delete. I begin again. And as I work, the future becomes the present and the present becomes the past. The memorial Sophie, Spencer, and I held for Paul at St. Mark’s Church in the East Village on January 25 has come and gone. Five days before two hundred friends and family gathered for the event to celebrate Paul’s life, Number 47 took office with the vengeance he had promised—executive directives, a freeze on already appropriated funds, government purges, and pardoning all, even the most violent, January 6th criminals.

It could have been different. That’s what Paul saw—not only patterns of chance that alter the trajectory of a single life or many lives, but patterns of what almost happened and then didn’t happen. Impeached but not convicted.

On January 6, 2021, Paul and I watched the mostly white, mostly male, Confederate flag–waving, video-self-recording, costume-wearing marauders crash into the Capitol, assault police officers, and threaten members of Congress. Later, we learned that some of the mob had defecated and smeared their feces on the walls. The gallows erected outside the building on that day was a prop, not a genuine tool for execution, but it was a pointed symbol of memory and repetition nevertheless. I told Paul that the mob reminded me of crowds of white people who attended lynching parties in the first half of the twentieth century, grinning people who memorialized their crimes in photographs—the corpse of their victim hanging from a tree behind them. Some returned home with souvenirs, body parts of the Black person they had murdered or had watched being murdered. They knew they had impunity.

The neo-Confederate lynch mob of January 6th are patriots who, according to the current president, acted with spirit, faith, and love.

In my short speech for Paul at the memorial, I quoted my father: When fascism comes to America, they’ll call it Americanism. Then I said, It has, and they do.

On February 3, 2025, a journal entry:

“Paul’s birthday. The calendar hurts today. Only a living body can be counted in years. In and out of time. Ghost Birthday dinner tonight—Sophie, Spencer, Miles, Vibeke, and me. The cake I ordered was delivered this morning. Fresh Direct man nodded at pastry box, told me to wish whomever it was happy birthday, and I said, I will, and turned away from him to hide the emotion I felt in my face. I thought, Maybe Paul died before the republic died. 1787–2025. The spectacle of cruelty is ongoing, symbolic and real. Elon Musk’s fascist salute is still in the news. They’re shutting down the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). People will die. Most Americans will not see them dying.”

Valentine’s Day came and went. I used to make cards for my husband, mostly of the witty, risqué variety, some dirtier than others. How l enjoyed watching his face as he opened them.

Another birthday, another journal entry:

“I am seventy. 70. Seven years to 77. More sevens. Last night the kids gave me a birthday party on Halsey Street. Sophie made a splendid dinner—Asti, Ingy, Vibeke, Jon, Bruce, Salman, Eliza, Honor, Margaret, and Sunshine were there. Last night after I had unlocked the door and walked inside, I felt swollen with gratitude. What would happen to me without the anchors of my existence? I’d lose gravity. Float. Disappear.”

Every morning at breakfast, I long to hear Paul yell at the newspaper again. His anger was a buffer. I read the articles and mutter to myself, Don’t you see what’s going on? How can you write these tepid articles, as if gutting government, defying the constitutional separation of powers, and starving, harming, and killing human beings dependent on our foreign aid are business as usual? Why do you call the reactionary coalition of neo-Nazis, white Christian nationalists, authoritarians, billionaires, and intimidated, obeisant hypocrites that make up the New Regime conservatives? Can’t you see that the political euphemism smacks of deception and collaboration? The madmen rampaging through government and destroying relations with our allies are conserving nothing.

Corrupt language from the mouths of Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini, Franco, Mao, and Putin but also from Father Coughlin, Joseph McCarthy, and Donald Trump.

Up is down. Two plus two equals five. “A hill can’t be a valley, you know,” Alice says to the Red Queen on the other side of the looking glass. “That would be nonsense—”

Yesterday I opened the refrigerator to retrieve a head of fennel to chop for a fish stew I was making for Sunday dinner with the kids. Voices on public radio kept me company, but I wasn’t listening closely. The host mentioned Martin Luther King, and just as my fingers had hold of the lacy vegetable, I heard the song “We Shall Overcome,” and with one hand on the open door, the other gripping my belly, I broke into noisy, heaving sobs.

I’m used to grief taking me by surprise, but I can usually explain exactly why a sight or sound leaps out and bites me.

The zebra, elephant, lion, giraffe, and gorilla on the box of animal crackers stare at me after I remove a can of tomatoes from the pantry. Paul and I bought the crackers at the Koch Center’s gift shop, where they sell nostalgic sweets for aging cancer patients. Paul liked Junior Mints and Chuckles best, but on that day in March, as he sat in a wheelchair I was pushing, he pointed at the red and yellow box of Barnum’s Animal Crackers, looked up at me, and smiled. Let’s get these too.

Neutrogena Body Oil (light sesame formula). It’s on a high shelf above my eyeline in the linen closet. I spot it while I’m looking for something else. Paul and I anointed each other with it after our Sunday baths. I close my eyes, wince, and breathe deeply through my nose.

I pull open a drawer and see the cap Paul wore to cover his baldness during chemotherapy, indoors and outdoors. Bare scalp protection but also a talisman to ward off the evils of malignancy. I lift it carefully from the drawer, as if it’s glass, not wool, and in an idle, exploratory gesture I turn it over and see countless stray white hairs clinging to the inside. I press my forehead against a shelf in the closet and howl.

The “We Shall Overcome” quake isn’t linked to a single Paul memory or story I can name. “We shall live in peace” and “We are not afraid” are variations added to the refrain “Deep in my heart, / I do believe / We…” The song stirred me in my childhood when I watched civil rights demonstrators on the news. I sang it during demonstrations against the Vietnam War and later against the Bush administration, and I sang it after 9/11 with Paul and Sophie beside me, when hundreds of people in this neighborhood marched slowly and solemnly down Seventh Avenue with lit candles. A song of endurance and patience, of the long road traveled and the long road ahead. It is not a fighting song.

The opening flourish of the preamble to the Constitution: “We the People of the United States…” In 1787 we meant white men with property. The country fought a civil war over the meaning of we. We are still at war over who’s we and how to tell the story of us. Was I sobbing over us, as in the lost country, or just “us,” as in me and Paul?

Governor Ron DeSantis of Florida seems to believe that children in schools should be taught that the buying and selling of fellow human beings wasn’t all bad. Slaves learned some useful skills. A hill is a valley, didn’t you know?

From Paul’s talk at Queens College in May 1985:

“Listen to our resident genius in the White House proclaim that the soldiers of the German SS were just as much victims of Nazism as the millions exterminated in the death camps—and then try to convince yourself that something has not gone terribly wrong.”

On May 6, 1985, Ronald Reagan lays a wreath at Bitburg cemetery, then in West Germany, where forty-nine of those who had been laid to rest, as the saying goes, were members of the Waffen-SS.

“You also had people that were very fine people on both sides”: 45 speaks after the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017. Neo-Nazis chanted “blood and soil”—blut und boden, a phrase used by the Nazis—and “Jews will not replace us.”

Paul visited Bergen-Belsen with our German publisher and friend Michael Naumann sometime in the 1990s. The buildings that housed the death camp prisoners are no longer there, but as Paul walked across the grassy emptiness, he read on a plaque, “Here lie the bodies of 50,000 Russian soldiers.”

I remember Paul’s voice on the phone, hollow with amazement at what had happened to him. He recorded the experience years later in Winter Journal (2012). The book is written in the second person. “You began to grow dizzy with the thought of so much death, so much death concentrated in such a small patch of ground, and a moment later you heard the screams, a tremendous surge of voices rose up from the ground beneath you, and you heard the bones of the dead howl in anguish, howl in pain, howl in a roaring cascade of full-throated, ear-splitting torment. The earth was screaming. For five or ten seconds you heard them, and then they went silent.”

Auditory hallucination as truth.

“Every morning, the city sends out trucks to collect the corpses. This is the chief function of the government, and more money is spent on it than anything else. All around the edges of the city are the crematoria—the so-called Transformation Centers—and day and night you can see the smoke rising up into the sky.” The passage is from In the Country of Last Things, the novel Paul wrote after the Trilogy. It’s dedicated to me. He had started the book before we met but had put it away, not sure it was worth pursuing. He read the pages he had written aloud to me in Tompkins Place, and I told him he must go on. Anna Blume wanders through the devastated city of a nameless country looking for her brother, who has disappeared. Anna is Paul’s only female narrator.

Haris Pašovicć, the theater and film director, playwright, and essayist, produced and directed a play of In the Country of Last Things in Sarajevo during the siege. Haris and a number of the actors told Paul they felt as if they were performing their own lives in their own devastated city. Haris stayed with us in Brooklyn for a few days, and he told us stories. In the early days of the war, a friend of his was traveling on a bus when, at one of its regular stops, armed masked men boarded and began to threaten the passengers. When the thugs came closer, despite the partial face covering, Haris’s friend recognized one of them as a man he had always liked, a man who had played with him on an informal soccer team near his home. That same man was now shoving a gun into his face.

One morning, Haris said goodbye to me before he left the house for meetings in Manhattan. I was upstairs in my study. I heard the door close, and a few minutes later I heard him cry out, Help me! I ran down two flights of stairs and flung open the front door. I expected to see Haris splayed on the sidewalk, but no one was there. I looked up and down the block. No Haris. He returned to us whole and hale that afternoon. Another auditory hallucination. A single voice, but another truth.

I know many couples stay together despite fundamental disagreements about politics. Neither Paul nor I would have survived a union like that.

The personal is political. I was fourteen when I was swept into the antiwar movement, which in my case meant doing a lot of reading about Vietnamese history in the St. Olaf library. I read about French colonialism, the Diệm regime, the twists and turns of U.S. involvement, and conflicts between the State Department and other government departments over Ho Chi Minh. The personal is political was adopted by the women’s liberation movement. I became a feminist around the same time by way of an anthology edited by Robin Morgan, Sisterhood Is Powerful (1970).

The eight-year age difference between me and Paul mattered back then. In the spring of 1968, he was a student at Columbia, one of the rebels who helped pull down a chain-link fence in Morningside Heights. I was a seventh grader in a Rudolf Steiner school in Bergen. Paul was occupying Mathematics Hall, and along with hundreds of others he was stomped and kicked by police before being dragged into a paddy wagon and hauled off to spend a night in the Tombs, the same New York City jail where the fictional Bartleby’s life ends.

In an op-ed piece for The New York Times forty years after the protests, on April 23, 2008, Paul used the word crazy to describe the student mood at Columbia. “It was the year of years, the year of craziness, the year of fire, blood and death. I had just turned 21, and I was as crazy as everyone else.” Veterans of the movement criticized Paul for using the word crazy, but his point wasn’t that he was wrong to be part of the resistance to what he regarded at the time and continued to regard as a stupid, immoral war. Rather, he recognized that in a world turned upside down, a world where the killing went on and on and he would face the draft as soon as he left school, he succumbed to emotional contagion. “Much to my astonishment,” he wrote, “I was with them. What had happened to the gentle boy who planned to spend the rest of his life sitting alone in a room writing books? He was helping to tear down the fence. He tugged and pulled and pushed along with several dozen others and, truth be told, found much satisfaction in this crazy, destructive act.”

Heartbeats quicken, lungs constrict, blood pumps. What happened to the gentle boy?

A friend of mine, Manos Tsakiris, professor at the University of London and director of the Centre for the Politics of Feelings, coined the term visceral politics. In an essay for Aeon, he argues that visceral politics “lies at the intersection of the body’s physiology and political behaviour.”

The craziness Paul wrote about affects righteous and evil movements. It’s not enough for people to be angry, Martin Luther King said, “the supreme task is to organize and unite people so that their anger becomes a transforming force.” In other words, disciplined anger. Paul acknowledged that tearing down the fence wasn’t an example of disciplined anger. Passive resistance by civil rights protesters, on the other hand, became a transforming force.

And the weeping woman, head in fridge, gripping fennel, what happened to her? Was it grief, fear, sadness, loneliness, cowardice? Was I crying out of compassion for others or just self-pity? I don’t know. I really don’t know.

“People in general,” Manos writes, “are not that good at recognising or labelling their feelings…. Consider anger: are we truly angry, or are we told we are?” Words express feeling, but they also shape it. Political propaganda assigns a name to muddled feelings and provides the relief of certainty. THEY DID IT. But the words can create anger too. Words become intercorporeal realities, to use Merleau-Ponty’s word. They pass from one body to another and take up residency.

In The Language of the Third Reich: LTI: Lingua Tertii Imperii, Victor Klemperer, a Jewish linguist in Dresden who survived the war, wrote, “Nazism permeated the flesh and blood of the people through single words, idioms and sentence structures which were imposed on them in a million repetitions and taken on board mechanically and unconsciously.”

I dreamed I was in a crowded room with Donald Trump. He was smirking and rolling his shoulder at me. I took note of these coy, feminine gestures. He was holding a Trump banner, pushed it toward me, and said, I want you to wave it. I politely told him, I can’t, not possible. No Trump banners. In the dream, I thought to myself, I can see why people find him charming. I’ve never understood it before. Then I looked down at his white hands, which reminded me of Mickey Mouse’s gloves, and I was terrified. I wake up. I want to tell Paul about the dream.

“There are a variety of ways to gain power. There are illegal means through brute force; one can also gain power legally by winning a majority in an election. There are revolutions, Putsches, uprisings. But each of these methods requires a political group to win the sympathies of the broad masses, if it wishes over the long run to maintain its power. But the sympathy of the people does not come of itself; it must be won.” Joseph Goebbels, Wille und Weg, 1931. I quoted the above passage from the man who would become the Nazi propaganda minister in 1933 in an essay that appeared on December 5, 2024, in Die Zeit, where Paul published his September 11, 2001, report.

A friend sends me the PDF of Charlotte Beradt’s The Third Reich of Dreams, published in English in 1968. She tells me Princeton is bringing out a new translation of it at the end of April. Beradt, a journalist, secretly collected dreams from people living under the Nazis. She quotes Herr S., a longtime member of the Social Democratic party and factory owner, who has the following dream just three days after Hitler comes to power: “Goebbels was visiting my factory. He had all the workers line up in two rows facing each other. I had to stand in the middle and raise my arm in the Nazi salute. It took me half an hour to get my arm up, inch by inch. Goebbels showed neither approval nor disapproval as he watched my struggle, as if it were a play. When I finally managed to get my arm up, he said just five words—‘I don’t want your salute’—then turned and went to the door. There I stood in my own factory, arm raised, pilloried right in the midst of my own people. I was only able to keep from collapsing by staring at his clubfoot as he limped out. And so I stood until I woke up.”

Goebbels pretended his clubfoot was due to an accident to avoid any taint of possible bad genes.

The United States in 2025 is not the Weimar Republic in 1933, although a pandemic looms behind both histories. No one wanted to remember the influenza pandemic that began in 1918 and killed fifty million people around the world, either. A rampaging virus is not an army, which makes it a less-than-satisfying enemy for many people. An international Jewish conspiracy and murderous elites sucking a hormone from the necks of kidnapped children are far more gratifying as explanatory narratives. What the two historical moments do share is a rhetorical climate of maniacal, irrational scapegoating—THEY DID IT—which over time gained the sympathy of the people and was taken on board mechanically and unconsciously. The language of annihilation, mass deportation—the evil within, vermin, poisoning the blood of the country, bad genes, Feminazis, woke ideology, Lügenpresse (lying press), enemies of the people—becomes more and more tolerable until it ceases to shock, or its brutality is disguised as exaggeration or irony with entertainment value. He doesn’t really mean it. But the two periods also share many people who don’t believe in the New Order, who oppose what’s happening, but they lift their arms in a reluctant salute anyway.

People ask: How could the horror of the Nazi era happen? Why did so many people acquiesce? What was wrong with them?

Fires, floods, high winds, and orange skies. Drowning coastlines. Melting ice. Fear. More fear. Fear for Miles. I wish I could talk to Paul. I want him to rock me in his arms. Woe is me. Self-pity. When the ugly feeling threatened either of us, Paul and I would quote our truncated version of Mrs. Gummidge in David Copperfield: “I’m a lone lorn creetur’ and everythink goes contrary with me.” Then we laughed.

I can’t measure the degree to which Paul’s death has increased both my political dread and my sense of powerlessness, but I know it has. Grief is a state of impotence by definition. The grieving want the impossible: We want the dead back in our lives. Political grief arrives from the same sense of futility. How could all those people vote for him? What can I do?

One can also gain power legally by winning a majority in an election. A plurality in this case, but legitimate.

My mother spent five years of her young life under Nazi occupation in Norway. At the time of the invasion, April 9, 1940, she was seventeen years old. She told me many stories about those years, about the scarcity of food, blackouts, the constant fear of the occupiers. I used to dream that Nazi soldiers rose out of the creek, climbed up the steep ravine, and were trying to break down the door of our house on Old Dutch Road. As a child, I often wondered what the fish skin shoes my mother wore during the war had actually looked like. Years later, I saw a pair in a museum in Oslo. They were much nicer than I had expected. I think I had imagined dead fish on my dear mamma’s feet. Ester Vegan was a resilient and brave person, not given to depression even in the worst of times, which may be why she recalled her moment of despair so vividly. In 1942, maybe early 1943, she was taking a shortcut to visit her best friend, Tulla. She had been on that path many times before, but on that day, a sudden thought, at once alien and forbidden, stopped her short. What if the Allies lose the war? What if this goes on and on? What if it doesn’t end? She told me that not a single person she knew articulated such feelings aloud. As she, her family, and their friends huddled over illegal radios hidden in basements and attics to listen to news in English, they never, ever expressed pessimism about the outcome of the war. Confident assertion of an inevitable Allied victory was the only permissible position to take. A Nazi victory was unspeakable. It could only be thought: What if we don’t overcome?

My father fought in the Battle of Luzon in the Philippines. He told me once that he had stayed sane during the fighting by repeating to himself over and over, This is insane. This is insane. He never discussed the experience again. He never provided a single detail. In that bloody battle, 8,310 U.S. soldiers died. By another count, 10,380 died and almost 36,550 were wounded.

Fifty thousand Russian soldiers.

Numbers are abstract. Statistics offer an escape from feeling. But it’s important to imagine the people the number represents. I am trying to imagine them. Paul heard the dead soldiers screaming.

My mother joined demonstrations against the Germans early in the occupation. After a couple of months, no one even dreamed of it, my mother said. All resistance went underground.

In 1997, Paul was a guest of the Mishkenot Sha’ananim in Jerusalem, where he was officially anointed a “Hero of Culture.” (Sophie and I teased him about the hero business. He was, as usual, embarrassed.) During that visit, he gave an interview to one of the large Israeli newspapers. He called Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu “stupid and evil.”

I did not marry a diplomat.

Paul was in radiation treatment when Hamas slaughtered 1,200 civilians in Israel on October 7, 2023. Paul’s dear friend David Grossman, the Israeli novelist, a longtime opponent of Israeli policies against Palestinians, called for Paul soon after the horrors, but he was off with Spencer, and I listened to David’s shocked, hurt voice on the phone. I know the two men spoke later, but I don’t know what they said to each other. Paul lived long enough to see Netanyahu and his far-right government launch the bloodbath in Gaza. He lived long enough to discuss with me the scholarly debates that turn on whether the Israelis have committed genocide in Gaza. The word genocide was coined in 1944 by Raphael Lemkin and was first codified as a crime by the United Nations General Assembly in 1946. Paul and I had both read Philippe Sands’s book East West Street about the history of the word genocide and the phrase crimes against humanity.

The ironies of history can sometimes feel unspeakable.

In 2012, Paul was interviewed by a journalist for the Turkish newspaper Hürriyet just days before his sixty-fifth birthday. He declared that he would not visit Turkey because journalists and writers had been imprisoned for their speech. To our amazement, then–Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan responded publicly. “As if we need you! Who cares if you come or not? Would Turkey lose any grandeur?” He also called Paul “an ignorant man.”

I found my husband on YouTube being interviewed by Sauli Niinistö, the president of Finland, at the Academic Bookstore in Helsinki on September 2, 2017. Paul talks about the American dream as a fantasy that disguises dramatic differences of opportunity in this country. He talks about human interdependence, about slavery in the United States and the white slave owners who raped Black women. Terrible realities, and yet listening to Paul’s voice comforted me. I am able to listen to his voice now. I bathe in it.

Eight months before Paul’s talk with President Niinistö, Sophie and I were at the Women’s March in Washington, DC. The crowd was so large that no one did much marching. In fact, we inched forward for hours, but the mood was buoyant, peaceful, confident—positively pink. I took a photo of a placard in front of me with a well-drawn caricature of Trump and that ridiculous hair. The words: WE SHALL OVERCOMB. Not so funny. But they ridiculed Hitler too as a buffoon who would disappear. And then they stopped laughing. The mood changed.

Two months after the march, Spencer was standing in the Oval Office staring down at the frayed hems of Number 45’s pants.

I’m well aware that I, the woman who blubbered as the anthem of the civil rights movement played on the radio, isn’t living under occupation as my mother did. I’m not fighting a war as my father did. I’m in no immediate danger of losing my job. I’m self-employed. I’m white and have never been subject to racist humiliations. I’m not an immigrant. I won’t be sent to a camp or deported. I’m not a trans person. My very identity hasn’t been officially annihilated by government edict, and I’m not a recipient of food stamps or Medicaid, the withdrawal of which will ruin my life and/or the lives of my children. Bombs aren’t dropping overhead. My house is standing. The restaurants and shops in the neighborhood are open. The stock market hasn’t crashed. I eat well. I’m okay.

You want to know how the horrors of the Nazi era happened? Large numbers of people who were safe didn’t worry about those who weren’t safe, and us-versus-them propaganda solidified their indifference to genocide and crimes against humanity.

I’m afraid for others, but I’m afraid for myself too. Vulnerability has been part of my becoming a woman, to use Simone de Beauvoir’s well-known phrase: “One is not born, but rather becomes, woman.” I learned as a child that authority speaks in low masculine tones and that higher registers carry less weight. I learned that a man, especially an “important” man, can speak gibberish, and people will listen to him patiently and attentively anyway. I learned that even a hint of passion or anger in my own voice may be interpreted as a sign of hysteria, of my having lost control, while intemperate male rage isn’t only tolerated, it’s admired. I learned as a young woman that a man wheedling me for sex felt free to use tactics of intimidation and coercion, but his behavior wasn’t his fault because I was the guilty one. I was to blame for his attraction to me.

Paul talked about the nameless young woman many times. In 1968, during the Columbia protests, he was listening to students speak at a large gathering on campus when she rose to her feet and spoke about women’s rights and the mistreatment of left-wing women by left-wing men in the movement. Few listened to her. Some booed her. Paul told me that he had never heard one of his peers speak about the oppression of women before. I have searched for her name online and in histories of the period but without success. Whoever she was, her voice stayed with Paul all his life. Her voice merged with mine. He listened to me too, and year by year, I felt his feminism grow stronger.

Once in power, fundamentalist religious rulers, fascist, totalitarian, and authoritarian governments of many stripes, pass laws to legislate sexual difference and control reproduction. They want to own the categories and turn them into natural, fixed truths. It happened in all the fascist governments in Europe. Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz party in Hungary and the Law and Justice Party in Poland, the latter now out of power, are recent examples of the same strategy.

No man, Paul said, has a right to interfere in a woman’s decision about whether to give birth or not. It made him angry. He thought the abortion issue could win the election for Biden.

True to form, our new overlords ruled on sex the first day. Executive Order 14168, Defending Women from Gender Ideology Extremism and Restoring Biological Truth to the Federal Government.

“ ‘Female’ means a person belonging, at conception, to the sex that produces the large reproductive cell.”

“ ‘Male’ means a person belonging, at conception, to the sex that produces the small reproductive cell.”

Because a zygote, the name for the diploid cell at conception, has no sex, and the gonads of the early embryo are “indifferent,” indistinguishable until sometime between the sixth and ninth week of gestation, the definitions are biological nonsense. Boys do not produce the small cell, sperm, until puberty, and some men never produce it, which would mean that until a certain age or until their deaths, such persons are neither male, female, nor anything else. The anonymous author of the executive order avoids the more typical chromosomal definition, the familiar XX and XY split, probably because this is also complicated. The chromosomes, secondary sexual characteristics, and/or reproductive organs of intersex people don’t fit a binary definition. In fact, every binary definition of sex becomes murky if one is actually looking for biological truth.

“We have to honestly and aggressively attack the universities in this country,” the man who is now vice president of the United States said on November 2, 2021. J. D. Vance took a sentence from Nixon: “The professors are the enemy.” Another era. Similar hostility. Historical repetitions are never identities. They are always many differences, but the noise that covers the consolidation of power in different places at different times can be strikingly similar. Go after the intellectuals. Go after books. “He who saves his Country does not violate any Law,” Trump posted on the fifteenth of February 2025.

On September 11, 1934, Victor Klemperer wrote in his diary, “Once again the Führer appeals to ‘heroic instincts.’ The subordinate leaders emphasize once again: Adolf Hitler is Germany.”

I hear the thunder rumbling, and I see the dangerous clouds in the sky, and I feel crazy, really crazy, really lonely and crazy. Victor Klemperer keeps me company these days as I reread his early diary entries from 1933. He reports not only on the Nazi nightmare but on the book he’s writing about the eighteenth century, his shrinking classes at the university, his wife’s dental problems, household difficulties, and the chitchat of neighbors who come and go. On February 21, 1933, he writes, “What is strangest of all is how one is blind in the face of events, how no one has a clue to the real balance of power…. It is impossible to make predictions. Meanwhile the uncertainty of the situation affects every single thing.”

It is impossible to make predictions. Uncertainty casts a spell over every single thing.

In 2020, Todd Gitlin, who had been president of Students for a Democratic Society in 1963 and 1964 and became a professor of sociology and journalism at Columbia University and a great friend to me and Paul, asked us to help found a writers’ organization to oppose Trump. We jumped at the chance. After Biden’s election that year, Writers Against Trump became Writers for Democratic Action (WDA). At some point during the cancer treatments, Paul and I had to stop attending the meetings, and after Paul died, I was frozen. I’m attending the Zoom meetings again. I sit in front of my laptop, excruciatingly conscious of the fact that the computer-less Paul isn’t sitting beside me in my study listening to variations on the same old question: What is to be done?

The brave, brilliant, always curious Todd Gitlin, who firmly believed we would overcome every obstacle ahead, died two days after Paul’s birthday, on February 5, 2022.

But it’s the image Paul invented for the fragility of the republic that returns to me again and again. It has the economy of a dream. The first time I heard him use it was in our living room before Trump’s first inauguration. He was talking to a television journalist from the UK. I searched for it online. He repeated the trope in a print interview for The Irish Times that was published on February 3, Paul’s seventieth birthday.

“I have a new metaphor for thinking about what’s going to happen. Until now America has been a pretty solid country. Apart from the civil war we’ve had peaceful transference of power. We think of ourselves as a country of laws and institutions, and because they’ve seemed so solid I tend to think of these institutions as granite buildings.

Well, I think what we may discover now is that these buildings are actually made of soap and that when the new administration takes over in a few days, and they start shooting their hoses at those supposed granite buildings, they’re going to melt and turn to suds, and we’ll just have water running in the streets. We have to be very vigilant to prevent those hoses being put on full blast.”

I see it now. The Washington Monument, the Lincoln, Jefferson, FDR, and Martin Luther King Jr. Memorials, the memorials for World War II, Korea, and Vietnam, and the Smithsonian Museum buildings liquefy into a thick white lather that runs through the streets of Washington, DC.





Becoming Paul and the Unwinding

It’s March. I see April ahead. At the end of next month, it will be a year since Paul died. The crocuses will have faded, and, depending on the weather, the tulips may be blooming. I must find a headstone. According to Paul, it’s Jewish tradition to place a stone at the grave a year after the person’s death. I want a rough, not a smooth, stone. I want it upright. No one should walk on it. Paul Auster, 1947–2024. Paul and I discussed the plan when we bought the double grave in Green-Wood Cemetery. He wanted to be buried. I wanted to be cremated and then buried with him. We decided on two stones, not one. Should I purchase mine along with his? Then Sophie won’t have to buy a matching slab for her mother. Only two numbers needed to fill in the blank. Siri Hustvedt 1955–20.

Another spring coming. I don’t forget the mail anymore. When bills arrive, I lay them out where I can see them on a table or mantel. Paul’s mess of exposed papers used to offend my fastidious, always-neatening-up ways. Now I find it smart to leave them out.

I scrutinize every credit card charge to make sure each one is legitimate. Paul used to do that.

I work longer hours at my desk, just as Paul used to. I often take a break in the middle of the day and then return to the book. When Paul was alive, I worked intensely from about six to one. Then I read. I never went back to writing after that. I read less. After my bereavement binge, I haven’t been able to relax enough for long sessions of reading. This distresses me.

I wear Paul’s jacket, the one with the sheepskin lining, the one I stuck my nose into last May. It’s soft armor, a protective layer of Paul over me. The coat will always be his. The shape of his body is in the jacket itself. Two white terry bathrobes hang in the bathroom. I always put on his robe these days, not mine. When I’m writing, I usually wear one of the three pairs of black cotton sweatpants Paul owned. They’re too big, but I pull the drawstring tightly around my waist, and I top the pants with one of the black cashmere sweaters I gave him at Christmas. I’m glad I saved a couple of those sweaters for me, glad I didn’t give them away during the whirlwind purge that immediately followed his burial.

Paul used to moan that I left closet lights burning and every light on when I left a room. A waste. He’d go around and click off the switches. I detest obscurity, I would say to him in my defense. Now I turn off lights. Paul’s father used to do it, and Paul repeated his father’s frugal gesture. He was being his father. Sam may have floated through life, but he didn’t float as a spendthrift. The new LED light bulbs use far less energy than the old incandescent bulbs. How much money am I actually saving? I don’t know. I’m being Paul.

Wallet and keys. High anxiety. It goes on. I never step outside the door without my keys and wallet. I check, and then I check again.

Sometimes I eat a meal for Paul—a steak and a baked potato. I devour it with relish. Before I know it, I may break out a can of baked beans. He liked kosher hot dogs with baked beans. I haven’t gone for franks and beans yet, but they attract me in ways they never did before.

I use television as a sedative. Sometimes after an evening out, Paul would say to me, I have to unwind. I’m going to watch something for a little while. I’d go straight to bed. Paul stayed up and watched men and the odd woman gossip about baseball players. He saved Baseball Night in New York on the DVR. I continue to watch British detective shows to prepare myself for bed at ten or ten thirty, but even after a dinner out with a friend, I watch a few minutes of a show to unwind. The genre makes me feel safe. The detectives on TV are not detectives from a Paul Auster novel. The murder will be solved by the end. The inevitability of the form has a lulling effect on me, just as fairy tales do.

Not long after Paul died, I noticed how hard it had become for me to tell even a tiny white lie. Grief has made me radically honest. I hope I’m still polite. I’ve said this to several friends. I am a fervent believer in the morality of the innocuous falsehood told to protect another person. I have feigned happiness when opening an ugly present. I have kept a neutral face through lectures so dull I wanted to sob. I have told people I’m sick and cannot come to dinner when I’m simply not in the mood for their company. But now I wonder, Has my grief for Paul made me radically honest? Or is it rather that Paul’s bluntness has migrated into me.

If we lived together for another hundred years, we would become the same person.

Widow undergoing metamorphosis?

“Mrs. D’s husband was a gardener and a very practical man whose main interest was the care of his house and garden…. During the next nine months Mrs. D. spent most of her time repairing and decorating her house. ‘Dad done it well,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to do it the same as him.’ ”

“He is here inside me. That’s why I’m happy all the time. It’s as if two people were one… although I’m alone, we’re sort of together if you see what I mean… I don’t think I’ve got the willpower to carry on on my own, so he must be.”

The quotations are from two London widows in Colin Murray Parkes’s book on bereavement, the one I read in the house in the Berkshires last summer. “In sum, it appears that the ways of identifying with the husband that have been described achieve two ends: they enable the widow to get back, in some sense, the man she has lost, and they help her to take over the roles he has vacated.”

Only a small minority of the widows were prone to these identifications, according to Parkes. When a beloved person disappears, adopting their ways, wearing their clothes, and eating food they liked are forms of not just consolation but incorporation. I’m alone, but he’s here inside me.

I feel the unwinding in my body. The sharp pains in my ribs have subsided. (The X-ray taken months ago showed thin, old bones and a few spurs, but no fractures or encroaching tumors.) My anxiety is flying at a lower altitude. My shoulders have dropped below my ears. I stopped taking pills to sleep quite a while ago. And yet some nights I lie awake. My fears mount in the darkness and threaten to strangle me. What will happen to the country? Should I leave? I couldn’t move without the kids, but if we four were on the other side of the ocean, my sisters would be far away. I tell myself to breathe slowly, deeply. Think about the book. Think about the next sentence, the one you will write first thing tomorrow.

I bleed every word onto the page, Paul used to say. And he whispers in my ear. That’s a wavy sentence. Fix it.

And time? Maybe taking pieces of Paul into me has made it easier to carry on with a changed rhythm and some new steps, ones he taught me. I’m thinking more than three days ahead. I have to write two papers by June, one for a conference in Palermo called Embodying Visual Culture, and another for the 24th Annual Congress of the International Neuropsychoanalysis Society, which will be held at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine here in New York. The subject of the second conference is mental development in early life, fetal life included. My title: “Trouble at the Border: Mother, Fetus, Placenta and the Question of Mind.” My thoughts flit onto both papers often. June is in my sights.

Date as wall. There was no unwinding before Paul’s memorial. I couldn’t think past January 25. Sophie and Spencer felt the barrier too. In the weeks before the event, the pressure inside me grew so high and tight, I thought I might spontaneously combust. Krook, Dickens’s odious rag dealer in Bleak House, implodes. After his combustion, all that remains is “a smouldering suffocating vapour in the room and a dark greasy coating on the walls and ceiling.”

Alone in her Brooklyn house, two days before a memorial for her late husband, Paul Auster, Siri Hustvedt was the apparent victim of spontaneous combustion. Nothing was left of her but a greasy residue.

It feels good to laugh. Keep laughing.

Just days before Paul died, we were sitting in the library with the rabbi. Paul suggested I hold the memorial three months after his death. Are you nuts? I shouted at him. You need to give me time to grieve!

Paul’s notes for the memorial in the white folder:

To Siri/Sophie

Notes on Beyond.

1/1/23.

“Choose venue. Invite friends, book people, film people.”

“Sophie—anything—if she wants to.” He meant that she should sing if she wanted to sing and choose whatever song she wanted. As his death came closer, he narrowed her choices. “Blue Team,” for sure, and he requested “Hold On,” by Tom Waits.

“Rebuttal speech or two if Times is hostile.” Paul was referring to the New York Times obituary. The obit wasn’t hostile—superficial, but not hostile. I decided no verbal fisticuffs were required.

I was spinning with worries. What if the flowers don’t come? What if a speaker ignores the time limit? What if I shake or cry? After it was all over, I understood that these superficial anxieties masked my real alarm: What if Paul didn’t like his memorial? What if I let him down?

On the morning of our mother’s memorial in Northfield, my sister Liv told me that after she had opened her eyes, her first thought was, I have to get over to the Retirement Center and help Mom get ready. Then she remembered our mother was dead. The event was for our mother. Habit bodies. What happened to the fourth blue-and-white plate?

But once I was seated at the event for Paul and I heard the opening song, “Dirt in the Ground,” Tom Waits again, the unwinding began. “And we’re all gonna be, yeah, yeah / I said we’re all gonna be, yeah, yeah / I said we’re all gonna be, yeah, yeah / I said we’re all gonna be just dirt in the ground…” And I asked myself, Why does that song make you happy, Siri? It’s time. There isn’t all that much of it, even for us lucky ones who live into our sixties, seventies, and longer. I’m alive now. We’re all dancing on graves.

Ron Padgett’s poem from his collection You Never Know.


Haiku

That was fast.

I mean life.



I heard every word of every speech at the memorial. I listened, and I laughed, and I didn’t shake, and I didn’t cry. I was the last person to speak, just before Sophie sang.

In the middle of my talk, I quoted Paul: “After all the horrible things we’ve been through, if I die of cancer, it will make a bad story.” Then I said, “Because they have felt unspeakable to me, I want to say the horrible things aloud in this room.” Every single person at the memorial knew the story, if not from the family directly, from the press. But there are no social rules to follow in a case like this, no conventional script for how to behave, no convenient euphemisms to pull out for the occasion. Everyone can name the horrible things, but no one, except those in one’s most intimate circle, speaks of them to you. No one sends a condolence letter that reads: I’m so sorry to hear your son was arrested for the negligent homicide of his baby daughter and then passed away of an overdose after he was released on bail. The silence threatened to hang over the gathering like a toxic fog. If I hadn’t said the horrible things out loud, I felt I might have exploded. After the words were out of my mouth—more unwinding. I also relieved every person sitting in the sanctuary of St. Marks Church on the afternoon of January 25 of a burden. By mentioning what had been unmentionable, I freed them from the pretense of secrecy. “Paul’s suffering, grief, and rage over years of horrible things cannot be suppressed from Paul’s story or from our family story. It is part of the story.”

It is, and it always will be.

“The boy grows. And he grows wild. The father can do no more than dote and fret, prescribe warnings, be warmed by the fire of his flesh and blood. He writes an extraordinary poem of admonition to the boy, at once an ode to chance and a raging against the inevitable, telling him that if he does not mend his ways he will wind up at the end of a rope, and the boy sallies off to Paris with Ben Jonson on a colossal binge. There is nothing the father can do. It is all a question of waiting. When he is at last allowed to leave the Tower, he takes the boy along with him…. But the boy is murdered in the jungle. Not only does he come to the end his father had predicted for him, but the father himself has become the unwitting executioner of his own son.” The passage is from “The Death of Sir Walter Raleigh.” Paul wrote it in 1974/1975, two to three years before Daniel was born. It’s in White Spaces: Selected Poems and Early Prose (2020).

Love is not enough. Paul and I said this to each other often. We like to think love sews up every wound, but it doesn’t, not always. Paul doted, fretted, and prescribed warnings. He loved his son, and he hoped for his son, and he lived in fear for his son, but he lost all trust in his son. Paul was not ashamed or guilty about how he had acted as a father. He held on for as long as he could. He knew that. And in this story, if anyone was an unwitting executioner, it wasn’t the father, it was the son. It’s Paul’s saddest story, the one that hurt him the most, the one that ached in him until he died. It will ache in me until I die and in Sophie until she dies too. And each one of the stories, if it were told in full, would be different from the other two. Each person has a perspective the others can’t have.

Something is unwinding. I can’t know how things will go in the time I have left. I can’t predict what will happen. My grief won’t end, but it will keep changing. I imagine myself sitting on Paul’s grave looking at his stone. I imagine the early May bloom as it was when we buried him, the cemetery wide-awake with color, and I think of Joyce’s Bloom, and I remember a wedding in Brooklyn on Bloomsday in June when the thunder sounded and the lightning flashed, and I think of Paul’s Anna Blume pushing her cart in the city that’s falling apart and my own Violet Blom in What I Loved, dressed in the clothes of her beloved Bill after he dies. When I was writing that novel again and again to get it right, I thought Paul might drop dead of sorrow. The boy grew. And he grew wild. But Paul didn’t drop dead. And he and I and Sophie and Jack the dog didn’t die in the car crash either. I held Paul’s face when he was dying, and I talked about the fun we had, all the fun, and he heard me. And, after he died, it hailed. Three days later, I felt his enchanted presence in our bedroom. He was so real to me then, it was as if he had been resurrected. The only Lazarus moment of my life. The odor of cigar smoke still arrives in my nostrils, although not as often as it used to. I have no control over its comings and goings, but I’m not ready for it to vanish, not yet. It’s the smell of solace.

And I say it again. Paul Auster, my husband of forty-three years, is dead, and I can’t get him back, not as I want him, not as a breathing, heart-beating, warm-as-a-furnace body in our bed, not as a fully visible man smiling that slight smile at me, the one touched by irony, the smile that was as good as an exaggerated wink across a room because I knew him. The Blue Team boy, that outstanding fellow who became a famous writer, is dead. But I’m alive, and I’m a creature of us, of AND, of Bartleby and the Princess on the Pea; of slapstick; demented luggage; the Plenum of Problems Theory; the organic model of erotic love; sea creatures and small whales. We wrote out the dreams we dreamed while we sat at our desks writing, and we read those dreams aloud to each other in the green chairs.

What if I hadn’t met you? I hear Paul’s voice.

And I answer him. What if I hadn’t written the letters? What if you hadn’t come back to me? What if, when I asked you to marry me as we watched the cars on that long freight train go by, you hadn’t said Okay? The story would have been different. But we did meet, and I did write the letters, and you did come back to me, and you did say okay, and here I am in the middle of March 2025, and the world is shaking from unruly demons unleashed by us, we the people, and you didn’t live to see it, but you lived to see Miles. I wish I could show you the video of the little man eating a muffin his mother made, flinging bits here and there, recovering them from the seat of his high chair and stuffing them into his mouth with a look of such satisfaction he’s an advertisement for life itself. I wish you could see him dancing with his mother, pumping his arm up and down, imitating her, and I wish you could see him kissing his father, one loud smack after the other—I have these antics on video too. I laugh so hard, Paul, my spit sometimes flies through the air. They’re coming on Sunday.

The bits of paper, cards, faxes, and letters written in Paul’s small hand, my journal entries, my letters to him and to our friends, the photographs, song lyrics, videos, texts, and recordings, some of which have become part of this book, are spectral pieces of shared stories, ghost stories that are also love stories. And, unlike the fleeting memory images that rise up in my head, always subject to change over time, they are objects in the world I can touch, reread, listen to, and look at again when I forget. We all forget.

“It is she who is paper now,” Plath wrote in “Widow.” The widow of the poem is a lone lorn creature. She presses a photograph close to her, and it takes on the heat of her body, as if it were skin. “But it is she who is paper now, warmed by no one.” The papers scattered around me on my desk are no substitute for living skin, but they have accumulated a ghostly heat all their own after Paul died. That haunting warmth is missing from the poem. In Paul’s novel Mr. Vertigo: Walt the Wonder Boy levitates. He walks on water. Don’t we all wish we could fly? As a child, I flew high above the clouds, but as a dreaming grown-up, I stay closer to the ground. I fly down stairways, just inches above them, and the sensation of being airborne exhilarates me. In other dreams, I discover I can bounce off the floor and, by waving my arms, remain suspended in air for several unnatural seconds before the tug of gravity returns. Sleep magic. My dream body transcends reality. Every dreamer makes fictions that defy the laws of physics.

The words Paul wrote are disembodied and fixed forever. They will never change or disappear, as long as there are readers of his books to keep them alive. Mostly, Paul and I talked to each other, in the house, on walks, and when we traveled together to one place or another. When we were apart, we talked on the telephone every night if we could. Our marriage was a dialogue, the precise wording of which is mostly lost to memory. I’m glad I saved his little notes to me, from the very first one—Dear S. I have recorded some of them in this book, my book of mourning him. Writing is action. Sentence by sentence, block of prose by block of prose, I have tried to bring something of the man back on the page, something of who he was for me. I found the card with its message in the PAUL box, and when I slipped it out of the envelope and read it, I remembered the happiness that ran through my body and spread to my limbs when I read it for the first time. It surprised me a little, too. Worthy surprised me. I could never have quoted the note verbatim. Reading it again and again is my way of recollecting forward, as Kierkegaard put it, of taking Paul with me as I go on living. We all die, but I had him in my life, and because I had him, I’m not who I was when I met him but someone else—better, warmer, tougher, wiser. I used to say to Paul, You’re the heart of my heart. He was and he is. He wrote the card (with a check in it) on Christmas Eve 2020, the year the celebration shrank to four people, the Covid pod: Paul, Sophie, Spencer, and me.


12-24-20

Beloved Siri,

Please add this money to the unspent money from last X-mas to buy yourself the one thing you want most—whether practical or impractical—and in either case remember to choose something you find beautiful.

At the end of this strange and difficult year, as we pause to take a breath before plunging into more strangeness and difficulty, I want you to know how deeply I love you and admire you and how, after 40 years of loving you and admiring you, that love and admiration has continued to grow—to such a point now that you stand at the very center of who I am, and as we continue to evolve together in the months and years ahead, I will do everything in my power to keep up with you and make myself worthy of your love.

Merry X-mas, darling—Paul






April 2024

Dear Miles,

It turns out that I have less time than I thought. I finished radiation for lung cancer on November 2 (’23), and after a required two-month wait, I was given a CT scan on January 4th (just days after you were born), which brought the encouraging news that the radiation therapy had worked and my cancer was in retreat. A part of me began to hope that I might live for another year if the next scan (April) and the one after that (July) continued to show progress. Last week, I had the second scan, and contrary to expectations, the pictures revealed that the cancer had spread from my right lung to my left lung and other parts of my body. There will be no cure, no recovery, no nothing but the certainty of death within a matter of months. How many months is unclear, but whether it is one or two or four or five, I aim to live them out here in the house, perched in the sun-filled library on the third floor. Your grandmother is arranging for home-care hospice, which means that I won’t have to suffer the indignities of dying under the fluorescent lights of a grim, green-walled hospital room. I will be here in the light, surrounded by your mother and father and my beloved Siri. Morphine will be administered, if necessary. If I had my choice, I would prefer to die telling a joke.

Among my many regrets about this encroaching departure, dear Miles, is that you will go through your life without any conscious memories of me. Until last week at least, I imagined that I would be able to write you enough letters to fill a short book, a little thing of 100 or 200 pages, but now I understand how foolish that dream was. There will be no book, no letters about your ancestors (what stories I was planning to tell!), no reflections on the contemporary American scene and the fraught national elections we will be facing in the fall. I have little hope that I will be alive in November, and therefore I will never know if the Republic is dead or still breathing. On life support, perhaps, but still breathing. Nevertheless, I promise to forge on as best I can for as long as I can and to see if I can’t come up with a few more before I am too weak to continue.

Your Papa

who has now seen you roll over and laugh and figure out what your hands are for and try to eat a cloth book (yesterday) sent to you by a friend of ours in Spain






Heroic Couplets for Paul from Siri on Christmas 2023


Heroic coupling, dearest, darling mine,

Is meant for those like us who intertwine,

Not once or twice in distant memory,

But rhyme for years in solidarity.

And yet, if epic is applied to us,

The form may seem absurd, ridiculous,

Too stiff for any modernist with pride.

Distress, however, needs a rigid guide,

To keep my step as even as this verse,

My metric feet are steady, not perverse.

No dithyrambs for now, my love, a walk.

Perambulation goes with easy talk,

With conversation started long ago,

A dialogue that has its ebb and flow.

Remember early morning Wittgenstein,

The racy cards I sent my Valentine,

The books we wrote and read and criticized,

As they were slowly grown and then revised.

For fifteen thousand nights or thereabouts,

We’ve talked and loved through deaths and pains and doubts.

I’ve held you hard and hold you harder still.

Embraces heal and fortify the will.

I sing to brutal battles fought and won,

To life and art and Miles, our new someone.
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