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         If you are in Manhattan traveling downtown in a car on Fifth Avenue or Seventh Avenue and you want to turn onto Tenth Street, you have to turn left. It’s a one-way street, west to east. Left on Tenth is my way home. I was left on Tenth when my husband died, and after that, life took many left turns, some perilous, some wondrous. This book is about all of them.
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         I knew my husband was dying in June. He’d been living with a terminal diagnosis for six years but suddenly his cancer turned aggressive.

         The last time we saw the oncologist, he sent us home with a DNR (do not resuscitate) order and told me to put it on the refrigerator. “That’s where they look,” he said. He meant the EMTs.

         I wanted Jerry to die at home. He wanted that too, but we didn’t discuss it much. I was passionate about it, thought of it as a gift I could give him, to die in his own bed. The bedroom is sunny and the walls are painted a minty green. On days when he felt good enough, I figured, my husband, who was a writer too, could sit at his desk and write. If he needed to nap, which he did now almost all the time, he could nap on the couch where he always liked to nap.

         We loved living on Tenth Street, a shady, pretty block in Greenwich Village. I couldn’t bear to put him through his final exit somewhere else that was clearly only a place to die.

         We redid our wills and updated our health-care proxies.

         I began to rehearse being alone. I’d go to coffee with a friend or to some event and on the way home, I’d tell myself, Imagine you are coming home and Jerry isn’t there. He isn’t there to share, to listen, to rant, to laugh, to comfort.

         Preparing for some unknown, for life without him, I also noticed that I needed to feel alive. I needed to walk fast on the street, get out, engage with friends. Dying was not where I wanted to be. I don’t mean I didn’t want to be with Jerry, but I felt, almost in a primal way, the need to feel alive. So there was a war going on inside—the need to be with Jerry, with his dying, and the need to be separate, an almost how-alive-can-I-feel.

         I had met Jerry in my early thirties when I was finding my voice as a writer. My book How to Eat Like a Child came out the first year we were together. I remember hearing him in the next room laughing as he read it.

         Jerry, a playwright and screenwriter, was in New York City doing the musical Ballroom, based on his television movie The Queen of the Stardust Ballroom. We fell for each other head-spinningly fast when a mutual friend brought him by my apartment. I felt I’d been looking for Jerry my whole life and he felt the same. He had a cropped beard and great hair, golden brown. His brown eyes were soulful, and his voice was smooth, a beautiful tenor. Arguments and difficulties over the years—the kind that all relationships have in their own specific ways—really only deepened our bond. We knew that we belonged together and the fact that we’d found each other was the luckiest thing.

         Before Jerry, I wasn’t someone who knew much about love. I was raised in Beverly Hills, the daughter of screenwriters. My parents were a team. They wrote films you might see now on Turner Classic Movies: Desk Set with Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy, Daddy Long Legs with Fred Astaire and Leslie Caron, No Business like Show Business, in which Marilyn Monroe sang, “We’re having a heat wave.” I’d been raised with expectations—all four sisters were expected to be writers—but my mother was cold to me and a drinker. She died in her fifties of cirrhosis. My dad was more loving but troubled and needy, a manic-depressive as well as a drinker.

         Jerry was completely on my side. I’d never experienced that. I hadn’t believed it was possible. He truly loved me and nurtured my talent. He guided me as I tried to master variations of the impossible: first my humor books, then essays, then screenplays, then novels. I could never have found my way without him.

         Writers are writers first. Before anything else. It’s a calling. Jerry and I both knew that and honored that in each other. I was wildly attracted to him and loved talking to him. He had a phenomenal understanding of human nature. He observed things I didn’t, and I observed things he didn’t, and talking with him about what people did and why was endlessly interesting.

         Now he wasn’t going to be here to love me or to talk to me. To have conversations with me about everything. Stuff. What was on his mind. What happened on the street. Why something made him or me happy or drove one of us crazy. He wouldn’t be here to hang out musing about nothing while eating chocolate chip cake. To discuss all my writing problems or all of his. What a character should do, what another might be feeling, where to go from here. Jerry knew drama, could write it and teach it. He taught me.

         He was raised in the Bronx in a big, extended shtetl Jewish world full of aunts, uncles, cousins, and vulgarity. Lively, yet full of phenomenal ignorance. Jerry had musical gifts. At a very young age, he could play any tune by ear on the piano. “He can play, why give him lessons?” his parents said. His grandparents made gin in the bathtub. His father sold costume jewelry. The little money they had, they gambled. His dad broke Jerry’s piggy bank and stole his pennies. There were very few books in their apartment. It was a great world to write about, and Jerry did, but there was no one at home to nourish a writer’s dreams.

         Jerry was eccentric. We took tap-dancing lessons. Loved theater. Agreed on most things, liked to go to foreign places and do nothing much more than walk around and sit in cafés. Confiding in him was always comforting.

         He was my true home. My first safe place.

         At some point in September, Jerry was less able to walk around the corner, too dizzy to do the simple things like put Honey’s bowl of water on the floor. Honey was our beloved little white Havanese dog. I talked to our internist and activated hospice care. We were assigned a social worker, a nurse, and a spiritual counselor. The only worship in our house was writing, but given that Jerry was dying and I was losing my soul mate of thirty-seven years, maybe one of us might want some spiritual help.

         My recall is cloudy because I was anxious all the time, but I believe that, at the first intake session for home hospice care, I was told that if Jerry fell—and he already had once—I should call 911, but when the EMTs arrived, I could show them the DNR and health-care proxy. These gave me the right to refuse medical treatment for him. I should ask them only to lift him and put him back in bed.

         I know I was given that instruction at least twice and maybe more by both a hospice person on the phone and a member of the team assigned to us.

         Jerry was still able to walk if I held on to him, so after the first visit from the hospice nurse, we went to Pain Quotidien on a nearby corner, and while eating something like avocado toast, Jerry said, “Hospice. I don’t know. I guess I feel okay about it. I don’t feel anything.”

         “Sometimes it takes a while for you to know what you feel,” I said.

         That afternoon I came home to find Lauren, our sweet dog walker, and Jerry sobbing.

         “What is it?” I asked as Lauren scooted by me out the door.

         Lauren said she’d asked Jerry how he was, and he said, “I’m in hospice,” and he broke down, and she broke down.

         I almost started to laugh. This was so Jerry, to realize he was upset in an encounter with Lauren. But it wasn’t funny. It wasn’t funny at all.

         I just stood there. I didn’t put my arms around him. I don’t know why. I just stood there.

         This failure, this—well, really, this moment of abandonment—has plagued me, kept me up nights, made me feel that in spite of everything I tried to do for Jerry, I didn’t succeed. I don’t know why I failed him there. Was it my own fear and sadness about his death? Was I scared? Was it being unprepared for that moment, although I had no preparation for any of these moments? Why didn’t I embrace him? Am I a cold person? Is being cold a safer place?

         My husband’s prostate cancer had spread to his bones. If I wrapped him in my arms, I risked hurting him, but every night when we fell asleep, he laced his fingers through mine. He didn’t talk much about actually dying, and maybe this was my fault, because afterward it felt like everything was my fault. Maybe I avoided it, I don’t know. Once we told each other that we were glad we’d spent our lives together. And Jerry said he wasn’t frightened.

         But I knew how much he missed me when I was out or at my desk writing. “I need you near,” he said, not in a demanding way, more with a certain amount of surprise.

         He said the only thing he worried about was my being alone.

         Jerry’s last meal was Sunday, October 18, 2015. Zabar’s tuna salad on a bagel. He sat at the kitchen table. We didn’t know it was his last meal. We didn’t know he would wake up Monday without an appetite, our first sign that his body was crashing. Zabar’s, the wonderful market on the Upper West Side, makes great tuna salad, maybe the greatest. I guess it’s not a bad last meal. A friend, knowing Jerry loved it, had dropped off some. I could get sidetracked detailing all the kindnesses friends as well as people we barely knew in our building showed us, leaving soup, homemade scones, and pasta.

         Monday morning he got up, started shaking, and got back in bed. By Wednesday he was completely bedridden and foggy, and I was crying. I cried in a cab on the way to get a blow-dry. Do I need to explain why I was getting a blow-dry? I can’t, except to say it’s an addiction and I did not leave Jerry alone. These cell phones mean you cry and carry on in the most public spaces. I sobbed hysterically up Eighth Avenue while on the phone with my friend Lisa.

         That afternoon while Jerry slept, I decided it was a good idea to pay his bills, something I’d never done. Insanity. I couldn’t keep anything straight. (We had separate accounts and paid for different things, although both our names were on all accounts in case something happened to one of us. Which, now, something had.) I went into the bedroom and asked him for his ATM code. He reeled off his credit card number. I kept saying, “No, you know, the ATM where you go to a bank to get cash.” He kept giving me the same twelve numbers. I wondered whether I’d ever seen anyone punch twelve numbers into the ATM. I started crying again. I left the room unable to believe I’d bothered him about an ATM code, feeling like a hateful person, then came back and apologized. He didn’t know what I was talking about, didn’t even remember. I clasped his hands. “Please forgive me for everything I have ever done to you.”

         “Everything?” he said.

         The next time he tried to go to the bathroom, he managed to get only to the edge of the bed, where he collapsed, somehow on his back with his feet on the floor. He was drugged and not exactly uncomfortable, and being nearly dysfunctional myself, I was wondering if he could stay that way for a while—maybe until the night nurse showed up—when the buzzer rang, and it was Lisa.

         Lisa was looking as she always does, simple and chic in jeans, a white T-shirt, and a blazer, her thick shoulder-length wavy gray hair in a lovely tumble. No makeup. Never makeup. She is a friend who’s like a sister. Our backgrounds are similar. She is one of three sisters; I’m one of four. We’re both middle children, which means we are always hoping/imagining we can make other people get along. She is immensely empathetic. We both had behind-the-scenes show-business childhoods and powerful mothers who fought for a place in a man’s world. Hers produced films, mine wrote them.

         Lisa suggested we use a chair to get Jerry’s feet off the floor; then his feet would be level with his back. So we did that, and right after I went down to the doorman and managed to catch the building staff before they left for the day. They came in and, two on each side, lifted Jerry back into the bed. Jerry woke up then and brightened at the sight of Lisa. She sat on the bed with him, holding his hand, talking and laughing for an hour. They talked about our wedding, which Lisa was at, thirty-three years ago. They talked about Hamilton, the last play Jerry saw before becoming homebound.

         “I’m so glad Lisa is here,” he said.

         Several times that day I had called my internist crying, and she decided to come down at five thirty to evaluate Jerry.

         I left the room while she examined him. Shortly after, she told Lisa and me that she had detected pneumonia in one of his lungs. It came as a total shock. He and Lisa had just had a wonderful conversation. How could he have pneumonia? The next forty-eight hours, she said, would be critical. She ordered oxygen. His fogginess could be because his oxygen level was low.

         At eight o’clock, the night nurse showed up, our first round-the-clock aide, and Lisa left. We live in a duplex and I asked the nurse to make herself comfortable downstairs and I would let her know if I needed her. I hung out with Jerry, stroking his head while he dozed on the bed, then I went into my office to visit my novel. Tinkering with my writing was always comforting.

         I don’t know how I suddenly realized he had gotten out of bed and was careening toward the bathroom. I shouted for the nurse. She came upstairs, and we caught him as he fell, breaking his fall but unable to stop it. He was on the floor. It was ten at night. As I had been instructed, I called 911.

         I told them that my husband had fallen. He was on the floor. I’m pretty certain I said that the hospice had said to call them and get them to put him back in bed. Then I phoned Joel, one of our close friends, and asked him to come over. Jerry, meanwhile, seemed to be sleeping on the floor; he was snoring, and the nurse’s aide and I were waiting. I called 911 again after a half hour, or what seemed like a half hour, and suddenly the EMTs were pounding on the door.

         You can enter our duplex on the first or second floor. They came in on the first and Jerry was in the bedroom on the second. They charged up the stairs, angry at me because they couldn’t figure out which apartment they were going to. I said, “How can you yell at me when my husband is on the floor?” The next thing I knew there were five EMTs in my apartment. It was startling. Later, Joel told me a few of them were paramedics. They were checking on Jerry, giving him oxygen.

         I said, “I just want you to lift my husband and put him back in bed.” I showed them the DNR and health-care proxy.

         They said no, that Jerry was now under the jurisdiction of the fire department and he was going to the hospital. I protested. I waved the forms. I had asked my lawyer to make sure we were covered every which way. I was staring at the health-care proxy, paralyzed by the legal language, when Joel located the paragraph that clearly stated that I had the right to refuse medical care.

         Meanwhile, Jerry was still on the floor.

         “Well,” one said, “in this case, we will take him to the hospital and you can show them the documents and bring him right back home again.”

         “That makes no sense,” I said.

         “Which hospital do you want to go to?”

         I got my doctor on the phone to try and stop them. They refused to talk to her. She’s not in charge, they told me. Now the person in charge is the fire department doctor. “Can he talk to my doctor?”

         No, they said.

         Around that time I realized there were two policemen in the apartment. Two cops just standing there. Five EMTs and two policemen. It sort of flitted through my brain that this was not a proper allocation of resources. They surely had something better to do in New York City.

         Now the hospice nurse showed up. I got mad at her. “Why did you tell me to call 911 to put him back in bed?” She started arguing with the EMTs. I think she might have said to me, “Sometimes this happens.”

         My doctor on the phone suggested sending Jerry to Sloan Kettering because it had his records. I remembered that it had taken a while for Jerry to get admitted to Sloan in June. The patients on gurneys waiting to be treated or admitted in the emergency department stretched nearly to the outside door. The nurse suggested the hospice center at Bellevue. She called. They have a bed, she said. Jerry was still on the floor.

         I started to cry. I swear I don’t know if I was crying because I was so upset and so frustrated and so helpless and so sad or because I knew instinctively it was the only move left. I just started bawling and wailing. “I have spent months trying to keep my husband at home, doing everything I was supposed to, getting all the documents, everything so he could die here in his home with me, in his bed, and now you’re telling me that he can’t.”

         They got nicer.

         I wonder about that. I wonder if they needed to bully me to tears, but they definitely got nicer. One said I had a sweet dog—this from the first EMT, the one who had been really mean. I realized that Honey had shrunk into a ball in a corner. Another noticed a series of photos of Jerry and me tap dancing together and complimented them. The woman, who I guess was the chief paramedic, said she would talk to the fire department doctor. It was up to him. In the meantime, they were going through all of Jerry’s meds, asking me questions I couldn’t answer. My brain was fried.

         My husband was still on the floor and I wasn’t even with him. I was across the room, then I was in another room where the medical files were. I feel awful about that.

         Finally they put me on the phone with the fire department doctor. He couldn’t have been nicer. “Of course we would never interfere with your plans,” he said, or words to that effect. “Of course we’ll put him back in bed.”

         So they did. They all lifted him up and put him back in the bed. He snored loudly in what I assumed was a drugged sleep. I hope he slept through all of this, but I don’t know.

         The woman paramedic told me his vitals were weak. She said, “If anything happens later, please feel free to call us.” I thought she was insane. It seemed to me that the other EMTs looked horrified, or maybe I imagined that. The two policemen who had stood there for forty minutes shook my hand and left.

         All the EMTs left, the hospice nurse left, my friend Joel left.

         I was worried that my husband might lurch out of bed again. I asked the nurse’s aide to sit on the bedroom couch. I went downstairs to sleep. This was the first night I didn’t sleep with Jerry. I couldn’t sleep with the nurse staring at me. I think it was eleven thirty or so, I’m not sure. I called a friend in LA and told him the whole story about the EMTs. I called Jon, my wise and empathetic close doctor friend, and told him the whole story. Then I went to sleep on the couch in Jerry’s office.

         Sometime after three a.m., I woke up bone-tired. I lay there for a few minutes unable to move, then went upstairs. The nurse’s aide appeared to be napping on the bedroom couch. Jerry wasn’t breathing.

         “I think he’s dead,” I said.

         It seems so weird I said that just like that. Like I’d been beaten into bluntness.

         The aide was shocked. She said she’d just been up with him and had fixed him up and straightened the bed, which had been wet and sweaty.

         As we both stared at Jerry, he gasped. And that was it. He was gone.

         I called Joel again, and my brother-in-law Nick, and my internist. They all came over. While I lay on the bed next to Jerry and they all sat around, we chatted about random things. Even though it was startlingly clear that he was gone, that the body was only a shell, it was comforting to lie on the bed next to Jerry. I told them about the EMTs.

         A hospice nurse came by to certify Jerry’s death: October 22, 2015, at 3:45 a.m. I told him about the EMTs.

         Over the next weeks, to all my friends and family who took incredible care of me, I told the story about the EMTs. I told anyone who would listen.

      

   


   
      
         





         What I remember about the days after was how alien it was. With Jerry gone, I was dislocated, living in an unknown land. Traumatized by the events of his last night and tired from having been up nearly all that night, I couldn’t recover. I was exhausted to the point of dizziness and at the same time charged on adrenaline. The apartment was full of friends and relatives. I remember coming downstairs from a failed nap and seeing a crowd in the living room, all of them chatting like it was a party. I felt as if I’d walked into the wrong house.

         My dear friend Heather, who lives in Brooklyn, showed up at the door with her roller bag, moved in, and began organizing. I didn’t ask her, it wasn’t planned; she knew what I needed. She ordered food, ordered me to take naps, arranged everything. It was a phenomenal kindness. My sister Amy, who flew in from California, was helpful too, protective and concerned, and so was my sister Hallie, arriving later from Milton, Massachusetts. There were four of us sisters originally—Nora, the oldest, who is gone now, then me, Hallie, and Amy, who is the youngest. We were/are all writers.

         In spite of knowing Jerry’s death was coming, I had no idea what his memorial should be. But it quickly took shape in my mind. Jerry began as a playwright, and the closest thing to a synagogue or a church in our life was a theater, so I e-mailed someone I knew who was producing a play off-Broadway and arranged to hold the memorial at a small Greenwich Village theater the next Monday afternoon. Jerry had told me that he wanted his students to speak. There were four lovely, brilliant screenwriters whom he had nurtured and who’d remained close to him. Susannah, Phil, Alex, and Brian. I asked them and they agreed. I asked our very good friend Bob who had also edited Jerry’s novel to speak. It’s weird, planning a memorial. I’ve been to ones where they say anyone can speak, but I didn’t think of Jerry’s that way. I wanted it to have shape. A few people asked me if they could speak. I told them no. It sounds awful, but Jerry had never said anything about wanting those people to speak. I had strong feelings about how he would want to be remembered. I knew Jerry wanted to be known as a writer and a teacher. He had been heartbroken that his most recent play wasn’t getting produced. We’d had a reading of it about six months before he died, and it was one of his happiest days. In addition to the speakers, I asked some actors who were our friends to read short bits of his play and his autobiographical novel.

         I was happy with the service. It brought Jerry to life.

         I never cried again. After sobbing my way through the EMTs, I was numb.

         I was also seventy-one years old.

         I had spent the past ten years dealing with death, which is I guess what happens when you reach a certain age.

         My beloved sister Nora was sick for six years before she died in 2012. And her illness had been a six-year secret, an overwhelmingly difficult secret to keep. Secrets can eat you up. At least, that is true for me. Concealing something that big made every time I said I was fine a lie. My husband had been sick for ten years.

         And it was possible I was sick.

         My sister had had myelodysplastic syndrome, a disease of the bone marrow. Your marrow produces your body’s blood supply. Myelodysplastic syndrome leads almost inevitably to fierce acute myelogenous leukemia (AML). Because AML can run in families and because the blood work done at one of my annual checkups showed that my red blood cells were getting larger—something that could mean nothing—my internist had sent me to an oncologist for a bone marrow biopsy in 2008.

         This is not anyone’s favorite test. They stick a needle in your hip bone, suck out stuff from your marrow, and test it. The results were that I didn’t have myelodysplastic syndrome, although I had signs that I could get it. The doctor said that didn’t mean I would get it.

         Living through my sister’s treatment, worrying about her, worrying about me, panicked about myself, guilty that I was worrying more about myself than her, plus worrying about Jerry and going through his treatment was a lot. I’d been living in a continual state of high anxiety.

         Nora’s doctors told her, after several years keeping her stabilized, that they couldn’t do that forever and that she could have a bone marrow transplant, the only thing that might cure her. They discovered that she and I were a bone marrow match.

         For what felt like an eternity but was maybe only six months, I waited for her and her doctors to decide what to do about it.

         A bone marrow transplant, wiping out the sick marrow and transfusing in healthy marrow, is the only way to cure myelodysplastic syndrome or AML. It often doesn’t work. The body tries to reject the new marrow in all sorts of awful ways, a condition called graft-versus-host disease. Symptoms are terrible rashes, fevers, migraines, pneumonia, stomach problems, and heart problems, to name a few. But the transplant is more likely to succeed if you have a perfect match.

         I was worried—no, terrified—about anyone messing with my bone marrow. And I didn’t think the doctors were concerned about me, because they were Nora’s doctors. Also, she was a national treasure—a writer and director, reinventor of the romantic comedy, admired by women everywhere. I was just, well, me. Or, as one of my doctors put it ominously, quoting the English saying, “the heir and the spare.”

         My worries ran wild. I imagined that I could save my sister but in doing so derange my own marrow and kill myself. Or I could attempt to save my sister, fail, and derange my own marrow—in this version, both of us would die. Or I could do nothing and still we would both die. Any of these scenarios seemed entirely plausible.

         When Nora’s myelodysplastic syndrome morphed into leukemia, I was with her every day in the hospital that last month. Watching her die was, in addition to the sadness, like staring my own death in the face.

         A doctor who treated her and who did not know my situation said that dying of leukemia is awful. She was lucky, he said, she got pneumonia (which is known as “the old man’s friend,” because it can be an easier, gentler way to die than from your main illness).

         I realized during this agony, during all this discussion of my bone marrow being used to save my sister, that I needed a great doctor. I needed my own advocate. My gynecologist said, “Take care of yourself, Delia.”

         Which is how Dr. Gail Roboz came into my life.

         The oncologist who did my bone marrow biopsy told me about her. I had told him about my sister, and he said, “Dr. Roboz is brilliant. She is the top of the field in blood diseases.” He said, “Maybe your sister should see her.”

         I thought, I am going to see her. I phoned and made an appointment.

         Dr. Roboz was director of the leukemia program at Weill Cornell Medicine. My first thought when she walked into the small clinic room was She could be my sister. She was definitely from the same food group. Dark hair, brown eyes, slender, Jewish. Like somewhere, way back when, we could be related. Which was instantly comfortable and comforting.

         And she was very alive. A force radiated off her. She was, I guessed, mid-forties, dressed beautifully under her white doctor coat, wearing high heels, and I believe there was some jewelry, like a bracelet or pearls. She looked like a girlfriend, and she had the warmth of a girlfriend, but she acted like a doctor. I mean, she had authority. She was absolutely in charge.

         I poured my heart out. She looked at the results of my blood taken that day and at the results of my bone marrow biopsy and said, basically, Right now, you’re fine. Having red blood cells grow larger didn’t necessarily mean anything. She was relaxed about it. She agreed with the other doctor—I might get myelodysplastic syndrome, I might not. I asked if I could be her patient. She said yes. I should come back every six months and she would take some blood and see if anything was going on. She promised she wouldn’t let anyone mess with my marrow in any way that was dangerous.

         Ultimately, Nora’s doctors decided it was too risky to use me to save her because my marrow might be diseased and that might make her sick again. Nora decided, in any event, she did not want a bone marrow transplant. There was no other perfect match for her in the system, which was unusual for Ashkenazi Jews, which we were. She read everything there was to read about bone marrow transplants and told me it was awful, grueling, the chemotherapy before and the entire subsequent process. She did not want to go through a long suffering. If you survived the transplant, your body might reject it. Also, you could just get leukemia all over again a few months later. Susan Sontag had had a bone marrow transplant, Nora told me, was tortured by it, and died soon after.

         Also, Nora was over seventy. Because the process was grueling, doctors rarely attempted it on patients over seventy. But they sometimes did.

         Of course I called Nora and told her about this fantastic doctor who looked like our sister, and at the end of Nora’s life, she was under Dr. Roboz’s care too.

         After a while, I began to know more about Dr. Roboz. Not online things, like the fact that she had the highest academic standing in her Mount Sinai School of Medicine graduating class, but personal details, like that she loves opera. “It is,” she said, “my drug of choice.” She went to Hunter College High School, which is the public school for brilliant New York City kids. She married her first boyfriend, who also went there. New York City is Dr. Roboz’s small town. Famous now in the field of blood diseases, she gives talks all over the world. She loves to mention her parents. She adores them. She will tell you, “Everything good about me is because of my parents.”

         Her parents are Holocaust survivors, both from Budapest, although they did not know each other there. Her mother, a young girl, evaded the Nazis by spending the war hiding in a basement coal-storage area. Her father lived in the Budapest ghetto. In 1956, during the Hungarian Revolution, when Russian tanks invaded Budapest, they escaped Hungary, separately but remarkably on exactly the same day. Her mother and grandmother trekked in the pitch-dark across fields full of land mines and eventually, with refugee assistance, made it to Vienna. There, her mother finished high school, and because of her intelligence, she was selected to study in the United States. Her father was plucked out of a refugee camp and sent to the U.S. Here they were fixed up with each other by Hungarian expats. They both became research scientists; her father, in his late eighties, still is.

         Growing up with parents whose history was heroic and romantic as well as terrifying and traumatic, she was destined to save lives.

         She always knew she would become a medical doctor. One day during her residency, she looked through the microscope at the cells of her first AML patient. A coup de foudre. She knew immediately that hematology/oncology was the specialty she wanted. “It has everything,” she said of this complex, complicated field.

         By the time Jerry died, I had been seeing Dr. Roboz for five years, and my blood work was consistently normal. As I recall, the last time I saw her before he died, she told me that my blood was the most boring blood she’d seen that day.

          

      

   


   
      
         



 

            December 2015—one and a half months after Jerry’s death

        
         A friend told me this story.

         She was on the beach with her ninety-year-old granny, her sister, her sister’s husband, and their new large bouncy rescue dog, part Lab, part something else. They were all standing there talking. The dog suddenly charged and knocked the granny down.

         To me, this is the story of a widow. Even a dog knows who the widow is. The widow is the weakest member of the pack.

         It must have radiated off me, the sense that I was fractured. That I had suffered a blow. Did I look sad? I’m sure. In almost every conversation, I felt as if I were disregarded or not heard. At the cheese counter at the market; discussing a leak in the wall. Even waiters suggested I might order something other than I did. “That’s a lot of dairy,” one said to me.

         About six weeks after Jerry died, I got what I assumed was a condolence note. It was from the spouse of one of Jerry’s friends. It was the meanest note I’ve ever received. Actually, I had never received even a slightly mean note. He was married to the man who’d asked to speak at Jerry’s memorial and whom I had told no. The spouse said I was an awful person. That the memorial was awful. That I cared only about famous people. That when Jerry was sick, his husband had offered to give up a weekend in the country to kindly stay with Jerry, and still I hadn’t let him speak.

         I am absolutely not someone who cares only about famous people. I know a few. A few are friends. None of the speakers at Jerry’s memorial were famous. I don’t “value” fame. Most of my friends have careers connected to the arts, but…well, you see what’s happening—the minute I read this letter, I had to defend myself to myself. If the spouse wrote this letter, the couple must have spent hours trashing me. I would quote the letter exactly, but after phoning a mutual friend and reading it to her—and she was suitably shocked—I ripped it up and threw it away.

         I had thought if you were the widow, you could do whatever you wanted at the memorial. Jerry had a relative who’d come down the aisle at her husband’s funeral waving her arms, calling his name, and wailing loudly. She threw herself on the coffin. And everyone just thought, Okay, Lulu needed to do that.

         I went to the eye doctor. I told him my husband had died. He said, “Of what?” I told him: prostate cancer. He asked what kind of treatment Jerry had had. Radiation or surgery? I told him radiation. He said, “That’s why he died.”

         While my eyes were dilating, I got angrier and angrier. I said, “How can you say that to me? Are you saying it’s our fault, we chose the wrong treatment?” He said, “Why are you upset? You made a decision.”

         Obviously I never went to that doctor again, but there was guilt in me, and he went right for it. Did I guide Jerry properly? Suppose we’d done surgery instead of radiation?

         I went a little mad going over this. Should I have pushed Jerry to have surgery? I knew he didn’t want it. If there were six side effects to something, Jerry would get seven. Empty nights after his death were taken up reviewing our choices. I discussed it with my very close girlfriends Julia, Deena, and Jessie. And with my friend Jon, the doctor, who told me that he’d made the same choices for his father that Jerry and I had.

         Everyone reassured me. It helped and it didn’t. I suppose whatever I did, it had to feel wrong, since Jerry was dead.

         One morning I came downstairs and on the floor between the dining-room table and the hall was a gigantic bug. Just sitting there. A water bug, I think, but it was awfully fat for a water bug. I am bug-phobic. I hadn’t killed a bug since I met Jerry. During all our years together, thirty-seven, he killed them all. I took a box of stationery—the cards I was using to answer condolence notes—and I threw it. It landed on the bug.

         I waited for the bug to walk out from under the box. Nothing happened.

         I was too freaked out to pick up the box. For me, seeing a dead bug can be almost as bad as seeing a live one. And I felt bad for killing it.

         Nevertheless, I stepped on the box, pressed hard, and twisted it around. I still didn’t have the nerve to pick it up. Once Jerry and I had dropped a brick on a large mouse and we called someone braver to come over and pick up the brick. The mouse was flat, like a cartoon mouse. Its skin wasn’t broken but it was as flat as a penny. It was one of our favorite marriage stories. A sort of “See how suited we are.” Even this mini-trauma, this you-are-alone-with-large-bugs-for-the-rest-of-your-life, reminded me of happier times, times I would never have again.
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