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To Jane,


for teaching me the true meaningof love and commitment. You will alwayshave a place in my heart.












Author’s Note






Grief and loss are so personal, and yet we all have shared experiences that warrant an attempt at understanding them. I make sense of the world after loss by writing, and this memoir is my attempt to understand and process a time in my life that was filled with joy, love, sorrow, grief, and loss.


There are countless books about marriage, relationships, trauma, struggles, grief, love, and loss. I recommend A Grief Observed, by C. S. Lewis; The Year of Magical Thinking, by Joan Didion; Option B, by Sheryl Sandberg and Adam Grant; Tell Me More, by Kelly Corrigan; Grace and Grit, by Ken Wilber; and This Is How, by Augusten Burroughs. Each of these helped me make sense of the random and chaotic nature of life and to craft the words that ended up in this memoir.


I’ve relied on memories of events I experienced when I was dealing with an awful lot of pain, stress, grief, and anxiety, but I’ve done my level best to describe the situations, dialogue, and other details as accurately as possible. I went back to my journals, emails from Jane, and the many text messages I saved. Even with all those in-the-moment sources, I’m sure I got some of it wrong, and there will be those who remember things differently.


One of the ways I tried to keep true to Jane’s and my experience was to include lightly edited Care Circle emails. These emails are the ones that Jane and I wrote to our extended family and friends to share the journey we were on. In addition to the emails, I include text exchanges between Jane and me. These are the actual words we shared. I did this to be true to the experience, and so that the reader could get a glimpse of who Jane was and how we interacted.


Coming to terms with my own trauma and grief journey, and helping others get through theirs, were central to my thinking about what I wanted this book to be. But as I got ready to put the finished story into the world, I came back to the first and most important reason for telling this story: I wanted to give my readers a glimpse of my beloved Jane—the love, anxiety, compassion, anger, frustration, humor, and courage she showed as she navigated her life from start to finish. For me, this puts into context what the wedding vows we took meant to us. So often the words we say are only that—until we put them into practice.












Preface






I never gave my marriage vows much thought until I had to put them into practice.


To have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish, and to obey, till death do us part.


In sickness and in health . . . till death do us part. That’s the part I didn’t imagine I’d grow to have a new appreciation for.


The origins of the wedding vows come from the Book of Common Prayer by Thomas Cranmer, archbishop of Canterbury, first published in 1549 and only slightly modified in 1662. The 1662 change was minor, swapping the original “till death us do part” to “till death do us part.”


My first wife, Margaret, and I said those vows at San Francisco City Hall, under the rotunda with the late morning sun streaming in, with whichever marriage commissioner was available for our prepaid appointment on August 25, 2002.


Till death do us part.


That’s the couple’s prompt to say, “I do,” and once each person has said those words, that’s the commissioner’s prompt to announce the couple as husband and wife. Much rejoicing. Kissing and clapping.


My only recollection of the importance of a vow, other than my forced Methodist upbringing, came from Michael O’Flynn, professor of electrical engineering at San Jose State University, where I learned, among other things, the odds of betting on the ponies and the dire consequences of breaking our vow to him to show up to every class ready and willing to learn.


Professor O’Flynn loved betting on the ponies. Every test or quiz in his Probabilities, Random Variables, and Random Processes class (named after his book by the same name) had at least one, if not two, questions about the odds of betting on horse race parlays. Up until then, my only experience with horse racing was the “dollar dogs and beers” at Bay Meadows, where my high school friends and I would spend the better part of a Wednesday evening “winning a twenty,” which had little to do with horse racing and everything to do with not getting sick in the port-o-john after spending said twenty on “dogs and beers,” with more emphasis on the beers. His other favorite was drawing balls from an urn. I always loved how O’Flynn would say “urn” in his drawn-out thick Irish brogue.


He would show up to class with wispy, windblown white hair, chalk dust along the bulging midline of his belly from erasing the blackboard as he’d write up his next proof or example of how you could beat the track. It was 1993, and while the transition from chalk to dry-erase board was in full swing, O’Flynn’s belly never got the memo, or didn’t care to upgrade.


His class was a requirement that most of us hated. It was heavy on math even for an engineer, but it was the foundation of communications theory, which is all about signal, noise, and loss on transmission lines or media. Cable modems and Wi-Fi routers work because of the protocols that were developed to handle when a packet of information is lost.


The real world was “random and chaotic,” he’d say. “Without understanding that, your lives will be full of pain and misery. I only wish I could drop water on your heads as you learn all this. That way, you’d remember.” He never did figure out how to drop water on our heads during class, but he did make us enforce our vow to come to his class ready to learn, and his vow to us in turn was that he would correct any test or quiz before our next class.


“By threat of death, I shall vow to grade these quizzes. Even if I have the steepest fever or I have to fall out of bed to crawl the half mile to this class.” He never broke that vow and neither did I—at least not to him.


My failed marriage to Margaret was not random, but it was chaotic. It was the cumulation of a series of events both unfortunate and unavoidable. The chaos that sparked it all was the sudden diagnosis of stage 4 lung cancer of my mother-in-law, Margit.


The challenge one faces when dealing with the life-and-death circumstances of a loved one diagnosed with cancer is immense. How people handle it depends largely on whether or not it’s their first rodeo. Even then, every illness is unique, yet the rhythms of the health-care system echo with the familiar “standard of care,” “everyone is different,” “we just don’t know,” and/or “you need to make a decision quickly on this.”


In these initial moments of stress and strain, one tends to focus their available cortisol and adrenaline on the why. Why did she get cancer? Why now? Why is this happening to me? This is futile.


Instead, the focus should be on the What do we need to do? since no amount of understanding the why will reverse the fact that your loved one has cancer.


We only found out Margit had lung cancer in the first place because she complained that her ribs hurt after bouncing over one of those suburban DIY speed bumps that accompany the sign that says: DRIVE LIKE YOUR KIDS PLAY HERE. By the time she was diagnosed, the cancer had spread to her bones; that rib pain was being caused by tiny hairline fractures splintering her ribs like cracks in a dropped smartphone screen.


Cancer was the second-leading cause of death in the US. When Margit got her diagnosis, everyone wanted to know her chances. Cancer survival chances are reported in the “five-year survival rate.” The rate is a percentage of those still alive five years after being diagnosed. Most doctors will tell you, “Everyone is different,” or, “We’ll do everything we can for her,” or, “Don’t focus on the numbers. Focus on the treatment.” Wise advice.


The fact that the five-year survival rate for stage 4 lung cancer was 7 percent at best and 3 percent at worst solidified the focus on what needed to be done rather than why she got it.


Even the five-year survival rate had probabilities, since a lot depended on when people found out, other comorbidities, how they tolerated treatment, and who was treating them. I think that’s why the world seems so random and chaotic when people find out. They have no frame of reference for what to expect other than some Hallmark made-for-TV movie pamphlets at worst, or prior experience at best. Sure, there are plenty of Internet searches that can bring up all sorts of experiences, statistics, and remedies, but being in it seems to short-circuit logic and reason all while trying to make some sense out of it all.


Margit died six months after her diagnosis.


The same search for cause, for the Why did this happen? can also apply to ending a marriage and finding love again. Again, we tend to focus on why something went wrong rather than what we need to do in order not to repeat the same mistakes.


Frames of reference. Why do things happen?


The world is random and chaotic.












CHAPTER 1






It’s Probably Just the Flu


Jane and I had been married a little less than a year when we started on the baby train. A lot of Jane’s friends were working on their second kid, so we felt pressure to perform even though we were starting late, having only met two years prior to getting married, and me being ten years older.


“Getting preggers,” as Jane put it, turned out to be both easy and hard. Easy in that it happened on our first try, yet hard in that she had a miscarriage.


Fertility was a tricky topic for couples. The usual course of action was to look at the woman, especially if she’d had a miscarriage. The medical literature showed that if the man’s sperm could knock her up, then there was a high chance—90-plus percent—that something was wrong with the woman. Those might be the facts, but on the baby train, one must do what one is asked. The engineer in me wanted to rely on the facts and data, but I knew that was not going to be enough. After all, I loved Jane, and Jane wanted a baby—and I wanted to be a supportive and nonjudgmental partner. So, I took vitamins, stopped drinking, wore boxers, ate clean, and cut back on coffee. It was actually a small price to pay to ease the stress and strain I knew she was under. I knew she would do the same for me.


After Jane’s second miscarriage, the doctors did more blood tests, including several during the months leading up to the 2015 Christmas holidays, which still made us hopeful newlyweds after celebrating our first anniversary in late October.


Most of the results were normal, but some of the complete blood counts (CBCs) were too low—specifically, Jane’s white blood cell counts were off. Nothing to worry about, they told us. Jane was Taiwanese American, and in some Asian populations, that happens. No one knows why. As they say—lies, damned lies, and statistics.


“Kaiser said I could get the blood work in Walnut Creek. Can we swing by before we go home?” Jane made this request as I was running back and forth to our car in the mid-morning chill, loading it to travel back home to San Francisco from her parents’ house in Walnut Creek.


“Do we have to? We’re always packing too much stuff in. I just want to get home,” I said. I was tired and wanted to chill. We’d had three days of family and friends over Christmas, and we were heading home on the twenty-sixth—a day earlier than I had thought, which made me happy.


My enthusiasm for leaving had nothing to do with my feelings about Jane’s family. We often spent weekends with them, and I enjoyed the dinner table banter, home cooking, and stories of Jane’s childhood—especially when they would bring out the Taiwanese equivalent of Barbizon modeling pictures, complete with blown-out Farrah Fawcett hair, midriff-revealing shirts, and Vaseline lens to soften her features so she looked like she was plucked straight out of a wet dream.


My eagerness to get on the road stemmed from the fact that I was a highly functional introvert. Too many people exhausted me. We had even gone to premarital couples therapy to work through Jane’s complaint, which amounted to: “Why doesn’t Jarie talk to me?” My answer: I needed a break from people to recharge. But Jane didn’t operate that way. People gave her more energy.


“It will take like five minutes,” she persisted. “No one will be around. You can sit in the car. I want to get this done, and we’re driving right past it. One less thing to do next week.”


I didn’t want to give in, but I so often did with her. Not because I felt guilty or wanted to please; I had plenty of experience with that in my past relationships. This was different since this was her health and not some random thing to check off her infinite to-do list.


“I just want to crash before we go to dinner. Do we really have to do it today?” I whined.


“You can get a coffee while I get it done. Pacific Bay is right across the street.” She was smiling. She knew I loved their coffee. Well, coffee in general, about as much as whiskey.


I rolled my eyes and huffed. “All right. We can go.”


Jane was already eager to get back on the baby train, but her periods were still heavier than usual, and the plan was to wait a couple more months, take all the vitamins, do more tests—the reason for our detour to the clinic that day—and look closely into her blood work.


I dropped her off around 11 a.m. By the time I’d parked at the coffee shop, not ten minutes later, she was already texting me to come get her.


As we sped home toward San Francisco, Jane texted one of her friends. She was always multitasking—talking to me, texting, or typing on her computer, even in the car.


“Ooh. I almost forgot,” she turned to me and announced, “we got into the Star Wars premiere as well. Mike hooked us up!”


Jane had her own publicity firm, JSY PR & Marketing, and with professional athletes, start-ups, and nonprofits for clients, she always got invited to movie premieres, one of the best perks of her business. I was honestly looking forward to geeking out at the premiere. I’d seen the original a hundred times as a kid. Plus, I was trying to be more like Jane in her zest for life. She always found the time to do something fun every week. I, on the other hand, was not that good at having fun for the sake of fun—but I was learning.


Traffic was light, and we made the normally forty-five minutes door-to-door to our apartment in Pacific Heights in less than thirty-five minutes. As I huffed our suitcases up the stairs, Jane’s phone buzzed, but she didn’t recognize the number.


“Ignore it,” I told her. “It’s the day after Christmas and a Friday. Whoever it is can wait.” I never answered my cell if I didn’t recognize the number. Too many salespeople trying to sell me crappy insurance or “a great vacation time-share in Florida.” So annoying.


“It might be the restaurant confirming. See, it’s a 415 number.” She showed me the number, then answered while I carried the suitcases to the bedroom.


“Hello. Hmm. Okay. Right now? Okay. Yeah, we live close.” Jane followed me, perplexed, and hung up the phone. “That was Kaiser. They want me to come into the ER right now to do more tests.”


“What? More tests. Now? Did they say why?” As I put our bags down, my stomach tightened more from annoyance than tension.


“No. They said they saw the results of the blood test from Walnut Creek this morning and need to do more. They said it can’t wait till Monday.” Jane looked annoyed. That was fast, I thought. Barely an hour between sample and results.


We had been called to the ER before, after the second miscarriage, for what seemed like no reason. Better to be safe than sorry, they had said.


“Well, let’s get going then. Hopefully, we can get out fast, with plenty of time to get ready for dinner.” I was thankful it wasn’t New Year’s Eve—that would be a shit show for sure.


THE DRIVE TO KAISER’S ER TOOK LESS than five minutes from our apartment. Check-in took less than a minute. The analog clock over the entrance to the ER indicated 12:17 p.m. as we were escorted in. They had been expecting us and swept Jane right into the middle holding pen with a dozen or so beds in a row separated by flimsy curtains that stuck along their tracks as you pulled them apart. The ER was so busy that they had patients on gurneys lined up in the hallway. We passed an old man with abrasions on his face and a chipped tooth from what looked like a fall. He was softly moaning for a nurse to help him. It was hardly private, but better than the germ-filled waiting room that had turned into a M.A.S.H. unit due to a nasty flu that was going around.


I sat on an uncomfortable orange plastic chair, holding Jane’s hand as she tried to text her doctor friend Mary with the other, but the reception deep in the bowels of the ER was horrible. As usual, the smells and bells of the monitors made me anxious. The soft moans of the old man we passed on our way in were also not helping. But we only waited five minutes before two white-coated doctors, both female, struggled to push/pull the sticky curtain open to visit us.


“Mrs. Bolander, my name is Dr. Clayton, and this is Dr. Barber. We are in charge of your care here in the ER. Do you know why you’re here?” said the older, gray-haired one, with dark circles under her eyes—the universal sign of being up all night.


“No. All they told me on the phone was that my blood test this morning was abnormal and I needed to come into the ER.”


“Yes, Mrs. Bolander. That’s correct. Your blood work is abnormal, and we also noticed the petechiae on your stomach. How long has that been going on?” Small patches of red dots, or petechiae, had been on her stomach and legs since the miscarriage. We were told that sometimes that happens because the severe cramping breaks the tiny blood vessels on the surface of the skin.


“I don’t know. Maybe a couple of weeks. Why? What’s wrong?”


Dr. Clayton paused and looked to Dr. Barber to pipe in. “We’re not exactly sure yet. We need to talk with the oncologist who’s on call to see what he has to say,” Dr. Barber said.


“Oncologist?” We both stared at Dr. Clayton, then Dr. Barber, waiting for her to tell us what she thought was going on. She was clearly struggling to find the right words.


“Well, we’re not exactly sure, but it looks like you might have leukemia. But . . .”


“Leukemia?” Jane interrupted before I could open my mouth to do the same. “How can that be?”


“As I said, we’re not sure. That’s why we need to talk to the oncologist and watch you for a few days,” Dr. Barber said.


Jane was shaking her head, her eyes were filling, and she was gripping my hand hard. She had put her phone down to cover her eyes. “How can that be? I don’t feel sick. Maybe a little tired. I had two miscarriages over the last six months. Could it be that?”


“Again, we’re not sure. There’s a flu going around, but you don’t seem to have any flu symptoms,” Dr. Clayton said.


Jane tried to cover her face, but she was sobbing now. I held her hand even tighter. The bile in my stomach was rising to my throat, and my chest was starting to tighten. I was in shock, but then felt a wave of nausea. Jane’s words of protest and disbelief echoed in my head. How could this be? Leukemia? No. She felt fine.


I looked back toward the doctors, and my questions flew out fast and furious. I gave them no time to answer. “So, what are the next steps on this? What tests do we have to do? When can we figure this out? When will the oncologist see her? Will she be moved out of the ER?” Twenty questions mode is my default when I’m scared. That was all I could do to keep my shit together. The shock was like an ocean wave springing up out of nowhere and dragging me out to sea with it. I felt helpless struggling against the stinging wave of questions, fear, and doubts, and my Walnut Creek double espresso threatened to exit my mouth.


Dr. Clayton smiled sympathetically. “We’re going to get her a room in the next couple of hours, Mr. Bolander. Then we’ll get the oncologist to do a bone marrow biopsy. Since it’s the weekend, she’ll have to stay a couple of days so we can observe her.”


I repeated the words in my head, trying to understand: Observe her? A couple of days? Bone marrow biopsy? It was all so overwhelming. I latched onto the idea that this had to be a mistake, that she had some nasty flu. People Jane’s age don’t get leukemia. That’s a kid’s disease, isn’t it?


“We’ll check back in on you guys in an hour or so. By then, we’ll have a better idea and a plan.” Dr. Clayton’s eyes now told the whole story. She knew Jane had leukemia. She just didn’t want to be the one to give us the news.


The two doctors left, and Jane and I sat there staring at each other. Tears welled up in both our eyes. There went our dinner plans and my relaxing weekend.


I was struggling to make some sense of what we’d heard. Leukemia. A blood disease. I’d helped raise money for Team In Training back in 2006. I’d lost an elementary school friend to leukemia. Scott had died when he was ten years old. I felt sick again. The lump in my stomach bobbed like a dingy about to be hit by a squall.


“Maybe it’s just the flu. It’s been going around,” I said.


“Maybe. You need to call my parents. The reception is shitty here. Can you go do that?” Jane had wiped her tears and the gears in her brain were spinning, as were mine. Problem-solving mode engaged.


“Sure,” I said, glad to have a concrete assignment. “I’ll step out and do that. Don’t worry. We’re in the right place, you’re safe, and we’ll figure this all out.” I kissed her forehead and gave her the best smile I could muster.


I walked outside into brisk late December air, feeling unsteady, as if I were a little drunk and about to feel the delayed effects of one more shot. Leukemia. Holy fuck. This can’t be happening. I started to well up with emotion—another wave crashing over me. The tears stung my eyes as they dried in the chilly air. I stared at my phone with Tim’s number queued up, ready to dial. I could feel the failure lump swell in my throat. My whole body was tense and my foot was tapping. I took deep breaths, but they didn’t calm me down; they just made me dizzy. My nose started to run. My hand shook.


How the hell was I going to tell her parents?


JANE’S DAD, TIM, HER MOM, EMILY, and her younger brother, Eric, took about forty-five minutes to get to the ER. On the phone, Tim asked me so many questions I could not answer. We’d agreed it was better for them to come to the ER so we could all plan how to handle things together.


By the time her family arrived, Jane had seen the on-call oncologist, and they were preparing to move her to a regular room in the hospital. She’d be in the cardiac ward because there were no beds in the cancer ward.


Cancer ward. Yesterday we were in Walnut Creek celebrating Christmas, and today we’re all crammed into the hospital and Jane might have leukemia. Are we being punked?


The oncologist confirmed the possibility of leukemia, but to be sure he had to do a bone marrow biopsy, something that would happen after Jane was in her hospital room.


The plan we’d come up with, if you could call it that, was for me to go back to our apartment to gather up enough clothes for both of us for a three- or four-day stay. Jane’s parents and brother would travel back and forth to Walnut Creek to bring us food and spend some time with Jane so I could do other things, like figure out how I was going to keep my shit together.


The torrent of texts and calls came fast and furious. It seemed like just as I got a handle on returning Phil’s call or texting back Ria or getting off the phone with my parents, there would be nothing more than a brief pause, never enough to catch my breath, and then the torrent would start again.


The repetition and confusion of who I’d told what and when made me second-guess myself. Do I need to call Sarah back? Didn’t I just do that? The blur of it all was made more frustrating by not knowing any answers, like what the prognosis was, or how to answer the response that most broke my heart: “Oh no. That can’t be. How’s she doing?” I actually never thought to ask her how she was doing, or rather we were too busy trying to figure out what to do to consider how either of us was doing.


WHEN MONDAY MORNING FINALLY ROLLED around, Jane was assigned an oncologist, Dr. Lee.


“Mrs. Bolander. We looked at the results,” Dr. Lee said.


“Please, call me Jane. Mrs. Bolander sounds so old. I’m only thirty-five”


“Okay. Jane.” He smiled gently. “We took a look at the bone marrow biopsy, and we have confirmed that it’s leukemia. Acute myeloid leukemia, or AML, to be exact.”


Jane started to cry. I followed her lead as she clenched my hand. Dr. Lee had kind eyes and a compassionate voice. He must have delivered the same speech to dozens of patients and knew the weight of his words.


“I know this is scary. Do you need a minute?”


“No. No. I’m fine.” Jane took a deep breath and wiped her eyes. I tried to do the same. “So, what’s the plan?” she asked.


“Well, you’ll need chemotherapy. The sooner, the better. We’re not sure of the exact type of AML you have. We’re sending out a sample for DNA sequencing, but either way, you’re going to need what’s called induction chemotherapy. We’d like to start that right away.”


“I read that chemo makes you sterile. Is that true?” We’d read up on the likely treatment options over the weekend, and all were caustic, with horrible side effects. It seemed they would all make you sterile, or rather, put you into early menopause.


“I’m afraid it does. I saw from your records that you’ve had two miscarriages over the past six months.”


“Yes. We are trying to have kids and we’re looking into IVF.”


“Well, I’ll give you some info about a doctor at UCSF who does cancer fertility treatment. Your best bet is to harvest your eggs before chemo. We can coordinate that with them.” Dr. Lee was clearly trying to give us some encouragement. He paused to let it all sink in, but it was going to take more than a pause. He reached over and took Jane’s other hand. “I know this is a lot to take in. We’ll make sure you are safe and have all the information you need.” He shook my hand and left.












CHAPTER 2






A Beautiful Accident


When I first met Jane, I had been separated from Margaret for six months and had just turned forty that February. To deal with the pain of being that year’s “50 percent of marriages fail” statistic even though we’d made it eighteen years, ten as husband and wife, I drank more than usual.


It was June 2012, and I was attending my first Alice B. Toklas Pride Breakfast, and everyone seemed to be particularly happy. The Ninth Circuit had just ruled that California’s Prop 8 was unconstitutional. Yank Sing on Spear Street was full of love and excitement about the future. I was not in the mood for either, but I showed up to this 8 a.m. Sunday brunch lovefest to support my new friend London Breed’s race for District 5 supervisor.


What struck me about Jane was her long black hair that brushed the small of her back as it glistened in the morning light and her beautiful smile, big brown eyes, and a Cindy Crawford–style beauty mark that, I found out later, was considered lucky in her Asian heritage. Specifically, Jane was first-generation Taiwanese, and even more specifically, Hakka, a people who migrated from the mountains of mainland China to what was called Isla Formosa, meaning “beautiful island,” named by the Portuguese in the 1500s. Most people know Taiwan as a place where bubble tea comes from, or as the place that Chiang Kai-shek fled to after being thrown out of China by Mao Zedong (also known as Chairman Mao) during the Cultural Revolution. Jane’s ancestors predated that migration.


It was not love at first sight. I was a little smitten but was not in a situation where I could imagine someone like Jane would be interested in me. I was a broken man filled with a rage that drove me ever harder to wake up at 5 a.m. to swim, bike, or run to near exhaustion for an Ironman I was training for.


How could someone like Jane want to be with someone like me?


But I was wrong. Jane saw the goodness and potential in people—even me. She had a knack for making people feel special in a way that was not too much or too little. She made people feel heard, and when they did not reciprocate, they’d get an earful. I noticed this almost immediately with her. Her laugh was infectious, her smile stunning. Later, once I knew her better, her friends often remarked that her eyes could look deep into your soul and rattle your heart with the notion that you, and only you, mattered to her in that moment.


She was quick to praise but equally quick to call people out on their bullshit. On our fifth date, she announced before dessert that if I did not want kids, we should just end it and not waste each other’s time.


For a month afterward, the topic of kids took up the better part of my therapy sessions.


Assertive yet compromising. Available yet reserved. Loving yet stern. Jane had all the characteristics I lacked and wanted to develop.


Although we didn’t know it at the time, our love affair started the day after we met. She beat me to the punch and emailed right away. We did a whiskey fundraiser together three weeks after we met, which turned out to be a huge success and led to our first official fight. After four months, I was going to all her PR events to help out, and she was giving me support for my start-up.


When we started to talk about marriage, about a year and a half after that first meeting, Jane set up a time to meet her parents, in the most Jane way possible—at a pop-up restaurant in Oakland for her friend Pinky Cooper of Pinx Catering. Jane had helped Pinky through the food entrepreneurship nonprofit La Cocina, and they’d remained close. Jane was a volunteer at La Cocina, and she would teach the food entrepreneurs, all women of color, about the power of promotion, PR, and storytelling.


Jane also orchestrated the time and setting when I asked Tim for her hand in marriage on a crisp mid-January day in 2014. She made reservations at a downtown Walnut Creek Japanese restaurant that was early enough to beat the lunch rush and nice enough to give us some privacy. She coached me through it, telling me to call him Dr. Yin, to be myself and respectful but not too much of a kiss-up. The truth was, I was in awe of her father’s accomplishments, including his PhD in chemistry.


This was only the fourth time I had met him and the first time we’d ever been alone. When I led with my rehearsed line, “Thank you for taking the time to meet, Dr. Yin,” he stopped me and said, “No problem. And you can call me Tim.”


“Um. Yeah. Okay,” I said, looking down at the menu, still nervous.


Tim had an easy smile, like Jane’s. She’d also gotten her round head and kind eyes from him. As we both got more comfortable, I realized Tim was almost as easy to talk to as Jane, and we discussed all sorts of things—my family, where I went to school, my start-up, and his import business. I still wasn’t sure how to ask the big question, but within a few minutes, I knew I liked Jane’s dad a lot. Eventually, the topic of marriage came up naturally as we were finishing lunch—and I had my opening.


“So, Dr. Yin—I mean, Tim,” I stumbled. “Jane and I have known each other for a year and a half now, and we care deeply about each other. We’re talking about getting married, but before I ask her, I wanted to talk to you first.”
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