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  LOSING NORA




  Two weeks after my sister died, I took my dog to the doggie dermatologist. It was a hot day—nearly every day that summer of 2012 was

  drippingly, tropically humid—and I wasn’t sure I should bother to do this because I was exhausted and spacey from loss, but there had been a six-week wait to get an appointment, and, as

  all my own doctors do, the office had called two days in advance to confirm the appointment. I’d confirmed, so I felt obligated.




  Honey was eating her paw. I wasn’t sure what paw-eating had to do with dermatology, although my regular vet had suggested it might be connected.




  I hadn’t been paying much attention to Honey, a small fluffy white Havanese, except to be grateful for her joyful greetings—yelps that sound like happy weeping and a dash for her

  squeaky toy gorilla that she paraded around with, waiting for me to applaud, which I did. All my energies had been focused on Nora. But in the middle of one night, I woke up with a start and the

  realization of what I’d seen but not registered: Honey eating her paw again. Rather obsessively.




  Months before, I’d had her paw treated. Actually, I don’t know if it was months before—the recent past had managed to wipe out my memory of the less recent past. At some point

  she’d received a steroid shot from our vet. It hadn’t cured her, nor had dipping her paw in some diluted blue liquid.




  Until that middle-of-the-night panic attack about Honey, I’d been uncharacteristically calm. Sleeping without assistance (no Tylenol PM or Valium, not even a glass of wine), dropping off

  to sleep easily, no nightmares or any dreams at all after marathon hours of anxiety in the hospital. This both confused and upset me. If I loved Nora as much as I knew I did, how could I sleep?




  Was I aspiring to that fierce will she had, a refusal to show weakness? With Nora, was it more than a refusal? Was it a hatred of weakness, a distaste for it, a pride in not showing it, an

  unwillingness to give anyone the satisfaction of seeing it? Perhaps all of those. Nora set the bar high in the stiff-upper-lip department. Denial was a talent she greatly admired. She could have

  been Gentile, except, of course, she wasn’t.




  Her point of view about me was that I was a hysteric, a worrier. Was I trying to disprove her before it was too late?




  When parents die, the dream dies, too—the dream that they will see you for who you really are (and, I suppose, the dream that they will ever be the parents you wish for). With sisters is

  it similar? Did I want Nora to acknowledge, to realize that I was as tough as she was by trying to match her, to function on all cylinders and be absolutely present during this terrifying time?




  I had always been amazed at her discipline. I don’t mean as a writer. All four of us sisters—the Ephron girls, as we were known as children (Nora, Delia, Hallie, and Amy)—are

  disciplined. When it comes to writing, to our careers, we are our mother’s daughters: disciplined and driven. But Nora maintained her laser focus even now, confronting a deadly leukemia. My

  brain scrambles when I’m scared, but she could still ask doctors the tough questions and write down the answers in her graceful, confident penmanship while I could only scribble

  unintelligible bits in the corners of paper. (Is there nothing sisters don’t know about each other, nothing they don’t compare, even penmanship or notetaking abilities?) Did a tiny

  piece of me still need to disprove her view of me as a hysteric that I always felt wasn’t fair and yet was probably, at least compared to her, accurate?




  With sisters, is the competition always marching side by side with devotion? Does it get to be pure love when one of them is dying, or is the beast always hidden somewhere?




  Our relationship was so firmly fixed that every day when I went to the hospital I would think, I’ll eat when I get there. That’s what I always thought when we wrote together

  at her apartment. Nora had a great refrigerator. There was often half a turkey in it or fried chicken in baggies. Nora will have something for me to eat. “Sick with cancer and from

  chemo” was not computing, the odds against her facing death, and still I was expecting to be fed, and usually there were peanut butter and jelly sandwiches that Nick (her husband, Nick

  Pileggi) had made that she didn’t eat and I did.




  Everyone involved was steadfast. Everyone was devoted and remarkable. This woman for whom four were better than two, eight better than four, twelve better than six, the more the

  merrier—this woman for whom entertaining was joy, art, obsession, and religion—was reduced to the same small rotating cast all struggling to make her happy, all praying (except none of

  us pray) for healthy white blood cells to sprout, for the marrow to be fertile.




  Nora thanked me by sending me roses—two dozen gorgeous plump peach roses in full bloom—the sister in the hospital sending flowers to the one who was not.




  I have thought a lot about this. More than anything, I think about this.




  There are things a person does that you could talk about forever. They are the key. They reveal character, they unlock secrets. I think Nora’s sending me flowers was that.




  It meant flat out I love you. Did the note say that? I’m not sure. I think it was simply, Love, Nora. It could have been, xx, Nora. My blanks in memory even

  include important emotional things like that. It also meant thank you, obviously. She was grateful for my presence, although gratitude was . . . Well, my presence wasn’t anything I

  needed to be thanked for. It was hard to be away from her. Leaving felt like abandonment. It felt obscene that I could leave that place and she could not. It seemed impossible. It felt dangerous to

  leave.




  Being there was an imperative. There was no way to be anyplace else.




  Nora’s sending me roses . . . not only painfully sweet, but how difficult it must have been for her to be needing care, to be dependent, vulnerable. A tiny difficult, a tiny horrible

  compared to the trapdoor about to open, but still not a place she was comfortable.




  Don’t misunderstand. All I’m saying is those roses had subtext. A heartbreaking way to have a bit of control. To get to the place where she “lived.” The driver, not the

  passenger. Those roses were all that in addition to being a gift of love.




  Nora was brilliant at giving. Something was always arriving by messenger. Ginger cookies she brought back from San Francisco. Peanut butter cookies from Seattle. Chocolate marshmallow drops. She

  would call: “These are amazing. I’m sending some down to you this very second.”




  Last Christmas she gave us down jackets that my husband, Jerry, and I lived in. I not only wore mine outside all winter, but often in the kitchen when I was cooking because it was so light and

  warm at the same time. Once I came home from a birthday dinner. I hadn’t had any cake, and I love cake. As I walked into the lobby of my building, I thought, Nora will have sent me a

  cake, and the doorman said, “I have a package for you.” It was my favorite, the yellow cake with pink frosting from Amy’s Bread.




  So brilliant at giving. At receiving, not so much. After years of hunting in vain for something she would like for Christmas or her birthday, I pretty much picked the first possibility and let

  go of the impossible, that I might please her. Occasionally she might anoint something randomly. Her sporadic, unpredictable seal of approval was brilliant power-wise—power was something she

  had an innate understanding of—because it could keep a person hoping. A friend of hers mentioned to me with considerable pride that Nora liked her brisket.




  Once I gave Nora a backpack purse. A week later I went to the store and bought one for myself. I was pretty sure that the purse I purchased was the very one I’d given her (that she’d

  brought back). When I wore it to her house a few weeks later, she said, “I love that, I want one.” I said, “Get real. I gave it to you, and you returned it.”




  The same thing happened in the hospital.




  She sent me to a store that specializes in hats for women who have had chemotherapy.




  I hated that Nora was losing her hair. Even mentioning it feels like a betrayal. Her hair was gorgeous and thick and always looked fabulous. I know, the deal is to be proud, to face the world

  bald. It is heartbreaking to lose your hair, though compared with dying, not so much. I get it. But what about no hair and dying?




  I hate the nickname “chemo.” I like to nickname only people or things I love. My dog has about twenty-two nicknames. My husband, at least seven. I suppose some patients want to think

  of chemotherapy as their friend, an ally, hence a nickname, but chemotherapy is way too cruel for a nickname. In Nora’s case, chemotherapy was more likely either not going to work or to kill

  rather than save. Calling chemotherapy “chemo” is like calling napalm “nappy.” Until the effects of Nora’s chemotherapy kicked in, volunteers (sweet teenaged girls who

  used to be called candy stripers) would show up every day and, in a sort of inept Mitt Romney-ish way, start a conversation by guessing at our relationship. “Are you sisters?”

  “Are you twins?” Twelve or so days into chemotherapy, a volunteer walked into the room, looked at Nora and then at me, and said to me, “Is she your mother?”




  Twelve days on chemotherapy and my sister often mistaken for my twin is mistaken for my mother. That’s chemotherapy.




  On her instructions, I went to the store for a particular hat. A soft three-cornered sort of cap, she told me, or words to that effect. One style seemed most likely what she meant, although

  perhaps not, so I bought everything. Every style they had.




  All wrong, she told me. Every one.




  Should I throw them away? I asked. (The store did not allow returns.)




  Nora told me to toss the one I thought came closest and put the rest on the shelf. A few days later, she sent someone else for the three-cornered cap, and that person came back with the very

  same thing I did. She showed it to me. “Look, this is what I wanted.”




  “That’s exactly what I gave you,” I said, and began frantically looking for it, couldn’t find it, and then vaguely remembered she’d told me to toss it. This had

  taken place only a few days earlier, but my brain was fogged. The experience was like a dream. I couldn’t be sure it happened. Really, Nora could be a total frustration, as hard to please now

  as ever. She was the same person, only a very sick same person, and I was grateful for that crankiness because it meant she was still there, but really all I wanted to do was to get in bed with

  her. I wanted to get under the covers and lie next to her. I tried it, too, but there wasn’t really room. She had so many tubes. Why don’t they have double beds in hospitals?




  If I had a hospital, I’d have double beds in it.
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  Being in a hospital sucks. It sucks worse if you’re poor and not famous, because at least if you’re rich and famous you can afford a private room, and depending on

  your course of treatment reside on the fancy floor with a view of the river. (For most of Nora’s illness, because of the chemotherapy she was receiving, she could not stay there.) And the

  hospital cares. A lovely woman from patient services arrives to ask if everything is okay. Hospitals need rich people, because they are going broke. They need famous people, because lots of people

  want to be in the same hospital a famous person went to. Hospitals need their beds filled. Besides, no one wants anything to happen to a national treasure on his watch. And Nora was/is a national

  treasure.




  (Verb tense has begun to confuse me. I have three sisters, I had three sisters. I have two sisters. I have three sisters. Nora is a national treasure.)




  So here we are, not leaving her alone for a second in case something goes wrong, but we have no idea what could go wrong. One morning we don’t notice that some pills that she didn’t

  take are sitting on the table. What do I mean, we don’t notice? We don’t notice because we don’t know we’re supposed to be looking there for that. A relatively minor mistake

  (although is there such a thing when a person is this sick?), but how can we possibly know all the ins and outs of the protocol of this particular chemotherapy, and besides, there are the heart

  meds because her heart might get wonky on the chemotherapy, and so forth and so on.




  All the various specialists come in, doing their dance. There are many ramifications of this treatment, potential disasters galore. Glitches happen every day, and we have no idea what the glitch

  is, what it even could be. It’s not as if there’s a sniper in the woods and everyone keeps their eyes on the trees, searching for a man with a gun. No one knows where the hell they

  should be looking or what the hell they should be looking for until something starts beeping. Or maybe there will be no beep and we don’t know to expect one.




  I felt a pervasive sense of helplessness. Of danger. Of responsibility. And a pervasive sense of guilt and unreality. How could she be sick and not me?
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  She was born first. Solo. I was born a sister. Three years younger. I can only imagine her horror when I turned up. It was the first thing in her life that she had no control

  over.




  So many women have come up to me, telling me she was their role model, and she was mine, too. I used to joke that I ran for the same class offices she did and lost as she did. Looking back,

  that’s a loaded comment, isn’t it? I mean, it doesn’t take a shrink. I wasn’t going to best her, upset the balance of power, my place in the world. It didn’t cross my

  mind until I was out of college that my job as a younger sister was not to imitate but to differentiate.




  But how? We are sisters, collaborators, writer-children of writer-parents who collaborated. How am I not her? How did I find my way when she took up so much space?




  It’s probably a fair generalization that famous people take up more space than people who are not famous. (They are not the only ones. Difficult children take up more space than children

  who are easy. Addict personalities pull focus.) People with big talent and big fame suck more oxygen out of a room. Partly it’s their nature, and partly it’s the excitement that other

  people feel in their presence. Those of us who grow up around it or live in proximity have to deal with it.




  My writing How to Eat Like a Child—five hundred words about children and food that appeared in the New York Times Magazine—was my first big success and the first

  time I understood my own voice, truly heard it. I was thirty-two. I remember the sudden awareness and surprise. Oh, this is who I am. Our job as writers, as we begin that journey, is to

  figure out what we can do. Only do what you can do. It’s a rule I live by. Among other things, it means I can have novels heavier with dialogue than description. But more important, if you

  only do what you can do, you never have to worry that someone else is doing it. It keeps you from competing. It keeps you looking inside for what’s true rather than outside for what’s

  popular. Ideally. Your writing is your fingerprint.




  It’s our job in life to come to some understanding of our own identity, and being a writer makes that easier. What do I think? What do I love? What do I see? What are my stories?

  come up over and over again and/or reveal themselves, sometimes unintentionally, over and over again.




  At Nora’s memorial service, Martin Short quoted Nora: “Hazelnuts are what’s wrong with Europe.” It got a big laugh. It was my line. Tom Hanks quoted this dialogue about

  falling in love from Sleepless in Seattle: “It was like coming home, but not to any home I’d ever known.” Also mine—from my wedding. I’d popped it into the

  script. (It turns out, even though you never wear a wedding dress twice, you can recycle your vows.) Some weeks later, Frank Rich in New York magazine quoted another line of Nora’s:

  “Never marry a man you wouldn’t want to be divorced from.”




  “That’s mine,” I said to my husband. I looked in one of her collections. There it was. I tried to recall if she asked permission to use it. I don’t remember. I’ve

  probably used hers. For all I know, I’m going to do it in the next paragraph. Our words and thoughts are muddied together in life and in the movies we collaborated on. We borrowed lines from

  each other the way other sisters borrow dresses.




  I spent my life turning all my girlfriends into sisters; perhaps easier, more relaxed versions of my relationships with my sisters, surely warmer, more supportive versions of my mother. I

  confided more safely and intimately in my closest girlfriends. When my husband got cancer (now in remission), Nora and I rarely discussed it. Isn’t that odd? I couldn’t, because I was

  always trying to prove my bravery, and she didn’t ask, perhaps respecting my privacy, perhaps relieved not to know. I have no idea. It’s one of those weird things that make no sense.

  How could we be so devoted and not talk about the most earth-shattering thing in my life? But sister relationships are quirky, all family relationships are. Some things are proof of nothing, and

  some are proof of everything.




  This is complicated, trying to understand how we were close. Losing her is like losing an arm, it’s that deranging. But in regard to the daily pains of my life, the fears, the anxieties,

  the worries, I relied on my husband and my friends. Nora didn’t have the patience I needed. She didn’t allow herself any moping or self-pity. I like a good mope now and then.




  That is one way we are different. One way we were different.




  When I read the heapings of love from every corner after she died, I did wonder if she was cozier with a few of those who were her friends than with me, the way I am cozier with my husband and

  with my best friends. Certainly the need to claim a relationship/ownership after her death was awesome. One writer trashed other wonderful loving tributes, jockeying for position, as if to say,

  Forget those guys, I was the one she really loved.




  Was I surprised by how many people wanted to claim they were in her inner circle? She was generous to so many, but how could they have been close to her if they knew nothing really? If they

  could all look back at their relationship, at the six years she’d been ill, like a cheated-upon spouse and had to reevaluate every encounter in light of new information? Maybe that’s

  what fueled it (all that claiming), that confusion. They were in the inner circle and they were not. Both are true. Some things are proof of nothing and some are proof of everything.




  As busloads of strangers tell me what she meant to them, I sympathize with Caroline Kennedy. This is ridiculous, me and Caroline, I know, I know, we have nothing in common, and yet I do think

  about her, because losing her daddy has nothing to do with millions of Americans losing a president. Yet how many people must have come up to her with the need to share that they entered the Peace

  Corps because of him, or were driving down the Taconic when they heard he was shot, burst into tears, and had to pull over, or that their dad worshipped the ground he walked on, now that

  was a president.




  In my case, what I remember most about Kennedy dying (I was a freshman in college and obviously an idiot, read on) is debating with my friends whether it was disrespectful to make out on the

  weekend after the president had been assassinated, which is not something I would ever mention to Caroline if the opportunity arose. Anyway, when that need to share finally subsided, which was

  maybe decades, and Caroline could finally leave the house without meeting someone who named their cat JFK, her mother died, and everyone was telling her how much they admired Jackie, how brave she

  was, how they bought the same striped calypso tees . . . only Caroline had lost her mother, not a national widow or a style icon. Then, just as that was over (although it might not yet be), her

  brother John’s airplane crashed . . .




  She has spent her life consoling other people for her loss.




  She has also spent her life being reminded of her loss daily by caring people who don’t know her but who offer their condolences because it is the proper thing to do and because it is

  their loss, too, but without considering that the loss is entirely different and without considering that it might not be as easy for her to accept their sympathies as it is for them to give them.

  It might, for instance, evoke pain. It often blindsides me.




  It also brings death into the day, and at this age death feels like it’s a car’s length behind, anyway. It’s best to be in the moment. It’s always best to be in the

  moment. At one event where I was speaking—a version of this happens often—a woman went into gales of laughter about how when she put on a turtleneck that morning she thought of Nora. A

  stranger visiting someone in my apartment building rang my doorbell to tell me that he had been with my sister “in group.” (This would be group therapy—about forty years ago.)

  People share their illnesses and their losses, people whose names I often don’t know, Hi, I just want you to know I have cancer, too, or my sister did, or I just lost my

  sister or my mother or my brother. I don’t know what to do with all the sadness.




  There is so much artificial intimacy these days, it’s not surprising there is postmortem intimacy. The ubiquitous Facebook—full of real friends and fake friends. All that thumbs

  up—it’s as if one is living in a virtual cheering squad. The other day I was scrolling through the News Feed and came upon a close-up of someone’s mother waking up after surgery.

  Did her mother have any idea she had been snapped and posted? She was barely conscious. The violation was shocking. When my dog Honey was hit by a car, I posted it on Facebook and found the

  messages heartening. With Nora, I don’t. I can’t process it.




  The love and fun of Nora is now replaced by the legacy of Nora. What she means to others and to me (and to her children, her husband, my sisters, etc.) is entirely different. The Nor and Del

  (pronounced Deal) of it. The Hi, it’s me, call me. The intimacy that wasn’t the intimacy of I’ll tell you what I’m really feeling, but was the

  intimacy of I’ll open your refrigerator and take whatever I want.




  Our lives were in some ways entirely separate and unknown to each other, in other ways like vines twisted together. Invading her privacy is not something I want to do. Where that line is, is

  subjective. Perhaps to you I have already crossed it or I will cross it, but to me I have not and will not. During the years she was sick, we talked often about her illness. The conversations were

  easy only in the sense that we felt safe together and could speak intimately, but they are painful to recall and will always be secret and sacred. Some things can be told and some cannot.




  Why am I writing about her/us at all? Because writing is how I understand everything that happens. Writing is the only way I know to move on.




  Also, it’s comforting to go into my office at four every afternoon and write about us. It’s the only thing that really is, actually. A way to be together.




  Last winter, when I gave a speech in Seattle, they told me that when Nora had been there a couple of years before, she had told them that the dressing room smelled moldy and they should fix it.

  So they renovated it. Nora told the managers of the theater where our play Love, Loss, and What I Wore was performed that they needed better toilet paper. “Our audience needs decent

  toilet paper,” she said. Recently I told the Marriott Hotel in Miami that they shouldn’t have cocktail napkins at their breakfast buffet, they should have big cloth napkins. I told

  Craftbar, a restaurant I frequent, that they simply could not be open for brunch and not have the biscuits ready. It was unacceptable.
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