
		
			[image: Cover for The Widower’s Notebook]
		

	
		
			Praise for The Widower’s Notebook

			“The Widower’s Notebook, Jonathan Santlofer’s searingly truthful chronicle of mortality, is, among its wonders, a book about the preciousness of life and love, rendered all the more heart-wrenching, and all the more vital, by a loss almost beyond imagining. It’s a true tragic beauty.”

			—Michael Cunningham, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Hours

			“The Widower’s Notebook is a searing rendition of the complex relationship between men and grief—an intense despair that is too often starved for words. This chronicle of devastation is itself devastating, a deeply powerful and unflinchingly honest report of how painfully and strangely life continues in the wake of a sudden, tragic death.”

			—Andrew Solomon, National Book Award winner

			“Wrenching, heartbreaking, intense, and emotional—but valuable, too: we’re all approaching the age where this will happen to us—or to others because of us—and understanding that it can be dealt with is consoling. I don’t know how Santlofer found the fortitude to write this, but I’m deeply grateful he did. I think the world is a better place with this book in it.”

			—Lee Child, #1 New York Times bestselling author

			“[The Widower’s Notebook] is stunning, harrowing, un-put-down-able. . . . Jonathan Santlofer finds language that is immediate and intimate for the irreconcilable trauma of loss. Without pause he captures the shattered time that is grief—this book is fearless, brave for its humanity, honesty, love. Santlofer brings the reader into his heart, sharing all the things that one feels but dares not say aloud, all that one wants to know but can’t ask of themselves, of those around them, of their lost loved one.”

			—A. M. Homes, author of May We Be Forgiven

			“The Widower’s Notebook is an intimate, honest, heart-wrenching, and at times even funny account of grieving as well as the memoir of a long, satisfying, loving marriage. This is an important and welcome addition to the literature of loss and grief from the male point of view. I will be giving this Notebook to friends reeling from loss but also to old and new couples who need models of how to weather the many little deaths and losses that occur as they journey a life together. Santlofer has given us a brave, beautiful gift, heartfelt and invaluable.”

			—Julia Alvarez, bestselling author of How the García Girls Lost Their Accents and Saving the World

			“Jonathan Santlofer recounts with courage, candor, and sometimes wicked gallows humor how he went on living after the sudden death of his beloved wife, Joy. With no blueprint for mourning—especially for men—Santlofer conveys the isolating muddle of grieving, the awkwardness of some friends versus the absolute heroism of others, and the difficulty of parenting through loss. This story of the worst kind of anguish and the strongest bonds of love will break your heart and heal it back up again.”

			—Bliss Broyard, award-winning author of One Drop and My Father, Dancing

			“Jonathan Santlofer, with painful honesty, renders real grief in all its sprawl and inconsolable intensity.”

			—Edmund White, author of A Boy’s Own Story

			“Jonathan Santlofer writes with a keen artist’s eye about the devastating whirlwind of grief after the unexpected death of his beloved wife, Joy. Santlofer depicts the aftermath of his wife’s death with careful and evocative detail. I, too, mourn her loss even as I celebrate that such love, such partnership, existed at all.”

			—Julie Barton, New York Times bestselling author of Dog Medicine

			“Jonathan Santlofer’s book is a miraculous act of seeing, in words and in drawings—of reconstituting, in a work of art, what his wife, Joy, was like and what their marriage was like and what the loss has been. A riveting memoir of grief, and an indelible portrait of a long and deeply good marriage.”

			—Joan Wickersham, National Book Award finalist and author of The Suicide Index

			“A brave book! A truthful and poignant account of an unexpected death filled with wisdom about life and a man’s struggle to be allowed to grieve.”

			—Sheila Kohler, author of Once We Were Sisters

			“Jonathan Santlofer’s stunning The Widower’s Notebook raises all the blinds on immense and sudden loss, bringing light to all its dark corners. In so doing, he offers a deeply moving, often funny, always big-hearted portrait—not just of grief but of a long and rich marriage brought to vivid life, and of a mighty father-and-daughter relationship both tested and enduring. A true gift.”

			—Megan Abbott, bestselling author of You Will Know Me
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			For Joy Santlofer: wife, mother, sister, writer, friend. You are greatly missed.

			And for our daughter, Doria, the brightest light.

		

	
		
			How to Begin

			Do I start with the part where I am paralyzed, back pressed hard against the living room wall, shrinking into it but watching as if through a lens zooming in and out of the action, near then far, all of it taking place no more than five, six feet in front of me, firemen pushing the coffee table aside, books toppling, paramedics rolling my wife onto the floor, one tearing open her blouse and searching for a heartbeat, another pressing her chest up and down as a second team races in and a woman takes over, flips open a black bag and inserts a tube down my wife’s throat, everything happening in hyperspeed, while I stare at my wife’s face gone pale and the room going gray and grainy as an old photograph?

			Or, do I start ten, twenty minutes earlier, impossible to track the time, when I come into the living room and even from twenty feet away I can see that something is terribly wrong, my wife, Joy, on the couch, beckoning to me, mouth open but unable to speak, her eyes large and terrified, and I rush to her side and she grips my arm and I pull her to me and frantically attempt to dial 911, trying to punch in three simple numbers but can’t get them right, as my wife gasps for breath and I say over and over, “Take it easy, honey—breathe—hang on—you’ll be okay,” trying hard to sound comforting and rational, as a voice comes on the phone and I say, “My wife, she’s not breathing—” and the woman on the other end, speaking calmly—How is that possible?—asks my name and address and I am shouting now “Hurry!—Please!” and minutes later—I think it’s minutes—time is spiraling, collapsing—firemen and paramedics burst on the scene, push the coffee table aside, and roll my wife onto the floor and tear open her blouse, while I am backed up against the living room wall, watching the unwatchable: watching my wife die.
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			Nothing Out of the Ordinary

			Joy went into the hospital on a Thursday morning in mid-August, a torn ligament or tendon of the knee, a torn meniscus to be specific. Outpatient surgery. No big deal, that’s what the doctor said. She had torn it walking up (or was it down?) a flight of stairs at the Museum of Modern Art, and limped around for weeks until finally making the decision to have surgery.

			The night before we binge-watched Episodes, the Matt LeBlanc TV series. It had become a favorite, and we loved watching and rewatching it when either one of us was in a bad mood or feeling anxious, and Joy was anxious, though I kept reassuring her everything would be okay. Why wouldn’t it be?

			I’m sure Joy went to sleep before I did; she always did. I stayed up with Andrew Solomon’s Far from the Tree, which I had been reading all summer, and did that night, until at least midnight, possibly later.

			I can’t remember anything specific or dramatic about the next morning, only being at the hospital, squeezing Joy’s hand before she was led away to surgery, then settling into the waiting room. I don’t remember what I did or what I read, so many of the mundane everyday things have been excised from my memory to make room for the awful ones.

			When the surgery was finished we met up in recovery. Joy looked fine. Her doctor (whom I had not met before) breezed in for a minute, didn’t say much, and seemed in a hurry to go. He had the cocky arrogance of an aging jock, and I didn’t like him. I helped Joy dress and we took a cab home. We had already rented the prescribed ice machine (from the same doctor’s office) that encased her leg under a thick canvas wrap that bulged and bloated with icy water pumped through the machine.

			The rest of the day was normal other than the fact that Joy was mostly on the couch, leg up, ice machine doing its thing. She walked to and from the bathroom, from bedroom to living room, a good distance in the Flower Market loft we’d bought together more than thirty years ago, and she did this many times because she’d been told to walk.

			For a while, nothing seemed out of the ordinary.
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			911

			It is late morning of the following day. Joy is on the living room couch and has been all morning, reading Wolf Hall, or going over notes for Food City, the epic book on the history of New York food she is writing, when she complains of her leg feeling “odd and twitchy” and I notice that her face is flushed. I put my hand against her cheek. She feels warm. I ask her if she thinks she has a fever and she says she isn’t sure but doesn’t feel “quite right.” I suggest she call the doctor, and she does. She tells the nurse or receptionist her symptoms—flushed face, possible fever, odd twitchy feeling in her leg—and says that she is feeling “congested,” having some difficulty breathing. There is some conversation back and forth, no more than a couple of minutes, if that. When she hangs up, she says she’s been told to wait until her follow-up appointment on Tuesday.

			It is a Friday in mid-August.

			“That’s a long time to wait,” I say, and ask again if she feels okay. She says not really, but the doctor’s office does not appear worried, so she isn’t either.

			“No one wants to be bothered on a summer weekend,” I say.

			I have a few errands to run, some food, computer paper, more ice for the machine. I tell Joy I will be back in an hour, and I am. Joy is still on the couch, reading. I refill the ice machine. Her leg, she says, is feeling “very twitchy.”

			I suggest we take the ice pack off and have a look, but she doesn’t think it’s a good idea.

			Do we talk about anything else? Dinner, I think. But I can’t remember. After more than forty years of marriage we communicate without a lot of talk.

			When we were first together we talked nonstop.

			We’d met as undergrad art students at Boston University. I was a painting major; Joy, the more practical one, studying art education. A blind date neither one of us wanted—a friend of hers knew a friend of mine. I remember going to pick her up at her dorm, watching her come out of the elevator and walk toward me in her beige mini-jumper, dark tights that showed off her legs, waist-long auburn hair, adorable pug nose and freckles. Irish, I thought (though it turned out she was Jewish). On the MTA trolley we talked easily and she smiled a lot and I noticed her perfect teeth (braces, I later learned), then her beautiful hands, long tapered fingers and surprisingly long nails, unlike other art school girls whose nails were usually cut short and crusted with paint, like mine.

			

			•   •   •

			I am in my studio at the back of the loft, too far away to hear if Joy calls—down a long hallway, past the kitchen, two bedrooms, two bathrooms, and Joy’s office, plus my studio walls are soundproof—but she has her cell phone in case she needs me, and I can be by her side in less than a minute.

			In the studio, I get to work on a book I have been trying to finish about a cop who loses his family in a random shooting, a novel with a loose association to Crime and Punishment, which I had recently reread, and had become obsessed with. My novel was unresolved, though Joy, always my first and best reader, liked it, and encouraged me to keep going. I remember thinking that I had gotten something wrong, something very basic to the story, that the villain, a hit man at the end of his days, should be the stand-in for Raskolnikov, not my hero cop, which is the way I had written it. It seemed like a revelation and I made notes on how I might rewrite it.

			Normally, Joy would be right next door in her office, also soundproof, though we shared a wall. We had been working at home together for the past decade. Though there were times I found the togetherness a bit much, there was comfort in it too, like having an artist’s colony of two. In grandiose moments I could imagine we were Dashiell Hammett and Lillian Hellman or Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne.

			My Raskolnikov notes did not take long. I couldn’t have been in my studio for more than a half hour before going back to check on Joy, though she had not called.

			

			•   •   •

			Halfway down the hall I see her face is pale and she is reaching out to me. In my head I hear her say, Where have you been? but I don’t think she says anything, her ability to speak already reduced to a croak, her eyes wide with a look I have never seen before: something between terror and pleading. I rush to her side and get my arms around her. She is gasping for breath and I tell her to breathe slowly as I fumble with my cell phone—or was it hers?

			From the time I speak to the 911 operator until the firemen and paramedics arrive seems like hours though it is only a matter of minutes. The whole time I’m cradling Joy in my arms, telling her to breathe slowly, her eyes open wide and she grips my hand tightly as I repeat, “Hold on.”

			Then there are sirens outside and the buzzer is sounding, but how do I answer the bell? I can’t move her, can’t leave her, her breathing is labored—the buzzer is shrieking—I’m talking to her, relax, breathe, relax, breathe, but how to take the ten, twelve necessary steps to the elevator, to press the button to let the firemen in, but then I’m doing it, leaning Joy upright against the couch, her head lolls to the side and I try to right her but can’t, the buzzer is shrieking again and I’m up now, sprinting across the room, pressing the buzzer that releases the building’s front door, and I see them in the security camera—firemen in full gear—in the lobby, then crowding into the elevator, and when I hear the elevator engage I dash back to Joy, who is close to tumbling over and I am just getting my arms around her, gently pulling her toward me, when the elevator doors open and the firemen burst into the room.
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			Invisible Man

			Everything is moving fast, firemen and paramedics in overdrive. Someone has tugged me away, my heart beating wildly, head light as if filled with helium, and I watch, a helpless man observing from the sidelines, though I see it in detail, every second of it becoming etched in my mind’s eye, an endless movie loop, which later will become readily accessible at the flip of a synaptic switch, never something I do voluntarily but always with me and playing too often.

			There is little talk other than the directions spoken quietly but urgently from one paramedic to another, over and under the pounding thoughts in my head: This can’t be happening—they are saving her—they are losing her—she will be okay—she is dying.

			I cannot say how long any of this goes on. The action is only a few feet in front of me, yet distant and far away as if I am watching through the wrong end of a telescope, in high definition one moment, blurred and indistinct the next, intensely real and unreal, all of it spiraling out of control just beyond my reach. My body is tingling though disconnected; I can’t locate any feelings other than helplessness and panic, though I am trying hard not to show it, to act normal. Several times I ask what I can do, how I can help, but if there are any answers I no longer remember them.

			I am the invisible man, there and not there.

			The first paramedic team is replaced by a second, a woman, who seems more like a doctor, the others following her lead like Kabuki stagehands, in silence.

			Finally, someone asks me a question: Is there another elevator, because the stretcher will not fit into the passenger elevator. I tell them there is a freight elevator and they ask me to get it and I am thankful to do something. I race down the stairs, six flights to the basement, then into the freight elevator, a dark, old device from the 1920s, where I flip the ON switch and check the connections, things I have done countless times in the thirty years I have lived in the building, but cannot get it to work. Over and over I am flipping switches and checking contacts, sweating and cursing and crying without knowing it until I taste tears on my lips. After a dozen more frantic attempts I give up and race up the basement stairs, cursing the machine and myself.

			In the lobby, a neighbor I hardly know, a fairly new tenant, asks what’s going on. There are fire engines and an ambulance in front of the building, their beacons streaking beams of startling red light through the glass doors and across the lobby, and the firemen have stopped the passenger elevator on my floor, so no one can use it. I can’t imagine what I look like or how I am acting, but I must say something that makes sense, something about my wife being ill and that I can’t get the freight elevator to work, before I race back up the five flights to tell the firemen and paramedics that the freight elevator isn’t working at precisely the moment the new neighbor brings it to a stop on my floor.

			Back in the loft I take in the scene as if for the first time: a swarm of paramedics and firemen in the living room and my wife on the floor, oxygen mask over her face. They lift her onto a gurney, which they carry into the stairwell, then into the freight elevator. I follow the other firemen and paramedics, all of us crowded into the passenger elevator, no one speaking, walkie-talkie devices chirping.

			Outside, the world has gone surreal, the streets and buildings, stores and pedestrians dissolving, everything a vague painted backdrop behind the high-definition foreground action—my wife, unconscious on a stretcher, ambulance doors opening, paramedics lifting her in. I can’t say if the day is hot or cool, if the sky is clear or cloudy. Street noise alternates between distant and deafening, sirens far away and muted one minute, shrieking the next. I try to get into the ambulance. I think I am shouting that I must stay with my wife when someone stops me and explains that it’s more important for the emergency crew to be with her, once again the superfluous man.

			I stand in the middle of the street, watching myself: lost, shrinking, weightless, and porous, as if I could blow away. Then someone has me by the shoulders and directs me into a car with the fire chief. I think it’s the fire chief; I’m still not sure. So many factual details are gone while so many others are etched, sharp and clear.

			I sit beside him, a man with a grim, determined face that I could draw from memory, and see the ambulance in front of us, filling the windshield like an oversized video game, lights flashing, siren blaring as we speed through the city, going the wrong way down one-way streets, buildings blurring, everything gray, color leached as if sucked away by our speed, feeling as though I am floating somewhere above the scene while I grip my seat so hard my fingers ache, none of it real, yet intensely, horrifically real, even while I continue telling myself: This can’t be happening—you are dreaming—you are going mad.

			The car radio crackles to life with static chatter and I am startled into the moment. I need to say something, to ask a question, but my mouth won’t work. I swallow; it feels as if there is glass in my throat. I open my mouth but no words come out. I try again. You know how to do this. I take a couple of quick shallow breaths and manage a sentence, “Just—tell me—she is—going—to be—all right.” After a long moment the fire chief says, “They’re doing all they can,” the whole time staring straight ahead, his voice uninflected, never once taking his eyes off the road. It is a canned response, one I will hear again.

			The car bumps over potholes and careens around corners to keep pace with the speeding ambulance before we come to a jolting stop at the hospital, where I bound out of the car and follow the gurney, practically running beside it, trying to hold on until I am tugged away, by whom I have no idea.

			I catch a last glimpse of my wife on the stretcher, inert and pale, disappearing into the emergency room, all of this in split seconds, like frames of a silent movie before the emergency room doors slam shut.

		

	
		
			
				4

			

			Waiting

			The waiting room is small, no more than six or eight feet wide by ten or twelve feet long. There is a two-seater sofa against one wall, a couple of plastic upholstered chairs against another, no windows. I am alone, my body tingling as if I have grabbed hold of an electric wire, my mind a fractured kaleidoscope of thoughts, one toppling over another, fragmented—pictures of Joy on the couch, the floor, the stretcher, the race to get here—slipping and sliding over one another.

			I suck in a deep breath and stare at a television tucked high into a corner. I can’t tell if the sound is on or off, my brain buzzing so loud with words and half sentences. Something that feels important nags at the corner of my mind, but I can’t get at it.

			I steady myself against the chair. For a moment I think I might faint. And then I am back in time, freshman year of art school, Thanksgiving break, at home, in my bedroom, cutting a mat for a drawing and slicing my hand with an X-Acto knife, blood everywhere, rushing upstairs and my father pouring peroxide over the cut and the walls starting to spin, then slow, and his voice slowing too, before everything goes black. I awake in my father’s arms, a rarity. We were not close. Another memory slips in through a crack in my mind: my father’s funeral. I see his face transformed into a mask by the mortician’s makeup, then a dozen other thoughts about my father come rushing at me—working summers at his Manhattan dress company, meeting famous and semifamous clients—former Miss America Bess Myerson, the only Jewish Miss America, whom my mother revered, the actress Polly Bergen, Marilyn Monroe, an incandescent memory—along with a contrasting image of my father’s partner’s wife, an anorexic gorgon, whom my mother blamed for my father’s heart attack. I see my sister in the knotty pine den of our Long Island home, me beside her, both of us pretending to watch television and waiting for news of whether or not our father will die. I am fourteen, my sister almost three years older and on the edge of hysteria. I am already playing the caretaker, telling her everything will be okay.

			I have not fainted. I lay a hand on one of the waiting room’s chairs to steady myself.

			I feel ashamed. I am usually in control, or pretend to be, the one to tell my family everything will be fine. I sag into the chair and take deep breaths. The air smells of pine cleaner over the sick sour smell of hospital. I close my eyes and a sentence unfurls in my mind like a banner or skywriting: Would you really want me to be miserable?

			It takes a second to locate the forty-year-old memory—Joy and I first married, a salesman calling to offer me a deal on life insurance. I said, No thanks. A few days later, a follow-up letter, urging me to think about my future, about taking care of my wife in the event that I died. I ignored it. A week later he called again.

			Look, I said, I am only twenty-two years old. If I die, I do not want my wife to get anything. Understand? I want her to be miserable!

			He never called back.

			I thought this was funny and repeated it to Joy, who laughed, then said: Would you really want me to be miserable?

			I stare at the waiting room walls and see us in that Park Slope, Brooklyn, apartment, our first, the second floor of a brownstone—pressed-tin ceilings, dark wood floors, a fireplace—beautiful and cheap, the neighborhood still rough, long before Brooklyn gentrified. Joy and I often joked that we lived in places before they were chic—Park Slope, Hoboken, Manhattan’s West Twenties—that they only became desirable once we left. Pictures tumble through my mind: the painting studio I created in the dining alcove of our Park Slope apartment; Pablo’s Towing Station with its guard dogs and barbed-wire fence just beside our two-story factory building in Hoboken; getting mugged at knifepoint on Sixth Avenue a week after moving into our Twenty-Eighth Street loft.

			I see Joy with her long red hair, me with my muttonchops and serious porn star mustache, twenty-somethings playing at being adults, though we never really felt it.

			I feel like a boy, I said one day, and before I could say another word, Joy said, Men are always boys, and that it is exactly how I feel as I sit in this hospital waiting room, like a boy, the way I’d felt at Jones Beach when I was six or seven and got lost and the lifeguards took care of me and gave me ice cream, not an entirely unpleasant memory—I remember liking the ice cream and the lifeguards’ attention—but there is no lifeguard here.

			The word life guard separates and vibrates in my mind with urgent new meaning.

			I am startled out of my memory by a young woman, African American and pretty, clipboard under her arm, standing beside me. She starts asking questions: my wife’s name, Social Security number, our insurance, and I ask one back, “She’s going to be okay, isn’t she?”

			She touches my arm gently and says, “They’re doing what they can.”

			It is the same thing the fire chief said, but I hear the slight modification.

			My mantra starts up, everything will be okay, everything will be okay, everything will be okay, so loud in my head that I have to ask her to repeat everything she says.

			Then she is gone and I am alone again. I pace back and forth across the small room, then have that teasing thought, something I am trying to remember, but whatever it is I have tucked away and locked so tightly I cannot get at it, though it continues to gnaw at the borders of my brain like a rat trying to gain entry, but I refuse to let it in.

			Instead, a recent fight Joy and I had about her book slides into whatever fissure that gnawing rat has created: how I said she needed to cut a chapter and how she took my criticism as an attack.

			You don’t think I’m a good writer.

			I never said that.

			But it’s clear.

			I’m thinking I shouldn’t help her at all, that she’s too defensive about her writing, at the same time worrying that she may be too sick to work when she gets home. I imagine calling her editor, what I will say and how I will make it okay, because it’s what I always try to do: make things okay, even when I can’t, even knowing Joy would never allow me to call her editor, to be The Husband.

			I know our friends see Joy as the levelheaded one and me as the more erratic, more “artistic” and temperamental, and there is some truth in that, though beneath Joy’s cool demeanor is someone who is not always so in control—terrified of heights, anxious about traveling, obsessive about schedules, a worrier—and I think I am pretty much the only one who knows that. I also know that Joy can be incredibly stubborn in good ways and bad, and how that stubbornness enabled her to change her life, to go back to school for a master’s in food studies, to become a food historian, recognized in her field, and how she must get home to finish her book, which will bring her the attention and admiration she deserves. And I’m sure she will.

			Then I am not so sure.
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			Premonitions

			I don’t want to have the surgery.

			Why not?

			Because I think I’m going to die.

			Don’t be silly.

			A conversation from a few days earlier.

			A premonition?

			I do not believe in such things. And neither did Joy, though she said it not only to me but to our daughter, who also dismissed the idea.

			Something we both regret.

			But isn’t that what one says, Don’t be silly, you’ll be fine, especially when it’s routine, non-life-threatening outpatient surgery?

			Because I think I’m going to die.

			A shiver racks my body and I try to bat the sentence away. It’s absurd. Even now. With all that has happened. No way she is going to die. They are taking care of her, all of those doctors and nurses in the emergency room just next door.

			Because I think I’m going to die.

			I see my father’s face in death.

			I see my mother-in-law in the hospital just before dying.

			I see my mother sitting shiva for her brother, her father, then her mother, who had come to live with us after my grandfather died, and who I found in bed, on her side, turned toward the wall. That morning she had placed a photo of herself beside ones of her dead husband and son. My mother noticed and asked why. My grandmother said, “Because I belong with them.”

			A premonition, or had she willed it?

			I see myself going downstairs and saying to my mother, I think Grandma is dead. I am thirteen years old and have come home from school in the middle of the day after faking being sick to get out of gym, and my mother has picked me up. We have just gotten back to our suburban split-level home and I’ve been sent upstairs to ask my grandmother what she wants for lunch, and I will forever think that by feigning illness, by making my mother leave her mother, that I am responsible for my grandmother’s death, though she had been ill and failing for weeks.

			I suddenly think: I have to call my daughter.

			I fumble the cell phone from my pocket. It drops out of my hand and hits the floor. When I retrieve it, there is a diagonal crack from one end of the screen to the other. It feels like another premonition, significant, as if something has been divided—time, my life.

			My daughter’s number is on speed dial, a good thing; I would not have been able to remember it. I say, Mom is sick, please get here right away, or something close to that. Days later, Dorie will tell me that she knew it was bad because she had never heard that tone in my voice.

			I go into the hall and pace. I replace the image of Joy gasping for breath with that picture of her in the beige jumper and her waist-long auburn hair—and now an entire loop of old memories starts to unfurl as if they are things I need to hold on to and preserve: our wedding, so long ago and faraway, the bride and groom beautiful young strangers, the flowers in Joy’s hair, which we found later, wilted or dying, and how we laughed as I tugged them out; our daughter, moments after being born, in Joy’s arms, tiny and perfect, her first bath in our kitchen sink, her first laugh at six months, thrilling and unforgettable, then at twelve or thirteen, visiting day at summer camp, her naturally dirty blond hair a startling platinum and she is swearing, I didn’t do anything to it, which leads to a trivial conversation just a week ago, Joy saying to our artist friend Jane Kent, who has let her hair go gray, that no woman should ever go gray (and Joy didn’t), which leads me to Joy’s constant worry (no, obsession) about her weight and how she will undoubtedly lose a few pounds from this ordeal and be pleased, which leads me to thinking how Joy always buys a sweater after a successful breast checkup as a kind of good luck charm against the breast cancer that killed her mother and how she will surely buy one after this, which leads me to her mother arriving at our loft when Dorie was born, and I had come home from the hospital to take a shower after Joy’s sixteen hours of labor and how, when I buzzed her into the building, I singsonged into the intercom, “Come in, Grandma,” and later, the nurse at the hospital saying, “Wait till you smell her,” referring to our baby girl, who smelled “like roses” Joy said, and it was true; for days we sniffed her as if she were an exotic flower.

			My mind is a shortwave radio, snatching thoughts from the ether of my life.

			Our second or third date, three movies in one day, first Boston University’s art theater for a Luis Buñuel double feature, Viridiana and The Exterminating Angel. Afterward, in a diner on Commonwealth Avenue, Joy and I dissecting and deconstructing the movies, talking about film and art school and what we wanted out of life, no idea that our lives would include each other. Then, deciding we needed an antidote to those dark Buñuel films, going to see The Umbrellas of Cherbourg, in downtown Boston, Joy sobbing at the end, and that memory segues into six months after Dorie was born, and Joy telling the actor Warren Beatty, whom we were meeting for the first time through a friend, how, in junior high school, she’d seen Splendor in the Grass three times, each time crying herself sick. I add, “It’s true!” Warren says, “You knew each other in high school?” I say, “No, it was in college, at a drive-in outside of Boston, and Joy cried all over again.” I graze fingertips over my black eye and the bandage that covers half of my cheek (two days earlier, deciding it was the moment I absolutely had to install stereo speakers in the high ceiling corners of my studio despite sleep deprivation from the baby and Joy advising against it, I had fallen off the ladder and stabbed my cheek with scissors requiring several stitches). “I don’t always look like this,” I say. Warren says, “That’s good,” and scoops up a mouthful of Chinese takeout. Later that night, he held our baby girl and cooed at her, promising to take care of her forever (which he didn’t), and when we got home Joy said with a huff, “I have to meet Warren Beatty now, when I’m somebody’s mother, when I’m fat!” and even here it brings a smile to my face.

			Little pieces of our life race through my mind, how I often say with a touch of irony, Joy is a food historian who loves to eat but not cook, or How did I manage to find the only food historian who doesn’t like to cook? and then I’m thinking about her book, her life’s work, and the phrase life’s work triggers a sick sinking feeling that starts to uncoil inside me and I grasp at anything concrete—do I need to get Joy a change of clothes, did I take my house keys, which I can’t find in any
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