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Blue Team

We asked the question often: Blue Team?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Blue Team

I’ll live my life for you

Asking every day what would you do?

I know you wouldn’t want me

To be unhappy

I’ll try and muster through

Even though my heart is breaking

I know this aching’s cuz I adore you

And how lucky I’ve been

To have you through thick and thin

 

And I’ll keep playing for the blue team

And I’ll be seeing you in my dreams

I’ll keep playing for the blue team

 

I’d make it go away

Pack up our sorrows for another day

And we’d all live together

In a big house forever

The flying Wallendas

On the balance beam

I’ll think of you and Mom

Dancing in the living room

To a Tom Waits song

 

Although the tears always near

You and I are clear

 

And I’ll keep playing for the blue team

And I’ll be seeing you in my dreams

I’ll keep playing for the blue team

mmmmm mmmmmm mmmmm

mmmmm mmmmmm mmmmm





A Note on Baseball

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

October 6, 6:40 a.m. I check online. Pete Alonso’s Clutch Blast Sends Mets to NLDS in Game 3 Wild Card Thriller. Mets’ Late Moxie Returns for Game 1 Triumph in Philly. I’ve always liked sports lingo.

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

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

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

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

Already? I said.

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





Books, Bartleby, and Fame

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

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

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

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

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

I was analyzing Dickens’s novels, focusing mostly on Our Mutual Friend, in a dissertation that was never published. Paul was writing novels, which, once they had entered the world, made his literary reputation and over the decades have generated an avalanche of scholarship. The shared themes I found between us are just that and nothing more. The relationship between names and things is an old knot that people have been trying to loosen for centuries. It appears in Judeo-Christian myths (the Garden of Eden, the Tower of Babel), in other mythical traditions, and in many philosophical works. Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations was a book Paul and I shared when we met and discussed many times over the years. Paul was going to use a passage from L. W. as an epigraph for City of Glass: “And it also means something to speak of ‘living in the pages of a book.’” He loved the sentence.FN11

We were both living in the pages of books.

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

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

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

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

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

Language and identity are riddles that drive the Trilogy forward.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



























































































































Becoming Paul and the Unwinding

It’s March. I see April ahead. At the end of next month, it will be a year since Paul died. The crocuses will have faded, and, depending on the weather, the tulips may be blooming. I must find a headstone. According to Paul, it’s Jewish tradition to place a stone at the grave a year after the person’s death. I want a rough, not a smooth, stone. I want it upright. No one should walk on it. Paul Auster, 1947–2024. Paul and I discussed the plan when we bought the double grave in Green-Wood Cemetery. He wanted to be buried. I wanted to be cremated and then buried with him. We decided on two stones, not one. Should I purchase mine along with his? Then Sophie won’t have to buy a matching slab for her mother. Only two numbers needed to fill in the blank. Siri Hustvedt 1955–20.

Another spring coming. I don’t forget the mail anymore. When bills arrive, I lay them out where I can see them on a table or mantel. Paul’s mess of exposed papers used to offend my fastidious, always-neatening-up ways. Now I find it smart to leave them out.

I scrutinize every credit card charge to make sure each one is legitimate. Paul used to do that.

I work longer hours at my desk, just as Paul used to. I often take a break in the middle of the day and then return to the book. When Paul was alive, I worked intensely from about six to one. Then I read. I never went back to writing after that. I read less. After my bereavement binge, I haven’t been able to relax enough for long sessions of reading. This distresses me.

I wear Paul’s jacket, the one with the sheepskin lining, the one I stuck my nose into last May. It’s soft armor, a protective layer of Paul over me. The coat will always be his. The shape of his body is in the jacket itself. Two white terry bathrobes hang in the bathroom. I always put on his robe these days, not mine. When I’m writing, I usually wear one of the three pairs of black cotton sweatpants Paul owned. They’re too big, but I pull the drawstring tightly around my waist, and I top the pants with one of the black cashmere sweaters I gave him at Christmas. I’m glad I saved a couple of those sweaters for me, glad I didn’t give them away during the whirlwind purge that immediately followed his burial.

Paul used to moan that I left closet lights burning and every light on when I left a room. A waste. He’d go around and click off the switches. I detest obscurity, I would say to him in my defense. Now I turn off lights. Paul’s father used to do it, and Paul repeated his father’s frugal gesture. He was being his father. Sam may have floated through life, but he didn’t float as a spendthrift. The new LED light bulbs use far less energy than the old incandescent bulbs. How much money am I actually saving? I don’t know. I’m being Paul.

Wallet and keys. High anxiety. It goes on. I never step outside the door without my keys and wallet. I check, and then I check again.

Sometimes I eat a meal for Paul—a steak and a baked potato. I devour it with relish. Before I know it, I may break out a can of baked beans. He liked kosher hot dogs with baked beans. I haven’t gone for franks and beans yet, but they attract me in ways they never did before.

I use television as a sedative. Sometimes after an evening out, Paul would say to me, I have to unwind. I’m going to watch something for a little while. I’d go straight to bed. Paul stayed up and watched men and the odd woman gossip about baseball players. He saved Baseball Night in New York on the DVR. I continue to watch British detective shows to prepare myself for bed at ten or ten thirty, but even after a dinner out with a friend, I watch a few minutes of a show to unwind. The genre makes me feel safe. The detectives on TV are not detectives from a Paul Auster novel. The murder will be solved by the end. The inevitability of the form has a lulling effect on me, just as fairy tales do.

Not long after Paul died, I noticed how hard it had become for me to tell even a tiny white lie. Grief has made me radically honest. I hope I’m still polite. I’ve said this to several friends. I am a fervent believer in the morality of the innocuous falsehood told to protect another person. I have feigned happiness when opening an ugly present. I have kept a neutral face through lectures so dull I wanted to sob. I have told people I’m sick and cannot come to dinner when I’m simply not in the mood for their company. But now I wonder, Has my grief for Paul made me radically honest? Or is it rather that Paul’s bluntness has migrated into me.

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

Widow undergoing metamorphosis?

“Mrs. D’s husband was a gardener and a very practical man whose main interest was the care of his house and garden. . . . During the next nine months Mrs. D. spent most of her time repairing and decorating her house. ‘Dad done it well,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to do it the same as him.’” 

“He is here inside me. That’s why I’m happy all the time. It’s as if two people were one . . . although I’m alone, we’re sort of together if you see what I mean . . . I don’t think I’ve got the willpower to carry on on my own, so he must be.”

The quotations are from two London widows in Colin Murray Parkes’s book on bereavement, the one I read in the house in the Berkshires last summer. “In sum, it appears that the ways of identifying with the husband that have been described achieve two ends: they enable the widow to get back, in some sense, the man she has lost, and they help her to take over the roles he has vacated.”

Only a small minority of the widows were prone to these identifications, according to Parkes. When a beloved person disappears, adopting their ways, wearing their clothes, and eating food they liked are forms of not just consolation but incorporation. I’m alone, but he’s here inside me.

I feel the unwinding in my body. The sharp pains in my ribs have subsided. (The X-ray taken months ago showed thin, old bones and a few spurs, but no fractures or encroaching tumors.) My anxiety is flying at a lower altitude. My shoulders have dropped below my ears. I stopped taking pills to sleep quite a while ago. And yet some nights I lie awake. My fears mount in the darkness and threaten to strangle me. What will happen to the country? Should I leave? I couldn’t move without the kids, but if we four were on the other side of the ocean, my sisters would be far away. I tell myself to breathe slowly, deeply. Think about the book. Think about the next sentence, the one you will write first thing tomorrow.

I bleed every word onto the page, Paul used to say. And he whispers in my ear. That’s a wavy sentence. Fix it.

And time? Maybe taking pieces of Paul into me has made it easier to carry on with a changed rhythm and some new steps, ones he taught me. I’m thinking more than three days ahead. I have to write two papers by June, one for a conference in Palermo called Embodying Visual Culture, and another for the 24th Annual Congress of the International Neuropsychoanalysis Society, which will be held at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine here in New York. The subject of the second conference is mental development in early life, fetal life included. My title: “Trouble at the Border: Mother, Fetus, Placenta and the Question of Mind.” My thoughts flit onto both papers often. June is in my sights.

Date as wall. There was no unwinding before Paul’s memorial. I couldn’t think past January 25. Sophie and Spencer felt the barrier too. In the weeks before the event, the pressure inside me grew so high and tight, I thought I might spontaneously combust. Krook, Dickens’s odious rag dealer in Bleak House, implodes. After his combustion, all that remains is “a smouldering suffocating vapour in the room and a dark greasy coating on the walls and ceiling.”

Alone in her Brooklyn house, two days before a memorial for her late husband, Paul Auster, Siri Hustvedt was the apparent victim of spontaneous combustion. Nothing was left of her but a greasy residue.

It feels good to laugh. Keep laughing.

Just days before Paul died, we were sitting in the library with the rabbi. Paul suggested I hold the memorial three months after his death. Are you nuts? I shouted at him. You need to give me time to grieve! 

Paul’s notes for the memorial in the white folder: 

To Siri/Sophie 

Notes on Beyond. 

1/1/23.

“Choose venue. Invite friends, book people, film people.” 

“Sophie—anything—if she wants to.” He meant that she should sing if she wanted to sing and choose whatever song she wanted. As his death came closer, he narrowed her choices. “Blue Team,” for sure, and he requested “Hold On,” by Tom Waits.

“Rebuttal speech or two if Times is hostile.” Paul was referring to the New York Times obituary. The obit wasn’t hostile—superficial, but not hostile. I decided no verbal fisticuffs were required.

I was spinning with worries. What if the flowers don’t come? What if a speaker ignores the time limit? What if I shake or cry? After it was all over, I understood that these superficial anxieties masked my real alarm: What if Paul didn’t like his memorial? What if I let him down?

On the morning of our mother’s memorial in Northfield, my sister Liv told me that after she had opened her eyes, her first thought was, I have to get over to the Retirement Center and help Mom get ready. Then she remembered our mother was dead. The event was for our mother. Habit bodies. What happened to the fourth blue-and-white plate?

But once I was seated at the event for Paul and I heard the opening song, “Dirt in the Ground,” Tom Waits again, the unwinding began. “And we’re all gonna be, yeah, yeah / I said we’re all gonna be, yeah, yeah / I said we’re all gonna be, yeah, yeah / I said we’re all gonna be just dirt in the ground . . .” And I asked myself, Why does that song make you happy, Siri? It’s time. There isn’t all that much of it, even for us lucky ones who live into our sixties, seventies, and longer. I’m alive now. We’re all dancing on graves.

Ron Padgett’s poem from his collection You Never Know.

Haiku

That was fast.

I mean life.

I heard every word of every speech at the memorial. I listened, and I laughed, and I didn’t shake, and I didn’t cry. I was the last person to speak, just before Sophie sang.

In the middle of my talk, I quoted Paul: “After all the horrible things we’ve been through, if I die of cancer, it will make a bad story.” Then I said, “Because they have felt unspeakable to me, I want to say the horrible things aloud in this room.” Every single person at the memorial knew the story, if not from the family directly, from the press. But there are no social rules to follow in a case like this, no conventional script for how to behave, no convenient euphemisms to pull out for the occasion. Everyone can name the horrible things, but no one, except those in one’s most intimate circle, speaks of them to you. No one sends a condolence letter that reads: I’m so sorry to hear your son was arrested for the negligent homicide of his baby daughter and then passed away of an overdose after he was released on bail. The silence threatened to hang over the gathering like a toxic fog. If I hadn’t said the horrible things out loud, I felt I might have exploded. After the words were out of my mouth—more unwinding. I also relieved every person sitting in the sanctuary of St. Marks Church on the afternoon of January 25 of a burden. By mentioning what had been unmentionable, I freed them from the pretense of secrecy. “Paul’s suffering, grief, and rage over years of horrible things cannot be suppressed from Paul’s story or from our family story. It is part of the story.”

It is, and it always will be.

“The boy grows. And he grows wild. The father can do no more than dote and fret, prescribe warnings, be warmed by the fire of his flesh and blood. He writes an extraordinary poem of admonition to the boy, at once an ode to chance and a raging against the inevitable, telling him that if he does not mend his ways he will wind up at the end of a rope, and the boy sallies off to Paris with Ben Jonson on a colossal binge. There is nothing the father can do. It is all a question of waiting. When he is at last allowed to leave the Tower, he takes the boy along with him. . . . But the boy is murdered in the jungle. Not only does he come to the end his father had predicted for him, but the father himself has become the unwitting executioner of his own son.” The passage is from “The Death of Sir Walter Raleigh.” Paul wrote it in 1974⁄1975, two to three years before Daniel was born. It’s in White Spaces: Selected Poems and Early Prose (2020).

Love is not enough. Paul and I said this to each other often. We like to think love sews up every wound, but it doesn’t, not always. Paul doted, fretted, and prescribed warnings. He loved his son, and he hoped for his son, and he lived in fear for his son, but he lost all trust in his son. Paul was not ashamed or guilty about how he had acted as a father. He held on for as long as he could. He knew that. And in this story, if anyone was an unwitting executioner, it wasn’t the father, it was the son. It’s Paul’s saddest story, the one that hurt him the most, the one that ached in him until he died. It will ache in me until I die and in Sophie until she dies too. And each one of the stories, if it were told in full, would be different from the other two. Each person has a perspective the others can’t have.

Something is unwinding. I can’t know how things will go in the time I have left. I can’t predict what will happen. My grief won’t end, but it will keep changing. I imagine myself sitting on Paul’s grave looking at his stone. I imagine the early May bloom as it was when we buried him, the cemetery wide-awake with color, and I think of Joyce’s Bloom, and I remember a wedding in Brooklyn on Bloomsday in June when the thunder sounded and the lightning flashed, and I think of Paul’s Anna Blume pushing her cart in the city that’s falling apart and my own Violet Blom in What I Loved, dressed in the clothes of her beloved Bill after he dies. When I was writing that novel again and again to get it right, I thought Paul might drop dead of sorrow. The boy grew. And he grew wild. But Paul didn’t drop dead. And he and I and Sophie and Jack the dog didn’t die in the car crash either. I held Paul’s face when he was dying, and I talked about the fun we had, all the fun, and he heard me. And, after he died, it hailed. Three days later, I felt his enchanted presence in our bedroom. He was so real to me then, it was as if he had been resurrected. The only Lazarus moment of my life. The odor of cigar smoke still arrives in my nostrils, although not as often as it used to. I have no control over its comings and goings, but I’m not ready for it to vanish, not yet. It’s the smell of solace.

And I say it again. Paul Auster, my husband of forty-three years, is dead, and I can’t get him back, not as I want him, not as a breathing, heart-beating, warm-as-a-furnace body in our bed, not as a fully visible man smiling that slight smile at me, the one touched by irony, the smile that was as good as an exaggerated wink across a room because I knew him. The Blue Team boy, that outstanding fellow who became a famous writer, is dead. But I’m alive, and I’m a creature of us, of AND, of Bartleby and the Princess on the Pea; of slapstick; demented luggage; the Plenum of Problems Theory; the organic model of erotic love; sea creatures and small whales. We wrote out the dreams we dreamed while we sat at our desks writing, and we read those dreams aloud to each other in the green chairs.

What if I hadn’t met you? I hear Paul’s voice.

And I answer him. What if I hadn’t written the letters? What if you hadn’t come back to me? What if, when I asked you to marry me as we watched the cars on that long freight train go by, you hadn’t said Okay? The story would have been different. But we did meet, and I did write the letters, and you did come back to me, and you did say okay, and here I am in the middle of March 2025, and the world is shaking from unruly demons unleashed by us, we the people, and you didn’t live to see it, but you lived to see Miles. I wish I could show you the video of the little man eating a muffin his mother made, flinging bits here and there, recovering them from the seat of his high chair and stuffing them into his mouth with a look of such satisfaction he’s an advertisement for life itself. I wish you could see him dancing with his mother, pumping his arm up and down, imitating her, and I wish you could see him kissing his father, one loud smack after the other—I have these antics on video too. I laugh so hard, Paul, my spit sometimes flies through the air. They’re coming on Sunday.

The bits of paper, cards, faxes, and letters written in Paul’s small hand, my journal entries, my letters to him and to our friends, the photographs, song lyrics, videos, texts, and recordings, some of which have become part of this book, are spectral pieces of shared stories, ghost stories that are also love stories. And, unlike the fleeting memory images that rise up in my head, always subject to change over time, they are objects in the world I can touch, reread, listen to, and look at again when I forget. We all forget.

“It is she who is paper now,” Plath wrote in “Widow.” The widow of the poem is a lone lorn creature. She presses a photograph close to her, and it takes on the heat of her body, as if it were skin. “But it is she who is paper now, warmed by no one.” The papers scattered around me on my desk are no substitute for living skin, but they have accumulated a ghostly heat all their own after Paul died. That haunting warmth is missing from the poem. In Paul’s novel Mr. Vertigo: Walt the Wonder Boy levitates. He walks on water. Don’t we all wish we could fly? As a child, I flew high above the clouds, but as a dreaming grown-up, I stay closer to the ground. I fly down stairways, just inches above them, and the sensation of being airborne exhilarates me. In other dreams, I discover I can bounce off the floor and, by waving my arms, remain suspended in air for several unnatural seconds before the tug of gravity returns. Sleep magic. My dream body transcends reality. Every dreamer makes fictions that defy the laws of physics.

The words Paul wrote are disembodied and fixed forever. They will never change or disappear, as long as there are readers of his books to keep them alive. Mostly, Paul and I talked to each other, in the house, on walks, and when we traveled together to one place or another. When we were apart, we talked on the telephone every night if we could. Our marriage was a dialogue, the precise wording of which is mostly lost to memory. I’m glad I saved his little notes to me, from the very first one—Dear S. I have recorded some of them in this book, my book of mourning him. Writing is action. Sentence by sentence, block of prose by block of prose, I have tried to bring something of the man back on the page, something of who he was for me. I found the card with its message in the PAUL box, and when I slipped it out of the envelope and read it, I remembered the happiness that ran through my body and spread to my limbs when I read it for the first time. It surprised me a little, too. Worthy surprised me. I could never have quoted the note verbatim. Reading it again and again is my way of recollecting forward, as Kierkegaard put it, of taking Paul with me as I go on living. We all die, but I had him in my life, and because I had him, I’m not who I was when I met him but someone else—better, warmer, tougher, wiser. I used to say to Paul, You’re the heart of my heart. He was and he is. He wrote the card (with a check in it) on Christmas Eve 2020, the year the celebration shrank to four people, the Covid pod: Paul, Sophie, Spencer, and me.

12-24-20

Beloved Siri,

Please add this money to the unspent money from last X-mas to buy yourself the one thing you want most—whether practical or impractical—and in either case remember to choose something you find beautiful.

At the end of this strange and difficult year, as we pause to take a breath before plunging into more strangeness and difficulty, I want you to know how deeply I love you and admire you and how, after 40 years of loving you and admiring you, that love and admiration has continued to grow—to such a point now that you stand at the very center of who I am, and as we continue to evolve together in the months and years ahead, I will do everything in my power to keep up with you and make myself worthy of your love.

                         Merry X-mas, darling—Paul





April 2024

Dear Miles,

It turns out that I have less time than I thought. I finished radiation for lung cancer on November 2 (’23), and after a required two-month wait, I was given a CT scan on January 4th (just days after you were born), which brought the encouraging news that the radiation therapy had worked and my cancer was in retreat. A part of me began to hope that I might live for another year if the next scan (April) and the one after that (July) continued to show progress. Last week, I had the second scan, and contrary to expectations, the pictures revealed that the cancer had spread from my right lung to my left lung and other parts of my body. There will be no cure, no recovery, no nothing but the certainty of death within a matter of months. How many months is unclear, but whether it is one or two or four or five, I aim to live them out here in the house, perched in the sun-filled library on the third floor. Your grandmother is arranging for home-care hospice, which means that I won’t have to suffer the indignities of dying under the fluorescent lights of a grim, green-walled hospital room. I will be here in the light, surrounded by your mother and father and my beloved Siri. Morphine will be administered, if necessary. If I had my choice, I would prefer to die telling a joke.

Among my many regrets about this encroaching departure, dear Miles, is that you will go through your life without any conscious memories of me. Until last week at least, I imagined that I would be able to write you enough letters to fill a short book, a little thing of 100 or 200 pages, but now I understand how foolish that dream was. There will be no book, no letters about your ancestors (what stories I was planning to tell!), no reflections on the contemporary American scene and the fraught national elections we will be facing in the fall. I have little hope that I will be alive in November, and therefore I will never know if the Republic is dead or still breathing. On life support, perhaps, but still breathing. Nevertheless, I promise to forge on as best I can for as long as I can and to see if I can’t come up with a few more before I am too weak to continue.

                 Your Papa

                 who has now seen you roll over and

                 laugh and figure out what your

                 hands are for and try to eat a

                 cloth book (yesterday) sent to you

                 by a friend of ours in Spain
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