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 When I was young, I could not deal with the stares or push out the negative assumptions of those 
around me in my mind. But as I accepted myself with all the physical limitations associated, I 

would not acknowledge the supposed demons around, but I attempt to create a public persona 
that is both positive and open. 

 
From “Journal Notes” 

Peter Lipschultz 
 

  

Zoom. Twenty years ago, it was a verb synonymous with speed. Now, it’s our lives. We 

live by Zoom now. And we die by Zoom.   

Along with the timeline, the rabbi—Alan’s younger brother’s wife—wanted, she wanted 

favorite music, favorite colors, she wanted the salient details to help her write a eulogy. It made 

me think about how in fiction, you fix a character to settings, deeds, and possessions. You 

identify a character by what they do, by what they say and how they say it, not to mention to 

whom they say or do it—by what they want, what they dream, what they fear. You tether a 

character to these identifying markers, some downright mundane, some kinky and bizarre—like 

for example, the fact that our cousin Peter, as a toddler, wore a Tarzan swimsuit that was 

textured to resemble fake fur –and had a strap that crossed his chest diagonally, attaching itself in 

front and back—and that he loved his Peter Rabbit stuffed animal that he called “Peecockin.” 

This bunny and that Tarzan suit are as important as the lift his helper’s husband designed and 

installed above Peter’s bed. It’s clear to me that I hold onto this bunny and Tarzan suit story for 

the fact that when he wore this, when he was crying for his stuffed bunny, it was before anyone 

knew that he had muscular dystrophy. It was a time I could be happy that I beat him when we 

raced, I could feel triumphant instead of shameful. But it’s not exactly the kind of thing that my 

cousin’s wife, a rabbi, needed to know for the memorial. 
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It wasn’t even Peter’s memorial, but his sister’s, Joi’s. Joi, whose name I could not 

stomach, I could not keep harbored in my mind, could never fly so easily off my tongue. She had 

changed it decades before, when she was reinventing herself as an actress. Prior to that 

incarnation, she—as Harriet—had gone to Israel with great hopes. I remember it for two reasons, 

one being the preposterousness of it all, my inner picture of the weight and heft of the computer 

she’d brought with her, and the other reason is because of the fellow she met there, the one 

whose love she thought would restore her. Also, she’d asked me to write the story, and I’d given 

it a whirl. 

We didn’t know her favorite music or color, and most of what we ended up talking about 

on that first Zoom meeting with my cousin’s wife, were not appropriate for the public. 

Such as, for example, the story Joi told me was a lie—instead of killing himself, this man 

who had so quickly become her fiancé, was a criminal—and once they’d arrived in the states, 

she, too, had been thrown down to the ground, and held at gunpoint.  

We were trying hard to piece together a timeline.  

Only a handful of us were invited to this Zoom meeting—mainly Alan, the second oldest 

cousin on our side (Joi had been the first), the cousins on the other side, our Uncle Bob, and me. 

I’d been asked to help with the writing.  This was where I found out more startling information 

about that boyfriend, along with other stories not to be mentioned at the memorial itself that 

would also take place on Zoom.  

The memorial was set for a little over a week after Joi succumbed to the complications 

brought on by a stroke, a little over a year after Peter, died, having succumbed to the 

complications of muscular dystrophy which was expected to kill him decades earlier and might 

have had he chosen not to go for the tracheostomy when he was thirty two years old—little 
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realizing he’d make it until almost seventy. Nobody thought he’d outlive his parents. But I’m 

getting side-tracked, because the rabbi was asking not about Peter but about Joi. We had two 

memorials for Peter, one on each coast. No need for Zoom or rabbis.  

“Does anyone know my favorite color,” the oldest cousin on the other side asked. Nobody 

answered her, not even her first cousin or her brothers. Later she would tell me on the telephone 

that it was blue, and I would tell her blue was my mother’s favorite color. 

Later, my sister—the younger of my two sisters—told me Joi’s was pink. And even later, 

when my sister told us the story about it, she said that everything she’d suggested was Joi’s 

favorite. My sister thought maybe Joi was just being nice, just being agreeable. This was the 

sister who had flown all the way from Florida to California a day or so after Peter died. Joi had 

been left with everything. My sister helped her with Peter’s computer, with food shopping, with 

the ins and outs of what Peter had left, which was monumental, considering that over the years, 

decades it had been, there had been what amounted to a village full of Polish nationals helping 

Peter; there is no question that without them, Peter would not have thrived, and we all knew that 

Peter wanted to make sure his helpers were remembered.   

My sister had been concerned because Joi wanted to sell everything. Joi had not always 

been on good terms with Peter’s helpers, although later, when she came down with ovarian 

cancer, they were helping her, as well—but by the time Peter died, Joi had beaten the cancer. Her 

hair had grown back, she’d lost the weight the chemotherapy had put on her. She’d beaten the 

cancer but was still tired. She would occasionally fall. Her legs would give out from under her. 

My sister was concerned—and her friend Lois was also concerned. 

We were all hoping she’d finally have a life outside of her brother’s shadow.  
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We didn’t think there really was any kind of shadow, but some of us knew she did—

knew Joi thought there was a shadow. I was one of those who knew. I was one of those she’d 

actually confided in. It was the kind of moment where you remember where you were living; you 

remember the room you were in when it was occurring—this transmission of information. 

Because of these things, you can actually come pretty close to establishing when it happened in 

the event you are concerned about creating a timeline. 

But it had no place in the Zoom memorial for Joi. It didn’t even have a place in the pre-

memorial Zoom.  

Yet its place was registered in me so strongly. As if it had taken root there.  

My uncle had no interest in a timeline. 

But the rabbi did. 

My cousin’s wife was eager to help. She’d found several songs to sing, in Hebrew. She 

said her voice was pleasant enough. She knew Zoom memorials. Had done dozens of them in the 

last year. She was a pro.  

I knew most of us were not invested in having a eulogy from someone who needed us to 

gather together for the information, from someone who required a timeline to put the puzzle 

pieces together, but it wasn’t as if she were getting paid to do it, and it was a kind gesture, and 

probably more than a little thankless. 

As the days slipped by—there were eight days that Joi languished after the initial two-

hour surgery given to stop the bleeding—there were moments of discussion. As if there were a 

chance to restore her. How could I not believe there could be a chance. As someone who knows 

little about strokes or law or technology. As someone who has lost her faith in the religion of her 

birth, I burned candles, I asked the universe for mercy for my cousin. Although I don’t follow the 
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rules, I will never deny my heritage, which is sewn into my being—to no small degree by my 

love of family, by the gatherings that took place when I was a child.  

My sister, the younger of my two sisters, the one who had access to Peter’s computer, 

searched for a DNR. We talked about where the cousins at the helm of all this could find one—

the hospitals, the doctors to whom Joi had gone for cancer treatments. 

There were more than the ordinary numbers and heft of texts and phone calls among my 

sisters and me, and among the cousins. Also photos were again shuffled, unearthed from family 

suitcases, from cloud vaults, from wherever they lingered, and passed back and forth, as had 

happened the year before.  

A response to the helplessness, perhaps—to remember, to behold what was lost, to face 

our inability to retrieve it. 

  

My younger sister wanted to honor Joi’s wishes, just as she had wanted to honor Peter’s 

wishes. Peter’s wishes were spelled out on a file in his computer that she was able to open. 

A hundred or so words in pixels on a screen—nothing notarized, nothing that was 

sufficient to change the outcome. 

We will never know if those wishes were honored. 

We will never know a lot of things. 

My sister knew that Joi would not have wanted a memorial. My sister insisted we call it a 

Celebration of Life. 

“Same thing,” my cousin said—the surviving daughter of my surviving uncle—the very 

youngest of all of us, who had lost both her only sister and her mother.   
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There had been a trust established by my aunt and uncle in the event that Peter should 

outlive them, and there had been the stipulation that when Peter died, Joi would inherit that trust. 

Her career had been in advertising and publicity, and later she would become a teacher in an 

elementary school, where she would get benefits and a pension—but in between those two jobs, 

she changed her name from Harriet to Joi and pursued a career as an actress. Long before Peter 

died, however, he’d okayed Joi’s removing some of the money from the trust to fund a trip to 

Israel where she would meet the man of her dreams, who turned out to be a felon.  

I think this event directly preceded the change in her name and the acting venture—if 

I’ve got the timeline right. 

Also uncertain regarding the timeline, was when it seemed that the trust was in danger of 

running out, and Uncle Lyle stepped in—with the consequence that his own three sons would 

give up a portion of their inheritance for the sake of Peter. Uncle Bob also helped out, along with 

funds that came from our grandmother’s brother—and there were likely others, even though 

Peter, himself had worked for a number of institutions that assisted those with disabilities. His 

expenses, however, were obviously exorbitant.  

Putting together the timeline had given us an idea of how much she had traveled, the 

variety of homes she’d lived in, the various selves she’d tried on for size, before she moved into 

the master bedroom in the condo once shared by her parents, then her mother, and then the very 

first caregiver who obtained her nursing degree while taking care of Peter, a woman who prided 

herself on the fact that my aunt herself had entrusted her with Peter’s care. She and Joi never got 

along. The bedroom came with its own bathroom, its own shower, with the glass doors—the 

bathroom where Joi fell.  
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Peter had not only invited her to live in the condo that was now paid for but asked his 

helpers to help her, when the cancer arrived.  

I’m not sure exactly when Joi came to live with him. Of course it makes sense that the 

rabbi wanted to establish a timeline—but this proved challenging because while Peter essentially 

stayed in that one condo in LA that his parents had bought in the early 80s, Joi essentially had 

the run of the planet. 

_____________________________ 

  

  
  

 My life has been wrapped around three main guideposts—discipline, determination, and 
dedication. They help me deal with the challenges around me. 

From “Journal Notes,”  
by Peter Lipschultz 

  

Joi was a lover of the beach, of Hollywood, of beautiful people/ places/ clothing/ things, 

of anything that might provoke excitement/ glamour/ adventure, and she loved getting high long 

before it became legal. And she took risks that you did not appreciate if you were there with her, 

in her company. 

But her love for those she loved was unmistakable. And when she was strong, good 

hearted, and fun, and loyal, except of course, not always, and especially not always good to 

Peter’s helpers, the people who were essentially keeping her brother alive.   

In the last year, she’d bought herself a black, two-seater Mercedes, a sports car that she 

could barely drive because of the pain in her leg—and when she did drive, she was reckless; 

nobody wanted to be in the car with her. She’d gotten her license taken for going the wrong way 

but recovered it after a class in defensive driving. She was careless and selfish and explosive 
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with desire. She insisted on being thin and sexy and beautiful, whether it happened by way of 

chemical sweeteners or a surgeon’s knife or by deprivation or by drugs, no matter the price, no 

matter the cost—these traits I did not understand, I judged her for, harshly at that.  But I hadn’t 

always judged her. I and likely the other girls all younger than I, my sisters and my uncle’s 

girls—once upon a time, looked upon her with that gaze of idolatry younger sisters are known to 

have for older sisters. Within the extended family, each one assumes a new position, our blooms 

arching toward a different sun. Where—in my own family—I was the only, then the older, and 

finally the eldest, in the extended family on my father’s side, I was in the middle, the second 

girlchild, as Joi was the first. When she evinced any sign of acknowledging me, I did the 

equivalent of cooing; I did the equivalent of purring—and when anyone ever said I looked like 

her, I felt myself glowing.  

What I did not know was the price of her beauty, that it was tied up so much with her 

identity that she likely could not separate it too easily, or perhaps it was only that she wished not 

to. She’s not here to correct me, to instruct me, to confess to me, to accompany me, to challenge 

me—she’s not here except in my memory and in the memory of the others of my family and her 

family and the one friend who found her, who would have saved her life if she’d stayed over that 

night, and who would have saved her life if Joi had done what her best friend kept telling her to 

do, namely to follow up on the neurologist she’d finally convinced Joi to go to for the pain in her 

leg, for the occasional blacking out.  According to Joi’s cousin on her mother’s side of the 

family, there was no doctor on earth who could have prevented what was coming. 
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Writing this story, I’m trying to memorialize Peter in the shadow of Joi, Joi in the shadow 

of Peter.  

Peter, the brother I never had. 

Every time there’s a full moon over my skylight, it’s Peter’s moon. I suspect that 

everyone who knew Peter had that kind of a bond with him. Every person he met felt special in 

Peter’s eyes. It was as if he had a file on each of us—he could be there for each of us: he could 

jump into our lives and really care…and how I remember the way he loved his parents, the way 

my aunt and uncle cared for him. My aunt was so tiny, yet she had a way of lifting him to his feet 

and guiding him, and all the while, he’d be watching her, making sure she was okay, telling her 

to take a rest…and such patience. And his illness did not slow them down—they traveled all 

over the world. For a while living in Hong Kong—which I suspect vied with California as 

Peter’s favorite. They visited all of us, as we became spread out—from New York City to 

Florida. For a while they lived in Kentucky. They’d come back from Hong Kong in the summers 

and stay in upstate New York. One time, when I was living in the city, I palled around with 

them, becoming suddenly aware of the curbs at the corners of the cross streets—long before 

rebuilt to accommodate wheelchairs and strollers.  

I remember how the uncles would carry the wheelchair upstairs, and I remember the 

absolute trust Peter had in the universe.  

Really, I don’t know how to begin to tell you about him. What my mother once said was 

that Peter was the most normal one of us.  

That memorial, that Celebration of Life, Joi had for Peter, was a grand event. Person after 

person spoke up at his memorial. Person after person wrote messages on his Facebook page. It 

was no coincidence; it was no secret. This was his mission. 
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I mentioned a thing Peter told me at the very first Zoom we had with the cousins on the 

other side of the family—it was the first time where I saw my uncle pretty much playing the role 

of the observer, all of us in our seventies and more chatting away like children. He, the youngest, 

once the blue-eyed blonde-haired darling of the family, now the only surviving member of his 

generation—taking up the role of the patriarch upon the passing of each of his three older 

brothers, our fathers. 

I had called Peter months in advance of a time I was preparing to visit him. I had to make 

plane reservations, set up everything—all of which so stupidly challenging for me. I said I was 

considering flying out there at such and such a time. He said he was excited, grateful—and I 

must have said something else to elicit this small, powerful thing he said. “It gives me a reason to 

keep on living.” It stopped me. I remember slowing down, saying something to elicit more from 

him, which is when he said that that was how he kept on living—looking for reasons, sometimes 

very small reasons to keep on fighting for life. He gave me examples. I was standing there 

holding a telephone, holding my breath, holding in my tears. 

I alluded to this on the Zoom. 

Later that night, my uncle called me up specifically to find out more. He said, “What did 

Peter say?” 

I went on about it. 

“That’s very powerful,” my uncle said. “Peter was very wise. I want to remember that. 

What else did he say?” 

We went over it again several times so my uncle could write it down, so he could have it, 

remember it, remind himself. 
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He’s not the only one reminding himself. 

 

_____________________ 

 

 

Discipline is required in every aspect of my life. Discipline in all aspects of my life—from dealing 
with people to what I do day-to-day. 

   
From “Journal Notes,” 

Peter Lipschultz  
 

  

We are each puzzle pieces—we have a piece for each person we know and love; we have 

a piece for each person we know and don’t love, as well. These pieces perform unique offerings. 

They hold pieces of lives, actually. Losing Joi, I lost a part of my mother, a part of my father. 

They are both gone, so every piece of them is precious. Losing Joi, I lost the last living member 

of the human race to see my very beloved cousin—her brother. She was there. She had told me a 

little about it. She’d said that none of the people who’d helped him could stay there. They were 

too upset. I found out later that as he was dying, she was on the telephone with her friend, that 

she’d called up her friend—the very same friend who’d found her, who’d called the ambulance, 

who so wanted her to live, who said she’d take care of her, she’d move in. She’d do that because 

of how Joi had helped her. No one could be there for Joi because of Covid. And we weren’t there 

for Peter, but Joi could be. And she was, and that one gift of hers, her willingness to be there for 

her brother looms large for me. I have imagined that moment beside him. When I finally got 

ahold of Joi on the telephone that night, we had talked about it, and she had told me that she was 
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reading his lips—as his breath was leaving him—and I can still hear this in my mind, “Peter was 

afraid of death.”   

 

I have no doubt that my cousin Peter entertained death more than most people. 

 

             My uncle and my aunt, according to Jewish custom (read not cremated), are interred in a 

wall, where my cousins in their religiously unsanctified state will join them. They will be 

together. 

             Joi left no descendants, except for Lucy, a Malti-poo, now owned by Joi’s dear friend. 

             There is a van totally equipped to handle at least one wheelchair that has been parked on 

a street for more than a year. Joi wanted to sell it but didn’t; Peter wanted it given to those who 

might need it—in addition to his computers, which are now gathering dust in a condo where a 

renter has taken over, has settled in, the renter who was likely not there when Joi fell and who 

hasn’t paid the last few month’s rent. Joi’s car is there, too, presumably in a garage or a 

sanctioned parking lot. The mail has been accruing, presumably bills. 

             Joi was a terrible driver, especially in the last year. Maybe she was having TIA’s Lois 

said. Lois, who kept insisting Joi go to the doctor for the continuous tripping that was 

happening—and finally Joi did, but somehow did not follow up. 

             She lost her license but got it back. 

             But Lois refused to drive with her. 

             I also refused to drive with her, even before this. Years before this. 

             Joi didn’t leave a DNR that anyone could find. 
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             Everything that was Peter’s had been left to Joi, except for a few unmentionables left to 

the angelic workers, mainly from Poland, who kept Peter alive, some of whom lived in the 

bedrooms where my uncle and aunt—and later Joi—lived. 

             Those workers, some of them likely undocumented, who daily and even hourly saved 

Peter’s life, who were often mistreated by Joi, threatened by her with deportation. 

             And the story about what happened when the earthquake rocked the home, in the middle 

of the night, Peter’s lift above the bed, no time to carry him outside—when he ordered them all 

out. 

             “Leave me here,” he said. 

             When Peter spoke in this way—a commanding way—you had to listen, or he would get 

ugly. 

             I can only imagine it. 

             I can’t imagine. 

  But if I try, I see him there, lying in his room with all the wall hangings that he loved. 

John Wayne, I know he loved. He loved the California history—he knew its story. He loved his 

adopted state—and he loved politics—his major in college. He was a reader, and there were 

books everywhere in that condo, books on shelves above the desk in his room, along with a 

voice-operated computer. And that lift above him, heavy enough to hold him bolted into the 

ceiling, into the beams. And if it fell, no—Peter would not think about that if. Even as the earth 

below him danced its devil dance—and he there, alone in his room, alone in that condominium—

everyone else outside.  
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That no living person remembered Harriet’s Hebrew or Yiddish name—is a thing that 

haunts me. I’m all but certain that Peter’s Hebrew or Yiddish name mirrors that of our 

grandfather, Fred Philip Lipschultz, for whom he was named, the name we all raised a fifth glass 

to on Passover, the grandfather who called Harriet “Cherry”—yet another name, such a sweet 

name to my ears—. 

The fact that we don’t have Joi’s Hebrew or Yiddish name both saddens and frightens 

me. It connects with our inability to be there for her when she was dying, when she died, when 

she became that other name, the last name we all become in this life, as we leave all the other 

names behind…not to mention the fact that she would be a body in a bag for weeks until she—or 

shall I say, her body—was preciously cremated, as was Peter’s, as she became spirit and ash, as 

she would be set aside him, near their parents, taken care of in that manner that although is not 

considered sufficient for giving any of us rest in that Jewish sense of the word, she will not be 

scattered, that travesty suffered by such a one as Jezebel the woman who defied several prophets, 

including one of my very favorites, namely Elijah, whom I treasure for his ghostly visits and his 

bad taste in wine. 

 

There were more names—names that came with marriages, names that were removed 

with divorce. Twice, there were. 

The first marriage was storybook perfect—on the surface. It was the first marriage of the 

generation. He was Jewish, her gown was perfect, there was a rabbi, and the world, excluding the 

four youngest cousins not quite in their teens, attended. My grandmother was there, the 

photographs around the tables—all bespeaking the tradition. Harriet exchanged Lipschultz for 

Bernstein. Her parents and Peter had come back from Hong Kong, as they did each summer. I 
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don’t know where they went for a honeymoon, but I’m sure they had one, and they drove west 

and became hippies in every sense of the word. When they divorced, she moved to San Francisco 

and later married a Hawaiian man. She’d had a job in advertising and marketing—coming to 

New York on business, and one time, she took a friend and me to Tavern on the Green, where I 

had my first and last baked Alaska, gratis of her expense account. This was quintessential 

Harriet, quintessential in that she loved extravagance, she loved fun, she loved a wild life, and 

she liked to share what she had. 

She was pregnant twice, and twice she had to have abortions, and once again, I do not 

know the details. I was not in the room. The information came second and third hand, and when 

Harriet alluded to it, it was with great pain. She had wanted children, desperately—but the first 

husband would not adopt. 

She aborted the babies when she discovered they were boy babies, because of what was 

considered the science at that time, namely the almost certainty that these boys would be 

afflicted with muscular dystrophy, the disease her brother had that she was last to know about. 

Another thing I found out about late in life, namely at the Zoom, and later when Lois referred it. 

It was that first Zoom, where the unraveling really began, after which I started asking my sisters 

questions—too many questions, and there were too many responses—too many different 

stories—and where my middle sister remarked: “I think we are spending more time thinking 

about Joi now that she is dead than we ever did when she was alive.” 

All of us knew, knew enough to make it a family ritual to watch Jerry Lewis every year 

and sing his song, knew enough never to mention any of it to Joi or to Peter. 
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Sometime later, Harriet mentioned that it was likely not the case at all—the “almost 

certain” part of the equation. Namely that she aborted her babies for no reason whatsoever, that 

her dream to have children, to be a mother, she was robbed of for no reason whatsoever.  

 

I don’t know when she shared this with me. It may have been that same she’d come to 

visit, when she’d stayed with me, when she wanted some alone time with my first born who was 

somewhere between two and four years old—but I did not trust her. She’d shared her portfolio, 

the photographs she’d taken as Joi Lipton, the actress, as I, too, had done some performance, 

namely a one-woman show—that had taken place just a few years before, although I no longer 

saw myself as someone who could command a stage. I was thick into motherhood and very 

much struggling with how I would support the child and whether I should stay with his father.  

I saw how she loved my child. I saw that love—and I knew that love—but I was 

overcome by what she’d also said. 

Remembering this, I fail to recall whether this was an idea planted by the therapist, or 

whether it was an idea supported by the therapist. Either way, it infuriates me.  

She’d come to agree with the therapist, as I recall—regarding this decision Peter had 

made what would have been ten years before. Perhaps, she said, if Peter had made a different 

choice, her parents would still be alive—and whatever else she might have said fell on deaf ears.  

I could not bring myself to call her “Joi” with any regularity.  

As if calling her Harriet could deaden this thought-form. 

 

Among the concerns of the timeline was determining exactly when Peter made the 

decision to have the trach. It was a decision, and I remember distinctly where I was when he told 
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me about it. It was one of those propulsive telephone conversations. I am in my studio apartment 

in Greenwich Village. I’m looking at the wall and gasping. I think it’s actually my aunt on the 

telephone, and she’s telling me about Peter’s decision. And later Peter, himself, telling me about 

his decision. And I’m thinking—what’s to decide? If you cannot breathe, you cannot live! How 

is this a choice! 

And then later. “I am flat on the table, and I cannot move,” Peter tells me. I am looking at 

his face. His eyes are straight in mine. He makes light of it. “Geri,” he says. “I have no other 

choice. And that’s the way it goes.” And he smiles, and he nods his head.  

 

And then, when I receive the email from Alan about having to go on a feeding tube, when 

he chose to go on a feeding tube—because he could make that choice, it comes to me: the 

heart—my mother telling me that muscular dystrophy is the atrophying of muscles, “and Geri, 

the heart is a muscle.” 

The heart is a muscle.  

  

Of course the tragedy here is that Joi herself was never given a chance to make her 

decision.  

Not about her babies. 

Nor about her life. 

The decision to remove the ventilator was made by both the surgeon and pulmonologist 

who made it clear Joi could not breathe without the ventilator, would not be able to eat without a 

feeding tube, that she had no brain activity whatsoever.  
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Though it haunts me, it is more than a small comfort to know that a nurse was there with 

her when Joi took her last breath.  

  

  It seems that when someone dies, all who have died once again die. The mourning 

becomes symphonic. Death opens up the old wound, along with the new.  

The sea change that death ushers in is holy. It’s sacred. We must honor it. We must allow 

it to work us over, to change us, to purify us. 

To purify me, is what I mean.  

 


