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CONVERSATION STARTERS 

My Two Emilys 
 
• How would you describe the speaker’s perspective on his stepdaughter Emily’s “silent treatment,” and 

how he views this in terms of her illness? 
 
• What might be the parallels between Emily Arndt’s relationship to Genesis 22, its influence on her view 

of relationship, and the speaker’s journey through loss and grief? 
 
• As the speaker relates the tragedy of Emily Arndt’s death followed by the cancer diagnosis of his 

stepdaughter Emily, the tone of the language creates distances from the deep loss and sorrow of the 
events. How would you describe that tone, and what does it say about the speaker who has 
experienced this series of extraordinary events?  

 
• How does the account in “My Two Emilys” portray Emily Arndt’s illness with that of the stepdaughter 

Emily, as well as the wider effect on the families and loved ones?   
 
• What does it mean to be an outsider when someone is ill, versus one’s involvement as an “insider”? 
 
 
Gifts She Named Mine 
 
• The essay tracks the naming of the speaker’s children by his late wife and the significance and 

circumstances of each. What about a name carries the memories we have of those we’re close to? 
 
 
Hours of Lead 
 
• How does the author portray his own concept of time in  this essay, and time in the context ofillness, 

and medical treatment? 
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• How would you describe the changes the author underwent in becoming a “case manager” for 

Emily during those first days in the hospital? 
 
• The essay contrasts routine and schedule with the unpredictability of serious illness. What kinds of 

details does the author choose to portray this relationship? 
 
• At the most difficult point of Emily’s hospital stay, the author writes, “my inability to respond 

emotionally lacerated me.” Describe the contradictions in feeling that occur for the author. 
 
• For the author, much of the routine in those final days of Emily’s life came to be seen in terms of 

ritual. What is the role of ritual in life’s significant events, and how does the author’s portrayal of the 
acts he performed illustrate this? 

 
 
The Gales of Coming Winter 
 
• For those in the midst of grief, seasons and holidays can be particularly difficult. How does the 

author reconcile his love of Thanksgiving with the grief that time of year brings? 
 
• In what ways can a holiday that is celebrated nationally also be “regional”? 
 
• The author references a labyrinth that Emily walks after their miscarriage, in which she follows a 

path that is reversed until it takes her back to the beginning. How does the metaphor of labyrinth 
suggest the process of mourning? 

 
 
And There Was Evening and There Was Morning 
 
• How does portraying time in a Genesis-like fashion heighten the progression of events? How might 

that story-telling approach also underscore the experience of grief and loss? 
 
• The events and decisions charted here range from the pivotal to the seemingly minor. What is the 

effect of the author’s choice to portray them side-by-side in this condensed account? 
 
 
Pigeons and Turtledoves 
 
• The author contemplates what effect words can have on absence of the beloved, and their 

uncertainty. Can words, whether stories, poems, or prayer, provide comfort in a time of loss? What 
kinds of texts does the author feel provide him comfort? 

 
• The author writes, “Our senses confuse us, and they’re our only way of knowing the world.” This 

observation points to the contradiction he experiences between words and felt experience. Do you 
feel the author comes to reconcile this opposition? If so, how? 

 
• The author tells us that Emily Arndt’s investigation of akedah, the account in Genesis depicting 

Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac, “suggests a deeper complication” in the relationship between 
Abraham and God. Yet in the end, the force is ambiguous rather than clear in its directive. How 
might this idea apply to the author’s struggle with his feelings of failure in the wake of Emily’s 
death? 
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Whispers of Gratitude and Praise 
 
• After Emily’s death, the author struggles with mourning, and the tasks and decisions to be made. 

Yet the struggle helps give shape  to the chaos of grief. What kinds of “shape” do the rituals he 
cites provide? 

 
 
Why I’ve Been Out of Touch 
 
• Over a period of seven months, the author’s emails to friends, family, and colleagues convey both 

practical matters of Emily’s care during her illness and the daily affairs of life outside the hospital. 
How do these epistolary accounts differ from the portrayal of the same events in the essays? How 
would you describe the difference in the voice and narration? 

 
 
Shadow Texts 
 
• The author keeps Emily’s Yahoo account open as a way to “preserve something of Emily’s voice” 

for their children, but there is a downside too, of reading the texts from that time. What might those 
be? 

 
 
Play Dates 
 
• In meeting and falling in love with Jennifer Shy, the author writes he isn’t initially aware of the shift 

in his feelings. What kinds of detail does he use to portray the shift? 
 
 
There We Are 
 
• In the course of building a new life with Jennifer, the author observes, “the possibility of a new 

beginning for me might mean the end of possibility for Jennifer's children.” What kinds of issues 
might be at stake in the blending of these two particular families? 

 
 
Tell Me What You Want and I'll Tell You Who You Are 
 
• 	A	social worker, the author writes, once told him that his stepdaughter Emily’s illness would 

change her, and that “undergoing treatment for cancer would make her a better person.” How has 
she changed from the girl portrayed in “My Two Emilys”? 

 
 
In Our Town 
 
• The author notes that part of the play’s (Our Town) effect is to “encourage the audience to 

embrace the illusion that the passage of time will not auger in painful change.” How does this idea 
relate to the larger story the author has to tell? 

 
• The Stage Manager’s lines that “the dead don’t stay interested in us living people for very long, 

“prove especially difficult for Virginia, yet provide a way for the author and his daughter to talk 
daughtdaughterEmilyongoing presence in their lives. How does Wilder’s play help put words 
toVirginia’s sense of loss? 
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about Emily’s ongoing presence in their lives. How does Wilder’s play help put words to Virginia’s 
sense of loss? 
 
 
Claiming Space 
 
• The author writes of the house occupied by the blended family, and the objects in his children’s 

rooms. How can we know people through the physical possessions they display in their spaces?  
 
• The author describes comforting Virginia in the loss of her mother by bestowing upon her objects 

that had once belonged to Emily. How might these “tokens” allow Virginia to continue to feel 
connected to her mother? 

 
 
To Wait with the Pigeons to Wake 
 
• As the author recalls his prior life with Emily, he writes, “I could think of that time without trying to 

construct a way out.” How does he come to reconcile the present and the past? 
 
• Why do you think this is the last essay of the book? Do you agree with the ordering of events as 

told by the arrangement of the essays? 
 
 
Last Thoughts 
 
• Why do you think the author chose to write his memoir as a collection of distinct essays rather 

than a linear narrative? How would these two options present different experiences for the 
reader?  

 
• Does the form of the book resonate with any of your own experiences of mourning and rebirth? 

How? 
 
• How do you think that the three topics in the subtitle are interrelated for the author? 


