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Sunday Mourning

			no, no, no, this can’t be happening

			(March 15, 2009, 11:43am via Twitter)

			* * *

			The morning of March 15th, 2009, does not begin with buzzing alarms or espresso or reading the New York Times in bed with my husband of three years. It begins with the sound of retching.

			Honey? I murmur, eyes half-closed. Everything okay?

			My husband’s laugh echoes from our bathroom, and my eyes blink open to pale morning light. 

			Can I . . . get you anything?

			Alberto answers with more heaving sounds.

			Getting you Zantac, I say, climbing out of bed. 

			The kitchen clock reads 5:23am and our counters are littered with empty antacid packets. There’s nothing rare about seeing Alka-Seltzer—it’s the Cuban version of chamomile tea—but in the four years since I’ve known Alberto, he’s never thrown up.

			Armed with Zantac and ice water, I knock on the bathroom door and hear the toilet flush. Alberto emerges, naked and sweating.

			I threw up, he explains, his voice more four-year-old than forty-year-old.

			It’s okay, baby, I say, leading him to the sofa. You’re kinda warm . . .
should I open a window?

			Yes, please, he nods, swallowing the Zantac. Sit with me?

			I crack a living-room window and curl into him. We talk about what he ate for dinner—gyro meat from our favorite Greek place—and whether he’s been evacuating from both ends.

			No, he answers, with a shiver.

			Maybe it’s that weird flu that’s going around? I suggest, wrapping a blanket around him. Alberto continues to sweat and shiver, despite the open window and blanket.

			Should we go to the clinic on 23rd and Seventh? I ask. It’s always open.

			Alberto had his annual physical less than forty-eight hours ago, so spending our Sunday at a walk-in clinic is the last thing either of us wants to do.

			We can get dressed and go, I offer, half-heartedly.

			Neither of us moves a muscle.

			Thirty-six hours from now, I will replay this exchange and hate myself for not getting up from the sofa and insisting we go to the clinic. In the years ahead, this moment will stand out as the singular frame in which today’s outcome might have been altered.

			But at daybreak on March 15th, 2009, I do not realize that my husband does not have the flu.

			* * *

			By his own admission, Alberto did not “do sick” gracefully.

			A common cold would send him over the edge—I’m dying! The suffering! The agony!—and send me to KFC for his favorite “sick food” or the market for Nyquil, VapoRub, and Kleenex with aloe. If he got sick in foreign countries, hospital trips or house calls from doctors were involved. Once, in the high drama of a sinus infection, he’d said, You’re gonna miss me when I’m gone, Tré! Then he called his sister, Barby, to complain that his wife was mean because she makes me take antibiotics and they give me acidez.

			When he had inner-ear surgery the first year we were married, his mother, Hilda, flew to New York: Partly to be here for Albert, she explained to everyone, but mostly because Tré doesn’t know what she’s in for.

			Three days after he was released from the Ear, Nose & Throat Infirmary, Hilda flew back to Miami, apparently assured that her son’s recovery wouldn’t result in his subsequent divorce. But on the fourth day, I was concerned about his lack of sleep—Lunesta didn’t help, painkillers didn’t help, a glass of wine with either of them didn’t help—so I called his surgeon and drove us to the Infirmary on Second Avenue.

			The doctor unwrapped the bandage, took one look at his ear and put him on the table. When interns started using words like aerate and 16-gauge needle, I stepped in.

			 Excuse me, I whispered. My husband hates hospitals and needles, but he’s watched enough Grey’s Anatomy to understand what’s happening right now. So I really need you guys to have this discussion out of his newly restored earshot.

			They shot me a collective look of annoyance, but moved to the other side of the room.

			As the needle was prepared, I took his hand, told him to look at me and nothing else. It entered his inner ear drum and his pupils dilated. While they drained the fluid causing his discomfort, Alberto squeezed my hand purple. 

			Hey, you’re doing great, I said, maintaining a calm face. Tell me what you want from KFC after this.

			He was too spooked to reply.

			It’s almost over, I promised him. And you’ll be able to sleep tonight.

			He blinked at me before whispering his order: three breasts, original recipe. With gravy. And a biscuit.

			Done and done, I said.

			It’s almost over and you’ll be able to sleep tonight.

			* * *

			Instead of making an early-morning trip to the clinic, we remain on our sofa discussing the flu: who’s had it and for how long.

			Still sweaty, Alberto stands up and stretches before heading to the bedroom. I follow and sit beside him on the edge of the bed.

			You sleepy?

			Yes.

			Stomach still hurt?

			Yes.

			Maybe you could try to get the rest of the food out of you? It might help you rest?

			He sighs, squeezes my shoulder, and walks toward the bathroom.

			Hey, I call. If your head wasn’t shaved, I’d offer to hold your hair back.

			He laughs weakly before the retching sounds begin again. I wince and do the only thing I can think to do: pray for sleep for him.

			I drift off mid-prayer, but awaken to a rhythmic flapping sound. Alberto is sleeping vertically across our bed and his right arm seems under the control of a mad puppeteer: it rises jerkily into the air and smacks down on the duvet. I get up and peer over him, unsure if I should wake him from what seems like a nightmare. I shift my weight and observe him until eventually, the arm-thrashing stops. His toes are touching the floor, which looks uncomfortable, but if I move him, he might wake up.

			Too risky, I decide.

			I shut off the bathroom light, glance at the clock—6:42am—and arrange myself in a ball at the end of our bed.

			It will be two hours before I open my eyes again, and by then, all that seems promised and predictable right now will have slipped through the open window in our living room.

			* * *

			A year and a half after this Sunday morning, I will be in Southern California, where I grew up, accompanying my fifty-nine-year-old mother to a cardiologist. That afternoon, I will learn more about the human heart than I ever wanted to know.

			Through illustrations and rubber-heart replicas, her doctor will explain that a nerve bundle in the left chamber of Mom’s heart isn’t functional. And that the bundle in the right chamber compensates by rerouting the electrical impulses. The electricity does a longer lap than it should, he says, but in a word: she’ll be fine. And just to be sure, he’s putting her on a heart monitor for the next month.

			I will stare at images of my mom’s heart while the doctor comments on how resilient and creative and determined the human heart is.

			I will stifle the questions forming in my throat: is the heart so “resilient” that it would hide a massive blockage from an EKG less than forty-eight hours before cardiac arrest?

			Are the hearts of my eighty-eight-year-old grandparents—who each survived recent heart attacks—so much more “creative” than the one belonging to my husband, chief creative officer of his own ad agency?

			Is the heart’s “determination” to beat contingent upon a wife immediately taking her husband to a clinic at the first sign of vomit?

			I will say nothing.

			The window in which to ask these questions has already closed.

			* * *

			It’s after 8am when I wake beside Alberto, who isn’t snoring.

			I reach for him but upon contact with his skin, my eyes jerk open.

			What the—why is he so cold?

			My eyes race to his face and what I see sends an alarm roaring through my gut. 

			He is a terrifying shade of yellow.

			No!

			His mouth is frozen in a gasp.

			Alberto!

			His lips are lavender.

			No, no, no.

			The phone, where’s the phone?

			911. This is Harmony: what’s your emergency?

			I just woke up and found my husband not breathing! He’s—yellow!

			What is your name and does your husband have a pulse?

			I’m Tré—and I don’t know if there’s a pulse!

			Put your ear to his chest, she instructs.

			I put my ear to his ice-cold chest but can’t hear anything over the roar in my ears.

			Is there a heartbeat, she asks.

			I don’t know, I yell. I can’t tell if it’s his or mine?

			Let’s stay calm, Tré. Is your husband lying on a flat surface?

			The bed. He’s on the bed!

			I need you to move him to the floor so you can perform CPR. 

			Episodes of Law & Order flash through my head: I don’t know much, but I do know if there’s one thing you never do, it’s move the body.

			(The Body. Is. Alberto.)

			Not possible, I argue. He’s twice my weight. I can’t move him.

			You can do CPR without moving him, she says. But first, you need to open the front door so the paramedics can access your apartment.

			I start toward the foyer before realizing I’m half-naked. Even as I’m pulling an Ella Moss top over my head, I know it’s too low-cut for a crisis. But there’s no time to deliberate: doors have to be opened and CPR must be performed. 

			When I unlock the front door, the weight of last night’s dry-cleaning delivery prevents it from staying open.

			Have you opened it? Harmony asks.

			Not yet, I shout. Gotta move all this stuff hanging on the door—gimme a second.

			I start shoving plastic-wrapped clothing into the foyer closet and see Alberto’s shirts, his ties.

			CPR!

			I must perform CPR!

			I grab the phone, rush back to the bedroom, and in my panic, forget to open the front door.

			As I stand over Alberto, I become conscious of the sirens approaching.

			I hear sirens, I tell Harmony. Thank God.

			I hear them too, Tré. But right now, we need to do CPR.

			Yes, I say, snapping out of it. Tell me how to do this.

			Interlace your fingers and place them in the middle of his chest.

			I try to ignore the temperature of his skin and the visible veins creeping down his forehead.

			Just pump vigorously, she urges.

			I start pumping. His head is jumping off the pillow. His eyes are not opening.

			What’s supposed to happen here? I shout. How do I know I’m doing this right? Will he—

			Harmony interrupts to ask if the front door is open?

			Oh my God, I say, and race to the door.

			Two young NYPDs in uniform are standing in the hall. I hang up with Harmony and start answering their questions—any drugs last night? any alcohol?—as I lead them to Alberto. They’re visually sweeping our apartment, but I don’t care. There’s nothing to hide.

			No, I say, just Greek food and movies about Cuba.

			When we reach Alberto, I realize he’s still naked so I cover his lower body with a chenille blanket. Just as I step away, the paramedics and firemen charge inside.

			I retreat to the kitchen to call my parents in California, but like a scene out of a horror movie, the call keeps failing. On the third try, it connects and my mother picks up.

			I hear my voice explain that Alberto wasn’t breathing when I woke up this morning and that he’s still not breathing, but the paramedics are here and they’re working on him.

			While answering her questions, I think I hear him cough—wait, Mom! hang on!—and lunge out of the kitchen into the chaos. Alberto is on the living-room floor, surrounded by medics and monitors. I want to rush to his side and keep him calm until I realize he wasn’t coughing: it’s just the sounds of the air bag they’re pumping into his mouth.

			Is he breathing yet? Is he breathing? she yells across three thousand miles.

			No, I whisper. It was only—oh, God. Is this really happening?

			I’m waking your Dad right now, she says, firmly. 

			Please tell him what I told you. I gotta see what’s going on out there.

			I take a few halting steps toward what used to be our living room. It’s as if the firemen lifted a corner of our apartment and everything—sofa, coffee tables, area rugs, artwork—tumbled to one side. A medic blocks my view of Alberto and explains that the reason they haven’t taken him to the hospital yet is because we have the same equipment here as the ER does. He asks about Alberto’s age, medical history, and whether he takes any prescription drugs?

			He’s forty, I answer. He’s been on Lipitor, and he had a full physical on Friday. I was there: They gave him an EKG and a clean bill of health.

			Someone else asks for his driver’s license, which I produce from his orange wallet.

			I return to the kitchen in a daze and call Alberto’s mother. His stepfather answers, and when he hears my tone, he asks if everything is okay?

			Nothing is okay, I say. Please get Hilda.

			He mumbles something in Spanish before handing her the phone. 

			Nené, what’s wrong?

			Mamacita. I don’t know how to say this, but please sit down, because I’m about to tell you that Albert wasn’t breathing when I woke up this morning. I called 911 and did CPR but—the paramedics are still working on him.

			Is he breathing yet, she gasps.

			No, Mumu, not yet. Please pray.

			I’m getting a flight right now, she tells me.

			Yes, I say, forcing back tears. Please—get here.

			I love you, Tré.

			Love you, Hilda.

			Alberto’s sister in Jersey doesn’t pick up her cell or home phone. Ditto for her husband’s cell. I hang up without leaving Barby a message because who leaves this sort of news on voicemail?

			My next call is to Fico, Alberto’s best friend and business partner of ten years. I repeat facts.

			I’ll be right there, he says.

			A year from now, Fico will confess that he was so stunned by my call that he told his wife and three young daughters that Uncle Alberto had an allergy attack. To this day, the word allergy still throws his kids into hysterics.

			At 9:03am, the worst-case scenario becomes official.

			Someone in the living room calls it.

			Alberto is pronounced.

			Massive coronary event.

			As the medics start clearing out their equipment, I start looking for a chair, the floor, anything for equilibrium.

			This can’t be happening.

			Someone asks me for his social.

			I hear myself recite it.

			Paperwork is produced.

			My mouth feels paralyzed but my fingers manage a signature.

			Do you want us to cover him, they ask.

			I look at Alberto, the chenille blanket still draped over his lower body, and kneel down beside him.

			His mouth is open, skin tone nearly normal after receiving the oxygen. He just looks asleep. And pale.

			Don’t cover him, I whisper, before returning to the kitchen.

			The madcap arrangement of our furniture means Fico has to nearly step over Alberto en route to the kitchen. His brown eyes are wide with horror when he lifts me into a hug.

			This doesn’t seem possible, he says. Or real.

			I keep hoping it isn’t, I say, turning from the living room and toward the window. 

			We’re still holed up in the kitchen, avoiding the abandoned triage scene, when Fico’s wife appears. Nikki is visibly shaken—her dad died of a heart attack in front of her—but she shifts into event-planning mode, her profession for the past decade.

			Tré. Have you called your PR firm yet?

			No.

			Give me your boss’ number and I’ll handle it.

			I nod and press buttons on my phone.

			I stare at my digital calendar and announce in a flat voice that I was supposed to do Pilates with my friend Mariana this morning and I had a hair appointment this afternoon. There’s a dentist appointment tomorrow and drinks with a client on Tuesday. We divide up who’s-calling-who to clear my previously scheduled life.

			While leaving a voicemail for Mariana, I’m repulsed by my need to pee. My stupid bladder thinks this is just another Sunday morning? I make my way past the cops on our off-kilter sofa, their radios breaking the silence. Alberto’s arms are outstretched on the floor and I notice the wedding ring on his left hand. I kneel down to remove it, but it’s stuck.

			He’s already started bloating?

			I scramble to the bathroom, pump some liquid soap into my hand and use it to gently remove the ring.

			When I stand up, Nikki and Fico are staring back at me from the kitchen.

			What, I nearly say. Everyone knows you don’t get the jewelry back.

			Right?

			I’m suddenly unsure if this is a thing everyone knows, so I just shrug and take the ring to the bathroom. From there, I make more calls, including one to Ramses, Alberto’s childhood best friend, and his wife, Jeanette.

			But I just talked to him on Thursday, she sobs.

			A cop interrupts—the detective and M.E. have some questions—so I follow him to the elevator landing, where I repeat facts to men with notepads.

			Will you authorize an autopsy?

			I want to say no. No because autopsies are disfiguring and no because Alberto should look like himself at the viewing. But scenes from his favorite crime shows flicker on my freshly widowed brain and I find myself answering like a wife-who-did-not-kill-her-husband should.

			Do what you need to do, I say.

			The medical examiner grills me about Alberto’s health and, when I mention that I’m not sure he’d been taking his Lipitor lately, pauses for a moment.

			Non-compliant, he announces, scribbling it on his notepad.

			Not the word I would use, I say, stiffly. 

			The coroner is on his way, he shrugs, and hands me his card.

			Thanks, douchebag, I say, under my breath.

			Back in the kitchen, Fico recommends we all take a walk. I remember a recent conversation with Hilda about her mother’s death barely a month ago: she wished she wasn’t there when the coroner arrived because the image of the gurney and the body bag still haunts her.

			I say yes to the walk.

			The cops take Fico’s cell number and shut the door behind us.

			Downstairs, Nikki and Fico link arms with me. I’ve known them as long as I’ve known Alberto and their presence today is taking the edge off my panic. Maybe it’s because they’re older and six inches taller, but as they steady me down 23rd Street, I feel like their little sister. When I freeze suddenly in the middle of a crosswalk to pull out my phone, they practically lift me to the safety of the curb.

			Wait—I can’t remember if I’ve told my parents that he’s been pronounced?

			You called them, Fico nods.

			And Hilda?

			Yes.

			So the blackouts have started already?

			The three of us keep walking until we reach the benches on the pier at 27th Street. We stare at the ashy Hudson River, holding hands and Kleenex, until Fico steps away to take a call.

			I’ll meet up with you guys in a little while, he says before disappearing.

			Nikki and I settle into stillness until I remember that my current Facebook/Twitter update is twenty-four hours old and involves something trivial about an iPod charger.

			The digital world still thinks I have a dead . . . iPod?

			The idea of those words representing my present tense strikes me as every kind of wrong, so I pull out my phone and robotically address a text to Twitter. My mind is blank but for the phrase no no no and this can’t be happening. I combine them without proper caps or punctuation and press the send button.

			When Fico reunites with us, I slowly realize that since Fico is here, it must mean Alberto is no longer there.

			They’ve taken him.

			I didn’t kiss him good-bye, I say aloud. Oh God, why didn’t I think to kiss him good-bye? I sink into the park bench, trying to console myself. But I can kiss him good-bye at the viewing, right?

			Yes, absolutely, Fico assures me. Is that your phone ringing?

			Facebook has begun responding to my update: What’s wrong? and Are you okay? and What’s going on, Tré? I call these three friends and give them the news. Then I ask them to please call everyone who should know, so I don’t have to. 

			I lie on my back and close my eyes against the reality of just how many people need to be called.

			Barby and Anthony are on their way from Jersey, Fico interrupts softly.

			You talked to them? I couldn’t reach—

			Yes, he nods.

			So we should head back, I say.

			We should.

			Fico, will you track down Alberto’s ex-wife and give her the news?

			Are you sure? Nikki asks.

			I’m sure that if I were his ex-wife, I’d want the chance to pay my respects. Whether or not she does, well, that’s her business.

			I’ll find her, Fico says.

			Our living room is no longer haunted by cops or chenille blankets, but we still rush toward the shelter of the kitchen. 

			I’ll look into places—funeral homes—for you to visit tomorrow, Nikki says, gently.

			My eyes swing toward the empty space on the floor where Alberto was lying.

			My God, I say. He’s gonna make me . . . I’m gonna have to cremate him.

			Fico reaches toward me, eyes earnest.

			You know that’s what he wanted, right?

			Please, I sigh. He claimed there was a clause in his will that said if I didn’t do it, I get nothing. Seriously, who says—who thinks about—that shit when they’re in their thirties?

			Fucking Alberto, we all say in unison. 

			An unbearable silence follows so I fill it with my announcement to shower before Barby and Anthony arrive. In the shower, I encounter Alberto’s half-full Redken shampoo—which I special-order even though he shaves his head—and it brings a sound out of me not unlike the wounded dogs I used to rescue in California. 

			I shut my eyes against the sight of his shampoo but lose my balance. Elbows and ankles knock against porcelain and I come down hard on my knee. The fall shocks me but it doesn’t compare to what’s rising in my throat and chest. At the bottom of the tub, clutching my wounded limb, I let loose the stream of snot and tears that’s been building since I woke up. I cry until I feel nothing: neither the need to continue nor the urge to stop.

			When I emerge from the bathroom, Nikki has intuitively changed the bedding and duvet. Rearranged the pillows and tidied the night table. Our living room has been restored to order and I can hear dishes being washed a room away. Upon opening the four-paneled closet that Alberto installed for me after he proposed, I stare at racks and shelves.

			Seems so cliché to wear all black, but maybe that’s what I’m expected to do?

			The hell with what’s expected.

			I slip on a pair of Alberto’s brightly striped socks and reach for jeans, a citron-colored sweatshirt and my low-top Converse. In the bathroom, I dress and dry my blonde hair, but skip the eye-makeup because today is not my first rodeo.

			Alberto’s will be my thirty-fourth funeral.

			I am thirty-four years old.

			* * *

			I wake early in a room at the Standard Hotel, gasping for air.

			Each gasp is a direct response to the string of sentences rushing through my head: Why didn’t you take him to the clinic? He hadn’t thrown up in years! When his arm was thrashing wildly—that must have been when it was happening! God, why didn’t you try to rouse him? If you’d called 911 right then, he would’ve had a chance!

			I see his yellow skin, the visible veins on his forehead.

			I want to throw up.

			I want to crawl out of myself.

			I want to go home.

			I tiptoe past my parents, who flew in last night, and slip out the door with my phone and coat. At the elevator landing, I encounter a wall of windows with a view of the nearly completed High Line Park.

			I sink to the carpet.

			Alberto and I joined the Friends of the High Line organization a few years ago. 
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			We go to the parties, make donations, watch the progress eagerly from our living-room windows. It’s now a few weeks from completion, yet he won’t ever walk it?

			I stare at the newly landscaped green space until I remember why I’m sitting on this elevator landing in the first place.

			There are phone calls to make.

			I start pressing buttons, waking people up on the West Coast.

			Aunt Annette.

			Cousin Vanessa.

			Maggie.

			Tony Papa.

			Missy.

			I reach some of these people and leave a message for others because I am now someone who leaves this sort of news on voicemail.

			I’m still wearing pajamas when I hail a cab to my building, where the computer screen shows a delivery for our apartment. 

			Flowers? Already?

			I head to the concierge and instead receive an oversized box addressed to Alberto Rafael Rodríguez.

			It’s the bike rack. 

			For when we go to New Hampshire this summer.

			He ordered it last weekend—was that really only last weekend?—when we celebrated my birthday in Connecticut.

			This bike rack isn’t what I need to see right now, but I drag the box through the tiled corridor toward the elevator. Upstairs, I take one step into our apartment and realize it’s not what I need to see either. And I especially do not need to see the stray defibrillator pad that’s lying on our living room floor. I’m in a panic when I call my parents at the hotel: Please come? I’m sorry for leaving but I shouldn’t be here alone.

			My sense of time is so contorted that when the doorbell rings a few moments later, I expect to see Mom and Dad.

			David the Doorman is holding vases of Casablanca lilies and white peonies.

			I’m so sorry for your loss, Tré.

			I open the door wide, ask David if he could possibly stay until my parents arrive?

			He nods and asks where he should put the flowers.

			* * *

			The magnitude of things you’re forced to decide within twenty-four hours: a funeral home, a coffin, an urn, a date and time for the viewing, for the service. 

			How many hours should the viewing be? 

			When should the obituary run and in how many papers? 

			Which picture of him should you include? And for the viewing card? And the funeral program? Should you use the same photo for all of them? 

			Who will produce the memorial video that will loop above the coffin at the viewing? 

			Where will you hold the reception (such an inappropriate word) and how long should it be? 

			At Greenwich Village Funeral Home, Alberto’s relatives look to me for decisions, wait for my answers. All I want to do is throw a bookend at the funeral director who grins when he says words like incinerate and we don’t take credit cards.

			* * *

			Back at our apartment with my parents, I notice the foil-wrapped cake Alberto and I baked three days ago, when he had announced a dessert craving. 

			Do we have stuff to bake a cake? 

			We do not. 

			Can we go to the store? 

			We can. 

			We pulled on sneakers and hats, threw coats over pajamas, and took the elevator downstairs. Holding hands, we discussed the weekend forecast, whether it might be warm enough to take the bikes out of hibernation. At Gristedes Market, we picked up organic eggs and chocolate cake mix. I was comparing grams of sugar on tubs of icing until I heard him say he does not like frosting on cake. 

			Since when? 

			Since always, he says, skipping ahead of me. 

			I did not know this (is this the first cake we’ve baked together?) and it amuses me. I ditch the icing and push the cart after him. I pass soy meatballs, which remind me that I need vegetarian sausage for the breakfast-in-bed I usually serve him on weekends. 

			I overtake him, surprising his neck with my lips and teeth. Take the cart while I grab snausages? I’ll meet you in line? 

			Okay, he says. I’ll be there.

			I meet him in the crowded checkout line, which he promptly bounces out of, taking products off end caps and putting them back sideways. He holds up a box of Entenmann’s chocolate cake, the subject of a recent joke between us, and cocks his head to one side, asking for permission. 

			I smile, shake my head no, and then reconsider: what if this cake we’re baking doesn’t turn out? What if it burns? 

			On second thought, I say, and put the box of back-up cake in the cart. 

			His delight is palpable: a kick-ball-step followed by a clap and a Goody!

			It will be several weeks before I decide to freeze the only cake we baked together, because in this moment, I can’t wrap my head around the fact the cake is here and he is not.

			My cake reverie is interrupted by a Facebook chime. It’s an event invitation from Alberto’s ad agency, Revolución, with a goofy picture of him I’ve never seen.

			Please join us to celebrate the life of one of the craziest, happiest, contagiously

			laughing, joking, singing and dancing, rumberos del mundo: our dear Alberto.

			Tonight, we will do everything that he loved to do!

			Eat! Drink! Smoke! Dance!

			And together, we will wish him a fantastic journey to creative heaven.

			I’m shocked.

			Shocked that this party is happening so soon. 

			And that it’s being held on St. Patrick’s Day, a holiday Alberto always scoffed at: as if the Irish need an excuse to get drunk.

			But more than anything, I’m shocked that I’m getting the invitation at the same time as two hundred other people.

			* * *

			I’m wound into a ball on our couch, looking toward our bedroom, and my shoulders are heaving. My cheeks are hot and my face feels like it’s about to explode. My parents reach for me, trying to calm me down.

			The explosion happens.

			Stop! You don’t understand, I shout, this is my fault! I should’ve taken him to the clinic! I was lazy! I didn’t want to get dressed and catch a cab in the cold! I’m a horrible wife! A selfish, horrible wife who wanted to go back to sleep instead of save her own husband’s life! And—

			But you took him for a physical three days ago, my mom interrupts. The doctor read the EKG and didn’t foresee it—and doctors are trained to look for warning signs. There’s no way you could’ve known. No one blames you, Therresa.

			I haven’t used my given name since I was a teenager and hearing it tonight exasperates me.

			But they do! I argue. They’re not saying it but they do. His mom and his sister would’ve recognized a sign like vomiting. They would’ve known to give him an aspirin! To rush him to the hospital! For the love of God, Alberto’s agency is doing an ad campaign for the American Heart Association: increase awareness of heart attacks! Everybody in his office would’ve known what to do! God, if only it had happened at work, if only—.

			But his office doesn’t blame you, my mom says, gently. And neither do Hilda and Barby. Everyone’s as shocked as you are, and no one’s said anything about aspirin or trips to the hospital.

			Of course they haven’t said it to you: you’re my parents!

			Listen, my mom says, I get the blame game. I still hate myself for not getting your brother’s transmission looked over. If I had, I know that Phil’s accident wouldn’t have happened.

			Wait—what?

			My mother thinks she could’ve prevented my eighteen-year-old brother’s fatal car crash? Even though he was passing another car at eighty miles an hour? 

			She thinks—? 

			His transmission failed?

			My dad interjects about the call he got from the hospital ten years ago: when he’d heard my grandma was going downhill, he jumped into the shower. By the time he’d dressed and reached his car, he got the call that she’d passed. 

			If I hadn’t taken that shower, he shakes his head. 

			Seriously?

			I have the inappropriate urge to laugh.

			Bless you, I say, looking at my mother, but the transmission?

			I look at my father: a shower?

			They’re not laughing.

			I’m sorry, it’s just—dear God, do you have any idea how absurd you both sound?

			They stare at me, confused.

			So—if you sound absurd to me then I must sound absurd to you?

			Dad’s face starts to relax. 

			Mom lets out a laugh-sob.

			Which means this whole “regret” thing is just textbook, right?

			They nod, tentatively.

			So, I say, forgive me for being a little tardy to the party, but this is my first bout with the regret monster. Which is pretty lucky, if you think about it. 

			They’re officially nodding.

			Remember my last memory of Phil? I hugged him before leaving for work that day. And Grandpa? We exchanged those incredible letters two weeks before he died. And remember how I made it to the hospital just before LaValley died? Today, right now—this is my first encounter with “if only.”

			I watch their faces—processing, wincing, drifting—and realize why they never healed after the loss of my brother: they’re still beating themselves up for the if onlys fifteen years later. It’s affected their marriage, their friendships, and their life choices. In my father’s case, it enabled more if onlys when his mother died.

			Screw this spin cycle, I hear myself say. Unless I wanna end up—no offense—still blaming myself however many years later, I gotta let this go.

			Mom perks up, meets my eyes.

			Yes, she nods, you should.

			I need to forgive myself, right?

			Exactly, Dad whispers, taking my hand. 

			Mom takes the other.

			I close my eyes and exhale deeply, imagining words like aspirin and clinic and warning signs and lazy and selfish exiting my mouth, dissipating on the air, and escaping through the open window.

			Okay, God? Those words are all yours.

			My guilt? 

			Yours.

			I never want to think or say those words again.

			Please, please, please keep them out of my reach? And remind me of this prayer if I try to snatch them back?

			Amen, my dad says, startling me.

			I hadn’t meant to pray aloud, but when I open my eyes, the air in the apartment seems calmer, more oxygenated.

			My breathing finds its rhythm again. 

			Shoulders do not feel like heaving. 

			Face doesn’t feel like a pressure cooker.

			I squeeze and release my parents’ hands.

			I pack a bag for another night at The Standard.

			* * *

			From a dreamless sleep, I wake and remember why I’m in a hotel room with my parents—because he’s dead—and what I have to do today—write the obituary. 

			It occurs to me that I can’t write it here, in this hotel: I will need our iMac and his music and the space to write and sob. I’m gonna have to sleep in our apartment tonight. In the bed that he—

			Every pore, every muscle, every hair on my body feels as if it’s trying to repel the rest of this sentence. I give in to the shaking and the heaving, and feel my mom wrap her arms around me. It’s not until my dad cradles my feet and prays aloud—his words floating over me, the cadence wrapping around my limbs—that my shuddering subsides.

			Someone orders coffee, along with a breakfast I stare at.

			My mom asks if I have any friends who are makeup artists? Someone who knew Alberto?

			I realize where she’s heading.

			One of my aunts owned a salon in California and she did my brother’s hair and makeup for his viewing fifteen years ago. Mom always said how grateful she was that it was done by someone who knew him.

			One name comes to mind.

			Shannon.

			The Ford makeup artist I met one fall afternoon outside the Paul Smith store in SoHo. Alberto and I were on a bike ride and we’d stopped to buy a birthday gift for my Grandpa. At the bike rack, we’d run into an ad industry pal of Alberto’s and his fiancée. The boys launched into shoptalk and Shannon and I found an easy rapport. Her fiancé had just been laid off and we discussed the situation like optimists: these moments are new opportunities in disguise and he’ll land on his feet and blah, blah, blah.

			When Alberto and I rode away, I told him that I liked her and wouldn’t mind going to dinner with them.

			Set it up, he said.

			Took two years and thirty-two emails, but we finally double-dated with the newly married Shannon and James. Last month, she and I had discussed marriage and the master cleanse over lunch and spa treatments.

			And so from this hotel room, Shannon is the makeup artist whom I text: Darling, I don’t have the words for what I need to tell you or what I’m about to ask of you . . . can u call me when u get this?

			She calls a minute later and I walk to the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the High Line—the farthest physical place in the hotel room—and turn away from my parents, toward the City.

			Are you in a public place right now, I ask.

			I’m at home, why?

			Please sit down, because I’m about to say that Alberto died of a heart attack two days ago and I’m calling to ask if you will do his makeup for the viewing?

			Did—did you just say what I think you just said? Alberto’s . . . gone?

			I hear myself telling her I’m still in shock, which is why I’m able to make this call and ask her this question. The viewing is Friday: can she—

			I’ll do it, Tré. 

			* * *

			Nikki and I have to scout locations for Alberto’s after-thing, so I meet her at the first restaurant on the list: Gusto on Greenwich Avenue. Alberto and I dined here a few times and it’s next door to our favorite and now-shuttered sushi place.

			As I stand here with Nikki and the kind restaurant manager, I recall that the word gusto actually appeared in the text of our wedding invitation.

			I think this is the right place, I inform Nikki. We don’t need to see the others.

			Someone hands us event menus and in homage to Alberto, everything we choose is either fried or made with pork.

			We’ll need to play his music, I say. Do you have an iPod dock?

			We do, the manager says.

			I ask Nikki if she can take it from here?

			She nods and I step out for a cigarette, a habit I started again yesterday. I forgot to bring matches, so when I see a petite girl smoking I head toward her. As she’s lighting my cigarette, I realize she’s one of the Olsen twins.

			* * *

			Hi Mom, I say. Just calling to say we booked a place for the after-thing. Did you guys buy a wedding ring for Alberto to wear at the viewing? 

			Yes, she answers, come meet us in the Flatiron. 

			When we meet, I eat my first meal in three days—a slice of pizza—and we head to the apartment, where I have a near-meltdown after my parents say they’re too exhausted for the party at Alberto’s office. His mom and sister tell me they’re sorry, but they aren’t ready to see his office yet.

			I cannot face Revolución alone so I call Mariana and ask if she’ll meet me at Alberto’s office around 9pm? And pack an overnight bag? And the spaniels? 

			Of course I’ll be there, darling, she says in her Oxford accent. But . . . 
why the dogs? 

			Because after this party I have to write the obituary, I say. And I can’t write it in the hotel room with my parents, which means I need to stay in the apartment tonight. And if I’m gonna to stay in the apartment again, Mariana, it needs to be very, very different than it was before this happened. And your dogs make it different. And they make me happy. 

			Consider it done, she says. 

			* * *

			Call me vain, but I’m not delivering Alberto’s eulogy with half-inch roots. 

			En route to my salon on 23rd Street, I stop in front of El Quijote Spanish restaurant. 

			We came here on the first night of our second date.

			The ten-day second date.

			He’d picked me up from JFK and hours later in his apartment, we’d realized how famished we were. I’d thrown on his dress shirt with a jean skirt and we strolled 23rd on a warm May night.

			We ended up at this Spanish place, the only restaurant open at 11pm that wasn’t a diner.  

			Other than a few weeks in Spain, my experience with Spanish restaurants was confined to Mexican food in California. So with the exception of camarones and sangria, the menu at Quijote was way over my blonde head.

			I order the only two things I recognize but somewhere between his ham croquetas and chorizo, Alberto notices that I’m just moving my Shrimp That Have Heads and Eyes around on the plate.

			Is it not good? he asks.

			It’s fine, I lie.

			Well, life’s too short to eat things you don’t like, he says, signaling for the waiter to bring him the menu again.

			He orders me codfish croquetas, a green salad, and another sangria.

			That night, I caught an endearing glimpse of Alberto’s character: he didn’t believe that If-You-Order-It-You-Have-to-Eat-It and his sense of my palate was actually better than my own.

			Today, my palate is all tearwater tea and nicotine, and I’m so lost in my head that I don’t even recognize the salon owner on the street. He leads me inside, hands me a bouquet and a card signed by the stylists. 

			I stare at the card for what feels like hours, unable to process all the handwriting styles in different color inks telling me how many kinds of sorry they are. I stare at the card until Nikki arrives at the salon to escort me down the street to Revolución. When the elevator opens to the third floor, Alberto’s agency is crowded and the Cuban music is appropriately loud. But when I realize how many pairs of eyes are on me, I start looking for a safe place. 

			A group of friends from my former PR agency are in the darkened conference room so I head for them, arms out. We group-hug and someone hands me a drink, over which I survey the scene and Alberto’s executive space in the back of the office. 

			I’m gonna need all of you to walk me there, I say, linking arms with the girls. I’m not doing this gauntlet alone. 

			On the way, I am embraced by friends, strangers, people whose weddings we attended. It seems like hours before we reach the area where Alberto and Fico have spent half their waking lives for the last nine years. 

			Maybe it’s everyone raising Havana Club shots or the music that utterly personifies him, but his empty chair does not affect me like I expected.

			His spirit is still here, I say to no one in particular, and make my way to his station. 

			I look at the framed pictures of us with my love notes tucked in the corners. I sit on his desk and reread them. 

			Revolución’s PR girl, Kerri, makes her way to me and we share a long hug. We talk about the music and she mentions that she queued it up for tonight. 

			I ask if she’ll create a four-hour playlist for the after-thing at Gusto on Saturday?

			Me? Really? Why? she asks.

			Because you guys have the exact same taste in music, I say. So include lots of Elvis, Sammy, Sinatra, Cher, and Donna Summer. Throw in some show tunes and “Car Wash,” “Tie a Yellow Ribbon,” and “Sleigh Ride.” Don’t forget AC/DC. 

			Wait, let me write all this down, she says. 

			While she’s finding a pen, Nicolas, an Argentine who shares the same birthday as Alberto, starts shouting in Spanish and writes the words ¡te extrañamos! (we miss you!) with a thick Sharpie across Alberto’s huge Mac screen. 

			Fico’s face goes pale as everyone else cheers and rum is poured all around. 

			Glasses are raised toward his empty chair. 

			His absence is officially tangible.

			I say my good-byes and exit stage left with Mariana and the spaniels. 

			At the apartment, we turn up Alberto’s music and an hour in, I realize why it’s going so decently: Mariana is a former editor at Travel + Leisure. She cleans up my sentences the moment they appear on screen. She fact-checks and style-checks and grammar-checks with the speed of someone accustomed to deadlines. We finish around dawn, email it to the New York Times, and curl up with the dogs. 

			I’m just tipsy and exhausted enough to not think about what happened in this bed seventy-two hours ago.

			* * *

			I’ve been dreading this moment for three days but I can’t delay it, can’t delegate it.

			I have to select Alberto’s suit. 

			For his viewing. 

			Last outfit he’ll ever wear. 

			No pressure.

			In the past year, I can only recall him wearing four of the two-dozen suits in his closet. How do I know which suit will fit him? What if I pick one that doesn’t fit and they can’t get him into it? And should it be a winter or a spring suit? Why didn’t I pay more attention when he packed for that business trip to Chicago last month?

			Enter my father.

			Dad to the rescue. 

			He takes my hands, calmly asks for a fabric measuring tape and the last pair of jeans Alberto wore. I find the measuring tape in my sewing box and hand him the jeans, belt still attached. From there, he determines which pants will fit: the black Hugo Boss pinstripe. Its matching jacket is not on the hanger or anywhere in the closet, and I’m trying not to panic as I sort through the dry cleaning that came back Saturday. 

			Jacket’s not here, I announce. Must be at the office. 

			I call Henry, one of Alberto’s creative directors, and ask if he’s seen the jacket?

			I haven’t, he says. But it’s probably in the lobby closet.

			Can I have the receptionist’s cell number? Maybe she’s seen the jacket? 

			Henry steers me away from the panic button: I’ll go to the office early, Tré, and search for the jacket. When I find it, I’ll phone your dad so he can pick it up en route to the funeral home.  

			The rest comes together in the form of a white dress shirt that was among the dry cleaning and a favorite red-and-white tie. My dad speaks “men” and reminds me that Alberto preferred a full Windsor, not a half. 

			While he knots the tie, I choose black Calvin Klein boxer briefs, Paul Smith striped socks, and black Ferragamo loafers. Alberto’s red suitcase is produced and Dad folds each item with the skill of a corporate business traveler. I add the new wedding ring, Alberto’s electric clippers (hair grows after death, haven’t I read that somewhere?), and his Helmut Lang Cuiron cologne.

			When Dad zips the suitcase closed, I feel the kind of relief otherwise reserved for biopsy results coming back negative or waking from a night terror.

			My relief lasts fourteen seconds.

			Until it registers that during my wardrobe vortex, the night shift—Mariana and the spaniels—has arrived. And Mariana’s presence means my parents will go back to their hotel and I will stay here because I have to write the text for the funeral program tonight.

			The program needs to capture the essential brand of Alberto. And since all the examples I’ve found online are either bad poetry or shopworn Psalms, I’m gonna have to build it from scratch. 

			* * *

			Building it takes all night and more than a few glasses of wine. 

			Four sentences short of completion, I crawl into bed with Mariana and the dogs.

			I awaken two hours later to a pair of restless spaniels. 

			Mariana is still sleeping, so I change out of pajamas and leash the dogs for a morning wee. I wander 23rd Street in dark sunglasses, mentally running through today’s to-do list: pick up fifty original copies of the death certificate. Meet the Insurance Guy. Place the obit in the Miami Herald. Email photos and final text for the funeral program to Henry. Decide on hymns for the service. Meet with the Brooklyn pastor recommended by our family minister on the West Coast. Choose six pallbearers and two ushers.

			What a handbag full of sunshine this day’s gonna be.

			Back upstairs with the dogs, I sit down with pen and paper. The ushers will be José and Roberto. The first five names of the pallbearers flow easily: Fico, Ramses, Nicolas, Henry, and Anthony, Barby’s husband. 

			Who should be the sixth? 

			I flash back to my brother’s funeral: I chose his pallbearers too. But a day or two after the service, I’d wondered why didn’t I pall-bear? 

			Because, what, girls don’t pall-bear? 

			I elect myself as Alberto’s sixth and call the other five guys. 

			* * *

			My phone is blowing up. 

			I feel obligated to answer it, but after fourteen calls in two hours asking when and where the service is, I decide to upload the logistics to Twitter and Facebook. Which should limit the queries to people who don’t use social media. 

			The calls ease up.

			At the funeral home picking up death certificates, my parents arrive with the red suitcase—Henry found the suit jacket, Dad assures me—and they escort me uptown to an insurance meeting and back home.

			Between the barking spaniels and the voices of Barby, Hilda, and Mariana, the apartment’s decibel level is overwhelming—especially when I realize the text for the funeral program was due twenty minutes ago.

			I still need to write about seventy-five words, so I email Henry and ask what production’s absolute deadline is? 

			Three o’clock.

			I have ninety minutes to write these sentences. 

			I also have a living room full of people who are not using their inside voices. 

			It seems rude to ask them to keep it down, so I launch Alberto’s music on iTunes. 

			As I sit down at the computer, I see a reminder about today’s meeting with the pastor.

			I call for my father, ask him when Pastor Weinbaum’s coming over?

			4:30.

			I can do this. Right, Dad? I can finish the text by three o’clock and meet the pastor at 4:30? Right?

			You can do this, he says. 

			I point my cursor at a missing line in the first paragraph.

			I stop and start. 

			I stare and start. 

			I stop. 

			I’m distracted and annoyed by the living-room laughter, so I huff into the bedroom for earplugs and return to the desk. Dad follows me and cracks the window to smoke a cigarette. These days, he resembles William Shatner, which just reminds me of “Boston Legal” and how Alberto would say Denny Crane! when he did something particularly brilliant. 

			I stare at the computer screen, crying softly and shaking my head. Dad sets down his cigarette to massage my shoulders. I start typing and actually finish a sentence that I don’t hate. And another one. 

			He takes his hands off my shoulders, returns to his smoke. 

			Wait, Dad! Come back! That’s the most I’ve written since I sat down! I need you here. Hands on shoulders, please? 

			He laughs deeply, in a pitch that sounds surprised and a little flattered. He returns his hands to my shoulders and I start typing. Together we read what I’ve written aloud, tweaking a word here and there. Together we work out the final sentence and email it to Henry, who calls to say he’ll be right over with the final proof.

			* * *

			When Pastor Weinbaum arrives, people have exited and entered and I’m in the living room with Henry, doing a final edit on the funeral program. 

			The pastor has a shaved head and statement glasses: two things in common with Alberto already. When he sits on our sofa, I notice his striped socks. 

			You are so hired, I smile.

			After walking Henry out, I join my parents and the pastor in the living room and tell him about Alberto: how we met four years ago when I was here on business from L.A. and how he proposed with my father’s blessing on our fourth date. How he and Fico started the ad agency in this apartment nine years ago and built it into a multi-million dollar shop. How he always said he was going to retire at forty. 

			I show him framed pictures of us, of him. 

			I share what I know about his Miami upbringing: how his family and lifelong friends refer to him as “Albert” or “Albertico”; how his mom immigrated from Cuba on the eve of the Revolution before meeting and marrying his dad; how his father was a journalist in Cuba who escaped jail in the early ’60s to found El Patria, America’s biggest anti-Castro newspaper; how his dad died in 1993 and the family donated the El Patria papers to the University of Miami archives. 

			I tell the pastor about Alberto’s younger sister Barby, who lives in Jersey and lawyers in New York; about his mom who remarried, retired, and still lives in Miami. I mention Alberto’s first marriage to an older woman whom I don’t know much about; his break with the Catholic Church; and how, on our second date, we talked about our experiences of being born again. 

			I tell him that I have to start the eulogy tonight and just the thought of it staggers me. 

			Alberto will be my third eulogy, I explain, but when I think of how pitch-perfect this one has to be, well, I don’t know how to start. 

			Two hours into the meeting with Pastor Weinbaum, he says he’d like to pray with us and would that be okay?

			My parents and I join hands with a man who thanks God for the privilege of spending an afternoon with the Miller and Rodríguez families. He asks God to fill the apartment with peace. To comfort us, strengthen, and enable us. 

			When he says Amen, he looks at me.

			I’m compelled to tell you something, Tré, and I know it will sound crazy. 

			He pauses for a long moment before drawing in breath. 

			I’d like for you to approach Alberto’s eulogy as a thing to be embraced, not feared.

			Really, I say.

			Surround yourself with your memories of him, Tré. Bring out his pictures and the love letters you exchanged. Read them, relish them, translate them into your tribute of him. Strange as it sounds, he says, try and appreciate this experience: it is a singular moment, one you won’t get to do again.

			By the time I walk Pastor Weinbaum out of our apartment, I’m actually inspired to write the eulogy. Except I can’t start yet: the music for the service must be selected.

			After visiting First Presbyterian Church four days ago, Pastor Edie had given me a hymnbook to take home.

			The organist can play everything in it, she said.

			Can he do anything by Nat King Cole or Frank Sinatra? I’d asked.

			Sorry, nothing secular, she said.

			Can he play these hymns on piano instead of the organ?

			The pastor looked surprised. We have a really good organ—have you heard it?

			I have—and it’s a really nice organ, I nodded, but Alberto loved piano. I bought him lessons for Christmas one year. A piano is what he would’ve wanted.

			She agreed to tell the organist to play piano.

			Leaving the church, I had asked my mom to go through the book and flag all the songs she thought might work. It occurs to me now that I will have to choose the song for when the coffin enters. And when it departs. 

			I cannot imagine there’s a hymn for either of these moments, so when Mom hands me the hymnal tagged with Post-its tonight, I shake my head and look away. 

			She takes my hand.

			I’ve done the work already, she says. All you have to do is choose.

			All I have to do is choose, I repeat.

			I can choose.

			“How Great Thou Art” is the first Post-it.

			It hearkens me back to my California childhood and Sunday sermons at Lake Avenue Congregational in Pasadena.

			Sorry, I say, this song reminds me of Dad. Next.

			Upon hearing his name, Dad peeks into the living room. 

			How’s it going? he asks.

			It’s going, I say, and veto the next few songs based on title or overt sentimentality. 

			I’m looking for something grand, I explain. Something sweeping.  

			Grand and sweeping, my mom repeats. Well, let’s see. She tucks her blonde hair behind her ears and shifts the book back to her lap.

			I get up to find a beer. 

			When I return, she looks eager.

			How about “Crown Him With Many Crowns?” 

			The title certainly works, I say, Alberto was rather fond of the phrase Heavy is the head that wears the crown.

			I start humming the song from memory and she joins in with the words. I imagine it being played on piano, echoing through the church.

			It’s definitely commanding, I say. I can visualize an entire congregation standing as this song starts. It sounds like a coffin-entering-the-church song.

			Sold, I say, one down, one to go.

			Actually, Mom says, two to go: there’s also the hymn that will be played while people are entering and being seated.

			We dive back into the book, and when we get to “O for a Thousand Tongues,” I can’t remember how the song goes. 

			Can you sing it, Mom?

			She launches into the first verse and I close my eyes to concentrate. Just as I’m starting to see that it might work as the people-being-seated song, she stops singing. I open my eyes.

			Why’d you stop? Keep going! Please?

			She picks up the second verse and my dad joins in. I close my eyes, smiling at the sound of my parents harmonizing like off-key angels.

			It’s perfect, I sigh. Thank you. That will be the people-being-seated song.

			Only one more to find, I think. The hardest one.

			My mom has flagged “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” but that song reminds me of her and the next flag, “My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less,” is way too cheery. We’re now three hundred pages deep in the hymnal: what if we get to the end of the book without finding the coffin-departing song?

			I take a few deep breaths and head to the bathroom where I turn on the faucet and talk myself back from the ledge: You can do this. It’s one song. As soon as you pick it, you can tell the night shift to come over, put your parents in a cab, and start the eulogy. So just effing do it.

			I return to the living room, where another half-dozen hymns are considered and dismissed. When we land on “To God Be the Glory,” I don’t recognize it.

			Can you guys sing this one?

			I close my eyes, lean into the sofa, and listen.

			The words are not funereal words—let the people rejoice is something you’d sing at a wedding or a baptism—but no choir will be singing these words. The melody is what matters: and it’s not too peppy, not too somber. The tone and pace of the piece shifts between a reverent adagio and a hopeful allegro.

			Can I carry his coffin out of the church as this song plays? Will it capture the spirit of him? Of the moment?

			My parents sing the last verse, and I decide.

			“To God Be the Glory” is officially the coffin-departing song. 

			* * *

			When my friend Jessica exits the elevator, I put my parents into it, kissing them goodnight.

			Thank you, Jess, I say. For coming in from Connecticut. For being up for this.

			Don’t thank me, she says, softly. Just tell me what I can do. 

			Here’s the agenda, I say. We gotta figure out what a girl wears to her husband’s viewing and to his funeral. Because if we don’t decide this tonight, it’ll take me four hours to get dressed tomorrow and Saturday. Also, I say, we need to write at least half the eulogy tonight.

			Let’s make it happen, she says.

			An hour later, outfits are sorted and Jess helps me take everything off the desk except the computer. We load it all into a canvas bag and put it in Alberto’s closet. 

			I pull my “Alberto Box” from a cabinet and spread our mementos out like a map: postcards, letters, wedding vows, florist cards, hotel room keys, ticket stubs. I open my Moleskine with the notes and quotes I’ve been writing all week. I start plotting the journey and don’t stop until 6am. 

			* * *

			I wake to the smell of bacon and sit up in bed. 

			I hear it sizzling in the kitchen. 

			Jess? Are you . . . are you cooking bacon?

			The sizzling stops.

			Sunshine, I’m a vegetarian.

			I know this already. I’m a fishetarian myself. Have been for eighteen years. And yet our apartment is filled with the scent of pork, one of his favorite food groups?

			But, my voice breaks, I smell bacon. 

			I wander into the living room and see that it’s snowing. If Alberto were here, he’d take one look at my California nose pressed against the window like an eight-year-old and say WEATHER! in a teasing voice. 

			I nearly jump when Jess wraps her arms around me.

			Sorry, I say. I’m all nerves right now.

			It’s okay, she says, gently. I don’t want to leave you, but I need to go home and change clothes. Left in such a rush last night, I forgot my overnight bag. 

			Oh, I say. Let me see if Tony Papa can come over. He flew in from L.A. last night.

			I’ll leave in ten, he says. 

			He’s on his way from the Standard, I tell Jess. It’s ten blocks away. Go. I’ll be okay. 

			Should I wait? she asks. 

			No, I’ll be fine. 

			Soon as the door shuts behind her, I’m not fine. 

			I should not be wandering our apartment alone so I take a shower to fill up the time until Tony Papa—whom no one calls by first name only—arrives. 

			When he does, he gives me a long hug and asks how I’m holding up. 

			Longest week of my life, Tony Papa. 

			I can imagine, he says. 

			I explain that I want our wedding video to play while I’m getting ready: would he mind keeping the DVD looping? 

			Show me to the remote, he says. 

			I need to hear Alberto’s voice for the next two hours. Need to hear the toasts and the Frank Sinatra and see us dancing. I need to absorb the most sentimental moment of our marriage so I can prepare for its most unsentimental moment: his viewing. 

			* * *

			My darling, my love: this can’t be you.

			These are your eyebrows, red glasses, cuticles, but the rest of it?

			Not the you I knew.

			The you I knew is above your casket, in the memorial video. In the footage of us kissing our way into the candlelit wedding reception with twenty of our closest friends and family, flashbulbs illuminating us. I want to melt into the video but instead, I’m stuck in this godawful movie—at the part where the wife kneels beside her husband’s coffin—with no idea what to do next.

			No one stops me from touching his shaved head, his face, his hands: I don’t know how to be near him and not touch him. His skin may be cold and the wrong color, but I still want to climb inside and spoon him.

			I’m holding his hands when I hear his sister’s voice behind me.

			Is she?

			Saying what I think she’s saying?

			That Albert looks like a . . . scary Santa?

			She is.

			And dear God, he does.

			When I embrace Barby and her husband, Anthony, I am laugh-crying. The three of us hold hands and stand over the casket, shifting our gaze between the body of Alberto and the movie of him. As childhood pictures flash on the screen, Barby narrates: That’s Albert on his sixth birthday. That’s him in the front yard of our house in Kendall. There’s Albert crying on the lap of a very scary Santa.

			The inside joke hits us unexpectedly and we laugh until the video fades from upbeat Cuban music into Donna Summer’s “Dim All the Lights.”

			We stand there, swaying to the footage of Alberto and I dancing at our wedding. When a close-up of us kissing fades to a final shot of his name on the place card at our reception, I drop Barby and Anthony’s hands. I sink into a chair and try to find a comfortable position.

			There isn’t one. 

			I want to crawl out of this scene, out of my skin, out of this sweater dress he bought for me. Out of these heels he chose and earrings he brought back from Tel Aviv. 

			How do I have all these things but not him?

			Doris, one of Alberto’s favorite childhood friends, sees me panicking and approaches.

			Wraps me in a hug.

			Thank you for flying up from Miami, I manage. How are . . . the kids?

			She summarizes the family highlights but when we run out of words, we find ourselves looking at Alberto. 

			I find myself—ridiculously—explaining his silence.

			If he could, he would thank you too, I say. 

			I brought something for him, Doris says, placing an ice-cold package in my hands that makes me think of his skin. 

			Fifty frozen croquetas, she says. From Versailles. 

			Alberto’s favorite dish from his favorite Cuban bakery in Little Havana. 

			You can put them in the freezer tonight and tomorrow you can—

			She doesn’t finish the sentence. 

			No need. 

			I understand that she’s asking me to place the package in his casket tomorrow before they close it. 

			The gesture is so thoughtful and the subtext so searing—these croquetas will cook in the crematory oven—that I have to excuse myself.

			* * *

			There’s a break from 5 to 7pm, someone says. We should go to dinner. 

			Dinner? 

			Um, I’ll pass. 

			I see twenty or so people—close friends and family—in the lobby, pulling on jackets. 

			I look at his casket and hesitate. 

			We’re leaving him? Alone? 

			When my mom appears with my coat, I shake my head.

			It doesn’t feel right, I say. To leave him.

			She nods and sits beside me.

			In the silence and thick scent of flowers, one minute feels like an hour. 

			I approach the coffin.

			I don’t want to abandon you, Alberto, I say. But everyone’s waiting to get something to eat.

			At this precise moment, the memorial video cuts to Alberto raising his glass at our wedding dinner. 

			I take it as a sign.

			I kiss his cold cheek and tell him that I’ll be back in two hours. 

			If you could talk, I say, I know you’d say that you’ll be here. 

			That was one of our phrases, I tell Mom as we walk toward the lobby. Whenever one of us was going somewhere without the other: You’ll be there? I’ll be here.

			Yes, she says, I remember you guys saying that. 

			I feel the tears so I put on sunglasses before walking the half-block to Da Silvano, one of his favorite restaurants. 

			When I open the door, the memories assault me.

			I start backing outside—why did we come here? Was this my stupid idea?—but now Ramses and Jeanette have stood up and beckoned to me. 

			People are turning around.

			Making room. 

			I keep my sunglasses on and order a Peroni. Someone orders me a caprese salad that I don’t touch. Around me, everyone is eating, laughing, shouting in Spanish. 

			On the one hand, this is how it should be: Alberto was never one for somber affairs.

			On the other, it’s just wrong. 

			I slip away from the table, lock the restroom door and cry on the cold floor of the candlelit bathroom. 

			Someone knocks and asks if I’m okay.

			I laugh—what a dumb question—before remembering that this is the very same exchange Alberto and I had through our bathroom door on Sunday. 

			I stand up, blow my nose, and tell the voice on the other side that I’m not okay but I’ll be out in a minute. 

			* * *

			When viewing hours are over, I kiss Alberto’s cheek goodnight and Jeanette, who drove in from Virginia, accompanies me back to the apartment. There’s a eulogy to finish and she’s agreed to stay the night. 

			When we open the front door, I’m relieved that the housekeeper left the living-room lamps on and that my family brought Alberto’s pictures and mementos back from the funeral home, along with a bouquet of yellow roses from HBO Latino.

			I head straight into the office but when I switch on the desk light, nothing happens. 

			I try again.

			Nothing. 

			The bulb’s burned out, I shout. 

			When Jeanette doesn’t respond, I return to the living room. 

			She’s white as rice. 

			Tré, I’m sorry, it’s just, I can’t believe it. So many memories in this apartment.

			Take your time, I nod. Do what you need to do. 

			From the liquor cabinet, I bring out the Havana Club and pour two shots into the clear espresso glasses in which I served Alberto his morning cafecito. 

			I set the rums on the bar and return to the office. But when I grab the mouse, the computer screen remains black. I move the mouse again. Still black. The light and the computer aren’t working?

			Shit, I shout. The housekeeper. She must’ve shut something off!

			Did I save the eulogy last night? This morning? 

			Jeanette rushes in as I’m pressing the power—and the panic—button. 

			Nothing. 

			The eulogy. The effing eulogy.

			Jeanette asks what we need to do. 

			Something’s unplugged, I moan. And we’re gonna have to pull this desk armoire and those fucking cabinets out from the wall to reach the power strip.

			Then that’s what we’re going to do, she says, calmly. 

			Together, we move furniture, locate the surge protector, and restart it. When I hear the espresso machine starting up, I climb out of the chaos and switch on the desk lamp. 

			The light blinks on. 

			I press a button and hear the deep, orchestral sound of a Mac powering up.

			Thank you, Jeanette, thank God. 

			We move the unit back and salùd Alberto with rum while the computer loads.

			Which feels like hours. 

			I click the icon titled “One Mourning in the Month of March” and scan it quickly for what I remember writing before going to bed. 

			It’s all here. 

			I exhale and start typing. 

			Jeanette pulls up a chair. 

			* * *

			It’s 3am and I’m spent. 

			Can’t we set the alarm for 6am, I beg Jeanette. And finish it then? 

			I think we can do more, she says. Her Colombian accent is optimistic. Convincing. 

			You’re right, I say, we can do more. 

			More rum. 

			The writing follows.

			* * *

			The 26th of August 2005, was the happiest day of my life. It was the day Alberto and I were married. And I’d like to share it with you today by reading the wedding vows we exchanged on that summer evening. 

			These were my promises:

			My life has been a thirty-year dress rehearsal preparing me for our introduction on a sidewalk in New York. Since that night four months ago, Alberto, you have confirmed and exceeded my expectation of a leading man.

			You are the bravest person I’ve ever met . . . with an extraordinary gift of wisdom. Your laughter is my favorite sound. Your voice: the cream in my coffee. Your presence: the best part in the movie.

			As the woman you have chosen to be your wife, I vow, before God & this audience:

			To remain your biggest fan;

			To never exit stage left;

			To never let the lights go down in anger;

			To relish the role of supporting actress even more than leading lady;

			To respect you in word and in deed;

			To intercede with prayer on your behalf;

			To always deliver my monologues with 100 percent honesty;

			And to always, always make out with you during the elevator scenes.

			Because of you, Mr. Rodríguez, I have arrived at this moment: the happiest moment of my life. The moment when I pledge my love and loyalty to you por vida.

			Is it too soon to say you are my Cuban prince, my New York state of mind, the reason for my rhyme, my partner in time?

			These were his vows:

			One night in the month of May, my life changed forever.

			You were there without seeking. And I’ve since discovered that you were always there. In my dreams. In my hopes.

			My darling Tré, truth is, the thought of you was but a faint illusion because you are, in fact, more “everything” than I ever imagined anyone could be.

			And now I am here, standing before you . . . in awe of the woman you are.

			Thankful to be worthy of your inspiration and love.

			I am a better man today because of you, and I will strive to be better still from this moment forward.

			You are the song in my heart. You are the star that guides my way.

			You are the love I have waited for my whole life.

			Today, surrounded by our most loved, and humbled in the presence of God, I vow to love and honor you above everything else.

			I promise to care for you and to always stand sentinel, forever at your side, no matter what hands we are dealt.

			I pledge to bring out the smile that shines inside you . . . the one that brought me here today.

			I swear this to you now and everyday.

			Never again will it be too soon to say “I love you.”

			And today, I know it’s not too soon to say that you, Tré Miller, will always be my blushing bride.

			And I, Alberto Rafael Rodríguez, will always be your devoted groom.

			And today, on the first day of spring, I am saddened to paraphrase the man who was my Happy Ending, who proposed on our fourth date and became my husband on our eighth.

			One morning in the month of March, all of our lives were changed forever: the inimitable Alberto Rodríguez went to sleep and never woke up.

			And as devastating as it is, let’s try to go beyond the sad facts and remember the handsome man with the red glasses and striped socks and the most spectacular handwriting you’ve ever seen.

			A man whose idea of “roughing it” was staying at the Marriott. His love of five-star hotels runs in the family: Hilda—whom he affectionately called Mumu—raised her son with a taste for eight-hundred-thread-count sheets, room service, and housekeeping. Thanks to the values you instilled in Alberto, Mumu, I’ve had the privilege of experiencing some of the world’s finest hotels.

			And while Alberto loved ordering chicken francese from hotel room service—with rice, never potatoes—he was also a man couldn’t resist a hot dog: sometimes raw, straight from the package but especially from a gas station or street vendor. Friends actually joked that his bike should have had a custom-made hot-dog holder.

			Elegant as he was on his bike and on the dance floor, he was adorably clumsy with his feet on the ground. For example: A few years ago we spent our anniversary at one of the spots listed in his 1000 Places to See Before You Die book: The Wauwinet on Nantucket. At which, we were the youngest couple by about thirty years. 

			The first two mornings we were there, he got up at 6am to have coffee and run around with his Nikon. Both mornings, I awoke to him showing me wounds from his spills earlier on the patio. I figured he’d learned his lesson, until the third morning, on our way to breakfast, we crossed the patio—which, P.S., involved a two-inch step. All I can say is, he was by my side one second and sprawled out the next. Seventy-year-old men with canes were helping me lift him off the sidewalk. Needless to say, I carefully navigated us the remaining twenty steps to breakfast.

			Breakfast.

			Anyone here have a memory involving Alberto and breakfast?

			Eggs Benedict, waffles, side of sausage, side of bacon, side of chorizo, and pass me the salt, please—but not hand to hand. Welcome to breakfast with Alberto.

			He was also a bit of a prankster. From mailing Hanukah cards to Catholic friends to sending me—a fishetarian—a box full of two-foot-long summer sausages from Hickory Farms, the man had a fantastic sense of humor. At his favorite restaurant, Da Silvano, he always ordered the pork shoulder and asked to see it—just so he could enjoy my horror when the carcass came to the table.

			And really, we can’t speak of Alberto and not hear music. From show tunes and standards to military marches and year-round Christmas songs, he surrounded himself with the sound of music. One of my sweetest memories in the T-bird was driving to his sister Barby’s at Christmastime while it was snowing: top down, seat heaters on, “Sleigh Ride” blasting through the speakers.

			I never met anyone who actually eclipsed Alberto . . . until I met Barby. 

			Yes, he called to torment her daily, but he deferred to her, went to her side at the drop of a dime, and sincerely wanted only the very best for his baby sister. When he was in her presence, it was the “Barby Show” and he was glad to be a clapping member of the audience.

			He was so honored three weeks ago to become the godfather to Barby’s six-month-old daughter, Teresa. We know he would’ve been her favorite uncle, and that his legacy will bless his niece even from beyond. Barby: your kitchen will always remind me of the many holidays on which you made rice for ONE: your brother.

			In Barby’s kitchen and ours—and everyone else’s for that matter—Alberto refused to get his hands dirty when he ate. “Dirty” was Alberto-speak for greasy. He did not like to touch warm food so he held his cheeseburgers—extra bacon—with two fingers, pinky up (Thank you very much, Hilda). His pizza was consumed with a fork and knife. In the words of one of his dearest friends, Alberto was a real piece of work.

			At least once, if not ten times a day, I was reminded of how lucky I was to be loved by you, Alberto. It is an indescribable privilege to be the one with whom you chose to spend your last few years.

			You always said you were going to retire at forty.

			And you did.

			I’m already missing the New York Magazine crosswords we solved in red pen over brunch and on road trips. The back besito you gave me every night. The way you say, “Is there newspaper?” “Is there cafecito?” “Is there remote control?” And about the Scrabble, baby . . . I lied—I didn’t let you win all those times: you were totally the better player.

			Like every married couple, a handful of colloquials were constantly in rotation:

			“Goodmorningiloveyou.”

			“It’s what I do.”

			“You’re my favorite.”

			“Ready to Go!”

			In the home that we made together, your signature phrase has always been “I’ll be here.” I’m already aching for the day I hear you say it again, but in the meantime, baby, you’ll be here.

			* * *

			No snowstorms or bacon scents greet me when I wake today: just the distilled sunlight of the first day of spring. 

			Still too chilly to ride bikes, I think, before remembering that bikes are now singular and I have to ride in a stupid limousine today.

			I climb out of bed, careful not to wake Jeanette, and head to the kitchen for espresso and cigarettes, over which I proofread the hard-copy eulogy that I printed at dawn. 

			Some hour and a half later, Jeanette is helping me into my black wrap dress when her husband arrives.

			I think you should read Ramses what you’ve written, she announces.

			I wasn’t planning on rehearsing, but it turns out to be a good 
call: the first time I read it, I cry. A lot. And make a dozen hard-copy 
edits. 

			The second time: less crying, fewer edits. 

			The third time, I find my rhythm and the audience disappears: I direct my words toward our walls of art, our framed photographs, our bedroom. When I finish, Ramses and Jeanette are leaning into each other, nodding. 

			Ramses takes off his statement glasses and wipes his eyes.

			I just wish your husband could’ve heard that speech.

			Did you notice that I quoted you both? I ask. The part about him being a real piece of work? And the hot-dog holder on his bike? 

			Well, we all know he loved his hot dogs, Ramses says.

			Jeanette hugs me before checking my bag for basics like house keys and phone. A separate bag holds the eulogy, croquetas, and several long-stemmed roses for his family and the coffin.

			You’re all set, she confirms, closing my purse. We love you and we’ll see you at the service. 

			* * *

			When our limousine pulls up to the church, Tony Papa is the first person I see. He wraps me in a hug that reminds me of the kind my brother used to give. 

			You can do this, he says. 

			I don’t know how to do this, I whisper. 

			Yes, you do, he says, you’ve done this before. 

			I glance inside the church and hear the people-are-being-seated song. 

			I look back at the hearse, its back door open. 

			I don’t want to see this part, I whisper. And . . . I need to pee. Follow me through the garden? I ask, heading toward the church office. 

			When I emerge afterward, I ask him to sit with me and my parents during the service. 

			Are you sure? he asks. 

			About what? 

			About sitting in the front, he says. I mean, that’s for the immediate family. 

			Tony Papa, I’ve known you twenty-two years. You’re like a brother to me. Please, I need you up there. 

			He shrugs, a smile spreading across his face.

			Go, I say, handing him my jacket and purse, and nodding toward the sanctuary. Sit with us. I gotta meet the pallbearers at the entrance. 

			In the church foyer, Alberto’s coffin is surrounded by black suits worn by five of his favorite guys. I’m embracing them when a man interrupts and tells us to find our positions.

			The first bars of “Crown Him With Many Crowns” begin playing. 

			Holy God, I do not want to do this. 

			Fico and I look at each other, take a deep breath, and begin steering Alberto toward the standing congregation.

			The last time I walked down an aisle with people staring at me like this, I was wearing white and holding flowers. How am I in black, pall-bearing my groom right now? Not even four years later?

			And somehow, we’re here. 

			We’ve carried him front and center. 

			According to Fico, you can’t follow the wife, so he’s giving the first eulogy. He approaches the podium like a man on a mission and thanks everyone for coming. 

			His stories of Alberto’s talents—writer, painter, musician, ad man—and his generosity are spot-on. I find myself absorbing the tribute and occasionally laughing at a well-timed joke. 

			Fico pauses before announcing that he’ll leave us with a few words Alberto loved. 

			When he breaks into an a cappella version of Frank Sinatra’s “My Way,” I flash back to our convertible, watching Alberto belt this song out from the driver’s seat.

			My dad suddenly presses my hand, bringing me back to present tense. 

			Fico has left the podium.

			It’s my turn.

			I take a deep breath, stand, and open the wooden pew gate. 

			Crossing the aisle, I hug Alberto’s mom and sister and give them each a yellow rose. 

			I ascend the marble steps holding a flower, my eulogy, a picture of Alberto, and one of his handkerchiefs.

			When I look out on the church, it’s a full house. 

			As it should be. 

			Out of my throat comes a voice I hardly recognize but words that I do: it’s the calm, well-timed cadence of a wife reading a six-page love letter to her husband. 

			A wife who doesn’t care if anyone else is listening. 

			And doesn’t want it to end.

			When it does, I kiss the yellow rose, place it atop the coffin spray, and return to my seat.

			Alberto is so proud of you, my dad whispers. I’m proud of you.

			Pastor Weinbaum takes the podium and his words are the right ones: it’s meaningful but brief. On cue, the pianist begins playing the coffin-departing song. 

			I rise with the other pallbearers to steer him down the aisle. I concentrate on the piano solo of “To God Be the Glory” and look straight ahead, away from all the eyes. These are my final moments with Alberto and I want to be present for every step.

			I don’t want to reach the foyer. 

			Ever.

			The professional muscle is waiting when we do.

			I kiss my hand and touch Alberto’s coffin, whisper that I love him and can’t wait to see him again. 

			I step back and turn away because I don’t want to see them put him in the hearse. 

			Or think about where they’re taking him. 

			I’m exchanging hugs with Fico and the pallbearers—couldn’t have carried him without you nor would I have wanted to—when I realize I’m blocking the exit.

			Suddenly, I’m being pulled into condolence handshakes and embraces. Which is fine until I look over someone’s shoulder and realize how far the line extends. 

			I step away—thank you so much for coming—and locate my mom, give her a pleading look.

			She rushes to my side and ask what’s wrong.

			I—I don’t think I can—do this, Mom.

			Do what? she asks.

			That, I nod my chin toward the receiving line. It’s not a wedding. Do I really have to stand here? Do this? 

			She looks over my head, into the sanctuary, at the line of people in black. 

			No, she says, firmly. You don’t have to do any of this.

			Thank God.

			I step into the garden for a cigarette.

			When I return, I see the framed black-and-white photo of Alberto on a table, in his tux on our wedding day. It is the only face I am interested in, but people are extending hands, pulling me into hugs. Over someone’s shoulder, I see two of my favorite girls from the office. They’re shifting their weight in black heels, unsure of what to do. I mouth the words stay and please. They nod and smile. 

			More people, more hugs. I’ve given up trying to be incognito. Plus the line is no longer a line: the few dozen people who are still here are either related to me, close friends, or very patient strangers. 

			I notice my mother-in-law standing away from the crowd, and when our eyes meet, she opens her mouth, closes it, and looks at the floor as she approaches. 

			This is what she does when she’s uncomfortable. 

			I look at the person who’s following her: a fifty-ish Latina in a white suit. Could this be—? 

			Hilda introduces me to Alberto’s first wife. 

			I do not say what I’m thinking—bold move to wear white to your ex-husband’s funeral—and instead remind myself that her name means “snow” in Spanish. Maybe she’s taken it literally and her entire wardrobe is white?

			I extend a hug, a traditional kiss on each cheek. 

			I thank her for coming. 

			She thanks me for inviting her. 

			There’s a sufficiently awkward pause before she shakes her long black hair and mumbles something about hot dogs. 

			I’m sorry? I ask. 

			I used to tell him not to eat so many hot dogs, she says, but he was always with the hot dogs. And I can’t believe he was still eating them raw from the package.

			I can’t believe she’s talking smack about hot dogs at his funeral. And I’m about to run out of polite, so I give Hilda a look that says we’re-done-here-don’t-you-think? Hilda takes the cue and thanks the woman for coming, which I echo before Hilda walks her outside. 

			The foyer is empty but for the obliging girls from my office, who I group-hug before explaining what they just witnessed.

			That was the widow meeting the ex-wife. 

			Their eyes widen. 

			How was that, one of them asks. 

			Weird, I say. But over now. And the service is over. And this day, thank God, is almost over. So let’s go to Gusto and have a drink already in honor of Alberto.

			* * *

			Had about eight drinks in honor of Alberto last night. 

			When I wake to our sun-filled apartment, I pull the duvet over my pounding head and shudder into tears—out of relief that it’s over and out of horror that it’s over. 

			I come up for air as my mom enters the room. She’s wearing cleaning gloves and an old T-shirt.

			What are you doing, Mom? 

			Just cleaning the kitchen floor, she says. 

			Is it that dirty? I ask. Wasn’t the housekeeper just . . . wait, what day are we on? 

			It’s Sunday. 

			Sunday, I repeat, as if it’s a new word in a foreign language. 

			Oh my God. SUNDAY. 

			A week ago today. 

			I look at the clock, half-expecting it to read 9:03am. 

			It’s half-past eleven. 

			I cringe into the pillows and pull the duvet up to my chin. 

			I don’t want to go anywhere today, I say. Is that okay? Can I just stay in bed and get well already? 

			I’m finally acknowledging what I wouldn’t last week: I have a serious cold. 

			There was no time last week to be sick. 

			But there is now. 

			And there’s nothing that requires me to get out of this bed, wash my hair, or make awful decisions. 

			Can I bring you some tea, some toast? my mom asks softly.

			I could do a tea, I answer. Thank you. 

			I shiver into the covers, close my eyes, and pull out my memories from last night.

			The iPod playing at Gusto, the prosecco that flowed, the groups of people who invited me to dinners I refused at various restaurants—including Mr. Chow, another Alberto favorite. Our friend Naumann escorting me to Speakeasy, a favorite off-the-grid bar, where the owner, Vito, handed me a beer the minute I walked in. 

			The rest of the night is defined by tears. 

			At home afterward, my dad had handed me an envelope that the CFO of my PR firm gave him at the funeral. Inside was a card signed by my colleagues and a gracious amount of money. It is an unexpectedly kind gesture from an office I can hardly fathom going back to.

			* * *

			Lost my prescription sunglasses the day of the funeral so my mom accompanies me to a shop in the Flatiron for a replacement pair. As we’re ordering them, another customer asks my opinion on the frames she’s considering. I guide her away from round frames—she has an oval face—and toward a few angular pairs. 

			I learn that she’s a rabbi who has an interview this week at a synagogue in Colorado.

			How exciting, I say. Best of luck.

			Since you were so great with the glasses, can you recommend a shoe store nearby? I need a pair of black flats. 

			Nine West is a few blocks south, I say. But I can’t recall the cross street. Let me grab my mom and we’ll take you there.

			I help her choose between three pairs of sensible shoes as we all talk Torah and Jewish mysticism. Even though she asks, we don’t tell her why I’m not at work on a Tuesday or why my mom is in town from California. 

			She keeps prying but I wait until she’s bought her shoes and we’re about to part ways before telling her my husband’s funeral was two days ago. Her eyes and mouth respond with exactly the horror and pity that I wanted to avoid.

			* * *
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			Just found a picture of Alberto and me at a gala last March: he’s wearing the exact suit and tie I chose for his viewing. With a white shirt. Can’t see his feet in the photo but I’m willing to bet black Ferragamos were involved. 

			I email the photo to my Dad, who flew home the day after the funeral.

			Look at Alberto’s outfit, I write, and tell me if this ain’t a stamp of approval and a punch in the gut all in the same breath?

			* * *

			It’s been thirteen days since It Happened, and I should throw away what’s left in the rice cooker: his last spoon-carved batch of rice. Yesterday, before my mom went back to California, she asked me if it might be time to toss the rice? Watching it go moldy might be worse?

			I had walked to the rice cooker, carried it a few feet, and stared at the yellow rice, tears falling on the glass lid.

			Can’t do it, Mom. Not ready. But the mold—you’re right. I don’t want to see it happen. Why can’t it just stay like this forever?

			It.

			Can.

			(If I take a picture of it.)

			Using Alberto’s red Casio, I had staged a photo shoot on our kitchen floor. After uploading the images, I created an iPhoto folder called “How to Throw Things Away.” I don’t know it now, but this split-second decision to photograph an object before discarding it will become a fixture in my grieving process. It will serve as a way to acknowledge the memories—and the man—behind the objects that I need to part with.

			But, Mom asked, what are you going to do with the actual rice?

			I’m waiting until Hilda gets here.

			Hilda is now here.

			Thin, white bacterial webs have appeared on the greasy surface of the rice.

			It’s time.

			* * *

			I have something awkward to bring up, Barby says. I know it’s only been two weeks since the funeral, but there’s something Albert will kill me if I don’t say.

			So I should sit down, I say.

			You should, she says. Given the fact you’re inheriting 50 percent of Albert’s ad agency, it would be prudent if you got a lawyer, Tré.

			A lawyer, I repeat.

			Listen, I’m sure everyone will be noble about this, but Revolución has a lawyer on retainer so you should have one looking out for you too.

			Of course, I say.

			This is what Alberto would do.

			This is what I will do.

			Since I’m co-beneficiary to his estate, I can’t legally represent you—plus my specialty is immigration law—but listen, I am here if you want to bounce anything off me. As a lawyer and as a sister.

			As a sister.

			She’s right.

			We are sisters. Who have each lost brothers.

			I have a sister.

			Thank you, Barb, I say. For bringing up the awkward stuff. It’s exactly what Albert would do.

			When we hang up, I stare at Alberto’s pictures.

			And pray that God will direct me to the right person.

			I’m scrolling through my phone’s address book, looking for friends who are attorneys in New York, when a text from Mariana comes in.

			Just checking on you, angel. Need anything?

			I call Mariana and sum up Barby’s conversation. Mariana reminds me that her mother and late father were partners at a Manhattan law firm.

			Don’t worry, she promises. Agnes will find you a proper attorney, 

			A few hours later, I’m on the phone with a midtown lawyer who lost her own husband a few years ago. We make an appointment for Monday, which is when I’m scheduled to meet the insurance investigator. 

			Meet him at our office, the lawyer says. It’s best to have an attorney present at those sorts of meetings.

			* * *

			Fico’s wife, Nikki, has arranged noon massages for me and Hilda at Soho Sanctuary, a downtown spa. But once we’re settled in the “quiet area,” I quickly realize that spas are not a safe neighborhood for my mind. The Zen music and scent of essential oils is jolting my memory back to couples’ massages at the Shore Club in Miami, the Fairmont in Tremblant, the W Montreal. 

			Unless they come for us in the next sixty seconds, Hilda, I’m not sure I can be here. 

			I was just thinking the same thing, she says. 

			It’s too soon for us to be somewhere like this, I say. 

			It just reminds us of him, she sighs. 

			A woman appears in the doorway. 

			Hilda? I’m Jana. Please follow me. 

			Hilda looks at me. You okay?

			I do my best I’m-okay nod and say I’ll see her afterward. 

			Five minutes into my own massage, the therapist stops.

			Am I hurting you? she asks, handing me a tissue.

			I shake my head and blow my nose.

			The pain is on the inside, I choke out. But my body needs this. So if you don’t mind the sound effects, I could use the therapy.

			I do not mind sound effects, she says. Let your body cry as much it needs.

			* * *

			Our freezer is a minefield. 

			His pork chops, Swedish meatball Lean Cuisines, boneless chicken thighs: proof of intended meals that I can’t bring myself to throw away. I don’t want to cry over frozen meat or individually packaged waffles, but every time I fill the ice tray, I’m confronted by these casual remnants of human intention preserved in plastic and cardboard. 

			The freezer must be avoided.

			I move the liquor into the fridge and decide to order daily cups of ice for Hilda from the downstairs deli. 

			The rest of it can stay frozen in time. 

			* * *

			My CFO calls today regarding my biggest account, an online search engine. 

			We’ve been asked to re-pitch the client on strategy and ROI because the old CEO has been ousted and the new one needs to be sold on us. The office held a brainstorm last week and everyone’s rallying to create the presentation.

			He pauses, waiting for my response. 

			I don’t have one. 

			I don’t understand why he’s telling me all this. I just want him to get on with it so I can go back to Hilda and the couch and the funny childhood stories she’s been telling about Alberto.

			We thought it would be great, he explains, if you could take a look before we present, maybe offer—

			I stop listening and start concentrating on not saying the first thing that comes to mind: that my husband’s funeral was seventeen days ago and I don’t give two shits about a client presentation. 

			The CFO has stopped talking. 

			I’m supposed to say something appropriate. 

			Something professional. 

			I start slowly, filtering each word before giving it voice. 

			I’m sorry, I say, but I’m not sure what I could even bring to the table right now. My head still can’t wrap itself around the fact Alberto isn’t walking through our front door again. I have a meeting with the insurance investigator this afternoon. My mother-in-law is staying with me. I’m not really in the headspace for client strategy. Can we trust the team to do a kick-ass presentation and take it from there? 

			Of course, Tré, of course. You understand, he says in a lower, kinder tone, that I had to ask. 

			His phrasing implies that the request came from above and he’s just doing as he’s told.

			And you understand, I echo, why I’m unable to say yes?

			I do, he answers. 

			* * *

			Hilda accompanies me to the lawyer’s office, where I meet with Ian the Insurance Investigator: a retired NYPD officer who immediately directs a stream of questions toward me. 

			Did Alberto have a gym membership (yes), when was his last check-up (two days before he died, you jerk, do some research), what medications was he taking (have you even read the coroner’s report?), whether he was smoking (on and off). 

			He assures me this will not be a quick process: there are ten years of medical records to subpoena. 

			How delightful, I say.

			What exactly is this asshole looking for? Something that allows him to deny the policy settlement? Proof that Alberto neglected his health? That his doctor is responsible for his death? Or cigarettes are? 

			I stare past Ian the Investigator and out the conference room window, where gray sheets of rain pound the pane. I feel myself disconnecting from this scene, wishing I were somewhere less bleak, somewhere warm and sunny. Maybe I should take Nikki’s family up on their recent invitation to spend Easter in West Palm Beach. 

			The thought of going south carries me through the meeting and into a cab with Hilda, who thinks Florida would be a good change of pace. So this afternoon, I book my flight, inform my lawyer, and email the CFO to extend my leave of absence. His long-winded reply mentions my paid leave running out and can I meet with him and HR before I go to West Palm? 

			I’d rather eat glass than do this meeting, but it doesn’t seem negotiable. 

			I tell him I can do Thursday evening—maybe at the bar near the office?—and he agrees. 

			* * *

			Is that bag on the counter what I think it is? I ask.

			Yes, Fico answers.

			The bag on Fico and Nikki’s counter contains Alberto’s urn, and it’s going home with me and Hilda after tonight’s dinner. 

			Can I see it? 

			The carved teak box is more handsome than I remember, and I turn to my mother-in-law, reading her reaction. 

			It’s perfect, she says in a low voice, not unlike Alberto’s. 

			So you think he would . . . approve? 

			Yes, she nods, vigorously. 

			I turn the box upside down and see the four screws on the bottom. 

			You have a Phillips head, Fico? 

			Uh-uh, you’re not doing that here. 

			No?

			No.

			Okay, no worries. We’ll do it at the apartment. Getting late though, so we should probably—

			Of course, Nikki says. I’ll drive you.

			Are you sure? I say. We can just take a cab—

			Don’t be silly, she says. I’ll just get the keys.

			As we’re pulling on coats, Nikki’s sister, Mary, comes through the front door. Mary is in advertising and lives on the same Connecticut property as her brother Greg, where Alberto and I spent countless summer weekends.

			Alberto adored Mary, so when she offers to drive us home, it seems apropos. And when I climb inside her car, it occurs that he would appreciate being delivered to our apartment in a Porsche Cayenne. 

			I say this aloud. 

			Everyone laughs.

			When we get home, a movie with Hilary Swank is playing on mute. I offer everyone drinks—some refused, some accepted—and turn on Alberto’s music. Into the living room I bring a Phillips head and a box of Kleenex. As I’m removing the final screw in the urn base, I look at Hilda.

			I’m sorry—do you mind that I’m doing this? I just need . . . proof? Need to see there’s not a bag of sawdust or stones in this box.

			You need proof. I understand that. Do what you need to do, Tré.

			I do what I need to do.

			When I lift the clear bag out of the box, it requires more upper-body strength than I want to admit. 

			I set it on the floor in front of me.

			So this is you, I say.

			I do not say that I thought the grain would be finer, that I wasn’t expecting to see actual bone shards mixed with the gray dust. 

			I start crying and the room starts crying with me.

			But I am outside the moment. It’s as if someone else is saying my words, shedding my tears, holding the love of her life in a plastic bag with an industrial twist-tie.

			But now I’m the girl putting the bag back in its box, walking people to the door, and wanting to know if the movie that’s been playing in the background is the same one I’ve been avoiding. I find the remote and press buttons.

			Confirmed.

			What movie is it? Hilda says, finding her glasses.

			I find the couch.

			It’s called “P.S. I Love You,” I sigh. It’s about a widow who receives posthumous letters from her husband. So, naturally, this would be playing in the apartment. The night we bring him home.

			Did we leave the TV on, she asks.

			Yeah, we left it on all day.

			She shakes her head. Meets my eyes.

			Do you want to watch it, she offers.

			Nope, I say, changing the channel. I live that movie every day.

			* * *

			With a stiff drink and my best face-brightening lipstick, I meet with HR and the CFO.

			Their unblinking gazes confirm my hunch that they were dispatched to observe my condition and report back to the powers that be. 

			I give them a current rundown of my world: lawyers, insurance people, accountants, tracking down doctors to provide Alberto’s medical records, receiving his ashes, and remembering to eat once a day. 

			They grant me an extended leave of absence.

			* * *

			Unable to reverse the loss of him, I try to control any further collateral damage. 

			I constantly spot-check-slash-feel-myself-up in elevators, in cabs, before I leave a restaurant, a bathroom.

			Got his pen with the bite marks? Check. 

			The smartphone he gave you last summer? Check. 

			The glasses he chose for you? Check. 

			I know that one day, I will check a pocket or a purse and something will be lost. But right now, I need that day to be light years away. 

			* * *

			My friend Maggie has flown in from L.A. to bridge the four days between my mother-in-law leaving and me heading to Florida. Maggie is gorgeous, Middle Eastern, and someone who doesn’t flee from crisis. She’s also a CPA and has agreed to begin closing certain accounts and transferring others into my name. I’ve given her postage and passwords and an envelope full of death certificates.

			By nightfall, she’s typed a spreadsheet of where my finances stand. I comprehend very little, but in the coming months, it will be a gesture for which I am deeply grateful.

			How about we get out of the house tonight, she suggests. Music, dancing, a bottle. Like old times.

			I try to imagine dressing for a night out, conversing like a normal person.

			What about going to Sway?

			I try to imagine going to Alberto’s favorite bar without him: the narrow West Village spot where we celebrated birthdays, job promotions, or new-client wins. 

			Could be rough, I answer. There might be a meltdown. Sure you’re up for this?

			Tré, I’m up for everything. It’s about what you’re up for.

			I stand up and open the closet, still unconvinced.

			Wear this, she says, pulling out a grey-and-blue striped dress. With boots and a belt: it’s perfect.

			Well, at least getting dressed will be easy.

			I make a reservation with Linda, Alberto’s contact at Sway, but when we arrive, the bouncer at the velvet rope asks where Alberto is.

			Seriously, I say, you don’t know?

			Know what, he asks.

			That Linda came to his funeral three weeks ago?

			I give him the picture of Alberto we printed for the viewing—which is now in every purse I own—and we share a stunned hug before he leads us inside.

			But the low lighting, the incense, the music: it’s too much familiar in too little time.

			Gonna need a minute, Mags, I choke.

			We have plenty of minutes, she says. Or we can leave if we need to.

			I take a breath and say no: I’m here and that’s half the battle.

			Big lie. At every turn—from leather banquette to basement bathroom to our favorite hostess—I’m chasing shadows of him, of us.

			I cry my way through the first glass of champagne and slip outside. Over a cigarette, I begin drafting a Facebook message to Alberto. I reference some of our Sway memories, explain that Mags and I came back tonight, and how very much this all sucks.

			When I hit send, the tightness in my throat seems to ease, my nose and eyes stop running. The heaviness that followed me here seems less heavy.

			Really?

			All I had to do . . . was write you?

			No one answers.

			And I’m not asking any more questions.

			I clean myself up with Alberto’s handkerchief and make my way inside. As I maneuver through the crowd, my favorite pop anthem of 2008 starts up: M.I.A.’s “Paper Planes.”

			By the time I reach Maggie, I’m dancing.

			And smiling.

			I toss my coat to her, she hands me a glass, and we dance our way through the champagne.

			What happened outside, she asks on our way home. Did you see someone you knew?

			What do you mean?

			When you came back, it was like you were Tré Before It Happened.  

			* * *

			Tomorrow morning I leave for West Palm, where Nikki’s mom resides in winter. Nikki and the rest of the South African clan will arrive later in the week but for the first few days, I’ll be able to sleep quietly in the sun, sit with Nikki’s widowed mom and her caretaker, Margaret, who speaks Spanish and always doted on Alberto in New Hampshire.

			Maggie helps me pack for Florida. Prints my ticket. Arranges a black car for us to JFK. And to be certain that I actually board the right plane, she’s coordinated her L.A. flight for the same day and same airline as me. 

			Maggie makes these arrangements because, apparently, she knows what I am just figuring out: come tomorrow morning, I’ll be a hot mess with a boarding pass. 

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Dumb Sh*% 
People Say

			Can’t yet convert to the past tense: 
it’s still “our apartment.” It’s still “we.” 
Don’t know how to do this life without you. 

			(April 24, 1:18am via Facebook)

			* * *

			In Palm Beach, Margaret shows me to the cabana room: a beautiful, hotel-like suite that’s separate from the rest of the house.

			Considerate, I think, as I unpack a week’s worth of bikinis and cut-offs. These women clearly know how much crying and smoking I’ll be doing here.

			When I place Alberto’s 8x10 photo on the nightstand, I can’t shake the sense that he’s about to walk in, drop his suitcase, and bounce on the bed.

			I stand frozen in the middle of the suite, waiting.

			The room remains silent, so I inform the tropical wallpaper that I’m finding a chaise on the patio. I nod off in the sun and dream of a palpable pair of hands on my shoulders.

			When I reach for them, my fingers grasp at air.

			I open my eyes. 

			I’m alone in the Florida twilight.

			Yet I feel him everywhere.

			Over dinner, I ask Nikki’s mom if Alberto ever stayed here? 

			Alberto? Here? Pasena pauses. I’m afraid not, love.

			* * *

			Woke late this morning and wandered through the sprawling house, calling for Nikki’s mom and Margaret. 

			We’re in here, darling, Pasena answers. 

			I head toward her South African accent and see her lying in bed, washcloth on chest, portable phone in hand. 

			Oh, we’ve had such a fright this morning, she explains. Lo had a heart attack and he’s in hospital!

			Lo is short for “abuelo,” Fico’s father. 

			Is he . . . okay? I ask.

			He’s harassing all the nurses, so apparently, yes.

			Where—when did it happen, I stammer.

			At home in Miami. He wasn’t feeling well last night so he called Nikki and Fico. And of course, given the recent events, they told him to call his doctor. When he started having chest pains, he called 911 and—can you believe it?—he opened the front door for the medics! 

			I start backing out of Pasena’s room.

			Chest pains. 

			911.

			Hospital. 

			This is how heart attacks are supposed to go. 

			I excuse myself on the pretext of coffee, but go straight to my room. 

			Lo is pushing seventy and he survived something that Alberto didn’t? 

			How—?

			I spend the rest of the day in pajamas, drinking something stronger than coffee. 

			* * *

			Under the thunderclouds of West Palm, my concentration is locked in a tug-of war: the book on my lap vs. the image in my head.

			When I try to read a sentence or close my eyes, all I can see is him laying there on March 15th.

			Nearly four years of memories and my brain settles on this one?

			I get up and pace the patio.

			Call Alberto’s voicemail.

			Flinch every time I hear the professional version of his voice.

			Not his real voice.

			And definitely not enough of it.

			I consider checking my own voicemail for any messages left by him, but this will also involve listening to condolence voice-
mails. 

			I stop pacing, set down the phone, and pick up the novel again.

			Try to digest a paragraph.

			My eyes slide off the page and into my head.

			Think of swimming with dolphins together, bike riding on the Hudson, watching baseball—

			The scenes flash for a moment before fading—no, no!—into how I found him that morning.

			I yank off my sunglasses and blink into the sun, searing the country-club landscape onto my retina.

			Make it stop.

			God.

			Make it stop?

			I pound out a text to my mom: Pray for me? I need another image of Alberto in my head. Every time I close my eyes, I see his yellow skin with the veins and purple lips . . . 

			I pick up the book again.

			And wonder if it’s too early to have a beer?

			Or get struck by lightning?

			Or start planning where the hell I’m going for Christmas?

			I wonder how it would be if I didn’t have this awful picture of Alberto in my head?

			It would mean someone else would.

			What if I wasn’t the one who found him?

			What if It Happened a few weeks earlier in Chicago, when he was on a business trip?

			I would not have believed it.

			What if I got the news from the Chicago police?

			Or a hospital?

			Or his business partner?

			I would have hundreds of questions: What did he do on the last night of his life? What did he have for dinner? What was he wearing? What was the last thing he said? Was he awake when It Happened?

			I still feel robbed, but I don’t obsess about those questions. 

			We had dinner, watched movies, fell asleep naked.

			I saw him alive at 6:42am.

			And found him not alive at 8:21am.

			So, finding him?

			It sucks.

			But also?

			It means I’m spared the hundred questions. 

			* * *

			Lo’s heart surgery was successful and he’s recovering in Miami with Fico at his side. Nikki and the three daughters arrived here today, and after putting them to bed, she joins me on the patio with a glass of wine. 

			Over a shared cigarette, Nikki assures me I’m not nuts for sensing Alberto’s presence. 

			He’s stayed here, she says, at least once if not twice.

			But your mom—

			Well, she’s in her late seventies, so I’m not surprised she can’t place him here. And—well, you know my dad died in the living room, right? 

			It happened here?

			Right in front of us. I thought he was laughing, but he started gargling and his chair tipped backward.

			I didn’t—

			So yeah, she says. Alberto stayed here. And he quite possibly slept in the cabana. 

			* * *

			I’m so sorry, Miss, says Edna from T-Mobile, but after thirty days, all unsaved messages are cleared from the system.

			Today is thirty days since his death. 

			According to Edna, if I’d have called yesterday, she could’ve accessed my voicemails from March. 

			But now?

			I’ll never know if there was a voicemail from him. 

			I’ll never know if there wasn’t. 

			I’m sorry to bring it up, she says, but have you thought about disconnecting his cell phone?

			I bite down on my fist to keep from crying.

			Can’t imagine never dialing his number again, I say. But, God, his voicemail greeting is so . . . unfulfilling.

			I hear my own words and laugh awkwardly. 

			I guess that should answer the question, right, Edna?

			Well, ma’am, it does sound like an unnecessary expense, especially if his voicemail isn’t, um, helpful for you during this time. 

			Just give me a moment, Edna.

			Alberto was practical. 

			He would tell me to disconnect the phone. 

			I ask Edna to hang on while I call him one last time.

			I concentrate on his voice, and when it ends, I open my eyes to a lightning storm dancing on the horizon. I watch the storm until I find my breath. And my voice.

			Okay, Edna, I say. I’m ready. 

			* * *

			From JFK last night, I directed the driver to the East Village to pick up a girlfriend who’d agreed to stay the night with me.

			This girlfriend lost a college roommate to suicide.

			I assumed she’d know what to say, what not to do.

			But instead of distracting me, or asking about Florida, she pressed me for details of March 15th. 

			I had flinched, gone into the kitchen, and delivered the facts in a flat voice while opening a bottle of wine.

			When I returned, her hand was covering her mouth and she was staring toward the bedroom.

			I set down her wine and began shutting windows and cleaning the thick layer of construction dust that had settled on everything—including Alberto’s urn—while I was away. She did not offer to help. Or turn the topic toward something safe. As she flipped wordlessly through a magazine on the coffee table, I realized I want my privacy back.

			This morning, I cancelled the other girlfriends scheduled to sleep over this week and headed to church. After shedding an absurd amount of tears for a sermon about the Beatitudes, I slip out and hail a cab.

			Can I trouble you to turn up the heater? I ask the driver, whose window is down. 

			You are cold? he says in a West African accent. In my country, we have a saying: “Only single women get cold.” You are a single woman, no?

			I look down at my wedding band, touch my engagement ring. 

			I nearly ask what qualifies as single in his country, because I’m pretty sure they have a word for what I am and I’m pretty sure it ain’t single. 

			But why ruin this nice cabbie’s day? 

			I beg your pardon, I say, and close the privacy window between us.

			I call my mother-in-law and ask how her day has been.

			Uneventful, she says. How is yours?

			I tell her I went to church, but I don’t mention the cabbie’s question or that I’ve decided to spend my first night alone in the apartment. 

			* * *

			So I slept on the sofa. 

			With MSNBC and every light on. 

			It still counts, right? 

			* * *

			Tonight I meet up with Melanie, a twenty-something opera singer from Georgia who’s known Alberto for nearly a decade. She was on the West Coast when It Happened and couldn’t make it back to New York for the service. So we’re in a Chelsea restaurant, catching up on the past few months.

			Her wicked sense of humor comes with a Southern-Baptist sensibility and tonight, she’s exactly what I need. I find myself laughing, not crying, into my glass of champagne.

			We order food at the bar, and midway through our meal, a flamboyantly dressed fellow leans into our conversation and introduces himself.

			Hi, I’m Gayson! You girls look fun!

			Girl, that’s because we are, Melanie laughs.

			Gayson is a thirty-ish Chelsea boy from Missouri who’s been everything from a sandwich artist to a communications director at Kiehl’s to a vagabond in Australia. 

			One bottle of champagne leads to another, and around 11pm, the three of us decide to keep the night going. 

			My place is around the corner, I offer. I’ll pick up some champagne and meet you there.

			I hand Melanie my key card and head toward the wine store, which is unfortunately closed. I duck into Gristedes Market before realizing this is the first time I’ve been here since the cake-baking adventure two nights before he died. But meltdowns must be common here: the clerk doesn’t blink at me or my puddle of tears.

			* * *

			Today is one month since the funeral.

			I’ve been drinking for more than twelve hours straight.

			Numbed myself so thoroughly that I haven’t cried since the checkout line last night. 

			Grief is sneaky though: I can feel it waiting for me to sober up or approach the bedroom. 

			If Alberto could see me right now, he wouldn’t be impressed. 

			But if I’d died instead of him, what the eff would he be doing today? 

			Immersing himself in work? 

			Locking our front door and re-reading my text messages? 

			Heading to L.A. to see my parents? 

			Planning the trip to Paris we meant to take for our five-year honeymoon?

			Fucking the pain away?

			All I know for certain is that he’d have a much braver face than I do right now.

			* * *

			No fewer than seven people have sent me Joan Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking.

			I read it a few magical years ago, but this time around, it’s a very different book.

			Today, I read the part where Didion recalls the last birthday present her husband gave her, twenty-five nights before his death.

			I flash back to my last birthday present. When Alberto had nine nights to live.

			Like Didion’s last gift, mine is a present no one else could give me. 

			Unlike Didion’s, my gift is absurdly awesome: it’s a white rabbit vibrator. 

			It will be another month before I’m ready to try it on for size. And like every other gift from him, it will fit perfectly.

			* * *

			In light of the utterly inappropriate things that have been said to me over the past five weeks, I’ve started a list called “Dumb Shit People Say.” As long as the stream of shit keeps coming, I’ll keep routing it here.

			Six hours after he was pronounced: “Let me know when you want to clean out his closet, ’cause I’m happy to help.”

			Seven hours after: “I heard Alberto had an EKG two days ago? I don’t know about you, but I smell a medical malpractice suit . . . I even know a few lawyers who’d be all over that. I’ll give you some numbers.”

			At the viewing: “Was he sick or something?”

			At the funeral: “You make a ravishing widow.”

			Two weeks after the funeral: “At least you know where your husband is . . . and he didn’t leave you with four bastardos.”

			A month after: “But why are you still wearing the ring?”

			A month and a half after: “So you haven’t gotten laid since this happened?”

			Two months after: “I was wondering—given the circumstances and all—did you keep the bed or replace it?”

			Two and a half months after: “Do you ever regret not freezing his sperm?”

			Three months after: “Don’t feel bad if you start forgetting about him in a few years.”

			Four months after: “Oh, you’re a widow now? I’ll hit on you in about two years.”

			Five months after: “We all have to die of something.”

			Five and a half months after: “Don’t you wish you’d had children with him?”

			Six months after: “Do you ever wonder if you’ll find love again?”

			Seven months after: “When do you think you’ll be ready to date again?”

			Eight months after: “You’re lucky it happened in the apartment. Think of the inconvenience if he’d died on an out-of-state business trip . . . or on a plane. They would’ve had to land at the nearest airport: All those people re-routed.”

			Ten months after: “I’d rather be a nigger than a widow.”

			Eleven months after: “Alberto was only forty when he died? See, that’s exactly why I drink so much red wine! He should’ve drunk more red wine.”

			One year later: “You’re a widow? Where’s your ring? I work in the jewelry district. You should come see me when you want to sell it.”

			I have no words for people who say words like these, so I’ll borrow some from my Grandpa Cray: Just look at the shape of their heads and forgive them. 

			* * *

			The. 

			Medicine. 

			Cabinet. 

			It’s slaying me.

			I go in for moisturizer and get assaulted by his Flonase, tubes of Aqua de Palma, Denta-Piks, clipper attachments.

			Even the stupid box of Q-Tips printed in French comes with memories.

			Maybe I could just—move everything?

			Out of sight?

			I head to the kitchen for Ziplocs and bag the medicine cabinet before I lose my gumption. 

			It will be another two years before an email about a homeless program in need of men’s items will prompt me to gather Alberto’s toiletries from beneath the bathroom sink and arrange for a pick-up. 

			* * *

			Today is the Kentucky Derby party at Soho House.

			I’m trying on cocktail dresses and oversized hats when I realize the significance of the date.

			I rush into the office, where a newly arrived Hilda is checking her email.

			Today, I tell her, is four years to the day I met Alberto. At Soho House.

			And you’re going there today, she says, blinking.

			It seems equal parts awful and apropos, I admit.

			I think you should go, she says.

			I decide on a hat, kiss Hilda’s cheek, and hail a cab downstairs.

			* * *

			I’m Alberto, he had said, shaking my hand.

			The man—shaved head, statement glasses, sport jacket, jeans—had charisma from here to Sunday. 

			And it was only Tuesday.

			It would have been just any Tuesday if I hadn’t been in New York on business. 

			If my cousin Brent hadn’t cancelled for a client party I was hosting and sent a proxy. 

			If the proxy hadn’t brought me to Soho House and introduced me to Alberto. 

			Instead, a Tuesday in May 2005 became The Night We Met.

			Alberto and I ordered the same bottle of beer and sat in the billiard room, trading industry stories. He was in advertising and I was in PR so we discussed branding and favorite campaigns and partnerships. He was charming, eloquent, and had a laugh that made me want to hear it again. 

			I had spent the next hour earning his laughter until the proxy, Dave, interrupted to take us to a Brazilian club downtown. On the street, Dave and his boss were trying for a cab as Alberto and I leaned against a shop window, shoulders touching. 

			When Dave beckons, we start toward them, but I halt a few steps away. 

			Or . . . we could just go to your place?

			Alberto raises his arm and whistles.

			Catch you guys later, he shouts and pulls me toward our cab.

			We find each other’s lips and don’t come up for air until we reach his Chelsea building.

			As we’re about to go inside, he asks if I do this often? 

			Seriously? I say, and take a step back. 

			Wait—no! he laughs. I didn’t—

			Too late, asshole, I shrug. Going back to my hotel. 

			He follows me with an apology: Come on! I was kidding! I’m sorry! Just come up? One drink? 

			I ignore him and hold my stance: one foot on the sidewalk, one arm up.

			Seriously, my bad, he says.

			Whatever, I mutter.

			I’m sorry, Tré. I didn’t mean to insult you. 

			Too late, I say.

			(Damn, where are the cabs tonight?)

			I’m an idiot, he pleads. Forgive me?

			He doesn’t look like a dick.

			He actually seems sorry.

			I drop my taxi stance but give him the once-over.

			One drink, mister, I say. And then you’re fired.

			I’ll take it, he says, reaching for my hand.

			His hand takes me through the lobby, into the elevator, and up sixteen floors.

			His apartment is dark but through his southern exposure windows, there’s a sweeping downtown view with a slice of the Hudson River. 

			He turns on a lamp in a custom-built wall cabinet and I observe one of the tidiest, best-appointed bachelor pads I’ve ever seen. 

			A sleek gray, eight-foot sofa, black coffee table, and club chair are surrounded by original paintings and photography on every inch of wall. 

			He removes his jacket and I take a seat, complimenting his neatness, to which he credits the housekeeper who comes twice a week. 

			He produces a chilled bottle of Patron Silver, along with shot glasses made from hand-painted pottery. 

			As I fill the glasses, modern Cuban music floods the apartment and from somewhere in the library-esque wall cabinet, he brings a bag of coke and sets out the necessary accoutrements. 

			I raise my eyebrows, ask if he does this often? 

			He smiles at my jab. 

			Only on special occasions, he says.

			After we’re married, I’ll realize he isn’t lying. Over the next four years, we’ll party like this exactly twice: Halloween 2005 and New Year’s 2006.

			And, I tease, how do you know this is a special occasion? 

			He kneels down on the white mohair rug and kisses me. When he bites my lip, I press myself into him. He reciprocates before pulling back and handing me the straw.

			Ladies first.

			A scholar and a gentleman, I say.

			I lean over and do the line.

			Fuck, it’s strong, I exclaim. 

			He does his line and wordlessly exits the room.

			From another part of the apartment, his voice reaches me.

			With a mouth like that, you ought to be spanked.

			Yeah, well, bend me over, baby, I laugh.

			He returns to the living room, smacking a riding crop on the palm of his hand. 

			I stop laughing.

			Are you prepared to put your money where your mouth is?

			Maybe, I say, leaning into his sofa. 

			He tells me to stand up, turn around, and place my palms on the sofa.

			His words instantly arouse me. None of my long-term boyfriends embraced my spanking fetish, but apparently, this half-stranger already has.

			I assume the position, but as he’s running the crop down my bare legs, I have a sudden flash of a scene from the book American Psycho.

			Can I make a request? I ask.

			Yes.

			Will you keep one hand on my hip at all times? 

			I do not say it’s because I’m not sure his free hand won’t choke me. 

			Or stab me. 

			He agrees, hoists my dress around my waist and my underwear down to my knees. Placing one hand on my hip, he does not wield the crop like an amateur. 

			Oh.

			My.

			The pleasure is exquisite.

			I want to lose myself in the moment, but I don’t completely trust him.

			I focus on a light across the Hudson, trying to keep my wits about me.

			But.

			It’s so good.

			And the crazy rush of cocaine. 

			Oh.

			My.

			Five minutes into a first-class lashing, he stops. Runs his fingers over his handiwork, coaxes my dress down and disappears.

			I do not move my palms from the sofa.

			He reappears with a glass of water, extends it toward me. 

			So this means I’m allowed to move? I ask.

			Yes, he laughs, and I join him on the sofa, as if we just returned from a trip to the drycleaners or the market. 

			We make eye contact, smile, and kiss.

			More shots, more lines, more spankings, and as the sun comes up, we’re sprawled on his furry area rug. 

			I’m wearing nothing but his shirt—initials monogrammed on the cuff—while he shows me portfolios of black-and-white photographs he’s taken of Cuba, Buenos Aires, nude ex-girlfriends. 

			We split an E pill and spill our stories, our messy pasts, our idiosyncrasies. 

			Around 8am, he tells me he’s calling into work, taking the day off.

			Change your flight, he says, stay a few more days with me. 

			I should go—

			He hands me his credit card.

			I obey. 

			After calling the airline, I head to my midtown hotel, where I pack my things, change clothes, and check out.

			When I return to his building on 23rd Street, I tell the doorman I’m here to see Alberto Rodríguez. 

			He smiles and says, But of course, Mrs. Rodríguez.

			I stammer—still high—and say I’m not Mrs. Rodríguez.

			Then maybe I should call security? Because I was told to send Mrs. Rodríguez right up. 

			Well, then. Send me right up? 

			He winks and reminds me that it’s 16D.

			* * *

			Did you sleep, Hilda asks when Alberto’s alarm clock wakes us at 6:15am. 

			Not much, I admit, glaring at the alarm clock. 

			I tried to set it when we were first married but the radio went off instead of the beep, so I just stuck with the alarm on my cell. I hate that he’s not here to adjust it for me, and that I didn’t demand a tutorial when he was. 

			After five blonde minutes, I manage to cancel the daily alarm, which gives me a sense of accomplishment while I pack for a spontaneous trip to L.A. for Mother’s Day.

			Until 12:20pm, when the clock starts screaming from the bedroom. 

			I unplug it from the wall. 

			* * *

			How did I book this flight to L.A. without realizing the significance of the date or the destination? 

			But here I am, at the airport, reliving every detail of May 5, 2005, right down to the morning slant of light.

			It was three days after we met and I had an 8:30am flight back home to L.A. 

			Alberto had made espressos at 6am and accompanied me downstairs. 

			As I got into the car, I wrote him into my memory as the best three-night stand I’d ever had. But when I pulled away from his building, he’d blown a kiss and lingered until my car was out of sight. It was a gesture that made me wonder if that’s all it was? After all, how many three-night stands give you their credit card and ask you to stay a few more days? How many carry your suitcase downstairs at six in the morning and see you off? Text you twice before you reach LaGuardia and twice more before you land at LAX? Send you a flower arrangement the size of a Saturn a day later?

			Alberto knew this wasn’t a three-night stand, and, soon enough, I did too.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
I’m the White Elephant in the Room?

			Flashbacks of breakfast, the upstairs 
guest room, the jacuzzi. 

			Memorial Weekend? Yeah. No shit.

			(May 23, 4:34pm via Twitter)

			* * *

			Out in the California desert, the world has moved on. 

			Gone are my parents’ sensitive tones and patience. My dad is back to irritable and my mom is back to endless narration: Just looking for my brush . . . gonna wear my flat shoes . . . just need to do my mascara. 

			I float through their house with no daily goals other than a book, a beer, and a bikini. 

			Every evening, we lay out appetizers and alcohol: people come over and people leave.

			This will happen all week because high-school friends have asked to “stop by.”

			Over a drink at a local dive, Tony Papa explains why these girls keep coming out of the woodwork. 

			Hate to be the messenger, he says, but it’s because you’re the white elephant in the room. 

			What the hell does that mean? I ask. 

			You’re tangible proof of their worst-case scenario. You’re the thing everyone’s aware of . . . but no one wants to talk about.

			What are you saying? I ask. I’m a one-widow freak show? 

			Tré, my dear, only a handful of these people care. The rest are just curious. They’ve never seen a white elephant before and they want to know what it looks like: Will it eat? Will it cry? Can it converse like the rest of us or only in white elephant-ese?

			So, I sigh. I’m the white elephant. 

			Another round, please, bartender?

			* * *

			Like every night since March 15th, I’m craving the sound of Alberto’s laughter.

			His contagious, guttural laughter.

			And tonight, I’m just drunk enough to let myself think about Amoun: the only other man whose laughter I’ve craved. Last I heard, Amoun is alive and well and still lawyering in Santa Monica. Tonight, I could use some laughter and I’m just sober enough to dial digits I haven’t considered in five years. 

			Three wrong numbers later, I hear his hello.

			Shit! What’s my opening? 

			Hi, it’s Tré? Make me laugh?

			Hello?

			I hear the half-smile in his voice. 

			What the luck do I say to the only other man I was in love with?

			The only other man I wanted to marry?

			The only other man who broke my stupid heart?

			We’d met in June 2002.

			At a dinner party in Old Town Pasadena.

			He was engaging, Egyptian, and well dressed.

			We were the only guests whose significant others weren’t in attendance, so our hostess seated us together.

			Over Verve remixes of Nina Simone and red wine, I learned that his girlfriend was in Vegas for the week and he learned that my paparazzi boyfriend was “sitting” on Nicole Kidman’s house. We had an alma mater in common—Go Bears!—as well as the same Jerky Boys sense of humor. The chemistry was undeniable, as was the understanding we were both in relationships that weren’t entirely unsatisfying.

			We parted with a long hug and without asking for the other’s last name.

			Fast forward to Halloween 2003.

			A party in Hollywood.

			He was dressed as a surgeon and I was a schoolgirl.

			You? Again! he exclaimed, pulling me into a hug. 

			But this time, I’m single! I laughed.

			Me too, he whispered. 

			We flirted, exchanged phone numbers and last names.

			He picked me up two weeks later for a spirited night that began with dinner in Santa Monica but somehow devolved into every L.A. cliché you’ve ever heard: coke vials, hotel parties, valet parking, and C-list celebrities.

			Still.

			He left me surprised and breathless.

			Wanting more.

			Our second date was a weekend road trip to San Francisco.

			Kinky-ish sex in a Union Square hotel. 

			Crepes in the Mission.

			Making out at the Museum of Modern Art.

			Dinner at my favorite Japanese place in Berkeley.

			A nostalgic, hand-held stroll across campus.

			On Sunday night at the Oakland airport, he kissed my hand and drove toward Oregon for a solo quail-hunting trip.

			We reunited in L.A. a few nights later, and between sashimi courses, I reached for his hand.

			Hey, I said. This thing we’re doing? It’s better than anything I’ve experienced. It’s also more intense than I expected. That being said, I’m compelled to repeat what I said in San Francisco.

			Which part, he asked.

			The part where I told you how I feel about kids. I really can’t promise I’ll want to have them in the future, so seriously, Amoun, if it’s gonna be a “thing” with you, this is the moment to speak up.

			Listen, Tré, he said, I’m in love with you. And even though I’ve always pictured myself as a father, if this is what you come with, then it’s what you come with.

			He leaned across the table, kissed me and thus began the giddiest chapter of my twenty-eight-year-old life.

			I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life with anyone . . . until Amoun. Suddenly, all that crap I decided in college? Everything I’d told my parents about avoiding the institution of marriage? 

			Yeah.

			Never mind.

			I’m in love.

			Compared with Amoun, my previous boyfriends were just that: boys. Amoun was a Santa Monica homeowner and an entertainment lawyer who moved in circles of entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, and lobbyists. He introduced me to the music of Jobim and Coltrane, the films of Pedro Almódovar, the world of gourmet chocolate. I was a freelance publicist with too many credit cards, coasting toward my next project with no life plan. But in L.A., if you’re a Berkeley blonde who looks good in a bikini, you can pretty much fake it ’til you make it. 

			Five months after my first date with Amoun—we’d met each other’s families and spent the holidays together in Mexico—he came to my West Hollywood bungalow to pick me up for dinner. 

			I wrapped my mouth and arms around him at the door.

			Good to see you, baby, he said. How was your flight?

			I’d just spent five days in New York on business and my unpacked luggage was still in the living room. 

			Uneventful, I said. But come in—apologies for the mess. Can I get you a drink?

			Actually, yes, he said, following me into the kitchen.

			Drinks in hand, we proceeded to the bedroom, where he settled on my bed and I ducked into my walk-in to finish dressing.

			What do you want to do, he called.

			Maybe that Thai spot off La Brea? I suggested.

			Can we stay in? he asked. How about pizza from that place on Hollywood Boulevard?

			I’m game, I said, closing the closet and picking up the phone.

			Pizza ordered, I curled into bed beside him.

			Amoun responded by shifting away and clearing his throat.

			Tré, he said. We have to talk.

			As compared to what we’re doing now?

			No, I mean, we need to talk.

			Okay, what? I teased. You breakin’ up with me or something?

			He winced.

			Um, I said. This is where you say you’re not breaking up with me.

			He met my gaze with a look I’d never seen before: pleading but steely.

			I recoiled.

			Amoun? What the hell?

			Tré, he said. I’m sorry, but there’s no easy way to say this. It’s just that I’ve realized I want to spend my life with someone who . . . wants kids.

			Kids? 

			You’re . . . kidding?

			I wish I were, he said.

			But I was straight with you from the get-go—you said it wasn’t a thing!

			I’ve had time to think, he said, slowly. And I’ve changed my mind.

			You’ve “changed your mind.” How awesome for you! Do you even know if you can make babies? I mean, what if you’re shooting blanks?

			He exhaled a laugh. 

			I don’t know, he admitted, but—

			But what? We’re breaking up anyway?

			Well. Yeah.

			You’re a lawyer, I said. I know how you roll. And frankly, I find your excuse a little too convenient. The one thing that’s non-negotiable, Amoun? The one fucking thing? Why aren’t you telling me I drink too much or think too much or wear pink too much? Why aren’t you telling me it’s something I can actually change?

			Because it’s none of those things, he said. It’s kids. Simple as that.

			I glared at him.

			I should probably go, he said. 

			Smartest thing you’ve said all night, I muttered.

			Walking him out, I suddenly remembered his birthday present: a dress shirt I’d just bought for him in New York. 

			So much for planning ahead, I fumed, and unzipped my carry-on bag. 

			You don’t deserve this, I said, shoving a blue box at him. But I can’t return it. So happy fucking birthday from Ted Baker.

			He guiltily accepted the box before leaning into my velvet sofa.

			So this is it, he sighed.

			And lucky you, I said. Got a parting gift and everything.

			He reached for my hand, pulled me into his lap, and wrapped his arms around me.

			I could no longer stifle the sobs.

			When he kissed my neck, I automatically reciprocated: I didn’t know how to be around Amoun and not kiss him. I had no experience disliking him.

			This was our first—and apparently our last—fight.

			My doorbell interrupted whatever might have happened next.

			I’m not answering it, I said, wiping my eyes and heading for the bathroom. When I returned, he was standing in the foyer, awkwardly holding a huge pizza box, unsure of what to do next.

			Just take it, I huffed. Break-ups totally ruin my appetite. And while you’re at it—

			I handed him the shirt box and opened my front door.

			Outside, he turned toward me.

			I took in the sight of him self-consciously balancing each box: not wanting to stack them but not daring to set them down.

			As last memories go, this one struck me as just the right amount of ridiculous.

			Tré, he said.

			Thanks for playing, I said cheerfully and slammed the door.

			I locked it and walked away in a daze.

			What now?

			What next?

			I took a bottle of Hangar One vodka from the freezer, crawled into it, and didn’t emerge for a week.

			When I did, it was to exact revenge.

			I googled city law surrounding toilet-paper pranks—Amoun was a lawyer, after all—and learned it’s not illegal if nothing is stolen or vandalized and you don’t trespass on private property.

			I knew Amoun would be spending his birthday weekend in Vegas, so I emailed him and asked if he would place my things in his backyard before he left?

			I’ll come by on Saturday and bring your things, I wrote. It’ll be the least awkward stuff-exchange either of us has ever had.

			When he replied in the affirmative, the most vital part of my plan fell neatly into place: written permission to enter private property.

			Two days later, the wife of his best friend helped me load ninety-six rolls of toilet paper into the car and we headed to Santa Monica.

			When we finished, Amoun’s backyard and his forty-foot avocado tree looked like something Christo had made.

			Still admiring our artistry from his yard, I called my dad to share how I was spending my Saturday afternoon.

			Oh, Therresa, he laughed. You didn’t.

			Oh, but I did. And it was even more cathartic than I expected, I said. Who knew pranking was such good therapy?

			Hey, he said. Does Amoun have a garden hose?

			I don’t know, I said, looking around the patio. Wait, I see one. Why?

			Well, if you can spray the stream high enough, the TP will practically turn to glue overnight.

			I love that you know this, Dad. 

			Also, he added, the mist setting is ideal.

			I climbed onto the roof of Amoun’s detached garage, aimed the mist toward the tree’s highest limbs, and worked my way down.

			When I finished, I signed a note to him—loaded with private jokes—and taped it to his bathroom window.

			The same window that a guy who pees sitting down was most likely to see upon his late-night return from Vegas:

			(Boo-Who?)

			Before you change the channel, enjoy one last paper-view!

			Now stop wiping and CLEAN UP!

			XOXO,

			Your (Least) Favorite Tré Trimmer

			Within twenty-four hours, his best friend’s wife treated me to the glorious details.

			As I expected, Amoun called the police. 

			As I knew, he had no grounds for prosecution: no trespassing, no vandalizing, no theft.

			Nothing but a big, beautiful mess to clean up.

			And this is the history rushing over me when I hear his voice tonight.

			Hello, he repeats again.

			Just called to hear your laugh, I blurt.

			What? he says, with a laugh.

			Holy wow.

			His laugh.

			That thing I thought I needed?

			Not at all what I need.

			Sounds like a hollow, past-tense version of my life.

			Who’s this, he asks.

			Sorry, I say, faking my best English accent.

			Wrong number.

			* * *

			This morning, I’m mortified by my drunk-dial to Amoun.

			What was I thinking?

			That he would pity me? 

			That my recent tragedy would cancel out my immaturity five years ago?

			In the sobering sunlight of my parents’ backyard, I remind myself of the “teachable moment” from that break-up. If Amoun hadn’t ended our relationship over the fact I didn’t want children, I might not have evolved into the girl Alberto wanted to marry.

			A dozen days after Amoun had stood on my porch for the last time, Kill Bill 2 was released. We’d watched the first installment together and on one memorable night, made love in his kitchen to its soundtrack after he showed how to shoot a BB gun.

			With or without him, I was resolved to see the movie. I’d walked to the ArcLight on Sunset seeking affirmation in the form of an angry, sword-wielding Uma Thurman, but the sequel to Tarantino’s revenge film did not end the way I expected.

			Yes, there was revenge. Yes, she killed Bill. But the climax of the film took me somewhere I did not want to go.

			The movie ends in Mexico—at a resort that looked not unlike where Amoun and I spent New Year’s—with Uma’s character reuniting with her young daughter.

			The movie ends as mother and daughter drive into the sunset together.

			The movie ends with me sobbing in a dark theater.

			I had come for female empowerment but I left wrestling with my motives and reasons for not wanting children. 

			Why don’t I want to drive into the sunset with a daughter?

			Is something wrong with my wiring?

			Or did I make this decision myself?

			As I walked home, tears still sliding under my sunglasses, I try to retrace the trajectory.

			Did it start at eighteen years old? When I found myself six weeks pregnant by a man I’d already broken up with? When I made the choice to move out of California and give my unborn daughter up for adoption?

			Was it confirmed the day after I gave birth and was forced by a judge to admit that I was an “unfit mother” in order to legalize the adoption?

			Was it solidified nine months later when the shock of my brother’s death sent my parents into a cloud of mourning that still hasn’t lifted?

			At the corner of La Brea and Fountain, the epiphany comes in the form of a question: did those two events produce a defense mechanism within you?

			At nineteen years old, had I unconsciously decided that if I didn’t have kids, I would never have to lose them?

			Whoa.

			This is no longer about Amoun.

			It’s about me. And my fear of loss.

			When I am steady enough to cross La Brea, I start discarding.

			Discarding my sense of shame for being unable to care for a child at eighteen.

			My belief that I am an unfit mother.

			My worry that I might outlive any future children.  

			By the time I reach my porch, I am no longer crying.

			And no longer carrying eleven years of motherhood fears.

			It would be another year before I was actually grateful to Amoun. A year later, I found myself sitting on the floor of Alberto’s bachelor pad in New York, admitting that my last relationship ended because I didn’t want children. And that the break-up forced me to re-examine my reasoning.

			And what did you conclude? Alberto had asked.

			If God’s plan for my life includes motherhood, then I should be open to it. So I am.

			Good for you, he said. And in case you’re curious, he paused. About where I stand on the subject of kids—

			I leaned forward, holding my breath.

			Do I want them? Maybe.

			Do I want them now? No.

			Do I believe in nannies? Hell yeah.

			I exhaled.

			Once again, I was falling in love.

			Once again, I was having the kid conversation with someone who felt like a soulmate.

			But this time, it involved neither sweeping deal-breakers nor compromises.

			* * *

			Back in New York on the two-month-iversary, I feel like a girl without a safety net.

			Our savings is depleted and I don’t go back to work for another two weeks. 

			I’m broke as a joke.

			The life insurance money—if it’s approved—is still months away from reality. I’m waiting on two checks for IRAs that I recently discovered, but who knows when they’ll arrive? I pace our apartment before remembering the coin-filled vase on the floor of our kitchen. When my father was here in March, he said it looked like about $400. I could use $400, so I begin transferring thirty pounds of change into my college backpack. 

			Dad was close: the jar amounts to $353.21. 

			* * *

			After leaving a girlfriend’s bachelorette party tonight, I head to the roof of her building for a nightcap cigarette. 

			My platforms are off and I quite literally cool my heels in a puddle of rainwater.

			Seventeen stories below, the street is quiet for a Saturday night—a downpour in NYC will do that—and above me, the sky has a faint pink cast. I finish the cigarette, strap on my shoes, and head toward the stairs.

			But why am I rushing home?

			Alberto is not texting to ask what time I’m leaving. 

			He’s not waiting up, not watching DVR-ed episodes of Law & Order. 

			I can stay on this rooftop with my feet in a puddle for as long as I want. 

			I step out of my shoes and have another cigarette. 

			* * *

			If another person tells me to be strong, I’m gonna start kicking ass and taking names. 

			Strong is a mantra for cancer survivors.

			Not freshly widowed women.

			* * *

			It’s two days from Memorial Weekend and I don’t know how to go to Connecticut without him. 

			Literally and figuratively. 

			Take a train? Bring a girlfriend? 

			Surely Nikki’s brother, Greg, doesn’t expect me to bring a case of fabulous wine like Alberto always did? 

			I can’t even find my stupid sunscreen.

			I’ve never spent a Memorial Day in New York City, but maybe I should skip this trip?

			No.

			I have to go.

			In lieu of him, I’ll settle for his traditions. 

			And tradition is Connecticut. 

			So I’ll buy the champagne and fresh prosciutto and make breakfast like he always did. 

			I’ll take Metro North and ask Mariana to join me. 

			I can do this.

			I can pack for one while thinking of two.

			* * *

			In Greg’s kitchen, a recurring conversation is playing in my head. It’s the one about what sort of thank-you gift we should send Greg after hosting us for one holiday or another.

			Get him an All-Clad pan from Williams-Sonoma, Alberto would say.

			But Greg has tons of pans, I would reply.

			None of them are non-stick, he explained.

			Alberto, that’s like getting you a gift that sits in his house.

			A non-stick pan, he said at least three times.

			I didn’t listen.

			I bought Greg upright toilet-paper dispensers and monogrammed ice buckets and stemless wine glasses.

			Yeah. 

			Joke’s on me. 

			This morning, I tried to uphold Alberto’s breakfast-buffet tradition. I started with the sausage but being a fishetarian, I have no idea if they’re any good. So I moved on to dill and Muenster omelets, which stuck to the pan, burned, and refused to fold. 

			I called Greg’s sister, Mary, and asked if she has a non-stick pan I could borrow?

			She didn’t.

			By Christmas of this year, I will have ordered Greg an All-Clad pan. And when I complete the transaction, I will all but see Alberto doing his told-you-so dance.

			* * *

			It’s amateur night at the New York theater where Gayson takes comedy classes, so I’m here to show my support.

			I should tell you, Gayson whispers after we settle into our seats, that everyone in this theater has to get on stage.

			Ha, I say, except me.

			Including you, he giggles.

			But I’m only here to cheer you on, I argue.

			I signed you up, he confesses. They’re gonna call your name any minute. 

			I hate you, I say, downing the remainder of my beer and looking for the exit.

			He reads my body language and informs me that there’s no ins and outs during performances.

			I officially hate you, I growl.

			My stomach is in my throat.

			This is not what I signed up for.

			When the emcee calls my name, along with two others, I shoot Gayson a glare but take the stairs in four-inch heels.

			Under the lights, a brown-haired girl situates herself in a heap on the stage. 

			I stand awkwardly next to a male stranger and stare at the girl.

			It’s so weird, the guy booms, to be in L.A. on Christmas.

			On Ecstasy, I add, feeling suddenly confident.

			The crowd laughs.

			Should we wake Margaret? the guy asks.

			Not unless you have another glow stick, I say.

			We continue playing off each other as the girl on the floor tosses in her sleep, moaning occasionally. 

			Three minutes later, the sketch is over and I’m back in my seat beside Gayson.

			See, he laughs, I knew you’d be great.

			I still hate you, I scoff.

			It will be months before I confess to Gayson that “sketch comedy” had been on my Life To-Do List since college. And that during those three minutes, I felt a little like a glow stick myself. 

			I know, girl, he will say. And you’re welcome.

			* * *

			The HR department from my office called this afternoon, but instead of confirming that I’m all set to return in June, they ask if I’d be willing to take another month off? 

			My grief says yes. 

			My bank account says no.

			Why the sudden change of date? I ask.

			The new account that you’ll be leading doesn’t start until July and we’re concerned that you won’t be, um, busy enough in June. 

			In other words, coming back in June is asking for scrutiny. 

			Damn, I think.

			I’ll make it work, I say.

			We’ll see you on July 7, she says. 

			I pace the apartment before calling Fidelity and selling stock in some companies that Alberto bought when the market crashed last year. 

			He would not approve of this decision, but I don’t hear him suggesting alternatives.

			* * *

			Lately, I live in that liminal space reserved for recent college graduates or mothers experiencing empty nest syndrome: all that is familiar and comfortable is suddenly gone and you’re forced to redefine your identity. 

			Maybe it’s because I’m attending an ingénue fashion show tonight, but I’m conscious of appraising glances from women as I walk down 23rd Street. The fourth time it happens—from a teenage hipster sporting the same sunglasses as me!—I look down and take stock of my outfit. 

			Half of what I’m wearing (skirt, vintage cardi, and purse) is all California, pre-Alberto. 

			The top and shoes were bought last spring and Alberto-approved. 

			The necklace is post-Alberto. 

			My God. 

			Does even my outfit contain the subtext of a widow grappling with both her former single California self and her former married NY self?

			* * *

			Today Alberto’s mother goes to Cuba for three weeks. And in Cuba, her cell phone won’t work and Internet access is something magical that happens once a day, for about an hour. I’ve talked or texted with her every day since March 15th—more often than I talk to my own mother—and even though I’m not the type to have abandonment issues, I feel like a kid whose mom is dumping her with a babysitter.

			I sort through my head and pull up a root: I’m scared of something happening to Hilda in Cuba. 

			Or happening to Barby here. 

			Or happening to me. 

			I flash back to the year (or ten) after I lost my brother, and remember having a strong sense of everyone’s mortality. 

			The silver lining of loss?

			A renewed appreciation for the still-living. 

			* * *

			It’s been bike-riding weather for a week, so I make a visit to the basement, where our bicycles hang side by side from meat hooks.

			I avoid his, unlock mine, and get the hell outside. My tires aren’t as low as I expected but on the first ride of the season, we always added air at the nearby gas station.

			It’s what I do. 

			From there, I take our usual route south on Hudson River bike path. The landmines come up quick: Chelsea Brewery, the pier pilings in the river, the cherry orchard in Tribeca, heart-shaped graffiti near the seaport.

			I turn up my iPod volume and pedal through it.

			The longer I ride, the less I feel like crying.

			* * *

			Had I known the surprise birthday party I was attending tonight was actually a surprise engagement party, can’t say I’d have been as eager to put on heels and head to a downtown restaurant called The Elephant. 

			As soon I saw Alberto’s friend, Roberto, in a suit, pacing the sidewalk like an expectant father, I realized tonight was more than a birthday celebration. 

			When his girlfriend arrived, the restaurant music was replaced with a recording of Roberto’s voice: a statement of love and history and hope almost as beautiful as the handwritten poem Alberto gave me the night he proposed. 

			Almost. 

			Watching Roberto surprise Priscilla with a ring, I can’t help but relive my own engagement and compare notes. 

			Alberto did it right. 

			Gave me a story to tell the grandkids we never had. 

			On our fourth date, I introduced him to my parents in California. He seized his moment after dinner, as soon as he was alone with my dad. 

			When I rejoined them, the conversation stopped. 

			So, I asked, uncomfortably, does everybody still like everybody?

			We do, my dad said. In fact, we were just discussing how much we both . . . love you.

			Really, I said, looking from my dad to Alberto and back.

			Therresa, my father paused for a long moment. Alberto would like to marry you. And he’s asked for my blessing.

			And . . . did you give it?

			Indeed I did, he says. 

			After hugging my father, I wrapped my arms and lips around Alberto. 

			Did he really just say my lines? Alberto whispered once my dad left the room. 

			Yes, I whispered back, but that was just the dress rehearsal. This is the real performance. 

			He took the cue, dropped to one knee, and opened a red box that held a platinum ring with a sparkly diamond. 

			Tré Therresa Claire Miller, will you marry me?

			Yes, my darling. Hell yes!

			* * *

			I think my grief has physically migrated to my shoulders. I’m popping Advil like they’re mints, but eventually the ache creeps through. When it does, I force myself to take deep breaths and consciously relax before returning to whatever I’m doing. Invariably, my shoulders start hunching skyward and the pain jolts through me again.

			Same routine every day for the past two weeks.

			I book a massage for tomorrow and step out of the apartment for another bike ride.

			* * *
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			Three razors in our shower:

			One is mine, one is Alberto’s, one is my brother’s. 

			I’ve kept Phil’s Gillette all these years, and it’s one of the few things of his that I see every day. 

			Two out of three razors. 

			Today Phil would be thirty-three years old. Although I fly back to California for the anniversary of his accident, on his birthday I trust my parents to put a sunflower on his grave for me. 

			They’ve sent a dozen to me this year, and it’s this well-timed bouquet that rallies me away from the razors and toward a downtown massage.

			* * *

			These days, I chart my healing according to what I’m able to face: returning to our favorite fish taco place, taking a bike ride, going to Connecticut, not crying through an entire massage. 

			But grief is infernally humbling. Things like, say, taking out the trash, replacing a track light bulb or the five-gallon bottle of water—his designated chores—still have the power to paralyze me.

			* * *

			Back in February, Alberto reserved a car for Fourth of July so we could spend the week on Lake Winnipesaukee with Nikki’s and Fico’s families. 

			Like Connecticut for Memorial Weekend, I can’t imagine going anywhere but New Hampshire for this holiday. But unlike Connecticut, there’s no simple mode of public transportation to Winnipesaukee.

			There’s no way I’m getting behind the wheel, but maybe someone else would? Who might be willing to drive and be able to deal with my meltdowns? The usual suspects are either New Yorkers who don’t drive or girlfriends who do but live on the West Coast. When I remember that my cousin Vanessa in California is a college student with summers off, I pick up the phone.

			Hey, I say, you like to travel, right? 

			Love it, Vanessa says. 

			And road trips?

			Of course, she says, why?

			Twenty minutes later, she’s agreed to fly to New York in two weeks, after I visit California for my dad’s birthday. 

			I remind her that she’ll need to drive us to New Hampshire and that I will no doubt be a hot mess once we get there.

			I hear hot mess is the new black, she laughs.

			* * *

			Most weekdays, I woke up without Alberto beside me.

			His bio-rhythms would wake him at 5:20am, when he would trot naked into our home office and do whatever important things were rattling around in his brain. 

			Review timesheets. Watch porn. Plan our next vacation. Write emails. 

			I’d wake with my 7:10am alarm and say goodmorningiloveyou! with my eyes still closed. 

			If he didn’t respond, I’d sit up, open my eyes, and say it again. 

			He would lean his voice toward the bedroom and singsong it back to me from the office: Good-MORN-ing-I-LOVE-you.

			Mornings begin now with me fighting the urge to say goodmorningiloveyou to an empty apartment.

			* * *

			At a large dinner party tonight, a friend’s mom is compelled to comment on my “situation.”

			You should get back to your routine, she says. Routine is good.

			Yeah, I say. That’s what people love to tell me.

			What I really want to say is that my “routine” hasn’t been disrupted: it’s been decimated.

			What I actually need is a brand-new routine.

			One that that doesn’t involve reading the Times over cafecito every morning.

			Or going for tapas on rainy Thursdays at Tia Pol.

			Or watching Friday night baseball or Friday Night Lights over pizza.

			Or Saturday morning bike rides.

			Or the crossword at Sunday brunch.

			Or Scrabble.

			Or Frank Sinatra or the Orishas or Mel Tormé or Sammy or show tunes.

			How about, instead of telling me what I should be doing, you people show me what I could be doing?

			Get me a subscription to the New York Daily News.

			Fill my iPod with a thousand songs I’ve never heard.

			Teach me to make Korean food.

			Or do Sudoku.

			Or unicycle.

			Or belly dance.

			Or understand football.

			Or play the ukulele.

			Or some other usefully distracting activity of your choice.

			Oh.

			That’s right.

			You’ve got a husband and family who need attending.

			Yeah.

			Thanks for all the thoughtful advice about my “routine.”

			Also, is there more wine?

			* * *

			Two days before Alberto died, his last IM to me announced that it was Show Tunes Friday at Revolución: he’d started things off with Grease and moved to Fame and closed with Fiddler on the Roof.

			Five Fridays after he died, I decided to pick up where he left off.

			I put on a brave face and hugged my way through his office, determined to play The Sound of Music and West Side Story and Gigi.

			I spent half my visit in the bathroom, trying to pull myself together.

			Since then, I’ve passed by Revolución at least one Friday a month.

			Each time I do, everyone but Henry—who talked me down from the ledge when I couldn’t find Alberto’s jacket for the viewing—seems surprised to see me. 

			Today, it seems like either the music ritual has run its course or I’m too fragile to carry it forward. I don’t know how to respond when Fico turns down the music because he’s getting on a call. Or when Tito—whom I haven’t seen since the funeral—chats me up about a photo shoot he’s doing across from the Flatiron. Tito knew Alberto for a decade, and all he’s got are some choice words about the hot model he’s shooting this weekend?

			I realize Revolución has an office to run.

			But I got a husband to grieve.

			* * *

			It’s two days before Father’s Day and I’m behind the 8-ball.

			I usually have Dad’s gift sorted two weeks in advance, but this year?

			I’ve got no game.

			Even the first Father’s Day after Phil died, I managed to go all out: homemade card, framed photos, brunch after church. I also remember that the whole day felt like a fake pep rally and we ended up at the cemetery before driving home in silence.

			That evening, while I smoked cigarettes out my second-story window, I noticed two unfamiliar, well-dressed guys walking across the lawn. When they disappeared from view, I tossed my smoke and crept into Phil’s dark bedroom. I peered down from his window and saw the men set their bags down in front of our garage. 

			When they started lifting the corners of the garage door, I punched open the window with a fury.

			What da fuck? I growl.

			The voice that comes out of me is foreign.

			It’s a voice that doesn’t know it belongs to a five-foot-four white girl.

			The men look up, frozen.

			I do not blink.

			Yeah, I say, thrusting my chest out like I’d seen Phil do. The fuck.

			They drop the garage door, grab their bags, and take off. 

			So do I.

			I bolt down the stairs, past my parents watching TV.

			Call the cops! I yell, running toward the front door. We almost just got robbed! 

			I’m sprinting at top speed when I see them throw their loot over the perimeter wall and scale it. I hear an engine start but by the time I hop up, I can only get a make and model—early ’90s BMW, 700 series, dark paint—but not the plate number.

			My adrenaline’s still pumping when my dad rushes toward me with the portable phone.

			They’re already gone, I say. You got the cops? 

			He nods.

			Good. I got a description.

			After a few minutes, the officer says he has everything he needs.

			We’ll be in touch if we need you to do an I.D.

			I’m game, I say. I mean, what kind of asshats go thieving in a luxury car?

			The kind that steal luxury cars to go thieving, he answers.

			Touché, I say. 

			I give the phone to my dad, who wraps his arm around me.

			Well, who needs a guard dog when we have you around? he smiles.

			I felt like I was Phil tonight, I confess. Six-feet-tall. Gangster.

			Father’s Day 1995 would be not the last time I channeled my brother.

			Over the next decade, I would do things Phil had done and things he didn’t live long enough to do. I drove too fast on highways, jumped out of planes, took up rock-climbing, ate mushrooms, traipsed around Europe, and continued standing up to men twice my size.

			His death gave me a strong sense of everyone else’s mortality, yet it somehow made me feel invincible. 

			No way would anything happen to me: my parents couldn’t have taken any more loss.

			God must have agreed.

			And added some extra muscle to my security detail.

			* * *

			Oh shit, Melanie-the-Opera-Singer whispers.

			What’s wrong, I ask.

			He’s here. Quick! The stairs!

			Melanie’s stalker ex-boyfriend just showed up at Soho House, so we race to the stairwell and crash the party on the roof: a group of six good-looking guys. 

			A few mojitos later, the six boys have become two—one blond and one brown-haired guy—and we’ve already had the conversation about why I’m wearing a wedding ring and how the two guys are friends from college.

			When the roof closes for the night, the four of us walk to the elevator, discussing where to go next. Melanie wraps her ankle and Southern-molasses voice around the blond guy, asks if we should go to Swaaaay?

			I clear my throat and make a call.

			Making a call for a table at Sway is one thing. Wanting to kiss Brown-Haired Guy at a table where Alberto and I once sat is another.

			And yet.

			I do it.

			As it’s happening, I mark its milestone-ness. 

			Try not to think about who else might be watching.

			Two bottles of Veuve later, the four of us are outside, hailing a cab to the midtown loft of Brown-Haired Guy.

			When a taxi stops, Melanie grabs my hand and tells me there’s been a change of plans: she and the blond guy are going back to her place, oh-kaaaay?

			Not cool, I want to say. But I kiss her cheek, tell her to have fun, and step away.

			Brown-Haired Guy beckons me into his cab, and it should occur to me to go home right now. I don’t live far from here. But since I’m the conductor of my own personal train wreck tonight, this guy does not seem like a bad idea.

			On his landscaped terrace, we forge some small talk—about his absent roommates, his job at a music magazine, our favorite countries to travel in—and I ask if he has roof access?

			He does.

			I tell him that me and my beer are going up.

			He meets me on the roof with blankets, condoms, and bottles of water.

			The view is spectacular—as is the metal grate upon which we undress each other. The night air is warm and breezy and I’m naked on a Westside rooftop at 4am, which, really, should be all I need to lose myself in this moment.

			But it’s not.

			So I tell him that I like it a bit rougher.

			What does that mean?

			Spank-me-bite-me-pull-my-hair. That sort of thing.

			He bites my lip for about three seconds before going back to whatever he was doing before.

			I meet his eyes and ask if he’s ever been up here—to the roof?

			Once.

			What—when your realtor showed it to you?

			Yes, he admits, sheepishly.

			First time having sex in public?

			Yes.

			He asks if we can please go back downstairs: this grate is killing his back.

			His bedroom—with its vaguely Victorian theme—does zero for my libido, but he’s into it.

			So I try to be.

			Try to pretend I’m a Victorian virgin.

			Not a twenty-first-century widow.

			But fantasy isn’t working. 

			Reality isn’t working.

			The moment is no longer a milestone.

			It’s a letdown.

			I just want it to be over.

			And it is.

			Even sooner than I hoped.

			I find my bottle of water and ask if he’ll hate me if I leave?

			Don’t go, he says. Stay over. Wake up with me.

			Waking up with someone doesn’t sound half-bad, so I drain my water and curl into him.

			When I open my eyes a few hours later, the room is no longer in shadows and the man beside me is not snoring.

			Oh. 

			God.

			Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead.

			Brown-Haired Guy is not dead.

			He just doesn’t snore.

			I sink into the pillows and think about where I am, how I got here, why the hell a straight guy would have lace curtains?

			On one hand, I got this milestone over and done with: I didn’t come—but I didn’t cry either. On the other hand, I feel like a slut who needs a shower.

			I find my sundress on the floor and his bathroom down the hall, where I finger-brush my teeth and wash my face. My head is pounding with equal parts hangover and horrification.

			When I emerge, he’s awake, offering coffee.

			I’ll just take a water to go, I say.

			He asks for my number.

			Give me yours, I say, before racing out the front door.

			* * *

			Waking up in someone’s arms was exactly what I was craving. 

			But the awkward sex?

			And the slut walk afterward?

			Gross.

			Think I’ll stick with the last present Alberto gave me for a while. 

			* * *

			A married client asked me to dinner tonight in Tribeca. He’s someone with whom I’ve had business lunches and someone who’s been ten kinds of sympathetic this spring. 

			Tonight, this man grabs my waist when I emerge from the restaurant bathroom and pulls me toward his lips.

			Seriously? I say, recoiling. 

			He shrugs.

			I’m too shocked to slap him. Too shocked to do anything but escape after the second course. Too shocked to feel anything except dread about returning to work in two weeks. 

			* * *

			I call my parents at 6am Pacific time, crying.

			Oh no! What’s wrong? my mom shouts.

			Sorry, sorry, these are—good tears. I got the call from the insurance company this morning: the policy for me and Barby was approved. 

			Thank God, she says.

			Believe me, I am.

			Does this mean you can fly out here this weekend? she asks.

			Yes, I reply.

			It also means I can replace the money I’ve drained from my IRA and savings since March. 

			Pay the lawyers. 

			The accountant. 

			Our taxes.

			The rent. 

			* * *

			I arrive at my parents’ house this afternoon and get a call from my cousin Vanessa, about our upcoming trip to New Hampshire.

			I’ve had a few fainting spells lately, she says.

			Are you okay?

			Hopefully, but my physician just put me on a heart monitor—and yanked my driver’s license until the results are analyzed. 

			Translation?

			She can’t drive for a month.

			I should be extending concern and asking about her condition, but my brain is fixated on the stupid rental car I will now have to drive to New Hampshire for Fourth of July. 

			The panicky feeling starts threading down my throat and esophagus.

			Dad walks outside as I’m hanging up the phone, shaking my head.

			What’s wrong? he says, reaching for me.

			I tell him about Vanessa. 

			The six-hour drive. 

			The installation of the bike rack that will obscure my rear view.

			The eight different parkways through four different states.

			First-world problems, I say, but Dad, you know how much I loathe driving on the East Coast.

			He offers to call Hertz and confirm that the Ford Edge comes with GPS.

			I hand him my phone and head inside for some afternoon alcohol. 

			* * *

			Three nights after he died, one of Alberto’s employees shared her posthumous dream about him: he pranked her on a sidewalk—tugged her hair or tried to trip her—and then danced away, laughing.

			Two weeks later, my mom called me: in her dream, Alberto said it was all an elaborate joke and that we’d done quite a good job with the arrangements.

			I’d laughed, holding in my sobs until I hung up.

			In late spring, two of his friends emailed me the same week: again with the effing prank dreams, again with the sound of his laughter.

			It was no longer funny.

			For the love of everything, I’m his wife: where’s my damn dream?

			Last night—103 nights after his death—I had my first posthumous Alberto dream.

			The EMTs had been able to revive him.

			I embraced him in our living room before we stepped into a futuristic, chrome elevator with three people wearing black. Reminiscent of the opening scenes in “Superman,” the people in black were planning to turn Alberto into a superhero, specifically a Spider Man spin-off. 

			As we shot skyward in the elevator, I talked to Alberto in a reassuring tone—he seemed frightened—but as I spoke, my own stupid voice woke me up. 

			* * *

			Back on the East Coast, Vanessa helps me unpack California and re-pack for New Hampshire. From the basement storage unit, we bring a half-dozen bottles of wine and the still-in-its-box bike rack. 

			I sit on the window seat upstairs and watch an afternoon thunderstorm, my gaze swinging between the dark sky and the teak box with Alberto’s ashes. I want to hug it and tell it which bottles of wine I’m bringing to the lake. 

			It occurs to me that I can bring a bit of him out there with me. To sprinkle in the water.

			I stand up.

			Vanessa? Will you help me do something . . . hard?

			Yes.

			Even if it’s ashes that need to come out of one box, I say, pointing at the urn, and go into a different box?

			Of course, she says.

			I bring out the screwdriver and an empty cufflink box that belonged to Alberto’s late father. After unscrewing the urn, I scoop out four teaspoons. Vanessa keeps track of the screws and holds the Ziploc open.

			I concentrate on nothing except not spilling him.

			* * *

			Fico calls this afternoon to tell me that MetLife denied Alberto’s corporate insurance policy. 

			The same policy that Revolución planned on using to buy out my 50 percent equity in the company. 

			The same policy that would’ve kept my money concerns at bay for years. 

			My mom is a professional appraiser so I’m semi-fluent in the language of insurance. I know that since Fico is the policy benefactor, only he can fight the decision from MetLife. 

			I’m not going to contest it, Tré. Cases like this are rarely won and frankly, the legal fees alone would bury us.

			I call my lawyer to ask what we do now.

			Revolución will have to commission an independent appraisal to determine how much the agency is worth. If you and Fico agree on the appraiser’s valuation, then we’ll review the buy-out documents and create an agreement. If you don’t agree, then we’ll have to commission our own independent appraisal.

			So a year of negotiation and bullshitting, I say.

			That’s a fair estimate, she replies.

			* * *

			My cousin Vanessa hasn’t seen our East Coast cousins in years, so I call Brent, who lives in Queens, and ask if he’s free tonight?

			The Gipsy Kings are performing two blocks away, I say. Can you join us?

			I’m on my way, he says.

			After exchanging hugs, I open beers and apologize for the living room chaos. 

			New Hampshire, I explain. 

			What’s this for? he asks, gesturing at the bike-rack box.

			To install on the rental car, I say. Picking up a Ford Edge tomorrow morning.

			I just bought an Edge, Brent says. 

			No way! Did you drive it here?

			Yeah, it’s on the street.

			Seriously? Will you show me how to install the rack on your car? I’ve read the directions, but I can’t figure out how it mounts on the back window.

			Let’s do it, he says.

			Twenty minutes later, Brent has given us a tutorial and saved a picture of the installed rack on my phone.

			An hour later, we’re at my friend’s club on Eighth Avenue, watching the Gipsies perform “Bamboleo” with a hundred other lucky souls.

			By midnight, the smile on my face has eclipsed the fear in my head. 

			* * *

			Seven hours, two thunderstorms, and only one wrong freeway later, Vanessa and I arrive at the lake house in New Hampshire. I can’t tell whether Nikki’s family is impressed—or horrified—that I did the driving. 

			We haul our suitcases to the same downstairs bedroom that Alberto and I slept in. I unpack our suitcases and fall asleep with his 8x10 portrait on the dresser beside me.

			* * *

			Winnipesaukee is Native American for “Smile from a Great Spirit.” 

			Judging by the weather, the Great Spirit is not amused today. 

			And the forecast for the next four days? 

			Not much better. 

			At the first sign of sunshine, we should spread the ashes, I tell Vanessa.

			* * *
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			After two days of dodging rainstorms and doing puzzles with Nikki’s girls, we pull on bikinis in hopes that the sun will make an appearance. When it finally does, I leap up from the dock.

			I’m going inside for the box, I say. Start the engine on the WaveRunner? 

			We slip into life jackets—house rules—and Vanessa steers us into a nearby cove. She cuts the engine in the clear water and I wonder what I’m supposed to say: A prayer? A tribute? 

			Apparently I’ve said this aloud, because Vanessa assures me that there’s no rush. 

			There’s lots of sun left, she says.

			I look up at the sky, open the bag blindly, and start speaking even more blindly.

			Winnipesaukee was one of your happy places, Alberto, so it only seems right that I bring some of you here. But I don’t know how to do this, baby. I really don’t. So I’m just gonna reach in—

			Not the soft campfire ash I was expecting.

			He feels gritty, like sand.

			And when I extend my arm and release my fist, he looks like an oil slick minus the rainbow. 

			A forty-year-old life and a world of East Coast memories reduced to grains that are dissolving in front of me. 

			Vanessa and I sit back-to-back in the cove until there’s nothing to see but ripples and lily pads.

			* * *

			Woke at 6:30am to keep Alberto’s breakfast tradition alive: kielbasa, bacon, one-egg omelets, and—a new addition, thanks to Vanessa—red potatoes with peppers, feta, and eggs. Put on my brave face at breakfast, but went down to the lake afterward and sobbed. Even at a table of fourteen people, he’s just so missing.
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			* * *

			With three hundred others, I’m sitting in the park in the center of town, waiting for the fireworks show to begin.

			Like previous years, old-timers in straw hats perform Big Band songs in a gazebo. Nikki’s girls dart about in glowy rubber jewelry. The adults sip adult beverages and discuss the unseasonably cool weather until the New Hampshire sky finally explodes with neon sea anemones. This year, the colors are less brilliant than I remember and “Moonlight Serenade” seems to be played in a lower, sadder key.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Ring on the Right Hand

			I’m recalling how to negotiate NYC in four-inch 
Miu Mius: softly and with a big . . . ponytail.

			(July 17, 1:34pm via Twitter)

			* * *

			For the first morning in nearly four months, I’m getting ready for work.

			Vanessa’s presence fills the silence, eases the void, and keeps my tears at bay. She stands at the front door and sees me off, the way I did with Alberto, waving until the elevator doors close.

			When the fashion department rushes me with hugs and smiles, I realize how much I’ve missed them. But when I arrive at my desk—with its postcards and framed pictures of Alberto and me—the hyperventilation starts. 

			Last time I sat here, Alberto was still alive.

			I clear my throat, trying to push the grief away, and notice my office voicemail blinking.

			Messages.

			Something people check after vacations—or bereavement leave.

			This is where I start, and by mid-afternoon, muscle memory kicks in. I email a few favorite journalists—long time, no stalk!—do a few tedious conference calls, and meet the newest hire: a digital strategist named Sharon who’s rocking a fierce pixie cut and a vintage dress.

			But when the receptionist brings me pink, yellow, and green roses in a bark-wrapped vase, I am stunned into silence.

			Who sent you flowers, Tré? someone says, a few desks away.

			Not the person who used to, I say, before my teeth can stop it. 

			Alberto was a man who knew how to send flowers: often and well arranged.

			Orchids or gardenias or Ecuadorian roses would arrive at my office after I’d spent the weekend at his office, editing his agency’s latest presentation. After I’d nursed him back to health following ear surgery—or a silly cold. A few days before our anniversary. The week of my birthday. On the November date of my brother’s accident.

			And always.

			Always when I started a new job.

			Though the flowers are from my parents, they are exactly what my desk was lacking today.

			* * *

			A cocktail convention in the French Quarter ain’t a bad way to spend your first weekend back on the job.

			But as I pack for the trip, I keep flashing back to Alberto sitting on the sofa, watching me get ready for business trips: You’ve been packing for two hours! You’re taking the big suitcase for a weekend trip? You’re bringing those shoes—with that dress?

			Still deciding whether I miss his teasing more than I appreciate my privacy.

			* * *

			During a working dinner in the Quarter tonight, I keep thinking I should duck outside and check in with Alberto. A thirty-second call or text went a long way with him when I entertained clients or journalists. 

			Miss you, my text would say. Sorry my dinner is running so late. See you around eleven!

			His reply?

			I’ll be here . . . at the intersection of Loneliness and Abandonment. 

			Nobody is waiting at any intersection for a check-in text from me tonight, so I try to focus on memories that have nothing to do with Alberto.

			Nine years ago, I spent ten days in New Orleans with my friend Hoffman. He was the jokester buddy of my Malibu boyfriend, and one of the few people I didn’t lose in the divorce. A year after my break-up with his friend, Hoffman was in law school at Tulane and I was at Berkeley. It was the year 2000, when my birthday happened to fall on Fat Tuesday.

			You should fly in, he said. Stay Mardi Gras week. We’ll kill it for your birthday, brah.

			I flew to New Orleans, met the three other girls who were staying the week, and promptly staked my claim to a sitting-room sofa.

			Yeah, didn’t sleep there much.

			Host-With-the-Most Hoffman had actually arranged a personal tour guide for me: a smooth, green-eyed local with a legendary . . . pedigree. When the local wasn’t showing me the nuances of NOLA’s underbelly, Hoffman was introducing me to the flourless chocolate cake at Commander’s Palace, a tree named Grandfather at Audubon Park, and the best patch of neutral ground to watch the Zulu parade.

			So, yeah, killed it for my birthday.

			Over beers in California several years later, he winkingly confessed to sleeping with all three of those girls that week. And his supposedly platonic female roommate.

			I may have called him a man-whore and high-fived him.

			By 2004, he’d settled into a career as an L.A. attorney and would appear at my West Hollywood door on his Friday-night commute. Over Greek food, we’d swap sport-dating adventures or get buzzed and go to MOCA. Jumbo’s Clown Room, read-alongs of Richard Feynman, and Saturday-night benders were usually involved. Hoffman kept an extra suit in his car, which came in handy if Monday morning happened to find him on my living room couch.

			I gave Hoffman his first head shave—it’s not coming back, dude, gotta let go of the dream—and he gave me my first proper shoe shine. I may have scrubbed his vomit from my bathroom walls once and he might have paid my rent one Christmas. We slept in the same room dozens of times but our first kiss was one week before I met Alberto. There would be no second kiss.

			Two years from now, I will receive news that Hoffman died in L.A. at forty-one.

			Heart attack.

			He was found in an armchair, slumped over a book.

			Among a thousand other things, I will wonder if the book was written by Richard Feynman.

			* * *

			Apparently New Orleans has the same insomniac effect now as it did nearly a decade ago: I was up until 7am talking to a man I met last night. We shared a few drinks and the same hotel room, but not so much as a kiss. Did this morning’s walk of fame with my head held high. 

			* * *

			Only a week back in the real world, and the small talk is killing me.

			Why is every manicurist and bartender and industry person compelled to notice my rings and ask how long I’ve been married? Did these same unsolicited questions happen when he was alive?

			What if I take off my wedding band altogether and shift my engagement ring to the right hand? Is that enough of a social signifier? A sign that something’s askew—and it’s best not to press for details?

			Staring at the absurd tan line on my ring finger, I find myself willing it to both fade and never fade.

			* * *

			Today’s mail serves up a few catalogs addressed to Alberto and a letter from my biological grandmother. She and my father, the son she gave up for adoption in 1951, located each other nine years ago and have been in distant touch ever since. 

			Her letter addresses a reoccurring theme—how do she and my father fit into each other’s adult lives?—and I find myself in a familiar but awkward spot. She writes to me because I’m the granddaughter and one generation separates us from guilt or abandonment issues. She writes to me because she knows I do not judge her.

			Cannot judge her.

			Unless I’m willing to judge myself for making the same decision when I was eighteen years old and pregnant.

			It was the last semester of my senior year and six weeks after I’d broken up with Griffin, a half-Filipino fellow I’d dated for three torrid, drug-fueled months. I’d quit the fellow shortly after quitting the drugs, and sobriety had rewarded me with a California high-school diploma, driver’s license—and a positive pregnancy test. 

			After breaking the news no parent wants to hear, I escaped on a previously booked spiritual retreat in the mountains. At six weeks pregnant, there was no baby bump and my morning sickness was likely seen as an eating disorder. 

			Two nights into the retreat, I was attending an indoor meditation session in a large cabin on the mountain.

			Eyes closed, mind cleared, moon full. 

			I was repeating this mantra until a voice startled me. Not one of those still, small voices you hear on the way to the airport, asking if you turned off the flat iron: this is a loud, wake-the-dead kind of voice. And it’s saying things no one but me knows.

			My eyes fly open, looking for the source that’s just outed me.

			The room is silent and oblivious.

			I’m the only idiot with her eyes open.

			I shake it off, take a breath, and close my eyes again.

			The voice—neither male nor female—speaks and once again, I am gaping at a room full of people who are oblivious to me. I start wondering if hallucinations are a side effect of pregnancy and close one eye, then the other.

			I cannot stop the tears when The Voice happens a third time, so I rush outside, away from the words Therresa, you need to give this child up for adoption. I’m halfway up the mountain—I’ll outrun The Voice!—before my throat goes so dry that I have to stop, heave, and throw up.

			Dinner evacuated, I hike blindly up the mountain with bare feet until the full force of what just happened in the meditation room hits me.

			I collapse on rocks and pine needles, sobbing like a girl.

			God?

			Is telling me?

			To give this kid up for adoption?

			As I’m saying these words aloud, it occurs to my eighteen-year-old brain that if God is telling me to do this, then I will not have to do it alone.  

			I came down from the mountain and told my parents I was giving my child up for adoption. Dad was adopted, so no judgment there. My mother responded by suggesting a summer trip to Idaho—where my parents lived while my dad attended University of Idaho at Moscow—to think things through.

			Sure, I said. But my mind’s made up.

			Good for you, she said. Oh, I’m buying your brother a ticket too.

			I can take care of myself, I said.

			I know you can, she replied, but Phil’s going with you.

			I’d heard Griffin was seeing other people and since he hadn’t bothered to show up for any of my doctor’s appointments, I didn’t bother sending him the adoption memo before heading north.

			The eight-week trip to Idaho with Phil was arranged and summer jobs were landed: me as a florist’s assistant and him as an apprentice plumber. We met for lunch most weekdays and at the Moscow mall on weekends. Every Saturday, he’d do his laundry at the farmhouse where I rented an attic room from a college professor’s family. 

			It was in this small town of Moscow that I had lunch with the same pastor whom I would ask, sixteen years later, to perform Alberto’s funeral and who would refer me to Pastor Weinbaum with the striped socks and shaved head. During this lunch, the Idaho pastor gave me letters and photos from couples who wanted to adopt. After corresponding with a few potential adoptive parents, I spent a long weekend in Boise with the front-runners. Jack and Lisa aced my teenage litmus test: thirty-ish homeowners with masters degrees; Christian but not culty; political views that didn’t make me cringe. After forty-eight hours, I was convinced Jack and Lisa were The Parents.

			I decided to stay in Idaho for the remainder of my pregnancy, but my parents weren’t letting Phil skip out on his senior year of high school. In late August of 1993, I accompanied him to a small airport in Washington, from which he would fly to Spokane and then to California. We hugged on the runway and I gave him an envelope containing a four-page letter and one of those cheesy Blue Mountain poems entitled “Why You’re the Best Brother.” 

			So Phil went back to California and I immersed myself in the Pacific Northwest. I joined the professor’s family of four on outings that involved pressing apples into cider at a Washington orchard. Going to a pumpkin patch in the middle of Montana. Attending Christmas concerts of Handel’s “Messiah” and performances of Swan Lake at the University of Idaho. Going to Lamaze class on Tuesday nights and writing anyone in California who would write back.

			Anyone except Griffin, whom I didn’t trust with my whereabouts. His temperament was equal parts lazy and crazy: he’d blow off simple traffic hearings—knowing the penalty was jail time—but he’d also spent months building a lawsuit against his big-box employer . . . and won. Common hassles were beneath him, but big, impossible battles? Those were the sort of quixotic pursuits he went in for. 

			My California friends had laughed at my warning to keep my location a secret—you’ve seen Sleeping with the Enemy too many times—yet I never quite shook the sense Griffin might appear on the farmhouse porch or outside the florist’s shop.

			But my due date came and went with no sign of him—or labor.

			My brother and parents also came and went, flying up to spend Christmas with a very swollen version of me.

			The day after they left, I worked until noon before heading to my weekly doctor appointment and learning that my ob-gyn was going on a New Year’s ski trip.  

			Dr. Chen will take great care of you, he assured me. 

			Dr. Chen? I said. Who the hell is Dr. Chen? You are my doctor and you are delivering this baby. I am not meeting some new guy with my legs in stirrups.

			He sighed, looked at his watch, and agreed to induce me.

			Today.

			Now.

			He proceeded to strip my membranes—with something that looked not unlike a knitting needle—then told me to drink some caffeine to boost the baby’s heart rate, pack a bag, and meet him at the hospital at 2pm.

			I stopped to tell the florist I’d be back next week—having a baby today, people!—and got a soda with lunch before walking the mile home to pack a bag.

			Three hours and seventeen minutes after arriving at the hospital—without so much as a Tylenol despite grand plans for an epidural—Laurie Therese was born.

			A day later, her parents arrived and I held her for the last time before going to the Moscow courthouse and signing away my biological rights before a judge.

			Six weeks—and thirty sessions with a personal trainer later—I was back in California, rediscovering my pre-pregnancy wardrobe and life. While Laurie spent her first year doing newborn things, I returned to my parents’ house, enrolled in junior college, and took a museum job. 

			And that four-page letter I gave Phil on the airplane runway?

			The day he died, I will find it pinned to his wall, behind the cheesy Blue Mountain poem.

			I will re-read it a dozen times while trying to write his eulogy and plan the service.

			It’s what I will read aloud—in lieu of a eulogy—at his funeral.

			In the years to come, I will flinch at its easy clichés and prescriptive tone, but even more, at the inescapable sense of a sister saying good-bye—twice.

			 

			August 30, 1993

			Dear Phillip,

			I can’t believe you’re leaving! These two months have flown by, haven’t they? It’s been so fun being stranded up here together! I think we’ve had more meals together this summer than we’ve had in two years!

			Man, Idaho will not be the same without you to nod at and say “Idaho thing” simultaneously. Who else will shake their head with me at the sight of a dessert pizza (so weird) or people square dancing in the middle of the street? Or when someone offers me kohlrabi (i.e. vegetable that tastes like dirt)? Who else will laugh at a “Clucker’s Club” sign or at someone bumpin’ Vanilla Ice? Who else will ask my not-so-cheerful boss if his sister can please leave for lunch?

			I will miss you, little brother, but have to admit how very proud I am of you. You’ve proved yourself responsible, respectful, and dedicated . . . 
those are serious accomplishments for only eight weeks! Be confident there’s nothing you can’t achieve once you decide to try your best.

			I am so blessed that you decided to resume high school. Since you’ll be done so soon, maybe we can go to college together . . . 
wouldn’t that be killer?

			On a more serious note, we both know our family isn’t what it was when we were younger. But that doesn’t mean it never will be—it just means a little cooperation and a lot of prayer is needed. Please don’t feel helpless if Dad disappoints you or frustrated if Mom gets on your nerves. But please think when you have the urge to yell or slam a door. Are you hurting their feelings or showing them 
how much you love them?

			You can make such a difference on our family. It’s up to you whether that impact is negative or positive. Please don’t take that wrong: I’m saying how vital you are to this family and thus recognizing how much you influence it. Thinking before you speak or act will be hard at home—believe me, I know!—but you’ve grown up so much lately 
that I know you are capable.

			I’ll be praying and rooting for you, Phil, as will many others. And if a situation or decision arises that you feel confused about, don’t hesitate to call me or ask for prayer. I’m proof that it can work miracles!

			Not a day will go by that I won’t think about how much I miss you. 
But I am comforted just knowing that you are pursuing a goal 
of your own . . . and that I’ll see you at Christmas! 
(I’ll be big as a house, no doubt!!)

			I LOVE YOU!!

			Your Sister,

			Therresa

			 

			Griffin was among the several hundred people who heard my letter-as-eulogy. Undaunted by the circle of friends around me, he had approached during the after-thing at my parents’ house.

			Can I have a word, he asked. Outside?

			I nodded and stepped onto the porch.

			In a quiet voice, he told me how sorry he was about Phil. 

			I think I finally understand the whole Idaho thing, he said. And I’ll sign whatever you want me to. I just want to make things right. 

			For the last eleven months, he’d done everything he could to make things wrong. 

			He had—as I feared—made a trip to Idaho after all. He’d shown up in a Boise courthouse the same day the adoption was to be finalized and petitioned for full custody of Laurie. I learned of this development when he called me from a pay phone afterward. 

			I’m gonna get her, he snarled. And you’ll have to pay me child support.

			I laughed out loud.

			Yeah, you and what army? 

			I lost no sleep over Griffin’s posturing.

			Because—let’s review—I’d heard the voice of God on a freaking mountain.

			The Voice said adoption.

			I’d kept my end of the deal.

			God had my back.

			The Idaho lawyer who took my case pro bono put in a hundred more hours than he planned. The adoptive parents did a lot of hand-wringing. Phil had taken matters into his own fists and given Griffin a black eye. 

			And now, out of respect to Phil, Griffin is holding out the white flag.

			I don’t make him wave it twice.

			I march upstairs in my funeral dress and find the form my lawyer had faxed over months ago just in case. I stand over Griffin while he signs it in my parents’ living room. By the time full parental rights are awarded to Jack and Lisa a year later, Griffin will be back in jail: a fix-it-ticket-turned-bench-warrant, no doubt. 

			I will graduate Berkeley a few years later on Mother’s Day and Laurie will move to North Carolina with her three adoptive sisters and all-American parents. According to their most recent letter, she’s the fifteen-year-old star of her cross-country team who loves to entertain and wants to go into criminal justice or culinary arts when she grows up.

			* * *

			It’s the four-month-iversary of Alberto’s death and my first official day “leading” the PR strategy for one of the world’s biggest vodka brands.

			Nine conference calls scheduled this week? 

			Nearly two hundred incoming emails in four hours? 

			Can I even do this? 

			I contemplate quitting all morning. 

			When I return from lunch—a loose word for three cigarettes, one tweet, and half a banana—I’m greeted by the office doorman, who always has a kind word or compliment for me. 

			Today I’m in no mood for banter, so I smile and pass through the lobby quickly. 

			As I wait for the elevator, I hear him say he can’t quite put his finger on it.

			On what, I ask, reflexively.

			What’s different about you. You’re still smiling like the sun, but it’s a—heavy smile.

			The elevator arrives.

			I can’t get in fast enough. 

			He reaches out his arm to stop the closing door and waits for me to say something, explain something. 

			There’s a reason, I say, but if we keep talking like this, Warren, I’m gonna cry. And I cannot be crying on the twelfth floor. 

			I press the DOOR CLOSE button and this time he doesn’t stop it, but as the elevator ascends, I hear the faint refrain of his voice.

			I just can’t put my finger on it.

			Who am I fooling, I think. I can put on lipstick, high heels, and a brave face every day—but for what?

			Even doormen see right through me.

			* * *

			I don’t know how to do this.

			How to have dinner with the man I met in New Orleans, who happens to live in Brooklyn. 

			Feels like I’m cheating. 

			And incapable of graceful conversation.

			The man is asking if I cook, but this question doesn’t come with a simple-dimple answer. 

			Other than warming a can of tomato-and-rice soup or milk for a latté, no, I haven’t made a thing in our kitchen in four months. Every stupid pan reminds me of meals for two: Meyer lemon pasta, swordfish, tacos with “Tré’s mystery meat,” Boston lettuce salads with blue cheese, eggplant parm from Da Silvano’s cookbook. I’ve been to the market exactly twice since Alberto died. 

			So to answer your question: Yes, I used to cook. I don’t anymore.

			Any more awesome questions? 

			Turns out, he has lots of awesome questions.

			I can’t stand any more, so I ask two of my own: Can you drop me off in Chelsea? Or should I just take a cab home?

			I’ll drive you, he says.

			I thank him for dinner—and for being a gentleman.

			We both know we won’t keep in touch: the Alberto-shaped space between us is too massive. 

			* * *

			I’m the white elephant in the room.

			In the sanctuary, specifically. 

			Someday I’ll feel comfortable enough to stay after the sermon with other churchgoers, but at this part in the movie, I haven’t recovered enough of my small-talk skills to have coffee in the basement with Pastor Weinbaum’s congregation. 

			With any congregation, for that matter.

			I duck out the church’s side door, wishing widowhood came with an invisible force field that gently—and wordlessly—repelled others on demand.

			* * *

			I can’t be the only idiot in NYC who’s noticed the sound the subway makes as it takes off?

			How similar it is to the first few notes of “There’s a Place for Us?”  

			Before meeting Alberto, I didn’t know this song—or anything else by Barbra Streisand.

			He’d found this impossible to believe.

			Are you saying you don’t know the People Who Need People song?

			Sorry, I said. When you sing her songs, I’ve got nothing: not the next note, not the next word.

			Shee-ott, he said. You gotta get educated, girl.

			My education began that night, when he launched an iTunes session of Babs 101, and continued through our marriage.

			Hearing the sound of Streisand in the subway today and not being able to text him makes me want to climb out of the metro, out of the moment, out of the memory.

			* * *

			My office has kindly granted me time off for Alberto’s birthday and the days surrounding our wedding anniversary. I want to get out of the City, as far from familiarity as possible, but I need co-pilots. 

			I text Maggie, who accompanied me to Sway a few months ago, and ask if she’s free for my anniversary weekend?

			Hell yes, she replies. Let’s make like a hurricane and blow.

			Since Tony Papa’s birthday is two days before Alberto’s, he suggested we meet up for a long weekend. 

			Just pick a city, he said, and I’ll meet you there.

			I start considering destinations.

			Alberto never got to Vegas—still can’t wrap my head around that—but I’ve been a hundred times and so has Tony. 

			Puerto Vallarta? 

			Too much traveling for a three-day weekend. 

			Puerto Rico? 

			I’ve heard that’s where Alberto met his first wife, so um, no. 

			Grand Canyon? 

			Too hostile in August. 

			Aspen? 

			It’s nothing without snow. 

			I’ve heard North Carolina’s beaches are lovely, but my biological daughter vacations there and should we ever meet, I’d rather not be swimming in a bucket of grief. 

			I give up on the birthday destination for now, and head out to meet Nikki and Fico for Wednesday night dinner at their place. En route, Nikki texts and ask if we can meet at Ditch Plains instead? It’s the Manhattan outpost of a restaurant in Montauk where Alberto and I dined on our first anniversary, but for once, I actually keep this information to myself. 

			After a perfect summer meal of oysters, rosé, and fish tacos, we walk through the West Village. Fico points out his favorite townhouses and Nikki describes interiors of landmarked brownstones they once visited on a historical tour. They share stories about their college romance at Hobart and long-distance courtship when Fico worked for an ad agency in Chicago. We part with leisurely hugs on Hudson, and I resist Fico’s offer to hail a cab for me. 

			I’m gonna walk, I say. It’s a lovely night. 

			I head north and pass a wine store Alberto and I frequented. The brunch place with good omelets. The park on Bleecker where we always seemed to run into friends with kids. 

			Yeah.

			Enough with the memory lane already. 

			I see a cab thirty feet ahead and shout for it. The cabbie doesn’t hear me, but the exiting passenger does. 

			He holds the cab, but disappears before I can properly thank him. 

			Bless you, I shout as I slide into the backseat, thanking God for the benevolence of strangers. 

			* * *

			Certain objects in our kitchen comfort me. 

			The sofrito sauce in the fridge is like a familiar stranger whose name I’m surprised I remember but I’m always glad to see. 

			Alberto’s cursive handwriting on the silver dry-erase board still makes me grin like a schoolgirl.
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			But his row of cereal boxes atop the fridge? 

			Not so much. 

			But why? Because he’ll never finish them? 

			Yes. 

			Actually.

			That’s exactly it.

			So why keep them around? Do I not encounter—at every turn—furniture, art, bathrobes, and razors that remind me of him? And these objects, for the most part, don’t inspire the same anxiety as the cereal? 

			I take a picture of the cereal boxes and carry them to the trash chute. 

			* * *

			Over a bottle of wine at my sister-in-law’s in Jersey, we have our first unfiltered conversation about Alberto since It Happened. 

			So, Barby says, did he ever tell you about the time he got arrested on New Year’s Eve in Miami? 

			Um, no, I laugh. 

			Really? So Albert calls me from jail—

			Wait—how old was he? 

			Well, I was going to college in Tampa and my father was still alive, so Albert would have been—well, he’s three years older—twenty-one or twenty-two?

			Before he moved to New York, I say. Got it.

			So he gets pulled over on his motorcycle—one of those, what do you call ’em—a rice something?

			A rice rocket?

			Exactly. So he’s pulled over because apparently his helmet isn’t regulation. But when the cop runs his license, there’s a warrant for his arrest—

			For what?

			Unpaid parking tickets—which Albert claimed that my father had supposedly paid. So yeah, they take Albert to jail and he called me to get our father to bail him out.

			So you call your father, I interrupt.

			Who basically had no money at that point. And he played dumb about the whole parking-ticket thing. 

			And your mother? 

			Right. My mother.

			What did she say?

			She was in the Dominican Republic or Costa Rica or wherever she went for the holidays that year. No cell phones back then.

			Right. Of course. 

			Which leaves me to pick up money—not enough, mind you, because like I said, my father was broke—and drive around the ghetto looking for the Miami jail. 

			So his little sister bailed him out of jail?

			Tré. It was like $5,000. Doris—no, Doris’s mother—bailed him out. She used her house for collateral.

			No shit?

			Well, you know Doris. She and Albert are like you and—who’s the guy you’ve known since you were twelve? Came to your wedding? Came out for Albert’s funeral?

			Tony Papa.

			Exactly. So Doris and her mother put up collateral and I pick him up. Then, as we’re walking to my car, I ask him where his jacket is? Don’t ask how I knew he had a jacket—must’ve been cold in Miami that day—but he tells me that a drunk in the holding cell took it from him.

			What? 

			The Alberto I knew would never let some inebriated asshole steal his jacket. Or let parking tickets turn into a warrant.

			But this was Alberto before I met him. 

			This was nineteen sloppy years ago.

			Still.

			The stolen jacket.

			It brings me to tears.

			At this moment, I finally understand why my mom still chokes up about my brother being bullied in grammar school: she wishes she could-have-would-have stopped it. 

			But it wasn’t about stopping a bully. 

			It for her—really—was about stopping Phil’s car crash.

			And it for me ain’t about stopping a drunk from taking Alberto’s jacket. 

			It’s about stopping his heart attack.

			* * *
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			I can admit it: I sleep with a stuffed monkey every night. 

			When I make the bed each morning, I set him atop the duvet and position his limbs and head at a playful angle. When I leave the apartment, I wave good-bye. I pack him into my suitcase on trips—even if it means checking oversized luggage. 

			The stuffed monkey was a gift from Barby three mornings after It Happened. 

			She and Hilda had come to the apartment and when we settled in the living room, Barby mentioned the christening of her daughter, Teresa.

			Remember how you and Albert came back to the house after the reception? 

			Yes. 

			Well, Albert got rather attached to Teresa’s stuffed monkey that day. 

			I laugh. 

			He actually threatened to leave with it. But I told him he wasn’t allowed to steal his own goddaughter’s toys. 

			But, Hilda interrupts, Barby went to the same store—Macy’s, I think—and bought the exact same monkey for Albert.

			Really?

			I was gonna send it to Albert’s office, Barby explains, along with a note supposedly written by Teresa: 

			 

			Dear Uncle Albert,

			Get your own damn monkey!

			Love,

			Your Favorite Goddaughter

			 

			That’s adorable, I say.

			Barby shoots me a silencing look. 

			I never should have put it off, she shakes her head. It sat in a shopping bag last week and—

			But where’s the monkey now, I interrupt. 

			She has it here! Hilda shouts, her ice-blue eyes sparkling.

			I perk up as Barby returns from the foyer with a latté-colored monkey.

			I’m on my feet as soon as I see it.

			Its face. 

			Looks. 

			Like. 

			Alberto’s. 

			Same amused smile. Same dimples that only emerge when he’s either really happy or really not. 

			And that silly, stuffed monkey?

			It’s the only reason I’ve been able to sleep for the last four months. 

			* * *

			Nothing like a Times Square cabaret to drive you to tears.

			Luckily, it’s too dark for anyone to notice, because explaining to Alberto’s employees and business partner why I’m crying through a song about an air conditioner would be awkward. The air-conditioner song is being performed by Kerri, the PR director, and I’m so floored by her retro voice and shameless stage presence that I can’t help wishing Alberto was seeing this show. 

			But I have no doubt that he would show his approval by interfering with her performance. At the office, he’d dump Kerri’s yogurt onto her keyboard. Lick her water glass. Send her handwritten hate mail just for fun. One of his other female employees told me she’d once gone into the office bathroom and on the mirror, someone with handwriting just like Alberto’s had written: For a good time, call 646-248-4802.

			This was her actual phone number. 

			And she got a call from some guy in the office.

			* * *

			I’ve seen better nights. 

			This one finds me opening drawers in pursuit of a pill—any pill—that will make me feel better. 

			An Oxycontin lifted from Alberto’s vitamin bottle looks promising. He’s not here to explain this pill—from his ear surgery? knee surgery?—and I’ve never tried oxy, so I take only half the pill. 

			I swallow it without water, start closing the drawer, and notice my silver Rolex. 

			The one Alberto put on my wrist in D.C., as a token of his intention.

			I don’t recall wearing it since he died . . . has it been in a drawer all this time?

			The oyster perpetual date on the watch reads MAR 15.

			It stopped . . . the same day he died? 

			What time?

			6:47am.

			Was. This. The. Exact. Moment?

			Last time I saw him alive was 6:42am.

			I remember the degree of lividity he already had at 8:21am.

			Actual time of death?

			6:47am?

			He was dying while I was drifting off to sleep?

			As the pill kicks in, I stare at the clock face.

			Can’t move it.

			Can’t wear it.

			The motion-activated battery will start ticking.

			Time will start again. 

		

	


	
		
			 

			
The Cruelest Month

			Because, really, there’s nothing like hyperventilating 
on a 12-story fire escape & stepping back inside 
to finish your expense report. 

			(August 24, 8:51pm via Twitter)

			* * *

			After spending an afternoon at Soho House pool, I stop in the empty billiard room on my way out to draft a Facebook message to Alberto:

			I’m here with my cigarette, in the room where I fell in love with 
your laugh, listening to the sound memories make. How have I 
done so many Saturday nights without you?

			I hit send and realize I’m not alone.

			A rugged, thirty-something guy in Ugg boots has begun a rather intense game of solo pool behind me. I’ve already put my phone away and slipped on my sandals when he asks if I want to join him.

			His Australian accent is charming, but the heat of my sunburn—and the sacredness of this room—compels me to shake my head.

			Thanks, really, I say, but I was just leaving.

			So stay a while, he says. And have a drink, he nods at a bottle of champagne on ice.

			A glass is placed in my hand and a pool cue in the other.

			I don’t—play, I say.

			Yes you do, he smiles.

			I don’t play anymore.

			And why the hell not, he asks.

			You want the made-for-TV answer, I ask, or the real one?

			I want, he says, whichever version you think I’m worthy of, and shoots the 8-ball into a center pocket.

			Four hours, five drinks, and one upstairs elevator ride later, I decide which version he’s worthy of. And this scruffy banker who lives in London is smart enough to skip the sympathy: he smiles, flirts, and eventually asks if he can kiss me. Notices my empty glass and raids the mini bar in his suite to refill it. Asks me psychologist questions—if you could be any animal, what would it be and why?—and teaches me poker at dawn, claiming sleepiness when I gleefully win all his chips. 

			The adventure doesn’t come with an orgasm for me, but over the next thirty-six hours, we order room service twice, misplace my bikini bottoms permanently, and trash the room like a couple of rolling stones. I leave Soho House at 7:30 on Monday morning minus a pearl earring, my nose ring, and one very vital undergarment. 

			I’m still smiling two hours later when I slide into the office for the weekly team meeting.

			* * *

			The Aussie momentarily filled the void like only a foreigner staying for the weekend could: with the accent and eagerness of a stranger to experiment on every surface of his hotel room. Now he’s on a plane back to Heathrow and I’m lying in bed, guilty of thinking about someone who’s not Alberto.

			* * *

			It’s a few days into August, and I’m panicky about my lack of travel reservations for the rough weekends ahead. I’ve been considering Miami for Alberto’s birthday, so I call his mother and ask if she has plans on August 14th. 

			Just evening mass, she says.

			Want to catch some sun and have dinner at Mr. Chow’s? 

			I would love it, she says.

			I book my flight and two rooms at W South Beach and send the reservation number to Tony Papa. 

			Since Maggie and I decided on the Bahamas for my anniversary, I find an early flight and reserve a suite with a view at The Cove. 

			I’ve officially handled August when Tony Papa replies.

			I’m sorry, but I can’t do Miami, he writes. Gotta have emergency oral surgery.

			I’m sorry, I reply. Feel better, man.

			So it will just be me and Hilda.

			As it should be.

			* * *

			Despite my dread of August birthdays and anniversaries, today has not been hostile. Maybe it was last night’s travel bookings or that I managed to shine in a meeting today. Or that I skipped the cab and walked home to our clean, well-lit apartment. Whatever the reason, tonight just feels like an ice-cream-kind-of-night.

			I turn on the TV and go to the kitchen, approaching the freezer like it doesn’t scare me. I ignore Alberto’s pork chops and frozen waffles and pull out the same pint of coconut ice cream we shared in early March. I do not linger over the crystallization around his scoop marks. I microwave it like he always did, transfer into a glass—ice-cream soup!—and find a long-necked spoon. I step into the living room, where the list of our DVR-d shows is onscreen.

			I scroll past House MD.

			Lie to Me.

			Bones.

			Private Practice.

			These are all his shows.

			Where are my stupid shows?

			My Nat Geo Disaster recordings?

			My Rob & Big reruns?

			My PBS docs?

			I put down the ice-cream spoon.

			Scroll faster.

			When I see Friday Night Lights, I shut off the TV. 

			Carry the untouched ice-cream soup to the kitchen.

			Dump it down the drain.

			Proceed to bedroom.

			I climb into bed in my work clothes and shut my eyes against a world where even ice cream and television have gotten complicated.

			* * *

			Usually the background music at my favorite manicure place is badly orchestrated classical. 

			Tonight it’s all standards. 

			When I hear Ella singing “Just One of Those Things,” I lower my head and try to focus on a Vanity Fair article. Which works until I hear the first few bars of Nat’s “Unforgettable.” My tears are falling on the magazine like an isolated thunderstorm and when I accidentally release a sniffle, Mona the Manicurist responds by reaching for a paper towel. 

			You need tissue? she says, handing it to me. She meets my eyes and blinks when she realizes it’s not allergies: I’m on the verge of a meltdown at her station. 

			When the opening chorus of “Cheek to Cheek” by Fred Astaire starts, I’m no longer on the verge. The sobs are reverberating from my chest to my hands, which no doubt sucks for the person manicuring you. 

			But God bless Mona, who squeezes my hands and whispers that tears are like a gift from God. 

			Let it out, she nods, go ahead.

			Mona continues massaging my hands until my sobs become deep, dry breaths. 

			* * *

			Today is Alberto’s forty-first birthday, and I’m on a Miami balcony, writing him a card.

			I’m also wondering how to affix it to the helium balloons that Hilda and I will release before spreading his ashes in the ocean. If I’d been thinking clearly in New York, I’d have brought a single-hole punch so I could string the balloon ribbons through a hole in the envelope corner. Hell, if I’d been thinking clearly in New York, I wouldn’t have forgotten toothpaste, my iPod charger, and bronzer. 

			In my hotel bathroom, I cut stems off flowers, dropping the buds into a Ziploc bag. Since the New Hampshire ceremony, I’ve decided that whenever I let his ashes go, I’m scattering flowers too: the surface of the water is just too sad without color. 

			I checklist my props before heading downstairs: Got the balloons? Bag of flowers? Box of ashes? 

			Go.

			In the crowded elevator, a Midwesterner asks if it’s someone’s birthday.

			I wince, but nod. 

			Well, he says, happy birthday!

			I avoid his eyes and take a mental note to refrain from making perky remarks to people holding flowers or balloons. 

			Seriously. 

			You don’t know where they’re off to.

			A grave, a hospital, an ocean.

			* * *

			Despite the emotions leading up to tonight—and the thunderstorms predicted for today—his birthday has been peaceful, the weather sunny.

			After spreading ashes and flowers—hey, the water looks happy, Hilda had said—we change clothes upstairs and drive to her church in Coral Gables. At the sound of her son’s name read aloud during evening mass, Hilda shakes her head and looks skyward. I reach for her hand and she keeps it until we reach her convertible VW Beetle.

			I love this car, she says, pressing the top down button.

			It suits you, I agree.

			And if it weren’t for Albert, I never would’ve bought this car.

			Even though I know the story, I pretend I’ve forgotten.

			How so?

			I was deciding between this convertible and some boring car, and Albert said, “if it makes you happy, Mumu, go for it.”

			I smile at the approaching punch line.

			So I went for it.

			By the time we reach South Beach, Hilda has shaken off the somber mass and found her usual childlike enthusiasm for new things. 

			I’m excited, she says, as we walk into the restaurant. I’ve never been to Mr. Chow.

			But you’ve been to the original one in New York?

			Never.

			Sucks that her first Mr. Chow experience is without him, and it especially sucks because he knew what I liked and always ordered for both of us. I’ve never seen a menu at the New York location, but one is placed in my hands tonight. Is it the sea bass that I love? Or the other fish? And where’s the fried seaweed (or whatever that green stuff was)?

			Fuck it.

			I know Alberto liked the squab lettuce wrap and we always shared the scallion pancakes and vegetable rice. I order these for the table and ask the waiter to come back for our entrée order. When he does, I surprise-order something with tofu and ask for another Kir Royale. Hilda orders the sea bass.

			I have a taste from her plate.

			It’s what I should’ve ordered.

			* * *

			It’s the five-month-iversary and the sky has shifted from sun to storm in a matter of minutes. When the wind starts hurling seat cushions and glass lanterns into the pool, I dash indoors with the other guests. From inside the hotel bar, I witness my first monsoon, and watch eagerly for something dramatic to happen.

			Ten minutes later, Hilda happens. 

			Rain-soaked, windblown Hilda. 

			We hug and order drinks—hers with just a splash of Cachaça because she’s taking medication. The Wellbutrin she’s been taking since It Happened keeps her, as she puts it, even keel. I order mine with more than a splash because my issues may be long and many, but I do grief the old-fashioned way: with a drink in my hand and a song in my heart.

			* * *

			Miami’s weather follows me back to New York, where the August humidity gathers into an early evening downpour.

			Sprinting the two blocks between the train and my building, I remember a night two years ago, when a thunderstorm like this actually rewrote Romeo and Juliet.

			It was June 2007, opening night of Shakespeare in the Park.

			A downpour in the play’s second act had forced Lauren Ambrose, Camryn Manheim, and the entire audience out of Central Park’s open-air theatre and under the eaves. Everyone’s hair is soaked and all heels are off. Publicists are scrambling to position umbrellas around the likes of Marcia Gay Harden, Debra Messing, and Cynthia Nixon, whose dresses have become see-through.

			Tonight I am not one of those scrambling publicists, so the rain has me laughing and huddling with Alberto under an empty concession stand. He recognizes an acquaintance from Palm Bay—the corporate sponsor of the Shakespeare series—and she pulls a bottle of wine from a picnic basket. I’m sipping a glass of Santa Rita when a man’s voice comes over the P.A. system.

			Ladies and gentlemen, God has decreed it: Romeo & Juliet shall LIVE. Please join us at Belvedere Castle for the afterparty. 

			I drop my drink.

			I’ve seen this play performed twenty times and the first time I see it with Alberto, it has a happy ending?

			I can only speak in half-sentences: Did—did he just say? That they’ll—live? Do you realize how—?

			Alberto silences me with a kiss, presses his body against mine. He lifts me and my sundress onto the counter of the concession stand and pulls my legs around his torso. Amid the mad dash of footsteps and fabric around us, we share a movie-kiss moment.

			During a thunderstorm.

			In Central Park.

			I open my eyes when he playfully bites my lower lip.

			Let’s have a drink and blow this joint, he winks. 

			We scale the stone steps to the castle terrace, blazing with strings of lights. Socialites in party dresses are dancing barefoot to a live Brazilian band and between flashes of lightning, Alberto and I exchange silly grins. One drink later, we skip out of the castle, across the flooded grass and into a cab on Central Park West. 

			Soaking wet, we find each other’s hands and lips.

			Tonight, he says, was one of those quintessential New York nights. The kind of night people write songs about.

			* * *

			On my lunch break today, I pass a man dressed as Elvis.

			I’m already humming “Return to Sender” when I see a bus wrapped with an ad for a Broadway musical starring Elvis.

			I should stop at Revolución, I think, and play some Elvis. Except their office closes at 3pm for summer Fridays—when I’m still at work.

			I duck into a semi-quiet doorway and call Alberto’s office. 

			One of the girls answers and I ask if she would pull up Elvis on Alberto’s iTunes and press play on my behalf?

			Of course, she says. It’s a good day for Elvis. 

			Alberto would agree.

			A few years ago, when I was looking for something in his closet, I’d found a coffee-stained cassette tape of Elvis Presley’s Greatest Hits.

			What’s the story on this, I asked him.

			That was my dad’s, he said, his voice turning low and gravelly. Whenever I feel down, I listen to Elvis. Gets me through the rough stuff.

			I decide to play Elvis all weekend.

			* * *

			Our espresso machine has stopped espresso-ing. 

			Which means I have to messenger it somewhere in the Bronx for service. 

			More pressingly, it means I have to find my coffee elsewhere this Saturday morning. 

			I decide to go downstairs to the coffee shop I used to frequent every weekend after my cardio class. I haven’t been back since March 14th and today there’s no Ashley behind the counter, no art-house music playing, and I’ve forgotten my stupid loyalty card. 

			I get my latté and get the hell out. 

			On the street, I take a sip and halt in my flip-flops: the taste transports me back to the chilly air of late winter.

			Patagonia jacket zipped to my chin.

			Post-workout sweat in my hair.

			To the computer where I’d quietly sip my coffee and spend the hour (or three) before Alberto would wake to start our weekend.

			It tastes so much like my former life that back upstairs, I have to stop myself from looking toward the bedroom for a glimpse of Alberto’s feet under the duvet.

			* * *

			In a city of 7 million people, there are a lot of emergencies in a single day. 

			Every time I hear the wail of a fire truck or ambulance—whether I’m at work or on the street or in the apartment—I’m sucked back to the phone call with Harmony, hearing the sirens approach. 

			In these five months, I’ve developed a coping mechanism, a Pavlov-esque response to the sound of emergency vehicles: I pray for wisdom for the rescue squad and God’s will for the person they’re rescuing and their families. 

			By the time I say Amen, the sirens have passed and I’m back in present tense. Back to the conversation I was having, the street I was crossing, the email I was writing.

			* * *

			I’m shamelessly over-packing for the Bahamas. 

			I walk around our apartment like the kid in “Home Alone,” announcing what Alberto would disapprove of: I’m bringing FULL-size bottles of shampoo and conditioner! THREE pairs of flip-flops! Two Suitcases!

			Our house is silent but for the whirr of the AC. 

			I add another sundress to the five I’ve already packed and play some Elvis.

			* * *
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			Four years ago today, we stood in a private garden at Paradise Point in San Diego.

			We exchanged vows, laughter, and a few happy tears at sunset.

			I was, as the florist put it, the calmest bride she’d ever met.

			There was a reason.

			And it wasn’t Valium.

			It was because Alberto planned everything.

			While I was busy storing, selling, or shipping everything in my West Hollywood home, he was designing the wedding invitation. Researching jazz trios and photographers. Creating the four-hour song list.

			As I wrapped my last chaotic week at work, he chose the cake designer and selected matching shirts and ties for him and my father. Planned the menu from three thousand miles away. Recruited Fico to help him taste and pair wines for each course.

			My responsibilities?

			Pick the wedding location, find a dress, book the florist, and plan the engagement party. After that? Just write my vows and show up. Only now do I fully appreciate the magnitude of his planning and his attention to detail. Only now do I recognize how rare a groom he was.

			I spend the afternoon writing an anniversary card to him and fielding calls from the office. Maggie arrives just before sunset, and we tie my card to eight balloons—remembered the hole-punch this time—and watch them disappear into the ether. Afterward, we dress for dinner at a place Alberto would have liked, order a big bottle of champagne, and finish it in our suite.

			* * *

			Lounging at the pool today, Maggie and I do our best to ignore the loud, forty-something men with the corner beach cabana. But around sunset, we accept their invitation to join them for a drink and later, in the casino and VIP section of a club. 

			Gorgeous Bahamian girls refill our glasses and give lap dances to the men, who do not hit on us or drop pills into our drinks. They just cheer as we dance together, alone and with other girls. I’m feeling the music and energy and champagne so I dance for hours. We close the place, not being allowed to pay for a thing, and head back to The Cove.

			It’s the kind of night that often happens with Maggie. 

			It’s the kind of night I’ve needed all summer.

			* * *

			An afternoon storm postpones our scheduled swim with dolphins so Maggie and I find ourselves in the hotel room watching TV. Since Ted Kennedy died on my wedding anniversary and it’s been four years since Hurricane Katrina, the news channels are a litany of misery. Watching CNN’s broadcast of Kennedy’s funeral at Arlington, I’m surprised that cameras have been granted access to such a deeply personal ritual. I feel like a voyeur, but find myself flippantly observing the details of the service. 

			Hydrangeas for an August service in D.C.?

			Those flowers wilt in five minutes. 

			But holding the internment at dusk?

			So apropos. 

			I announce to Maggie that if I ever plan another funeral, it will be held at sunset: the somber, shadowed setting is pitch-perfect.

			Let’s hope you never have to plan another funeral, she says.

			Touché, I agree. 

			When I realize dusk is falling, I turn off the TV. There are ashes and flowers to spread before the day turns dark, so we head downstairs to the beach. In the shallows of Paradise Island, I synchronize my release of his ashes with Maggie’s sprinkling of flowers on the water. 

			I reach for the last handful, my arm extending to release it, but my wrist refuses to cooperate. 

			My fist remains clenched.

			I neither want to feel the shards of his bone in my hand nor do I want to let go.

			My rational mind negotiates with my grief for a few moments.

			I force myself to try again. 

			I aim for the floating red lilies and this time my hand opens: the gray powder streams out, bits of bone go white as they break the surface and sink through clear saltwater.

			Arrrrrgh, I shout. I hate doing this!

			Then why are we doing it? Maggie asks quietly.

			It’s a fair question.

			That takes me a minute to answer.

			To acknowledge him, I say, slowly. To bring our past history into my present tense.

			* * *

			Last night, I flew directly from Nassau to Boston for a new client meeting. Somewhere over the Caribbean, someone hacked Alberto’s Facebook account, initiated chats with his friends, and asked for money. Another asshole—or maybe the same one—stole my banking information and has opened sales accounts in my name for products called Colo Cure, Brite Smile, and Beach Ready body. Via text, I ask my mom to please report the money scam to Facebook. I cancel my bankcard and pray I have enough cash to get back to New York. All this action takes place in my hotel room before I walk into a 10am meeting with four colleagues and two other agencies.

			Fuck August already.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Meltdowns & Melanoma

			Six months? Really?

			Feels like the half-year that happened to someone else.

			(September 15, 11:28am via Twitter)

			* * *

			I keep seeing shadows of Alberto—men that look and dress like him—everywhere. 

			Everywhere except Facebook.

			After my mom reported the hacking, Alberto’s profile disappeared. Apparently, freezing the accounts of deceased members is Facebook’s “corporate policy.”

			Not seeing his picture on my profile page—or anyone else’s—triggers my hyperventilation. I’m trying to contact a college pal with friends at Facebook’s headquarters when Tony Papa calls.

			Thank God, I say. Maybe you can help.

			On the other end of the phone, I hear a sob.

			Tré. Oh, shit, Tré. 

			Wait—what’s wrong?

			I have—

			You have—what?

			An invasive form of malignant melanoma.

			No.

			I’m about to have the fight of my life, Tré. 

			I can’t even process these words. 

			I’ve known Tony for twenty-two years. Since losing Phil, he’s the closest thing to a brother I’ve had. He’s been there for the parties, the birthdays, the weddings, but also the funerals, the break-ups, the bullshit. 

			I hear myself talking Tony down from the ledge, praying with him, writing down surgery dates, but I crumble as soon as we hang up.

			I cannot imagine my life without Tony Papa.

			Where are you, Alberto, on days like this?

			Days when a girl needs an effing hug already?

			Alberto wasn’t great with death or diagnoses, but hugs?

			Hugs he knew how to do. 

			On our couch, I close my eyes, stretch out my arms, and imagine that he just came home from work.

			I picture him tossing his keys in the foyer dish and taking off his headphones. 

			He would say what happened as soon as he saw my face. 

			I’d tell him. 

			I’m sorry, babe, he would say and wrap his arms around me. 

			I can almost feel his tan sport coat against my bare shoulders, his starched collar on my cheek, smell the hours-old Helmut Lang on his neck. 

			He would kiss my head, my ear, ask me questions. 

			Where is he being treated? 

			UCLA Medical.

			Should you go to California for the surgery?

			Tony says no, but I’m thinking yes.

			How’s he handling it? 

			Like a man on a mission to live.

			I lie there, waiting for the next imaginary question.

			But as suddenly as the moment washes over me, it’s gone. 

			* * *
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			Five years ago, I thought the U.S. Open was a televised golf tournament that my dad was glued to once a year. It wasn’t until my first June as a married New Yorker that I realized it’s also a tennis tourney held in Queens.

			In early September 2006, Alberto and I took the train to see the women’s semifinals and again, for the men’s finals. I didn’t follow much of the action—my tennis knowledge was limited to watching my mom take lessons when I was a kid—but I was nonetheless caught up in the experience of good seats at a civilized sport where Heineken Light is served in large souvenir cups. 

			By my third tournament, I had a better grip on the sport, due in no small part to Alberto’s commentary before, during and after the matches. And so the U.S. Open became—like the crossword on weekends and Quebec in winter—“what we do in September.”

			This year, I would like to sit out September. This year, I am leading the PR for the vodka brand that sponsors the damn U.S. Open.

			Not only can I not sit out September, my job requires me to follow the tournament and pitch the U.S. Open to cocktail writers and bloggers. Every day, I messenger souvenir gift baskets and comp tickets and arrange for drinks to be brought to the courtside seats of people like Chelsea Handler.

			In the subtext of every client conversation and reporter email is the latent reality that I am not attending this year’s Open. 

			Or next year’s. 

			Or perhaps any year’s. 

			And the subtext of the subtext doesn’t have shit to do with tennis. 

			* * *

			I wake up wearing Alberto’s dress shirt and decide there are better places to be today than this apartment. 

			A former colleague has invited me to join her and her girlfriend at the beach in Long Island, so I text them and say I’m coming. 

			On my walk to Penn Station, I realize the only other time I’ve taken the Long Island Railroad was the weekend of our first wedding anniversary, when I met up with Alberto in Montauk. I had to finish up a client’s media tour in the city, so he drove the convertible out early and I took the train in the afternoon. 

			It rained every night but during the day, we’d taken long drives and had beer-battered fish and Coronas at Gurney’s. We’d brunched in town on a chilly Sunday and I’d bought a Montauk sweatshirt that was three sizes too big because all the small ones were printed with the words “The End.”

			What a dreadful motto, I’d said.

			Alberto had laughed, explained that Montauk was at the end of Long Island, hence the local nickname. 

			Still, I said. It seems like such a morbid thing to wear.

			* * *

			Two milestones today.

			Found Alberto’s face on Facebook—logged into his account and his profile somehow reappeared—and after nearly six months, cooked dinner for one.

			There’s a saucepan in the sink.

			And a spatula.

			The veggie tacos I cooked?

			Not great.

			But not toxic either.

			I can almost imagine going to Gristedes Market again. Almost.

			A year from now, I will have made dozens of trips to Gristedes. Two years from now, I will host a three-course dinner for twelve guests with ingredients from this market. I will have to push through plenty of meltdowns on Aisle Three but eventually, going to Gristedes will feel as routine as charging my phone at night.

			* * *

			Thirty-seven years ago tomorrow, my parents were married in caftans in California with wreaths of plants and flowers crowning their heads. There was an outdoor ceremony with a wheat-germ wedding cake and gifts of psilocybin mushrooms. A honeymoon in the form of a road trip in their Volkswagen van.

			The van is long gone and so are the mushrooms, but they still have each other.

			I call our family florist and choke out a message for the card. My voice is reciting celebratory words but my internal monologue is writing a selfish version: You guys have thirty-seven years together! Do you know how effing lucky you are? Can you appreciate waking up for nearly four decades beside a spouse who has . . . a pulse?

			I try to imagine Alberto and me at thirty-seven years married.

			He’d be seventy-four. 

			I’d be sixty-seven. 

			We’d be wrinkly and retired, living somewhere warm like the Caymans or Key West. Maybe we’d have a restaurant or a few kids, maybe just a Bassett Hound. We’d definitely have a convertible.

			But in 2042, would we still be in love like we were in 2009?

			Not likely.

			At what point would we have fallen into complacency? When would I have stopped mailing love postcards to his office? When would he have stopped surprising me with a dress from Barney’s? Which Christmas would we have settled for dinner at home instead of a view from a fancy hotel?

			Surely this would’ve happened eventually.

			Except it didn’t.

			It ended in the honeymoon phase.

			So I have two options: I can be bitter that it didn’t have a chance to go south. Or I can be grateful. 

			* * *

			It’s Fashion Night Out, and I’m meeting a former client for dinner and shopping. 

			If you don’t mind, the ex-client had said. I’d like one of my colleagues to join us. Krista lost her husband a few months ago, and it might be good for her to meet you.

			I’m expecting a train wreck who can’t say her husband’s name without crying, but instead, I encounter an endearing woman who’s moving through her grief at a quicker clip than me. At four months widowed, she’s already sold their car and Riverdale apartment. She’s looking at places in Manhattan so she can, as she puts it, start meeting people and stop commuting to the suburbs. She’s changed her Facebook status from “Married” to “Single,” bypassing “Widowed” altogether, and she’s had more one-night stands than I have. 

			The only indication that she might be rough around the edges comes when I confess that I just cooked the first meal in our kitchen since Alberto died and she admits that every Monday, her mother delivers a week of meals to her. 

			If they weren’t in my freezer, she whispers. I would forget to eat. 

			* * *

			My colleague Sharon invited me on an evening bike ride tonight and I heard myself saying yes. Yes because the eighty-degree weather seems too precious to waste and yes because my next bike ride could be six wintry months away. But now, en route to our apartment, I want to take it back. 

			The six-month-iversary is hours away and what if I have a meltdown on the bike path with someone I work with? 

			At home, I change clothes and force my head to focus on which downtown route to take and where we should eat. It’s not until I’m riding east on 24th Street that I realize I forgot to say hello to his bike.

			* * *

			Six months?

			How many sunsets and sunrises have I seen since March? 

			How many flights booked, bills paid, birthdays attended? 

			How many suitcases packed and unpacked?

			Who’s the girl who’s been doing all this? 

			She can’t be . . . me? 

			I’m the girl who cries each time she deletes one of his shows from the DVR. 

			And chokes every time Citibank asks if there are any other signers on the account? 

			I’m the girl who still lights the candle in front of his photo and restores her wedding ring to the left hand every night.

			I’d like to meet the girl who’s been handling all this other shit. 

			* * *

			Before walking into a room, I usually know if I’m the white elephant or just a girl in a party dress. Knowing which one I am influences who I talk to, how much I drink, how late I stay—or how early I duck out.

			Tonight, I’m attending a party for a Vogue freelancer and I’m pretty certain she’s the only person who knows I’m a widow. I want to keep it that way because, well, crying at parties just weirds people out. 

			All night, I artfully dodge grenades: Why did you move to New York? For love. And how’s that going? Not quite as planned, but I absolutely love the City. [Change subject quickly.]

			I use vague phrases like “the man I was with” instead of “husband” and swap out “mother-in-law” for “relative.” These edits prove successful: no one asks if I’m married/how long I’ve been married/was married. It’s not until a girl named Emily hears my name, repeats it, and gives me The Look that I realize I’m not incognito anymore.

			Oh my, she says. You’re Tré.

			Damn it, I think.

			I’m a friend of Mariana’s . . . she’s told me so much about you.

			I love Mariana, I gush. She’s in Wyoming—or South Dakota?—on some crazy road trip with her favorite gay. How do you know her? Did you work together?

			Emily’s not listening. 

			She’s reading my face, my eyes, my diamond-on-the-right-hand. 

			Assessing the white elephant. 

			I will not cry right now. I will not.

			I try again to deflect: Mariana, I say, is truly one of the amazing people in my life.

			That’s so good to hear, says Emily.

			She was my rock this summer, I say.

			It’s been, what, a year and a half now?

			Six months—yesterday.

			She exhales the words Six months?

			And reaches for my arm.

			Her eyes widen, no longer analyzing me.

			Let’s get you a drink, I say, signaling a waiter.

			* * *

			Next weekend is the one-year birthday of Barby’s daughter and I’ve recently learned that a kid’s first birthday is a big deal in Cuban culture. As in, invite people from all over the country, rent event space, and order a special piñata involving a string. This party will mark my first appearance at a Rodríguez family gathering since It Happened, and I already know I’ll be the white elephant in the room. But since I cannot duck out early or get drunk at my niece’s birthday party, I’ve asked my mom to fly in and be my date.

			When I open the door to her tonight, it’s the first time she’s seen me in three months. It’s also the first time she’s seen the teak box in the living room. Her suitcase is barely inside the apartment and she’s already crying. 

			Welcome to my world, I almost say. 

			I hug her, but I can’t have puffy eyes at client meetings tomorrow, so I bite back my emotion and feel validated for booking her in a hotel all week. When she reluctantly leaves a few hours later, I have a stone in my stomach but I force myself to choose tomorrow’s outfit and go to bed.

			* * *

			During my lunch hour, I call my mom for the eighth time. She’s been MIA since leaving for the Royalton last night, and when I finally reach her, her voice is sad and squeaky.

			What’s wrong? I ask. Do you not have cell service?

			Oh, Therresa. I’ve been crying all night.

			But why?

			Because we’re separated in the same city, she sobs. Why did you put me in a hotel? 

			Because the last time you stayed with me, I say, all you did was clean my already-clean house and vibe me for smoking. Because you won’t want to go to the dinners or parties on my schedule. Because I don’t want an audience when I light the candle in front of Alberto’s portrait and answer emails from lawyers and cry myself to sleep. 

			I’ll stay out of your way, she promises. I just want to be there for you. 

			What the hell is wrong with me? 

			Why won’t I let her be a mother to me? 

			Because she’s leaving next Sunday and I’ll be alone, missing her. 

			And I’m tired of all the missing.

			I want to tell her to man up, stop being silly, and just go to the Met and see some art already. Instead, I tell her in a flat voice that I’ll cancel the hotel for the rest of the week and meet her in the lobby at 7pm.

			* * *

			Mom wasn’t expecting me to be such a shit show but it’s what I am. 

			And worse. 

			Me and my brave face are coming off as mean and bossy but I feel powerless to course-correct. Everything she does offends, inconveniences, exhausts me. She pushes back on dinner reservations I made weeks ago, stuffs my refrigerator with food I have no appetite for (I hate asparagus!), and wants to watch movies I can’t stand. 

			Even as I’m fighting her every thoughtful gesture, every well-meaning action, I’m acutely aware of what a selfish little monster I’ve become. 

			* * *

			In the shower before work, I know I should apologize for the asinine argument I started with my mother this morning. 

			But my ego—my effing ego—shouts over my conscience and by the time I exit the bathroom, I’m all wrapped up in a towel of self-righteousness. 

			Mom takes one look at me and shakes her head. 

			What, I say. 

			She bites her lip before bursting into tears.

			You have no idea how hard it is to see you like this, she sobs.

			Like what, I say, indifferently. 

			Like a bitter old woman, she says. 

			Love you too, I say, but somewhere inside me, something gives. 

			Her tears.

			Bring me to tears.

			I embrace her and apologize. 

			And mean it. 

			I spend the rest of the day asking God, between conference calls, to forgive me.

			* * *

			I come home to a mother who’s kinder than I deserve.

			I set down my handbag and meet her eyes. 

			Okay, so I’m not saying it’s a valid excuse, but today I realized that my brave face is not really brave. It’s just straight-up fake. You truly know me—so you see right through it—but my fake face is how I get through the workweek. And if I don’t put it on, I will cry when I read the front page of the Post. Or lose my shit in client meetings.

			I get it, she says. 

			But I didn’t, I sigh. I don’t know how to balance work performance and grieving, but I’m now aware that my fake face doesn’t work outside the office.

			Now I know how to pray for you, she says, wiping her eyes.

			In this moment, Mom and I are restored to our rightful orbit. Our banter is once again easy and I’m laughing, not bristling, at her idiosyncrasies. What was unbearable yesterday is now cute, endearing even. 

			I let myself enjoy her company, appreciate the fact that someone is once again seeing me off in the mornings and welcoming me home at night. She spends the rest of the week doing errands that I haven’t found the energy to do, like finding a good upholsterer so I can choose the right shade of velvet for the vintage armchair in the living room. She prints the application to renew my soon-to-expire passport. Measures my end tables and orders glass tops for delivery. Locates a lamp store to replace the tired shades on Alberto’s modern lamps. 

			In three days, she accomplishes more of my household to-do list than I’ve managed in six months. 

			* * *

			It’s turning into autumn, which means an inevitable trip to the storage basement to swap out my summer wardrobe for fall. In lieu of Alberto, my mom helps me roll our Metro rack upstairs to the apartment.

			When I unbutton its linen slipcover, it opens like a stage curtain revealing scenes from my previous life. What was once a lovely seasonal ritual—rediscovering clothes we’d forgotten about, trying things on and making piles for charity—has me hyperventilating today. I turn away from his summer clothes hanging where he placed them last September and focus on sweeping my closet for summer whites, madras, sandals, pastels. These go into the wardrobe rack as my velvet blazers, wool slacks, boots, and cashmere come out. I move quickly because the sooner I’m done, the sooner I can retreat to the office and avoid the sight of Mom moving his linen suits, polo shirts, and swim trunks into storage bins. 

			In the office, I put on my iPod and drown out the clatter of hangers and the soft sound of molecules being folded away, out of sight, out of memory.

			* * *

			I’ve pasted a smile on my face.

			Linked arms with Mom.

			And hung Alberto’s Nikon around my neck.

			Without these props, I know I will cry today. But a meltdown in front of sixty people at my niece’s first birthday party, well, that dish ain’t on the menu. A few of the women here seem to be expecting my meltdown, intent on prompting it even. At least that’s my take on the various characters who hover after making small talk with me, just waiting for the “right” moment to rub my arm, look squarely in my eyes, and say something like, but how are you holding up?

			How am I holding up? 

			How do you think, lady? 

			I’m a string and a paper clip away from falling apart, thanks for asking?

			* * *

			While Mom packs for her afternoon flight, I take a call from an 
anxious Tony Papa regarding the timeline for his surgery and recovery. 

			You sound a little stressed, man. Can I do anything? 

			Nah, the issue is that I’ll be bedridden, he says. Can’t shoot or edit. No revenue for two weeks.

			I’m scheduled for two new-business presentations so I can’t fly out for his surgery, but after doing some math, I do the next best thing: write him a check. I also dig out a photo of the slateboard from the first film he directed. I’ve been meaning to frame it for six years, but cancer has a way of kicking your ass into action. 

			Hey, Mom, I say. You busy this Thursday?

			What’s up, she asks.

			Tony Papa sounds pretty freaked out about his surgery. Can you be my proxy at UCLA Medical? Be in the recovery room when he wakes up? 

			Absolutely, she nods. I’m there.

			You rock, Mom.

			I do rock, she laughs. 

			I circle the apartment, admiring her edits: the rearranged foyer, new lampshades, bookcases installed on either side of the living room windows, a velvet headboard that was delivered yesterday.

			You did good, Mom, I say.

			She looks up from her suitcase and smiles.

			And even though you’re going, you’re leaving me with an apartment that feels reclaimed. Couldn’t have done it alone, I say. And I can’t thank you enough.

			She pulls me into a tearful hug.

			Thanks for letting me be here for you, she whispers. 

			When I walk her downstairs to the car, the stone in my stomach from last week has been replaced with a sense of lightness. I spend the afternoon organizing bookshelves and moving around lamps and picture frames, but the household progress comes to a pitiful halt once I mount the new headboard. 

			It’s been more than an hour and the old one is still in the living room.

			Part of me is screaming he built it! You spent your entire marriage with it! Don’t get rid of it!

			The other half hears Alberto’s mantra of something-comes-in-
something-goes-out.

			No, I say aloud. I’m not ready.

			Where you gonna store it? I can hear him asking. It’s old and it’s missing a button. The new one’s better. So, c’mon. Pull your shit together and help me take it to the basement trash room.

			Alberto and his damn practicality.

			How can I argue—even now?

			I wipe my cheeks, get out the camera, and take a few shots.

			I open the front door.

			And shut it.

			I pace.

			I cry.

			I sit on the floor and hug the headboard. All these smudges, coffee stains, pen marks: have they always been here? I look closer and see a few dark hairs clinging to the fabric.

			Chest?

			Or pubic?

			His?

			Mine?

			Ours?

			Stop.

			Stop right now.

			You are not saving these hairs.

			Or this headboard.

			You are standing the hell up.

			And opening the front door.

			You are carrying this thing into the elevator and down to the basement.

			It’s what I do. 

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Fight or Flight

			“You look good—like you’ve bounced back,” 
says another well-meaning friend’s mother.

			(October 6, 8:58pm via Twitter)

			* * *

			Over drinks in the Meatpacking district with a few girlfriends and Olympic skier Bode Miller, he and I share a few laughs and stories.

			So, I say, any regrets in life? Anything you would do over?

			I’ll answer that, he says, but only if you agree to answer the same question.

			I agree, though I do not know how I’ll answer. I’ve made my peace with the regrets of March 15th, but do I regret marrying someone who died young? If I’d somehow known Alberto would die four years later, would I have been all in? 

			I regret nothing, Bode says. What about you?

			Just that my husband didn’t live long enough to have drinks with America’s greatest alpine skier.

			Bode smiles and clinks his glass to mine.

			* * *

			I’ve been sleeping on our sofa since the new headboard was installed, but last night’s drinks found me stumbling into bed without a second thought.

			My reward?

			A few hours with Alberto.

			When I awake, I can still feel his hug on my skin. It carries me through a day of meetings and home to change clothes before seeing a play with my colleague Sharon and her theater friends.

			I’m changing my earrings when I notice the blue ring box Hilda gave me last Christmas. Or rather, the ring box Hilda gave Alberto to give me last Christmas. 

			We had left Barby’s after celebrating Noche Buena and as we drove onto Route 3, he’d handed me the blue box and said Merry Christmas from my mother. 

			Wow, I said, even before seeing the cocktail ring with a large sapphire surrounded by fifteen diamonds. 

			Holy wow! I said after opening it.

			You like?

			I love!

			I try it on, looking for a finger that fits. 

			Why didn’t she give it to me herself? 

			In case you didn’t like it.

			I call from the highway and thank her.

			I love it, Hilda! Why would you think I wouldn’t?

			It wasn’t you I was worried about, she says. 

			What do you mean?

			Come on, Tré: I gave it to Albert first to make sure he approved of it. You know how he is.

			I laugh, end the call, and look at Alberto, who’s doing his mock impression of a complete innocent.

			In case I didn’t like it? I tease him.

			He shakes his head, purses his lips. 

			I don’t know what my mother told you, he says, but it’s a lie. 

			Tonight, I pause over the blue box. I’m about to meet people who don’t know I’m widowed and might ask about the engagement ring on my right hand. 

			Should I?

			Is it time to—?

			I pull out Hilda’s sapphire ring, slip it on my left middle finger, and hold up my hand. 

			It doesn’t look remotely wedding-ish.

			And it is a Rodríguez heirloom.

			I make the switch like I’m removing a bandage on a wound: quickly and without looking. Seconds later, my engagement ring is in its little red box. The transitional ring is on my left hand, which shuts the front door behind me.

			* * *

			Watched “P.S. I Love You” for the first time tonight and can’t believe how textbook I am: the calls to Alberto’s voicemail, sleeping in his clothes, the shrine in our living room.

			Did I actually think my grief was unique? That I was the only other girl in the world who ignored calls from friends and wandered around a messy apartment in one of his shirts, her last shower three days ago? 

			When Hilary Swank receives the final letter from her late husband, I walk out of the room. 

			I want letters. 

			Where are my fucking letters? 

			* * *
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			Tré,

			You’ve moved me. Thrilled me. Danced me. Laughed me. Delighted me. Intrigued me. Smartened me. Lived me . . . and allowed me to live you this past week. I never want that to end. I hope to always love you as I do right now. I hope to give you all the reasons to love me the same in return . . . 

			With everything I have,

			Alberto

			(June 9, 2005)

			* * *

			The movie I live in? It’s not “P.S. I Love you.” I’m living the nonfiction version, so it doesn’t wrap with a tied-in-a-bow visit to the late husband’s motherland to meet relatives and spread his ashes all over the country.

			Or could it?

			How pitch-perfect would Cuba be for the one-year anniversary?

			I call my mother-in-law and ask if she’d consider Havana for March 15th if I can find a legit way to go?

			There’s a long pause before she says yes and I’ll look into visa options.

			* * *

			After work tonight, I pick up a bottle of pinot grigio and head uptown, where Mariana is hosting an impromptu dinner party for some L.A. friends. The guests are a lively group of the usual New York suspects, plus a foreigner or two. We eat in the drawing room, balancing plates of traditional Greek food on our laps and making civilized conversation. But when the wine bottles start emptying, politics are introduced and words like Marxist and conspiracy and control are bandied about. 

			Last autumn I was campaigning for Obama, spending my Saturdays calling independents in Ohio and Florida. 

			This year?

			I haven’t followed anything and leave the room at the first sign of a debate.

			Upstairs on the terrace, the view of Central Park West sweeps me back to last fall, when a few of us gathered here after Fashion Week parties. I had called Alberto, who’d just gotten home from the office, and invited him to join us. 

			He’d wearily asked when was I coming home?

			Not sure, I said. It’s a gorgeous night and we’re having prosecco. Can’t you come over?

			Tré, I’m exhausted.

			But Mariana’s firefighter friends are here and I’m helping her 
host . . . you know, it’s September 11th.

			Please come home, Tré.

			When I stumbled in four hours later, he was livid. 

			What the fuck, Tré? he shouted from the bedroom. 

			The blood rushed from my head to my feet.

			You know I have a huge presentation in Texas! You know I need to be on my game and can’t sleep without you here. But do you give a shit about me? Or stop to think how your actions affect me? 

			I won’t insult you by making excuuses, I slurred, but really, I am sorry. Sorrrrrry I stayed out and that you couldn’t sleep . . . that was selfishhh of me.

			You’re sorry? he said, in the Cuban accent that came out when he was really happy or really not. No, I’m the one who’s fucking sorry. Why should you be? You’ve apparently had the night of your life! At least I hope it was the night of your life. I hope it was fucking worth it. 

			It wasn’t.

			I slept on the couch that night. 

			He left for work the next morning without a glance in my direction and booked me on a flight to California the same night. Said he couldn’t stand the sight of me and couldn’t deal with distractions this week. He sounded serious enough to change the locks.

			I was starting a job at a new PR firm the following week and L.A. wasn’t how I wanted to spend the downtime, but as instructed, I packed and left for the airport before he came home from work.

			At my parents’ house, I traded the sick feeling in my gut for prayer and meditation and Pilates. Gave up smoking and committed to a drinking hiatus. That week, I realized what other wives usually know by Year Three: marriage ain’t all about you. Gotta consider your spouse in daily decisions like what time you leave the office or what you make for dinner or if you RSVP for weekend things when, really, he’d just rather stay home.

			Yes, Alberto embraced me when I returned from California, but I’m not sure he ever forgave me. And while the next six months became one of the best chapters in our marriage, I never escaped the sense that I was one lapse in judgment away from divorce papers. 

			I attended plenty of parties that winter, but I never came home late. 

			Or drunk. 

			That week in California gave me a glimpse of life without Alberto and it scared the shit—and the vices—out of me.

			Yet here I am, one autumn later: drunk on Mariana’s terrace again.

			* * *

			On our last anniversary together, the traditional gift was leather. We had plenty of riding crops, so he got me a baseball game—Boston at New York—and I got him a Ferragamo billfold and his name flashed on the scoreboard.
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			He squealed when he saw the scoreboard.

			He looked at the billfold like it was a pound of tofu.

			But I have a wallet, he said. My orange Burberry. 

			Yes, I said, and sometimes you travel light and give me your license and Am Ex. 

			Yeah, he said. So you can hold it. 

			Damn, I thought. 

			Well, I said, I checked the return policy beforehand: They do refunds. 

			Last anniversary, the shirt and tie I bought him went back to Hugo Boss. So did the Paul Smith shirt for his birthday the year before. Ditto the Etro shirt last Christmas. And so on and so on. 

			Hell, I said, half smiling, I didn’t get it right this year either.

			He laughed, opened his arms, folded me into a hug. 

			It’s okay, he said. I’m hard to shop for. I’m the first to admit it.

			As last Christmas approached, I paid more attention to his off-the-cuff remarks. 

			Started a list in October but crossed off most of it because he had a habit of mentioning something he needed and coming home with it two days later. 

			In November, we made a deal that $200 was our limit on gifts for each other: we’d save our dough and spend it on our annual Christmas–New Year’s trip to Quebec. 

			As I wrapped his gifts last year, I felt silly for how practical they were: an oversized calculator (he hated using the one on the computer); a pair of discontinued Bodum espresso glasses (to replace the four our housekeeper had broken, one by one); and a monogrammed espresso bathrobe (to replace the tired white one he’d had forever). 

			To my complete amazement, all three gifts elicited smiles and non-patronizing laughter. 

			See, he said, you have been listening. And you got it right this year. 

			* * *

			Tony Papa’s out of surgery, says my mom from a waiting room in California.

			And? How’d it go?

			He has to come back for tests next month, but the doctor’s optimistic.

			Thank God, I exhale. And thank you. Give him my love?

			Done, she says.

			* * *

			As October creeps toward November, the panic that’s been dormant since early August returns. How and where do I spend the stupid holidays?

			I can’t fathom going to Barby’s alone for Thanksgiving this year. Or flying to California to spend it with my relatives. Both places will underscore Alberto’s absence, which means I’ll drink before noon and be a grief mess by dinner. 

			My solution?

			Go to London—where there’s no Thanksgiving.

			Maybe I’ll get in touch with the Aussie, maybe not. I’ll go to Hyde Park, see the Tate, meet up with old friends, and dance to house music in the West End. I’ll design a trip that reminds me of why I’m thankful, rather than what’s missing.

			But the shine from my London plan wears off this morning when I arrive at the office. 

			My department director just announced her resignation. 

			I want to be happy for her—in-house at Bloomingdale’s! congrats!—but her new job means I’m losing my biggest ally at this agency. She gave me a glowing review before It Happened and has had my back since It Happened. She doesn’t ask why I can’t work on my wedding anniversary or vibe me when I leave early for a lawyer meeting. These sorts of gestures are rare in New York PR firms, and rarer still at sorority-esque shops like this one.

			There’s already a frenetic scramble to assign people to the accounts where she was most visible to clients, but I know I’m in no headspace to replace her. If Alberto were here, he’d kick me for not making a play for her position. But if Alberto were here, he wouldn’t need to.

			I wash off the day with a hot shower before slipping into Alberto’s monogrammed bathrobe. When I exit our bathroom, an overwhelming scent of cheeseburgers has filled the apartment. I rush the kitchen, half-expecting to find Alberto in his underwear eating at the counter. 

			The kitchen is devoid of food-delivery bags.

			No pans on the stove, no dishes in the sink.

			The trashcan is empty.

			Me and my wet hair stand between the kitchen and living room, looking for a rational explanation of the phantom meat. 

			We find none.

			* * *

			Alberto hated Halloween.

			He dressed up the first year we were married, but made it clear that he would not be doing it again. 

			And the famous Village parade? 

			Go with your girlfriends, he said. I don’t like clowns.

			Two Halloweens ago, when I was Sally from Cabaret, we had a fight in this apartment that haunted me even before he died.

			He had decided he’d rather stay home than go to a costume party in Brooklyn, so I got ready at our place and met up with two girlfriends. Around 2am, I texted to let him know we were now at loft party in the East Village.

			Come. home. now.

			I’m hanging with Mariana, Roberto, and everyone else, I reply. I told you I’d be home late, baby.

			I’m not asking.

			After the fifth text, I turn off my phone. Whether I go home now or four hours from now, he’ll be pissed. I decide to stay and face the wrath later.

			And wrath there was.

			The verbal kind. 

			The written kind. 

			The not-talking-to-me-for-a-week kind.

			The wrath was so memorable that a year later, in a gesture of conciliation, I sat out Halloween for the first time—ever. 

			This year’s Halloween will invariably mean reliving our 2007 fight.

			Sleeping in one of his shirts. 

			Waking up to our empty apartment with swollen eyes.

			Fuck that noise.

			I’ve heard Savannah puts on a good Halloween party, so I text one of my West Coast girlfriends and ask if she’s ever been to Georgia.

			When do we leave? she replies.

			I spend the rest of the night on Amazon.com, in search of the perfect Elle-vis costume.

			* * *

			Thank you for the prayers, says Tony Papa.

			What did your doctor say? I ask.

			He doesn’t think I need chemo, he answers. Seems like surgery got all the cells.

			Hallelujah!

			Hallelujah indeed, he laughs. I’m thinking of celebrating my extended warranty on life by coming to New York.

			Come!

			Maybe for Thanksgiving, he says. With my girl.

			I’ll be in London, I say. But you’re both welcome to stay at our place—er, the apartment—all week.

			Thanks, he says. May have to take you up on that.

			Our conversation nudges me toward booking my hotel in London, and since I’ve already done the research, I make the online reservation for the Baglioni today. Only after zooming in on a map do I realize the hotel’s close proximity to the Royal Albert Hall. When I share this information via text with my mom, she replies gushingly about the history of Albert Hall: Queen Victoria dedicated the cornerstone to her husband, Albert, who died at forty-two years old. 

			Are you effing serious? I text back.

			I never kid about history, she replies.

			* * *

			As a native Californian, I spent my formative years in traffic listening to NPR. One of my all-time favorite programs is “This American Life,” and today’s archived podcast involves a challenge among NPR’s staff: from all the ridiculous show ideas your families have suggested over the years, find one that’s actually viable and produce it.

			One of the producers chases an idea her mom once pitched after attending “a hilarious funeral.” But now the mother can’t remember why the service was funny: she only knows that she “nearly busted a gut.” The producer gives up on her mom and calls the National Funeral Directors Association of America, hoping to find someone with “a few funny stories about death.” Anecdotes range from a funeral director getting caught stealing a tie from the deceased before cremation and another fellow who wanted “Silent Night” played at his service.

			These are not funny stories.

			WBEZ Chicago should’ve called me.

			I’d have told them the one about Alberto being late to his own funeral.

			The morning of the service, I had practiced my eulogy for Ramses and Jeanette before taking a cab to the funeral home on Bleecker and Sixth. I was scheduled to meet Alberto’s family at 2pm for a private viewing before going to the church.

			In the lobby, the funeral director had informed me that I was the first of my party to arrive.

			Like it’s a dinner reservation.

			I shook my head and walked wordlessly toward the viewing room. 

			Amelie, the only civilized person who worked there, had stopped me.

			Why don’t you wait a few minutes so I can turn on the memorial video? she says. Alberto’s flowers are already at the church and it might be too sad in there today without music or pictures.

			Bless you, Amelie, I say, and head back to the lobby.

			When I call my sister-in-law, she tells me their car service arrived late and they’re sitting in traffic.

			Are you close by? I ask.

			Tré, we’re still in Jersey. We’re not even in the tunnel yet. 

			Okay, I say, so I’ll wait for you guys.

			I’m on my second cigarette when Barby calls.

			Listen, we’re still in traffic. I don’t think we’ll make it there in time. The driver is taking us directly to the church.

			I flick the cigarette away, angrily. 

			Are you saying I have to do this alone, Barby? 

			I know. I’m so sorry.

			You’re telling me I have to say good-bye to him, take his glasses off, put the croquetas in the coffin—alone?

			Tré, I don’t know what to do. We’re barely going to make it to the service by 3pm. 

			Who cares about 3pm, I hear myself saying. Fuck 3pm. It can start late. It’s not like it can start without us. Or without him.

			We’re gonna have to meet you at the church— 

			Barby, can you pass the phone to Hilda? Please?

			A pause.

			My mother says she’ll meet you at the church. 

			Fine, I say, then you’re gonna stay on the phone with me while I go back there and say good-bye to him. Because I can’t do this alone, Barby. And I can’t believe you’re telling me I have to. So hang on, I say, let me grab the croquetas.

			I ditch my coat, pick up the bag, and head toward the viewing room. 

			Are you with me, I ask.

			I hear muffled sounds before Barby, in a determined voice, says You don’t have to do this alone. We’ll be there. Give us twenty.

			I stop walking.

			Seriously?

			Seriously, she says.

			Thank God, I say, and ask her to call when they’re a few minutes away.

			I leave the croquetas with Amelie, tell her that the family is running late and to please hold everything until they get here. And I mean everything, nodding in the direction of his coffin.

			Outside, I realize I have actually have twenty minutes to kill—ugh, wrong word—twenty minutes to have a drink before I have to say good-bye. At this moment, twenty minutes feels like a get-outta-hell-free card, and I nearly skip to Da Silvano.

			I order myself a Peroni and place a Chivas neat, Alberto’s standard drink, beside me. 

			It’s 2:36pm.

			His funeral was supposed to start in twenty-four minutes.

			But it won’t!

			Alberto—the man who was late for everything—is gonna to be late for his own funeral.

			Alberto would appreciate this detail more than the suit we chose, more than the piano hymns, or the four-hour playlist with his music. I want to share the moment with someone, but a call to my parents goes to voicemail. Ditto for Nikki and Fico and our friend Naumann. I nearly post it on Facebook but worry that people might take it as a cue to show up late too. So me and my cliché drink the Peroni until Barby calls to say they’re pulling up to the funeral home. 

			We embrace in the lobby, link arms, and, for the third time today, I head toward the viewing room. 

			 The flowers and pictures are already at the church, I whisper. So I’ve been warned that it might seem sadder than yesterday. 

			They nod as we enter the room.

			Amelie underestimated the sadness. 

			The emptiness. 

			The harshness of the spotlights on his coffin. 

			They tighten their arms against mine as we approach the casket. When I hear Barby’s sobs, I hear myself saying that it’s just his shell. The essence of Alberto is not what we’re looking at, not what we’re sending off.

			Just his shell, she says, trying it on for size. 

			It’s just his shell, she repeats loudly. She nods and leans into her husband.

			I just can’t believe it, Hilda cries. Cannot. Believe. It. I see him there, and I know it’s real but . . . oh, why Albertico. Why.

			My throat tightens.

			I want to press Ctrl + Z.

			Undo it.

			The words comfort my mother run through my head in the same tone that Alberto would say call my mother.

			I—I’m so sorry, Hilda. Seeing him like this . . . it’s not what he wants you to remember. 

			I hold my mother-in-law until her shuddering subsides. 

			Thank you, she says, taking a deep breath.

			She approaches the coffin and wordlessly places a rosary over his hands.

			Barby tucks photos into his jacket pocket and crosses herself.

			I add the croquetas, one yellow rose, and remove his red statement glasses.

			I’m keeping these, I whisper before kissing his head. I love you, Alberto.

			We’re already exiting the viewing room when I realize I want to be the last person to see him—not one of the funeral home jerks.

			I’ll meet you outside, I whisper to Barby.

			I set down my purse and return to the casket. 

			I stand on the kneeling bar and reach for the coffin’s lid.

			Good-bye, my prince.

			With a creak and click, it closes over him.

			* * *

			I awoke at dawn in the grip of a dream.

			Alberto and I were sprawled on the sofa in our underwear, my head resting on his chest. Even though we knew he was going to die soon, we were joking about what I’d miss most.

			Just say the phrase? I begged. Please?

			He toyed with me, laughing with his signature hee-hee-hee. 

			Come on, I said. I need you to say it. 

			He sat up, looked mischievously at me, at the bed—then back to me. 

			I’ll be here, he said with the charm and voice of a child.

			Wait—wait—I need to record you!

			When I awake, I’m holding my cell phone toward the sky.

			The dream hovers as I go through the motions of office brainstormings and a client lunch. It boards my evening flight to Savannah and follows me to the Mansion Hotel. But its grip, thankfully, is no match for the force of nature that is my West Coast girlfriend, Missy.

			Come here, you! she shouts, flinging open the door to our suite. It’s been seven years since we saw each another, but like the high-school friends we are, it feels like a minute.

			I love your hair! How’s New York? 

			It rocks—and so do your boots! How’s Arizona?

			It blows! What are we drinking?

			Over a late dinner, we dish about the California desert: who’s divorced, who had twins, who’s back in jail, and who got remarried after his wife died last year.

			Yeah, she sighs. I heard about Yvette. Such an unhappy girl. But good for Hatfield—finding someone new. 

			The words hang there, waiting for one of us to steer the conversation elsewhere.

			* * *

			At a vintage shop, we assemble Missy’s costume—’60s dress, go-go boots, hoop earrings, and white eyeliner—à la Priscilla to my Elle-vis. 

			Between room service and vodka cocktails, we trade makeup tips and tease Missy’s hair into a beehive. We get ready without watching the clock because at thirty-something, we already know that the best part of Halloween is getting ready with a girlfriend.

			* * *

			The cobblestoned streets of downtown Savannah were costume-crowded last night. Missy and I carried drinks from bar to bar, making dozens of single-serving friends. Last night, her presence made Alberto’s absence seem less palpable, but this morning? At a table for one in a hotel restaurant?

			The Alberto-shaped void rushes in.

			While Missy sleeps upstairs, I fidget over coffee and the paper, trying to tune out the piped-in music of Sinatra and Mel Tormé. By the time she joins me, I’ve moved on to Bloody Marys and a table in Savannah’s afternoon sun.

			* * *

			The more cities I live in, Missy confesses, the more I think the Mojave Desert is a death magnet.

			I nod my head, mouth full of sashimi.

			It’s true, right? People in other places haven’t buried half as many people as we have. Not at this age. It’s not normal. If you think about everyone between Trish . . . and Yvette.

			Thinking about the twenty-three dead friends Missy and I have between us makes me push my plate away.

			Lift my glass of sake.

			To all the lives, I say, meeting her eyes. 

			And all the love, she adds.

			We kanpei and nod skyward.

			* * *

			Back in New York, the newsstands are splashed with post-season baseball headlines. 

			The Yankees could clinch the World Series?

			And Alberto’s not here to see it?

			Or rub it my Red Sox face?

			Should I even watch tonight’s game?

			* * *

			I watched. 

			They lost. 

			Fell asleep, ambivalent. 

			* * *

			I wish you were flying into Burbank, my mom sighs through the phone. It’s so much easier than LAX.

			I’m sorry, but I have to come straight from work—and all the evening flights go to LAX. 

			Your father will pick you up, she says. And I ordered the sunflowers for Phil’s wreath today.

			Right, I reply. I’ll bring my iPod with his music.

			I do not tell her that I’m dreading this annual November trip or that grieving Alberto has added unexpected fuel to the anniversary of my brother’s death. 

			* * *

			Last year on Election Day, I awoke around this time, giddy as Christmas morning. Alberto had voted via Florida absentee, but I walked to the nearby precinct, proudly wearing my YES WE CAN shirt.

			An hour later, my civic duty performed, I picked up a latté for me and a dopio with two Splendas for him. He was dressing when I returned and we decided to meet for dinner before heading to an election party. Like most mornings, I walked him to the front door and waited there—you got your keys? your phone? your Zipcard?—until the lift arrived and we blew each other a kiss as the elevator doors closed.

			Some mornings, this ritual hits me like an ice storm. Today is one of those mornings.

			* * *

			The Yankees win.

			All I can think about is what I’ve lost.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Travel as Prozac

			Gotta love California: the state where, at any given moment, you can “find yourself here”: 

			between seasons, temperatures, grief, and guests.

			(November 12, 4:44pm via Twitter)

			* * *

			Two days in the desert has disoriented me.

			I fall asleep knowing Alberto’s dead.

			I wake, dreaming of him alive.

			I shake myself into present tense via coffee, the Bible, a newspaper.

			Somewhere between sunrise and sunset, I get the urge to text him.

			When my dad says something funny.

			When my mom breaks something.

			When the neighbors play Paquito in the evening.

			My hand reaches for my cell before it remembers that no one gives a damn if my parents are fighting (they are) or if the dishwasher is unloaded (it’s not) or if the Cuban neighbors are partying (they are).

			This is the desert, where suspension of disbelief is the order of things. 

			* * *

			My dad and I are in the outdoor living room, huddled over my laptop, when my mom opens the patio door.

			Alberto’s—

			For a half-second, I expect her sentence to end with on the phone or sent you flowers. 

			I look at her, waiting.

			 . . . his shoes—were they Reebok?

			My face falls.

			His shoes?

			The ones he customized with the Revolución logo—were they Reebok?

			I don’t understand the context of her question nor do I know which tense to reply in, so I just look away and shake my head.

			* * *

			Fifteen years ago today, a knock on my bedroom door woke me.

			What time you gotta be at work, my brother asked.

			Ten forty-five, I mumbled.

			Better get up, he said.

			I know, I said, sliding out of the covers and heading downstairs for coffee.

			I showered, gathered my textbooks for an evening class, and rushed outside to find my vintage BMW idling in the driveway.

			I halted, confused: how was my car running when I’d parked it in the garage last night?

			Phil appeared from the side yard.

			You pulled my car out? I said.

			You were running late, he shrugged.

			You rule, I said.

			I’d thrown my stuff in the passenger seat and walked around to the driver’s side.

			Have a good day, he said and gave me a hug.

			An hour later, he’d driven his 300 ZX to our friend Jimmy’s house. Jimmy wasn’t home so he’d gone north on Sierra Highway, out to Hatfield’s house. While he was there, the sky had darkened and the roads slickened with the first rain of the season.

			An hour later, he took Sierra Highway south and between Avenue C and D, he attempted to pass a sedan. Maybe the sedan sped up or maybe he miscalculated the passing distance. Either way, a pick-up truck was heading straight at him.

			He slowed down, tried to pull back into his own lane.

			He didn’t make it. 

			Struck by the truck on his passenger side.

			According to the accident report, the cause of death was blunt trauma to the head.

			Driver was not wearing his seat belt.

			Time of death: 12:05pm. 

			Have a good day, he’d said and gave me a hug.

			I wake this morning to another November 10th and slip out of the guestroom for coffee, passing the pictures of my brother’s eighteen years framed in the hall.

			I’ve long since quit the job that he woke me for that morning. Sold the BMW he pulled out of the garage for me. But that hug is still as tangible as the red leaves falling in my parents’ backyard this morning.

			* * *

			At the site of the accident on Sierra Highway, an annual ritual has been defined and refined over the years. My dad is the designated driver and keeps the soundtrack of Phil’s favorite music playing for the hour or two we spend here. Mom shines Phil’s monument with metal polish. I pour beers into plastic cups and assemble a flower bouquet. 

			All of us write letters to Phil.

			Today I sit cross-legged on the hard ground, staring at the blank white card I’ve brought. I try to summon handwriting, but all I’m thinking about is the fact that Alberto and Phil have finally met. (What are they saying to each other?) The violins of the Beastie Boys are pouring out of my dad’s SUV and I hear my mom say this is the song, isn’t it? 

			(The song that was playing as he crashed.)
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			The day after the accident, my dad went to the towing yard and pried a cassette from the tape deck of Phil’s car. 

			It was the Beasties’ “Ill Communication.” 

			A year and half later, I took mushrooms in Malibu with a boyfriend, slipped my own copy of “Ill Communication” into the CD player, and pressed “random,” asking God to show me the song that was playing when it happened. 

			When Track 12 launches, I check the title on the CD case and shake my head for a few long moments before telling the boyfriend that the song is called “Eugene’s Lament.” And that Phil’s middle name was Eugene. 

			On the third anniversary of his death, I tell my parents that I know which song was playing. 

			(I leave out the mushroom part.)

			Yes, Mom, this is the song.

			She nods, picks up her beer, and starts writing Phil.

			* * *

			It’s my last night and dinner in California with my parents.

			Are you planning to visit Hilda over Christmas? Mom asks.

			She’ll be in the Dominican Republic, I say. And actually, I’ve started planning a trip to Brazil. New Year’s in Copacabana is on the bucket list. 

			Would you go alone? Dad asks.

			With cousin Brent. And his girlfriend, Quiana . . . you guys met her at the service.

			I think I remember her, Dad says. Do you guys have friends down there?

			Not yet, I say. 

			* * *

			One of my many job perks is the seasonal cocktail-tasting my colleagues and I do for our vodka client. At the apartment of a renowned mixologist tonight, we spend a few hours trying spring cocktails and choose five that seem press-worthy. As we’re leaving his building afterward, a fleet of fire trucks and ambulances scream by and halt just south of us.

			Firemen jump to the sidewalk and race inside a building, which is not burning.

			Somewhere in the floors above us, a tragedy has happened.

			A child choked on something.

			A grandfather fell.

			A husband went to sleep and never woke up. 

			As my co-workers talk and walk a few steps ahead, I repeat my siren prayer until we turn the corner and emergency vehicle lights are no longer bouncing off our faces and coats. 

			* * *

			Landed in London this morning and tonight I reunite with Dimi, friend and brand ambassador for a top-shelf vodka. Dimi whispers something to the mixologist of the Connaught and when I lean in, I overhear the words bring it neat. 

			Why so secretive, Dimi?

			I want to see, he explains, if you can discern the particular flavor of vodka in this drink. 

			His line has four flavors. How hard can this be?

			The drink arrives and I take a noseful.

			It smells like original, I admit.

			Taste it, he urges. 

			I do.

			A faint almond note, I offer.

			I am, apparently, the second person to say this. 

			Try it again, he says, looking at the mixologist.

			I close my eyes, suck air over the liquid, drawing the flavor into my nose. 

			Slight . . . chamomile hint? 

			Think less herbaceous, Dimi says. More gourmet French. 

			The flavor hits me. 

			Guys? Is this drink vegetarian?

			Their eyes widen. 

			Which is answer enough.

			Did you just serve me foie-fucking-gras vodka?

			They are not laughing. 

			But I am. 

			Alberto would be laughing. 

			I’ve heard the laugh that goes with this scenario. 

			We’d gone to a seafood place in Miami that he loved as a kid. I declared the clam chowder to be the best I’d ever had and placed a second order before finishing the first. 

			When I reached the bottom of the bowl, I realized why it was so good.

			Uh-oh, I say, setting down my spoon. 

			Que fuí? he asks. What happened? 

			I tilt the bowl toward him and show him the unmistakable pink of bacon pieces. 

			He throws his head back, slaps his knee, laughs loud and long. He keeps it up even after I’ve cancelled my second bowl and we’re heading back to the Shore Club. 

			Ha! Best clam chowder you’ve ever had! See? Bacon is good!

			* * *

			After dinner with Dimi, I returned to the hotel and found the bed in my room turned down.

			For two.

			Two sets of slippers. 

			Chocolates on each pillow. 

			Half-hysterical, I called my mom, who kept me on the phone until I sobered up and calmed the hell down. 

			On my way out today, I introduce myself to Carl the Concierge and tell him I have a sensitive request.

			I’m here alone, I explain, but housekeeping turned the bed down for two and set out two of everything. It’s my first holiday season without my husband and it’s . . . a little rough. Can my room be made up for one during the remainder of my stay?

			Of course, Miss Miller. I’ll inform the staff straightaway.

			* * *

			On a tour of the Globe, we learn that the original walls were made with plaster and cow hair. During a rebuild in the 1990s, the architects had trouble replicating the plaster due to “a lack of hairy English cows.” After a number of iterations, they decided to use Pashmina cashmere. 

			Cashmere walls sound like something Alberto would get behind. I adjust his cashmere scarf around my own neck and decide a drink is something I can get behind. Damp and cold, I duck into Horace Jones Vault under Tower Bridge and order a Hoegaarden with a Havana neat. 

			I place the glass of Cuban rum where Alberto should be and settle into my table as a jazz band is starting up. The opening notes of “Favorite Things” float over my shoulder. Despite the miles I’ve put between me and New York, this song transports me to the other side of the pond. 

			The band moves into “The Lady Is a Tramp.” 

			And then “Night and Day.”

			I order another beer.

			When “’Deed I Do” in the Diana Krall style starts up, I decide to escape this sea of standards. 

			I signal for the bill as the band launches into what happens to be their final song. 

			It’s “Smooth Operator,” which has nothing to do with Alberto and everything to do with Phil.

			A decade after this song came out, I heard it blasting from his room and wondered how he—a DJ-Quik-Dr.-Dre-Bob-Marley–listening kid—got into Sadé? I assumed it was a girl, one of the older ones he ran around with, but I never got around to asking.

			* * *
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			On the approach to Stonehenge, Tina the Tour Guide repeats what most of us have heard before: Celtic druids have tried to prove their ties to the monument, but there’s much speculation about why it was built.

			When I step onto the site, the scale of the stones shocks me in the way that real-life encounters with things you’ve seen on so many screen savers and calendars do. Even though I know I can’t capture it any better than the postcards in the gift shop, I can’t stop shooting Stonehenge: every passing cloud and sunbeam affects the tone of the stones.

			On the long trip back to the city, I do some online research and stumble across a Stonehenge theory that has nothing to do with druids. Archaeologists have found evidence supporting the hypothesis that it was built to honor the dead by the people who lived in the area.

			The theory claims that on the winter solstice, ancient Southern Britons would bring the cremated remains of their dead to the River Avon to scatter on the water. The tribe would then make a two-and-a-half-kilometer pilgrimage to Stonehenge, where they performed a group ceremony to honor the dead and acknowledge the cycle of life. The parallel of my two thousand-mile journey this week to perform an ash-and-water ceremony does not escape me.

			When I return to the hotel tonight, I stop to thank Carl the Concierge for arranging my excursion and the conversation expands to what I’m doing for Christmas. 

			Which cities in Brazil? he asks 

			Florianópolis for a few days, then over to Iguazu to helicopter over the waterfalls and hike in on Christmas. Then eight days in Río for New Year’s.

			Alone, he asks? 

			For the first part, yes, but I’ll meet my cousin and his girlfriend in Río. 

			Good for you, he says. At this time in your life, you should go out and experience things like this. Make a fresh start. 

			A fresh start? 

			Not the words I would use. 

			And given his sensitivity about my turndown request, not the words I’d expect from him either. 

			Wait, I say, do you think I’m here alone because of . . . divorce? 

			He nods. 

			No, it’s the other thing, I say, softly. It’s the other reason a wife would be alone and escaping the holidays.

			* * *

			I used to know how to do sushi for one, but I may have overreached with Zuma sushi tonight. The lobby is all couples. Ditto for the bar. I’ve officially decided to leave when I hear someone calling my name.

			I turn to find a hostess beckoning me.

			Apparently, I am doing this.

			Crossing the room, I feel the gaze of a hundred couples on me. I slide into the sushi bar and make fast friends with the gay waiter, who brings me a glass of champagne. I keep my eyes on the menu, but when one of the chefs—a twenty-something with kind eyes—brings over a comp dish and introduces himself, I start to relax.

			I sweep my eyes across the restaurant, observe the other patrons.

			And realize I’m not the white elephant in the room.

			I’m just a girl having sushi on a Wednesday night.

			* * *

			It’s Thanksgiving somewhere, so I’m off to Hyde Park with a camera, ashes, and a bag of flowers. I circle the Albert Memorial looking for the perfect angle, but it’s under construction, so every shot is a disappointment.

			Even more disappointing is Long Water pond, where I planned to spread his ashes. Water access is limited and the area is crowded with people and dogs. I scan the lake, looking for a more private spot, and see a plaza at the opposite end with a Roman balcony jutting above the water. 

			When I reach it, my pulse quickens. Moss-covered cherubs and crumbling goddesses surround a stone fountain that spills directly into the pond. A baby gull swoops past my shoulder, alighting in the fountain for a bath. I look around and realize I’m the only person on the plaza.

			This is the spot. 

			I shoot the scene and when I check the digital images, I realize how lovely the light is just now. I bring out the box and flowers and do what I came across the Atlantic to do. 
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			* * *

			A close friend of my brother’s moved to England in the ’90s and upon hearing I was headed across the pond, invited me to supper on Thanksgiving night. I said yes—on the condition that he found somewhere for us to dance to house music afterward.

			Over a fancy dinner, Chris and I catch up on the past decade before heading to T-bar: a sweaty, subterranean club with bass so deep, I have to go old school and stuff the corners of cocktail napkins into my ears.

			Chris asks if I want to get high?

			I laugh.

			Back when Chris, Phil, and I went to raves, I definitely needed a drug to dance like no one was looking. But eventually, the trance music became house and the drugs became beer. After college, chemicals just seemed to interfere with my dance flow. I’ve found my groove tonight so I tell Chris that the lager is serving me just fine but he’s welcome to party.

			Okay, Tré, he says. Okay. Good on you.

			An hour later, he’s wearing a beanie and looks like he’s ice-skating around the dance floor. 

			All seven feet of him.

			Good on him, I laugh, and bring him another water that he yet again spills.

			There’s only one other person here whose moves have the same cadence as mine, but I slide away from his approving nods and glances. Tonight is about losing myself in something that’s uniquely mine, something Alberto and I did not share: a love of house music and dancing to it ’til dawn.

			Fast-forward to 4am, after I’ve played Frisbee with vinyl records and shared a cigarette with the dancing stranger. The party is ending, Chris is high, and the stranger named Paulo has invited us to his flat a few blocks away. Chris is just coherent enough to say this bloke wants to take you home and I’m just patient enough to say that’s exactly why you’re coming with me.

			He’s got beers, I tell Chris, and he’s offered coke so you can do some of that. Keep your high going.

			He perks up.

			I’m not ready to end my last night in London yet, Chris. There’s something else out there: Let’s go find it.

			Yes, let’s, he agrees.

			The three of us exit the place, trailed by a guy in a short jacket who knows Paulo, and walk a few blocks to the flat.

			I help myself to a beer in the fridge as Short Jacket Guy pulls out a satchel of MDMA and a bag of coke big as a flour sack. I pass on the line and take a lap around the place: two floors and a terrace. Good art on the walls. Graphite sketches of haute couture scattered about.

			I return to the first floor as pills are being handed all around.

			Nah, I’m good, I say, raising my beer.

			The boys try the we-all-do-it-or-none-of-us-do-it approach, but I just shrug. 

			The last time I took E with a man, I say, I married him.

			They lean in closer.

			That was supposed to scare you off, I laugh.

			They wait for a different answer.

			Do it first, I say. I want to see what your jaws are doing in thirty minutes. Then I’ll make an informed decision.

			It’s 98 percent pure MDMA, says Short Jacket.

			I pick up the satchel, touch my finger to the residue, and lift it to my tongue.

			Doesn’t taste like college-campus E.

			No speedy bottom note.

			It tastes like 1991: like fake IDs and purple clubs on Sunset Boulevard.

			Tastes like what could be a fun night.

			I hear myself announce a couple ground rules. 

			No attempts at orgies. Everyone keeps their effing hands to themselves. And I’m gonna need water. Lots of it. Also, a pair of warm socks and some ChapStick.

			Agreed?

			They smile.

			Understood?

			They nod.

			Well, then, cheers, I say, chasing the pill with my warm beer.

			The fellow who owns the flat is a fashion designer who’s obsessed with duct tape this season. Thirty minutes into the pill, he’s shirtless except for my Jimmy Choo faux-fur vest and he’s dancing on the stairs with turntables attached to a trail of colored wires.

			In the bathroom, my pupils dilated, I see the same brown bottle of discontinued Helmut Lang Cuiron that Alberto wore.

			The whiff I do not let myself take.

			The 6am market excursion we make.

			The bags of soda they lose. Then find. Then lose again.

			The boot of mine they hide to stop me from leaving at 10am.

			The extended game of hide-and-go-feet that commences.

			The email address I scrawl in red lipstick on the white radiator in exchange for my other high-heeled boot. 

			The taxi I take.

			The flight I make.

			The Atlantic, over which I recover and wake to see a driver at JFK holding the letters of my name on a sign.

			The apartment into which I collapse, after somehow gaining five hours and not misplacing anything but my grief.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
(Not) Home for 
the Holidays

			All I want for Christmas is you . . . 
but I’m settling for Brazil.

			(December 8, 1:51pm via Twitter)

			* * *

			A week away from his tangible absence makes returning to New York a fresh hell. 

			Would living elsewhere ease the pain? 

			Hard to be content with any other American city after living in Manhattan—but maybe overseas? 

			Venice is on the To-Visit List. So is Portofino and Mykonos. And Saigon and Sydney. Maybe if I keep mapping and flying and shooting and crying, one day I’ll wake up without a stuffed monkey in my bed or the words goodmorningiloveyou in my head.

			* * *

			We’re on for Cuba, Hilda shouts through the phone.

			As in, legally?

			Thank Obama for that one, she says. As of this year, Cuban citizens can escort American relatives into the country on a tourist visa. 

			We can fly directly from Miami? 

			Yes, she says. And because we’re booking a hotel for at least five nights, the Cuban government doesn’t require you to get your visa through an embassy. We’ll pick it up through the travel agency when you come to Miami next week.

			So we spend money on a hotel and Cuba throws in a free visa? For a communist country, that sounds a lot like capitalism. 

			Welcome to fucking Cuba, she laughs. 

			* * *

			Are those real? my friend Erin asks, pointing to the vase of flowers atop the box of Alberto’s ashes.

			They are, I say.

			And you replace them every week?

			Every few weeks—orchids die rather elegantly.

			Why don’t you just get fake ones?

			I don’t know, I say. Maybe because I’m not eighty with plastic covers on my sofa.

			She laughs and asks if we should go to dinner or do the ashes first?

			Erin has become my go-to girl when I transfer the ashes. She lost her sister a decade ago—she was babysitting her when it happened—and she knew Alberto, so she cries along with me while somehow keeping track of the urn’s base screws. 

			Tonight, I transfer more ash than usual because I’ll be spreading him in two places in Brazil. As I’m pushing the air out of the Ziploc, I suddenly become conscious of what I’m holding and folding. 

			Of the sharp shards.

			His bones. 

			His teeth.

			The clutch in my esophagus starts. 

			My hand movements stop. 

			Can I give it a try? Erin whispers.

			I hand it over and she finishes what I cannot. 

			* * *

			When my Friday-night flight lands in Miami, I make my way toward Arrivals to find the driver holding a sign with my name.

			I’m Alberto, he says.

			Of course you are.

			I shake his hand and my head.

			* * *

			After picking up my Cuban visa, Hilda and I head to lunch in Coral Gables, where I’m mesmerized by her method of eating French fries: it’s the same dainty two-finger method as Alberto.

			I don’t like getting my hands dirty, she explains.

			I’m well aware, I say.

			Hey, have I ever told you the Albert-Moving-to-New-York-story? 

			Tell me.

			He had a girlfriend named Kristen here in Miami. She had a car and they were going to drive to New York for his new job and get a place together. 

			How old was he?

			I think he was twenty-three. But the night before the road trip, Albert says, “They need me in New York, Mumu. Can you drive up with Kristen?” 

			I said “okay” and he hops on a plane, leaving me and the girlfriend to drive one thousand miles. I’m pretty sure there wasn’t any crisis in New York, but off he went. I realized only after he was gone that Kristen’s car was a—what do you call it—a stick shift. When I tell her I don’t know how to drive it, she says, “Albert said you could do anything. And that you used to drive stick shift when you were at school.”

			So I drove the stick shift with the ridiculous girlfriend and we got stuck in a storm in North Carolina. 

			Sounds like a road trip from hell.

			It was. Kristen didn’t last long in New York. And when she left, she took the car, along with the dining table and all but one of the dining chairs. 

			Do you remember what it looked like? I ask. Because there’s a random French chair in our storage unit that I never asked Alberto about. It’s got black-and-white striped upholstery—and tons of rips. 

			Sounds about right, his mother says.

			* * *

			Back in New York, I sit down to write Christmas cards, one of the wifely duties I’m determined to carry on. I launch Alberto’s Christmas playlist, open a bottle of wine and take a red pen from the desk drawer.

			I’ve powered through half the cards when I notice the bite marks on the pen cap.

			His bite marks.

			I stare at the pen, an object he once held in his hands and mouth.

			I leave the Christmas chaos on the coffee table and head to bed, where I fall asleep spooning the stuffed monkey.

			* * *

			Tré, darling, Mariana says, between sips of sauvignon blanc. I’m thinking of spending the summer in Europe. I know June is a long way off, but I have family scattered about the continent, so I’m just putting it out there.

			Should I start missing you now, I ask. Or start planning to join you?

			Join me, silly, she laughs.

			The following December, I do join her.

			She will have taken a flat in Budapest, where we’ll spend a snowy week dancing, drinking Palinka, and lunching with her embassy friends before flying to Venice for Christmas. In Italy, we’ll spend our afternoons apart—she at the ancient museums and me at the modern ones—but we’ll eat together every night on the Ponte di Rialto. On Christmas Eve, we’ll splash through two feet of acqua alta for midnight mass at St. Mark’s and a nightcap at the Bauer Hotel.

			* * *

			After work tonight, I sort through the mail and open an envelope containing a 2010 calendar, courtesy of the funeral home.

			A calendar. 

			I cannot think of a more inappropriate item and I’m rattled enough to dial the number on the mailer. 

			Greenwich Village Funeral Home, how may I help you?

			Hi, I’m Tré. You carried out the viewing services for my husband nine months ago and I just received a calendar from you that I can only describe as insensitive and insulting. 

			Silence.

			I’m a widow. This is my first Christmas without my husband. Why would I want a funeral home to remind me that time is marching on? 

			Silence.

			Maybe if I’d had a civilized experience with your company, this wouldn’t seem so tacky. But your funeral director is the same man who left cookies “with his compliments” in the limo that took us to my husband’s service—cookies! Who eats dessert on their way to a funeral?

			Uh, would you like to leave your name, Miss?

			I’m sure you didn’t sign off on the calendar, but have you seen this thing?

			I haven’t, no. I’m offsite. I’m just with the answering company.

			Of course you are. If you could leave the director a message from Tré Rodríguez, a former client. Tell him this calendar is one of the most hard-boiled things a funeral home could ever send to a person in mourning. Tell him, next year, maybe try a toothbrush. Or an extra set of house keys. Something that people like me keep losing track of. Because time is the one damn thing I do not need a funeral home reminding me to remember.

			Well, Tré, thank you for calling. I’ll pass on your message.

			His dignified voice. 

			His Emily-Post-formality. 

			Dear God. 

			Have I become that girl? 

			The one ranting about a free calendar in the middle of the night?

			* * *

			I come with several decades of Christmas ornaments. When I was a kid, we made them as a family: snowmen with top hats, skiing pandas on popsicle sticks, our names stenciled on plastic apples. As we grew up, the ornaments were store-bought and commemorated a new hobby or a major milestone.

			During my first December with Alberto, I hauled out the ornaments. From the couch, Alberto raised an eyebrow as my sea of mementos crept across the dining table.

			You’re putting all those up?

			They’ll fit! It’s a big tree.

			He walked over, examined a badly painted dough figure in the hollow of a walnut.

			Seriously? he said.

			That’s the first ornament I made, I squealed. I was, like, three!

			He laughed, shook his head, and went back to the TV remote.

			You’re not? Going to help?

			Um, no. This is your thing.

			I was newly married and a little devastated. Hadn’t yet realized that everything in a marriage isn’t met with mutual enthusiasm, so I decorated the stupid tree with a pout on my face.

			That first Christmas Eve, he’d grimaced when he unwrapped six ornaments from our respective families and me.

			And then.

			He handed me a box that contained a flaming, Mexican-style heart decorated with the words “I Love You.”

			The following year, I dressed the tree on an early December night when he worked late. No pouting.

			By Christmas Number Three, as we drove back from Jersey with an evergreen on our convertible, he announced that it would only be fair if we switched off the Christmas-tree theme every other year.

			What does that mean? I asked.

			This year, we continue your Craft Land Adventure. Next year, we do an all-monochromatic tree. The lights, the ornaments, everything. I’m thinking white or silver.

			Does this mean you’ll help me decorate? I laughed.

			Are you kidding? I will art-direct that motherfucking tree!

			When Christmas Number Four was within sight, I reminded him about the monochromatic tree.

			Right, we need to do that.

			The second weekend in December, I mentioned it again.

			Honey, he smiled, how would you feel about not getting a tree this year? I mean, we’re leaving for Quebec in ten days and then we’ll just have to pack everything away when we get back . . . 

			I did not interrupt to say that, actually, I would have to pack everything away when we got back.

			Instead, I agreed. Not getting a tree sounded brilliant. And practical.

			I did not give him an ornament on our last holiday together.

			He didn’t get me one either.

			And as we celebrated Christmas Day from our suite in Montreal, neither of us gave two shits about ornaments or trees.

			* * *

			In the Rodríguez household, Alberto was the I.T. department. He handled warranties, billing, and service for the equipment that kept our home office humming. The wireless in our apartment stopped working a few weeks after he died, but the mere thought of repairing it had exhausted me. Unfortunately, the cable Internet has now gone the way of the wireless, so a service visit is scheduled for today. 

			Except the technician hasn’t shown.

			Our desktop address book contains every detail about our Time Warner account except their stupid phone number, so I dig through Alberto’s mail to find a hard-copy bill. As I’m dialing, I notice the Movies & Events section on the statement:

			 

			03/14/09: Che Part One: Start 8:10pm

			03/14/09: Che Part Two: Start 10:22pm

			 

			03/14/2009 is the Night Before He Died.

			I hang up the phone and stare at the two last movies he ever watched. I remember the look and light of our apartment that night, when I fell asleep at the wrong end of our bed, watching “Che Part Two.” That movie is the last thing I remember about the lazy Saturday that became his last Saturday.

			It began at 8:30am with him sleeping and me tiptoeing around our apartment, looking for clean socks and an iPod charger before my 9am cardio class. When I returned from the gym with coffees, he was still in bed, playing naked Scrabble on the laptop. I’d slipped out of my Nikes and slid under the covers and joined him.

			Is there breakfast? he had asked.

			There is, I’d said. Whatcha in the mood for?

			Two waffles with snausages please!

			Over breakfast in bed, we watched last week’s “CBS Sunday Morning” on the DVR. When it ended, he said I’ll be here! and pulled the duvet around him for a nap. I’d curled up with Warren Buffett’s biography for a few hours.

			When Alberto awoke, he apologized for being such a sleepyhead.

			Stop, I said, it’s grumpy out and it’s a perfect book-reading day. 

			I love you, he said.

			Me too, I said, borrowing his favorite response.

			We watched Silence of the Lambs—somehow he’d never seen it before—and ordered sandwiches from the deli downstairs. Another nap for him and a few more chapters for me, and the sky began darkening. He’d woken just before the laundry was delivered and helped me haul it inside, hanging everything on the back of the front door.

			What should we have for dinner, he asked.

			We flipped through our three-ring binder of menus in plastic sheets and decided on Greek. I still have the notepad with our dinner order: scallops and salad for me; an order of saganaki and a gyro platter with an extra side of gyro meat for him. I still turn away when I pass the Greek restaurant that delivered his last meal. I still wonder, if he’d ordered something less artery-clogging for dinner, would he have lived another day?

			* * *

			We need to talk, says my agency’s CFO, clearing his throat. About how much commitment you’ll be able to give the agency in 2010.

			Of course, I say, glancing at the HR woman and back to the CFO.

			Tré, you’ve exhausted all of your vacation and leave, he says, and after the New Year, we won’t be able to grant you any more unpaid time off.

			The subtext of this conversation?

			No one at this PR firm appreciates you taking two weeks off for the holidays.

			Also, don’t even think about going to Cuba in March.

			Do you feel, the HR woman asks, that your upcoming vacation in Brazil will enable you to turn over a new leaf in the New Year?

			My upcoming . . . what? 

			Vacation?

			This will be my first Christmas as a widow.

			Brazil isn’t a vacation. It’s self-preservation. It’s Prozac. 

			But how do I explain this to people who are spending the holidays with their fiancés or pregnant wives?

			I don’t speak their language anymore and they don’t understand mine, but I summon what I think they want to hear: that I appreciate the candor of this conversation and that yes, I’m hoping my Brazil trip will be restorative and that when I return, I’ll be able to bring the noise.

			Everyone smiles and nods.

			We’d like you to think about benchmarks in which to measure your performance in the upcoming year, says the CFO. So when you return, we can all sit down with your director and discuss these goals.

			Wow, I think, that sounds brilliant. When I’m trying to not hurl myself over the cliffs of Iguazu on Christmas, I’ll just focus on media benchmarks. Super helpful, guys.

			I give them my best brave face and head home to pack.

			* * *

			Despite my 4am pick-up for the airport, Mariana and I decide to attend a girlfriend’s birthday party on the roof of Gramercy Park Hotel. A thirty-something guy in a newsboy hat catches my eye from across the party. He looks at me, lingers, and leaves the room.

			I’m intrigued, so I follow and find him checking his phone near the elevators.

			Hi Hat.

			He looks up.

			Hi there.

			I’m Tré, and you’re wearing the hat I would be wearing if I didn’t get my silly hair cut tonight and wasn’t trying to make it last ’til Christmas.

			And what are you doing for Christmas?

			Brazil.

			Really? First time?

			Yep.

			Why Brazil?

			It’s the furthest I could get from the holidays in America.

			Why are you fleeing the holidays in America?

			Long story. Let’s talk about you. And how you know the birthday girl.

			My friend, who I came with, is her dermatologist.

			Wow, that’s sexy, I say. Wanna try again?

			The Hat laughs, disarmingly. Throws it back to me. How do you know the birthday girl?

			We worked together at a California art gallery before she went off to Harvard and I went off to Berkeley. Ten years later, our moms became Facebook friends, realized both their daughters were in New York, put us in touch, and now they live vicariously through us.

			That’s a pretty good story.

			I have hundreds of these. 

			I have all night.

			Unfortunately, I do not, I say, with a mock check to my watchless wrist. Airport in four hours.

			Better make those four hours count.

			I plan to. What are you and the derm up to? My friend and I have a car downstairs.

			We have a party at a Westside bar.

			The four of us relocate to Galway Hooker, elbowing our way past Quentin Tarantino—much taller than anyone figures him for—and this guy with the hat? 

			I cannot believe how much I want to be alone with him. 

			I keep ducking away from Mariana because she’s never seen me hold hands with anyone besides Alberto and it seems a little soon for me to play the merry widow.

			Around 1am, the logistics fall into place. Mariana and the derm realize they both live on the Upper West and Hat and I remind everyone that we both live in Chelsea.

			You guys take the car, I say.

			We’ll grab a cab, Hat echoes. 

			We shut the taxi door and devour each other’s mouths and necks. I climb out of the cab on 23rd Street, adjusting my hiked-up dress like a high-schooler in heat.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Lost & Found 
in Brazil

			Do I send off 2009 with good riddance? 
Cherish it like a memory in an album? 

			Or split the difference? 

			(December 31, 12:32pm via Facebook)

			* * *

			Thousands of miles away from New York on the island of Florianópolis, the only “benchmark” I care about is my conversational Portuguese. Well, that and my base tan.

			I’m working on both at the beach across from my hotel, when a shadow falls across my dictionary.

			Excuse me, a man says, kneeling down. I am a reporter with the Diário and I am making some stories on how people are spending December 21st. Today is the first day of summer in Brazil.

			Yes, it is, I say, sitting up.

			Can I interview you and take a few pictures, just as you are?

			I’m wearing a bikini.

			He’s wearing a press pass, which I examine before agreeing. 

			His English is marginally better than my Portuguese so we trade my dictionary back and forth, stringing together questions in English and answers in Portuguese: Where are you from? First time in Brazil? For how long here in Floripa?

			The mutual humility of needing a book to communicate gives me the gumption to ask him for a word that isn’t in my dictionary. It’s a word that I may need to use while I’m here.

			Do you know the word for a woman whose husband is dead?

			Your husband? Dead?

			Yes.

			Viúva.

			Viúva?

			I hand him my Moleskine so he can write it. 

			I look at the word. 

			Accent on the “u,” he says, flicking his hand as though writing on air.

			Accent on the “me,” indeed, I say.

			He begins asking me about being a viúva and I don’t know how to say that was off the record in Portuguese so I wave my hand in a strike that gesture, but it’s too late: his pen is already flying and my mouth is already moving.

			I feel completely stripped when the reporter turns the lens on me. My mind flashes to a movie scene of Aaron Eckhart as a widower being drilled by a photographer about his wife’s accident. He struggles to maintain poise for the camera while recounting the most emotionally vulnerable moment of his life. How awful, I’d thought. Where was his publicist during that shoot? 

			Where is my publicist during this shoot?

			* * *

			I’m in his story. 

			So is my picture. 

			But mercifully, the word viúva is not. 

			* * *

			One of my PR accounts is an açaí company founded by two brothers who go to Brazil a few times a year. When they heard about my trip, they gave me some tips and introduced me via Facebook to their buddy who owns a sushi restaurant in Floripa. 

			Tonight, I meet their buddy, an alpha male who looks like Ryan Reynolds and has enough nervous energy to power a small city. I was not expecting to meet someone I might want to impress and sadly, I left that lip gloss at home. Halfway through appetizers, I realize I left my conversation skills at home too. I want to explain why I’m such an awkward dinner companion, but this fellow is tight with my clients and as per my CFO, I haven’t told them I’m widowed. 

			Thankfully, he’s so busy reading patrons’ body language and directing his staff that it’s easy to deflect any questions that may lead toward The Conversation. There are several moments—he asks why my camera still has photos from last Christmas and why I moved to New York from L.A.—when I could’ve explained why I don’t seem to know how to dine with a man and not act, as he puts it, pensive. 

			Before we part, he makes me promise I’ll go to Gravatá, his favorite beach, while I’m here.

			It’s the best hike on the island and the trail is only a half-mile from your hotel, he said. Look, I’ll draw you a map. 

			I have no clue if this hike is for amateurs or pros, so today I place survivor-type things into my backpack and stop at the front desk.

			I’m going to Gravatá, I explain. So if I’m not back by dark, please send a search party. 

			They laugh, wish me a good caminar, and I head down the road. I find the trail without incident, take a picture of the posted map in case I get lost, and head up the steep hill. The payday for my straining muscles comes a few hundred yards later, in the form of a 360-degree view of both the lagoon and the beach. It’s been a while since I hiked—Alberto wasn’t the outdoors type unless it involved ski-in-ski-out or beach service—and I feel high on endorphins and my “Dance Like No One’s Looking” playlist.

			I shoot flora, mountains, boulders with succulents growing out of them—partly because they’re scenic and partly to sear these landmarks into my memory card so I know I’m on the right path when I hike out of here. I sprint down the last stretch of trail but halt at a shack that’s reminiscent of California’s Topanga Canyon: the front door is painted yellow, and nailed above it, there’s an orange highway marker with the number 1. 

			Beside the door is a panel spray-painted with the word BETO, one of Alberto’s nicknames. Seeing this word on the final landmark of my hike seems like a story no one will believe, so I shoot it before stripping down to my bikini and diving into the sea.

			As I navigate back to the hotel, I’m aware of how far outside my comfort zone I am down here. I can feel myself shifting toward the girl I was pre-husband: scribbling in a Moleskine, getting around on more Spanish than I ever knew I had, enjoying the rush of endorphins on a hike, peeing behind a bush when there’s no restroom. 

			I’ve been out of touch with who I was before I moved to New York as a thirty-year-old bride. Marriage and Alberto and New York demanded a different version of me—much of it good, but some of it pretentious and Type A. Traveling alone seems to give me permission to shed what I don’t like, try on for size what I do, and figure the rest out as I go. 

			* * *

			In Iguazu, I do something Alberto (and his acrophobia) would never do: take a helicopter ride. The South American jungle looks like a million broccoli florets and as we approach the huge moisture mass above the world’s largest cluster of waterfalls, I use the video-camera feature on Alberto’s camera. When I review the footage, I realize this is the first time I’ve filmed anything since last Christmas when I shot frozen waterfalls from our rental car in Quebec. 

			A year later, I’m as far from Canada as a girl can get and yet I am shooting waterfalls on Christmas Eve? Again? Does everything I do—consciously or un—return to him?

			Back at the hotel, Christmas in Brazil is starting to feel like the worst idea ever. I’ve missed two calls from my parents, the wireless in my room isn’t working, and I’m so hungry, I’m hangry. I call downstairs for room service, but they can’t understand my Portuguese so they send someone up to take my order. 

			When I give the man my order, he shakes his head and finger and says no-no-no as if I were a toddler. 

			Por que no-no-no? I ask. 

			Porque it’s Noche Buena and they are only serving “special buffet” tonight. And only in the restaurant downstairs. 

			Besides, he says, we don’t deliver anything to rooms except what’s on the pool menu. 

			Of course not, I say, why would you serve the room menu in the room? 

			I shut the door in his face. 

			I’m at the wrong hotel, I say aloud. 

			In fact, I seem to be in the wrong country on the wrong day of the year and—

			My voice is on the verge of a Christmas Eve meltdown, so I head to the bathroom to talk myself down from the ledge.

			You’re tired, emotional, and hungry, Tré. But if you fix one of those things, you can get through tonight. So pull your hair back, put on some lipstick, and get some dinner already. 

			Downstairs, the Christmas buffet is crowded with cheery families celebrating Noche Buena. I take a deep breath and a small plate, working my way down the line of chafing dishes. Surprisingly, the salmon, rice, and julienne carrots don’t look half-bad. Or maybe I’m just that hungry. 

			Despite stares from my fellow guests and the confusion of staff trying to seat me, I carry my plate out of the restaurant and upstairs to my room, where I watch back-to-back episodes of Friends dubbed in Portuguese and fall asleep.

			* * *
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			The edges of three Amazon countries converge in Iguazu, the world’s largest cluster of waterfalls. It is here that I’ve decided to spread Alberto’s ashes on Christmas Day, and it’s a body of water on a scale I’ve never seen, heard, or felt before. 

			Iguazu is louder than my grief, thicker than my loneliness, and its magnitude does exactly what it needs to do on December 25th: jolt me out of my pity party and into my rightful context in the world. 

			Or maybe the vodka I added to my morning coffee just took the edge off. 

			* * *

			Six hours into my layover, even my noise-cancelling headphones, iPod, laptop, and phone can’t distract me from all the jolly couples everywhere. I’ve changed seats at least ten times, trying to distance myself from the intertwined hands and rounds of embraces. But I’m outnumbered. And tired of hauling my gadgets and luggage around in a lone game of musical chairs.

			I give up.

			The Christmas couples win.

			* * *

			Back in Florianópolis, I decide to explore Praia Galheta.

			This is where the gays go, the locals tell me. 

			The gays will not mind a topless girl, so I follow the map to a sandy trail that winds down through shrub, cacti, and rock. My first glimpse of the beach is framed through an opening in the brush and it’s a woman alone wearing only black bikini bottoms.

			I’ve found my spot.

			As it turns out, my spot is not just a gay beach: it’s a nude beach.

			Everyone is so shamelessly naked that I immediately do two things I’ve never done before: go topless swimming in public and stroll down the beach afterward to buy a beer.

			Going topless in public was something Alberto had often asked me to do.

			I shrugged him off—sorry, I’m not that girl—every time.

			Somewhere between the beer shack and my beach chair, I realize I feel more confident half-naked on this beach than I ever have in a bikini.

			Today’s revelation is bittersweet, but two summers from now, I’ll barely recognize the girl who hiked into this beach. Two summers from now, my only tan lines will be below the belt.

			* * *

			If Hawaii and Mexico had a three-way with the Hollywood Hills, the Río neighborhood of Santa Teresa would be their lovechild. I follow my guidebook’s advice to take a bonde ride and then wander the area, shooting graffiti walls and architectural details. At sunset, I greet my cousin Brent and his gorgeous girlfriend with hugs at an outdoor restaurant on Ipanema Beach. 

			All around us, samba street bands are performing. 

			Teenagers volley soccer balls on the sand. 

			Local girls teeter in heels, holding their boyfriends’ arms for balance. 

			Flashes of heat lightning burnish the sky.

			Over fresh fish and rice, I share my adventures of the past week and we plot our itinerary for New Year’s. We race each other down to the sea and splash into the dark water, holding our shoes above our heads. Soaking wet and giddy, we walk up the beach singing bits of the Jobim song inspired by this same stretch of sand. 

			* * *

			I spend the day with my cousins on Ipanema Beach, where the local color lives up to its reputation as the most beautiful in the world. Despite the afternoon thunder, we remain sprawled on our towels until the first drops begin falling. We’re drenched by the time we find cover in a hotel bar across the street, where we encounter two Americans from L.A. 

			The guy has stopped in Río for twenty-four hours on his way to Florianópolis, and he’s friendly with the same American sushi-bar owner I met. The girl spends the majority of our only round of drinks name-dropping and explaining how important it is to mingle with the right people down here, the people who own everything in Brazil. 

			She lives in West Hollywood, down the street from my old bungalow, and she makes me glad I live in New York now, away from people who talk about how amazing it is to meet celebrities in elevators on their way to record-label parties.

			* * *

			Brent and Quiana never flinch when I mention Alberto so over dinner at the Fasano Hotel, we reminisce about the Halloween party when I convinced Alberto to dress as a bow-tied professor to match my naughty schoolgirl costume. We have a laugh about Alberto’s fortieth birthday weekend at Greg’s in Connecticut and the framed picture of him as a drum-playing infant that everyone signed.

			For dessert, I order a ten-year tawny for me and a Chivas neat for the empty seat.

			When it comes, Quiana picks up the scotch and takes a noseful.

			This must have been what he tasted like?

			Only on vacation, I say. Or weekends.

			I do not pick up the glass and sniff it.

			I know what will happen if I do.

			Instead, I signal for the bill and we move into Baretto Londra, where the three of us dance to mash-ups of AC/DC and Lady Gaga until 4am.

			* * *

			As the last sliver of Ipanema sun disappears, the beach explodes in applause. The entire city seems to be on its feet, applauding God for a sunset well done. The sight and sound of the standing ovation makes my body tingle and my eyes water. 

			I turn to the hotel owner who brought us here today, and ask if this is a usual occurrence—the clapping?

			Sim, sim, he nods, Brazilians on the beach do this every night. It’s a recognizement of the beautiful day and a way to make praise for it.

			* * *

			Today is the last day of 2009 and I need to make decisions about the upcoming year.

			I’ve done what the CFO requested: I’ve thought about benchmarks. I’ve also run a few financial scenarios and consulted a friend who left corporate years ago to start his own production company.

			The facts are these: I can’t promise my PR firm that I can turn over a new leaf and they can’t promise that I’ll make it through the annual review process or be permitted to go to Cuba for the one-year anniversary of Alberto’s death. So we’ll do this like civilized human beings. I will thank them for the opportunity to come back to work and explain that I can’t place a timeframe on this kind of grief. I will tell them that it doesn’t seem fair to make promises I’m not sure I can keep. They will thank me for trying and for being honest about my capabilities—and 
limitations.

			After Cuba, my life will become a freelance hustle. Gone will be the disposable income and 401k. The luxury of sending out laundry, ordering in for dinner, taking car service to Jersey. No more weekly housekeeper, massages, or bottle service. All of these are first-world blessings—and I’ve lived without them before.

			Today I’m choosing the riskier version of my life, but I’ll be living—and mourning—on my own terms.

			I begin drafting the resignation letter.

			* * *

			In the Brazilian custom for New Year’s Eve, I am wearing white and racing into the sea with thousands of strangers at midnight. I jump over five waves and get knocked down by the sixth. I stand up, laughing, and turn back toward the ocean, ready for my seventh wave: the good luck wave, according to local lore. 

			It does not knock me over. 

			I climb out of the sea and hug our hostess, a young Brazilian who owns the hotel where my cousins are staying and who brought us to her friend’s VIP party tonight.

			You have good luck for 2010, she says, I can feel it. Your seven waves are like being—how you say it—baptized into a new year.

			* * *

			Like kids in a sandbox, an entire country is dancing, jumping, shouting together on Copacabana beach. All shoes are off, cuffs rolled, dresses soaked. Above us, fireworks explode like stars tumbling out of the sky, a million at a time.

			After the finale, we race back to our open-air cabana for capirinha refills, and to the disco downstairs, where a live samba band is performing. Tonight I discover that samba dancing is harder than it looks: the guttural drums are as foreign to me as they are innate to Brazilians. 

			I can learn you samba, says our hostess, when she sees me trying to imitate the moves. Watch, see. It’s one-two, one-two-three. 

			All I can see is her bouncing skirt. I have no idea what her feet are doing underneath. 

			I nod and try to make my skirt flounce at the same tempo as hers, but we are wearing different skirts from different continents that move to different drums. Then again, we’re both wearing white and sweating and drinking and dancing in a basement discotheque. Which pretty much cuts out the cultural clutter.

			* * *

			I’m watching the first sunrise of 2010 on the beach with my cousins, eight new friends, and fifty thousand strangers.

			Amid the champagne-soaked jubilation, I skip down to the shore and swim past the shore break. My body floats in the watery space between neon sunrise and beach party, and my mind between states of gratitude and disbelief. This trip was designed to distract me through my first New Year’s Eve as a widow, and yet it served up the most breathlessly beautiful Feliz Año Nuevo of my life. 

			If Alberto were still alive, I wouldn’t be here.

			Yet my happiness is still happening without him.

			I can’t stop the grief or the joy, so I’m splitting the difference between them. And soaking up the moment, like he would do with a bit of bread and the sauce left over from a really good meal.

			* * *

			We are one of a thousand cars inching up a narrow hill on our way to see the famed Christ the Redeemer statue. After forty minutes and as many feet, the hotel owners who were kind enough to drive me and my cousins suggest that we walk the rest of the way.

			This will be faster, they explain.

			We thank them, hop out, and head uphill. Ten minutes into our walk, the scene devolves into chaos: pedestrians weave between moving cars, the two-lane road shrinks inexplicably to one, cars are haphazardly parked everywhere. Then we see a line of people that winds uphill for at least a mile.

			Whoa, Brent says. It wasn’t half this crowded when I was here for Carnival. And the ticket line was at the top of the hill. Maybe this line is for the shuttle?

			This is not America, where signage and park officials actually exist at national landmarks. 

			I ask the people in front of us what this line is for?

			Cristo, they answer.

			Tickets? Or autobus?

			No sé, they shrug.

			Brent is as even keel as they come, but even he’s shifting his weight and checking his watch. He and Qui are flying to Buenos Aires tonight, so the last thing he wants to do on his final day in Brazil is spend four hours in line for a statue he’s already seen.

			We continue queuing until a side-view mirror on a descending autobus catches the purse strap of a nearby girl and drags her downhill.

			Eff this, I say, resolving to find someone who can tell us how this place works. I notice a Chinese guy in his twenties wearing a Hollister T-shirt and a pair of Persols. He’s walking downhill when I approach him.

			Vôce ingles?

			Yes, he answers with an American accent.

			Awesome! Do you know if this is the ticket line or the shuttle line?

			There’s another line up there to buy tickets, he says. It’s shorter than this one. This is the one to get on the shuttle.

			So do all these people have tickets already?

			Probably not, he says, but they’ll have to stand in it again when they figure it out.

			Bless you, I say, and signal to my cousins to follow me.

			We hike up to the shorter line, which is essentially a series of bodies winding around cars in a parking lot with no marked spaces. I find a guy selling beers out of a cooler in his trunk, buy a few for us and join Brent and Qui in line.

			This line is bearable, especially with a cold Skol in hand, but the lack of posted information nags me. Is there a VIP ticket option that allows you to bypass the second line? Should Qui and I get back in the ridiculous line while Brent buys the tickets?

			I hear an American accent and leave my cousins to follow it. When I lose the voice in the crowd, I find myself next to a man with turquoise eyes, a black mullet, and a green futbol jersey.

			Que locura, I say. What madness!

			He laughs and asks in Spanish where I’m from?

			Nova York. And you?

			Sao Paulo.

			He asks if I have a ticket yet.

			My cousins are in line, I say.

			When you have your tickets, you can get in this line with my girlfriend and me. She’s right there, he says and points.

			The girlfriend waves. She is maybe tenth from the front of the shuttle line.

			Seriously?

			Yes, yes, he smiles.

			Do you need us to buy you tickets, I ask.

			No, no, we have, he says, holding up his ticket.

			I ask his name, thank him, shake his hand, and dash back to the ticket line. When I approach my cousins, I can hear them talking about Alberto: if he were here, Brent says, he would be asking where is the fucking VIP line already?

			I interrupt and tell them I have apparently found the VIP line. I point out my new friend Renal, who’s holding our place at the front of the line.

			You’re amazing, Brent laughs.

			We’re getting some extra help today, I say.

			Tickets in hand, we find Renal, who ushers us into an air-conditioned shuttle that ascends through clouds and around hairpin turns, lurching to a stop at the Roman staircase leading to the Cristo statue. 
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			Jesus, as it turns out, does not know how to take a bad picture. I shoot a dozen of him with a sun halo and squeeze my way through the sweaty tourists toward the balcony jutting thousands of feet above Río. When I land my real estate, I take out the bag of flowers from my hotel garden and Alberto’s ashes. I cross myself, take a handful of each, and release.

			It spreads out like a fan through which I can see the entire city, the ocean, and the huge rock formations that look like pebbles from this elevation. The view makes me sob in happy-sadness: if Alberto were here, he’d be so effing awestruck that he’d forget his fear of heights. He’d still be mad that I dragged him to the top, but I’d remind him that he got me over my fear of going topless, so I’m just returning the tough love.

			The conversation in my mind leaves me smiling throughout this ritual—first time ever—until I’m shoved from behind by loud German women. Turning around, I meet the eyes of Renal over the heads of the Germans.

			I mouth the words muchas gracias, and touch my fist to my heart in gratitude. He nods and smiles before disappearing into the crowd.

			I continue spreading Alberto’s ashes and flowers until he’s gone.

			There’s one flower left, which I kiss and release two thousand feet above the City of God.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Thanks for the Memories

			He was the right pair of shoes for me. Still is.

			(January 8, 2010, 11:26pm via Twitter)

			* * *

			I walk into my office with a south-of-the-equator tan and am greeted by an inbox with two thousand unread emails.

			Pulling the resignation letter from my bag, I walk toward the CFO’s office.

			He accepts it a little too eagerly, which makes me wish I’d written it in Portuguese. And sent it from Río.

			* * *

			After a six-week hiatus, Wednesday night dinners at Nikki and Fico’s are back. Their daughters cover me with kisses and show me art projects and perfect spelling tests. Nikki and I open a bottle of wine and order sushi for delivery.

			When Fico arrives, he has a seven-day beard—like Alberto always sported in winter—and wants to hear all about Brazil. 

			I recount my solo hikes, the trip to Iguazu, the New Year’s sunrise on Copacabana. He asks questions, nods, calls me brave. He reacts strongly when I drop the news that I resigned yesterday—you did what? not a good idea, not good—but when I tell him that I’m going to Cuba with Hilda in March to spread Alberto’s ashes, his eyes well up. 

			I’m going to the same places his mother took him ten years ago, I explain. We’ll release ashes on those same beaches, mountains, gardens. A part of him will always remain in Cuba.

			Fico doesn’t speak for a few moments. 

			When he does, his eyes are wet.

			Cuba is brilliant, he says. And exactly what Alberto would want.

			* * *

			Two springs ago, Alberto was working late and asked me to be his proxy at the birthday party of an advertising pal. 

			I’d gone to the bar on Bowery, found a few people I knew, and made new friends. One of the new people was a Venezuelan doctor, with whom I hit it off even before knowing how many mutual friends we shared. The doctor was jovial and on a visa, teaching at Yale, and headed to another position in California. I remember thinking that in another life, on another continent, I would have liked to know him better. I also remember how uncomfortable I felt when he messaged me on Facebook that night: You left your credit card at the bar and I gave it to Roberto. 

			Roberto is the friend who got engaged last summer at Elephant but at the time, he was Alberto’s employee. I’d felt guilty texting my husband, asking him to please remember to ask Roberto for my credit card. Which he did. No questions asked, no issues raised.

			After the funeral, this doctor reached out to me via Facebook. Always appropriate, always kind. And when one of my status updates asked if anyone had a hook-up at the Fasano in Brazil, he actually called a hotel manager on my behalf. So when he recently informed me that he’d be in New York and can we meet for a drink, I said yes.

			We had the drink tonight. 

			He’s as intense as I remember, but also a little older and more protective. I half-consider his request to join him for a nightcap at Speakeasy until, in a span of five minutes, he corrects my Spanish twice, says he doesn’t believe in heaven or hell, and tells me that he’s kept an arsenal of guns at home ever since his brother was kidnapped in Venezuela last year. 

			Yeah.

			So much for another life, another continent.

			* * *

			Tonight I meet Hat for dinner in the West Village and we gravitate toward the same bottle of wine and order the same fish dish. Our easy banter and his career as a non-profit director for a sports organization make for a lively, un-awkward dinner. He tells me about faux pas he’s committed in foreign countries—insulting a favela kingpin in Brazil, for example—and does an SNL-worthy imitation of a drunk Chinese dignitary passing out mid-meeting, only to wake up, steal a woman’s coat, and exit stage left. 

			As we’re leaving the restaurant, he asks if I’m game to join him for guy’s night out at Merc Bar?

			I’m about to throw you to the wolves here, he says. 

			The wolves are his prep-school friends, who hardly eat me alive, and a few hours later, Hat and I are once again making out in the back of a cab. This time I don’t have a plane to catch. This time we do not make two stops.

			At his apartment, we have mildly kinky sex but he finishes before I do.

			I lie awake, wanting to slip into his bathroom and rub one out. 

			Think I’m gonna go, I say.

			If that’s what you need to do, he says, I understand. But you’ll be missing out on the morning sex. 

			I stay for the morning sex. 

			I do not come. 

			I go.

			* * *

			Blame it on last night’s lemon drops or the disappointing sex with Hat, but either way, I’m thoroughly repulsed with myself today. 

			All morning, I tell myself the cure is up on 79th and Broadway at evening service. 

			All afternoon I tell myself, it’s too cold to go to church and I don’t feel like showering and if I do anything today I should unpack my suitcase from Brazil already. 

			All day I want to bow out of the late dinner I agreed to tonight with Gayson and his boys. 

			At six-something, I’ve accomplished nothing and decide the only way to salvage this lost Sunday is with a shower and church. I walk into the sanctuary fifteen minutes late and halt as I hear the final verse of “O for a Thousand Tongues.”

			Never been so glad to be late for church. 

			And an hour later, never been so glad I went to church. 

			Meditated. 

			Confessed. 

			Checked some baggage. 

			And found my footing in time to meet the boys for fondue at Trestle on Tenth. 

			We close the restaurant; lose one guy to an 8am meeting; and head to the Eagle, a leather bar in Chelsea. 

			Soon as we climb the stairs to the steamy second floor, Gayson’s T-shirt is off: his suspenders like a pair of leather parentheses around his pale paunch. 

			I’m the only female in the place and one of only three people whose shirts are still on: the other two being the boys we came here with, boys who are fit as fiddles but refuse, for some reason, to take their shirts off. 

			Two Coronas later, I head to the first-floor bathroom with an idea. When I emerge, it’s with my velvet blazer and nothing underneath. 

			I give my T-shirt to Gayson, who cheers and hands it off to coat-check. Upstairs, the bare-chested bartenders stare at me like I’m a rare breed of exotic bird. And when we find our boys on the patio, they perform on cue. 

			All shirts are off and suddenly a gaggle of new boys surround us: tourists, native New Yorkers, a professor of Latin American studies who wants to hear about my upcoming trip to Cuba. 

			Between conversations, Gayson catches my eye and smiles.

			What, I say.

			Proud of you, he says. 

			Proud why? I ask.

			Because last summer you were terrified of doing a three-minute comedy sketch on stage. And here you are tonight, shirtless in public, holding court with a dozen queens.

			* * *

			It’s my last day as a publicist.

			I’ve messengered my personal things to my apartment. Created status reports and directives for my replacement. Blasted a good-bye email to all three offices, giving shout-outs to the many people I will miss.

			My final task? 

			Download all of Alberto’s emails from my work inbox.

			Since July, a separate folder with all of them has lived on my office computer. The I.T. department created it at my request before I returned from my leave of absence. Tonight, I move that untouched folder onto a flash drive and confirm the transfer by opening one of the files. 

			When I do, I see the words you’re my hero above Alberto’s branded signature. 

			I smile. 

			And glance at the date on the email: 1/14/09. 

			One year ago today. 

			He is proud of me? 

			Backing me? 

			Co-signing me?

			Apparently so.

			* * *

			This morning I wake to the blue-white light of an approaching spring in New York: the kind of light that promises it will not be this cold forever. As I make espresso, I notice the spring-ish light from the kitchen window is dulled by dirt on the double panes. The exterior panes haven’t been cleaned in months because there were no windows like this in California and I still haven’t learned how these damn things detach.

			 The double-pane-cleaning ritual was something Alberto always did—usually at the first sign of spring or fall. I would walk in when he was balancing the pane on one knee, hollering for paper towels or Windex. I’d helped with the cleaning and the reattaching, but the detach? A mystery. 

			But today I want to see the river and the light and not through this haze of dirt, so I stand on tiptoe and see a screw and a slide lock. Could this—?

			I press and the window releases. 

			Just like that.

			I balance the pane on a chair instead of Alberto’s legs, scrub it clean, and lift it back into its track. 

			Each time I walk past the window and see the un-hazy view, I feel absurdly empowered. 

			Which is why the freezer doesn’t daunt me today.

			I pull out a veggie potpie and heat the oven to 400—but curb the urge to text either of my mothers about cleaning a window and using the oven today. Instead, I eat and dress for 5pm drinks with an editor girlfriend, who fills me in on the year that’s passed since we last met. 

			Her husband’s just reworked a screenplay and they’re planning a May trip to Barcelona and did she ever tell me that her mom’s first husband died at twenty-four? And that her mother didn’t tell her there was a first husband until she was a teenager?

			Um, no.

			I’ve never seen a single picture of the man. I imagine it’s because he bears a strong resemblance to my own father, she explains, who Mom married less than a year after the first husband drowned.

			Well, no judgment here, I say. Statistics aside—some 40 percent of widowed spouses remarry within twelve months—I have my own weird encounter with “loss replacement.” 

			A year and a half after my brother’s death, I started dating a Malibu surfer who looked so much like Phil that relatives actually mixed them up in photos.

			Which I conveniently ignored.

			For three years.

			In February 1998, I’d gotten a call that a friend of my brother’s—a man I’d briefly dated—had shot himself in the neck while cleaning a gun. I jumped on a flight from Berkeley and arrived at an L.A. hospital minutes before LaValley’s parents took him off life support. My mom, another friend of Phil’s, and I stood at his bed after the parents left, holding LaValley’s hands as his soul drained out of him, one ragged, yellow breath at a time.

			In the week after he died, I created the photo collage for his funeral, wrote the eulogy, tracked down his estranged father on the East Coast, and gathered friends for the service. During that week, I found myself re-grieving Phil, who’d been gone four years. Many memories involved the three of us: scenes that LaValley and I would reminisce about—remember when we threw that party and snowboarded off the roof into the pool?—but now, who would I ask whether it was summer ’91 or ’92 when we all dropped acid at that bonfire in the desert?

			That week, I had seen a photo of Phil and in my grief stupor, had mistaken it for my boyfriend. And I cringed for all the obvious reasons. I could not bear to see Malibu boyfriend that week and when I returned to Berkeley, I continued to make excuses about midterms, papers, anything to stave off the conversation I knew was coming. The one where I’d have to tell him it was over and why. The one where I eventually confessed that I’d subconsciously filled my brother’s void with him.

			Let me get this straight, he’d said. I remind you of your dead brother? And you only figured this out after LaValley died? Which was what—three months ago?

			More than a decade later, I think the Malibu surfer has forgiven me—we’ve been on Facebook terms for a while—but what he doesn’t know is how very much I owe him. He was my life lesson on replacing the loss: it might work for a year—or three—but eventually, you’ll get a phone call or see a picture or attend a funeral and a shit-ton of baggage will come tumbling out of dark corners. It’s also why I ignore the Latinos with shaved heads and statement glasses who seem to be at every other party I attend.

			* * *

			It’s been awhile since my last Revolución visit so when a receptionist I don’t recognize asks if she can help me, I just smile and tell her that I’m family. 

			I hug my way down the hallway, telling anyone I encounter that I’m here to turn the volume up. When I reach his office, there’s a coat on the back of his chair, a head above it. 

			I’m half-expecting it to swivel around and say Hey babe!

			The not-shaved head turns around.

			It belongs an unfamiliar girl in her early twenties.

			Why in hell are you in his chair, I think. 

			I’m Tré, I say, gesturing toward the framed photos on the desk. I’m the girl in the pictures.

			I’m Raquel, she says, nice to meet you. 

			Likewise. Mind if I slide in? I’m just gonna put the music on. 

			I sound like an alpha cat, marking territory.

			Raquel stands up.

			You might want to save your work first, I say cheerfully. I’m gonna be here for a minute.

			When she closes out her window, Alberto’s portrait is about a foot wide on the desktop. 

			He’s wearing his red Chanel glasses and I’m-so-fierce face. 

			I say hello to him, open iTunes, and turn up Frank Sinatra and Sammy Davis, Jr.

			I’ll be back next Friday, I tell everyone. 

			I do not add and that girl better not be sitting in his chair.

			* * *

			Hat invited me to Saturday brunch in the East Village, and it’s the first time we’ve hung out sober and in daylight. The conversation is animated, so we continue it on the street afterward, walking through the Bowery. 

			There’s a museum in this neighborhood I’ve never visited, I say. You up for some art?

			Sure, he says.

			It is the lamest excuse for a museum I’ve ever seen. 

			The space itself is fantastic, but there’s exactly two pieces of art per floor. Hipsters are staring at empty walls painted an iridescent shade of eggplant and actually discussing.

			I’m over it, I say.

			I want to see the last floor, says Hat.

			Of course he does. 

			Alberto and I were the only two people we knew who go in for one exhibit and leave. 

			The last floor features a room of Warhol derivatives and I’m not a better person for seeing it. On the street, it takes me a few minutes to exchange my annoyance with the pleasure of wandering the City holding someone’s hand. 

			But this Someone is no Alberto, evidenced by his impatience when I stop to shoot a red prom dress that’s been hung out to dry on a three-story fire escape. And by his comment after I take him into Raine’s Law Room and the manager tells us the place is closed. 

			You’re like a bull in a china shop, says Hat, when we’re back on the street.

			Excuse me? 

			The way you just barreled in there past the busboy and manager. He tried to stop you, but you just kept going like you owned the place.

			I drop his hand and find my pocket. 

			Hat doesn’t get me. 

			Will never get me.

			We part at the corner of 23rd and Sixth Avenue knowing there will be no third date.

			I’ve deleted Hat from my phone by the time I go to dinner tonight with Naumann, someone who does get me.

			Naumann is the male half of a couple with whom Alberto and I double-dated. Back in March, he hugged me and vowed we’d continue the double-date tradition even though two people would be missing. 

			(His girlfriend had recently left him for one of my girlfriends.)

			His words would’ve been just another-thing-people-say if he hadn’t followed it with and we’ll do sushi.

			Naumann is Pakistani and does not do sushi.

			Yet two months after the funeral, we met up at Megu, one of New York’s fancier Japanese restaurants. I tried the dishes ahead of him, told him what to skip and what to eat. He did not have, as he put it, a bad sushi experience, so we’re replicating it tonight at Sushi Gari.

			When the blowfish arrives, he’s hesitant.

			You’re gonna try this, Naumann. You know why? 

			Why?

			Because after you eat it—it tastes like chicken, by the way—you can tell everybody that you ate something dangerous and lived to tell the tale.

			Blowfish is . . . dangerous?

			So dangerous that you need a special license in New York to serve it.

			For my thirty-second birthday, Alberto, Barby, and her husband took me to Bond Street for dinner. Blowfish was in season so I ordered it for the table and said something about birthdays being immunity against poison. Alberto and his sister took a pass.

			More for us, Barby’s husband said.

			Two weeks later I’d read that Bond Street had closed indefinitely.

			Due to a fire.

			On a bike ride through SoHo that weekend, Alberto and I passed Bond Street and I asked if he’d heard that it had closed?

			What happened?

			Apparently, somebody died after eating blowfish, I say, so the City shut it down.

			Through my sunglasses, I gauge his reaction: he’s already pulled over and whipped out his cell. 

			When I hear him say Barbara, I bite back a giggle.

			It’s closed because of poison blowfish, he tells his sister.

			My teeth can’t stop the laugh. 

			He looks up, sees me doubled over, pointing at the restaurant.

			He follows my finger, sees the unmistakable soot stains around the windows, and tells his sister never mind the blowfish, Tré is fucking with us. 

			It’s one of the sweetest laughs I ever have at his expense.

			And recalling the sex we had that later that day, he didn’t hold it against me for long.

			* * *

			Forgive me, my dermatologist-slash-girlfriend says. But I’m a total mess right now. 

			No need to apologize, I answer. What’s going on?

			My husband and I are having problems, she says. 

			You want to talk about it? 

			I feel bad laying it on you, she grimaces. 

			I can take it, sister. What happened?

			I got drunk at a party two weeks ago, she sighs. Found myself at a guy’s apartment at three in the morning. He tried to kiss me, so I left. When I got home, I confessed everything to my husband, but he was so pissed that he went to California without me.

			I can relate, I say. 

			My husband is convinced I cheated. 

			But you didn’t?

			I didn’t.

			Is he back from California? 

			She nods.

			How is he acting?

			He’s been intermittently sweet—and mean.

			I spill the details of my Fashion-Week-prosecco-mistake in 2008. And what I realized on my own solo trip to California. How it became the catalyst for an attitude shift in me. How my marriage was actually stronger in the months that followed the drama. 

			I hope you’re right, she says, starting to cry. I hate myself so much right now.

			I pull her into a hug, ask if I can pray with her? 

			She nods and I ask God to draw her close and help her surrender the guilt. Forgive her and help her forgive herself. Restore her marriage and bless their future together.

			Amen.

			When our hands release, we’re both crying. 

			One winter from now, her marriage will be more than restored. It will have entered a new chapter, thanks to the birth of a baby they’d been trying to conceive for several years.

			* * *

			Alberto’s side of the bed became my side of the bed in April.

			But the Tempur-Pedic foam on his side is getting concave and flipping the mattress requires two people, so tonight I decide to sleep in the middle.

			A neutral space.

			After closing my eyes, a sob ejects from my throat. 

			And another. 

			I sit up, waiting for the moment to pass. When it does, I settle in the middle again.

			The middle is no fucking good, so I switch it up: my head on his side, body on my side. But this just reminds me of how I found him on March 15th, so I try frantically to distract myself with thoughts about the sea in Brazil, names of cities in Cuba—anything but his visible veins and yellow skin and open mouth.

			The sobs ease up only when I start to pray, and now I’m lying awake in the dark with moisturizer burning my eyes. I turn on the light, find some Visine and open a Marquéz novel. I’ve come too far to go back to the couch. I am sleeping in this bed if it takes all night.

			* * *

			Slept in our bed that night.

			Did not sleep in it the next night. 

			Instead, I found myself at 1OAK agreeing to a 3am bath with a handsome African American stranger. In his hotel room, we have the kind of sex I haven’t had since Alberto—the rough, role-playing kind—and I come twice without knowing the man’s name. 

			It’s only when I’m home showering off the residue of yet another top-notch decision that I realize he had a shaved head and statement glasses. 

			* * *

			After months of putting it off, I’ve rejoined the gym. 

			Too many Alberto memories at the health club in our building, but Gayson goes to the nearby Equinox so I commit to a year membership and haul myself on a treadmill for the first time since May.

			Endorphins carry me out of the gym and toward an overdue call with Hilda about alternate hotels in Cuba. Apparently, the one where Alberto stayed isn’t available. 

			The Santa Isabel is very good and close to where he stayed, she says. And I’m checking whether you can bring your laptop with you. 

			Really? You think they might confiscate it? 

			Remember, she says, you are going to a police state. What is okay or not okay depends on the person you are dealing with and whether they had their café con leché today. Or if they found milk for their café con leché. Or if someone stepped on their toes on the bus. Or if the bus ever came at all.

			* * *

			Don’t know how to spend my birthday this year, but I do know that it shouldn’t be alone. 

			I text Mom and ask if she might consider flying out the first week of March?

			She replies within seconds: I’m there! 

			We’re texting back and forth when Erin, who always helps with the ash transfer, calls me from London.

			I’m here on business, she says, but I’d like to stop at the Albert Memorial and the pond where you sprinkled him. Can you describe the plaza?

			I thank her, offer to email a photo of the spot, and find myself hating cremation a little less today.

			* * *

			I dreamed of a wedding last night.

			At the bottom of a tall limestone staircase, I stood alone, wearing menswear with heels. I begin climbing the stairs and a man, whose face I never see, joins me on my left and links his arm through mine.

			I lean my cheek briefly on his shoulder before my brother, wearing one of Alberto’s ascots, appears on my right and puts his arm through mine.

			Phil is about fourteen, rocking a blond mullet, and his hair is sweaty, like he’s been dancing.

			Hey little brother, I say. Nice ascot. But let me fix it.

			He stands still long enough for adjustments and takes my arm again.

			Together, the three of us ascend the staircase.

			The dream will be just an entry in my journal until a year from now. By then, my cousin Brent has proposed to Quiana and they will ask me to be a groomsman in their wedding. 

			You can wear a suit like the other guys, Brent says.

			Please do, Quiana adds. You look hot in menswear.

			I will congratulate them and heartily accept the groomsman honor. My mom will fly out and accompany me and I won’t connect the significance of the third Saturday in March until I’m standing in a Massachusetts church, seating guests. I will suddenly realize that I’m wearing black in a church lobby on the same March Saturday that I carried Alberto’s coffin two years before.

			I will have a moment of panic and dash for the exit door. 

			In the shadow of a Gothic church, I will remind myself that this is a joyous occasion. One in which you’re honored to be included. There is no coffin to carry or eulogy to deliver. So just find your smile and walk the bride’s sister down the aisle.

			I will go back inside and perform my duties like a boss, but afterward, I will walk to the adjacent hotel reception and find myself standing on a limestone staircase.

			Wearing a tux.

			And heels.

			I will linger there, half-expectant, before climbing the stairs toward present tense.

			* * *

			I wake at the crack of noon wearing the same clothes I went out in—and to the hazy memory of hosting a late-night party for a dozen strangers and friends.

			There was prosecco.

			And Scrabble.

			And kissing.

			I stumble out of the bedroom and see the empty bottles, overflowing ashtrays, and game board on the coffee table.

			I can’t recall the name of the boy I made out with on our living-room floor and I can’t believe I played Scrabble with a random guy on the special edition Alberto gave me for Christmas.

			I vomit three times and force myself to go to the gym. 

			Lent may be ten days away but my moral diet needs to start today: drink less, no men in the apartment, and for the love of everything, keep it in your pants already, Tré. 

			I’ll backslide on two of these vows, but no straight men will enter this apartment for another year. 

			The straight man will be Tony Papa, who will stay with me while he’s producing a photo shoot. For eight days, I will come home to the sound of dishes being done in the kitchen. To the white noise of a shower behind a closed door. To the smell of Thai food and a messy living room and a figure on the couch.

			It won’t startle me or inspire my type-A tendencies.

			It will actually make me happy.

			Tony and I will stay up late watching documentaries. We’ll make a mess of the kitchen and eat homemade dinners together. We’ll both be in the process of quitting cigarettes, but we’ll buy a pack late one night and smoke until dawn. We’ll sleep in separate rooms but make tea for each other every morning.

			When he leaves, I’ll thank him profusely for staying with me.

			But, he will laugh, why are you thanking me?

			For lifting me past the guilt of having straight guys in this apartment. Past the belief that I could never make dinner in our kitchen for another man or see a striped dress shirt on a doorknob without choking up.

			* * *

			If my “Dumb Shit People Say” list is any indicator, the state of being newly widowed is an open invitation for people to abandon etiquette and word-vomit all over you. But I’m starting to realize that their words are shaped by their own fears, experiences, and marital situations—not mine. 

			Example.

			The woman from my Dumb List who said at least you know where your husband is—and he didn’t leave you with four bastardos.

			Maybe she thought I’d find comfort in knowing it could be worse: I could be widowed and saddled with four kids. Or maybe she found comfort in thinking she had it worse. Either way, her words didn’t have much to do with me.

			Tonight, an unfiltered question posed by a lifelong friend doesn’t have much to do with me either: Don’t you worry about dying alone, Tré?

			This friend’s dad drowned in a freak boating accident last year.

			Alone.

			I reply to his question—we all die alone, and I’m not worried about who will be there when I do—but it’s what he says next that reaches inside and accesses a space I rarely allow myself to visit.

			Do you ever hope you and your daughter will reunite?

			Nice segue, I say. Shouldn’t you buy me dinner before getting me naked and confessional?

			I’m serious, he says. Don’t you think about it?

			Seriously?

			Yes.

			I do look at photographs of Laurie and wonder what her voice sounds like.

			I wonder if she’s as kind-hearted and well adjusted as she comes across in the emails from her parents. Does she fill up journals like I did? Has she set her sights on a certain college? Does she have the good sense of her adoptive parents or the reckless tendencies of her biological ones?

			But I’ve never wondered if we’ll meet: only when.

			Have you thought about contacting her? the friend asks.

			It’s not really my move to make, I reply. I gave her up for adoption and have no legal right to disrupt her life. But my gut feeling is that when she turns eighteen, I will get a phone call or a letter or a knock on my door.

			My gut will, in fact, prove accurate.

			But there will be no call, letter, or knock on my door.

			Two years after Alberto’s death and exactly six months before her eighteenth birthday, she will send me a late-night friend request.

			Her Facebook name won’t match the one on her birth certificate, so I won’t make the connection immediately. I won’t realize the historic shift my life is about to take until the next morning, when I notice a Facebook chat window open on my desktop.

			It was initiated at 1:10am and contains one word from someone named Laurie Rae.

			Hey.

			Hey back, I think. Who are you, again?

			When I click on the chat, her profile page sends me straight to the place I rarely allow myself to visit.

			The space expands.

			And bursts into technicolor.
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			My.

			Daughter.

			The tears erupt like champagne bubbles.

			My.

			God.

			This is happening.

			I fight the urge to email her adoptive parents—are you aware that we officially crossed the Rubicon today?—or immediately reply to her chat. I leap around my apartment, place a breathless call to my parents, and scribble notes for what becomes a milestone announcement on the blog I’d launched the previous year. I devour all 793 of her Facebook pictures, reply to her chat—hey there—and a slow, digital dance begins. 

			She “likes” one of my photos. I “like” one of hers. She posts a video on my Wall. I comment on her status. Our family members begin friending each other. 

			We start exchanging three hundred-word messages in which I learn her likes (meat, makeup, flirting, tidy rooms), her dislikes (rules, televised sports, drugs) and talents (running, tanning, cooking).

			We dance faster—toward our first real-life conversation on December 7th, 2011. When she answers the phone, the sound of her voice races past my eardrums, unlocking doors and attics deep inside me. Something from within expands, contracts, and springs open. 

			Within seconds, our stories are tumbling over each other. 

			I learn the names of her best friends and that she prefers life in North Carolina to Idaho (but prefers California to either of them). She shares details of her first kiss and asks how much weight I gained during pregnancy? And why in the world had I become a vegetarian? I answer everything from whether Italy is as beautiful as she’s heard (yes) to whether losing a husband is as hard as she imagines (also yes).

			Can I ask you something, Laurie? 

			Ask me anything!

			Well, I’ve stayed in touch with your parents all these years, but did you just wake up one day and ask them for my name?

			Not exactly, she admits. I went looking for my birth certificate last year, and once I had your name, Google did the rest. I even found my birthstory on your blog and printed it out! I cyber-stalked you for, like, a year before friending you.

			Of course you did, I laugh. It’s exactly what I would do.

			Since I was a kid, I’ve been obsessed with this idea—a wish—for my eighteenth birthday. All I want is for you to come to North Carolina and spend December 29th with me. We could finally meet, Tré! And have a sleepover!

			Yessssssss! is what my gut screams.

			Hold up is what my head warns.

			But your parents? I ask. Are they, um, cool with—?

			Totally! I’ve already asked! Promise!

			The smile on my face spreads to the rest of me, and my head finally switches to silent mode. I let my heart answer her.

			I’m all in, baby.

			Three weeks later, I’m in Cary, North Carolina, on the exact day I was in labor with her eighteen years ago.

			I’m walking toward the door of La Farm Bakery, our designated meet spot, and my hands are shaking as I dial her cell.

			Are you here? she exclaims.

			Yes . . . are you here too?

			Oh my God! Yes!

			Come outside? I ask.

			Yes!

			We’re still holding phones to our ears when she emerges: one-part Griffin, one-part me, and equal-parts stunning.

			Our eyes meet and our phones drop.
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			A moment later she’s burrowed in my arms, her shoulder fused to my chin like a long-lost limb. I envelope her and lock my hands. Our feet meet and rock in place. 

			Darling girl, I exhale.

			She squeezes tighter.

			Oh, darling girl, happy birthday.

			She sobs harder and I find her shoulder again.

			Breathe in the apple scent of her long brown hair.

			Exhale a few sobs of my own.

			I’ve been dreaming about this moment, she confesses.

			Me too, I whisper. How’s it going so far?

			It’s perfect, she sighs.

			You’re perfect, Laurie. 

			We remain swaying, a single silhouette of fabric and skin, until our tears dissolve into giggles.

			After they do, we walk hand-in-hand into the café and hear ourselves ordering the same grilled cheese and tomato soup for lunch.

			We notice that we’re rocking the same nail lacquer on our toes.

			Telling stories with the same spastic limbs.

			Ending sentences with the same lilting emphasis.

			We spend the day holding hands and driving through her city. She shows me her high school and the boutique where she works weekends. We find ourselves gushing over the same statement T-shirts and scoffing in unison at spandex pants. Over afternoon coffee, we swap stories about crushes and besties and how we came by our three-letter nicknames—Tré and Rae—which also happen to rhyme. By the time we duck into a photo booth together, Laurie seems like someone with whom I’ve already exchanged a thousand postcards and emails.

			By sunset, I’m climbing the stairs of the home where she’s spent her teenage years. I take one step into her bedroom—and halt. The aqua-based color scheme, giant photo collage, logo shopping bags: it’s as if I’ve walked into my high-school room. 

			In this moment, in this room: I feel exactly her age.

			And exactly twice her age.

			The paradox continues into the night: when I joyfully reunite with her parents, when I join the hysterics of dinner with her and twelve teenagers, and finally, when we pull on twin sets of pajamas and fall asleep discussing the merits of Justin Bieber’s documentary.

			The next morning, we sprawl together across her trundle bed, reflecting on how we’d envisioned our reunion.

			I’ve always had this clear picture of where my life would be when we met, I explain. And though I’m closer to that place than I’ve ever been, I’m not quite there yet.

			But you’ve lived, she insists. You’ve traveled the world—and written a book! You’ve met famous people and sky-dived and swam with sharks! You went to Berkeley—and Río! And seriously, Tré, she pauses, you live in New. York. City.

			Wait—what?

			I was expecting awkward questions. I was prepared to fall short of her expectations and to justify my unconventional life path. But here, in the bedroom of my teenage daughter, there’s zero judgment. Laurie already shares my idea of a life well lived. She accepts me for the thirty-something widow that I am—and the scandalous teenager that I was.

			You totally get me, I say, stunned. 

			Of course I do, she exclaims. Because you’re me. And I’m you . . . Mom.
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			In the six months between this sleepover and our next reunion, Laurie’s text messages will become my favorite part of the day. Our Skype sessions will find me smiling harder than any version of myself I’d pictured. For the first time in eighteen years, I will celebrate my first Mother’s Day and I’ll open presents sent by my daughter. 

			I’ll be wearing her gifts of beaded sandals and summer wear when we reunite for a week in the California Desert.

			We will greet each other with all the excitement—but none of the hurry or pressure—of our first meeting. 

			This milestone trip is about witnessing the joy of my parents embracing their only grandchild for the first time. 

			It’s for the tears—and stars—in my ninety-year-old grandparents’ eyes when they at last meet their “lost great-granddaughter.”

			It’s for lying in the sun beside Laurie, sharing one set of headphones and a Taylor Swift playlist. 

			For scissoring up twin T-shirts and turning the guest bedroom into an arts-and-crafts studio.

			For making lasagna in matching aprons.

			Borrowing each other’s bras and giggling over fart stories.

			It’s a weeklong slumber party where my tears are friends that hover, dropping into sentences and stories without regard for convenience or company. A week where my tears are the temperature of unconcealed happiness: light as laughter, constant as gravity. Tears inspired—and brushed away—by the girl who sprung out of my world eighteen years ago, only to take the stage now as a fully formed daughter-sister-best-friend.
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			This is the joy awaiting me two and a half years from now.

			And when I finally reach it, the cigarette-smoking-slut-in-a-sundress hangover haze I’ve been in since Alberto’s death will have finally lifted. 

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Striped Shirts 
& Epitaphs

			I’m colliding with the sense of you—behind doors, at restaurants, in closets—but you’re nowhere to be found.

			(March 4, 6:41pm via Facebook Wall-to-Wall) 

			* * *

			On the May night I met Alberto, I had confessed that 2005 was my first year without a valentine—and I was still bitter about it. A few weeks later, he flew me to New York for our second date and a huge bouquet of red roses was staged in his living room. A handwritten card had asked me to be his valentine.

			But on our first February 14th, I discovered that Alberto didn’t actually subscribe to Valentine’s Day.

			I don’t need Hallmark telling me when to say I love you, he had scoffed.

			Everyone in his office, as well as most people I encountered in New York City, shared his hostility toward the holiday.

			Must be an East Coast thing, I thought, and bought him a gag valentine card that was two feet tall and sent an arrangement to his office. Alberto was mildly amused but didn’t reciprocate.

			The following year I scheduled his flowers to arrive on February 13th, along with a card asking him to be my anti-valentine. He did not acknowledge the gesture. 

			The last two years, I skipped the flowers and sent love notes to the office without any expectation. On Valentine’s Day 2009, we had morning sex, read the Times in bed, and he asked if I’d be into the Calder exhibit at the Whitney?

			Hells to the yeah.

			After an hour or so among the whimsy that is Alexander Calder, we headed to La Esquina for brunch and back home for a movie.

			Since my anti-valentine is missing this year, I’ve been invited to no shortage of Lonely Heart parties tonight. But between now and then are eight hours of meltdown opportunities, so I decide to distract myself by making valentines for New York City. 

			I flip through magazines I’ve ignored this year and use a heart-shaped candy box as a pattern trace. With Alberto’s bitten-on Sharpie, I write words like Remember and YES and give it away. Gayson meets me downstairs and we set out to graffiti-heart lampposts, walls, and trees in front of places that hold meaning for me. The throngs of post-brunch, handholding couples don’t sting as sharply with a gay at your side and paper hearts in your hand. 
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			* * *

			The morning after Valentine’s Day, I receive a letter via concierge.

			It’s from a man I recently met at church. He remembered my reference to living on 23rd and Tenth and apologizes for his forthrightness, but he’d like to see me again and would I please give him a call?

			I’m a little uneasy about being tracked down, but I’m also intrigued.

			Well done, Sherlock, I say when he answers on the second ring.

			Stephen laughs and tells me he figured I lived in a doorman building so he picked the biggest one on the block. 

			When are you free for dinner, he asks. 

			I review my mental schedule—a movie with my cousin tomorrow, Hilda in town on Wednesday—and tell him it’s either tonight or next—

			Tonight’s great, he interrupts.

			We agree to meet at eight at Sushi on Hudson.

			Over dinner, I learn that Stephen tangos. Speaks six languages. Has lived all over the world. Cooks and plays violin. Is comfortable in his own skin and his faith in God. 

			He asks me questions, listens to my answers, calls me luminous. 

			As we’re pulling on coats after dinner, he takes me off guard with a kiss. 

			It starts out light, exploratory. 

			Then his hand finds my hair and tugs it. 

			I reflexively bite his lip. 

			He replies by enveloping my mouth, scraping my chin with whiskers. 

			I do not want it to end.

			When it does, he says he can’t remember the last time he had a kiss like that.

			I do not say mine was eleven months and one day ago.

			* * *

			All night I dreamed of shooting waterfalls with Alberto’s camera, trying to apply a technique I learned in a photography seminar last weekend. In the dream, I kept changing the shutter speeds and comparing results, wishing I’d taken the class before I went to Iguazu.

			Today, I bring out his Nikon and change the lens. I adjust the ISO according to my notes and snap a few manual shots. Too much light. I change the F-stop and the results are worse. I adjust the settings until the result is something Alberto wouldn’t hate and head outside to spend the day shooting NYC in a snowstorm. 

			* * *

			Since Hilda is staying with me, I informed Stephen that I’d be off the grid for thirty-six hours and would get in touch tomorrow. 

			In that timeframe, he’s called three times and sent a dozen text messages. 

			The texts include phrases like thinking of you and have missed you.

			We’ve had exactly one date.

			I don’t know if Stephen is needy or high maintenance, but his seeming inability to give me space reminds me of Alberto. And I have not missed the constant checking-in he required from me.

			But since I might be projecting and since Stephen isn’t clairvoyant, I email him after Hilda leaves: 

			This level of correspondence—I did mention I’d be entertaining my late husband’s mother, no?—is off-putting. I’m open to seeing you maybe once a week and sprinkling that absence with a text or two, but that’s all I can promise until I return from Cuba. 

			He replies to say that he “likes me” and he’s “not as high maintenance” as I might think. He’s always been the “giver” in relationships and has gotten used to “women only knowing the role of taker.” He thanks me for explaining my perspective and agrees to slow the pace to whatever level I wish. 

			* * *

			Leaving Revolución tonight, I hear the low strains of Los Lobos playing on Alberto’s computer. I wait for the elevator and glance around the lobby: at the wall of now-dusty industry awards, at the rearranged Eames furniture that’s been rearranged, at the conference-room shelf that’s been broken for a few months. 

			It occurs to me that Alberto really doesn’t live here anymore. 

			This place he helped build no longer contains him. It’s a place that continues without him. And for the first time in eleven months, the realization comes without bitterness. 

			* * *

			It’s Saturday morning and Stephen calls me on his way to the fishmonger to buy a piece of flounder as big as a doormat. Afterward, he’ll be picking up fresh bread for his breakfast. 

			I’m still in bed with my second latté, third cigarette, and the Times spread around me like a pop-culture quilt. 

			Would you like to meet up tomorrow? he asks.

			Sure, I say. Maybe brunch somewhere in the Village?

			I’m not much of a brunch person, he explains.

			Not much of a brunch person?

			I mean, I could try it, he says, unconvincingly.

			No, no, I say. We can do Sunday night if you’d prefer.

			I’d rather it be earlier than later—say 6:30.

			I cannot remember the last time I ate dinner at 6:30. 

			My grandparents eat dinner at 6:30. 

			How old is this guy? 

			In terms of deal-breaking statements, I’m not much of a brunch person and dinner at 6:30 seem like silly reasons to disqualify a fellow. But they leave such a bad taste in my mouth that I cancel my date tomorrow with Stephen via text message. 

			* * *

			Skipped church to avoid Stephen and went to the gym instead. As I’m leaving Equinox, my phone chimes with an invitation from Sharon to brunch at Kingswood. 

			Thank God for brunch people, I reply. See you in ten.

			Despite my non-brunch outfit and lack of makeup, I grab a cab and meet her in the West Village. Somewhere between our mimosas and girl talk, I step outside for a smoke and scroll through unread Facebook messages. After months of silence, there’s one from the Aussie announcing that he’s on my side of the pond this week. He makes a few poker references that are over my head and says he will beam if I get in touch. 

			I’m ambivalent about getting in touch.

			I was game to meet him a few months ago in London, but he never replied when I reached out. Plus, isn’t it Lent? And didn’t I swear off sex for forty days?

			I do not reply.

			* * *

			Did you get my message? the smart, scratchy accent asks. 

			Yes, I say.

			Read it aloud, the Aussie says. 

			As I recite it, he translates the poker metaphors to English, line by line. 

			He stops me after I read this bit of garbled phrasing: “so time and time again, on a Saturday . . . well, like its my theatre, i walk all over the sky with her. 4 why not? eh?”

			Did you understand all that? he says, excitedly.

			Not an effing word, I reply.

			I was asking you to meet me in the amphitheatre at the High Line yesterday! I was there and if you’d shown up, he says, I’d have married you straightaway. 

			The Aussie’s hyperbole makes me laugh, whereas Stephen’s most recent text about hoping to one day know me completely and unconditionally makes me cringe.

			Tonight I change Stephen’s contact name to “Stage Five Clinger” and vow to be less specific with strangers about where I live. 

			Other than the erratic Aussie, Stephen will be my last distraction until next fall, when I’ll meet an extraordinarily gifted pastel artist, courtesy of a service disruption on the C train. He will take me to gallery openings, ignite my fire for Indian food, and add one thousand new songs to my iPod. I will wake up beside him so often that I’ll no longer be the girl who checks men’s pulses in a morning panic. We will part ways after a ten-month run but remain friends who occasionally make out.

			* * *

			Less than halfway through today’s pre-Cuba errands, I’m in a bitter New York state of mind. 

			I can’t stand to see another couple sharing an umbrella in the falling snow or linking fingers on the train, so I splurge on a midtown taxi. Inside a warm cab, the Indian driver surprises me with a gushing appreciation for the fabric of his daily life. I listen to him describe how his two-year-old dances like a hopping robot when he watches television and how not even weather like this keeps New Yorkers indoors and how much he likes the computer app that enables him to watch TV programs from all over the world. I tip him extra for doing what I’ve been unable to do all day: get out of my own self-absorbed head for ten minutes.

			I knock out the remainder of errands and walk home to change before meeting the Aussie at Soho House. Smoking is now forbidden in the billiard room, so after a bottle of champagne, we slip into a cab and exchange the pool table at the House for a hotel-room shower at Sixty Thompson. 

			The sex is the kind you can’t wait to have, but twenty minutes into it—when you realize there’s no orgasm in your immediate future—you’re content with a drink, a laugh, and a smoke. 

			I’d forgotten that the Aussie is a fan of hypothetical questions like if you could live and die like anyone in history, who would it be? And if you could fuck anyone famous who would it be? And oh, on your epitaph, what would your family write vs. what would you write? 

			I’m no good at these questions—the better answer usually comes to me a day later—but I did help my parents design my brother’s headstone, so I give it a go:

			 

			(family version)

			THERRESA “TRÉ” CLAIRE MILLER-RODRÍGUEZ
March 6, 1975 - ?
Beloved Daughter, Faithful Friend, Devoted Wife, Loving Sister
“This is the Part in the Movie When . . . I Wait for You Here.”
Goodness and loving kindness followed me all the days of my life, 
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. (Psalms 23:6)

			 

			(my version)

			“TRÉ” THERRESA MILLER RODRÍGUEZ
March 6, 1975 - ?
Darling Daughter, Delightful Friend, Wonderful Wife
“Life is a festival only to the wise.”—Emerson
And know that I am with you always, until the end of the world.(Matt. 28:20)

			 

			At dawn in a downtown hotel room, this unlikely exercise gives me yet another reason to appreciate cremation: one day I may decide to bury the remainder of Alberto’s ashes and write his epitaph, but today? 

			Today is not that day. 

			* * *

			In early evening, the Aussie calls me en route to JFK.

			I enjoyed seeing you again, he says. And on my next trip, let’s try it sober.

			His next trip will not be to New York. It will be to Thailand, where he’ll drunk-dial me and ask me to join him for the week.

			I will have just returned from Cuba and I’ll laugh before saying what I’ve learned to say to men I hardly know who ask me to fly across the world on a whim: Darling, if you leave the arrangements to me, I probably won’t get to it. However, if there’s a plane ticket in my email, I will be on the flight.

			Text me your passport number, he says.

			Two days later, a travel itinerary appears in my inbox: round-trip to London next week.

			Bangkok was too complicated, he writes, so I booked us at Soho House in the countryside. Join me—eh?

			Into the laundry go my Cuba clothes and out of the closet come London-in-spring outfits. Can’t quite bring myself to open the lingerie drawer, but I stare at my satin Agent Provocateur robe folded over a hanger.

			See the embroidered “AP” on the pocket? Alberto had said when I opened the box. It really stands for “Alberto’s Property.” Now let me see you in it. 

			Wearing Alberto’s Property for someone else is unsettling, but if not now, when?

			Will it ever be appropriate to wear these things for someone else?

			I decide to bring the robe, and try not to overthink the significance of this trip—exactly thirteen months after Alberto’s death—but as I’m stepping into the shower the morning of my flight, the phone rings.

			Are you my wake-up call, I tease.

			Turn on the news, the Aussie commands.

			Ten-four, I say. What’s up?

			There’s a volcano in Iceland, he says, slowly.

			And?

			All flights in and out of the UK—and Europe—are grounded.

			Kiss my ash, Iceland, I say with disbelief, but CNN’s Breaking News banner confirms his words. British Airways’ Web site is urging all passengers to wait until their flights are confirmed before heading to the airport.

			It will be a few hours before I accept that I’m not flying to the UK today. And a few weeks before I realize my flight will never be confirmed because all volcano-disrupted travel had to be rescheduled within ninety-six hours of cancellation. 

			I will remove the Agent Provocateur robe from my suitcase and spend the day unpacking London. Each time I walk past Alberto’s 8x10 portrait, I will shake my head.

			A volcano? Really? You couldn’t arrange something a bit more—dramatic?

			* * *

			Tonight is the thirtieth birthday party of Kerri, Revolución’s singing PR director, at a suite in the Waldorf. I go alone—but with a good blowout and the necklace I wore in Río for New Year’s. Her fabulous friends keep asking exactly how we know each other through Revolución—when did you work there? which department?—so I finally admit that I was married to one of Kerri’s bosses. Which satisfies some, but not all.

			You’re married to Fico?

			No, the . . . other one.

			Oh my God! You’re THAT Tré! 

			Even though I am that Tré, tonight I do not feel like the white elephant in the hotel suite. Which is why I stay for more champagne and dancing before folding myself into a cab early enough to attend church tomorrow.

			* * *

			A year ago today, there was snow on the ground as we drove to St. Claire’s Parish in Jersey for his goddaughter’s christening. 

			I’m scrolling through the baptism photos when an email forwarded by Hilda comes in. 

			It’s from her friend, Mercy, who’s invited us to her Havana home, one of the places Alberto stayed on his trip to Cuba. 

			My home is his home because he was like family, Mercy writes. And even though I’ll be in Spain when you’re here, please spread some of Alberto in the garden. 

			I will talk to him all the time, she promises. And it will be a place where you can always feel his presence. 

			* * *

			Of all that I consider to be Alberto’s Legacy, the gift with the most profound impact on me is the maxim he lived by: Do the thing you are most dreading. And do it now.

			He took this concept out of the ether and applied it to his daily life.

			As in, don’t procrastinate or bury your head in the sand about your finances, deadlines, promises, or goals. Write To-Do Lists often. Complete them swiftly. As a result, the man lived fearlessly and presently. Lived each day as if it really was his last.

			His approach does not come naturally to me. In fact, I often resented his questions about where I was at with X project or Y goal or Z task.

			But lately, his mantra has begun to organically root itself in my world.

			After all, what is there to dread?

			What the ever-loving fuck could daunt me more than pall-bearing my husband at thirty-four years old?

			Do it now.

			Doing it now is becoming my clear and present answer to everything.

			Today, it buoys me out of bed to write a To-Do List on the bathroom mirror with a dry-erase pen. Lines full of things that would’ve daunted me six months ago, a year ago, four years ago. Things I’d usually put off until the eleventh hour.

			Do the thing you are most dreading. And do it now.

			* * *

			I’m doing the thing I’m most dreading.

			I’m packing for Cuba and deciding what to wear on the Ides of March.

			I keep thinking this will get easier. 

			It just gets less immediate. 

			* * *

			Mom, do you have a minute?

			I was just packing for New York, she says. What’s up?

			Can I run a few ideas for your visit past you? I haven’t bought tickets or made any reservations yet. 

			Yeah, good call. What’s the plan?

			There’s a Cuban orchid show at New York Botanical Gardens and a few of my friends want to take us to dinner before my birthday. There’s Sunday service in Brooklyn at Pastor Weinbaum’s church. Brent and Quiana want to join us for St. Patty’s Day parties in Hoboken on my actual birthday. And the big one: putting Alberto’s walk-in closet into storage.

			It sounds like a lot, she admits.

			Too much? I ask.

			We’ll be spreading it out over six days, right?

			Yes, I say. I’ll try not to exhaust—or exasperate—you this time around.

			* * *

			At Revolución today, Fico greets me and my mom with hugs. As I nudge Raquel out of Alberto’s chair to launch Arturo Sandoval, I overhear Fico telling my mom what he’s planning for March 15th.

			It’s on a Monday and we’re closing the office, he explains. We’re going to spend the day doing things that remind us of Alberto: go to the MoMA, see a live Cuban band, hit one of his favorite restaurants, drink Chivas and mojitos. 

			I swivel around in Alberto’s chair. You’re making March 15th an office holiday?

			Yes, he says.

			Really?

			Yes, he nods.

			You do know how delighted he would be to have a holiday declared in his honor?

			I think I do, Fico says, grinning.

			* * *

			It’s my birthday.

			No one brought me café con leché in bed this morning.

			I’m not in Connecticut.

			It’s not 2009.

			Don’t how to do today without him, but the birthday wishes posted on my Facebook Wall are rallying me out of my pity party and toward the parade across the river. Brent and Quiana accompany me and Mom on the train to a post-parade party in Hoboken. Between gold trumpets and green beer, my girlfriends lift my sprits with surprise cupcakes and a room of singing strangers.

			But when Mom and I get home, I surrender to the tears I’ve been fighting all day.

			I just want this day to be over already, I sob. And tomorrow? Storing Alberto’s closet? 

			No picnic either.

			We’ll do it together, she says, gently. Don’t think about it now.

			* * *
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			When I packed up my brother’s closet, I gave certain articles of clothing to his friends. It was meaningful for me and Phil’s friends seemed to appreciate it, so I’ve written down the measurements of Alberto’s out-of-state friends and packed boxes of striped shirts accordingly. In shifts this afternoon, I invited the locals into his closet.

			The walk-in was the last bastion of Alberto in our apartment and it’s been reduced to five industrial-size storage bins packed away in Manhattan Mini-Storage. Standing inside his empty closet with its bare shelf units, I’m stunned by the realization that he’s really not coming back for any of it.

			* * *

			My mom is on a plane back to California with Alberto’s shoes because my dad happens to wear the same size.

			My luggage is out, filled with the 66 lbs. allowed per person by Cuban customs.

			A final meeting with my lawyers took place today and I signed four copies of the buy-out agreement prepared by Revolución’s attorney. I messengered our 2009 tax documents to the accountant. Cleaned Alberto’s Hasselblad lenses, charged the spare batteries for his SLR, and packed them beside notes from my camera seminar. I’ve hidden several bags of Alberto’s ashes inside a hollow red monkey statue, hoping to avoid confiscation by a government that regards ash-scattering as illegal pollution.

			In other words, a whole lot of distraction dressed up as accomplishments.

			* * *

			After all the dreading, all the planning, this day is finally here. 

			I pray my way to the airport, asking God to give me what I need because I don’t know what that is. 

			Peace? Wisdom? Strength? Comfort? 

			All of the above? 

			But between New York and Miami, I get something I don’t need: a cold.

			Hilda plies me with lemon tea and honey, covers me with blankets, insists I stay with her. I nod gratefully and postpone my check-in at the W for a few days.

			* * *

			Friday the thirteenth was one year ago today, and I’d taken Alberto to Fico’s doctor for a physical on my lunch hour. His knee was giving him trouble, ditto for his right shoulder. Plus, he was forty and we agreed that complete check-ups are something forty-year-olds do.

			After examining him, taking blood, and performing an EKG, the doctor had given him a clean bill of health. He’d said what we expected: Lose some weight, get more exercise, stay away from cigarettes. 

			On our way to lunch afterward, Alberto had texted Barby and Fico: Looks like I’ll live after all!

			Forty-eight hours later, they both stood in our kitchen, showing me this message on their phones, the same look of disbelief in their eyes. 

			* * *

			Hilda? Since when have you had a white elephant in your living room? 

			What white elephant?

			The one under your coffee table, I answer.

			Oh. That. My mother bought it when she lived in New Jersey, maybe thirty years ago. She brought it on the plane to Miami and gave it to me as a gift.

			Why is it facing backward? 

			It’s good luck to put its ass toward the door.

			Good luck, huh. 

			I stare it down.

			Can I take you to see the table, she asks. The one I told you about? 

			The table is where she plans to place a small trunk of Alberto’s mementos and the ashes I’ve given her this morning.

			I’m ready if you are, I answer.

			The store is a half-block away and filled with Middle Eastern and retro American furniture. The Cuban storeowner is heavily made-up and dressed for cocktails at eleven in the morning. She greets us in Spanish, takes my hand, kisses my cheeks. 

			A small furry face suddenly peeks out from her cleavage, blinks at me.

			Is that . . . a monkey? I stammer.

			Yes, Hilda says. It’s a mini-mono.

			The monkey blinks at me again before diving between breasts and disappearing into folds of fabric.

			Hilda motions for me to follow and as we walk through the store, she asks if I know this shop used to be the headquarters for El Patria, Alberto’s father’s newspaper?

			I stop walking.

			You mean, when you met him, the newspaper was here?

			Sí, that black-and-white picture of Albert as a baby, the one where he’s reaching for the stars, was taken right where you are standing. 
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			The white elephant, the monkey, and now the table for his ashes found at his father’s old office? 

			What do you think of the table, Nené?

			I laugh.

			I don’t have to see the table, Mumu. I already know it’s the right one.

		

	


	
		
			 

			
Waking Up in Havana

			Here in Cuba—and everywhere else—you left behind pieces of you. I’m paying attention, baby. 
And keeping your camera charged. 

			(March 18, 10:18am via Facebook Wall-to-Wall)

			* * *
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			Driving into Havana this morning, the word REVOLUCIÓN flashes me from walls and billboards. Scrappy kids play stickball outside abandoned stadiums. Preserved teatros stand incongruously beside rotting mansions. Withered, leathery ladies block entry to bathrooms until you fork over a dollar for a triangle of scratchy toilet paper: the price of admission to toilets without seats and doors without locks.

			On El Malecón, twenty-foot waves crash over the sea wall, soaking adolescents and spraying the ancient cars. It’s a postcard come to life, and I squeal with delight—Hilda right along with me.

			José, the son of Hilda’s friend and our driver for the next few weeks, explains that the giant waves are a result of el Norté, a weather phenomenon that happens in winter and spring. 

			Hilda points out the Meliá Cohiba Hotel, where we’ll stay for the last leg of our trip, and a once-grand ’50s hotel called the Riviera formerly owned by Lucky Luciano. 

			When I left Cuba, she says, the Riviera was nearly finished. It was my fourteen-year-old dream to go there and have a piña colada.

			Have you ever done it?

			Sí, she says. Hace diez años.

			Ten years ago, she nods. With Albertico.

			* * *

			After mass with Hilda at the cathedral, we wander through Old Havana. She takes me to Maternidad Obrera, the building where her mother worked as an attorney, and asks me to shoot it. 

			We will send this photo to Rafe, she explains.

			Rafe is her brother, who hasn’t been back to Cuba since he escaped as an adolescent. He gave Hilda their mother’s ashes to scatter on this trip. Hilda hasn’t said where and I haven’t asked.

			Havana’s sunshine and architecture compel us to keep moving, prevent us from locking ourselves in our rooms with our tears. Entonces, the grief escapes in public places like the lobby of Hotel Ambos Mundos, where Alberto stayed until he caught a cold and convalesced at Mercy’s house. 

			I keep looking toward the hotel door, half-expecting him to appear in his Miami wardrobe and remembering that he can’t: I gave his Miami wardrobe away.

			Even if I sit here for the rest of my life, I say, he’s not coming around the corner. 

			I say this aloud, partly as a reminder to myself and partly to explain my tears.

			Hey, Hilda says, reaching for my hand. 

			I meet her eyes.

			I’m the next best thing.

			I exhale a surprised laugh.

			I just wanted to see you smile, she says, giving my hand a satisfied squeeze.

			Her tactics are spot-on Alberto. 

			* * *

			One year ago, I fell asleep watching Part Two of “Che.” One year later, I am waking in the land of Che.

			It’s the morning of March 15th and I’m lying in bed at the Santa Isabel Hotel, wondering why my room smells like gasoline. 

			When Hilda calls a few seconds later, I ask if her room smells strange? 

			No, she pauses. It smells like a room. 

			You okay? I ask.

			Yes, she says. You okay?

			I’m okay. I’ll see you in a few minutes.

			After washing up to go downstairs, I check the time on the phone.

			9:03am.

			For twelve months, I’ve successfully avoided clocks around 9am so I won’t see the exact moment he was pronounced. 

			Should I watch the clock change to 9:04? 

			I wait, staring. 

			It’s still 9:03. 

			I shove the phone in my pocket and head downstairs for espresso.

			In Hilda’s room with café con lechés, we are quiet. When she finally speaks, it isn’t about Alberto.

			We should spread Abuela’s ashes, she says, before José picks us up today. 

			Do you have a place in mind?

			In the parque, across from the plaza. My mother loved Havana Vieja.

			Do you want company?

			Sí, sí, she says. Come with me. And take a picture for my brother. 

			In a corner of el parque, Hilda stops next to a plant I recognize from my mom’s garden. 

			A butterfly bush, I tell her, as I snap its single white blossom. I stop shooting when Hilda unfolds a small plastic bag, crosses herself, and shakes the contents over the bush. Against the deep brown soil, it looks like cement powder.

			Okay, she says, we’re done here. You got the picture? 

			I got the picture. 

			As we leave the square, I pick a few sprigs of yellow bougainvillea and red star clusters for Alberto’s ceremony.

			C’mon, let’s go, Hilda says in a low, gruff tone.

			Her cadence reminds me of Alberto’s voice when he wasn’t happy.

			Qué fuí, I ask. What happened?

			A uniformed official suddenly blocks our path and scolds us in Spanish for picking flowers from a national park.

			National what? 

			Four trees, six bushes, and a statue?

			Hilda apologizes for my Americana ignorance.

			I say disculpe—excuse me, sorry—but I’m not disculpe.

			I love that his flowers are illegally plucked from a government garden.

			* * *

			We’ve been driving on El Malecón, where I thought I wanted to spread some of Alberto, but I’ve seen nothing that signifies This Is The Place. When we reach the building known simply as “1860,” Hilda turns around in the front seat.

			What we should do? Go down El Malecón again?

			No, I say, let’s keep going. We’ll know the right place when we see it. 

			After a drive down Quinta Avenida—where José drives too fast for me to shoot any mansions—we head toward an ominous, Soviet-esque tower that houses the equivalent of the Cuban C.I.A. 

			Hey, Hilda says. We’re near Plaza de la Revolución. 

			I am expecting something awe-inspiring, something worthy of the namesake agency Alberto and Fico founded, but the plaza looks lonelier than a parking lot before the swap meet sets up.

			This is definitely not the place, I sigh.

			Thank Papa Dió, Hilda laughs. I hoped you’d figure that out on your own. So let’s go. I know a lunch place. 

			After margarita pizza at Hotel Nacional, we head outside toward the grand patio overlooking the sea. I follow the pathway toward the café tables and stop at a tiled circle with the island of Cuba inlaid at its center.
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			As I’m focusing my lens on it, I pull back with the memory of a dream I had four days after meeting Alberto, on my first night back in West Hollywood. In it, I wore a red bindi shaped like Cuba in the center of my forehead. I haven’t thought about the dream since the night he proposed, but I start paying attention to Hotel Nacional.

			I shoot a dozen photos of the ocean view and neo-classical hotel and when I review the images, my heart starts racing. 

			In halting Spanish, I tell Hilda that I think this is the spot.

			Right here?

			Down there, I say, pointing to the sea. He came to this hotel and approved of it, no?

			Sí, sí, sí.

			Well, when you come back to Cuba, you’ll know exactly where to find him: in the shadow of a historically landmarked—and five-star—hotel.

			I like this, Hilda smiles. He would definitely approve.

			Then this is it, Mumu, I say. Let’s get some Havana Club, raise a toast to him, and go down to the water.

			I lead the procession, sorting out bags of ash and flowers, and a young Cubana passes me wearing a tank top printed with the words BROKEN HEART STORIES.

			I turn around to see if Hilda’s noticed. My mother-in-law’s index finger follows the girl and after she passes, Hilda meets my eyes, mouth open. 

			I fight the urge to tell her to stick with me: these moments happen all the time. 

			We cross the highway and I climb on to the wall of El Malecón, above the exposed seabed. Below, pools of clear water are rippling with the energy of pounding surf. Above, we are centered directly below the hotel. 

			Coño, Hilda says, climbing up. Look at this view. There’s El Morro, the American Embassy y el Capitolio. Aye, Albertico, she sighs.

			Still staring at the sea, I reach for her hand. After a few moments, I give her the bag of flowers, hoping I stole enough to match the ashes, handful for handful. I never quite know the right words for this ritual, but I take a deep breath and exhale sentences.

			Alberto, it’s the one-year anniversary and we’re bringing you home. We hope you approve of the view. We don’t know the words in English or Spanish for how much we miss you, so we’re just gonna tell you that we’re here and . . . we love you.

			Muchisimo, Hilda says.

			So much, I repeat.

			She squeezes my hand and releases the first flower. 

			Thank you, Hilda, I say, for bringing me here. For showing me what he always wanted to.

			We’re exactly where we should be, she says. But if you’d told me a year ago that we’d be standing in Havana today, I never would have believed it.

			* * *

			Not unlike our routine when she comes to New York, Hilda is my alarm clock and I’m her morning espresso and cup of ice. 

			We begin each day with coffee in her suite, but instead of reading the Times, we observe the plaza through her balcony’s open doors. No rushing around or unnecessary conversation. Just sips and comfortable silence.

			Today, our morning zen is replaced by the version of Cuba I’ve heard about: the hotel phones and Internet stopped working; my Cuban bankcard is unreadable; and thirty minutes after taking our lunch orders, the restaurant runs out of fish and brings us menus again.

			We have a round of mojitos and a hushed conversation about how Hilda’s generation escaped the Revolución. Their parents sent them to America because they assumed it would all be over in a month or at most, a year. As a teenager, Hilda and her brother came to the States through Operation Peter Pan and were rotated through various foster homes until their mother immigrated to Florida and reclaimed them a few years later.

			Alberto’s father’s coming-to-America story, however, is the stuff legends are made of. As an anti-Castro journalist in Cuba, he was among the many reporters who were rounded up and jailed as dissidents after Castro took power. While imprisoned, a group of lawyers came to meet with the reporters about their cases. These men were not actually lawyers: they were anti-Castro and sympathetic to the plight of the reporters. 

			In what must have been a highly choreographed operation, the prisoners and the lawyers switched clothes—were the guards paid off? deliberately distracted? who knows?—and the journalists exited the prison wearing suits and briefcases. They boarded a plane bound for Miami and never came back. 

			When seventeen-year-old Hilda met Alberto’s father a few years later, he was forty-two and the publisher of the most powerful anti-Castro newspaper in America. They were married within months and Alberto Jr. arrived three years later.

			* * *

			Today’s complications and conversations have left me in the mood for nothing but CNN en Español. But tonight, the gay son of Hilda’s friend is escorting me to a jazz club in Vedado. The evening was arranged by Hilda a few days ago, so I rally myself toward the closet, where I curse the chill in the air and the lack of warm, going-out clothes I’ve brought. 

			Alberto would roll his eyes if I wore loose-fitting, boyfriend jeans to a club in America, let alone Cuba, so I pull on a denim skirt with my Prada platforms. The rest comes together with a charcoal tank, a pile of gypsy necklaces, and a gray cashmere shrug.

			When Hilda sees me, she says well, exc-uuuse me. 

			Which is her equivalent of Alberto’s you look cute. And don’t change a thing.

			Antonio is in his late forties, with steep cheekbones and a fierce fashion sense. He nods approvingly at my shoes and introduces his two much-younger boy friends. The jazz bar has the atmosphere of a tacky European discothèque, but a ten-dollar bill in Cuba’s national currency (about $12.50 in USD) covers all you can eat and drink for the evening. When the music finally starts, I understand why Antonio brought me here. Musicians are literally coming out of the crowd to join the band for a song or three. In a single set, a young black trumpet player performs a haunting solo, a famous Cubana named Sorí sings Jobim, and an eighteen-year-old kid dominates the piano. 

			My Spanish skills are less of a stranger when the lights are low and the beer is flowing so by midnight, I’m no longer speaking English. And if the high-fives between us are any indicator, the boys appear to get my bad jokes. The only uncomfortable moment happens when I’m on my way back from the bathroom and a guy with dreadlocks stops to make conversation. He’s a musician who works here, but since he speaks five languages he makes side money as a translator. 

			Antonio interrupts to gesture me back to the table. 

			It’s okay, I say. I’ll be there in a minute. 

			Moments later, Antonio’s friend appears. He takes my arm and physically removes me from the dance floor.

			Back at our table, I’m fuming. I want to ask: if that guy was fair-skinned and dressed like us, would you have been so quick to cut in? 

			But according to Alberto, Hilda, and Americans who’ve lived in Cuba, race is tricky on this island. Unlike American racists, Cubans won’t admit to judging anyone on skin tone. They affectionately throw around words that describe old people, dark people, blond people. They call these words terms of endearment: colloquials that all Cubanos understand. Call it what you will, but if it walks like a duck and talks like a duck, it’s a fucking duck. 

			* * *
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			It’s sweater weather in Havana, making it a good day to skip the beach and sort out my non-working Cuban bankcard. Because this is Cuba, sorting it out requires eleven phone calls and a half-hour drive across the city, just to be told that the one person who can help is off today.

			Hilda pressures the office for the phone number of the one person and when we call, the woman agrees to meet us this afternoon.

			In her kitchen.

			Since we have a few hours until the meeting, we pick up Hilda’s cousin, Maria, and head to a restaurant.

			Café con leché, por favor, I order from the waiter.

			No tenemos, the waiter replies.

			No tiene café? I ask. O leché?

			No leché.

			Hilda and I giggle at the ongoing café-con-leché joke.

			Her sixty-something cousin—who has never left Cuba—blinks at us, but the joke gains momentum when Hilda orders and receives a vanilla milkshake.

			We ask how this is possible when they have no leché?

			The government-employed waiter cheerfully explains that the restaurant has a certain amount of milk designated for café con leché and a certain amount for bebidas.

			Hilda laughs and shakes her head while her cousin, Maria, nods at the Cuban order of things and starts eating her ice cream.

			Maria meets my eyes, asks if I want a taste?

			I’ve given up sweets for Lent, so I politely decline.

			At some point, Hilda says, you should make an exception and try the national ice cream.

			The national . . . what?

			Coppelia. Fidel’s ice-cream experiment. He debuted it at one of the World Fairs.

			Hold the phone, I say. Fidel created an ice-cream brand and named it after a European ballet? A semi-farcical ballet, no less?

			Sí, sí! The ice cream was meant to challenge the twenty-eight flavors advertised by Howard Johnson’s, so Fidel created thirty-two flavors. It has the highest fat content of any ice cream in the world. It’s also the most delicious.

			I imagine a diabolical and bearded Fidel in a laboratory, hell-bent on proving Cuba’s superiority on the world stage via milk, sugar, ice, and rock salt. Someone should compose that story as a ballet. And title it Coppelia: Thirty-two Flavors of Communism.

			* * *

			On our way to see the statue of el Cristo—pronounced el Creeto—José stops near a giant metal silhouette of Che’s face so I can snap a photo. When I hop out of the car with the big Nikon, distant soldiers start shouting inaudibly and waving their arms. 

			I assume that I’m too close to whatever they’re guarding so I move about twenty feet back. When I lift the camera, the shouting starts again. José is shouting too and I’m so confused that I put up my arms in mock surrender and march back to the car. 

			When I get in, José explains that I have to point the camera away from the building.

			Never mind, I grunt. I don’t need the picture.

			José drives up to the soldiers. 

			Shoot from here, he says. But point your camera away from them.

			Our car is ten feet from the green uniforms. 

			I’m not getting out, I say. No way.

			In the front seat, Hilda is laughing like a loon. José hands me the apparatus to roll down the window and tells me to shoot from the backseat already.

			I do as I’m told but it takes a few minutes for my adrenaline to recover. 

			Fucking Cuba, I growl. 

			* * *

			Hilda went to the tour office today to check on our return tickets. 

			Her ticket? 

			Piece of cake, she says.

			Mine? 

			No existe.

			What—?

			No proof of you flying into Havana, entonces no paperwork for flying out. It took five hours, Tré. And the only record of a “Miller” on our flight manifesto was named—get this—Alberto.

			What are the chances, she says.

			Now it’s my turn to laugh like a loon.

			* * *

			En route to the outskirts of Havana, José parks near a river so I can shoot the scenery. While Hilda dozes on a bench in the shade, I wander off to shoot a dozen photos.

			As I’m returning to her and José, I notice five soldiers in red hats walking uphill. From 150 feet away, I zoom in and take three shots. They’re terrible pictures, but I’m pleased as punch to have gotten one over on the Cuban military.

			Look what I made, I say, showing Hilda and José my soldier photos.
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			They shake their heads.

			Aye, Tré, Hilda says, rolling her eyes.

			I know, I know, but look at these creepy trees with faces, I say, scrolling backward. Don’t they look alive?

			They do, actually, Hilda says.

			I’m gonna grab us more waters, I offer. Meet you guys in a sec.

			I head toward the shack where a handful of people are eating grilled chicken and drinking beer. As I’m standing in line, I feel a tap on my shoulder.

			A six-foot-twelve soldier in a khaki uniform stares me down.

			Hola, I say, forcing a smile. Cómo usted?

			He nods at Alberto’s camera, reaches out his hand.

			Uh-oh, I think.

			Quieres ver mis fotagrafías? I say. You want to see my photos?

			Sí.

			Keeping the camera strap around my neck, I tilt the viewer toward him.

			I scroll forward through the creepy trees.

			After exactly seven photos, I stop.

			Es todo, I say with a shrug. That’s all.

			Es todo? he repeats. Segura? Are you sure?

			Sí, senor, I nod.

			Gracias, senorita. Tenga un buen día.

			Have a good day, I echo.

			I turn back to the chicken shack and order three waters in a steady voice. When I step away from the cashier, Hilda and José are waiting for me. I hand each of them a bottled water and smile breezily. 

			Vámonos? Let’s go?

			Even though I want to run to the car and lock the doors, I maintain a deliberately casual pace. Only after José has driven over the river’s bridge—and I confirm that no one’s following us—do I collapse with relief.

			I touch Hilda’s shoulder.

			Forgive me, I say. For not listening to you about—

			You are very, very lucky that soldier had his café con leché today, she laughs, before shaking her head. Aye, Tré, she sighs. Albert wasn’t confrontational, but you? You are gallita.

			I’m pretty sure gallita has something to do with a rooster and just gets worse from there.

			* * *

			Hilda and José tease me—la gallita!—all the way to El Cementerio de Colon, where we’re bringing fresh flowers to Hilda’s family crypt. It contains her father’s body and today is the second time she’s visited his grave in forty years.

			The cemetery is maintenance-challenged, like most places I’ve seen in Havana. The most beautiful structures around the city were constructed pre-1959: all classical arches and imported tile and stained glass. Most have gone to hell in a hurricane over the last five decades because few Cubans have access to the money or materials needed to keep centuries-old buildings from falling apart. Formerly grand single-family mansions are now occupied by dozens of people, and cardboard ranks as the number-one replacement material for missing windows, shutters, or rotted floor planks. 

			Among all this sordid splendor, the five government structures I’ve seen stand out like redheaded stepchildren. They’re all cement-gray angles, formidable and Soviet like a villain’s compound in classic James Bond films. 

			The one exception to the government-sanctioned ugliness is Parque Lenin. It’s a beautiful expanse of trees and rivers, empty but for a boat or two and the occasional pack of wild dogs. After passing through the parque, Hilda directs José to Las Ruinas, a former sugar plantation resurrected by the government as a restaurant-slash-museum. The exterior is a pastiche of bad Soviet architecture and original stone walls. 

			Las Ruinas is filled with the spoils of an uprising: a priceless chandelier there, a French sofa here, a grand piano there. All of it, down to the marble staircase and wooden shutters, plundered from upper-class homes whose owners fled Cuba after Fidel took power. 

			* * *

			We’ve moved to the less expensive Meliá Cohiba Hotel for the last leg of our trip because the U.S. restricts how much money Americans can spend on lodging in Cuba. The Cohiba has all the charm of an ’80s all-inclusive resort in Mexico, but it comes with sweeping ocean views. 

			For the past two mornings, Hilda and I have stood at the window of her adjoining suite, transfixed by the power of el Norté. The huge waves crashing over the sea wall have deposited enough water to submerge six blocks of inland streets. We giggle at the hubris of bus drivers whose engines stall in the middle of the highway and tourists who are pushing cars uphill, away from the flood. 

			I could sit here all day and watch the water, Hilda says.

			I do not say the one thing I’m thinking: I hope Alberto’s ashes made it out to sea already.

			* * *

			Today, a minor earthquake hit Cuba.

			Tomorrow is the one-year anniversary of his funeral.

			If the island doesn’t slide into the sea tonight, we’ll go to morning mass before heading to Mercy’s house to spread ashes in her garden. I should wear black tomorrow, except the one black dress I brought is rather low-cut for church. 

			How did I not plan an effing outfit for March 21st, 2010? 

			How am I worlds away from 2009, yet staring down another closet, wondering what a girl wears to observe the day of her husband’s funeral?

			* * *

			For the third consecutive night, Hilda and I order room service and fall asleep side by side, watching CNN en Español. I awaken yet again to the familiar cadence of Alberto’s snoring—before remembering that the person next to me is not Alberto. 

			I listen to the sound for a few minutes before tiptoeing into my room, extinguishing the candle in front of Alberto’s travel-size photo, and climbing into bed with the stuffed monkey.

			* * *

			I’ve seen this Andalucian courtyard a thousand times. 

			And always in black and white. 

			It’s in the photo album Alberto showed me the night we met and on the digital frame in our living room. 

			The courtyard belongs to Mercy and when I finally encounter it, time starts to slow down. I become aware of the patio air thick with earth and tropical plants; faint classical music playing from somewhere in the house; the lisp of gay Antonio’s Barcelonian accent in the parlor.
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			I am here.

			And I’m stalling.

			I’m waiting for the sun to come out, for a song to happen, for a signal to spread his ashes. I stare at the fountain in the patio’s center, at its ceramic pictures of castles and crosses interspersed with the Greek letters “A” and “U.” 

			The first letter of his name is here. 

			And the shorthand version of “you.”

			I turn on his camera and focus on the tiles. As I’m shooting, sunshine spreads across the courtyard and the house explodes in shouts and applause from Antonio, José, and Hilda.

			I look up as Hilda rushes into the patio.

			Coño, she exclaims. They said there would be no sun today!

			They didn’t know your son, I almost say, coaxing the bag of ashes out of the red monkey urn. I motion to Hilda and ask her to close the courtyard doors so we can have some privacy.

			But I thought we were doing it in the garden? she says.

			Isn’t this the garden?

			No, niña, it’s outside, a la izquierda. On the left.

			I follow but when I descend the porch steps, the exterior garden underwhelms me. 

			Hilda reads my face.

			It’s been cleaned and weeded just for you.

			For us, I say.

			Sí, for us.

			I give the garden a second chance and notice yellow bougainvillea, poinsettia—the name of my street in West Hollywood—and a Gaudí-esque path of multicolored tiles. Hilda reminds me that from here you can see the park where Albertico ran from the police who caught him taking photos too close to the Commander’s Health Clinic.

			Sold. 

			To the blonde in the black dress. (Wore it backward and with flip-flops. Voilá: church-approved.)

			I open the bag, cross myself, say a few words, and give Hilda a handful of ash. She stares at it and I realize why: she usually spreads the flowers while I handle the ash. This is the first time she’s touched the cremated body of her son. 

			I squeeze her shoulder and step away.

			The sun intensifies as we spread him in the poinsettia, on the roots of trees, and in the flowerbeds. 

			He would like this, Hilda says finally. This was the right place for us to come.

			I nod in agreement.

			Time to go?

			Okay, I say, taking a last lap around the garden and heading inside to wash up. 

			As I pass through the hall, the unmistakable notes of “Girl from Ipanema” float from a bedroom radio and follow me into the bathroom.

			I got my song. 

			I got my sun. 

			You got another resting place worthy of you.

			I scrub pen stains and ash residue from my hands and take another pass through the room where he slept. The courtyard he once photographed. And toward the sun-filled porch where everyone waits. 

			I memorize the view from the entry and close Mercy’s door behind me.

			* * *

			We are quiet during our drive to Pinar del Río, where one of Cuba’s greatest living artists resides. His work is sociopolitical enough to attract global collectors but subtle enough to not attract attention from the Ministry of Culture. One of his framed watercolors hangs in our apartment: a souvenir from Alberto’s own visit to this studio a decade ago.

			The artist welcomes me with two besitos, introductions to his young son and a bottle of beer from the icebox. His studio is whitewashed and spacious with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Pinar del Río, which seems to be more lake than river. 

			He takes us through the studio and into his adjoining home, which is the most modern and well-maintained residence we’ve visited: no broken tiles or crumbling staircases, no sad piles of cardboard, no exposed electrical wires. Our tour ends in a small garage dominated by a shiny, late-model Nissan Pathfinder.

			Wow, I exclaim. New cars exist in Cuba? ¡Felicidades!

			The artist beams before blushing and turning toward the river.

			He really wanted this truck, Hilda whispers. So he saved for the truck, paid for the truck and now? He can’t find the right tires for the truck.

			Sure enough, the tires are small and passenger-sized, unsuitable for a light truck. 

			So he can’t even drive it, I sigh. 

			Fucking Cuba, Hilda shrugs. 

			Back in the studio, the artist shows me his greatest hits in oil, ink, and watercolor. A color photo is taped above his worktable, and when I look closely, my eyes widen. Towering over a very young version of the artist is Fidel himself, who stares intently at the artist’s most famous piece.

			Alberto loved that painting, I gush. He saw it as a brilliant metaphor for Cuba’s post-Revolución state.

			The artist gestures enthusiastically and opens a drawer. From it, he produces several watercolor and ink studies of his famous painting.

			Choose one, he says, holding my gaze.

			Muchisima gracias, I say. Pero cuestas demasiado caro. But I can’t afford you.

			He shakes his head. 

			Mi regalo para ti, he says. My gift to you.

			¿En serio? I ask, fighting sudden tears. Really?

			He nods and I smile gratefully before lowering my eyes. I linger over the three pieces before selecting the study most similar to Alberto’s favorite piece.

			Muchisima, muchisima gracias, I repeat.

			De nada, he smiles, and begins rolling up the canvas.

			As I watch him choose a canister to store my gift, I’m overwhelmed.

			I am standing in the studio of this artist.

			He’s giving me Alberto’s favorite piece.

			Holy Havana.

			Had I never met Alberto, this moment wouldn’t be happening.

			But also?

			Had I never lost Alberto, this moment wouldn’t be happening.

			* * *
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			It’s our last full day in Cuba so we’re spending it the way Hilda always spends her penultimate day in Cuba: at the hotel pool and without obligations. 

			Today, we do nothing, she says. And I mean nothing.

			Our day of nothing is the least complicated day we’ve had on this island. And from what I’ve heard, today is exactly how most tourists experience Cuba. 

			But for nothing would I exchange the technology lapses, sketchy bathrooms, near arrests, lack of leché, or conversations lost in translation. 

			* * *

			When I return to New York, it’s with less baggage than I hauled from London or Brazil.

			Literally. 

			(I lived out of a single suitcase for twenty days.)

			And figuratively.

			(I released most of Alberto’s ashes.)

			In an afternoon taxi between JFK and Chelsea, I access three weeks of messages and texts.

			Thinking of you, everyone says. How’s Cuba?

			Cuba was exactly how Alberto described it: a Spanish-speaking slice of the U.S.S.R. in the middle of the Caribbean. An island where anything is possible but toilet paper is not guaranteed. But it was also stranger, more generous, and far more farcical than he ever mentioned. 

			Your father and I followed your Facebook updates, my mom confesses. But it’s so good to actually hear your voice.

			I’ve missed yours too, Mom.

			We’re still on the phone when I unlock the front door and collide with a thick scent of bergamot, citrus, and jasmine.

			Holy wow, I gasp.

			What’s going on? she asks.

			Need to call you back, I say, dropping the phone.

			I don’t know what I should’ve expected, but it sure as sugar wasn’t this.

			Not only are the three-week-old orchids on Alberto’s urn not dead, but the candle in front of his portrait is inexplicably burning. I move toward the flowers and touch them. I can maybe rationalize the orchids—angled stems and nutrients go a long way—but the candle?

			I’m sure I snuffed it out the night before I left for Miami. I know it wasn’t lit when I did my pre-airport sweep through the apartment, checking windows and appliances. 

			Yet here it is.

			Ablaze in a glass of liquid wax.

			I look at Alberto’s 8x10 portrait and back at the candle, waiting for an explanation.

			There isn’t one.

			I inhale a sob and exhale a smile. When my breath meets the flame, it dances and waves before burning out.

		

	


	
		
			 

			Heart-Shaped Gratitude

			Many thanks to my agent, Wendy Sherman, who championed this book from the word go, and to the brilliant Claire Bidwell Smith, who so generously led me to Wendy. Without your friendship, insight, and support, I’d be just another girl with a blog.

			To the fearless females at She Writes Press: thank you for existing. Thanks for taking the chance no one else would and trusting my vision even (and especially) when it wasn’t protocol. Brooke Warner and Kamy Wicoff: it’s an honor and a joy to be on this ride with you.

			I am indebted to the friends-slash-editors whose early belief in this story moved it beyond a saccharine collection of Facebook updates. Diane Vadino, Liz Madans, Jo Piazza and Ian Moore: I couldn’t repay you in a hundred lifetimes or with two hundred drinks, but I’ll try.

			God bless you, Mom and Dad, for lifting me through the rough and stumbles. Thank you for believing in me when I needed it most but deserved it the least. I love and adore you both. Also, if a few pages made you reach for the eye bleach, forgive me?

			Most people are lucky to have one great family, but I was blessed with two. I am deeply grateful to Hilda and Barby, who neither cringed at the idea or reality of this book. Muchisma gracias for embracing me as Albert’s wife . . . and widow. You truly are my Next Best Things.

			Jack and Lisa: your grace astounds and humbles me. How can I begin to thank you for raising the daughter I couldn’t? And for then sharing her with me . . . and the world? Laurie, your existence has shaped my existence, but your love has evolved me. The girl I hoped to become is now who I am. You are the reason why.

			And because it takes a village, I’m in awe of the kindness, generosity, and talent that goes by the following names: Don and Laurel, Henry, Francesca, Tara, Katie, Carter, Mike, Brent and Quiana, Mandy, Joye, Hood, Mal, Missy, Camille, Jason and Rob, Naumann, Sharon, Nikki and Fico, Kip, Mariana and Agnes, Tony Papa, Jess and Gene, Sue, Vanessa, James, Maggie, Ron, and Svetlana. Ryan Bradley: for all the floor picnics, soundtracks and cover-shaping glimmers . . . 
domo arigato.

			To the army of Tumblrs who helped shape this story into existence: you keep me laughing, connecting, writing, and remembering that the Internet is made of people whose lives are braver, better dressed, and more inspiring than mine.

			To the members of the club no one wants to join: thank you for embracing, energizing, and affirming a fellow widow. Each grief path is different, but our Facebook posse has made mine considerably less solitary. (Bonus: the right kind of inappropriate and women without judgy faces.) May all of you find comfort in the peace-shaped things.

			My greatest gratitude, of course, is owed to the man whose life and legacy inspired these pages. Darling, I hope you’ve dispensed already with the fear of heights because I’ve just sent up a book tied to a few hundred balloons.
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