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			For my dad,

			who fashioned bedrock

			out of sand.

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			But listen now to what happened

			to the actual trees;

			toward the end of that summer they

			pushed new leaves from their stubbed limbs.

			It was the wrong season, yes,

			but they couldn’t stop.

			 

			 – Mary Oliver, ‘Hurricane’
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			Chapter One

			Palisades, New York

			2023

			Afterward, Ruth will say she knew the moment the phone rang, even before she picked it up. She will say there was something calamitous in the sound. No one ever calls the house line anymore.

			It is 8:14 p.m. on a Tuesday evening in June and in truth, despite Ruth’s eventual perception to the contrary, she feels no ominous pang when the ringer asserts its shrill voice into the room. What she feels is annoyed that she forgot to unplug the phone before her shoot. She always tries to make these videos in one take, because if she has to scrap the first effort and start again, a rehearsed note sometimes creeps in. Despite having a career that requires her to maintain a constant presence online, Ruth isn’t a person who’s particularly good at pretending. So when the phone rings, the video captures her irritation in the form of a wince before Ruth slips from the stool. She doesn’t stop to hit pause on the camera, so the video captures all of it: Ruth, barefoot in her jeans and linen tunic, padding across the slate floor, retreating into the background of the frame. She answers the phone, which is an antique, wall-mounted contraption with a mother-of-pearl face that Ruth selected mostly for its contribution to the decor, and because her daughter, Daisy, has convinced her that old, impractical things can sometimes be more fun than their convenient modern counterparts. The phone does look beautiful on the wall, but is ill-suited to conducting actual conversations.

			
			

			From this distance, it’s easier to discern how small Ruth is, how slender her shoulders. She is in profile as she lifts the earpiece, on tiptoe with her neck craned as she speaks into the mounted cone mouthpiece on the front of the phone.

			‘Hello?’

			Just as she loops the cord around her finger there’s a shift in her body. She flings one hand out to steady herself against the counter and submits to an unflattering curl of her posture. The room around her still appears just as she designed it to appear, the first iteration of the aesthetic that accidentally made her famous (or at least fame-ish, as her kids insist): high ceilings, exposed beams, enormous tropical vegetation in earthenware jugs. You can tell just by looking at this room in pictures that it smells like lemon cupcakes and sandalwood, maybe a trace of mint. But within the careful diorama, Ruth is just a small woman in a large room receiving terrible news.

			‘Wait, oh my God,’ she says into the phone, leaning her forehead against the outstretched arm on the counter. ‘No, no,’ she says, but whoever’s on the phone can’t hear because she’s too far away from the ridiculous mouthpiece. ‘No, I don’t know.’ She stands up again and makes an effort to throw her voice toward the phone. ‘I’m her mother! Yes, of course. What do you mean, her medical history? Oh my God, wait. How . . .’

			
			

			Her forehead leaves a dark smear of foundation on the unbleached sleeve of her tunic. She stands up straight and uses the flat of her hand to smack herself over the heart.

			‘Yes, she has insurance. Of course, yes. The card should be in her wallet. What?’

			Ruth curls into an even tighter knot while she clutches the phone.

			‘I will, yes,’ she says. ‘Of course.’

			She makes an effort to uncoil herself, propping a hand on her hip and tipping her head back to gaze through the skylight above. Darkening blue. A rind of moon. She tries to speak again but finds the effort trapped in her throat. She pushes past it.

			‘I need to take down your number and call you back,’ she croaks, opening a nearby drawer.

			She fishes out a pen but can’t find paper. She uncaps the pen with her teeth and writes on her hand.

			‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Yes, okay.’

			After she replaces the earpiece into its cradle, Ruth makes a sound that’s foreign to her own ears. It is a mammal sound and it comes from the crypts of her lungs. Then she cries softly in a huddle for a few moments before remembering the camera. The instant of remembering is visible: the alertness drops into the frame and stands her up. Ruth tries to shake clean air into her body, pushes her shoulders away from her sternum, and strides across the room. But some things she cannot hide, and the mascara turns to mud beneath her eyes.

			 

			Outside, there is a tumult in the trees, a wind so sharp it startles a few summer leaves from their too-dry branches. It whips away and south and south, to where her daughter is.

			The sweep and tumble of Ruth’s mind goes with it.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			San Juan, Puerto Rico

			One hour and forty-three minutes ago

			2023

			In the lobby of her building, Daisy turned the key in the little metal box with her name on it, Apartment 2B, and retrieved her mail from inside. A book of local coupons on cheap newsprint, the weekly letter from her grandmother, perfumed and handwritten on lavender stationery as if they were conducting a Victorian romance, and – yes! – the envelope she’d been waiting for all week. Daisy bumped the mailbox door closed with her elbow, provoking the satisfying click. Behind her, the main door to the building rattled in its frame, and Mrs. Fernández in 1A opened her apartment door to stick her head out.

			‘Ay, Daisy, you’re not going out in that weather, are you?’

			Daisy turned. ‘No, Mrs. Fern, don’t worry!’ she said. ‘I’m in for the duration. Just grabbing my mail.’ She waved it between them like evidence.

			
			

			‘Good, good,’ Mrs. Fernández said. ‘You be safe!’ and she closed the door.

			If there was one thing Daisy appreciated about Mrs. Fernández, it was her friendly brevity. Daisy took the stairs to her apartment two at a time. She’d left the door open. Not just unlocked, but standing open, because she knew all seven of her neighbors, none of whom were thieves or delinquents. Daisy could smell something delicious coming from upstairs, probably Mr. Kurtzweiler’s place. Maybe he was trying to cook up everything he had in the fridge and freezer before the power went out and it all spoiled. Hopefully he’d bring her a small tower of Tupperware later, or at least a plate covered in Saran Wrap. She closed her door, kicked her flip-flops under the coffee table, and folded her legs beneath her on the couch. Her little backpack yawned open beside her, spilling out the contents of her life: wallet, ChapStick, extra hair ties. She threw her keys on top and settled herself on the cushions. She stared at the envelope and paused long enough to check the time. If she waited for Carlos, she knew he’d find some way to turn this moment into a ceremony. But he wouldn’t be out of rehearsal for another hour at least, and honestly, Daisy didn’t have that kind of patience. She slid her finger beneath the top flap and tore in.

			The two DNA reports inside were several pages thick, folded in thirds. She took a deep breath, allowing her curiosity to swell for a moment while she unfolded the pages across her bare knees. The mantel clock ticked loudly in the quiet room, and Daisy felt the rhythm of her heart attempting to steady itself into that cadence. Instead, as confusion descended, Daisy’s pulse went in the other direction. She turned the pages over, as if she’d find a different explanation, one that made more sense. The back of the packet was blank. She flipped to the front again, and then to the second page, third, and fourth. Each was filled with pie charts, graphs, and colorful maps, easy to read. And yet Daisy was confounded by the data.

			
			

			‘What the heck?’ she said out loud. Daisy unfolded her legs, sat forward on the couch. ‘This doesn’t make any sense.’

			She groped for her phone, still studying the pages in her hand. She glanced at the time again and knew Carlos was still in rehearsal, his phone on silent, but she called anyway. It went to voicemail and she blurted her message after the beep.

			Carlos, this is the weirdest thing, you’re not going to believe it. Obviously I couldn’t wait for you and I opened the DNA results and HOLY SHIT, I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. Call me the moment you get this! Call me, call me, call me!

			As soon as she hung up, she dialed his phone again and said, Don’t worry, we’re still related! and hung up. Her eyes were fixed on the pages in front of her, and she started to read them again, more carefully this time. The phone in her hand began to ring, and Daisy answered it without looking.

			‘Carlos!’ she said. ‘You won’t believe this, it’s so crazy.’

			‘Who’s Carlos? Is that, like, your boyfriend?’

			Daisy pulled the phone away from her ear. Ugh.

			‘Hi, Brandon,’ she said, her voice dropping. ‘What can I do for you?’

			Daisy’s Tío Benny had about a dozen rental properties in San Juan, and even though Daisy’s own business had been thriving for over a year now, she still managed a couple of the properties in Condado for her uncle. The apartments weren’t far from where she lived in Miramar, and besides, every successful entrepreneur Daisy knew in San Juan had at least one side hustle, and this was hers. Daisy liked sharing insider knowledge about which cafés had the best lunch specials, which beaches were quietest on weekends, and which galleries featured the hottest local artists. Before Brandon and his pals arrived, Daisy had purchased a pretty box of alfajores from Paulina’s bakery and arranged it on the kitchen counter alongside a bag of freshly ground Yaucono coffee. With the exception of the occasional nightmare guest, she really enjoyed this second job.

			
			

			Brandon had showed up almost a week ago with four of his fraternity brothers and a half-empty bottle of tequila. They traveled with their own shot glasses, whether from home or the airport, Daisy couldn’t say. They suggested she take a shot, poured her one anyway after she declined three times, and then began making not-quite-out-of-earshot comments about her body as she tried to show Brandon how to work the electronic locks and alarm system. She’d never been so happy to finish a check-in.

			She hadn’t spoken to them again until she called two days ago to alert them that the storm warnings had turned serious, that tourists were evacuating the island ahead of the weather, and that if they wanted to get on a flight, they needed to act now. Brandon swore they were prepared.

			‘We’re from the Gulf Coast, sweetie. We’re not afraid of a little weather.’

			A little weather. She closed her eyes briefly to see if she could submerge the little bubble of rage that was rising in her, aerated by his moronic hubris.

			‘You know the power will definitely go out,’ she said. ‘There will be no air-conditioning.’

			‘You think we have AC on the bayou?’ he laughed. ‘As long as we have beer and Doritos, we’re all set!’

			For days, the island meteorologists had employed their most climactic turns of phrase, and the people had listened to those reporters on the television, but also to their neighbors, to the rising and flattening birdsong, to the aching joints that were reliable messengers in times like these. They gathered sensory information from all these sources and more, and then, having acquainted themselves with the particulars, they set about making preparations. They purchased batteries and bottled water, collected cash from ATM machines, packed their picnic coolers full of ice, and charged their cell phones. At this late hour, all across the Puerto Rican archipelago, all that was left was to close the hurricane shutters if you were lucky enough to have them, to hunker down against the growing breeze and greening sky. With a great suction of wind, the storm was coming.

			
			

			But here was Brandon on the phone again, too late to be having second thoughts. Daisy felt her previous excitement and confusion receding to make room for whatever nonsense Brandon was about to unleash. It wasn’t her fault he’d failed to heed her warnings, that he hadn’t prepared for the storm. She pushed the stack of paperwork off her lap and onto the open backpack beside her as she stood to stretch her legs. She peered out the window at the green-gray sky, the color of raw clay.

			‘Listen, turns out we’re gonna make a run for it,’ Brandon said.

			Daisy flinched. ‘Wait, what do you mean?’ She was almost giddy with disbelief. ‘Have you looked out your window? It’s too late to leave now.’

			‘Yeah, we don’t wanna take any chances, we’re getting out.’

			‘You mean your mom doesn’t wanna take any chances,’ Daisy heard one of the douchebag friends say, and then they all laughed like they’d heard something witty.

			‘Listen, being from the Gulf Coast,’ Brandon said, ‘we got mad respect for the weather. We know a storm when we see one, and this bitch is comin’ in hot.’

			Daisy placed her palm on the warm pane of glass in front of her and looked at its shape outlined by the alarming color of the sky.

			
			

			‘Is the airport even open?’ she said.

			Soon she would roll down her own hurricane shutters and pray the AC would stay on for as long as possible. It gets hot fast in a sealed concrete box.

			‘Yeah, I think we got the last Miami-bound flight,’ Brandon said. ‘But we have to make two stopovers. Can you believe that shit?’

			One of his friends belched loudly, and then Daisy heard a woman’s voice.

			‘Sir, I need you to hang up the phone now, please.’

			‘Wait, you’re on the plane now?’ Daisy heard the alarm in her own voice.

			‘Yeah. I gotta run,’ he said, ‘this lady is freaking out cuz I’m on my phone.’

			‘Wait!’ Daisy said. ‘Did you bring everything in from the balcony like I asked? Did you close the hurricane shutters?’

			There was a full suite of patio furniture out there. An empty beach cooler, an umbrella, four folding chairs. A gas grill with an extra propane tank. There was a small hibiscus tree in a heavy pot, a perfect airborne projectile. If any one of those items took flight from the fourteenth-floor penthouse, it could kill someone.

			Brandon put a hand over the phone, but she could hear him asking his friends if anyone had done these simple things. There was laughter.

			‘I remembered to bring the rum!’ one of the friends said.

			‘Sir, you need to put your phone in airplane mode,’ the flight attendant said. ‘Now.’

			‘Yeah, I don’t know,’ Brandon said to Daisy.

			‘Sir!’ The flight attendant.

			‘I gotta run.’

			Then it was just the click.

			And Daisy’s worry, her insistent worry, like a buzz in her brain, crowding away everything else.

			
			

			‘Shit,’ she said, stepping through her sliding door and out onto the balcony to assess the sky, which was low and changing, a color between pink and green now, the color of a healing bruise. She knew she had no choice. She had to go.

			The rain hadn’t started yet, but Daisy could feel it heavy in the atmosphere, the wind kicking visibly through the emptying streets. A bad time to venture out on her scooter, an idiotic time, truly. There was a heavy sort of crackle in the air, and an earthy, metallic scent. On the balcony, the weather raked through Daisy’s hair and pulled a tendril loose from her ponytail. No lightning yet, but it was coming. She could be out and back in half an hour. If things got really bad in the meantime, she could just crash at the other apartment. She could be there in ten minutes. Eight, maybe, if she was really fast. Back inside, she rolled down and latched the hurricane shutter, closed the sliding door, grabbed her backpack, and stuffed her things inside. She double-checked that her keys were there, and double-knotted her sneakers on her way out the door.

			Outside, the wind was strong enough now that the traffic lights were dancing lightly on their wires. Strong enough that the public-use scooters had all been rounded up and tucked into their warehouses or wherever it was they went when they weren’t littering the streets.

			Daisy went to unlock her own scooter from the shed in the gathering darkness. It beeped its electronic response when she stepped aboard. The headlight flickered once and then shone onto the hot asphalt in front of her. She snapped the chin strap under her helmet, and fixed her mini backpack onto both shoulders, checking that the reflective tape was still clean and visible on the back. She pulled the accelerator and eased into the bike lane, expertly swerving around the three potholes on her block as she gathered speed. Behind her, a passenger van rattled and bounced as it hit a pothole she’d avoided, and she smiled at the acknowledgment that, over the course of her time in San Juan, she had become someone different. She’d become someone who rode scooters in the wind, in the almost dark, someone with a small catalog of potholes in San Juan. Did that make her Puerto Rican now, had she finally achieved it? What an embarrassing thing to wonder. No matter how comfortable Daisy became with her life in this city, no matter how at home she was here, she could never quite evict from her brain the unhelpful questions her mother had instilled there. She remembered the DNA results she’d just received, and there was a quizzical, unfamiliar feeling as her brain tried to reconcile the new information with all the ways she’d attempted to define herself throughout her twenty-two years on Earth. It felt like fizz in her veins. Overhead, light ripped through the darkening sky in flashes, and the boom that followed was almost immediate. Daisy crouched on her scooter, pulled harder on the accelerator.

			
			

			When she arrived here two years ago, Daisy had been terrified of the scooters. She watched them zip and weave through traffic, their riders invariably helmetless, often wearing flip-flops, a beach bag slung carelessly over one shoulder, sunglasses deflecting the bugs. The riders never seemed to signal, rarely stopped at red lights. Daisy remembered one woman in a red evening gown and glittering high heels gliding down avenida Ashford behind her date, who was wearing a tux. The woman’s black hair was pulled into a sleek side-part pony, and the gauzy trail of her gown fanned out behind her scooter like a crimson wing. Daisy caught herself staring, her mouth literally hanging open, her hand fluttering toward her neck. She was consumed by a fear, a certainty, that the dress would catch in the wheel, the scooter would crash, and the glamorous woman would be flung to her bloody death beneath the wheels of a passing truck.

			But the scooters were so ubiquitous here that Daisy soon found it difficult to maintain her apprehension about them. As with most unfamiliar things, Daisy eventually got used to them. And then came the day when, after fortification in the form of a coffee and quesito, Daisy downloaded the app, reserved a scooter, and double-knotted her sneakers before gingerly stepping aboard. Within the first half mile, she was in love.

			
			

			She loved balancing on the scooter with both accelerator and brake in the grip of her hand. She began to crave the rough stickiness of the board beneath the soles of her shoes, the warm wind whipping her T-shirt against her body, drying the sweat from her neck even while the sun shone on her outstretched arms. She enjoyed the reasonable speed, the ease of the velocity, how quickly the city blocks went by beneath her wheels. She appreciated the way it still felt like walking, almost, but without exertion. She listened to flashes of laughter and the boom bass of reggaeton while she flew modestly through the streets. The guy who worked at the smoothie stand began calling out to her, a greeting every time she zoomed past. ¡Buenas, linda! And sometimes she would answer him.

			Daisy rode the public scooters for several weeks before she decided to buy her own so she could make sure the battery was always charged, the brakes dependable. She also purchased a helmet, and in all the time she’d been riding since, she hadn’t seen a single other rider wearing any kind of safety gear at all. She thought they were all nuts.

			Daisy wasn’t naturally fearless, but she was self-aware, so she pushed herself into doing scary things. Like a water diviner, she had an innate sense that the fear was where the good stuff was hiding. She knew that if she listened to the trembling apprehension in her body, and went toward it instead of running away, there was often a payoff. Of course there were notable exceptions (dark alleys, questionable men, riding her scooter in a hurricane), but Daisy knew the difference, and she learned to fashion the healthy fear into a catapult. That was how she’d landed here at twenty years old, far from her mother and brothers back home on the East Coast, far from the college she was supposed to go to on Long Island and the predictable, orderly life that had been expected of her. She’d pushed herself here instead because she wanted courage to be a thing she could ingest, a seed she could eat that would grow roots and bloom within her.

			
			

			She really didn’t need the scooter anymore, now that she had the truck for work, but she’d grown to love both the adventure and convenience of riding this little zipper through the streets. For a moment like this, it was perfect – she wouldn’t have to worry about traffic or parking. It would be much faster than taking the truck.

			In the quickening wind, she kept her knees slightly bent to absorb the bumps as she flew down calle José Martí and turned left up the hill where she could see a fog of drizzly light hanging above Condado. At the highway intersection, she dismounted so she could walk across. Tourists often whizzed past her at this corner while she lingered at the crosswalk, but Daisy knew that being brave and being foolhardy were not the same thing. She always waited for the light.

			 

			The cat appeared as if by magic then, as if he were himself only a trick of light. He was black and gleaming, and only his yellow eyes were visible enough to assert that he was not imaginary in the darkness, which was earlier and more oppressive because of the arriving storm. The traffic lights were kicking up their colors in the wind, but the intersection beneath was slow, quiet. Very few cars remained out on the roads now. All the non-idiots were safe at home, filling their bathtubs with water and charging their devices. A single car eased through the intersection toward her, and Daisy began to fear for the cat.

			
			

			‘Here, kitty,’ she said softly. He paused on three legs to look up at her, unwilling to advance any farther. ‘No, don’t stop,’ she said, her voice mounting in volume. ‘Come out of the road!’ The cat twitched a whisker. ‘Ven, gatito,’ she tried, realizing that perhaps the cat didn’t speak English. Still, he did not move, and Daisy recognized that he was like her: a worrier out flitting around in the hot night, pretending to have his shit together. She took two steps back, and the cat padded forward like it was a waltz. Just as the car slid past behind him, he leaped to the curb and dashed past Daisy through a nearby fence. As his tail was swallowed up by the hedge on the other side, it seemed to suck the last impression of daylight with it. When Daisy turned back around, the corner appeared even darker than before. Full night had fallen in the time it had taken to turn her head. She stepped down from the curb then, holding the handlebars of the scooter in both hands, trusting and adjusting as her headlight lit the pavement below. Her body knew something was about to happen before her brain did. There was no sound except wind, no sensory information to serve as a warning, yet still, Daisy’s body flexed with a feeling of tremendous foreboding.

			It appeared in her peripheral vision as a growing shape, a swift and hungry shadow, impossible to comprehend, black and silent as it hurtled toward her through the darkness. A car with its headlights off. Noiseless and fast. But Daisy was visible in her light-colored clothing, her scooter, the light, the reflective tape! She wasn’t even fully onto the road yet, so it made no sense that the car would reach her here, just off the curb, that it seemed to be accelerating toward her. She could not move. Like a nightmare, she was stuck. And though it happened almost instantly, the moment seemed to stretch into an hour, a year. Daisy watched herself from above, unmoving, frozen in panic. She willed herself to flee, but there was no movement at all. Only a scream as she released her grip on the handlebars and her arms flew uselessly up in front of her face, as if they could stop the car from coming.

			
			

			Terror does not wear the conventional costume. It’s not a monster with fangs and claws that swoops in screeching with blood on its breath. True terror is walking into a room where you’ve lived alone for forty years and finding that your chair is not precisely where you left it. Terror is the smallest detail, just slightly askew: a car where a car should not be. Just before impact, Daisy understood that some people are not as philosophical as they expect to be about death. They experience no profound review of their life’s most exceptional moments, no series of flashing images, no survey of love or regrets. Sometimes, in the instant just before the crash, the only thought that appears in the mind is this one: Oh, God. I’m about to die.

			 

			The rain was starting now with rigor. It sent no emissary droplets ahead, but gathered itself into a dark and spirited wall that galloped into the city all at once, the way it often did on this island, thundering down the streets and across the expanse of Daisy, or at least across the expanse of her crumpled body, which was set at an unnatural angle beneath the deluge, one leg tossed up against the fence, the creamy color of her top quickly changing with the splatter of muddy water. The car, too, had lodged itself at an unnatural angle, one headlight now on, bleating into the ropes of rain, its driver slumped over the hollering horn. Did Daisy’s chest rise and fall with the tenacious effort of breath? Did her warm fingers twitch across the surface of a gathering puddle?

			It was too dark to tell.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			San Juan, Puerto Rico

			1968

			On a blazing summer afternoon in 1968 less than a mile from that very intersection, Daisy’s grandmother Rafaela Acuña y Daubón stood before a heavy oval mirror. She was visible through the picture-frame window of a freshly painted, powder-blue hotel of modest renown. Outside, the sun was just beginning to lower itself into the hot bath of the sea, stretching its slow, golden light across the rooftops and cobblestones. This was another June in Santurce, Puerto Rico.

			Rafaela’s black hair was pinned through with red roses, and she wore a white peineta and mantilla above. The bell sleeves of her gown were lace and her own grandmother’s drop pearls swung lightly from her earlobes, something borrowed. Rafaela had never cared much for simplicity, and certainly not on her wedding day.

			Her sister, Dolores, was there too, in a panic, which provoked a profound tranquility in Rafaela. Beads of perspiration came to stand in the crevice of Dolores’s chin, and Rafaela was glad her sister’s rose-colored dress was silk, so dark circles wouldn’t spread beneath the arms. The sashes of the tall windows were thrown open so the blushing evening sunshine would flood the room. Outside, someone rang the bell on a passing bicycle, and the sound cheered Rafaela. She would not let her sister ruin the splendor of this day. She deserved one perfect day after the stretch of turmoil from which their family was only beginning to emerge. Rafaela’s bridal heels made no sound on the thick carpet as she crossed the room and set the letter down on the table beside the standing mirror. Behind her, Dolores opened a hand fan with a sound like a rolled r, and Rafaela watched its colors flash while her sister fanned herself.

			
			

			‘Well, Rafa?’ Dolores said.

			Rafaela fitted her fingers into a long white glove and began drawing the satin up her slender arm.

			‘Help me with the other one, Lola,’ she instructed.

			Dolores sighed and clicked her fan closed, placing it atop the still unfolded letter. That letter was so unimportant Rafaela wouldn’t even bother refolding it. She wouldn’t bother ripping it up or burning it. She would just abandon it there on the small marble table. Then she would forget it had ever existed.

			‘But never mind the gloves, Rafa!’ her sister said as she picked up the second glove anyway and held it open for Rafaela to snake her arm into. Dolores smelled like the orchids in Rafaela’s bouquet, just at the trembling peak before decay. Dolores pulled the top edge of the glove up over Rafaela’s elbow and grabbed the letter from the table once more. ‘What are you going to do?’ She waved the letter in front of Rafaela like a second fan.

			‘Oh, don’t be so dramatic.’ Rafaela checked her makeup in the mirror, making sure the red lipstick hadn’t strayed onto her teeth during the minute and a half since she’d last checked. She gathered her mantilla to one side and turned to inspect the trail of white buttons stretching from shoulder blades to waistline. Satisfied with what she saw, she settled her mantilla lightly around her shoulders and turned to smile at her sister. ‘I’m going to marry him,’ she said.

			
			

			Rafaela didn’t have a single remaining doubt in her mind. Of course there had been the usual misgivings of any courtship, but that was all behind her now. They were in love, and this union wasn’t so much a decision as an inevitability. God had created her for this man, and even though he bore almost no resemblance to the future husband she may once have imagined for herself, surely that was only because the limits of her former imagination had been circumscribed by the perimeter of this island. That was no longer true. And so, in less than one hour, Señorita Rafaela Josefina Acuña y Daubón would become Mrs. Peter Brennan Jr.

			‘I’m ready,’ she said.

			Dolores stood with her lips parted, her panic suspended by bewilderment. ‘But . . . you have to at least talk to him about it.’

			Rafaela lifted the bundle of white orchids into her gloved hands. Their stems were wrapped with a dark pink ribbon and fixed with a pearl head pin. ‘Talk to him about what? There’s nothing to discuss, Lola.’

			Dolores shook her head. ‘But . . .’

			Twenty-one years they’d known each other, and Rafaela was still the only person who could truly stun her sister. Dolores was speechless.

			‘Look, even if I wanted to talk to him, how would that work?’ she asked. ‘I waltz into the church in my wedding gown and ask him to step outside for a moment?’ Rafaela waved a hand vaguely in the air. ‘We will discuss it later.’

			‘But later will be too late,’ Dolores said. ‘Later you’ll already be married.’

			Rafaela crossed the small space between them and grasped her sister’s hands. She leaned her face toward Dolores as she had done since they were small, when the eighteen months that separated them had been a visible distinction, two matching moon-faced girls, two halos of black curls, one head slightly taller than the other. Rafaela had learned this trick when she was still in diapers, to face her big sister, to cast her eyes into Dolores’s eyes, to hook and reel. When she’d established the steady gaze of her sister’s focus, Rafaela could always make her understand.

			
			

			‘Sister, listen,’ she said. ‘It’s not as if Peter wrote that disgusting letter himself, right?’

			Dolores took a deep breath and nodded. This was true.

			‘That would be different,’ Rafaela continued. ‘But maybe he doesn’t even know about it.’

			‘But maybe he does,’ Dolores said. ‘And you won’t know how he feels about it until you ask him.’

			Rafaela’s shoulders drooped in frustration. ‘So what if he does know about it, Lola, who cares? He obviously doesn’t think that way or he never would’ve agreed to move here, right? He asked me to marry him! He loves me!’

			‘Of course he does, Rafa, but you don’t marry only him, you know that. You marry all of them, the whole family.’

			‘Ay, please – such a cliché!’

			‘It’s a cliché because it’s true! And if you marry into a family that doesn’t accept you—’

			‘Stop,’ Rafaela interrupted, a new disquiet warping her voice. She dropped her sister’s hands. ‘Enough, Dolores, please. This is my wedding day.’

			Rafaela seldom called her sister Dolores.

			She felt Lola searching her face for a crack of doubt, a fissure where she might slip in, but Rafaela knew her sister wouldn’t find a foothold there, because Rafaela’s certainty was resolute. Peter was the one. She lifted the heavy hem of her gown to check her shoes, which were Vaccari, silver, and a gift from her cousin Clarisa, who had worn them only twice. The shoes were gorgeous but not enough to distract her from the worry on her sister’s face. Rafa sighed, dropping the weight of her hem back to the floor.

			
			

			‘They’ll have to accept me once I’m his wife,’ she said. ‘They’ll have no choice. And besides, once they meet me, they’ll see how they misjudged me.’ She grinned now, turning her attention back to her sister and pinching Lola’s waist. ‘They’ll see how lucky he is. Just look at me!’ Rafaela threw one arm up over her head and did a hip-rocking twirl, the dress swooshing around her legs.

			Dolores couldn’t help but laugh at the force of Rafa’s joy, her self-certainty. Dolores tucked her lips inside her mouth and nodded her head. Rafaela could see the resignation settling over her sister’s features. Lola had told herself she would try, and try she had. Now that the effort was behind them, Rafaela could count on her sister to march through the front door of Sagrado Corazón de Jesús and face the long stretch of that church aisle with a smile. She would disregard the empty pews on the groom’s side and pretend nothing was amiss, that the absence merely reflected the challenges of geography, that here were two happy families uniting their children in holy matrimony.

			‘Okay.’ Lola forced brightness into her face, and then sincerity followed. Rafaela could see the moment it shifted, the way her sister softened, so that when she opened her arms, they were the petals of a maga flower unfurling. Rafaela folded into Lola’s embrace and clung there.

			‘You are the most beautiful bride!’ Lola whispered into her mantilla.

			Rafaela pressed her eyes closed once, and then straightened herself to arm’s length, squeezing Lola’s hand. ‘Well.’ She could feel her rib cage rise beneath her bodice. ‘We have a wedding to attend!’

			 

			
			

			When Dolores paused on the landing and decided to dash back to the suite for the letter, she didn’t consider why she was keeping it. Perhaps it might one day serve as evidence, a reminder, an insurance policy of some kind. Perhaps one day she’d have occasion to slap it down on a table along with a demand for explanations. Or maybe it was just the possibility of someone else finding it, the shame of its existence. When Dolores snatched it up from that marble table, when she folded and stashed it beneath the wire of her bra where it would pulse against her skin throughout the ceremony like a second heartbeat, maybe she was only hiding it to protect Rafaela, as if she could neutralize its contents through the damp assertion of her humanity.

			 

			Rafaela followed her sister beneath the arched double doors of the church she knew as well as her own bedroom, and heard the sober snap of her heel against the tile floor. She allowed her eyes a moment to adjust. Papamío was waiting just inside the vestibule, and when Rafaela peeked through the small arched window of the interior door, there was Peter waiting for her, too, tall and beautiful in his dress blues, gold buttons gleaming, two stripes on the cuff. His blue eyes were so light they were almost white, and the sight of him there, standing hopeful and alone at the foot of the altar, aroused a flame of tenderness in Rafaela. His cheeks bore a hint of red, like the roses Rafaela had fixed beneath the curve of one ear. Her heart throbbed inside her corset, either with love or apprehension. Perhaps both. Lola went first down the aisle. And then Papamío squeezed Rafaela’s hand and did not ask if she was ready. It was too late for all that. What he said was, ‘Here we go.’ And the doors opened.

			At the end of the aisle, Peter’s eyes flashed in the late-day church, and Rafaela could see that he was everything she wanted. She could see the life she would have, as the wife of such a man. He was hers, with a smile like daylight, and she loved him. She did. Surely her trepidation was natural. True, stepping down the aisle felt something like walking the plank, but when she reached its end, Rafaela would drop with a splash into her new life, and Peter would catch her.

			
			

			At the foot of the altar, Papamío was patient while she clung to his arm. If he sensed any reluctance there, he betrayed nothing. He only smiled and breathed, unmoving until she was ready to let go, so he could kiss her cheek and hand her over to the husband-to-be. The moment trembled and expanded while Rafaela failed to let go of her father’s arm. She could feel the joy radiating off Peter only three feet away. It was heady, buoyant. Her groom stepped forward awkwardly, and this was the moment then, it was really time. A different life awaited, a very different life. At last she turned to her father, who embraced and kissed her. Over Papamío’s shoulder, Rafaela scanned the pews and faces. She took inventory of that church while her father turned to shake Peter’s hand.

			Because there was one face that might have changed everything, one pair of green eyes that might’ve supplied the errant domino that would have diverted Rafaela onto a totally different path. But that face wasn’t there – of course it wasn’t. Papamío rubbed the bumps of her knuckles once more through the satin glove. Rafaela squeezed his fingers. And let go.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Four

			St. Louis, Missouri

			1978

			Ruth had only been to St. Louis once before, when she was four years old. Grandpa Pete wore a straw hat, and took her to the county fair. He smelled of Rolaids and Old Spice, and she knew this because he carried her on his shoulders, her little arms wrapped around the brim of his hat, the heels of her sandals tucked into his armpits. He stood beside her on the carousel and looped his arms around her waist, making himself a human seat belt to keep her safe. The pony she chose had a turquoise mane and a studded golden saddle. She’d never had cotton candy before. And even though she didn’t speak English then, Grandpa Pete communicated easily with her. He used funny faces and elaborate gestures. He crossed his eyes and made her laugh. So when her parents told her they were moving to Missouri, it sounded to Ruth like a great place to live. Not as good as San Juan, maybe. But carousels, cotton candy, her other nice grandpa? All good.

			
			

			Ruth was three weeks shy of her seventh birthday when they moved from Puerto Rico to St. Louis, and later she would have no memories of the move at all. She wouldn’t remember packing her toys and books into cardboard boxes, or emptying the white dresser with the painted-on roses in her room, or stacking her clothes into neat rows in her suitcase: socks, undershirts, shorts, skirts. She wouldn’t remember her mother pleading with her father to delay the move just one more month so they could celebrate Ruth’s birthday in San Juan with friends and family. ‘There’s always another reason to put it off,’ she wouldn’t remember Dad saying. All the preparation, and any feelings that may have been attached to it, would become an insistent blank in Ruth’s memory. Yet the days and weeks immediately following that void would be vivid.

			The very first morning she woke up in their new bungalow, in their new subdivision in North County, to the familiar scent of coffee and bacon. Ruth was glad to have that recognizable aroma to cover the new house smell of lumber and fresh paint. Her room was smaller here than the one she’d had in San Juan, but also painted yellow, and in the center of the ceiling it had a pretty little chandelier with pink flowers and green leaves. The sunlight coming through her morning curtains was dim and shadowy, causing Ruth to wonder on that first morning whether perhaps her room sat beneath the shade of a spreading tree she hadn’t noticed the evening before. But when she opened the curtains to look outside, she realized she was not in shade at all. The sun was simply different here. A different angle, a different distance.

			She had three more weeks to be six years old, and though Ruth did not remember feeling sad before moving away from San Juan, she was melancholy then upon discovering the unreliability of the sun’s position in the sky, which she had never questioned before. She felt that this was a thing she should’ve been able to avoid knowing until at least her seventh birthday. She felt it was an injustice that a six-year-old child should be exposed to such a discovery. She could hear her parents talking and laughing in the kitchen. Ruth frowned at her reflection in the not-very-bright glass of her new window and shut her curtains.

			
			

			Benny was nine then, and it was worse for him because he’d been in school longer and had more friends to leave behind. They hadn’t been able to bring his bike to St. Louis either, so Benny had given the bike to his best friend, Tiago, and their dad had promised to buy Benny an even better one when they got to St. Louis – any color he wanted.

			On Monday, Dad walked them to the bus stop, and the four other children who were already waiting there started talking to Ruth and Benny all at once. Their words were garbled and loud, and Ruth thought they all sounded like they had trumpets in their mouths. Ruth and Benny were already accustomed to hearing English because back in San Juan, their father had spoken to them frequently in his native tongue. If asked, Ruth and Benny would both have answered that, yes, they spoke English. They spoke quiet, careful, precise, slow English in the manner of their father back home in San Juan, the style of English he used when he read their bedtime stories, his finger following the words along the page. They knew how to say, ‘May I please have a glass of water’ and ‘This hamburger is delicious’ and ‘The Yankees are overrated.’ They knew what action to perform when their father said, ‘It’s bedtime now’ or ‘Please pass the salt’ or ‘Go find your shoes.’ But these children at the bus stop spoke an entirely different English from the one Ruth and Benny knew. All of their wordsrantogetherlikeonebigword and the kids never even breathed between their twangy sentences. Ruth could feel her eyes getting bigger, gaping in an effort to contain all the noise. She was wearing her new turquoise backpack with the red-and-white stripes. She’d chosen a pink seersucker romper, which her mother thought would be fine for September, until they had a chance to go shopping and buy some warmer clothes. But Ruth already felt cold, so she leaned down to hoist her socks over the knobs of her kneecaps. She wished for a cardigan. Dad was in his shirtsleeves and didn’t seem to notice the chill in the air. He laughed at something one of the children said, and then answered in his own trumpet voice. He placed a hand on each of their heads in turn, saying their names.

			
			

			‘This is Benny.’ Dad’s palm was flat on top of Benny’s head, lightly squishing down his boisterous black hair so it pushed over his forehead and crept toward his eyebrows. Benny looked aghast. He frowned at Ruth. Then it was her turn, but her black curls were tightly braided into two ropes that hung down her back. Her father’s hand felt warm against the part on her scalp. ‘And this is Ruth. Say hello, Ruth!’

			‘Hello, Ruth!’ she said. Her first English joke.

			All the kids laughed, and Ruth felt a little warmer.

			 

			Whatever volume the children had employed at the bus stop was amplified by a factor of a thousand once they got on the bus. Benny, who always left for school five minutes early back home so he could walk with Tiago and pretend he didn’t have a little sister at all, nestled in beside Ruth and leaned his forehead on the seat in front.

			In the first-grade classroom though, Ruth had an easier time following the words of the teacher, who spoke more carefully than the children. Within a few days, Ruth was able to recite her shapes and colors in English; she could sing the alphabet and count to one hundred. And she quickly identified her mortal enemies in the classroom: Timmy O’Brien, who had a broad, pink face and blond hair that was always damp around the front, and laughed every time Ruth tried to pronounce a word with an r in it. Their classroom was fraught with squares, triangles, green trees, red roses, her own name, for God’s sake – a veritable minefield of r’s. And Alice García, who Ruth initially mistook as a potential friend because of her black hair and her last name, but who eagerly disabused Ruth of this notion by flipping her hair literally into Ruth’s face whenever Ruth had the misfortune of being behind her on the walking line. Nevertheless, by the end of the first week, Ruth already felt less shy speaking English, and she had made three sweet friends: Kathy, Jennifer, and Jenny. On the playground, they skipped rope together and admired Ruth’s braids. The questions they asked about her life before St. Louis were minimal and inoffensive. Their interests tended more toward hopscotch and cookies than intimate personal history.

			
			

			But Benny still sat beside Ruth every afternoon on the bus, and even began insisting on the window seat, using Ruth as a human shield between him and the other kids. She tried asking him how it was going, how he liked third grade, if there were any boys like Tiago who liked baseball, but Benny wouldn’t respond to her English efforts. So she switched to the comfort of Spanish, to see if she could draw him out and soothe him, but he shushed her sharply, looking quickly around the bus to determine whether anyone had heard her.

			By the end of their second week, it was clear that Benny was not adjusting well. Their parents were summoned. Mama wore a lime-green linen dress with a slim belt at her waist and high heels, and Dad wore a suit. It didn’t help.

			It was a Friday afternoon, and class had been dismissed for the week, but Ruth and Benny stayed behind to await their parents’ meeting with the principal, Mr. Parnacki. They sat on chairs just outside the closed door of Mr. Parnacki’s office, but they could hear every word the grown-ups exchanged inside. The principal felt that Benny needed to move back a year, to the second grade.

			‘He’s such a smart kid, though,’ Dad insisted. ‘He was a top student at his school in San Juan.’

			
			

			‘Well, I don’t know what their curriculum is like over there,’ Mr. Parnacki said, ‘but he’s way behind his third-grade classmates here.’

			Their mother was uncharacteristically quiet.

			‘But he’s already one of the older kids in the grade. If you move him back, he’ll be more than a year older than his classmates.’ Their father’s voice was grim behind the door. ‘That would be mortifying for him.’

			‘Well, perhaps a little embarrassment will provide the motivation he needs then,’ Mr. Parnacki said, ‘to learn English.’

			Benny leaned over nervously, elbows on knees. ‘What are they saying?’ he whispered to Ruth in Spanish.

			She paused. Then shrugged.

			In the car on the way home, Benny fiddled with the roll-down knob on the window handle, flicking it repeatedly with his finger. Ruth watched the black plastic wheel spin, and wondered how much Benny understood of what their parents were discussing in the front seat. She wondered if he was even listening, or if he was really as entranced by the window’s mechanics as he seemed to be.

			‘I know it’s difficult, Rafaela,’ Dad was saying, ‘but you have to learn English too.’

			‘I already know English,’ their mother snapped. ‘I am speaking to you in English right now, am I not? Is this not English?’

			The light ahead was about to turn red, and their father stepped on the brakes harder than he needed to. Ruth noticed his fingers grow paler as he gripped the steering wheel.

			‘You know what I mean, Rafaela! Damn, I’m not your enemy. I’m not trying to make you miserable.’

			Their mother sighed loudly, and the noise of her breath was almost a shape in the small Datsun. It crowded the car.

			‘Of course you already speak English.’ Dad’s voice was softer now, the best version of her father, who Ruth recognized from the bedtime stories. ‘You speak English very beautifully,’ he said in Spanish. He lifted her mother’s hand and kissed her knuckles. Then he returned to English. ‘But you haven’t practiced in years. And the kids are struggling, Benny especially. You heard what the principal said. They need more practice, we all need to practice if we’re going to make this work.’

			
			

			Mama did not respond, but Ruth watched her swivel her face away from their father and toward the window. The car radio was off and Benny was still spinning the plastic wheel. Click. Whirr. Click. Whirr. Their father glanced into the rearview mirror and lifted his voice to address all three of them.

			‘So that’s it,’ he said, ‘I have to put my foot down, it’s the only way everyone is going to learn, okay? No more Spanish at home. From now on, we all speak English. Solamente inglés, Benny, ¿me entiendes?’

			Click. Whirr. ‘What about the bike you promised me?’ Benny said in Spanish.

			Their mother leaned forward and rolled her window down, propping her elbow on the ledge. ‘I have a headache,’ she said, her English clipped and precise.

			Ruth felt something like a strangulation in her throat, but she knew it was only sadness. Even at six years, fifty-one weeks, and three days old, Ruth was a pragmatist. She knew that tight, uncomfortable feeling she had when she swallowed wasn’t actually going to kill her.

			 

			Ruth enjoyed her seventh birthday party very much despite its overarching social failure. They held it at a nearby park on a sunny Saturday afternoon, and Kathy, Jennifer, and Jenny all showed up on time. But in a confusing twist, they all piled out of the same station wagon, and Jenny’s mom waved goodbye from the parking lot, beeping her horn twice before pulling away.

			
			

			‘Where is she going?’ Ruth’s mother wondered aloud while the three girls scampered across the grass in a cloud of excitement to embrace the birthday girl. They deposited their brightly wrapped gifts on the crowded picnic table and dragged Ruth away to the monkey bars without greeting Ruth’s parents. Ruth stole glances at Mama and Dad while she hung upside down by her knees, her braids sweeping the mulch beneath her. Ruth’s father stood at the grill holding a spatula, staring into the meat and pretending not to notice her mother’s growing turbulence behind him. He tipped a brown bottle into his mouth and took a swig. Meanwhile, her mother turned in circles, fussing around the table, attempting to disguise the fact that she’d prepared way too much food. She rearranged some of the bowls and platters on the table, hid a few things away in the shopping bags and a cooler that sat in the shade nearby. Then she called Benny over and loaded him down with items to return to the car. Benny, who’d been kicking his soccer ball against the fence at the tennis court, did not complain because doing so would have required him to speak English.

			Ruth watched while Benny walked back to the car with his arms full. Behind him, their mother folded her own arms tightly and began talking to Ruth’s father, whose only response was to take another sip from his brown bottle. Ruth’s mother gathered more words and ejected them through the upturned line of her mouth, shaking her head, and gesturing tightly from the knot of her folded arms. Ruth was glad the monkey bars were far enough away that she and her friends could not hear what was being said, though Ruth suspected from her mother’s body language that the words were being spoken in Spanish anyway. Ruth’s father finally turned and shrugged, said something in response, causing Ruth’s mother to renew her attack on the bowls and platters across the table, and this time, the sounds of slamming and banging did carry to where Kathy and Jennifer were now taking turns spinning on one knee, whirling impossibly around the parallel bar like the second hand of a clock. Ruth returned her attention to her friends because how could she not? It seemed impossible to spin like that, seemed to flout the laws of gravity, that neither of them flew off and slammed their head into the ground, fastened onto the bar only by one crooked knee. Ruth was awestruck. She righted herself and dropped down into the mulch, bouncing on her toes.

			
			

			‘Teach me!’ she said, climbing up and cocking one bent leg over the bar like her friends.

			Jenny’s mother returned promptly at five o’clock, and Ruth’s three friends all hugged her, wished her a happy birthday, thanked her parents, and then scrambled back across the grass and into the waiting station wagon at the curb. The mother honked and waved again, and Ruth’s mother managed to lift her own hand in salute, but did not manage to fix the appropriate expression of friendliness onto her face when she did so. Once the guests were gone, Mama was finally free to give liberal expression to the dismay she’d been attempting (failing) to conceal all afternoon.

			‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ Mama said. ‘Who drops their small children to a party without even coming in for a drink or a bite to eat? Without even coming over to say hello? She’s never even met us!’

			Ruth’s father held the black garbage bag open while Benny collected paper plates and cups from the table and tumbled them in. Dad tossed his empty bottle in too. No one answered Mama because they understood that her questions were not meant to be answered.

			‘For all that woman knows, we could be axe murderers,’ Mama said. ‘They might have returned to find their daughters had been axe-murdered on the playground!’

			Ruth wondered whether all four of them were axe murderers in this scenario, but she kept the question to herself. She knew from experience that she might be able to short-circuit some portion of her mother’s outburst if she made herself excessively helpful and asked for nothing in return. So she scampered all around the table, snapping lids onto Tupperware, screwing tops onto glass bottles. She drained her own cup of orange soda before tossing it. Ruth’s mother directed the operation using only one finger to point here and there. She did so while packing up the enormous leftover supply of napkins and plates, and without taking a break from her rant.

			
			

			‘But at least this woman came close enough to observe that her child was in fact attending a birthday party!’ Mama said. ‘What about the other mothers? Did they even know where their children were today, or who they were with?’

			‘I’m going to need another beer,’ Dad said quietly to Benny, who set down the cooler he was hauling to the car so Dad could retrieve another bottle.

			‘You knew about this!’ Mama finally articulated the accusation that had been simmering just beneath her words.

			‘I what?’ Dad used a contraption from his keychain to pop the lid off his beer.

			‘You knew! You must have known that this is what birthday parties are like here.’

			Dad flicked the bottle cap toward the nearby garbage bag.

			‘Rafaela,’ he said, in a tone that indicated the exhaustion of his patience. ‘All birthday parties are different. Just the way not every party in Puerto Rico is the same, not every party in St. Louis is the same either. Sometimes the families come, sometimes it’s just the kids. Did you tell the mothers? That they were all invited, to bring the whole family? Or did you just assume?’

			Ruth and Benny both stopped moving because they could sense the shift their father had just incited, and they knew that when Mama was enraged, she was like a pterodactyl, laser-focused on her target, but also highly attuned to any peripheral movement. Mama closed her lips tightly for a moment, as if she might wish to stop the words that were gathering like a storm in her mouth, but really she was only giving them a moment to amass strength.

			
			

			‘Oh,’ she said after a beat. ‘So this is my fault? I should have known? That these crazy people send their children off to spend whole afternoons alone in the park with strangers? How would I know that, why would anyone know that?’

			‘Christ, Rafaela, I’m not blaming you. It’s no one’s fault, there’s no fault here. Calm down.’

			Ruth closed her eyes. Never, ever tell Mama to calm down, she silently admonished her father.

			‘Calm down?!’ Mama’s voice now could only be described as a shriek. ‘You dragged me away from my home, brought me to this ugly place, failed to help me adjust, failed to warn me about the simplest, most idiotic things. You watched me cook for the last three days – you knew I was making enough food for two dozen people, and you didn’t think to warn me that the families wouldn’t come, that we might only have three guests? You let me humiliate myself, Peter! And now you tell me to calm down?’

			Benny broke his frozen posture just enough to swivel his head around, to see if anyone else was close enough to witness this domestic carnage. There were two blond teenagers lobbing a ball back and forth on the tennis court, but they didn’t seem to notice the warfare in the picnic area. Dad slung a hand into the pocket of his jeans, tipped his head back, and drained his beer in one long gulp. Then he tossed it with a clank into the bag.

			‘All right, that’s enough,’ he said quietly. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’ He leaned down to tie the handles of the bag. ‘It’s one thing to feel confused, but it’s another thing to blame me. The party was great. Right, pumpkin?’ He looked at Ruth, who attempted to freeze even deeper into her body. ‘You had fun?’

			
			

			Ruth moved her head perhaps an inch, though she couldn’t say herself whether the movement constituted a shake or a nod. She’d had so much fun. It was the best day she’d had since they left San Juan. In fact it was the best day she could remember. But wasn’t it some kind of betrayal to admit that in this context?

			‘Grab those two bags, Benny, let’s pack up the car.’ Her father pointed to the remaining shopping bags on the table. ‘I’ll bring the cooler. Ruth, bring those beautiful presents from your friends. We’ll get ’em home and open ’em.’

			Their father took the garbage bag and cooler, turned, and headed for the Datsun, but Benny and Ruth did not move. They waited for Mama to sanction their father’s instructions. The beat expanded into a few seconds, and Ruth felt herself stretching toward the three colorful packages on the table. She would not step toward them, would not lift them into her arms.

			‘Go on,’ Mama finally released them from the spell. ‘Do as your father says.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Five

			Palisades, New York

			2009

			Three days after her thirty-eighth birthday, Ruth came in from work and was unbuckling her heels by the door when her phone rang. She sighed, glancing at her watch. A call at this time usually meant that Thomas was going to be late to pick up the kids from after-school care, so could she please do it this evening, and he’d make it up to her tomorrow? She had to dig around in her purse to find the phone, and sure enough, it was her husband.

			‘Let me guess,’ she said.

			Except it wasn’t Thomas. There was an unfamiliar voice on her husband’s phone.

			‘Hi, is this Thomas Hayes’s wife?’

			‘Um.’ Ruth pulled the phone briefly away from her ear to double-check the screen, an attempt to relieve her confusion. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Who’s this?’

			
			

			‘My name’s Travis, I’m the manager at Future Fitness.’ It took Ruth a moment to remember that was the name of Thomas’s gym. ‘I’m sorry to say this, but your husband is on the way to Nyack Hospital.’

			‘Wait,’ she said, because that was always Ruth’s first word in a crisis, a plea against time. Wait. Then, ‘How . . . why do you have his phone?’

			A stupid question, precipitated by her first wave of assumptions: a sprained ankle, a torn ACL, a concussion, none of which might explain this stranger’s voice on Thomas’s phone.

			‘I’ll bring the phone with me and meet you at the hospital,’ the stranger said. ‘I’m following the ambulance.’

			Ruth’s capacity for language dried up at the word ambulance, which did its job of escorting her brain in the correct direction. She didn’t respond, didn’t ask what happened. She grabbed her keys from the bowl by the front door where she’d tossed them not one minute earlier, and slipped her feet back into the recently abandoned heels. She didn’t need to ask questions anyway, as she pulled the front door closed behind her and realized she’d forgotten her coat. Travis was still talking.

			‘He collapsed on the treadmill,’ the man said. ‘We called 911 immediately, and the paramedics were there within minutes.’

			Ruth could hear a strain in this man’s voice now, the things he was hesitant to say. She could hear the hard pulsing of his adrenaline through the phone line.

			‘I did CPR until the paramedics arrived.’

			 

			Ruth made it to Nyack Hospital in just under nine minutes, but it didn’t matter. Thomas was dead before the ambulance arrived, before they needlessly unloaded his stretcher into the emergency room. He was dead before his forehead bounced off the end of the treadmill, even, before his body was flung away from the machine and into the wall behind. Thomas was dead almost a full second before his collapse.

			
			

			‘A brain aneurysm,’ the medical examiner later explained. ‘Not a heart attack after all.’ There seemed to be some suggestion that this information might be a comfort to Ruth. She couldn’t imagine why.

			When she called her mother from the emergency room to ask her to pick the kids up from after-school care and bring them home, Ruth could not bring herself to say why. She was not yet able to form the nightmare words, Thomas is dead.

			‘Please, Mama,’ she said instead. ‘I’m at the hospital with Thomas. Can you get the kids home and feed them dinner?’

			 

			When Ruth arrived home alone, her mother was in the kitchen with the boys, and Daisy was in the bath. Mama took one look at Ruth’s face and whisked the boys into the family room to watch some unprecedented school-night cartoons. The flowers Thomas had bought for Ruth’s birthday three days ago were still in their vase on the counter. They hadn’t yet started to wilt. Ruth knew that technically the flowers were already dead when Thomas presented them to her in all their raucous colors on the evening of her birthday. She knew, despite the brightness of their scent and the springy resilience of their petals, that the flowers were dead the moment they were separated from their roots and cut from the soil. Of course, none of this had occurred to her until Thomas was also dead, and then it seemed impossible to reconcile the two discordant truths. Her mother returned to the kitchen, and Ruth crumpled into a silent howl in her mama’s arms. It lasted a very long time, or so it seemed to both Ruth and her mother. And during the moments when Ruth thought she might get ahold of herself, when she dried her face and took some breaths, it was then that she’d catch sight of those fucking flowers, and lose it all over again. She could not come to terms with the sheer audacity of them, being dead but still here, fragrant and vivid. Some derailed and broken part of Ruth’s brain kept trying to swap one death for the other, to bring Thomas back. There grew a kind of grinding in her ears, and the panic was like nothing she’d ever known. It had the quality of falling and falling without landing, a constantly renewing cycle, the insistent terror of waiting for an impact that had, in fact, already arrived.

			
			

			 

			Vic was almost eleven. Daisy was eight. And five-year-old Charlie was just small enough that he still requested ‘uppy’ when he didn’t want to walk, but plenty big enough that the clinging weight of meeting this request was difficult for Ruth when she was wearing heels. The children didn’t understand that Thomas wasn’t coming back. Even Vic, who was perhaps old enough to perceive the fundamental permanence of death, didn’t seem to grasp the finality of their new family circumstances. So those first few days also had a surprising condition, a kind of cottony ease. It was awful, and Ruth was besieged by the constant rumble of horror, but the children were more manageable than she would have expected. Through the funeral and burial, the kids barely cried. In fact they smiled and laughed and played with their friends. Daisy wore a little crown of flowers at the church and a navy-blue dress, which Ruth had never seen before. She didn’t know where it came from, who had dressed her daughter that morning. Charlie squeezed Ruth’s hand and swung her arm while they followed Thomas’s casket down the same aisle where she’d walked in her wedding gown just thirteen years ago. Yes, the kids held up well, even in the moments when Ruth did not.

			Right up until those birthday flowers began to droop, until they turned brittle in their vase and fuzzy along their stems. Ruth couldn’t bring herself to throw them away, of course, even as the scent of rot crept out of the vase and permeated the kitchen. Throwing them out would mean accepting the time that had elapsed since Thomas had drawn his last breath. These were the last flowers her husband would ever give her.

			
			

			‘These flowers stink, Mom,’ Vic told her one afternoon while he sat at the kitchen counter with his math notebook in front of him. She’d taken a leave of absence from work, but she had yet to learn all the harrowing new things she’d need to learn in Thomas’s sudden absence. The 401(k)s, oil changes, how to work the pressure washer, when and why to work the pressure washer. Ruth’s inner feminist was aghast at how much she’d left to her husband, how much she hadn’t even noticed she’d left to her husband. Thomas had also been the one to tackle math with the kids. Vic reached out and touched one of the dried flower petals, which quietly clattered to the counter in a small shower of pollen. Even this minor disruption amplified the odor.

			‘I know, sweetie,’ Ruth said.

			‘So why don’t you throw them out?’ He swiveled on his stool.

			‘Let’s just focus on your fractions.’

			Of course, the suspended nature of her children’s grief did not last, and when the dam did burst, no one was spared. There was Vic on his knees beside the open dishwasher, both sobbing and somehow refusing to cry all at once, the scene infused with the sour-milk stink of the dirty dishes. There was Charlie breaking the binding on his favorite storybook, rending the sewn pages from their spine and whipping them across the room against the wall. And there was little Daisy standing stock-still in the grocery store with a box of cereal in her hand, her tears making tiny, star-shaped splats on the linoleum, her pink sneakers frozen in place. Ruth’s own grief was a marathon, characterized mostly by filthy sweatpants and a grueling, shuddering exhaustion.

			In time, Ruth learned to mold herself into a vessel both steely and soft, learned to cleave open her own heart so her children could throw in their sorrows. She learned about the 401(k)s and how to check the oil in her own car. She sold the pressure washer to a neighbor who promised to loan it back if she ever needed it again. Why would she ever need it again? Some things Ruth had no desire to learn.

			
			

			There was a small life insurance policy that Thomas had insisted they buy.

			‘We don’t need life insurance because you’re not allowed to die,’ she’d told him when he first suggested it.

			‘Ah, you’d miss me,’ he said.

			‘Of course! Plus I’d never be able to quit my job if you were dead.’

			‘Joke’s on you, missus,’ he answered. ‘You can’t quit your job anyway!’

			They’d laughed then, the two comfortable idiots they’d been. The policy payout wasn’t nearly enough. Ruth and Thomas had both made decent money, and Ruth had inherited a good sum from her aunt when she was still in college too. But they’d spent most of that on a house they otherwise could never have afforded, in the best school district, right on the banks of the Hudson River, with the property taxes to match. They even had a boat dock where they tied up kayaks in the summertime. If Ruth and Thomas had lived almost anywhere else in the country on their salaries, they’d have been rich. But here in the barely suburbs of New York City, the money went as fast as it came, so their lifestyle was much the same as any other fortunate family with two working parents, a steep mortgage, and three kids: mostly great with a solid undercurrent of constant worry.

			 

			When she started The Widow’s Kitchen, Ruth hadn’t intended for it to generate income. After all, she was no longer a woman who could afford to indulge impractical ideas, even if she’d previously been inclined to that sort of thing, which she had not. And now, if she hoped to successfully raise three kids on her own, she’d have to be intentional and pragmatic in all of her goals. Goal number one was to keep their life and their home intact. Ruth would have to invest the life insurance payout perfectly. She’d have to reach for and earn every possible promotion at work. She’d have to budget and scrimp – no more organic veggies, no more ordering in on Friday nights, no more piano lessons or vacations. And she’d have to have lots of help at home.

			
			

			Mama moved in to Charlie’s old room without even pretending there were other alternatives. Just for a year, they said, until Ruth could find a new rhythm, like learning how to run with one leg. Mama would be her prosthesis. They bought bunk beds for Vic’s room, which then became the boys’ room, even though Charlie never slept there because he climbed into Ruth’s bed every night, often even before she got there herself. She’d come in to find him sweating beneath the covers in his footed pajamas, radiating heat into Thomas’s side of the bed. She would rearrange his limbs and stroke his hair away from his sticky forehead, and Charlie wouldn’t stir. She never carried him back to his new bunk bed.

			The year went by, and then another two. They found their rhythm. The kids learned to eat Mama’s cooking without complaint, and Ruth helped by doing whatever meal prep she could on weekends. At work, Ruth wondered if she got the first promotion because they felt sorry for her, but when she got the second one she knew she’d earned it, and perhaps she wouldn’t have earned it if Thomas were still alive. Perhaps she wouldn’t have worked so vigorously and with as much purpose. She brought that same level of energy to their domestic life, where she budgeted and saved and managed and planned while Mama flew around behind the scenes like the energetic new wife she’d never been when she had actually been a new wife. But Ruth didn’t know that then. What she knew was just boundless gratitude to Mama, for doing all the invisible work that made it possible for Ruth to earn those increasing paychecks.

			
			

			During that time when Mama lived with them, The Widow’s Kitchen was only for weekends. It was their together-time, when the kids were still small, and it helped Ruth cope with the amnesia of grief, the fact that she could no longer recall her husband’s flaws, the way he left his whiskers in the sink after shaving or used his knife to ferry crumbs into the butter. On his worst days, Thomas had refused to articulate his emotions, which did nothing to impede the actual existence of those emotions, which then presented themselves in all sorts of subtle physical cues, ones Ruth had to interpret like some kind of magical diviner. A slammed cabinet might mean it was his deceased alcoholic father’s birthday. An extra intense session at the gym might mean something had gone wrong at work. The one time she’d suggested he might benefit from therapy, to talk about his difficult childhood, Thomas rolled his eyes and called her a real American as if the word were a slur. Yes, sometimes this marriage had been exhausting, exasperating, but now that it was over, all Ruth could remember was the love.

			So she would bake or build or paint or meal prep with her mama and her kids, all five of them together, and Ruth would document their projects in photographs she uploaded online. The pictures were artful, beautiful, and anonymous. She never showed her children’s faces, but there might be a dimpled hand stealing a warm cookie off one edge of a cooling rack. Or the curve of Daisy’s ear with a tendril of hair hanging down might frame a shot of some charred tomatoes with a brick of fresh mozzarella by a rainy windowpane. Or five colorful aprons hanging on their hooks by the paneled pantry, the sixth hook, Thomas’s hook, always empty. The empty placeholder became their trademark, a reminder of why the beauty they were seeking together was so important. A spare plate, an empty seat at the table, a single dry paintbrush amid the splashes of color.

			
			

			For Ruth, The Widow’s Kitchen became a kind of Instagram meditation, a rumination on absence, a way to document the dynamic nature of their grief, how it changed and expanded and contracted and made room for new adventures, but never ever disappeared. She didn’t dream that a project that felt so intimate and personal to her would develop a following, that it would mean anything to anyone else. Ruth wanted only to identify beauty in their lives, to insist on it, to remind herself and her children that beauty was still possible after annihilation. Sometimes she was so good at this artistry that the kids barely recognized their own experiences when they looked back at Ruth’s photos.

			‘But wasn’t that the day the smoke alarm went off?’ Daisy would ask, confused by the loveliness of her mother’s posts. ‘Wasn’t that the morning Charlie threw up in my cleats?’

			This was a sentiment that would become more strident and pointed as Daisy grew older and more critical of Ruth, but in those early days it presented mostly as bafflement. Still, the enterprise wasn’t artificial. It was simply that the force of Ruth’s need for beauty created a whole new and separate reality from the one in which they were living (and sometimes barfing). In the photographs, nothing was ever stained or streaked or smeared. The sink was never piled with dishes, Ruth never skipped a shower. Vic never burned the flat of his arm taking a tray of homemade croutons out of the oven, never dropped the tray, never sent breadcrumbs scattering to the four corners of the kitchen, beneath the fridge and the range, attracting a family of mice that would take weeks to evict. On Instagram, Ruth never cried or sighed or became irritated when her children didn’t follow simple instructions. She never said shit or damn in front of them. In The Widow’s Kitchen, everything was perfect. Ripe, juicy, colorful, clean.

			
			

			 

			When she reached a hundred thousand followers, Ruth was amazed. When she ticked over four hundred thousand, she started to wonder if this crazy little project might have some staying power. The day she reached a million, she and the kids made and photo­graphed a whole row of little white cakes with fireworks on top sculpted from colored sugar, and then ate them for dinner with their hands.
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