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For Pop,


who taught me to be proud,


and


to all the South Brooklyn girls who stare at the water, dreaming











I am myself, plus my surroundings, and if I do not preserve the latter, I do not preserve myself.


—JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET


The price of Imperialism is lives.


—JUAN GONZÁLEZ
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THE NAPKINS


The telltale sign that you are at the wedding of a rich person is the napkins. At the not-rich person’s wedding, should a waiter spill water or wine or a mixed drink of well liquor onto the napkin-covered lap of a guest, the beverage would bead up and roll off the cheap square of commercially laundered polyblend fabric, down the guest’s legs, eventually pooling on the hideous, overly busy patterned carpet designed and chosen specifically to mask these such stains. At the rich person’s wedding, however, the napkins are made of a European linen fine enough for a Tom Wolfe suit, hand-pressed into smooth order and trimmed with a gracious hemstitch border. Should the waiter spill any of the luxury bottled water, vintage wine, or custom-crafted cocktails designed by a mixologist for the occasion, the napkin would, dutifully, absorb any moisture before the incident could irritate a couture-clad guest. Of course, at the rich person’s wedding the waitstaff don’t spill things; they have been separated and elevated from their more slovenly, less-coordinated brethren in a natural selection process of the service industry that judges on appearance, gait, and inherent knowledge of which side to serve from and which to clear. The rich person’s wedding also never features hideous carpet. Not because the venue or locale might not have had one, but because they had the money to cover it over. And not necessarily just with another nicer, more tasteful carpet, but with hardwood flooring, black and white Havana-inspired tiles, or even actual, natural grass. These, though, were the more obvious markers of wealth at a milestone life celebration for the rich person, and while Olga Isabel Acevedo’s job required her to worry about all of these elements and more, the present moment found her primarily concerned with the napkins. Mainly, how she could steal them when the party was over.


“Carlos!” she called out to the authoritative-looking waiter who was leading the caterer’s setup team. “Carlos, let’s talk about the napkins.” He eagerly made his way over, followed by three of his other black-clad compatriots.


The rich person’s wedding not only had better napkins, it had elaborate plans for them as well. They were manipulated into intricately folded shapes and wrapped around lavishly printed menus or adorned with anything ranging from single-stemmed flowers to braided ribbon to—on one occasion, of which Olga was particularly proud—a leather band burnished by a miniature branding iron. (The groom: a fourth-generation cattle rancher.) Olga demonstrated a complex pleating pattern, which was then placed on a diagonal across the display plate, with a place card then set atop that.


“Now Carlos, it’s critical—critical—that the napkins be placed at exactly thirty-degree angles from what would be twelve o’clock on the plate, and even more critical that the place card be set parallel and not perpendicular to that angle. The mother of the bride said she might do some spot checking with her protractor, and after a year of working with this woman, I’d say odds are high that she actually does it.”


Carlos nodded with understanding, almost as if he knew that the mother of the bride had an advanced degree in geometry that had been gathering dust for the past thirty years while she reared her brood and supported the career of her automobile CEO husband, and that she had chosen to channel her intellectual frustrations into the anal-retentive micromanagement of her eldest daughter’s wedding. Of course, Carlos knew none of this, but, having been in the business for decades, he didn’t need the specifics to understand the importance of executing the task at hand with precision. (The wedding of a rich person also had, at least for the workers involved, the looming possibility of litigation hovering in the near future. Not-rich people’s events had forgettable glitches. Gaffes to the ultra-wealthy were unforgivable grievances that only the courts could remedy. A recent tale of a florist in fiscal ruin because she substituted an Ecuadorian rose for an English one after her shipment was stuck in customs had struck a nerve. Everyone, from the delivery guy to the wedding officiant, was on their toes.)


“Now listen,” Olga continued, “these were custom made just for the wedding, and the bride wants to have them for her house—”


“What’s she gonna do with three hundred napkins?” one of the waiters interjected. He was clearly new.


“Six hundred, actually,” Olga offered. “Always good to have extras, right?” The staff laughed. “She claims they’ll be heirlooms. Point is, we need to be sure that we keep these separate from the rented linens at the end of the night; got it?”


The waiters collectively nodded and, like a colony of ants given orders from their queen, ran off to execute the said napkin plan. Olga did some mental math. It would take six pairs of hands another four hours to create an optic that the guests would undo in seconds with the flick of a wrist—290 guests, to be exact. Barring a crazy incident—some overgrown frat boy spraying the bridesmaids with champagne, say, or a drunken guest knocking over the croquembouche display—they should end the night with between 150 and 175 brand-new beautiful linen hemstitch napkins that she could take for her cousin Mabel to use at her wedding that fall.


Olga hated her cousin Mabel.


Of course, it hadn’t always been this way. Yes, Mabel had been a loudmouth girl who developed into a loudmouth, know-it-all woman, but despite this they had been, in their youth, quite close. Slowly, though, a rift had formed and expanded. Then, last year, at age thirty-nine, Mabel was concurrently promoted to mid-level management at Con Edison and proposed to by her long-term boyfriend. The combination rendered her insufferable. Olga was only a year or so older, and for the entirety of their lives Mabel had been in a one-sided competition with her where action of any sort in Olga’s life was interpreted by Mabel as a sign of aggression and met with a “So, you think you’re better than me, huh?” Truth be told, for most of their lives, using a traditional American metric for measuring success, Olga was better than Mabel. Olga had left Sunset Park, gone to a fancy college, started her business, had been featured in magazines and on TV, had traveled the world, and gone to dinners costlier than one of Mabel’s paychecks. But now, with this engagement, Mabel was going to achieve something Olga never had: being a bride. Never mind that Olga bristled at the idea of third dates, let alone marriage. To Mabel, in this one arena, she had finally won, and she was not about to let her victory go unnoticed. On Christmas Eve, drunk on coquito, she waved her engagement ring in Olga’s face repeatedly, saying, “Julio got it from Jared’s, bitch, what did you get? That’s right, nothing.” At the bridal shower that her family pressured her to host because “she’s the one with all the party hookups,” Mabel gave a special toast to her “cousin Olga, who can help the brides, she just can’t get a groom.”


Olga had taken this in stride. Primarily because if finding someone like Julio to be tied to for all eternity was the one contest she would lose to Mabel, then she had chosen well. She was equally placated knowing that, when the time was right, she would think of the perfect fuck-you gesture to take just a bit of wind out of Mabel’s sails on her wedding day. Just the right little something to be the pebble in her shoe when she reflected on the day. It was during her sixth meeting with Mrs. Henderson, the mother of today’s bride, specifically about the topic of napkins, when the idea came to her and she was immediately filled with delight, knowing that she could strike two birds with one tiny stone.


From the beginning, Olga knew the napkins were going to be the “thing” with this event. At every first meeting with a client there was one comment casually uttered that Olga filed in her mental Rolodex, knowing that, in several months’ time, she would spend hours or even collective days dealing with what had been a seemingly innocuous statement or question. So it was when Mrs. Henderson and her daughter came in the first time and, just as they were about to sign Olga’s pricey contract, Mrs. Henderson exclaimed, “We didn’t speak about one of the most important things! The napkins! I do hate when they leave lint on your gown.” Olga agreed immediately and waxed on about that and a number of other nuanced considerations regarding table linens. Within moments, the paperwork was signed, and Mrs. Henderson was phoning their “money person” to deal with the matter of getting Olga her not-insignificant deposit payment. With her one comment about lint, Mrs. Henderson had revealed herself to be, at best, neurotic and, at worst, crazy. Olga had only quoted them her fee for normal rich people. Anxiety consumed her when she realized she had not charged them nearly enough.


She had not been wrong. Mrs. Henderson’s daughter, the bride, was a forgettable girl marrying a forgettable guy. They both, wisely, allowed Mrs. Henderson to do whatever she wanted with the wedding, knowing that if she was satiated, Mr. Henderson was far more likely to give them the cash they needed to purchase their own place in Bridgehampton. Yet even with the bride and groom largely absent, Mrs. Henderson had kept Olga and her staff’s hands full, mainly with the aforementioned napkins. What would they be made of? How wide would the hemstitch be? How would they be folded? What about the cocktail napkins? What about the hand towels in the bathroom? Was a white napkin rude? Did the same rules apply to napkins as to guests about wearing white at a wedding? Should they switch the order to ivory? Was that same quality of linen even available in ivory? Should they add in a pop of color? What would people say about a blue napkin? Would that be good luck? Would that leave lint?


In the end, she settled on a standard white linen hemstitch napkin, which she insisted be custom made for the occasion so that “the children can have them as heirlooms.” Olga easily obliged, knowing that they would cost her $7 apiece to have made by a Dominican woman she knew in Washington Heights and that she could very easily charge the client $30 a napkin, attribute the cost to Mrs. Henderson’s exquisite taste in fabrics, and pocket the difference. Of course, even a seasoned professional like Olga could never have predicted that Mrs. Henderson’s neurosis about the napkins would escalate to the degree that it did. Fear that her guests would, at any point, be forced to use a soiled napkin gripped her. Gradually, she increased her original order of three hundred napkins until eventually she doubled it. Of course, Olga knew there was simply no fathomable way that her guests could possibly go through this many napkins. She also knew that telling Mrs. Henderson that her fear was irrational? Well, that was pointless. Instead, Olga assured her that such a degree of thoughtfulness was the sign of a truly considerate hostess, while silently delighting in the knowledge that she’d concurrently figured out the perfect touch for Mabel’s big day while also earning a few extra thousand on this job.


Olga did not see this as a theft as much as an equalization of resources: Mrs. Henderson had aggressively accumulated too much of something while her family had acutely too little. At the Henderson wedding, despite all the time and energy spent discussing, procuring, pleating, and angling these napkins, they would go unnoticed. But at Mabel’s, like a black Chanel suit in a sea of knockoff Hervé Léger bandage dresses, they would stop people in their tracks. “¡Qué elegante!” she could hear her Titi Lola saying. She could picture her Tío Richie holding two of them over his chest and saying, “Hey, how many do you think I’d need to make a guayabera?” There would be countless cousins uttering, simply, “Classy,” as they thumbed the fabric between their fingers. This was the least Olga could do, she felt. Why shouldn’t her family get to know the feeling of imported Belgian flax against their laps? Because Mabel’s father was a janitor? Because that was the job he could get after he dropped out of high school? Because he dropped out mainly because he was dyslexic? A disorder that the family only learned of, mind you, when one of his grandchildren was diagnosed with it at school and Tío JoJo, to comfort the child, said, “It’s okay, mijo, I’ve seen the letters backwards my whole life, and I’ve been okay.” Her family should have to wipe their mouths with $3 polyester rags because Tío JoJo’s teachers were too fucking lazy to ask why he struggled with reading? Because no one blinked at another dumb Puerto Rican dropping out of a shitty public high school? Fuck that.


Also, it was doubtless that her family would attribute this elegant touch to Olga, and that would absolutely kill Mabel. Titi Lola, Tío Richie, Tío JoJo, all of them would immediately know that this was something only Olga would think to do. After the cousins said the word “classy,” then they would say, “Olga.” That was just the way it was in her family. This was her role.


“Meegan,” Olga called out to her assistant, who was busy sorting through seating arrangements. “Meegan, at the end of the night, get the soiled napkins to the laundry service and have them messengered to Mrs. Henderson first thing Monday. Take the extras back to the office.”


“Wait. Aren’t we sending those, too?”


“Nope.” Olga knew what was coming next.


“But she paid for those.”


“She did.”


“So, if you take something that she paid for, isn’t that … ?”


“Isn’t it what, Meegan? Because what I know I’m doing is executing our clients’ wishes. Mrs. Henderson wants the napkins used at her daughter’s wedding to pass on to her someday grandchildren. We are sending those. We are not sending her the hundred or so napkins that will sit in a box in the back of the kitchen, unused, for the rest of the night. Not only is that not what she asked for, but ask yourself why, after she is delighted with the entire thing, we would advertise to her that we allowed her to wastefully indulge in such an irrational expenditure?”


Meegan was about to say something and then paused. The suspiciousness in her eyes faded and a smile came over her face.


“This is why you are the best. You are so right. I wouldn’t have thought of it that way, but you’re right. This is why I begged my mom to get me this job.”


Meegan was the most effective assistant that Olga had had in a long time. She was also the most annoying, having come herself from linen napkin stock. Her mother, a client of Olga’s, hadn’t so much asked her to give Meegan a job as threatened to take her business elsewhere if Olga didn’t. Yet, this was not what grated on Olga. No, what bugged Olga was Meegan’s insistent application of kindergarten ethics to every situation and her genuine desire to be around weddings. Indeed, while the former quality had the greatest potential to cause trouble for Olga, it was the latter that incensed her the most. It would be easy to enjoy this profession, Olga felt, if turning a profit weren’t of concern.


Eager to move on, Olga changed the subject. “When does Jan get here? I want to go through the timeline for tonight.”


“He’s not coming,” Meegan said sheepishly. “They are sending Marco instead.”


To handle the mental minutiae of her job and mitigate risk of complaint, Olga, like many in her profession, had established a reliable stable of vendors—caterers, bakers, and the like—on whom she could rely to execute at the scale and level that her clientele demanded. From this roster, after more than a decade in business, she had a list of preferred staffers whom she would request. Jan, the best floor captain for one of the finest caterers in the city, was on her frequent rotation. He was, in many respects, her emotional security blanket for her toughest jobs. His elegant appearance, soothing demeanor, and unplaceable European accent pleased her clients in the front of the house. His first-generation American work ethic coupled with a robust supply of dirty Polish jokes pleased her team in the back of the house. She felt a panic at the thought of facing Mrs. Henderson’s protractor without him.


“What? But I specifically asked for Jan. Marco is fine, but if I ask for Jan, I want Jan here. What reason did they give?”


Meegan cowered. “I actually didn’t ask.”


Olga needn’t say anything, her silent turn on her heel enough to let Meegan know that that was not the right answer. She took out her phone and texted Jan to ask why he was abandoning her and then she dialed Carol, the owner of the catering company, to register her complaint.


“Carol,” she spoke loudly into the phone, to set an example to all the other vendors readying the hotel ballroom for the festivities. “With all the business that I throw your way, I expect you to accommodate my fucking staff requests and at the very least give a bitch a call if you’re going to make a change like this. I really—”


But she had been cut off by Carol’s sobbing. It was all so sudden, she said. Olga dropped the phone. She couldn’t deal with this now. Meegan, sensing something was wrong, was just standing in front of her, with her stupid, naïve, eager face.


“Jan isn’t coming to work because Jan is dead.”









A POLISH WAKE


Jan’s wake had left Olga even more glum than she’d anticipated. The mourners, gathered at a funeral home in a stucco-faced storefront on a corner of Greenpoint, had revealed Jan’s rigidly segmented double life. On one side of the room, beneath an oversized framed photograph of Pope John Paul II, sat his mother, surrounded by a gaggle of black-clad Polish women who Olga could only assume were his aunts. On the other side, below an oil painting of a Polish pastoral scene, sat Christian and his team of mourners—a group of once and future cater waiters, nearly all gay boys whom Jan and Christian knew from their two decades living together in their Chelsea walk-up.


Observing them, Olga was unsure whom to greet first. She’d never met Jan’s mother before, wasn’t even sure if she and Jan were close. But her own Catholic, outer-borough upbringing had ingrained in her an unspoken ethical code (an ethnical code?) that required deference to mothers, no matter how estranged. The inverse property of “yo mama” jokes. She walked towards the Polish contingent.


“Mrs. Wojcick?” Olga placed her hand on the grieving mother’s shoulder. “My name is Olga; I was a friend of your son’s. I’m so sorry for your loss.”


Mrs. Wojcick took Olga’s face in her hands, kissed her cheek, and whispered something in Polish that a younger woman next to her translated.


“She said thank you for coming. She always wanted to meet one of Jan’s girlfriends.”


“Oh no,” Olga said gently. She turned directly to Jan’s mother and, as one instinctively does when bridging a language gap, raised her voice. “Jan and I worked together. He catered some of my parties. I plan weddings. He was very hardworking.”


The younger woman translated to the mother, but not before throwing Olga a miserable look. After a moment, the mother laughed out loud, looked at Olga, and said, “My Jan too handsome!”


Olga politely smiled and turned away, relieved that the awkward exchange had come to an end. She felt a tap on her arm. It was the translator.


“Listen, I told my mother that Jan wouldn’t commit to you because he wanted to play the field. If anybody else asks, can you just—I don’t know—act the part?”


“She didn’t know he was gay?”


The sister motioned to the photo of John Paul.


“It’s bad enough he killed himself, she needs to know he was gay?”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Olga offered curtly, respecting the sister’s grief enough to suppress her own vexation.


The room, she saw now, was more battlefield than funeral parlor. At stake was the way in which Jan would be memorialized: with fact or fiction. Lest she come across as sympathetic with the enemy, Olga crossed the room, where Christian greeted her warmly.


“Darling, thank you for coming.”


“I’m so sorry for your loss.”


Olga truly meant it. She’d had dinner with Jan and Christian a handful of times over the years and while she didn’t know Christian well, she had a deep affection for him and had delighted in the playful aspects he brought out in a sometimes somber-seeming Jan. She leaned down to embrace him, inhaling him deeply. He smelled of Chanel No. 5, cigarette smoke, and vintage clothes. His scent recalled that of her grandmother, a woman who, even in dire times, would never run low on either Chanel No. 5 or cigarettes. Christian, a cabaret singer who’d met Jan while working a club together, had draped a black cardigan over his shoulders, and paired it, tastefully, Olga thought, with a sleeveless cream silk blouse with a tie collar. In a nod to Jan’s Catholic roots, Christian had accessorized this with several mother-of-pearl rosary strands. His face was weary, but his elegant demeanor did not appear smote.


“Girl,” he said, stepping back, “there isn’t anyone sorrier than that motherfucker. Wait until I catch up with him on the other side and give him a piece of my mind. Making me sit with his crazy-ass family like this.”


They chuckled in spite of themselves.


“How is it possible that they didn’t know he was gay?” Olga whispered.


“Olga, people always thought we had an open relationship because I was a ho, but really I just wanted to give him one place to have nothing to hide.”


She wondered aloud, “Was it the secret keeping that killed him, do you think?”


“Fuck that,” Christian said. “Jan was a sad motherfucker; he could get pretty … dark. But, mainly, I think he was scared. A few months back he found out that he was sick. I could never convince that man to get on PrEP; he always had a reason he couldn’t figure it out. He took some chances, tested positive, and I just watched him withdraw. A few weeks later, I found him in our closet.”


Christian teared up at the thought but continued.


“If that isn’t a metaphor and a half? He literally went back into the closet to die. It would be poetic if I didn’t know that it was the only practical place in our apartment to do it.”


“Fuck,” Olga said.


“So, not only was I the one to find this bitch, now I have to think about him hanging there every time I get dressed. The only considerate thing he did was leave his note on the coffee table, so at least I wasn’t surprised. I’m forty-four years old, I could have had a fucking heart attack.”


“Are you going to stay in that apartment?” Olga asked.


“Girl,” Christian replied, “do you have ten grand to move? Because that’s what it takes to get into a new place these days. To rent. To fucking rent. Lord, I can’t even talk about this right now. It will get me worked up.”


He sighed and fanned himself and she leaned in to embrace him. Olga rubbed his shoulders gently. She could feel him shaking as he again began to cry. She hadn’t factored in how the stress of money must be multiplying his sense of grief. Cater waitering wouldn’t make anyone rich, but with his wealthy clientele, Jan’s tip money had surely greased the wheels of their lives.


“You know what?” Olga muttered. “I should have brought it today, but I have a tip envelope for Jan that I’d never had a chance to give him. Probably at least five hundred.”


“Really?”


Jan’s gratuity for the Henderson wedding had, of course, gone to Marco, but the relief in Christian’s voice felt worth $500. Maybe she would send a little more. They were interrupted by another mourner and Olga figured it was a good time to go pay her respects to the dead.


The casket’s lacquered white wood and gilded handles gleamed under the soft lights that illuminated Jan. Olga approached, pausing for a moment to take in his physical form one last time. This aspect of Catholicism had always troubled her, the viewing of the dead. A really piss-poor placebo for the matter-of-fact status that is death. She had always felt the Jewish faith got mourning right; there’s no pretending there, a quick burial and a time where you can be as grief stricken as you need to be, without the presence of mirrors, surrounded by family, friends, and comfort foods. The wake struck Olga as a disrespectful farce. It’s absurd to think that kneeling before Jan’s cold, chemically stuffed body and waxen face was anything like being in the presence of his living self. A self who, if alive, would surely be outside chain-smoking, sipping from his flask, and flirting—with man or woman. The only thing Jan and the body in this casket had in common, Olga thought, was the suit, which was impeccable.


She knelt down, with the intention of saying a prayer, but her mind wandered back to his mother, grieving a child she only sort of knew. It’s a myth about motherhood, Olga felt, that the time in utero imbues mothers with a lifelong understanding of their children. Yes, they know their essences, this she didn’t doubt, but mothers are still humans who eventually form their own ideas of both who their kids are and who they think they should be. Inevitably there were disparities. Some mothers, like Jan’s, simply wished them away, no matter how glaring. Others, like Olga’s own mother, focused on them with laser precision, feeling confident that with enough effort, the gap could be narrowed. Either way, in Olga’s assessment, it was hard to not let that disparity turn into a feeling of deficiency. Olga knew firsthand how harrowing that could be. How weighty it must have been for Jan to don his mother’s version of himself every time he rode the subway back to Brooklyn for a visit. To make sure he didn’t let any of his other self slip, for fear of disappointing her. She reconsidered Jan’s sister, her previous irritation replaced by empathy. She was only protecting the image Jan wanted his mother to have of him. Olga knew that for her brother she would do the same.


As she rose and turned away from the coffin, she ran into Carol, Jan’s old boss. Carol had started her catering business out of her apartment thirty years ago and had grown it into a vast and lucrative operation, something that would be almost impossible to do now. She started out doing small weddings, then bigger and ever more prominent affairs, eventually securing the contract for the annual Met Gala, all the Fashion Week parties, and, well, just about every A-list happening in the New York City area. Now, on a given day, they were servicing anywhere from fifty to a hundred functions, and Carol seemingly knew the intimate details of each of them. Her business consumed her thoughts and life. All she could talk about were parties, and clients, and trends in catering and food, and which captains were good and which captains were overrated and, of course, her favorite topic, how to grow her margins. And while Olga long admired Carol’s business acumen, Carol herself often rankled her, as she was, to Olga, a mirror to the vapid concerns of her own chosen profession.


So commerce focused was she that Olga had been surprised by how absolutely broken up Carol had sounded on the phone. She opened her arms to embrace her now.


“Olga!” Carol exclaimed as she broke from the hug. “Oh my God. Isn’t it awful?”


“Carol, it really is.”


“He was my best captain!”


“And a really great human being.”


“Of course, goes without saying. And the best worker! They don’t make workers like him anymore, Olga. What am I gonna do? We’re about to get to the busy season, and you can’t imagine how many events I had him on for.”


“Grief can be very disorienting, Carol.”


“No, Olga, this is devastating! We have a private dinner at Agnes Gund’s next week and she won’t let anyone but Jan even look in her wine refrigerator! Not even a peek! You can’t imagine how particular she is.”


Olga nodded. She felt her blood pressure rising.


“He was on all my biggest fall events,” Carol lamented with a sigh. “He had so much to live for.”


Olga said with a smile, “Yes, Carol. If only Jan had reached out before he took his life, you could have reminded him what an inconvenience his death would be for New York society. Surely that would have given him something to live for.”


She excused herself without waiting for a response, beelined out the door and onto the street where she found a taxi, and directed it to her local dive bar.









THE HOARDER


Noir was a satiating place to be sad, Olga thought as she sidled up to the bar and ordered her usual. Filled with regulars who seemed to have nowhere to be and no one who cared if they made it there, it lacked the sense of possibility that the newer spots in her rapidly gentrifying corner of Brooklyn conveyed. There were no reclaimed woods or cleverly reimagined industrial lamps with Edison bulbs lighting the place. Noir was more like a well-insulated garage, illuminated by mismatched lamps and filled with old kitchen stools, in a completely unironic way. The air-conditioning was weak, so on warm days like this one, you were never quite hot, but never quite cool, either. Its major draw, for Olga anyway, was its jukebox, filled with old funk and R & B from the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s. She paid for some songs she thought Jan might like and Syreeta’s “Keep Him Like He Is” filled the small bar. When she made her way back to her seat, she felt a hovering presence behind her.


“Can I help you?” she turned to say.


Before her was a swarthy, unfamiliar fellow. A sad sack who, though she had never seen him before, had escaped her attention because he blended in so well with the other pouty faces.


“Hey, so … You know, I was just finishing up a meeting and I stopped in here and then you went and played one of my favorite songs. Did you know she was once married to Stevie Wonder?”


“Everyone knows that.”


“Do they?” He tapped a woman named Janette on the shoulder. Janette, who practically lived at Noir, particularly in these summer months when she was on break from her job as a public school administrator. “Excuse me, ma’am, but do you know who this artist is?”


“Yeah. It’s Syreeta Wright. She’s one of Stevie Wonder’s ex-wives.”


Olga didn’t know what to do. On the one hand, she was amused that this musically smug stranger had been so efficiently smacked down. On the other, she knew that once anyone said anything more than hello to Janette, they were in danger of having to listen to her oratory on the problems of the Department of Education for the next four hours. A speech that, no matter the variation on the details or grievances, always ended with Janette proclaiming, yet again, “The shit of the whole thing is we traded a corrupt democracy for an inept autocracy,” delighted by her clever rhyming.


She picked her battle; before Janette could open her mouth again, she jumped in.


“See, common knowledge. Anyway, I appreciate your truly excellent taste in music, but I came in here to clear my head and have a drink, so if you don’t mind …” And she turned away.


“Well, seems more like you want to cloud your mind.”


“Excuse me?”


“Just that drinking isn’t what anyone does for real clarity, is it?”


“Isn’t it?” Olga answered. “I think there are about a million writers and artists who would beg to differ.”


“Are you a writer or an artist?”


“I’m a wedding planner.”


“I’m a Realtor.”


“I didn’t ask.”


Yet something about that descriptor made her give the stranger another look. He was disheveled. His button-down shirt wrinkled, a rolled-up tie spilling out of his pocket. He carried under his arm an oversized ledger notebook with dog-eared pages and Post-its and business cards sticking out of the ends. He was wearing a massive JanSport book bag, stuffed like that of an overachieving eighth grader from an era before laptop computers.


“Wait, you’re a Realtor?”


“Yeah. You looking for a place? Interested in exploring life in New Brooklyn?”


She was insulted. “Psssh. Fuck outta here! I bleed Old Brooklyn, thank you very much. My family’s been in Sunset Park since the sixties. One of the first Puerto Rican families in the ’hood and we owned our house.”


Now the stranger appraised her. “Really, now? Impressive given the redlining going on back in the day.”


“My grandmother was gangster. Never involved a bank. Bought our house from her landlord, cash. He sold it to her for a song when the area got too Brown for his taste.”


“Is that right? Well congratulations to your abuela for taking advantage of white flight.”


Olga couldn’t help but laugh. “¡Salud!” She raised her glass and drank the last of the wine in it.


“I’m from South Slope,” the stranger offered. “In case you were wondering.”


She hadn’t been, but now paused. “Really? Born and raised?”


“Born and raised.”


On the rare occasions that Olga met a fellow native, she was always surprised by how relaxed it made her feel. Like she could slip into a dying tongue and talk about the old country.


“So, listen, don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but from one Brooklynite to another, I’ve got to ask you something.”


He laughed. “Shoot. But I’m already gonna take this the wrong way because nobody starts with that if they’re going to say something positive.”


She smiled. “So, this neighborhood is hot right now. Luxury properties. New money coming in. The Realtors I know are all kind of slick and polished. …”


“And you want to know how I get away with looking like a crazy community college professor?”


“Yeah, I guess that’s what I was getting at.”


He took his backpack off, sidled up to the bar, and leaned in towards her.


“Well, I’m really talented, I’m very smart, I’ve got some swag, and frankly, I’m well connected. I went to the best schools—literally—Packer, Bennington, the works.”


“That’s interesting.”


“You’re wondering why I’m just a Realtor?”


Olga was in fact wondering exactly that, but before she spoke it aloud, she asked herself, Well, why the fuck are you a wedding planner, Olga? and decided to shut her mouth.


“No,” she lied.


“My mother died and I never got over it and I got my real estate license to deal with her house and then one thing led to another and the next thing you know I’m doing this and I’m living in her house and I kind of became a hoarder.”


“Excuse me?” Olga was sure that she had missed something.


“Yes, I have a lot of stuff. Mainly furniture.”


“But you mean that metaphorically. Not like the TV show.”


“Um, no. I mean exactly like the TV show. Technically, since I don’t keep newspapers or food, I might not meet the clinical definition, but trust me, it’s not normal. Like I said, my thing is really furniture. And electronics. And knickknacks. I have a Hummel room.”


Olga laughed and the stranger laughed, and Olga forgot for a second that she wanted to be alone.


The stranger, who’d now sat down on the stool next to her, offered his hand.


“I’m Matteo.”


“Olga.”


Close up, Olga could see that Matteo was quite handsome underneath his scruffy semi-beard. He had a spattering of freckles and the kind of light brown eyes that Olga used to call Coca-Cola colored when she was a kid. His short curly hair was going more salt than pepper, but she could tell that he was five, maybe six years older than her, at the max. His rolled-up shirtsleeves revealed muscular forearms covered in hair that was quite sexy.


“So, Olga, let me get you another drink while you tell me what you were trying to clear your head about?”


As they downed two more glasses of wine, Olga told Matteo all about the funeral and Jan’s suicide and, of course, his double life.


“I suppose though,” Matteo offered, “most of us in New York live double lives, with a secret of some sort living behind closed doors.”


“Really? What’s your secret?”


“I already told you. I’m a hoarder.”


She giggled.


“So, what’s your secret?” Matteo asked.


“I’m a terrible person.”
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OUTSIDE NOIR THEY stood kissing under a streetlight for an hour, their clothes growing damp from the humid summer night. His hands on the small of her back, on the nape of her neck. Olga could feel Matteo hard on her thigh through his khakis. It excited her, kissing on a corner. Something she was happy to discover she hadn’t outgrown. The kisses tasted like memories and wine and salt and she lost herself in them.


“Come to my place?” she whispered in his ear.


He fucked with his socks on, yet it surprised Olga how little she cared.









NOVEMBER 1990
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Nov. 11, 1990


Querida Olga,


I write to you on your thirteenth birthday, one I’m sad to miss. There is work in the world that I’ve been called to do, mija, and the time has come for me to do it. I believe, in my heart, that I’ve given you and your brother all the wisdom that I, as a mother, can impart. Because thirteen, Olga, is a magical age. Yes, you leave girlhood behind, but now you get to decide, day by day, what kind of woman you want to become. The big picture of the world becomes clearer. You begin to learn more for yourself than any parent or teacher could possibly tell you.


I know it was that way for me; nobody could tell me about nothing. Not my mother, not my brothers, certainly nobody at school. In those days, our whole universe was just a few blocks wide. We walked to and from school; Mami walked to work at the factory. Even so, by thirteen it was clear to me that our people—Black and Brown people—were treated worse by just about everybody. In class, the teachers favored the white kids. At home, as the whites left the neighborhood and the Puerto Ricans came, suddenly there were less cops in the streets, less garbage trucks cleaning up. I didn’t need anybody to point this out to me, I saw these things for myself and knew it wasn’t right.


For you, I expect this will be doubly true. When you were born, your Papi noticed your eyes, how they seemed to take in everything. They say babies can’t see much, but I thought he was right. You looked wise. And unlike when I was growing up, when girls like me and Lola were put in dresses and told to be polite while we sat like dolls in a corner, you’ve always been able to run wild and free. Where we grew up having to use our “inside voice,” to play our music low, you and Prieto grew up dancing and singing loud. Stomping up and down the stairs of a house your family owned, not getting policed by a landlord who wants your money but not the smells of your food or the sounds of your language.


Me and your Papi took great pains to ensure that you and your brother were raised with all the knowledge we’d had to seek for ourselves. To know that we came from kings and queens who lived off the land, from people who were raped and enslaved but stayed strong, kept their spirit. Things we were told to be ashamed of—my curly hair, your father’s dark skin—you grew up knowing that these things were beautiful. So, when I think of you at thirteen, I know how prepared you are for the challenges of the world. You are no ordinary little girl, but a beautiful young Boricua.


And so, Olga, you must see yourself and my absence not as one little girl missing her mother, but as a brave young woman who knows that in a world of oppression, achieving liberation will require sacrifice. You can’t stay in your room and cry. You can’t keep Abuelita up at night with your tears. You have to keep your head held high, you have to be strong. Like the revolutionary we raised you to be.


Life, you will unfortunately learn, is full of hard choices. For everyone, but especially for you, a Latina girl in America. Your options will be fewer and choices harder. The cost and value of your life decisions must be carefully weighed.


Nothing, Olga, is more valuable than people being free. Which is why, despite this being one of my own harder choices, I must leave you and your brother. I don’t know when I will return.


I need you to be strong. To behave. Not to fuss like a child. You are made of powerful stuff. And I don’t leave you alone, mijita. Your brother loves you and he has had three extra years with his parents to learn what’s right. You have Abuelita, my sister, my brothers. Your father has his troubles, but his heart is still full of love and his mind still has wisdom that will benefit you. Above all, just because I’m not there doesn’t mean I’m not watching. Just as the government watches our comings and goings, my Brothers and Sisters in this struggle will have their eyes on you. Your family is bigger and vaster than you can even imagine.


Querida, one day my work will make you proud. You will see our people take off the shackles of oppression and say, “Mami helped to do that.” And you can take pride, knowing your sacrifice was a part of it. This is my word.


Pa’lante,


Mami









JULY 2017
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MORNING ROUTINE


In the morning Olga opened her eyes and wondered how expediently she could get him out of the apartment. The coitus had been remarkably satisfying, the proper amount of fast and slow, rough and gentle, biting and caressing. He was a confident man. This complicated things. Olga frequently had male companions, but rarely allowed them to spend the night. On the odd occasions that she did, she usually triggered a swift morning exit by delivering an ego-bruising remark in an offhand manner. Usually, she was comfortably alone again before the coffee percolated. This tactic was doubly effective as it not only drove the offended party from her abode, it usually saved her the trouble of then having to ignore their texts seeking further mediocre conversation as preamble to even more mediocre intercourse. This morning felt a bit different. She had enjoyed Matteo—both before and during—and wanted to keep her options open. That did not mean she didn’t want him gone now. She cleared her throat, loudly, in an effort to wake him up. She slid out of bed and into her robe, climbing over her black funeral/wedding dress, his rumpled button-down shirt, and, inexplicably, his Teva sandals. She looked back for visual confirmation that she had, indeed, just fucked a guy who wore socks and sandals. In the summer.


Yes. There they were. Peeking out from under the comforter, attached to his muscular, hairy calves.


“Morning!” he said. “This is some mattress. I slept like a baby.”


“Um, thanks?” she said, hearing the awkwardness of her own voice. She quickly scuttled into the kitchen, cut on the news, and started her coffee. She did this as loudly as possible, hoping the noise would send the message she seemed unable to verbally communicate. As the coffee filled the pot, her angst began to mount, his presence threatening to cross the invisible line into her morning routine. She opened the cabinet, contemplated pulling out two mugs, but instead took out just one. Her go-to, with the mascot of her own fancy New England college. Its presence at the start of her every morning both a comforting aide-mémoire of her own ambition and intelligence, and a disquieting reminder that she was likely squandering the two.


Even with his socked feet and the hum of the central A/C, she could hear him making his way to the bathroom, down the short corridor towards her. In her adult life Olga had only been in one real relationship, and that had ended nearly fifteen years before. This type of intimacy was unfamiliar, leaving her unsure how to act. Would he greet her like a husband? Like a lover? How should she react to that? A grimace? A sweet kiss? Pretend, for a moment, to be like a normal woman, eager for an instant of domestic bliss?


“Shit! This is some view!” Matteo exclaimed. It was. The apartment was located on the seventeenth floor of one of the older of the new high-rises that had come to dominate, and transform, one of the previously neglected enclaves of her hometown. The unit itself, decorated with sparse perfection, featured the best of HGTV and IG: stainless steel appliances, an open concept floor plan, a kitchen island with poured concrete countertops, and the showstopper—floor-to-ceiling windows that offered sweeping views of what Olga considered her little patch of Brooklyn. From her kitchen she could look down one of the bustling avenues and practically see the neighborhood she had grown up in.


“I mean, the construction of these buildings is garbage—I hope you’re leasing and didn’t buy—but wow, the view. Chef’s kiss!”


Olga stared at him. He was naked, his flaccid penis dangling as he paced the room clocking each angle of the view.


“You’re naked.”


“I am,” he said. “Is that weird, somehow? We were naked all night.”


“Yes, but now it’s daytime. So, I guess I was just a little surprised you were still—”


“Naked? This is interesting, I didn’t take you for the Puritan type, but then again, I didn’t know you’d spent formative years with the witch burners up north.” She looked at him quizzically and he gestured towards her mug.


“Ah!” She chuckled. She was less uncomfortable than she thought she would be, the realization of which made her uncomfortable. For a moment there was a silence between them, the meteorologist on the TV lamenting about climate change. A clip of her brother on the news brought her back to her senses. “So, yeah. Listen. It’s just that normally—”


“God,” Matteo exclaimed to the TV, “is there a day when this homie isn’t on the news?”


She put her mug down. “Not a fan, I take it?”


Matteo laughed. “Of what? His schmaltz or his unbridled ambition? I was half expecting him to announce his bid for president the day after the last election!”


Olga didn’t really want to engage him; after all, chances were she would never see him again. But she was proud of her brother.


“We should be so lucky. My brother’d be an amazing president. He’ll never run though. So, for now, I guess the people of Sunset Park have to be content with having their own personal Pedro Albizu Campos.”


Matteo looked from Olga to the TV and back to Olga again.


“Hold up. Please don’t tell me that you’re related to Congressman Pedro Acevedo?”


“Okay, I won’t tell you.” She smiled, a bit smugly.


“Damn.”


“Damn.” She laughed.


“No hard feelings?”


“None. You know what they say about opinions and all …”


“Funny girl!” He smiled. “Listen, ma, since there’s no hard feelings, let me ask you what’s a dude’s got to do to get a cup of coffee? Where’s that Brooklyn hospitality?”


She was embarrassed. She knew better and he’d called her on it.


“How do you take it?” she asked as she reached for a second mug.


“Light and slightly bitter?” He was suddenly up close behind her, his erection brushing the back of her robe. He reached around her for the mug. “Don’t you worry about me; I can fix my own coffee. Go do your thing. Just going to drink my java and charge up my phone and I’ll be on my way. You’re not the only one with shit to do.”


This last part he said playfully and pinched her cheek for good measure. She stared at him. Who was this naked hoarder?
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OLGA COULD FEEL him looking at her things while she showered. Her color-sorted bookcase filled with tomes that had whispered to her soul. She imagined him staring at art on her walls: the Barron Claiborne print of Biggie Smalls, the framed Puerto Rican flag she paid too much for on eBay despite her doubts about its authentic role in the failed ’50 revolution, a framed Beats, Rhymes and Life album cover. She felt a shiver down her back at the thought of him gazing at the photos on her desk. Her at her college graduation, looking fraught with anticipation. The portrait of her grandmother she had taken back in high school. Her brother getting sworn into Congress; how she beamed with pride. The black-and-white shot of her parents on the subway, the one that was burned indelibly into her eyeballs, of them leaning on each other, exhausted after a day of protesting. The signs that had rested on their laps are cropped out of the shot, but she didn’t need to see them to know what they said. Viva Puerto Rico Libre and Tengo Puerto Rico en mi Corazón. Her mother, beautiful and young, her face, as always, makeup free, a scarf stylishly wrapped around her head. Her father with his smooth brown skin and mustached face, his beret and army jacket covered in protest buttons. Her heart raced imagining Matteo staring at these photos, his mind forming questions that his mouth would soon bring into the air. She could not imagine discussing her parents with this stranger, especially not this morning.


Though still covered in soap and mid-leg-shave, she shut the water off. She put her robe on as she ran from the shower, leaving a trail of water behind her. “You need to get out of here!” she shouted as she entered the living area. “You can’t be touching my things.”


Matteo was not, as she had imagined, thumbing through her books or staring at her photos. He was fully dressed, overstuffed knapsack already on his back, standing at the sink rinsing the two coffee mugs. He shut off the water and dried his hands with the dish towel.


“Whatever’s clever, girl. Wash your own dishes!”


He walked past her dripping-wet self and patted the arm of her damp robe.


“Ciao,” he called to her as he walked out the door.









THE PRICE OF MANGOS


Prieto Acevedo woke up before dawn resolving to have a good day. He ran a few laps around Sunset Park, got his daughter Lourdes up, fed, and ready for the ridiculously bougie Art & Talent Day Camp his sister had paid for, and then, despite the heat, donned his suit jacket. This morning’s agenda included what he considered the best part of his job: greeting his constituents on their way to work.


When he first ran for public office—City Council nearly seventeen years ago—he did this every single morning from the day he announced until the election, working all the N and R stations along Fourth Avenue within his district. The party leaders would tease him: “Acevedo, you realize you’re a Democrat in Brooklyn running for an uncontested seat, right? Just keep breathing till election day and you’ll win.” But Prieto didn’t want to just win. He wanted people to feel good about voting for him. These were his neighbors, after all. People whom, if he didn’t know personally, he’d seen around the neighborhood his whole life. His whole friggin’ life. People his grandma used to know, who would come to their house so she could do alterations on their party dresses. He wanted them to know that he wasn’t just a guy collecting a paycheck; he was one of them. They could come to him with their problems. He wore the suit not because he wanted to look like a politician, but because he wanted them to see that he took them seriously.


Of course, running for office and being in office were very different things. After he got elected to City Council, he tried to work the stations once a month. Once he got elected to Congress (again uncontested, the seat virtually grandfathered to him by a mentor) his chances to do these meet-and-greets were even fewer and farther between. The stress of going back and forth to D.C., of maintaining two households. To say nothing of the sheer bullshit and internal politics of the job, of donors, of people who weren’t donors but tried, with great pressure, to wield influence. There were days when he felt so jaded and down. Pushed into a corner so tight he could hardly breathe. But today was not going to be one of those days. No, the days when he got to do this, to shake hands and hear about people’s lives and needs, these were the days when he remembered why he got into this game in the first place.


It was a hazy day as he made his way out of his house—his grandmother’s house, the home he’d grown up in—and over to the Thirty-sixth Street train station, his favorite to work. It had a local and an express, so it attracted more people, but mainly he liked it for sentimental reasons. This was the station his parents would post up at when they were selling Palante papers for the Young Lords. Unlike in the Latino enclaves of Manhattan, the Lords’ footprint in South Brooklyn was relatively small, so his parents stuck out. They were sort of local folk heroes. Or crazy Puerto Rican hippies, depending on who you asked. Either way, Prieto enjoyed imagining them out there, a generation before, connecting with the people of their community, and him, a generation later, carrying the mantle now. Or so he saw it on his good days.


The first forty-five minutes passed more or less as usual. Lots of handshakes. Some daps. A heated rap battle with one of his favorite younger voters. Prieto carrying several strollers down the staircase. (It’s really ridiculous, he thought, that we don’t have more accessible stations.) Then, an older lady with a grocery cart was struggling to get her things up the station steps, but when Prieto went to help her, she took one look at him and swatted him away.


“Thank you, pero, no thank you. With you helping me, I’m likely to end up with all my groceries in the street, starving to death.”


God bless the viejitas and their flair for the dramatic.


“Señora, let me just help you, and then you can tell me why I stink, okay?”


She acquiesced and allowed him to take the cart but did not wait for him to get to the top of the stairs before she began running through her litany of offenses.


“First of all, you let them build that … mall, pero where are the jobs? Why does my grandson still have no job? Next, mis vecinos. Nice people. From El Salvador. One day I see them, the next they are gone. I find out that the ICE came and took them away—”


“Yes, I’ve heard about this family and my office is—”


“Then! Then, I see they put a new, nice-looking grocery store on Third Avenue. I think, oh, good, no more taking this train to Atlantic with this pinche cart just to save a few dollars. Pero no. This place! No coupons. No nothing. The prices are sky-high! Three dollars. For a mango! How is a senior citizen supposed to survive here? This is a neighborhood for working people! I live off of retirement!”


“Señora,” he said, mildly out of breath, which disturbed him because it was only a flight of stairs, “I assure you; I understand. I was raised by my abuela, she was a retiree—”


“Save your story for the cameras, okay? I know you. You’ve been around forever. I even remember your grandma. Nice lady. Did the rosary society. But that doesn’t make you good at your job. You are no good at your job!”


But before Prieto could say anything, she took her cart and pushed off. He took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. He called out to her.


“Tell your grandson to come by my offices and I’ll see what I can do about a job!”


But she just dismissed him with her hands and kept on walking.
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“WHADDUP, TEAM! HAS my sister been on yet?” Prieto called out as he walked into his district office.


The TVs, normally tuned into CNN or NY1, were all showing Good Morning, Later, the show where, occasionally, his sister did segments on weddings and etiquette.


“Not yet,” Alex, his chief of staff, called out, “but I’m hoping it’s soon because I’m losing brain cells by the second watching this nonsense.”


“Tsk, tsk.” Prieto sucked his teeth. “It’s not nonsense if it involves my sister.”


“My bad. I didn’t mean that as a diss, sir, I just don’t get it,” Alex continued. “I’ve hung out with Olga. I mean, the work she did on your last campaign. She’s smarter than ninety percent of the people I know working in Washington—”


“And Olga would say that’s why she’s not one of them.”


“Touché.”


“That’s a direct quote, by the way. She’s literally said that shit to me before. Listen, Alex, my sister built this business from the ground up, all by herself. She makes a nice living. She’s very generous to my kid, our family. If this wedding shit makes her happy, what kind of East Coast elites are we to question it?”


Prieto was protective of his sister. When their mother had left, Olga was still in middle school, just a year or so older than his daughter was now. He’d been charged with watching out for her, and he took that charge seriously. Over the years, though, at times the roles felt reversed. Alex was right, his sister was smarter than most people he knew, and not just in D.C. Prieto always had to work hard at school, but Olga barely had to crack a book. And she’d been a good artist, too. Beautiful photographer. But the thing that his sister had that most impressed him was her street smarts. That, he knew, she got from their grandmother. Prieto could make people feel good when he was talking to them, but nobody could anticipate a problem or solve it faster than Olga. Indeed, he sometimes resented her ability to wriggle out of trouble just by dialing up the charm at precisely the right moment in exactly the right way. But it was this same skill that had also made her Prieto’s most trusted consigliere. She was only a college student when he ran for his first office, but she had helped write every press release and campaign speech. When he and Lourdes’s mother split, it was his sister who helped him rebuild his life. Once he got to Congress, it was Olga who coached him on speaking to donors. On how to say yes to things without really committing to much. Whenever he got into a bind—personal, professional, political—his sister was always his first call. Almost always.


For these reasons, Prieto was both befuddled by and defensive of his sister’s career. To Prieto, his sister could be or do anything: fix the MTA, run the Met Museum, replace snarky fucking Alex as his chief of staff. He was unclear why, therefore, she chose to tie her life and fortune to the minutiae of other people’s personal lives. It felt too small an arena for her talents and, invariably, their lives encroached upon hers. Her clients called her any day of the week, any hour of the day. And he knew these people. They were the same kinds of people he had to spend time with when reelection season rolled around, courting donations. They were nice people, generally, but their litany of problems, real or imagined, never waned. Nor did their sense of urgency around getting these problems resolved, their allergy to even a moment’s discomfort quite severe. Still, Prieto made certain to keep these opinions to himself. His mother, in her letters to him, had made clear her disappointments with Olga’s career. A betrayal of their family “legacy.” He knew she had made this clear to Olga as well. Prieto felt no need to pile on. Instead, he tried, both publicly and privately, to champion her successes as a business owner and encourage her, in any way, to broaden her options. To ask for more.


The segment today was short. Etiquette in the digital age. Very helpful stuff, actually. He was proud of her. Of them both. Not bad for two kids from Sunset Park.


“She’s great, isn’t she?” Prieto said to no one in particular. “Honestly, she’s better than these hosts. They could replace Tammy or Toni with her today and I bet their ratings would go through the roof, having a Latina anchoring a show like this!”


He picked up his phone to text Olga, and he could feel Alex staring at him.


“Congressman, can I put the real news back on?”


“Psssh,” he said, “you’ve got to lighten up, Alex. But yeah. And before I forget, what’s going on with that Salvadorean couple from Fortieth Street that ICE picked up?”


“We’re working on it. Not a lot of info. The pressing thing this morning is down in P.R.”


“Shoot.”


“There’s been more protests at University of Puerto Rico. They’ve been tear-gassing the students and—”


“What? Why hasn’t this been in the news?”


“It was in El Diario; you know that national media isn’t interested in P.R. Anyway, it all has to do with—”


“I know. PROMESA. Fuck.”


“Well, they finally got a new university president in place, but the PROMESA board is digging their heels in on those budget cuts, and the school can’t operate on their allocation.”


He’d rather be getting yelled at by the viejita at the train station. After a slate of federal tax breaks expired, corporations slowly fled Puerto Rico, causing the colony’s income to fall, debt to rise, and infrastructure to fall apart. Recently, the seemingly abstract issue of Puerto Rico’s fiscal crisis had turned into a professional and personal nightmare for Prieto. Professionally, because his vote for PROMESA—which put in place a politically appointed control board to restructure the island’s debt—had completely backfired. In the year since Obama made it law, the austerity imposed had sunk the colony into worse shape than ever. Personally, because everyone from his mother to the lady who did his dry cleaning was pissed off at him about it. The former more seriously than the latter. This PROMESA vote haunted him.


“Look, Alex, I get it. We’ve got that hearing coming up. Let’s fly some UPR students up here, get them on TV, let people see these are just kids, like theirs, trying to get an education. Maybe we can make someone care about this?”


“Sounds good,” Alex offered, hovering.


“Anything else?”


“Yes, Arthur Selby’s office called to invite you to a dinner party next week.”


His pulse quickened. “Tell him that I’m previously engaged.”


“His secretary said he wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


“Is Arthur Selby my constituent, Alex? The last time I checked he wasn’t even one of my fucking donors.”


“So, that’s a definitive no then, sir?”


But Prieto knew that it was not a no.


“Mark the info on my calendar and if I can make it, I’ll make it.”









REALITY TV


Becoming a post-recession, slightly better-than-’hood-rich wedding planner had required a significant amount of cunning on Olga’s part, but becoming a famous one had been surprisingly easy. Yes, there had been lots of grunt work, but like a ’70s game show, behind each door there had been opportunity. She’d started her business in the nascent era of reality TV and social media and discovered quickly that, if leveraged properly, something of a facsimile to real fame could result. She’d left the fancy college with not quite the right connections to secure one of those lucrative management consulting gigs, but certainly a good enough network to score her a one-off appearance on a Real Housewives franchise as wedding coordinator for Countess von Vonsberg’s third marriage. A decently written press release led to coverage in a magazine, which, when pitched correctly, led to an in-store appearance in the coveted registry department at Macy’s, which in turn got her booked as a regular on a Style Network wedding show. Along the way, she adopted each new social media platform as it was invented, humble-bragging every magazine feature, speaking engagement, and five-second clip in which she opined about wedding trends in advance of celebrity nuptials. For nine years, she did this with exhaustive frequency, until one day a call came with an offer of what was, to wannabe service industry celebrities, the holy grail. A widely watched cable network wanted to shoot her very own TV pilot.


It was an epic disaster.


The initial pitch had been “Sophisticated New York City planner goes cross-country fixing up people’s wacky weddings.” A cross between My Fair Lady, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, and Bridezillas. To Olga, it sounded like a hit, but from the first day of taping things seemed off. Reality TV is nothing if not completely fabricated, and Olga had done enough of it to know to act shocked at the cost of something that the network had already negotiated to get for free, or how to feign surprise when seeing a locale for the first time, even after you’d already done ten takes. It all helped the story in the end, and a good story was good for Olga. Yet, from the beginning of this shoot the producer kept giving directions that seemed both overly abstract and inappropriate for the situation. “Be more fiery!” he suggested when she entered a room. During a scene in a bakery they asked if she could have “more passion” when she tasted the cake. The requests irked Olga in a way she could not put her finger on. The shoot lasted several days and by the end, sensing her own irritability, she willed herself into a cooperative temper. When, in a reaction shot, she was meant to be pleased about something or another, the producer asked a question posing as direction.
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