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The Clairvoyant of Calle Ocho tells the story of Mariela Valdes, who discovered she was clairvoyant in her teens, but renounced her gift when she failed to foresee her mother’s fatal illness. When her lover is found dead mere yards from her front door, she embarks on a quest to solve the mystery of his death, regain her gift for knowing, and free herself of the fear that has kept her from “seeing” her way to happiness.
Though the novel contains a murder and several mysteries, it is not primarily a murder mystery. Instead, as in the novels of Dame Muriel Spark, crime is just the catalyst for the unraveling of the motivations, secrets, and true characters of a small community. As Mariela conquers her fear of seeing, she discovers the importance of sisterhood among women and comes to a new definition of marriage, infidelity, and forgiveness. 
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Chapter 1
I wish I could say that it was being the other woman that got me into trouble. But it wasn’t. Not really. It was the fact that I was such a lousy clairvoyant. How could I not be when I’d lived my entire adult life acting as if I didn’t have a choice between knowing and not knowing? Which is important only because had I been a better psychic, all that happened wouldn’t have.
Except for my atrocious luck with men. That would have happened anyway, because the truth of the matter is that understanding the opposite sex has almost nothing to do with predicting the future and everything to do with truly wanting to voir clairly what is already right in front of you. 
In other words, if you spent more time listening to what he’s actually telling you, you wouldn’t have to wonder what he (or she, for that matter) was “really trying to say.” You’d know what’s going to happen because very often what is going to happen is the direct result of what is happening now. 
Of course, had I known this then, I wouldn’t have married two completely different men who, the minute I decided to divorce them, either grew a common belly button and became Siamese, or just happened to stumble upon and read from the exact same “User’s Manual,” as in manual for using others, both going so far as to fight me for alimony and half of all I owned despite the fact that they were the ones who left me for other women. Why didn’t I know they were cheaters and losers? Wouldn’t even a bad clairvoyant have had a clue at some point?
Let me put it to you this way: I think Benjamin Franklin missed the point when he said that knowing is better than wondering, because true as that may be, the fact of the matter is that knowing is also a hell of a lot more painful. Why do you think people spend as much time aching to know one thing with absolute certainty as they do avoiding knowing another? Why do they spend as much of their life’s breath trying to find out what’s going to happen, as they do being blind to what obviously happened, or is happening right now?  
Then there’s the fact that in the case of clairvoyants, it’s not always up to us. Since clairvoyants “see” through their feelings, our sight is compromised whenever our emotions are involved, which you have to admit is pretty damn near impossible to avoid when what’s happening, is happening to you. The result is that though psychics may be capable of suspecting something’s up, most of us will not have a concrete clue to what that something is until after it has sucked all the air right out of our ribs, I kid you not. Which, if you think about it, makes us blinder than a severely myopic bat about our own usually screwed-up lives, and definitely, absolutely, no-doubt-about-it worse off than you. Meet many rich psychics lately? Exactly.  
But, remember, I didn’t know any of this back then. So when my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer during my senior year of high school and I found out through her doctor, along with her and everybody else, I didn’t know better than to quit this “gift” I no longer felt worthy of.
To the eighteen-year old me, I’d killed my mother, or at least failed to save her, like an incompetent security guard, asleep on the job, all dressed up and drooling on that guest sign-in pad. What else would you call if when it really mattered, I, the “gifted child,” was not able to foresee that the worst thing in the world was about to happen to the person who was most important in the world to me.
	Which is why, as promised, the only thing my flawed clairvoyance can explain with any measure of meaning is why I stopped trusting everything I “felt” or “saw” that wasn’t actually-meaning physically-in front of me, married the wrong man twice, and then decided that the only way to protect my doubly-divorced heart from the criminally-negligent way in which people fall out of love was to stick to married men. As in men already married to someone else. Wonderful, short-term men with no long-term expectations swirling about them. Men incapable of causing me further loss of energy, money, real estate, or of an estate of real being. Men I’d have to be crazy to grow attached to. 
Or so I thought. 
Because it was just this faulty, divorce-induced thinking that resulted in my falling madly, inexplicably, and without warning into love with a married man, a chef named Jorge that I then thought I had to jump into another man’s arms to forget. 
I think it was all that heartbreak that made me stupid, convincing me that I could get away with having an affair with my married tenant of several years, literally under the nose of his wife Olivia. It was also this thinking that made me unable to see the terrible thing that would happen after he broke up with me, when it was too late for anything, really. 
That’s when I had one of my dreams, the first in years. It was a strange dream and in it, all I knew was that he was dead and that I was somehow responsible. 
Unfortunately for me, for the first time in a very long time, I turned out to be absolutely right.

Chapter 2
No hay peor ciego que el que no quiere ver. There is none more blind than he who doesn’t want to see. In my life, I’ve found that this is often most true of women who love men who like to love other women. 
As for the mistress in the equation, the truth is that being the other woman is a decision. A conscious one. Don’t believe anybody who tells you she didn’t know what she was doing when the penis belonging to your husband just happened to land inside her vagina. Walk away if she starts with “I didn’t know,” “We started out as friends,” or “By the time I realized what was happening, it was too late and we were in love.” Because this woman isn’t stupid, innocent, or deluded. She’s lying.
I can assert this with such conviction because I’ve been both: the blind woman married to a man who likes to spread it around, and the other woman with no excuse. 
Or at least that’s who I was that afternoon, casually checking into the Place St. Michel hotel in Coral Gables in the middle of a searing September afternoon. Me, walking into the freshly cleaned room with its French hay-yellow walls, blue and white chinoiserie-patterned linens, and dark wood furniture. Me lighting tea lights inside the whisky glasses I’d lugged here inside my environmentally-conscious, recycled cotton “Feed” tote, before slipping into the sheer, navy blue, boat-neck babydoll I’d picked up at a “Ross” discount store for a quarter of its “Victoria’s Secret” price. And none other than moi, waiting for my married lover, Hector Ferro, to walk through the door.
Yep. All me. 
Walking around the cozy little room, it was easy to imagine I was in Paris instead 
of Miami, to look inside the ornate, brass-framed mirror above the room’s vanity and 
marvel at the fascinating woman on the other side of it, a.k.a. Mariela Estevez, age thirty-nine, noticing everything about her as if for the first time: her shoulder-length, black curls moving with a bounce that hadn’t been there in a long time, and how my black eyes looked huge and mysterious on her, my freckles as light as the lightest of lattes on her skin. I liked that this woman in the mirror made the effort to show all her teeth when she smiled, and that she’d discarded my post-braces habit of making my gums stand in for my teeth. She looked as radiant as if she’d just had a facial, but I knew it was thanks to the green vegetable shakes my neighbor Iris swore by and had taught me to make. That and the recipe for Dr. Etti’s Fruity Rooibos Tea, which had helped me to eliminate almost thirty pounds from my five-foot-five inch frame. (Place pineapple and apple peels and a handful of goji berries in a pot of hot water. Allow to boil. Add a few tea bags of African red bush, also called rooibos, set aside to cool, then refrigerate. Drink with a squirt of raw blue agave nectar for a delicious diuretic.)
Of course, there was more to my glow than tea. For the first time in my life, I was enjoying being the object of a man’s reckless desire and nothing more. Maybe because I’d played the role of the betrayed wife twice before, I felt entitled to be the one on the other side of the broken vows, for once, and thought, why shouldn’t I try to protect myself from the dangerous storms that falling in love had brought down on the snow-globe of my life? 
A single rap on the hotel room door told me he was here, and I rushed to open it, loving the fact that he jumped all these hoops for the express purpose of making love to me, though I will admit that what I loved even more was being able to rest in the 

complacent knowledge that the unfaithful ways of the man now slowly and knowingly taking me in with his eyes were someone else’s problem. 
Hector was in his very late forties and attractive in a handsome, sexy, citizen-of-
the-world kind of way: strong jaw, dark blue eyes that creased at the slightest smile, ash brown hair parted on the side like a newscaster’s, and the lean, lanky build of people who can eat what they want without putting on weight.
He’d been a college professor in Argentina and still dressed like one: tan slacks, slightly rumpled cotton shirts open to reveal crisp, white undershirts, and the same careless khaki trench coat that he must have worn around his Buenos Aires campus, never imagining his country’s economy would get so bad he’d have to emigrate to the United States with his wife, a nutritionist of some sort, and use what savings he’d protected to buy a small bookstore in Miami’s far from gentrified Little Havana. 
He was one of those men whose thinning hair did nothing to diminish the power of his charm and undeniable masculinity, and I could almost see how his unapologetically unruly brows coupled with the smile I’d come to know so well, always somewhere between properly friendly and slightly mischievous, might have been hard to resist for even the most emotionally stable of his students. 
He was smiling that smile now, eyes crinkling in flagrant conspiracy as his eyes took in my feet and then my hips, lingering for a moment on my breasts. Next: the outlining of my mouth, and finally a full-stop right into my eyes, before grinning with feigned modesty, as if the evil of his thoughts were too much even for him.
“Hey,” I said.
“Ey,” he returned my greeting, forgetting the “h,” stepping into the room, and kicking the door shut with his foot before wrapping his arms around me and walking forward, all the while holding me tight, so that I was forced to walk backwards in a jumbled tango two-step past the suite’s little salon and into the bedroom area where I heard him toss what I knew would be a book onto the bed behind me. 
“I brought you somesing,” he said into my ear, his thick Argentinean accent seeming, to me, even more sexy than usual that day. 
I scurried away to see what message might be hidden in the book he’d chosen to bring me this time.  It was the pocket version of Chiquita, a novel about a real-life, Cuban burlesque dancer who drove men crazy in the late 1800s despite being little more than two feet tall. I smiled. Hector had placed a piece of cigarette box-foil on page 405, marking the beginning of a paragraph that I proceeded to read out loud, fighting his efforts to liberate my body from the baby-doll.
“A scandal like that was in no one’s best interest so, with all the pain of their souls, the lovers had to separate,” I read, then closed the book, confused. 
“What’s wrong, Flaca?” he asked, using his favorite endearment for me, which means slim, and is common in Argentina. 
“Trying to tell me something, Mister?”
“What? No! Of course not. The marker, eh, how you say? It must’ve slipped.  You can see how sophisticated it is,” he smiled. “Nah, I just love the author. And, you know, he’s local, comes into the store a lot, so, if you like it, I can introduce you to him one of these days.”
“Oh.” 
“Why? Were you escared I was telling you somesing?”
“Pu-leeze,” I said, pursing my lips to the side like a good Cuban.
“You do look a little escared,” he said coming closer with pretend concern. 
	“Nope. I don’t do scared, and, frankly, my dear, you think too damn much of yourself,” I finished, making my voice deep and husky, my best imitation of Rhett Butler.  
	He gave me the puzzled look he saved for trying to figure out what movie I was quoting or referring to.
	“Gone With the Wind? ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn?” I said.
	“Aaaaah, my God, why don’t you quote books? Books make good quotes.”
“It is a book. A book with over a thousand pages I’ll never read when there’s a perfectly good movie to tell me the story.”
“But if you read the book, you’d know the quote is “My dear, I don’t give a damn.” None of this “frankly” business. Simple. As it should be. That’s why you should quote, and read, books.”
	“Yes, Professor Ferro,” I mocked him, making a mental note to buy the book and read at least the first few chapters, see what I’d been missing. 
That was one of the great things about my affair with Hector. Though, I never went to college, I longed to learn, and had long before decided to make up for the formal education I denied myself by reading everything I could get my hands on. For years, I’d spent countless auto-didactic hours teaching myself all kinds of things: art history, math, philosophy, politics, biology, and enjoying nothing as much as I enjoyed fiction. Literary or trashy, it didn’t matter. I craved stories, and felt frustrated when my limited education prevented me from fully understanding a great love story like Wuthering Heights. (I’m sure I’m still missing a lot of it, though I’ve read it twice.) But now, with Hector, it was like having a private tutor who could unlock any book’s secrets. He called it providing context. I called it finally connecting the dots I’d been accumulating for years and loved the thrill of “getting it,” when he explained something I’d missed. 
	“Oooh, forget what I’m saying. A beautiful woman in my room and me a terrrrible, terrrrrible bore,” he was saying now. “Why should I tell you what to quote? We’re different people with different lives. If you want to watch the movie, you watch the movie, and I’ll read the book. Perfect, eh? We’ll complement each other.”
	“Exactly,” I said, unsure I liked this interpretation of us. 
“Too bad I’ll never know what you’re quoting,” he said, kissing me, while his hands searched my hips for the lost keys to my common sense.
“We’re not that different, I said, eyes closed. “You’re the one who says we have the story chemistry, and—” 
“Wait! What is this?” he asked suddenly, focusing the tips of his fingers on a particular spot along my outer thigh. 
“What’s what?” 
	“This… path,” he said seriously, lowering himself until he was sitting on his haunches, pretending to examine my thigh with his hands, dragging the tip of his index finger softly from my upper leg to my waist. 
	“What?” 
“This thin white line right here.”
“Oh. Those. They’re called stretch marks. You get them when you lose a lot of weight,” I said, trying to give the hated things a positive spin. 
“Estretch marks… interesting. Where do they estretch to?” he asked, closing his eyes and kissing the spot on the fleshy top part of my leg where he’d been “tracing.” Then, “Hey! Where did it go?” 
I shrugged my shoulders innocently, holding my arms straight and close to my body in order to help the babydoll fall to the floor, then putting my hands on my hips and looking directly into his eyes. 
“A vast improvement,” he said, eyes slowly traveling up my body, reaching and 
meeting my gaze. 
“I thought I’d show you I have nothing to hide,” I said. 
“Clever,” he responded, imitating my pure business tone. “Maybe now we’ll be able to find it.” 
“Maybe,” I said, thinking men can be endearing when they’re being ridiculous, and preferring this Hector to the one who loved to argue, but hated to be wrong.
“Unless you’re hiding it,” he said, kissing a line across my pelvis. “You do understand, I must be thorough in my search?” he continued, effortlessly coming up to my belly button, kissing it, then my right rib cage. Then, “Wait! I think it may half hidden under here,” he said, slipping his palm under the slight curving of my breast as if to cup it. “Um-huh. Yes. Right here.”
“I… I don’t think so,” I managed.
“Yes, the, eh, wadduyucallit? The estretch mark. It is hiding. Unfortunately, she leaves us no choice but to coax her out. It can get berry warm under there. Berry dangerous for her. May I?” 
I wanted to laugh, but was too excited.
“All right. If you must, then do what you will, but my stretch mark and I have principles and will not reveal a word no matter what you do.”
“Ah. A defiant one, are you?”
“Yes. Yes, I am.”
“Berry well. Then I half no choice but to teach you both a little compliance,” he said.
“Compliance?”
“Um-huh,” he mumbled, his tongue already doing a deft recognizance of the sensitive hollows within my mouth, his hands moving down my back like a pair of hikers carefully descending a dangerous peak.
“Hector,” I began when his palms reached my buttocks, steadying them only to press himself against me, his scent seeping into me like the ink of a henna tattoo, his mouth kissing my words away, stopping to peer at me only once it was clear that I had nothing intelligible to say at the moment.
“You do understand I must examine the area if we’re going to find this, eh, cunning estretch mark,” he said then, smiling knowingly, teasingly. 
“Well. Like I said: if you must,” I responded, trying to undo his shirt despite my shaky hands and buckling knees. 
But he leaned in, steadying me at the waist with one hand, and interrupting my progress by bringing my left breast to his mouth with the other, kissing and rubbing his lips softly against it, as if outlining the rosy edge of my nipple with his breath. We both fell back onto the bed, I, as convinced into “compliance” by the clever approach of his 
seductive imagination as by the skill of his hands, and the warmth of his breath.
When a loud sigh escaped me, he whispered, “Shhhhhhh. Please! I’m supposed to 
be stealthy, surprise my enemy. You will escare the estretch mark away!”
Which made me burst out laughing. 
“I resent that,” he said then. “Especially in the middle of a tactic mission.”
“You mean tactile mission?” I asked, aware of his breath slowly traveling towards the foot of the bed, south of my heart, along the length of my body.
“Yes, berry good. I always, eh, wondered how… you say… that word… correctly.”
“Tac-”
“Shhhhhhh, Flaca, quiet,” he whispered. “I believe I half found her.”













Chapter 3
Yes, it was good for me too, thank you very much. Sex with Hector at the Saint 
Michel’s always was. 
But. 
For the first time in eight months, the moment it was over, he went into the bathroom to wash instead of lounging in bed talking about a million silly things with me. Which is probably the only reason his earlier comment came back to haunt me, loud as an ambulance siren, as I lay in bed covered only with a sheet: “We are different people with different lives.” And then there was the book. What was that about? 
Despite the fabulous foreplay, “somesing” was not right. How did I know? Because the one infallible thing men have taught me is that if a man is in a big rush to get to another area of his life right after sex, for whatever reason, no matter how reasonable, and even if only mentally, something’s wrong, and you don’t need to be clairvoyant to know it. No exceptions.  
“Everything all right?” I asked when he came out of the bathroom.
“Yes. Sure. Why?”
“Yes sure why because you seem anxious and rushed, that’s yes sure why.”
“I’m not rushed.”
But he didn’t step out onto the suite’s narrow balcony in his boxers to smoke his cigar, or try to scare me into thinking he’d pee right onto some unsuspecting doorman standing solicitously by the St. Michel’s entrance. 
“Should we order coffee? Maybe one of those little lava chocolate soufflés you like so much?” I asked. 
“Sorry. I can’t. I half this bookstore thing, this meeting. It’s berry important. You 
stay and rest if you want to.”
I looked at the digital clock on the nightstand. 
“A meeting at almost five in the afternoon?”
“Yes.”
“On a Wednesday?”
“Yes, on a Wednesday, and Mariela, please. Whatever you do, don’t do that, okay?”
I knew what he meant: don’t break the sacred mistress oath and start acting like a wife. 
“You’re right. I’m being silly,” I said jumping up and grabbing the underwear, t-shirt and jeans I’d worn to the hotel and heading to the bathroom. “I have things to do too, actually. Landlord things. You should give me a ride back to the building.” 
“Now?”
“Yes now,” I said mimicking him. “What’s wrong? You not headed down there?”
He sighed, looking more than a little displeased. “Yes, of course. Go take a 
shower then, so we can leave.”
“I need to deal with a few things,” I said, feeling as if I had to justify myself.
He was silent. Didn’t even give me an absent-minded nod. Something was definitely up. This was the opposite of the detail-oriented, experience-motivated Hector I 
knew prided himself on “taking care” of a woman “before, during, and after.” 
“I can always just call a cab,” I called out before closing the bathroom door.

“No, no. I’ll just, eh, drop you off a few blocks away,” he said, doing his usual 
pause when using American colloquialisms. They fascinated him, always making him 
think about their literal meaning. 
“Nothing we haven’t done before, right?” I said.
In fact, we’d done it plenty of times in the eight months since our affair began because, as I might have told you before, Hector, and his wife, happened to be my tenants.  
I own a small fourplex building the size and shape of a big house, with two floors, and two apartments per floor. I lived in Apartamento Uno, while Hector and Olivia had lived in Apartamento Cuatro for almost three years now. I didn’t plan such an inconvenient arrangement, but you can see why it wouldn’t have done to carry on anywhere near his home or mine, which were as close to the same thing as they could be without being exactly so.
My other tenants were Gustavo and Ellie. Gustavo’s Apartamento Dos was located directly across from mine on the first floor, our homes flanking the entryway on one side, and the stairway to the second floor on the other. He was a single guy in his early thirties who worked at a neighborhood hardware store by day and sculpted kinetic metal works of art by night. 
Upstairs in Apartamento Tres, directly above mine, and across from Hector and Olivia’s Apartamento Cuatro, was Ellie, who was in her mid-twenties, worked as a cashier at the McDonald’s on Calle Ocho and 15th Avenue, and had begun to make a habit of waiting until I threatened with eviction before paying her rent. 

“All right, Flaca, just hurry up, please,” he said, resigned, heading for the balcony, cigar in hand. “You know, you should really buy a car. It doesn’t have to be new. Just something to get around.”
“You know I’m scared of driving, and don’t say, ‘get over it.’ I’ve already tried.”
“I know, but this is Miami. Who lives in Miami without a car?”
“I do. I work from home, do my errands and shopping online, and get most of my groceries without having to leave Coffee Park. I rarely take a bus except for, well, for coming to meet you here, so, why do I need a car, exactly?”
He looked at me as if the exact reason were entirely obvious, then said, “You should think about a car,” and stepped out onto the balcony.
I got into the shower wondering what was suddenly so wrong. 
As I lathered up, a distantly familiar fog began to envelop me so subtly that, at first, I thought it was just all that steaming hot water this side of the closed bathroom door. Then the fog spoke. Somewhere inside of me, it said, “This is the beginning of the end.” That was all. But before you go saying, “Well, duh,” let me tell you that this is exactly how we all cheat ourselves out of seeing. I said exactly the same thing to myself that afternoon. I thought, what is so special about thinking it was ending when my lover was suddenly in a rush to leave after sex? 
As I’ve explained, I already thought my sixth sense was a little slow and more than generally given to stating the obvious rather than thinking rationally. Having ignored my instincts for so long, I’d lost the ability to appreciate the difference between my own conscious mind and a message given to me with a certainty and force that I could physically feel. The fog had not said, “Maybe he’s getting tired of you. Maybe it’s over,” as my own insecurity would’ve said, and did. It read, this is the beginning of the end. I say “read” because the effect was one of seeing words in a foreign language that slowly became clear and understandable when translated. 
I should’ve listened, but it had been so long since I’d been clairvoyant, I was sure 
my inner sight was dead, buried alive, or lost somewhere inside me. I never even considered the possibility that my gift might be making a half-assed appearance in a last ditch effort to save me from myself before it was too late. So, instead of paying attention to the unusual strength of that “doom and gloom” mist spraying its troubled essence over me, and focusing on the possibility that I might be having a revelation, I chose to “use my head.” I told myself that his behavior was just reminding me of all the other unhappy endings I was so tired of. Then I rationalized: maybe he was worried. Maybe something was wrong with his bookstore. Maybe he was just having an off day. All I needed to do was stop worrying, and if I should be right, and this was the “beginning of over,” so be it. Hector was my lover, not the love of my life, I reminded myself. 
Fifteen minutes later, we were in his restored-to-perfection, black 1993 Saab 900 Turbo, silently heading towards Little Havana.
“Have I done something wrong?”
“No,” he answered in a tone I’d never heard him use before.
I stared at him, until he sighed, turned on NPR’s “All Things Considered,” and 
without taking his eyes off the road, put his right hand on my knee before saying, “Look, sorry about being such a boludo. How you say in English? The one with the J?”
“Jerk?”
“Yes, but no, eh—”
“Jackass.”
“That one. Look, I’m sorry, eh? I just have a lot of estress. You understand, right? 
It’s okay?” he asked, smiling at me now. 
“Of course. Of course, it’s okay,” I said, pulling his earlobe playfully and noticing, with a sinking feeling, how relieved I felt the instant he chose to speak to me as if nothing were wrong. So relieved as to believe that maybe nothing was, and going so far as to marvel over my own ability to “estress” myself out over absolutely nothing.
















Chapter 4
“You’ll be okay walking?” he asked, slowing down when we neared the corner of Twentieth Avenue and Eighth Street.
“’Course. Not even dark yet.”
“Okay, Flaca. Ciao then,” he said, forgetting to ask me to text him when I was within the safe confines of my apartment.
As I opened the car door, I hesitated, waiting for him to say that he’d call me later to wish me a good night, as usual. But he didn’t, so I got out, slowly walking away, my mind caught up in wondering what on earth could be preoccupying him to make him so abruptly distant.
I remember thinking that Hector was acting like a man about to embark on that wonderful time in the life of most affairs called “the beginning.” Only, I felt more like the wife than the mistress because if Hector was beginning something, it was certainly not with me. 
I heard him drive away in the opposite direction and picked up my pace along the portion of Eighth Street that leads towards the Coffee Park section where I lived, remembering to turn my head and cross the street when I passed the corner of 15th, which lead to Jorge’s house, the man I’d loved before I decided to like Hector. The man I still thought about every once in a while. 
From there, it was a ten to fifteen-minute walk to my apartment and since this is where all the madness was about to unfold, I might as well give you a quick history tour of the area: Little Havana, Coffee Park, and the civil war of sorts that had made it a less than ordinary place to live in. 
In the late 1990s, there was a movement to more broadly promote Little Havana as a tourist destination, the premier enclave of Cuban Culture in the United States, and site of the world’s largest outdoor Hispanic festival, Calle Ocho’s Carnival Miami.
But tensions mounted when some of the more liberal residents began to feel that the city government-backed push to “clean up” and rebrand the area’s image threatened to stealthily swap Little Havana’s nostalgic earthiness for the sanitized, commercialized, tourist-attracting atmosphere they all seemed to have fled. 
“Look Mariela, if I wanted to live in the suburbs of Disney World, I’d live in the fucking suburbs of Disney World,” Iris, who owned the fourplex next to mine, said to me at the time. 
The result was that many of the “rebels” ended up moving to our side of Little Havana: Coffee Park, then really just a large square block of greenery and mature trees, now surrounded on all sides by little coffee shops, independent “boutiques,” apartments that doubled as yoga studios, art co-ops, holistic pharmacies, shoe repair and alteration shops attended by young bearded guys high on medicinal marijuana, or by their girlfriends, past, present and future, all of them the symbol of neighborhood defiance because, if it could help it, Coffee Park was going to be as bohemian, progressive, and liberal as it got.
Of course, even as the little businesses sprouted all around, you still had the big Spanish-style houses turned rental duplexes, triplexes and fourplexes, most dating from the 1920’s, 30s and 40s, proudly holding their ground, and making for a pretty self-contained community that answered “Coffee Park” when asked where it lived, even though it was still officially, and for most practical purposes, part of Little Havana.
My own fourplex was built in 1935, a big Spanish-style square of a building blessed with high ceilings, ornate moldings and arches, and big windows. Manuel, my second husband, had painted it a deep papaya color that I’d hated at the time, but had grown to love because of how beautiful it looked against the deep green leaves and brown bark of the trees on the square across the street, its deep red-orange hues softened by rain fitting right in with the vanilla beige, sage green, and brick red vintage awnings of the boho-chic storefronts, giving the entire square a faint Venetian feel that was romantic, eclectic, and exciting. 
Inside, it was a charming Spanish-style apartment building with four one-bedroom apartments, original hardwood floors, a non-working fireplace in every unit, and fire escapes off of each second-floor kitchen doubling as urban jungle gardens. There was also a small back yard taken over by a big avocado tree, and green grass that grew under its huge shade and all along the sides of the building where it met the plants and bushes I’d planted to hide the green trash tanks assigned to each unit that sat to the right of the first floor kitchen doors. 
But charming as my little building was, it was also a money-drain. It needed the big roof and plumbing repairs that buildings require every fifteen to twenty years and I often asked myself why I didn’t just sell the damn thing, knowing as soon as the idea crossed my mind that I simply couldn’t. It was all I had left from my mother, and, despite the real estate bubble’s recent noisy burst, it was the safest investment in the world. I mean, the area just had to take off, surrounded as it was by chic metro neighborhoods like Brickell, Downtown Miami, the Design District, and Wynwood.
 I could see it becoming the next Greenwich Village before Greenwich Village realized it was cool, just as my mom had predicted. She bought the little fourplex at precisely the right time, a few months before all the feuding, in the middle of a housing slump, and mere months before she was diagnosed. Back then, the square was still just an improbable green area stabbed on its side by Calle Ocho and ridiculously close to interstate highway 95. Still, she’d been determined to buy it, as if she’d somehow known that one day businesses, artists, and activists would begin buying it up and moving into the houses and apartment buildings surrounding the park, turning the square into their own little bohemian enclave.
“This place,” she’d say, “has potential. I may not have inherited the gift of seeing the future like you, Mariela, but I have the vision of instinct and experience, and I tell you Coffee Park has nowhere to go but up.”
 On the Wednesday I returned from the hotel, the area was clean, the trees still green, and there were no signs of the loud music sometimes heard on random weeknights, the couple of harmless pseudo-homeless people, or of the few prostitutes who sometimes brightened my afternoons with their sequined tops, hot pants, and high heels. Not that I judged them for being sluts (Far be it from me.). I judged them for failing to realize they’d attract more customers if they’d just invest $2.69 in a tube of ultra-whitening, tartar control toothpaste every once in a while. That said, for the most part, it was a great little neighborhood. 
     It was also the place where I reinvented myself after my divorces. When I couldn’t afford to continue living in my Coral Gables home (post husband number two), I decided (was forced) to get entrepreneurial, moved back into “Apartmento Uno” of my fourplex, hung a vintage, Chinese-red, tin sign proclaiming me “The Landlord” on the door, and a hand-painted, cursive one on the window that read “Gestiones y diligencias,” offering my services for odd jobs of a clerical nature. I knew a thing or two about lawyers, courts and divorce, how to find information using a computer, how to fill out forms and use a phone, and I was bilingual. So I bought a desk, a computer, a printer and a fax, and “opened” for business. 
	At first, my clients were people who had some disposable income, but no patience to wait all day for their turn at the Kiwanis Club of Little Havana, the only truly active community non-profit operating at the time. They’d come and I’d correct a billing mistake, negotiate a deferment on a loan, find an address on Mapquest, or download a bus route schedule. I’d do basic tax returns, fill out college financial aid forms, write letters, and, once or twice, I was even hired to call a boss and say “my husband” was sick and would not be in to work that day.
And then, little by little, a certain kind of clientele began streaming in with more frequency than the rest: women. Confused, heartbroken, pissed-as-hell women getting divorced and who, having heard of “my history,” (because living in Coffee Park one hears about everyone’s everything) wanted to know if I had anything to tell them. Oh, let me tell you, that’s when I felt a new calling grabbing hold of my heart. 
Take Silvia, for example.
“Did you already ask for a divorce?”
“Of course!”
“Take it back.”
“What? Didn’t you hear what I said? He’s sleeping with my cousin! My cou-cou-couuuuuuuu-sin!” she sobbed for a few minutes before shaking her head and thundering, “MY COUSIN!” redundantly.
“I know that, Silvia. I know that. Trust me, I know how you feel and this is why 
you need a lawyer: he doesn’t have a job, you have two. He’s been taking care of the kids while you work.”
“That’s the worst of it! Do you know lo que hizo ese hijo de la gran puta?” 
(Translation: son of the great, huge bitch.)
“All right,” I said, realizing I’d have to let her vent before she’d let me help her. “What did he do?”
“He’d get movies for the kids, and ice cream, and all kinds of junk food, and sneak her in through the back room next to the laundry while the kids were watching TV,” she’d finish on the verge of a thrombosis, her abundant chest heaving like a body of water with tsunami symptoms. 
“I know. I know, but—”
“You knew?”
“No, no. I mean that I know what it’s like.”
“Oh,” she nodded, no doubt remembering what she’d heard of “my history.”
“In court, all they’ll know, or want to know, is that you’re the bread-winner with the two jobs and no time to take care of her kids, and they’ll probably say that keeping it that way would be less disruptive to your kids since he’s been doing it now for about—”
“Oh, yeah, he’s been doing it all right. You want to hear disruptive?”
I sighed, willing myself to avoid joining her over there at the deep, dark end of her rage pool where I wouldn’t be able to help her. 
“What I’m trying to say is that he could end up with joint custody, the kids living with him, and you having to pay him child support.”
“No! You think? He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t dare.”
“You say he was sleeping with your cousin, in your house, with your children present, while you were working two jobs?” 
“Oh, my God. You’re right. He would! He would dare.” 
	“I’m just telling you, be careful. ‘Cause let me tell you that ‘equal distribution of assets’ in this lousy, no-fault divorce state is Florida’s way of charging you for the sunshine.”
	“What I need is a badass, motherfucking lawyer.”
	“Well…” 	
I was happy that she had gone from “no lawyer” to wanting a “badass” one, but knowing my share of them from the work I did, and knowing she didn’t have enough money for even five minutes of a Miami “motherfucking” lawyer’s time, I said, “Would you settle for a legal aid motherfucking lawyer?”
When she nodded urgently, I got the area number for Legal Aid and for the local “Children and Family Services” office and made appointments for her while printing out every useful document on divorce and family law that I could find online. 
	It felt so good to help these women. I was supposed to charge a nominal fee per hour ($7.50), but often reduced my fee or worked extra hours I didn’t charge for because, as far as I was concerned, this was now my real gift. I was over clairvoyance. Good riddance. The failure of my marriages had deeply proven to me that if I’d ever had “sight,” it was swimming in shit somewhere else.  Would you listen to the advice of an un-perceptive clairvoyant? Neither would I. 
	Meanwhile, with my keyboard, I could see farther than any psychic. Sometimes, all I had to do was search the internet and hand the woman a simple answer (no charge if the search took five minutes or less), and the next thing I knew they’d be looking at my computer and me as if I were magic incarnate and the computer were my crystal ball. I hated that. It reminded me of how my clairvoyance had made me feel special as a teen. 
You know, before I discovered I was a fraud. 
	And there I was, Mother Teresa-with-a-laptop tending to my building and my tenants by day, firm believer in my own “married men only” rule by night: both came with no real obligations and no money-loss issues, and had the added benefit of occupying space I might otherwise be tempted to hand over to dangerously unattached men. 
	I hadn’t always been that cynical and distrusting. All my life, I had yearned for a sister, or a best friend. Another woman with whom to have an even closer bond than the one I’d had with my mother. But somehow, I didn’t know a single female besides Iris who I could truly call a friend. And probably because so many of them seemed bent on taking my lousy husbands, I seemed to have lost the capacity to regret that I might now possibly be taking theirs.
	I just went about my life, one day at a time, trying not to think about the fact that I helped women with one hand, while hurting them with the other.

Chapter 5
After Hector drove away, I stopped at Los Pinareños Frutería for a guava milkshake. It was amazing, the perfect mix of tart and sweet, and after just a few sips, I’d convinced myself once again that it was all in my head. There was nothing wrong with Hector. It was all just me making a volcano out of an ashtray.
When a woman has been alone for a while, she’s like the girl in The Little Princess, climbing the stairs of her garret after a horrible dose of forced labor, poverty and abuse, to find that a rich humanitarian Hungarian has sent his monkey to leave all kinds of wonderful food, gifts and comforting treats for her. God was my Hungarian, Hector was his monkey, and all I had to do was keep the very delicate balancing act of not needing the private to be public (a common female affliction to judge from all the movies where people magically assemble to clap as the protagonists kiss at the end), and everything would be dandy. 
Cars zoomed past me as I walked down Eighth Street sipping my shake, making me wonder why I’d made Hector drive me over instead of staying in the Gables to browse the shops along Miracle Mile before taking the bus back. 
That late in the afternoon, traffic was such and so loud, that by the time I got to Coffee Park, I had a headache and had to stop at the naturopathy pharmacy for some beet drops. Sarah, the owner’s girlfriend was at the counter. She was a youngish-looking thing, all bones and blonde, with huge blue eyes in a heart-shaped face where the nose and mouth were the simplest of punctuation marks. She’d come east from California with Pedro, but was from Madison, Wisconsin.
Apparently, I’d interrupted their arguing by coming in. 
“So go. Go back to Madison and raise some cows if that’s what you want to do,” he was telling her from somewhere in the back room.  
“You wish Los Angeles had the class and the sophistication that’s in one Madison, Wisconsin square block, you hear? Oh hi, Mariela. What can I get for you?” 
“I can come back later.”
“Don't be silly.”
“Some beet drops, please. If you’ve got some ready to go.”
“Of course,” she said with a smile.
But the second he’d come back to continue the argument, seen me, grumbled an embarrassed hello and gone back to whatever he’d been doing in the back, she turned to me with glossy eyes and murmured, “I swear I am so sick of that man, if I could, I’d go home this minute.” She said it with so much hatred, I had no doubt she meant it, and noticed that in her anger, she hadn’t even written down my purchase or bothered ringing up , putting the money I gave her in her pocket. 
I left thinking there was another benefit to my relationship with Hector: not much time to fight.  That was, if I still had a relationship with Hector.
Rounding the park towards my apartment, I concluded that the tension with Hector had been my fault. I knew the paramount rule of love affairs: always be mysterious, which works just as well for clairvoyants as for regular women trying to hang on to illicit affairs with married men. I also knew that the easiest road to the restoration of lost mystery is absence, which is why, a little rattled by Sarah and Pedro’s bitter arguing, I suddenly wished to get home quickly, take a warm bath, restore my center, destroy neediness by cooking my famous Spanish potato omelet with a side of piquillo peppers cooked with garlic, olive oil and a pinch of sugar. I’d enjoy a glass of wine, release the drama for one night, be mysterious again, and stop “doing that thing” that Hector had told me not to do. I even started looking forward to diving into a novel I’d just begun called The Elegance of the Hedgehog, set in Paris and with the most delightful, uplifting prose I’d found in a long time. 
Life was great again until I got to my building and noticed Hector’s car parked right there in front of it. What was he doing here instead of at the bookstore? What about his important meeting? I opened the wooden door and stepped into the little foyer that separated my apartment from Gustavo’s. It was a small space, about eight by eight feet, housing the electrical closet, the four metal mailboxes, and the staircase that led to the upstairs apartments. I’d already started to coax my overstuffed mail from the narrow mailbox with Apartamento Uno written on it with nail polish when I heard Hector and Olivia coming down the stairs, laughing about some apparently hilarious thing. It was too late to hurry into my own apartment. In a matter of seconds they were upon me, leaving me no time to recover from the surprise. Her, I hadn’t seen in weeks, while he’d been inside me just a couple of hours earlier. 
“Well. Hello.” 
“Hello, Mariela!” Hector said, as if he hadn’t seen me in years.
She said nothing. 
“I was just… had things to… you know, here,” I said, forgetting I lived there and 
didn’t need to explain my presence. 
“Well, it’s very nice to see you, right Olivia?” 

She took her time answering, and then did so in the same clipped, icy, Morticia 
tone I remembered from the few times we’d exchanged words in the time they’d lived 
there: “Charming top.”
“Oh, yeah… yes, well, you look… great,” I replied, thinking, if you like that sort of look. She was in her early fifties and wore her long ash blond hair curled into ringlets around her pale face, obviously ignorant of the fact that Farrah Fawcett herself retired that look long before she died. She was fashionably stick-thin with an angular face, huge brown eyes, and big lips that seemed to stretch as wide as her face. Her only good features, as far as I was concerned, were her cheekbones, high and pronounced. She’d put some makeup on, all very subdued except for the Chinese red color on her lips, and completed the look with a black cocktail shift that seemed to hang on her, and pointy, black kitten-heel pumps. Her only jewelry was a chunky, gold man’s watch, which surprised me. 
“It’s the first present Hector ever gave me.” she said following my eyes. “His father’s watch, so I could float around in my little world and still know what time it was,” she said with just that drop of sarcasm you can never be completely sure of. Had he said it in that dismissive way back then? Or was she being sarcastic now? The possibilities enclosed within this tidbit of information were fascinating to me. Mistresses always want to know what happens inside the one place that’s forbidden to them: their lover’s marriage.
“Well, we really half to go,” said Hector, pushing her gently down the last few steps and towards the entry door so that they now stood between my apartment’s front door and me: Hector, comfortable and relaxed. I, amazed that he could be. 
“Your scent,” she said. 
“Thanks,” I said a little too quickly, since she hadn’t exactly complimented me on 
it. “It’s lemongrass.”
“Yes, I know,” she said, freezing my heart. “I grow it in the apartment. Useful for 
migraines,” she finished in her “I’m-being-sarcastic-but-you’ll-never-know-for-sure” way. 
That last bit made Hector visibly tense (her intent all along, I suspected), and now I wondered if she knew something because what was there to be sarcastic about? Lemongrass? 
Just when it couldn’t get any more awkward, the door to Apartmento Dos opened and Gustavo stepped out with Abril, who rented one of Iris’s apartments next door, and Henry, her seven-year old son. Gustavo and Abril seemed surprised to see us all crowding the rather small foyer, but Henry smiled wide when he saw Olivia. 
“You look pretty,” he told her, looking up at her with his eyes made as big as hers by the coke-bottle glasses he had recently begun to wear for his acute myopia, and dragging his heavy-looking, metallic orthopedic shoes, wobbled over to touch her watch reverently.
“You notice it too, eh, Henry? Good taste!” said Hector, messing up Henry’s ash brown hair, as if delighted to see him. 
Since when did Hector like kids? Or maybe he just liked the convenient distraction this particular kid was providing?
Olivia was peering intently into Henry’s eyes.  

“There’s a very good natural eye remedy for children,” she said to no one in 
particular.
“I used a very natural remedy to repair mine: laser,” said Hector, suddenly a 
comedian. 
Olivia ignored him, continuing her intense examination of Henry’s face. 
“You know, she’s always talking about natural this and natural that. Well, what is more natural than light?” continued Hector. Was he finally nervous? Or was he being dismissive of her macrobiotic, environmentally conscious, vegan ways for my benefit? 
“You have to buy some licorice root powder,” she went on, without ever looking at Abril, even though it was now obvious that she was talking to her. “Mix a half teaspoon of the root’s powder, an equal amount of honey, and about a quarter teaspoon of ghee, and give it to him with a cup of milk on an empty stomach,” she finished. 
“My stomach’s empty now,” said Henry peering right back into her eyes and smiling wide, as if he were playing along. 
“Oh, okay, thanks. I’ll have to come by your apartment with a notepad, write it all down in detail,” said Abril to Olivia as if she were a poor peasant and Olivia were the Pope. 
This was something that annoyed me about Abril, the way she was always pushing Henry onto other people and being so thrilled when they liked him back or took him under their wing as if he were an orphan just because his father was missing in action. 


“The doctors say his extreme case of myopia is showing up ahead of time. He’s 
only seven and it’s recently begun to really bother him,” continued Abril, oblivious to my 
“bitch is the new black” thoughts.
“I got new glasses!” said Henry smiling his adorable crooked smile at Olivia. 
“Yes, well. You should do something about it,” said Olivia to Abril, without so much as a glance in either her or Henry’s direction, as if the conversation bored her and she was through talking.
I looked at Henry and, just as I thought, he looked hurt.
“Your glasses are really cool, Henry. I like them a lot,” I said, falling into Abril’s trap, wanting to protect her son from the rude ways of crappy, bitchy grownups. 
Henry smiled wide again, nodding at me maniacally.
“We really half to go,” Hector said with the same impatience he’d used toward me that afternoon. 
“It was nice seeing you both,” said Abril in a ridiculously wistful manner. “Henry’s always asking me to take him to the bookstore, right Henry?”
Henry looked at her blankly
“Yes, well, nice to see you,” said Gustavo, coming to her rescue. 
Let me tell you, I’d never seen Gustavo so taken with a woman in the five years he’d been my tenant. Don’t get me wrong, he was very nice, even normal, and quite good-looking in his “guy’s guy” way, but when it came to women, he was, or had been, a dog. I was pretty sure he’d slept with, or tried to sleep with, almost every beautiful, unattached, adult female under thirty-five in Coffee Park since moving in, quickly moving on without a qualm the minute they began to bore him. 
But it was clear that this was different. 
Abril was twenty-seven or twenty-eight but looked like a schoolgirl with her long 
straight hair parted in the middle, her silver hoop earrings and bangles and her endless assortment of sundresses. And I had to admit, she was obviously a good mother who loved her son even if she did annoy me to no end. And to further make my point about mystery, she had that air of the unexplained that drove men crazy. After months of acquaintance through Iris, all I knew about her was that she’d lived in Little Havana for a while, moved to New York to be near her Dominican family, and come back with a son. She loved sewing, cooking, Henry, and now, apparently, Gustavo. 
“Buenas noches,” said Hector again, nodding to Olivia to follow him out, but when he opened the door for her, she turned back to Abril and asked, “Are you myopic too?”
“Sorry? Oh. no. No, I’m not, but Henry seems to—”
“So just him, then. The licorice.”
“Yes. Thanks again,” said Abril. 
I stood there, noticing that Hector had bathed and changed into black pants and a dark grey shirt with silver cuff links. This was his important meeting? A date with his wife? 
“You okay, Mariela?” asked Gustavo after the door closed behind Hector and Olivia. 
“Oh, sure… yes, just distracted. A million things. Why?” I answered, rushing to open my own apartment’s door. 
“You looked real strange there for a minute or two.”
“You know me, born strange. See you all later. Bye Henry.”
I stepped quickly into Apartamento Uno, locking the door firmly and rushing to the window without so much as turning on the light. I wanted to get a good look at Hector with his damn wife before they got into the car. Would he open the door for her? 
Smile at her and wink for no reason like he did with me? 
But before I could get to the window, I heard Ellie’s wooden platform shoes on the stairway, so I rushed to open my door wide and surprise her in the middle of stealing out of her apartment to avoid paying her rent again. 
“Just the person I wanted to talk to,” I said.
“I was coming down to talk to you myself.”
“Who else would, if not “yourself,” right?” I said, knowing the fact I’d just made fun of her had gone right past the fake designer jean-clad part of her body she used for listening and thinking. I’m not big on grammar, but Ellie’s sentences had always been a mystery to me. She’d end them with the word “yeah,” as in “so and so did this and that and then, so… yeah.” 
“Just so you know, I’m moving out sometime next week, so… yeah.”
“Ellie, we’ve been through this. Regardless of whether or not you move out, you’ve already used up your deposit. I need your rent money for this month now, before this month is over, and I need to make sure that the apartment’s in good shape before you leave, not after.”
“And what are you going to do if I don’t have it? Evict me?”
I took a deep Buddha belly breath. 

“It’s not about that. It’s about you being responsible and leaving it the way you 
found it for someone else in this community to enjoy.”
“Ooooh, mah-god! I’m sooo sick of you Coffee Park people with your ‘community honor’ and your Karma rules. What is up with that?”
“Look, Ellie, wherever you go, you’re going to have to pay rent. So, I don’t care 
how many times you were dropped on your head when you were a baby. You’re going to 
pay your rent, got it?”
“Look, Lady, being my landlady doesn’t give you the right to threaten me, okay?” 
“Ellie, don’t be stupid. Nobody’s threatening you.” 
“Who’re you calling stupid?”
“I said, Don’t be… stupid.”
“Look, I don’t have to take your bullshit, okay? People here might not know it, but I’m on to you.”
“Excuse me?”
“Damn right, excuse you. You’re one to talk, but you sure like dipping into ‘community resources,’” she said, making quotation marks in the air.
“You have something to say to me, Ellie?”
“Oh, I’ve said my piece,” she said, looking towards the stairs and raising her voice.
“Well, the piece I want to hear is when you’re going to pay your rent and hand in your keys.” 
“When I get to it, got it?” she said, imitating my earlier response.
I was so angry I could’ve dragged her up and down those stairs, forget I was no longer in high school tackling girls who made fake scary noises and whispered things when I walked by. But I didn’t.
“Is this the way you want to handle things, Ellie?” I said instead, steadily looking straight into her eyes to let her know I was a lot crazier than she’d ever be and didn’t care what she knew, even as I realized that if Ellie knew, Olivia might too. (Hence Hector trying to tamp down suspicions by taking her out?) 
She must’ve gotten the message, because she just said, “Screw you,” before swinging her bony ass out as quickly as she could. 
I watched her go with a feeling of doom. 
Between Hector and Ellie, I no longer felt like executing my omelet fantasy, so I made myself a cup of tea, and tried to think of a solution to my Ellie problem, the one I thought I could solve. 
She’d never been a great tenant, but lately it had gotten worse. It was as if she no longer cared about a thing. When she moved in, she’d been a young girl wanting independence from an overbearing mother. I’d wanted to help her, keep an eye out for her. She’d been polite, apologetic even, when I’d talked to her about putting her recycling in the right place and not throwing her cigarette stubs out the window and onto my front garden. But lately she’d become rude, looked a bit dirty, and acquired an expression of unfocused defiance that unsettled me. I wondered if she was doing drugs. I know people think social drugs like marijuana are not “that harmful.” But if it makes people be someone they’re not and not care, however temporarily, about things they’d normally care about, it can’t be all that good, can it? 
The worst of it was I couldn’t afford the expense of a vacancy just then. It was as 
if God were hitting me on the side of the head: Hector’s odd behavior today, Olivia’s comments, catching them going out on a date, and Ellie’s being “on to me” were all signs that I needed to end the affair. Of course, that would mean running into Hector constantly at the building, while staying away from him for decency’s sake. But, where was this decency line, really? Wasn’t I breaking it now by being with him? 
This is what happens when you’re the “other woman.” You lose all perspective and spend precious energy thinking about whether being his landlord makes it more or less decent to see a married man who still cares enough about his wife to cut an afternoon with his mistress short in order to take her out for an evening on the town. 
That night, I sat at the metal desk in my living room/ dining room/ office/ library, looking out the window at the city that held Hector and Olivia somewhere, and trying to write a breakup letter even as I imagined them celebrating their anniversary or some other important thing, feeling jealous of them for knowing with a certainty I’d never know for myself that, despite everything and everyone, they’d be together until death did them part. Yes, mistresses are always jealous of the wife, and I was no different. 
I was pretty sure I wasn’t in love with Hector, at least I didn’t think so, but I did know that it was time to stop because whatever I was feeling was obviously defeating the purpose of dating married men as an antidote to heartbreak. 
The worst thing was I’d had a hundred opportunities to decide this before, but no. I’d waited until he’d tired of me. Damn it. He was a married man having an affair. What else did I think would happen? Had I subconsciously hoped things with Hector would be different? And if not, then why was I so surprised?
Well, for starters, the abruptness. After putting so much effort into building a connection beyond our bodies and working so hard to get inside my head as a bridge into my pants, he’d just suddenly lost interest. That day. But why? 
It’s the one thing that will never cease to amaze me: how a man can feel something so intensely, even make a fool of himself trying to prove it to you until he succeeds, then suddenly morph into the very cruel opposite of whatever level of attention, affection, or thought he’d bestowed on you as recently as… that very afternoon. 
It started to rain over Little Havana’s Coffee Park. I took a sip of the hot, spicy-sweet, milky Chai I’d made. It warmed my stomach as I watched the windy rain make dancers in dark green glossy skirts out of tree branches. Soon, the window became blurry, while the fact that Hector and I were over began to become very, very clear.












Chapter 6
“It was not a date.”
	“Looked like a date.”
“Well, it was not,” said Hector.
“A celebration then,” I insisted.
“It was not a celebration. It was a dinner. A dinner, okay?” he said, proceeding to sigh loudly into the phone as if I were a misbehaving child requiring more patience than he could muster.  
“Okay. A celebration dinner.”
“A business dinner, with people from the city’s cultural affairs office, Mariela.”
“I thought you said it was a bookstore thing.”
“It was. They’re, eh, putting together a campaign to unite and promote local independent businesses, and for once I had a seat at the table. For once it was me, and not Mitch Kaplan.”
Mitch Kaplan was the owner of Books & Books, a literary landmark and my favorite bookstore in all of Miami. Hector considered him his sworn enemy and flattered himself into thinking his own bookstore, “Del tingo al tango,” which fittingly meant “from here to there,” the “and back again” not entirely implied, represented competition for Kaplan. 
“So?”
“So it was important to ME.”
“You don’t have to raise your voice. And you don’t have to give me explanations. I’m just your mistress,” I said. 
	He sighed again.
“Look, I should not have called you so early and gotten you out of bed, but I knew you’d be upset and I’m going to be busy later so—”
“You think I’d be less upset if you’d called at noon instead of at 8 a.m. the morning after your date? Really?”
“What I think is you’re trying to start a fight.” 
	“What if I am?”
	“You might not like it. I don’t care much for them myself.”
“I’m already not liking it, so where’s the loss?”
“Mariela, I’m trying to give you an explanation. Would it kill you to be nice?”
“You mean play dead? Yes. It would kill me. Mistresses don’t do that. Wives do.”
Shit. I’d gone too far. 
“You know, Mariela, I half, eh, a lot of problems in my life right now. I don’t know what I did that is so bad. But I know I don’t need this.”
	“Like what?” I asked.
	“Like what?” he repeated.
“Yes. Like what? What problems do you have in your life right now?”
“I wish I could tell you.” 
	“So tell me. Whatever it is. Tell me.”
	“I may half no choice.”
“See? That’s a good start. I’ll tell you mine, and you tell me yours,” I said, trying to bring us both down from the brink.
“I half to go. I’ll call you later.” 
	I’d spent Wednesday night after our tryst stewing and writing potential breakup letters. One minute, I’d been resolved to break it off with him come morning, the next, unsure once more, I’d rip up what I’d written only to begin anew moments later. I’d gone back and forth between the two stances so many times that by the time that Thursday morning came and he’d called me with an explanation, I hadn’t known better than to back him into a fight. And now he’d hung up before I could subtly remind him of my birthday the day after tomorrow. 
	And there was something else I’d done last night. I’d wanted to see. I’d actually closed my eyes with the intention of reaching into the realm of intuition, wanting to see what he was doing, where, and what was going to happen between us. Of course I couldn’t make anything happen. Even if I’d been taking care of my abilities and had remembered what to do, a petty, ego-driven request such as mine would never have been answered. 
Still, feeling anxious and afraid after he hung up, I did what we all do when we can’t find our center: rely on whatever seems strong and true from our childhoods, a prayer, a story, a remedy or spell, anything. In my case, it was something I’d often seen my mother do: if she wanted a person to stay away from her, she’d write his or her name on a piece of paper, put it inside a coffee cup filled with water and place it inside the freezer until it became ice. Then she’d leave it there, among the chicken thighs and frozen vegetables. There were entire families in our freezer for years. From Fidel Castro to the family of a neighbor who’d once screamed at my mother in the middle of the street that her gentleman callers were a bad influence on me, to which my mother answered that 

at least her callers visited openly, in broad daylight, and not at three in the morning, with 
their clean underwear inside a Publix supermarket plastic bag, like hers. 
If, on the other hand, she wanted to keep someone close, she’d write his name on a piece of paper, place it on a saucer, douse it with honey, and leave it on a windowsill for the sun to warm. 
	I now wrote “Hector Ferro” with a thin-tipped sharpie on a purple Post-it and placed it on a white ceramic saucer, drenching it with orange blossom honey and putting it in front of the window next to the sink, right next to my Cuban oregano, my mint, and my lavender. We’d see. 
 	I made myself some strong coffee and braced for the task ahead of me. In between bouts of listening for Hector’s car and imagining him slow dancing with Olivia at some tango hall, I’d also spent the night thinking about my financial situation. If I could keep all the apartments rented, and figure out how to barter for some of the more critical repairs the building needed, I might be able to weather the downturn. This just couldn’t be my life, like my Cuban mother, having her home yanked from under her feet, constantly displaced from her notion of it, and missing it so much she used all her money to buy as many properties as she could, somehow trying to make up for the one she could never go back to. 
The conversation with Hector popped into my head again. It was September 22, damn it. The year was three-quarters gone and my affair with Hector was the only thing I had to show for it. I was less than forty-eight hours away from becoming a forty-year old woman, and what had I done with my life? Nothing. I’d dwindled my mother’s inheritance to little more than sawdust, and spent my days doing work in exchange for small fees from anyone in a pinch, while I chronically teetered on insolvency. I had no family, no children, and precious few friends. In my free time I read, watched foreign movies, and slept with married men, or, more accurately, with one married man. It was ridiculous. Something had to change. 
I decided to start by fixing the whole Ellie situation.  I went up there thinking I’d talk to her, offer some kind of a compromise on what she owed and the chance to stay if she would just make an effort. Defusing the situation made sense financially because fixing up the apartment after she left, advertising, showing, and ultimately renting it, would involve more money, skill, and energy than I had at the moment, and certainly more than it would take to get her to stay and pay at least some of her rent. 
But when I knocked on her door, the stench coming from her apartment slapped me in the face, telenovela style. It smelled like burning metal, spoilt food, and God knew what kind of dead animal. After knocking several times and receiving no answer, I went downstairs to get my spare key to her apartment and ran into my neighbor Iris. 
She was babysitting Henry while Abril ran some important errand downtown, but had come over with him to bring me a postcard that the mailman left in her mailbox by mistake. It was a Happy Birthday wish from my dentist. 
“Here you go, neighbor. And may I say you look great for any age.”
So did she, late into her sixties as she was. She had strawberry-blonde hair, and I don’t mean people’s idealized version of strawberry blonde hair. I mean golden blonde hair streaked with thick strawberry-colored highlights. She had bright blue eyes and great cheeks that always seemed to be pulled up into a smile. Most importantly, she had a fabulous sense of style. Like that day: she wore black and white striped leggings, a cut- up, or, as she called it, a “redesigned” deep hot pink long t-shirt, and a silver sequined scarf that showed her to be every bit the joyful soul she was. She’d put that sense of style to good use too, designing summer dresses and t-shirts made from vintage women’s slips, lacy affairs she tie-dyed all shades of happy.
“Nice try, Iris. As far as you’re concerned, I’m still and always will be in my thirties, okay,” I said, motioning her and Henry inside.
“Oh, Honey, I used to hide my age. But nobody cares if I’m sixty-eight or one hundred and eight. It’s all still old as hell to most,” she laughed, following me in. It was sad, but true, like most of the things Iris said. 
“All right. It’s forty, and it’s day after tomorrow.”
“So Saturday, September the 24th. Well, then I’ll say it again: you look great for any age.” 
“Thanks, Iris,” I said, Ellie’s key now in hand. 
I was about to ask Iris to go upstairs with me when I heard Henry in the kitchen.
“He… He… He—”
“Hey, what are you doing there, my friend?” I said scooping him up and planting a big sloppy one on his cheek as I brought him back into my living room/office with me.
“Is that my name in the pancake syrup? I can’t read it if you cover it up with syrup!”
“It’s not syrup, it’s honey, and, it’s, uh, for the plants,” I said.
	“Plants eat honey?”
 	“I’ve got a bit of a situation upstairs. Will you go up with me?” I said to Iris, trying to change the subject. 
“Ellie?” asked Iris, knowing the answer. 
I nodded.
“Hey, plants can’t read!” said Henry, making a big deal of smoothing his polo shirt now that I’d set him free and he was standing on his own two feet again.
“Well, the ink is good for them,” I retorted, heading for the stairs, and ignoring Iris’ baffled look.
“I can read very good, Mariela, but the syrup made the words blurry,” said Henry. 
“It’s not important, Henry,” said Iris. “Come on. We have a scamp to catch. Oh, my Lord, what in hell’s name is that smell?”
	“What’s a scamp?” asked Henry, hurrying to catch up with us despite the brace on his leg. 
But the word scamp was a gross understatement. Inside, it was as if a suicide bomber had failed on his first attempt and had had to try several times to get it done, and either those were his remains all over the apartment, or Ellie had never cleaned a single thing since the day she moved in. In addition to the filth, she’d deeply scratched the original wooden plank floors in at least a dozen places, put her feet all over the walls close to where a sofa or a bed might have been, burned the kitchen countertop in several areas, and allowed water from a clogged pipe to filter down onto the kitchen cabinets, rotting the wood-like material. There was a broken windowpane, the intense smell of a cockroach colony all settled in, a broken ceiling fan, about a half-dozen full-to-the-brim ashtrays, and the toilet tank’s porcelain top had a deep crack on one of its corners. There were relatively dirt-free sections of flooring where furniture appeared to be missing, and the only clothes I could see were either in piles or strewn on the floor.
There was also some marijuana inside a filthy rice cooker, and some ugly-
looking, black-brown pieces of rock in little plastic Ziplock bags. 
Okay, so I cried. I cried remembering the girl who’d first moved in. I remembered telling her she should write stand-up comedy after listening to her tales of working the drive-through window at the McDonald’s on 15th Street, purposely mixing up the orders for rude customers or leaving the thing they’d asked for a dozen times out of their bag. They were immature pranks from a girl playing at being an adult, something I felt I’d never had a chance to do, since I had to grow up the moment my mother died. (If you’ve ever wondered why is it that they can never get the damn order straight, it’s called Ellie.) 
I saw the curtains I’d given her as a moving-in gift still folded neatly in the closet, the only clean thing in the whole apartment, not even worth taking along to wherever she’d begun to move her things to. 
“Iris, stay here. I’m going to get some large trash bags to haul all of this stuff out to the dumpster.” 
“What about the, um, stuff? Should we call the police?”
“Nope.”
“Let’s call the police!” chirped Henry.
“We’re not calling the police, Henry! And don’t touch anything. I’ll be right back.”
Three hours and eight large, dark green trash bags later, Iris and I had cleared it all out, and Gustavo had changed the lock to Ellie’s apartment and left a message on her cell phone telling her that her things would be next to the recycling bins on my side of the building for the next forty-eight hours, after which they’d be thrown in a dumpster. He also told her that I’d found her drugs and that if she didn’t pay back every cent she owed me: eight hundred dollars in total for the current month’s rent, I’d take them to her mother. It was a gamble. I’d flushed it all down the toilet, and calling her mother (whose number she’d listed as her emergency contact) was a weak threat meant more to scare her into not questioning my dubious eviction practices than to get her to pay me the money she owed. 
Still, I figured I’d get her out of the unit with a minimum of trouble, and then, once things calmed down a bit, I’d find a way to let her mom know what was going on with her child so she could get her some help. The pot was bad enough, but I was sure those dark, ugly rocks were worse, and I couldn’t stand silently by and let whatever Ellie was doing kill her. I just couldn’t. 
  “Gustavo, thank you so much for rushing over on your lunch hour. I couldn’t have peace until that lock was changed.”
“It’s no problem, Mariela. They weren’t even expecting me at the hardware store today. I’d asked for the day off to take Abril downtown. Planned to make a day of it, accompany her on her errands, take her to lunch, save her the hassle of coming back on the bus. But it must’ve been something I said because she changed her mind about having me drive her, got upset and accused me of wanting to control her,” he said, shaking his head, his face contorted in confusion. 
Iris and I looked at each other, but Iris lowered her eyes and busied herself taking the Windex from Henry, who didn’t understand why he was only allowed to help clean with a wet rag and not given the fun pump with the blue liquid to use as if he were “a little kid.”
We opened all the windows to let a little fresh air circulate through the space and went down to my place. 
“So Abril took the bus?” I asked Gustavo, unable to imagine anyone passing up a ride for Miami public transportation, which is practically non-existent.
“I don’t know, I’m not going to think about it, and Henry knows why,” he said, raising his voice so Henry would hear him. 
“Because nobody can understand women,” said Henry very seriously upon hearing his cue.
After Gustavo had swallowed the black coffee I made for him and gone back to work, Iris told me, “Even I don’t understand that girl. You’d think she’d let herself be helped.”
“What do you mean?”
Iris gestured towards Henry who was listening intently, so I turned my TV on to some cartoons for him, and followed her into the kitchen so we could continue our shameless gossiping while I made sandwiches and more coffee for us, and apple cinnamon oatmeal for him.
“I think she’s found Henry’s father,” whispered Iris.
“When did she lose him?”
“I’m not sure. You know she used to live down here in Little Havana about eight years ago.”
“You mentioned it once.”
“She was eighteen or nineteen and living here with an aunt. Then she went to New York City to be near her family who live in Washington Heights.”
“Is that where she met Henry’s father?” I said, even as the answer came up from somewhere inside me, surprising me: No. 
“That’s what I thought. But, Henry is seven and change, so you do the math.”
“She was pregnant when she left.”
“Exactly. And I think she came back because of him. To find him.”
“What makes you think that?” 
“Well, first she moves in asking for a month-to-month lease and a discount because she didn’t have a lot of money. Then she has money to quit her job and go to nursing school full time, and seems happy, even hopeful. Now she’s unhappy again, and going to court.”
“When did she go to court?”
“Not court exactly. I think it’s the State Attorney’s Office. Apparently, she cannot even get Medicare for Henry’s medical bills unless she has at least made an attempt to locate the father and have him pay child support. So, get this, yesterday, she asks me to take care of Henry today because it’s teacher-planning day and she didn’t want to take him where she was going. So I ask her, ‘Where you going?’ and she sort of waves me off, said if all went well, it would be very good for Henry. I say, she’s either suing the bastard for child support, or she had sued him before and the state just found him.” 
“Maybe she meant it figuratively… It’s called the Child Support Enforcement Division at the State Attorney’s Office, by the way. But I’ve had a few clients with the same problem and it can take years for the State Attorney’s office to locate a father, and that’s when they have the address.”

Or maybe Abril had found herself a badass, Miami mother-fucking lawyer, as my client Silvia would say, because, though I decided not to say so, last I’d heard, the Child Support Enforcement Office didn’t see clients on Thursdays. 
“So you think Henry’s father is here in Miami and doesn’t want to do the right thing?” I asked, getting a strange, yet not altogether unfamiliar feeling, an uneasiness the source of which I couldn’t quite locate inside my body.
“I think there’s more to it. You know, Henry does have her last name,” she said, twisting a strawberry pink lock of hair with her right index finger and a blond one with her left. 
“So what? You can give a child any last name you want, and you say yourself she got enough money to go to nursing school, so maybe he is paying child support. ”
“Maybe he’s married and famous,” she said, ignoring me.
“That doesn’t mean anything. If he’s famous, all the more reason to avoid a scandal.”
“Maybe he refuses to give poor Henry his lousy last name and the child support he’s entitled to,” finished Iris, as if finally articulating a theory she had been working on for some time.
“Yeah, I can see that,” I said, surrendering. “Maybe Henry is Enrique Iglesias’ love child. Or Luis Miguel’s!”
“Hey, she’s pretty enough, and smart. Maybe it is Luis Miguel.”
“He doesn’t have a house in Miami.”
“That you know of. And you don’t need to own a house to run out on your wife, girlfriend or whatever the guy has,” she said.
Well, didn’t I know that much to be the truth?
“I’m telling you, Mariela, that girl is going through some big things, but she won’t confide in anyone or ask for help beyond having me watch Henry every once in a while. Even poor Gustavo, who’s completely gaga over her, she treats like a distant relative.”
“Well, he doesn’t see her as a distant relative, I’ll tell you that. She was in his apartment with Henry the other day and they all looked quite chummy, like a little family. It was cute, actually,” I said.
Iris remained silent for a moment. 
“I miss my husband, Mariela,” she said, finally.
“Oh, Iris. I’m sorry. Is it still hard?”
“No, no. After ten years, it’s easier in a way. But once in a while, I just wish I could see him. Just one more time, you know?”
I lowered my eyes, because the force of Iris’ desire was connecting with something deep inside me and I didn’t want to see or hear anything about anyone, not that I thought I still could after my failed experiment the night before. 
My silence must’ve made her feel self-conscious about sharing because she dropped the subject. 
“Well, anyway, you’re right about one thing: Gustavo’s in love all right,” she said. “Serves him right. He was such a dog to that cute girl who used to come around looking for him. I forget her name.”
“Monica,” I said. “Remember that day I had to distract her so he could leave his apartment with that other one, the one with the blue hair.” 
“That’s right! What a crazy boy.”
“But a nice one,” I said loyally.   
“Nice or not, enough about him. What’re you doing on Saturday for your birthday?”
“Oh, I’ll probably throw myself a party cleaning that filthy apartment upstairs,” I said, hoping to be at the St. Michel with Hector, getting rid of all the mess between us. Even if I was on my way out as his lover, I wanted to leave him wanting more, not relieved he’d gotten rid of me. 
“You should do something fun. Whoever heard of cleaning on one’s birthday?” she said, before hollering to Henry that they were leaving. 
“Iris, tell Abril I’d be happy to help her find a good lawyer, or some free legal aid. I’ve researched quite a few good programs for women waiting for child support to kick in.” 
“I’ll tell her but, knowing her, she’ll look at me like she doesn’t know what I’m talking about. By the way, you know Fridays are Spam All Star nights at “Hoy Como Ayer,” so if you change your mind and decide to do something special for the eve of your birthday, you’re welcome to join my friends and me tomorrow night. You know, start your celebration early with a little Cuban nostalgic funk,” she said, dancing a little, and making me laugh at the sight of her strawberry-highlighted tresses swishing the air to the rhythm of her hips. 
“Do we have to leave now?” said Henry, running into the kitchen.
“Yes, sir, we do. Chop, chop.”
“But I don’t want to chop!”
“Remember, a little dancing, a little fun, wouldn’t kill anybody,” Iris said to me as she headed out. 
“Promise to think about it,” I said, sincerely hoping I’d be otherwise engaged. Not 
that “Hoy Como Ayer” wasn’t fun. The name meant “today as in the past,” and it was that perfect mix of nostalgia and hip vanguard that was at the center of its mystique. There was a certain sexy vibe emanating from the raw-gorgeous people singing loudly, laughing gaily, dancing madly under the club lights and curious-lustful-envious gaze of the cigar-smoking, mojito or rum-and-coke-drinking, music-loving non-dancers. You could engage with the energy of those around you as much as you wanted (which could lead to very, er, interesting, experiences), or retreat, losing yourself inside yourself, alone but not really, until you got your fill of whatever part of you had escaped you. 
It was where Miamians went to listen to some of the best underground Cuban music in town and I hadn’t been there I what seemed like ages. Well, actually since just before Hector, during a New Year’s Eve celebration, wearing a sweet little blue dress, and glittery heels, realizing I was happy, and breaking up that very night with the one that had gotten away. Except that he hadn’t. His name was Jorge, he was a fantastic chef, and I’d thrown him back into the sea myself. Gave him back to his wife because I was afraid of loving him, of losing him, of suffering. That fear alone had been enough to propel me, headfirst instead of heart-first, into Hector’s arms. And now, not a even a year later, here I was again, on the losing end of… something. 
After Iris had gone, I put on an old Julieta Venegas CD and tried to relax. 
Te asusta, la idea
It scares you, the idea
…de lo que pueda suceder.
…of what could happen.
Decirte, quisiera,
Wish I, could tell you,
algo que te haga sentir bien.
something to make you feel good.
Pero es que hay algo más,
But it’s just that there’s something more,
…que a simple vista no se ve.
…a simple glance will not reveal.
Pero siento que algo en mí
But I feel something in me,
algo que está cambiando
something is changing.
no se vé…
can’t be seen…
pero siento que hay en mí
but I feel there’s in me
algo que está cambiando
something that is changing.
Usually, a few lines of one of Julieta’s songs were enough to lull me into imagined happiness and well-being, but today what I felt inside me was the weight of imagined future debt. That feeling that someone is coming after you for money you don’t have, pull you out of bed, and drag you to jail for being late paying your Visa bill. It walked all over me, this feeling, hand-in-hand with the fear of being alone forever and never knowing what it might have felt like to be truly loved. Forty years old. Was it too late? Could I still be happy? Would I dare try to really love someone again? To be in a normal relationship capable of growing into something stable?
Where were these questions coming from? It wasn’t just the argument I’d had with Hector that morning, or the abruptness with which his passion had turned into indifference yesterday, or thinking of Jorge again after all this time.  It was everything and nothing. These questions didn’t sound like me and couldn’t be coming from me. Then again, who knew what the call for help of the real me sounded or felt like? Most certainly not me.

Chapter 7
“I’m telling you, forty is the new thirty,” said the enthusiastic cosmetics counter attendant at the Shops of Merrick Park. “Just look at yourself. You should be a model for that magazine, what’s it called? The one with all the gorgeous women who are forty, fifty, even sixty? Forget it, I can’t remember the name, but this foundation I’m putting on you? It’s featured on their latest cover, and you should be on it,” he said, opening his eyes wide as much to emphasize his point as to show off the flawless lash work. 
“Hmm,” I answered, thinking that getting compliments from people who wanted to sell me things would sooner get me into bankruptcy court than on the cover of a national magazine. 
 “Now, while I finish, I want you to describe yourself on this contest form,” he said, handing me a small notepad with the brand’s logo and a pink pen.
I hesitated. 
“You could win an all-expense-paid cruise to the Mediterraneaaaaan,” he cooed.
It was obviously important to him, so I took the notepad intending to fill it out. Except that trying to describe myself only made my eyes well up, threatening the three layers of “sun-kissed,” antioxidant bronzing powder he’d just applied to my face. 
What had made me think that plastering my face with micro-bead this and age-defying that would make me feel wonderful about turning forty and facing the beginning of another decade with another breakup?
Because breaking up with Hector before he broke up with me is what I’d decided to do on that Friday morning, not two days after we’d been together at the Saint Michel, and despite all my self-boasting about being a “successful” other woman. 
I’d woken with three words on my brain: Enough of this. What was I so afraid of? I had lost everything that mattered to me a long time ago. Did I die? No! I survived. And what was the worst that could happen to me really? I’d go through another breakup. Worst-case scenario, I’d have to buy a vibrator and learn how to use it properly. I wasn’t the first, and I wouldn’t be the last. And you never knew, inserted the ever-hopeful part of me: maybe the makeup, doing something to look my best, would magically inject me with the confidence I was trying to drum up. Maybe it was just the signal I needed to alert Hector that something inside me was different. To let him (and me) know that he didn’t really know me, and that I was capable of changing for the better at a moment’s notice. I wanted to make him wonder about all the little secrets I still held inside me. I might have been on my way out, but I still had to live mere steps from the man, and as Ellie would have said with her lame trashy-girl-imitating-ghetto-girl-to-be-cool slang, I didn’t have to “go out like that.” 
Still, every slap, pat, and brush just felt like having the word failure painted onto my face for all the women walking around with friends, children, and other proofs of their value in life walking with them, to see. 
“What’s wrong, honey?” asked the makeup boy, startled by my tears. “Oh. No. No, no, no. We can’t have that. People are going to think I’m torturing you or something. Come on,” he laughed nervously. “Okay, I get it, you want me to do it for you, you tricky girl,” he said, hastily taking the notepad from me as I cried and smiled embarrassedly and hoped he wouldn’t think I was crying because I didn’t know how to write. 
“There,” he said, handing it back to me after a couple of minutes. He’d filled in the blanks with: 
I am……………	lush and glamorous. 
My three best features are……………	1) my black, wavy hair, 2) the way my eyes close when I smile, like a Chinese Manga doll’s, 3) my curvy Rockette thighs. 
What I love about myself is……………	my smile. It’s a little bit gummy and fabulous and makes me look like Julia Roberts.”
I had to laugh. 
“I can write good, right?” 
“You know what? You really can. You also really want to sell some makeup.”
“Aw, don’t say that. It’s nothing but the truth. And now, when you win the cruise, you can take me as your date! The word “lush” is part of the new campaign, so it shows you’re a good customer.”
“It shows I’m an arrogant customer.”
“Nooo, it shows you’re confident, like our products. There it is. You see?” he turned me towards the mirror. “Julia Roberts.”
Well I’ll say this for him: I did look better in a weird, not-really-me kind of way. My eyes, shiny from the tears, were surrounded by dramatic lashes I didn’t know I had and he’d made my lips soft, shimmery and pin-up pouty. Still, if it were possible that I could remind anyone of Julia Roberts, it could only be of her in that teary scene in “Notting Hill” in which she tells Hugh Grant that she’s “just a girl, standing in front of a boy, asking him to love her,” and made me feel just as forlorn and ridiculous. 
Because I had been just a girl, standing in front of not one, but, well, more than one boy, asking him (them) to love her, and yet here I was, about to turn forty alone, which either meant I was a girl who was pretty bad at asking to be loved, or just a plain unlovable girl and now I wasn’t even that because looking at me from the other side of that mirror was someone who felt not a day less than the hard-lived middle-aged woman with no successes in her pocket, and no real skills, that she really was. 
I bought the mascara and an overpriced, pinky-rose lipstick called “Kinda Sexy” from the makeup boy and an hour later I was getting off the eight bus a few stops before I had to. Even in September, gray, rain-threatening days are so rare in Miami, I’d always found them comforting, romantic even, and perfect for a mind-clearing walk home. Plus, it would give me a chance to stop at the frutería to buy some fresh tomatoes and avocadoes for a salad. 
Though their eyes never left my ass, the men loitering at the frutería seemed to approve of my new look. One of them opened the door for me and stood beside me waiting to cross the street: me facing east, he, headed north. The rain had begun, as promised, and rather than go back into the frutería to be visually-dissected, I stood under its whisper of an awning getting wet, while he crossed the street in the rain and went into a shop I’d often passed without a glance, turning to smile at me before the door closed behind him with the sound of a million jingle bells. The sign over the door read, Botánica Negra Francisca (which means Francisca, the negress). 
A botánica is where santeros and would-be santeros shop. And Santería, well, 
the easiest way to describe it is to say that it’s as old as Christianity, and blends (or tries to blend) Roman Catholic beliefs with traditional Afro-Cuban rituals and ways of seeing life and death, good and evil, love and hate. It’s popular in Brazil, and in Caribbean countries like the Dominican Republic, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. 

You can buy folk medicine and remedies, religious candles, potions, charms, amulets, jewelry, statues of saints in every size, and other products the believing regard as the magical form of alternative medicine for whatever ails a life, from lack to jealousy, and from sadness to the mad, mad, mad desire for revenge. 
Many of them look like a pack rat’s garage and smell like incense. All of them are unassuming, humble. Some have a “house doctor,” usually, a self-proclaimed, all-knowing, remedy-prescribing, psychic-pharmacist-psychologist who offers consultations for a set fee of anywhere from a voluntary donation to sixty dollars. 
Even before my “gift” manifested with puberty, I spent quite a lot of time visiting santeros in botánicas with my mother. I wasn’t even in kindergarten when I learned to despojarme, which is to perform a rhythmic, furious shake of arms above your head, back to front, to send the bad spirits on their way. 
But this botánica didn’t look like the others. Even through the rain coming a little faster now, it looked to me like a Venetian opera stage with blood-red, velour curtains, framing the scene made by the saints in the window, arms outstretched in mercy, like actors in a play. It was the kind of place that made you imagine an old gypsy with a crystal ball on her lap and as much makeup on her face as I had on mine. 
I didn’t go inside, though a part of me wanted to., but as I hurried home, avoiding the puddles on the sidewalk, I wondered about this change in me. I’d run away from clairvoyance like the plague for over twenty years! Why had it decided to catch up with me now? Getting over the end of something as inconsequential as an affair didn’t warrant a summons from other worldly realms, did it? Had Hector gotten under my skin, or was it my own life, with all the heartbreaks and disillusions pulling me back in, moving me to reclaim my gift?
I was half-soaked by the time I walked into my apartment to my refurbished Danish red phone ringing off its hook.
“I need to see you.”
Hector had remembered my birthday tomorrow and was coming to bring me a gift! I looked at the microwave clock display. It was close to six. My whole Friday had been spent doing something to take my mind off waiting for his, so finally hearing his voice spelled the words “instant gratification” in my head.
“Where are you?” I asked. 
“At the bookstore. Can I see you now?”
“Where? I just came in and need a bath and some food. I’m famished,” I hinted. 
“I’ll see you there.”
“Here?” I asked, thinking that was very odd. We never “saw” each other in the building.  
“I promise I’ll be careful.”
“What about—”
“It’s okay. You’re my landlord, Mariela. We can talk.”
Any other day, I’d have asked, “Are you crazy?” But.
“All right. Come through the kitchen door,” I said, too surprised and curious to protest or ask more questions.
“It won’t take long. I’ll see you soon.”

“Bye, Amor,” I said, but he’d already hung up, while I could feel my nerves fluttering around inside my body like Miami Blue butterflies. I knew the feeling, of course: it was disappointment. And sadness. 
Shit. I was positive the news was not going to be good, and for a minute the imminence of the end of all the fun and excitement he’d brought into my life over the months of our affair made that time seem longer, more important. I had to make him want me back the minute he’d broken up with me. With my makeup-plastered face, maybe I could pull off the lie that I was suddenly sophisticated, blasé, understanding, and even a little excited about going on with my life, free as a firefly with a new light-bulb on her ass. Call it the Modern Mistress’ Self Preservation Protocol but, suddenly, I was all about managing my exit. 
I got my unfinished breakup letter out of the drawer where I’d put it after I’d begun composing it the night I ran into him before his date with Olivia, and tried to finish it. But what I’d written that night was far from reflecting the sexy, playful relationship we’d had. Instead, it was a long, sarcastic, disconnected from reality, petty tirade inspired on an obscure literary figure. Definitely not the best breakup letter for my present purpose, so I crumpled it and started a fresh sheet, willing myself to recapture the feelings of the beginning in my head. 
He’d seemed elegant to me in the way of people who put a premium on education over money. Hector took pride in being an intellectual, and for eight months I’d wanted to expand like a sponge to absorb the essence of him, wanting to be cultured, well-read, and ladylike, instead of being the big-mouthed cubana he’d at least been curious about. I thought about it until a feeling came into my head, and I wrote:
September 23—
Amor, 
There is that day. A woman slows down long enough to think, wakes up, and knows the life she dreamed of is not going to happen. She will never be a famous human rights leader, rich, or loved in the way of those F. Scott Fitzgerald stories you love so much: that sweet, desperate way a man loves when obsessed and even her slightly chipped tooth makes him think of sex when she laughs. 
I smiled at that last bit, remembering how he consoled me by telling me I looked sexy after I tripped on the back yard stoop, chipping my left upper front tooth, and was unable to get it fixed for almost month. 
Yes, there is that day, but until today, it hadn’t arrived for me. It hadn’t arrived before you, and it certainly didn’t show up over these past months when the occasional desire to move on and away from you was always weaker than the pull of your voice, your smell, and your mind. But things feel different now, and I just don’t want to be the other woman anymore. 
	I considered that line, then erased the word “the” and substituted it for the word “your” so it read: 
But today is different, and I just don’t want to be your other woman anymore.
I wrote this because it was becoming obvious that neither did he, but also because it was true. I was suffering. Affairs with married men that you enter into consciously (knowing they are married) aren’t supposed to make you suffer, surprising you out of your skin with the suddenness of their endings. I wasn’t ready to say I’d fallen in love with Hector, but I was absolutely sure that I had fallen into some similar rabbit hole. And that I didn’t want this panic of “not having anyone,” of being “left” that I’d been under for the past few days. 
Perhaps I really didn’t want to be the other woman anymore, or maybe I’d fallen in love with him and being his “other,” as opposed to his “one,” had begun to bother some part of me more than I realized. 
The rain was coming down quick and thick now, and Hector would be here any minute, soaking wet if, as usual, he’d decided to walk the fifteen or so blocks from the bookstore, his precious Saab reserved only for unwalkable distances. 
I kept writing.  
And so, Amor, I think today is that day. For me, and maybe for you? I wish you well. (I began practicing that phrase the day I met you.) As I write to you knowing that it’s over, and that it’s what you’re coming to say, all I want to do is thank you for the fun times. With love,
I considered that, then decided the letter was melodramatic enough as it was, and erased those two words, signing only,
M + E
Those are my initials and the way I had been signing my notes to him lately, wanting to state my existence in his life if only through “Mission Impossible” notes destined to “self-destruct” (be thrown away) as soon as they were read. 
My phone rang again. It was Iris. 
“What’s wrong, neighbor?” she asked when I answered as if she’d interrupted a state dinner. 
“It’s nothing. Just in a bit of a rush. What’s up?”
“Just making sure you don’t want to go to ‘Hoy como ayer’ later. Last chance to go while you’re still in your thirties.”
“You know, Iris, I’m really not feeling all that well.”
“Want me to go over, make you a little tea with some ginger, lemon, and honey, and some—”
“That’s okay, Iris. I think I’m just going to rest up.”
“You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say the Little Havana Community Committee has put a hex on Coffee Park.”
The committee was her only enemy in the world. In her mind, they were a threat to the liberal way of living, almost as bad as that other type of person she had to share the earth with: Conservatives. 
“Nooo, I’m just tired from all that hauling of Ellie’s trash we did yesterday.”
“Well, I think something’s definitely going on.”
Shit.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I caught Abril sniffling on the back stoop last night, after she came back from her Downtown meetings or errands or whatever. Went over to Pedro’s to get her extra-strength Echinacea but he had no head for anything today. Terrible energy for a pharmacy.”
“Was he sick too?”
“You could say that. Sarah left him. Went home to her family. He’s devastated.”
“I’m sure,” I said, remembering how he’d told her to go just a couple of days ago. 

“Anyway, no Echinacea, not that she would have taken it, which serves her right because today, of course, she came home from school sick. Been in bed with the bug since. And now you’re the one who doesn’t feel well and you sound depressed. I tell you it’s those damn Little Havana people putting the evil eye on us.”
“Oh, Iris! You know, with the change in the weather and all the rain, I bet you, that’s probably what it is. We’re both coming down with something. I’m sure I’ll feel better tomorrow,” I said, somehow knowing that Abril had not been sniffling, but crying.
“You’d better. It’s not every day one turns forty, my dear.”
“I know. Have fun, okay? I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Okay then.”
“Okay, bye.”
“Bye then.”
(You ever notice how Latinos take forever to say goodbye, as if hanging up after 
just one goodbye was impolite?)
I hung up, and went back to the letter. I read it over, knowing I was making too much of this. It had only been eight months. Still, I couldn’t help being sad. Sad and tired. I was so, so, tired of endings. Even turning forty felt like another ending instead of a beginning, and I wished I could put off just a little longer this latest goodbye I was sure was walking towards my house at that very moment. 
As if in answer to my wish, a war-of-the-worlds-like thunderbolt brought me back to the present, the sound affecting me like a hypnotist’s second snap of the fingers. 
“Wait a minute,” I thought. What if I was wrong? I was always wrong! It was the eve of my birthday. Hector was exquisite in his love of detail. Surely, he had not planned to break up with me on the eve of my birthday. Maybe there was something else he really needed to tell me. Since when was I so sure of anything?
I’d leave my options open, I decided, giving in to fear, tucking the letter I’d just written inside the journal along with the crumpled ones, throwing it all inside my night table drawer, and going to put a couple of wine glasses and a bottle of locally-made guava wine on the kitchen table, willing myself not to believe my own mind, as I’d gotten quite good at doing over the years. Why did I have to jump the gun? If he didn’t bring up breaking up, neither would I. It was as if my mind knew it had made me suffer enough and was giving me permission to grant myself a reprieve from the messy business of endings. A few seconds later I heard the low rap on my back door. 
“Ey, Flaca,” he said slipping inside and locking my kitchen door in one move. 
“You’re soaking,” I said kissing him and putting my arms around his neck, not caring that I’d get wet too.
 “I know. I don’t half a lot of time,” he said in his clipped, but perfectly sexy accent, as he untangled himself from me and grabbed some paper towels from above the sink. 
I sat down at the kitchen table, stomach overcome again with that nervous flutter of loss.
“Okay then. I think it’s safe to say my birthday tomorrow is not among the reasons for your urgency, so…”
He closed his eyes and tightened his lips in the impatient way he’d allowed me to 
see more of lately. Finally, he took off his scarf, as if resigned. 
“Mariela, por favor.” 
I didn’t answer, wondering if that thing rising inside me was anger. What was with the attitude? If anyone had a right to an attitude, it was me. 
“You know what I’m going to say, right?” he said with a “life-is-tough-what-are-you-going-to-do?” expression.  
And then I was angry for sure and decided not to make it easy for him. 
“No idea.”
He sighed. “This is crazy.” 
“What is?”
“This.”
“And what is “this,” to you?”
“This, is two people whose, eh, paths happened to cross…”
I couldn’t help it. I had to laugh. 
“Somesing funny?” he asked.
“You!” I said. “Your clichés and your arrogance, and your gall, frankly, to come to my apartment to break up with me as if this were a fast-food breakup window. I just… find it funny.”
“You’re just upset. Plus,” he said pronouncing the last word as you’d pronounce the “cous” in “cous cous.” “Plus, the same to do fast as to do slow, no? You’ll be upset no matter what.”
“Sure, I’m upset. I’m upset I put off breaking up with you, the way you’ve been acting lately. So, tell me, new lover?” I asked, barely refraining from asking who the “skanky hoe” was, as Ellie would have, and conveniently forgetting that I’d been, until that very moment in the very position of that skanky hoe, whoever she happened to be. 
	How was I so sure there was someone else? Because when there isn’t, a man will invariably break up with you in a soft, muddled, undefined way. He’ll be nice about it. So nice you won’t be sure he actually broke up with you. The reason for that is that he thinks he may still want, or need, to have sex with you, and doesn’t want to completely piss you off. But, when a man breaks up with you in a way that leaves no doubt that’s what he’s doing, trust me, he has no fear of a single lonely, or boring, night. He’s got a strong substitute. 
“I asked you a question: new lover?” I persisted.
He shook his head, and smiled a little bit, not caring if I saw him for the pretentious, full-of-himself jerk he’d started to behave like the minute he decided he was done with me. 
“You going to play the jealous wife? Now?”
“Jealous wife? Hector, I was going to break up with you.”
“I can see you were,” he said, making me angrier with every well-modulated word that came out of his mouth.
“Wait here,” I said, and went into my bedroom. 
When I walked back into the kitchen, he was putting his scarf back on, which made me even angrier.
“Here,” I said, pushing the journal with my breakup drafts, crumpled and not, sticking out of it hard onto his chest with my open palm.
He took it from me and began to read the letter I’d managed to finish just minutes earlier, then really looked at me for the first time since he’d come in. 
“Well. What do you know?”
“Apparently nothing,” I said.
“Look, this—I never lied to you. You’ll at least admit this is, eh, a bit, pathetic?”
“Are we still speaking about you? If so, then yes, quite pathetic.”
He smiled.
“Well, I come to talk to you. But you’re expecting some big pre-birthday celebration. But I know, I took care to write everysing in the wall.”
“What?”
“You know, that saying, the writing. It was in the wall,” he said mimicking scribbling on a wall with his arm.
“The writing was in the wall?” I asked, hands on hips, too angry to correct him.
“Sure. Yes.”
“And which wall would that be?”
“It’s an expre—” 
“Get out.”
“Mariela, come on,” he said trying to hug me.
“Get. The fuck. Out,” I said, pushing him hard on the chest.
“Jesus, lower your voice. Am I going to have to look for an apartment?”
“Of course not. But you will have to look for another Mariela. Good luck with that, Amor.”
He actually rolled his eyes at that.
“Show yourself out,” I said turning my back on him and unable to keep myself from finishing with, “you mother-fucking asshole.” 

“Nice. Very elegant. I see my effort to teach you a little culture has really paid off to you.”
“They’re called prepositions. Learn to speak… SOME GODDAM ENGLISH and GET OUT!” I screamed without even turning around again to face him, locking myself in the bathroom until I heard the back door close, the vein in my neck throbbing.
I filled the tub with warm water and got in. After a while, when I felt better, I tip-toed to the kitchen in my bathrobe, locked the back door, and decided to have myself that glass of guava wine to calm my nerves. The journal was on top of the table. He had drawn a happy face and written “Good Job” on the second letter, the one I’d written that night. The first one, the sarcastic, crumpled one I’d written the night I’d seen him leave with Olivia, was missing.
“Mother-fucker!” I said out loud, wishing I could make him explode with the sound of my voice. Knowing him, I realized he could only have taken it to hide in some place like a trophy, a memento of the passion he was still capable of stirring. “Asshole,” I said, hoping he’d be careful not to leave it lying around. The last thing I needed was a problem with Morticia. 
I crumpled the one he’d left behind, opened the kitchen side door, lifted the lid off the recycling bin just outside it, and threw it inside, noticing with a sigh that the mountain of wet green trash bags filled with Ellie’s things were still there, looking eerily like a black plastic wave poised to rise and swallow me. 
I closed the door quickly and locked it, then filled my wineglass and dropped my bathrobe on the floor, thinking the hell with him. Another glass and I thought, the hell with her too, whoever she was. The hell with everything. Half a bottle later, I reached my bed and got into it fumblingly, turning off the light, determined to forget all about him, descending hard and fast into sleep.

Chapter 8
When I opened my eyes again, there were miles of forest around me, my vision filled with backlit trees in fast-forward, as if it were summer and I were onboard an express train looking out a window. The rhythmic rustle of a thousand green leaves and their wet roots overwhelmed me as I tried to think about where I was and how I’d gotten there. I remember thinking that maybe I should wake up, for starters. But then the forest gave way to Hector, drinking his watery, coffee-like Mate tea, and reading the business section of the newspaper, my newspaper, in my kitchen, I guessed I had somehow woken up and gone to the kitchen. Otherwise, how was I standing in front of him? 
He seemed to have forgotten that we’d broken up. Yet he never looked up or smiled conspiratorially. He didn’t reach out with his left hand, off-handedly cupping my right breast as if to say hello. He didn’t push his half-full, lukewarm cup towards me as if to ask me to pour him some more or give any sign of being aware of anything other than the paper in front of him. He was smoking a cigar, its orange-yellow ember of a tip lighting up my entire kitchen like daylight. But when I started to ask him to be careful, to warn him that the smoke would cling to everything, to remind him that no one else in the building smoked, and that his wife, sleeping mere yards away, might smell and recognize the smell of his smuggled “Cohiba,” I noticed there was no smoke, and no ashes. 
That’s when I knew. 
What I was looking at was my own memory of him. He was dead and if the guilt I felt enveloping me was any indication, I was somehow responsible.

Chapter 9
When I woke up, all was as it had been when I’d gone to sleep, except for the fact that I was now officially forty, and that I couldn’t get that awful dream out of my head.
It had been so real, the feeling, no, the certainty, that Hector was dead and I was to blame. Yet, try as I did, I couldn’t remember how I’d killed him. All I had was that image of him smoking his smokeless cigar, and the lingering sensation of darkness and doom quickly coming closer, announcing itself from afar like a funeral parade whose lead float you can hear rolling decisively towards you from twenty blocks away.
I didn’t particularly like dreaming, much less dreaming trouble, but, what are you going to do, right? It had obviously been just that, a dream that was over now, just like Hector. 
The clock by my bed read only six thirty, but it was no use trying to fall asleep again. (God forbid that insane dream decided to pick up where it left off.) 
I slugged over to the bathroom and stood in front of the bathroom cabinet mirror.
“Well, “Happy Birthday, Mariela!” I said out loud, trying to put enough cheer into it to convince myself it was a heartfelt birthday wish. “It’ll all be all right. Eventually,” I added realizing there wasn’t enough cheer in the world to turn this day into anything other than the day after a man cared so little about me he decided to break up with me on the eve of my birthday.
Brushing my teeth, I knew that birthday or not, and break up or not, I had more important things to do. For starters, I had to get a move on fixing up Apartamento Tres if I was going to rent it quickly and keep my finances flowing. 

I trudged to the kitchen for coffee, last night’s dream assaulting me as soon as I stepped onto the linoleum. He was sitting in that same chair, I thought, half expecting him to appear again as I opened an old but pretty pink tin can that used to hold French tea, and realized I was out of coffee.
 Since going without caffeine in the state I was in was not an option, I decided to walk the few blocks to the I-95 bridge, and cross the trembling, groaning underpass to “Tinta y Café,” a little community arts café where I’d used to hang out in another life, while seeing that first married man before Hector. He’d been a chef who cooked evenings, partied well into morning, and slept away most of his day, yet still managed to make the time to break my heart. 
Which is probably why going back there after so many months (nine to be exact), made me a little nervous, despite my simple plan of getting some Cuban coffee into me, reading the paper, killing a little time until the hardware store where Gustavo worked opened at around eight, so I could get my rental apartment makeover going.
I dressed quickly in ripped (from use), oversized, and soft (also from use) boyfriend jeans, an old chocolate-colored t-shirt, and well-worn, leather flip flops with a silver Thai bead dangling from the place where the leather met to hold the toes in place. 
And then, for no reason, and with no conscious premeditation, I cut myself some bangs for the first time in my life. And when I say bangs, I mean bangs: cut straight across, stopping only when there were at least two inches between my eyebrows and the tips of the hair on my forehead. It could’ve been a disaster, but the effect was fresh, playful, and flapper-like in an eccentric, sophisticated way. I thought it made me look 

lighter, renewed. Why had I always been so cautious with my hair? It’s one of the few things you can cut that will actually grow back.
I’d read once that when women are heartbroken, they do two things: change their hair in a drastic way, or travel somewhere far away. Since I didn’t have the money to travel at the moment, I decided to look at my bangs as low-cost breakup therapy, and walked off in search of my coffee and, I’ll admit, in search of information about Jorge. Things like whether he still worked there, his days off, and the time of his usual shift. It’s the third thing a woman does when heartbroken, look for reassurance from a sure source. Someone you think you might still have some effect on, even if he may no longer have much of one on you. Someone you suspect will be happy to see you despite time. A band-aid for your bruised ego.  
After last night’s showers, the streets looked as if God himself had given them a good scrubbing, their colors bright once again. Across the street, the square looked greener than ever after its bath, except for the grays and browns of the occasional homeless person sleeping on some bench, bundled in Salvation Army anythings. Soon it would be filled with card tables and domino-playing Latinos, the overflow from those who weren’t early enough to secure a seat at the Maximo Gomez Park, the official domino site for the area. 
As I walked towards the I-95 underpass, sometimes on tip-toe to avoid getting my leather flip flops wet in leftover rain puddles, Hector’s face popped up as if my mind were a deck rigged to give you the same card no matter how many times you shuffled it.
I should feel relieved that it’s over, I thought. Now I knew. No more wondering. No more mental limbo. And then there was the way he’d done it, so crude and heartless, so unlike him. (Or was it?) I tried to see the silver lining in that: by acting like an ass, he’d prevented me from romanticizing him, made me want to forget him faster.
“Tinta y Café” was empty. Only the small window and outside counter for dispensing the ready-to-eat basics—toast, croquetas, and coffee—was open and the guy serving didn’t look familiar or friendly, so I decided against asking about Jorge, took my cortadito to go (a small amount of black coffee “cut” in half by a dash of evaporated milk, and sweetened with a teaspoon of brown sugar or two), and strolled towards Alvarez Locksmith, a small shop that was part locksmith, part hardware, part whatever odd and end you might need, and where Gustavo worked when he wasn’t turning the scrap metal with which he occasionally littered my building’s backyard into sculpture.
The shop was twelve blocks away and I took my time walking through Little Havana, taking in its morning sounds.
I’ve always thought that to really “get” Little Havana in general, and Coffee Park in particular, you need to be eye-level with it, be an immigrant of some sort. You have to have traveled from some place far away (Maybe your own life?) and gone somewhere else altogether by something resembling choice. And then you have to arrive in a strange place, strange to you, or maybe just strange, and found something there that made you say: “It’s not my home, but it could be because I no longer fully belong to the place I’ve come from, couldn’t return there even if I did return, and so this will be just fine for now, because at last, at least, I’m somewhere.” 
If you’re Latino, and live in Florida, there’s a good chance you were in Little Havana when you said those words, and that that “somewhere for now” was Calle Ocho. 

The rest of the year it’s all about the things I walked by that Saturday morning: the little fruit and vegetable carts where you can get six juicy tomatoes for two dollars and a humongous just ripe Florida avocado for a buck, the Tower theater with its marquee announcing the varied art film offerings, the David Lebo mural on 8th and 17th, the record shops not admitting to, but selling, pirated Cuban music, the pawn shops bursting with hostage treasures, and the space where the old Cervantes bookstore had been on 19th. And yes, where the man I’d slept with until yesterday now owned his.  
At the hardware store, I found Gustavo in a sour mood, playing despondently with a handful of very rusty pulleys. 
“Still working on that sculpture?” 
“¿Qué bola, Mariela?” he greeted me, putting the pulley down on the old dark stained wood counter. “Nice hair.”
 “Thank you, and a fair warning to you, Mister: it’s my birthday, so think twice before making fun of me. I’m just saying.” 
“No, no. Qué va. It looks good. Bien loco. I like it.”
“Bueno, oye, thanks for helping me take care of the Ellie thing the other day.”
“Man, I knew she wasn’t right, but I told her que no te hiciera una mierda, you know, to do things right. Did she bring you your money yet?”
“Nah, and I doubt she will. I’ll be happy if she just picks up her junk and moves on, you know?”
“It’s not right,” he said, shaking his head. “Iris said she’d never seen anything like it, and she’s old as hell.”
“Chico, let me put it to you this way: by the time you got there to change the locks, the worst was over. It was like Hurricane Andrew went through there, okay? But, you know? Onward and forward. So let’s see, I need some grease remover and some super strong glue. Also primer, a caulking gun, some spackling paste, and cleaning supplies,” I finished reading from my list and followed him as he walked around the shop searching for each thing. 
“Don’t you worry, Mariela, he said. “I’m going to help you find another tenant, call a few friends, see who’s looking.”
“Thanks, Gustavo. And speaking of friends, you remember Jorge, right?”
That stopped him in his tracks and made him turn around and take a good long look at me before saying, “I sure do. Question is, do you?”
“What do you mean?”
“What do I mean? Let’s see. I introduce you to a good friend. He falls for you like a comemierda, a total loser. You seem okay with that. Then, one day, you dismiss him for no reason.”
“I didn’t dismiss him for no reason. He did have a wife, you know.” 
“That’s not the point, and you know it. You hurt him.” 
“I hurt him? What did I do?”
“You wouldn’t take his calls. You refused to see him!” said Gustavo. 
“That was a mutual decision and, again: he was, or is, married, how hurt could he have been?” I asked, fishing for information. 
“If you want to know something, just ask, Mariela.”
But, of course, I wouldn’t. It’s the reason I’d never asked Gustavo about Jorge in all these months. What? And have Gustavo tell him? Then Jorge would think I wanted him back, or that I missed him, or the worst possible scenario: they’d man-talk about me. No, the worst scenario would be that they’d Cuban man-talk about me. You know what I mean, don’t you? How once you go Cuban, you never go back, and how they’re the best lovers in the world, and on and on. Don’t laugh. They do talk like that. And it shouldn’t surprise you. Everything Cuban is better. Bigger. Better-tasting, or functioning, or whatever. It’s part of our thing, and it’s innocent, but I still didn’t want them talking about me, because the fact of the matter is that when I decided to get Jorge out of my mind, I’d gotten him out of my mind. (True, it had taken an Argentinean to help me do it. But I’d done it.) 
“Just forget I said anything,” I said, feigning interest in a tube of cement-colored spackling paste.
“He was married in Cuba, which you knew when you met him. And I don’t think there was a ‘we’ in that breakup decision. I think you decided, and he just accepted it, because what else was he going to do? Stalk you?” 
“Married in Cuba is still married. And not that it’s any of your business, but she was finally coming to be with him here in Miami, and I wanted him to have a chance at being happy. She decided to come, then I broke up with him. That’s why I broke up with him. Not the other way around, okay?” I said, surprised that Jorge had shared enough about us that I was having to defend my actions to Gustavo.
“Oh. Well, you know, I, uh, I didn’t know that. But, really? And did you tell him this? That you were breaking up with him… for him?”
“Yes, I told him, and let’s drop the subject. I was just asking about him because I went by Tinta for coffee this morning and thought about him, wondered how he was doing with his… with his marriage. That’s all.”
“Oh. Well, if that’s all, he’s doing fine. And his marriage… His marriage is fine, okay?”
It wasn’t okay, but I wasn’t about to tell Gustavo.
“He’s still working at Tinta y Café? I wouldn’t mind saying hello.”
“Nah, he’s not at Tinta anymore, thank God. Or I’d have to warn the man about the possibility of running into you. We can’t keep letting you women stomp all over us whenever you want.”
“Right. No stomping.”
“Okay. I mean, he’s a friend, you know?”
“Okay then.”
“We’re not as strong as we look. Don’t go saying hello if you’re going to leave him worse than you find him. Let him be, will you?”
“Okay. I get it. I’m sorry. My God.” 
“Okay. And I’m sorry too. Didn’t mean to get agitated, take my things out on you.”
“What things?”
But he kept trying to reach the back of a shelf, finally pulling out a black plastic bottle of degreaser, before answering my question. 
“Abril broke up with me, Mariela.”
“Oh,” I said, finally understanding his it’s-just-not-right mood, and wondering what unloving, sex-hating, twenty-four hour bug had gotten hold of my neighborhood recently. 
“When?”
“Yesterday morning.”
	He looked about to cry, and if you knew Gustavo, you’d understand how strange, 
how unsettling, the mere possibility seemed to me that morning. In the six years he’d lived in my building, I’d only seen him cry once, and then only because he was drunk and got to talking about his family in Cuba and about how much he missed them. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a sweet guy. Just not one to share his problems, complain about his life, or give out X-rays of his heart in the form of information. Until he fell in love. The minute Abril moved in six months ago, Gustavo threw himself at her like Batman leaping down the side of the tallest of buildings, mask forgotten in her gaze, cape carelessly draped on his arm, and his face wearing his feelings, there for all to see what love could turn a man into. 
I didn’t blame him. Have you ever seen a model in a fashion magazine and said to yourself, “She’s not that pretty,” while still having to admit that there’s something about her? That’s Abril. Plus, like I said before, she knew how to be mysterious. 
“I’m sure you’ll patch things up,” I said, not telling him my feeling that somehow Henry’s father, whoever he was, was behind her decision to break up with him. Maybe she’d gone back to him and would leave as mysteriously as she’d come. 
“She says there’s no one else,” he said, reading my mind. “That it’s about sacrificing for her son. What does that have to do with anything?”
He had a point. 
“I’m sure you’ll get to talk it out. Henry adores you.”
“I KNOW!” he shook his head, as if to say, “Exactly.”
“And you know, maybe there’s hope. I happen to know she was crying yesterday, or the day before, so at least you know she cares about you,” I said, trying to console him, and thinking, “unlike a certain Argentinean jackass.”
After a few seconds, I didn’t know what else to say, so I asked him if he was going to submit a sculpture for the East Little Havana Development Agency contest. This was its second year, and it had been a big deal the year before, with Romero Britto and Nereida Garcia Ferraz sponsoring a debut one-man show at the Miami Art Museum for the winner. 
“I’m thinking about it. Kind of stuck for an idea. It would have to be something big, something that really says something about Little Havana,” he said.
“You could make it about Coffee Park instead?”
“That’s what Iris said, but it’s Little Havana’s grant, and I really don’t want to stir up that kettle.”
“Ah, the life of an artist, right?”
“The life of a broke artist,” he said.
“Well, okay, but, you know what? Tonight, after I finish at the apartment, I’ll go online and see if I find a few salvage stores willing to give you some extra material for a good cause, what do you say?”
“Que eres la mejor y la más completa,” he said, which in “Cuban” means that I was the best. 
“Okay, okay, no need to promote my greatness. I’m sure I’ll be recognized when I’m dead like all the other greats.”
“Well, I’m going to find a tenant for you,” he said. 
“An obsessive housekeeper, if possible, please.”
“Be careful what you pray for.”
“That’s what I hear,” I said stepping out and waving good-bye to him with only 
the last three fingers of my right hand, the rest of my arms fully occupied with my purchases. “See you later.”
I walked back to my building, looking at my watch—eight-forty a.m.—and 
thinking of Hector. Again. Like an annoying cell phone alarm. Good thing I was going to be very busy with the apartment in the coming days. No time to think about stuff that was over. In fact, I decided, I’d make sure to be inside my apartment or Ellie’s at times when he might be home so that he wouldn’t be able to catch so much as a glimpse of me. And I’d ask Iris, or Abril, who had a really nice voice, to record my answering machine greeting to deny him the slightest sound of me. I’d block my Facebook profile was what I’d do. I’d close the Twitter account I didn’t yet have, I’d…
As I turned the corner at eighth towards my building, a swatch of green and white fiberglass in my peripheral view brought me back from my Mariela Mojo-denying plans: two Miami-Dade patrol cars. There was also a lime yellow rescue truck, other cars I couldn’t identify, and it seemed as if people from all of Coffee Park were now standing around on my block, as if waiting for something. 
I thought, “Henry!” and quickened my pace. The crowd seemed thickest in the area in front of my building. I saw Abril with her pony tail all frizzed up, wearing one of Iris’ designs: a hot pink t-shirt cut up to resemble a Moroccan scrolled iron window gate, and jeans. She had a dazed expression on her face as she looked towards the park, while trying to restrain Henry from running off somewhere.
Iris! Was it Iris? I walked even faster, searching for her with my eyes. There was the lady who had the huge Virgin Mary on her front lawn, wearing a house robe and curlers. There were Marita and Betty, the couple who lived right across the park from me, 
with their five-foot tall Great Dane. 
Then I saw Iris above the swarm of people, probably standing on a park bench. She seemed to be trying to see something over the crowd and I exhaled, relieved. What the hell was going on? I ran towards her now, clinging to the heavy bags I was carrying.
“Iris! Iris, what happened?” I asked, cutting through the gossiping busybodies. 
I’ll never forget the shaken expression on her face when she turned, steadying herself to come down from the bench and hurrying towards me, oblivious to the throng threatening to push her this way and that. As she reached me, she clung to my arm and turned me in the opposite direction, towards the sidewalk, only then opening her mouth to speak. But before she could say a word, somebody barked, “Excuse me! Stand back please,” and an obviously-exasperated paramedic emerged from the crowd rolling a gurney right past us, taking it from sidewalk to street with a sharp thud, and towards the vehicle shaped like a small ice cream truck. 
 “It’s Hector Ferro, Mariela,” Iris finally managed to hiss into my ear. “He’s dead.”


Chapter 10
The reason people go to psychics, santeros, psychologists, spiritual consultants, Buddhist monks, priests, play Ouijas, pay to have their tarot, coffee cups or tea leaves read, follow their horoscopes, get their astral charts made, and try to decipher dreams is to avoid regret. 
Regret is worse than death. Because death, at least, is like shit, which just happens, swift like a gunshot. 
But regret is like a migraine: a pain that goes on and on for a long time without ever becoming urgent enough to warrant going to the hospital, or cutting off your own head, tempted as you might be. 
My mother had a theory. She said that her generation, the first generation of Cubans exiled in Miami, aren’t as angry as they are sad. That they act angry to forget they’re sad they left the island, came here, and were never able to go back. She believed that no Miami Cuban over the age of fifty ever died of anything other than regret, at having left, at not having left in time, at having left too soon, gone to the wrong place, at not taking Pepito or Anita with them when they had a chance, not ever knowing if there was something they could’ve done differently. Regret that they’d never know if they’d have been strong enough to fight back, regret that they thought the world would help but it didn’t, that they’d been so sure they’d be back soon, but weren’t, having to settle instead into, and for, what was then and inhospitable swamp that humidity made as hazy as the dirt they pretended to have in their eyes so they could allow themselves a good cry for their beaten-black-and-blue island. Like me, they regret not having been able to see the future. 
It’s the chicken feed of clairvoyance, regret. You think if you know all the information, if you know that if you leave you’ll never be able to go back because even if you do, you’ll be going back to a completely different place that just happens to be in the same location, you’ll be able to escape second-guessing yourself. You think you’ll be okay as long as you know that your mother will still be your mother but that she’ll be different, loving you still, of course, but that her love will taste differently from all that time spent training to withstand distance, containing herself in order to live with impotence so strong, the phrase “so near and yet so far” was made for it. You think if you’d known all this, you’d be able to live with the results of your decisions, never again wondering what would’ve happened if you’d never left, or stayed, or married, or divorced, or quit, or retired, and so on. 
Having been clairvoyant, I can understand why people think information is the antidote to regret. But it isn’t. Maybe they think knowing will allow them to say, “I did all that I could do,” or “Nothing I did was going to change that,” and that this will give them peace. It’s as if they could deal with it all: death, loss, illness, but the prospect of the phrase, “If only I’d known,” no, that they cannot face. 
But the truth is people will do what they’re going to do no matter what. The best clairvoyant in the world can tell them exactly what will happen, and they’ll still just rationalize it and do what they will.
Still, it helps to be prepared to rationalize, which I clearly wasn’t on this day that had so suddenly morphed from being “the day after my lover cared so little about me that he found it appropriate to break up with me on the eve of my birthday,” to “the day I saw 

my lover’s body rolled out inside a black plastic bag, precariously positioned on top of a 
gurney.” 
One minute he’d been telling me his neglect was just his way of writing it “in” the wall for me, the next, there was no wall, and he was rolling away, his face covered from me, his eyes closed forever. 
I sat there on my stoop, with my cleaning supplies still in paper bags at my feet, looking out across the street at the crowd, which had seemingly covered the whole park square except for the area that had been cordoned off by police, now beginning to thin. 
Someone was taking my blood pressure. Actually, there were two paramedics. I wasn’t sure why two were needed when I was only one person. Had I fainted? To this day, I don’t remember. 
I tried to understand what was happening around me. Parked on the sidewalk, there were now two more Miami Dade County police patrol cars. I recognized them because they were white with a green stripe. There was an ambulance, but the white vehicle resembling an ice cream truck had left with Hector inside. From where I sat, I could see a plainclothes officer or technician taking pictures of the area at the far end of the square, where I guessed they’d found him.
There were a couple of TV station live trucks parked across the street. I remember someone asking if I wanted to go inside where it was cooler, but I don’t remember who. People kept telling other people that I was the landlord, that the dead man was my tenant. That he’d been found lying under one of the benches in the square, soaking wet, wrapped in a trench coat and scarf, some blood covering his face. I heard people whispering, “Was he beaten?” “Was he mugged?” “Did he have a heart attack?” I 
turned my head looking for the person being asked, but invariably they’d be someone who didn’t know better than to shrug their shoulders. 
The dead man. How had he died? When? What had he been doing in the park? Maybe he’d been upset and had a heart attack, I thought, imagining him doubling over, and feeling horrified at the thought before telling myself it just wasn’t like Hector. Excess emotion did not seem like the thing to kill him, and I obviously had no longer been important enough to cause such a reaction. Or had I? All my screaming to get the fuck out? Still, he’d seemed fine to me when he left last night, and definitely healthy. He’d even taken the time to draw a smiley face on my letter! 
The anger and hurt I’d felt the night before now seemed so small, so petty and unimportant, as I sat on that stoop praying for this to be a nightmare, begging God to bring him back to life so that I could hate him knowing he still existed. That all wasn’t so over, so final. But it was. He was dead. I would never see or hear his voice again. Never touch him, or put my finger on the line between his brows before kissing him, magically replacing the frown with a smile. 
Just when I thought my chest could not compress any further, the tears came, and, as if my tears had called him, a man walked over to me and introduced himself as an officer belonging to the Miami Dade Crime Scene Investigations Unit. He had a navy blue rain jacket with yellow letters and navy blue pants and I disliked him immediately. I could see others dressed like him interviewing other people. I disliked them too. 
The officer, I forgot his name immediately, asked me questions, mostly the same question asked in different ways: had I seen anything? Did I know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Hector? 
Then he asked me if I’d been close to the deceased, pronouncing it “disease-t,” which reminded me of Hector, and made me laugh, visualizing Hector as a scarf-wearing, walking disease, which I’d sometimes thought he was. That was enough to get me laughing like a crazy person, kidnapped by my own nerves. 
“Sorry, I’m so sorry,” I said wiping the tears that, despite my laughter, continued to march down my face, like deranged mourners compelled to dance obscenely during a funeral procession. “It’s a nervous reaction. I am, I mean, I was his landlord,” I said, ignoring the air sucking way my stomach contracted again when I heard myself say “was.”
“Were you close to him and his wife, Mrs. Estevez?”
"No. No. Not really."
"What can you tell me about him?"
"Nothing," I said too quickly, shrugging my shoulders like a thirteen-year old 
responding “I dunno” when asked, “Whose cigarettes are these?”
“Really?” he asked with new interest. 
"I didn’t know him well. Didn’t know them well. At all. Didn’t know them…” 
“Right, but, they were your tenants for years. You must know something about them.”
“They have a bookstore.”
“Did they get along?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean did they get along.”
“I guess.”
“Did you?”
“Me?” I said recognizing the creeping warmth of red on my face before it got
there. 
He waited. 
“We got along. All of us. Them. They. Me. Us.”
“And they got along you say?”
“I said I guessed.”
“Yes you did. You did say you guessed,” he said looking into my eyes with a new squint. “Do you know if he had any enemies, someone who wished him harm?”
I knew of one person who’d wished him harm last night. 
“How did he die?” I asked.
“A man found him in the park. He’d been there a while, wrapped in a dirty jacket and a scarf. There was blood on his forehead. Could’ve happened if he fell over after a heart attack, but we can’t be sure so we’re treating it as a suspicious death for now,” he said, more to himself than to me. Then he seemed to remember I was there, and added, “We don’t really know yet. Prescribed drug overdose, cardiac arrest, a blocked aorta, it could be any number of things.” 
All this he recited as importantly and unemotionally as a headwaiter reciting a new menu of house specialties. 
“Not cardiac arrest,” I said, the image of him doubling over in pain doing an instant replay in my head. 
“Why not?”
“He was, you know, he was healthy,” I said, trying not to cry as I thought of Hector trying to breathe, caught off guard for once. Had he realized he was dying? Had he had time to open his eyes in shock, unwilling? What had he been doing in the park? Oh my God, had our fight brought it on?  Maybe he’d gone to the park to think or to reread my letter without his wife asking what he was reading. Maybe he’d tripped on something, and hit his head, dying from the resulting concussion. 
“Well, one never knows,” he said. 
“And his wife?” I asked, thinking of Olivia, imagining her reaction when they told her and feeling sorrier for her than I’d ever felt during the time I’d seen fit to sleep with her husband under her very roof of sorts. 
 “She’s catatonic, hasn’t spoken.”
 “Catatonic?” I said, wondering what What’s-His-Face’s notion of “catatonic” was because as far as I was concerned, Olivia had been born catatonic. 
“Yes. Why? Do you have reason to believe she’s responsible in any way?”
“What? No! I’m just asking if she’s okay.”
I had asked sincerely, truly wanting to know if she was all right, thinking, and not for the first time, that there’s this strange little connection “other women” have with the wives of their lovers. It’s not necessarily jealousy, although there’s always some of that, but more of a morbid curiosity mixed with imagined affinity, as if the wife were your sister from your father’s first marriage who you’re not allowed to meet, but sometimes find yourself thinking you’d like to because you have someone in common, and probably the answer to many of each other’s questions.
“Oh, well, she’s as okay as can be expected. If you remember anything that can help us to rule out any foul play—”
I felt the laughter re-erupting immediately, my nerves threatening to abduct 
me for good.  
“Again, sorry. So sorry,” I finished with a barely-audible squeak, wishing he’d go away so I could get a hold of myself, think, or cry, or do whatever I was suddenly desperate to be alone to do.  
But he stood there looking at me for a long time.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. “Sometimes things like this just happen.”
I looked away.
“It’s hard, I know,” he persisted. “This job, you know—believing in God helps.”
“No,” I said, anger surfacing as quickly as the laughter before it had. “Things like this don’t just happen and God has nothing to do with it. If he did, he would’ve at least made it grand, a fucking global war, a tie-dyed red sea. This is just artless. Let me tell you, Hector would not be pleased,” I said because I was still in that state of stunned stupidity one has after really bad news. When it hasn’t sunk in yet.
I didn’t understand. Not the death. Or the fact that it might have been a crime like a mugging. Or that I had dreamed it, for once seeing something accurately before it actually happened, or maybe as it was happening. Had I been less shocked, I would’ve shut my damn mouth. 
“You seem to have known him better than you think,” said the officer now, looking at the space next to me, assessing its suitability as if planning to settle in. 

Sure enough, he took some gum out of his left pant pocket, offered me some with a motion, accepted my refusal with another motion, pulled up his pant legs and sat next to me on the stoop as if it were a throne. He smoothed back his prematurely balding jet-black hair and crossed his hands, leaning back to rest them right on his emerging beer-belly, all the time chewing his gum and nodding slowly like he knew everything.
"I can see you’re distraught. I understand and, like I said,  I’m sorry for your loss.
But I’m going to level with you, Mrs. Estevez. It doesn’t look good.”
“Ms.,” I said because I felt stoned, drunk, and stupid, in addition to stunned.
“Because of the vomit, the head trauma, the fact that he had no obvious reason to go to the park on a rainy night, and according to neighbors never did, the fact that his wallet’s missing, that the possible crime scene is surrounded by homes and businesses, yet nobody, including his own wife, saw anything, there’ll be an autopsy, and we’re going to need all the cooperation we can get,” he finished, sliding his hand into the interior pocket of his jacket and handing me a card that smelled faintly of garlic. “If you see anyone suspicious, remember something, or think of anything that could help us, I want you to call me.”
“I won’t. I mean, I will. But, I don’t think, I don’t think I’ll remember anything 
more. I’ve already told you what I know,” I said knowing how I sounded but unable to soften my tone.
“Which is surprisingly little, given such a small building, such close proximity 
between front doors, all of your front windows facing the park.”
He had a point so I said nothing.

“There’s been an as-of-yet unexplained death a few yards from your front door,” 
he said as if I didn’t know it as well as he did. “What possible reason would you have not to be cooperative?”
Well, I know an indirecta when I hear one, but I remained silent, even as he continued to peer at me, scratching his head, letting me know with every little picky gesture that this was serious, possibly as serious as murder or manslaughter or whatever they called deaths that weren’t supposed to happen.
“Where were you this morning?” he asked suddenly, as if the question had just occurred to him. 
“At the hardware store.”
“Were you making new keys?”
“No.”
“Did anyone see you go there?”
“Many people.”
His cell phone started ringing, but he kept looking right at me.
“Where were you last night?”
“Here. In my apartment.”
“Did anyone see you or talk to you?”
“Yes. At least one person.”
He nodded, an unfortunate sign of intelligence revealing itself to me in his expression. When his phone rang again, he stood up, turned sideways to fish his cell phone out of his left pant pocket, then stopped, shut his phone off,  and slowly turned back around to face me, his eyes somehow telling me this wasn’t going to end well.
“One more question, Ms. Estevez.”
“Y dos también,” I said, which means something along the lines of “Ask away.” 
“When was the last time you saw or spoke to the diseaset, exact time and date please, and what exactly did you talk about?”

Chapter 11
It was close to six in the afternoon by the time they finished interviewing everyone, writing down our names, addresses and telephone numbers. A section of the park had been cordoned off with yellow crime scene tape, while upstairs, Apartamento Cuatro was silent, Olivia somewhere inside, left to mourn her husband all by herself.
I walked into my own apartment and sat in my red corduroy armchair, unable to grasp what had happened. Hector couldn’t really be dead. I’d just talked to him last night. I’d even argued with him and he’d been fine, I thought, before the sound of the gurney’s thump going from sidewalk to pavement flashed inside my head denying it. I tried to focus, to bring back the last thing he said to me, his last glance. But all I remembered was how insanely angry I’d been and the stupid things I’d said that I’d never be able to take back. The worst of it was I’d put it all in writing, something my mother warned me a million times never to do. And hadn’t it been just like him to leave my “nice” breakup letter behind for me to throw away, and take the nasty, sarcastic one, for him probably the interesting one, fascinated as he was by internal conflict and human motives.
Wait a minute! The letter he took. Where was it? What had he done with it? The police would find it! Oh my God, Olivia would find it. Maybe she already had. Everyone would find out we'd been having an affair, I thought, beginning to hyperventilate. I had a vision of a group of people stoning me for carrying on with a tenant whose wife slept mere yards from me. My Dominican neighbors would say, “Oh, pero que mujer más sucia,” (What a dirty woman) and my Puerto Rican neighbors would call me la chilla (a.k.a. skanky hoe). And my friends, Iris, Gustavo, Doña Carmen, the Salvadoran lady 

who’d trusted me with her bank deposits for years, they’d say that I was a descarada, a 
woman without shame. 
	But then I remembered Hector was gone and wished I had the choice of going through a little well-deserved embarrassment if it would reverse his death, or at least bring him back long enough for me to to say good-bye, make sure he hadn’t suffered. Except I didn’t. He was gone and there was nothing I could do. 
I sat up. 
Or was there?
After decades of running away from the possibility of contact with the dead, from the future, even from the sounds of my own mind, I’d gone from being willingly blind to wanting to reclaim my clairvoyance twice in less than one week. Except that each time, each want was so different. On Wednesday, I’d wanted to see out of jealousy and fear. It had been a weak want, stoked by ego alone. How different it was now. The want I felt as I sat in my apartment shocked out of tears was strong, fierce, and radical. It made me long to talk to the darkest of the dead again, to run from one to the next asking if they’d seen him. 
And, what if I still could? I’d have to hurry. The longer I waited the farther and denser his energy, I thought, imagining him walking away, his back to me, trench coat flapping against the backs of his legs, unable to hear me yelling for him to stop. 
I took several deep breaths, so deep that deep whooshing sounds came out of my throat, and focused on imagining I heard the low rap on the back door, that I felt him sitting down next to me, heard his breath very close to me. I don’t remember being afraid, but only because I didn’t really believe I could still cross the figurative gate of death. 
If you want to know exactly what I did, I’ll tell you, though I doubt it will do you 
much good right away. The secret to talking to the dead is not in the method, which is so simple and well-known as to be boring. The key is in the mastery you acquire by practicing, and in the quality of your inner space and energy you get from believing you can do it.  But if you ever want to try it, this is what you do:
1. Find a quiet place and sit or lie down. (I used to prefer sitting with my heels on the floor, where I could feel it vibrate as my energy changed, became lighter.)
2. Clear your mind of thoughts and worries. (The best way to do this is to make a mental note of irrefutable good things before you begin, and think about them to get yourself started.) 
3. Once you feel relaxed and at peace with the world (meaning okay with bad existing alongside the good because you trust in a natural order of things), construct a mental picture of the person you want to talk to. 
4. Think of him or her in life until you get a sense of connection. You’ll know when you have it because talking to the person will seem natural to you at that point. (Many people never lose that sense of being connected to those that were very close to them and talk to them every day as if they were still here.) 
5. Then and only then, ask them a question. (Do not try to deal with the energy of a dead person before you’ve protected yourself with love and positivity.) You don’t have to do it out loud, unless it helps you stay focused. 
6. After you ask, you wait. Keep your vision of the person in your head. Do not put words in their mouth. Just smile and wait patiently.
I don’t know how long I sat, focusing with all my might, before opening my eyes, 
a tenth of me expecting to see him, the other ninety percent wishing I weren’t such a bad clairvoyant. 
But I was. I was a terrible clairvoyant who’d thrown her gift away and would now have to resign herself to never seeing, feeling, or hearing him again. The good thing is that after I forced myself to accept this, even saying it out loud, I was at least, at last, able to cry, not knowing why I was crying exactly, if for the lover-friend, not to be confused with a loving friend, who had taught me good and bad things in such a stylish and memorable way, or for the small, small, small man I’d become attached to despite the easy way he’d disengaged from me in the end. 
Or maybe I was crying for my own screwed-up psyche, still so incapable of dealing with something as mundane and common as death, even when the deceased was someone I had told to get out of my life in no uncertain terms just hours before. 
I thought of Hector, but the image that came into my head was of Abril. She looked angry, talking on the phone while putting things inside an envelope, maybe a letter. That got me to my feet and pacing, eyes wide open. What if Olivia found my letter and killed Hector because of it? And what if after, she gave it to the police to make them suspect me? The questions they’d asked me made it clear she could still become a suspect. After all, he’d died mere yards from her front door, too. 
Giving the police the letter would turn suspicion away from her and bring her revenge full circle, wouldn’t it? And the officer had mentioned vomit. Maybe she’d poisoned him. But then, how had she carried him out to the park? Could she have poisoned him in the park, injected him with something in a jealous rage? 
God, what was I thinking? Sure, she was weird, but I couldn’t imagine Olivia killing. Then again, neither could I imagine anyone else having done it, and he was with her when he died. He had to have been because he sure hadn’t been with me. 
At the thought, my heart began beating furiously. I wondered if it was a sign that Olivia was indeed involved. Or was I just imagining things? After all, they’d been married for years and she hadn’t killed him before. Then again, as incapable as she might seem of murdering anyone, I had to admit cheating with a woman who lived right downstairs seemed to me like a perfectly plausible reason for killing a man. Hell, I’d wanted to kill him just for breaking up with me on the eve of my birthday.
And why else would she have killed him last night of all nights? It had to be because of the letter! That was the reason for that awful dream. I was responsible for his death because she had found the letter and done something about it. Maybe she had lured him to the park first and made him drink something there. Maybe, maybe, maybe.
When someone dies, taken from you forever, the pain is bearable only if you can transform it into an insatiable appetite for knowing everything. How he died, where he was, what he said, and to whom he said it. You rethink every second and its possibilities, like the sleuth in a detective novel going over odds and likelihoods, timelines and probabilities, rummaging through the wreckage of the mind for the one detail with the potential to hold the story of what happened, the key to everything, within it. 
I was no murder detective, but a few things were clear to me that Saturday afternoon, sitting in that red armchair watching day turn into night, the fact that it was my own birthday forgotten: 
First, Hector was really dead. I couldn’t do anything to bring him back. No one could. Second, there was a very good possibility that he had not died of natural causes, given that he was in much better health than most men his age, which either meant that his wife had found out about our affair and had somehow ended his life, or that Coffee Park wasn’t nearly as safe as I’d imagined. 
Third, even this second scenario, that someone had tried to rob him and killed him in the process, made little sense. While he was not a rich man, Hector was a pragmatic one. If someone had asked for his wallet, or for the gold pinky ring he always wore in memory of his mother, he would have handed both over with a sardonic smile. They wouldn’t have needed to kill him, or even hit him. And if he was in the park, that meant he’d been nowhere near his Saab, which he kept parked in front of my building unless he needed to go beyond his walking range of fifteen blocks. This meant carjacking was not even a possibility. 
Then there were the things I couldn’t figure out, but needed to. Like, why had he gone to the park on a rainy night? And why hadn’t his body been found on our side of the square? Oh, my God, of course: he was meeting someone! (A hit man for his business rival Mitch Kaplan? It was ridiculous, of course, but I smiled thinking this was just the kind of thing Hector would have said to make me laugh if he’d been sitting next to me right then. He’d have said, “If we’re going to play this game, let’s play it well. Where’s that collection of Edgar Allan Poe stories I gave you? Best example of detecting you’ll ever find is right on your shelf!”) 
That he’d been meeting someone was just an unsupported theory, but what I knew for sure was that if I could somehow find out why Hector had gone to the park, I’d be much closer to knowing how and why he died.
Another unresolved issue was that there was a letter, the one he’d taken, in the hands of God knew who. A mocking little letter that first one had been, clearly proving that I’d been having an affair with him and that things were not ending well between us. (This thought filled me with a terrible unease. Not only was it possible that I’d be exposed as his lover. But if that letter came to light, what was there to keep police from thinking I’d had a reason to want him dead?) Thankfully, the other one, the nicer and blander “I wish you well” letter was in my trash, where I’d thrown it after our fight. 
I thought of the officer who interviewed me. Had it been my imagination or had he been all too willing to believe any one of us guilty of hiding something?  What would he think if he knew about the last time I’d seen or spoken to the “diseaset,” and what, exactly, we’d talked about? (He’d scowled when I answered his probing with a slow shake of my head and an, “Mmmmm, you know? I really couldn’t say, exactly.”)
Which was a big fat lie, of course. I remembered every word of my last conversation with Hector. Wait! The trash. I couldn’t leave the letter I’d thrown out there, where the police might search. I raced to the back door, wanting to keep the letter from others, but also hoping to touch one of the last things he’d touched, written on, to save it where I could use it to remember. 
Except that the lid on my blue recycling bin was open, as if someone had rifled through it, the neat stack of old “Siempre Mujer” magazines I kept around for my clients scattered below and above the plastic milk jugs and water bottles. Could it have been the police? Who else would want to search through my trash? And where the hell were those damn letters: the one he’d taken and the one I’d thrown out?  
As dusk began to settle in, I went from sad to frantic, visions of being whisked away to jail piercing my brain so intensely that I froze when I heard the knock coming from the other end of my apartment. Slowly, I went inside, closed the kitchen door, and walked to the living room to look through the peephole, convinced that the obnoxious policeman would be on the other side of my front door, holding the letter I had not found, ready to torture me with more questions and demanding to know why I’d concealed the true nature of my relationship with his victim.
But it was only Gustavo.
“Just heard,” he said. Then, “What are you doing? Turn on some lights. You’re spooking me.”
I tried to muster a smile to serve as a reply, but nothing came. 
I switched on the lights.
“I can’t believe it,” he went on. “What happened? Do you know? How bad did it look? Even Abril fainted when she heard that he might have been killed. Oh, and Iris, she won’t even talk about it in front of Henry, says he was pretty shook up when he heard.” 
“Is Abril all right?”
“She’s fine. At least that’s what she said when I helped her up to her apartment, just before she slammed the door in my face,” he said, shaking his head, his face a frustrated scowl. “It’s fine if she doesn’t want to talk to me, but I’m worried about Henry.”
“He’ll be okay,” I said.
“Notice Ellie picked up all her stuff?”
“She did?”
“Yeah. Just now on my way in I picked up some trash the crowd left in front of the building and took it around the side to throw out. Her stuff isn’t there.”
I’d been so distraught looking for the letter that I hadn’t even noticed. 
“I’m going to guess she didn’t pay you?” said Gustavo. 
“I didn’t even see her. But that’s not strange with all the people around here. You should’ve seen it, Gustavo. It was a circus.”
Where was that damn letter?
“Well, at least she’s gone, huh? But look, I just wanted to see if you were all right.”
“I’m fine. It’s fine,” I said, feeling uncomfortable, as if I were usurping Olivia’s condolences, and realizing that mistresses not only have to love in secret, they have to mourn in secret too.
“You know, I’m sorry I gave you a hard time this morning. About what you said?”
“What did I say? 
“About Jorge?”
“Oh. Don't. Don’t worry about it.”
“You still want to say hello?”
Morning and what I’d wanted already felt a few lives removed.
“Sure, of course.”
Of course. Right after I found the stupid letter I’d thrown away, and figured out a way to retrieve the other one.  
“Just hello, right?” said Gustavo. “I mean, two tenants lost in one week. I figure you could use a friend.”
I nodded absently, unable to concentrate on what Gustavo was saying because an idea had sprung in my head: there was something Jorge, and only Jorge, could help me with, being the only man in the world who knew my secret, and the only person I knew who could take me where I could get the answers I now wanted (No! Needed.), and trust that they’d be true. 
“You know, Gustavo? You’re right. I really would like to see Jorge again.”
“That’s all I’ve been saying,” he said as if I’d just confessed to the crime he knew all along I’d committed. “Alright, I’ll see what I can do. Right now, I’m going to make myself something to eat. Knock if you need anything, okay?”
I nodded and watched him until after he’d waved good-bye, his usually smiling mouth, sad and elongated, as if his chin weighed so much it were pulling everything down. I kept watching him even after he’d turned to fish his keys out of his pocket, thinking about this old building of mine and how it would have to hold, comfort, and protect the three heartbroken souls that had somehow found their way to it, and were taking refuge, alone yet together, under its roof that night.

Chapter 12
	 But for you to understand why I thought Jorge could help me reclaim my clairvoyance, figure out what had happened to Hector, and maybe even help me recover the lost letters filling me with dread, I’m going to have to tell you about the list.
I believe every woman (except virgins and nuns) has a list, be it written out on actual paper, or on the multicolored Post-its of her memory.
No, not the list of every quality she wants in a man (which only works if you work on being all the things on the list first, by the way). The list I’m talking about is the one with the names of every man she’s ever slept with. Or every man she ever slept with whom she really loved. Or every man she ever slept with who was any good in bed, or any man she ever slept with who later broke her heart, or whatever else is important for her to keep track of about the men she’s slept with. 
And no matter what that is, or whether your list is made up of men or women for that matter, the parameters you’ve chosen to impose on that list of who you’ve let inside you, and what has happened afterward, says more about your past, present, and future than any tarot card reading ever will. 
Mine listed every man I’d ever slept with who had given me a long-lasting reason to wish I hadn’t. 
	Having experienced the regrets of the living and the dead alike early in life, I’d become a believer in Karma, and part of my purpose for keeping the list was to remember to work on how I would forgive and/or forget the men on my list before I died, so as not to encounter them or the results of my relationship with them in my next life. 

	But, to be fair, you do choose them, these men, for a reason, and my reasons 
could always be traced back to my mother. 
And since there’s no easy way to, say, slip in, this bit of information, I’m just going to say it: my mother was a prostitute. 
A smart, terribly beautiful, devastatingly voluptuous one. But unlike the dollar-store sluts who sometimes pollute the stoop of my Coffee Park fourplex walking around like hens without heads, she had a business strategy, a niche she liked to call “womanly kindness.” She knew there was a good possibility that a powerful man willing to pay for it was a man whose self-esteem was on vacation. She also knew that such a man craved a belly laugh when he made a joke and an admiring glance when he dropped his pants, more than he craved the bursting, raging, cataclysmic orgasms he was risking his marriage and reputation for. The reason my mother knew, or thought she knew, so much about men with power is that they were the only kind she’d “date”: powerful (and possibly corrupt) power-brokers, bankers, and politicians, that was the rule. Good thing it was the late seventies and there were plenty of those to go around in Miami. 
“Be nice to your men when you grow up, Mariela,” she’d say while braiding my hair in the kitchen on lazy Sunday afternoons. “Pick ‘em up when they’re feeling down and they’ll never be able to forget you.” 
	But forget me they did, which goes to show that one woman’s fortune-making niche can be another’s losing streak. 
My mother’s illness was the reason I was never much of a butterfly as a young woman. I managed the three properties my mother left me when she died: a mid-century bungalow in the Southeastern neighborhood of Pinecrest, a Mediterranean cottage in central Coral Gables, and the Coffee Park fourplex. I worked part time at Lion Video, a small, artsy store specializing in foreign and hard-to-find films, and spent all my free time and money watching movies at the mall.
Then I met my first husband, Alejandro.
He was forty-one years old to my twenty-five when we married. An avid reader who taught children with special needs, he had absolutely no money, and was as different from my idea of my mother’s “boyfriends” as I could possibly find. The only problem was he saved all his patience for his students. He was from Spain, where it’s considered slightly vulgar, but not uncommon, to tell people to go take it in the ass as a slang way of sending someone to hell. “A tomar por el saco, Tío” he’d say in the middle of the slightest altercation. Incidentally, I had discovered that it was also the only way he liked to have sex and I was seriously re-thinking our marriage when he left me for a local TV weather-girl. Said he wanted a woman with a real career, not someone who “played” at being a real estate investor but spent all her time at the movies, talking to her tenants, or on her computer. 
Since, thanks to my mother’s real estate investments, I had a “level of solvency,” that he had become “accustomed” to and a lifestyle his teacher’s salary could not maintain, and since he had no assets besides his KIA, while I had three very desirable, free-and-clear properties in then home-value rich Miami, the judge gave him the Pinecrest seventies-style bungalow we lived in based on the value acquired by the property while we’d been married. 
Oh, how I loved that house, so surrounded by trees in the middle of a neighborhood full of sixties-inspired slanted roofs. I could have fought for it, but by the time Alejandro and his lawyer where done with me, my will to speak, much less negotiate anything, had died, and my only hope was that he’d take it easy on the weather girl, she who had to stand to do her job.
I moved back to Coffee Park, my refuge after every failure, until five years later, in a society-induced panic over turning thirty-five and not being married or having children, I married Manuel and moved into the Coral Gables home. 
Manuel was Puerto Rican, sexy, good in bed, really funny and really irresponsible. Two years later, I had begun to tire of lying to people about his whereabouts when they called threatening to sue us if he didn’t finish the roof they’d already paid him to fix, when he managed to meet a yoga teacher who felt that supporting him was the least she could do in exchange for the “sheer joy” he brought into her life.
“You know what your problem is, Mariela? You don’t really see people. And you know why? ‘Cause you’re just not spiritual. You don’t see people for who they can be. Do you even appreciate all I’ve done for you?” he’d said to me one of the many times I’d had to call him to tell him that a very angry client was on my doorstep, and that I’d give him his mistress’ address if he didn’t come and take care of it right away. 
I remember taking some time after he said that to me to actually sift through my memories of our marriage, trying hard to think of what part of him I’d neglected to see, and though plenty of things came up, none were positive, so I guessed he was right. There must have been some good—there always is—and if I hadn’t seen it, it’s because I hadn’t been looking. Not that I felt he’d ever truly seen me either, but I didn’t blame him for that. I’d never told him, or Alejandro, or anyone, about my mother, or about my stillborn clairvoyance. So how could I expect him to see what I hadn’t been willing to show?
This was almost three years ago and it had taken all this time to get the divorce finalized. In the end, I agreed to have him keep the Coral Gables house in exchange for a release of liability from his lawsuit-prone construction business on which I was an enthusiastic co-signer, stupid woman that I’d been. 
It was a beautiful house in a great location right smack in the middle of Coral Gables, which is right smack in the middle of Miami. It had a big yard, a coral rock-rimmed pool, an all-around wooden fence, and rested on the quiet, tree-laden side of Aragon Avenue. Perhaps best of all, it was walking-distance from “Books & Books,” the old-style independent bookstore and café that belonged to Mitch Kaplan, Hector’s imagined nemesis, and that is, to this day, my very favorite place in all of Miami, not just for the books, but for the place itself, all wooden bookcases, Spanish-style iron railings, and a cozy courtyard with orange patio umbrellas and dangling garden lights on breezy Autumn nights. 
But I couldn’t afford the upkeep, there was no way to turn the house into a multi-family home, and at the time, the rent I could have gotten for it would barely have covered the taxes and landscaping. So I let him have it. Something told me that when the “joy” he’d be able to provide his new wife after paying Coral Gables’ obscenely high property taxes got too sheer for her taste, she’d promptly throw him out on his lazy ass. It would serve him right.
I read somewhere that actress Zsa Zsa Gabor once said, "I am a marvelous housekeeper. Every time I leave a man I keep his house." Well, you can think of Dumb and Dumber, numbers one and two, as the Zsa Zsa Gabors of my life and list. 
	After those two, I thought the problem might be marriage, the absurd need to 
complicate everything with the blatantly false promise (since the person promising cannot be absolutely sure he’ll be able to keep it) of security and exclusivity. Why couldn’t I be crazy for once, have a fantastic fling?
Since I no longer had multiple properties to manage or the income that had come with them, that’s when I took my post-divorce, highly sharpened, computer skills, and my knack for finding information and resources on the Internet, moved back into my Coffee Park apartment and put up my shingle, all the while asking what was wrong with men when what I really wanted to know was, what was so wrong with me? 
	Until then, I’d always wondered if my mother wouldn’t have been happier with an honest man willing to devote his life to her, instead of hurrying to live, and work, and save for her sunny horizon only to die from Olympic-speed Cancer instead. But now I knew my strategy of “normal” relationships based on “true love,” and marrying or dating someone for who he was, regardless of how little he had or could give me, was just one big bowl of bullshit, which, as promised, explains why, with the ink on divorce decree number two still wet, I made the very conscious decision to sleep with married men. And who should come along but lucky number three.
	Jorge was amazingly Cuban. Yes, he was that Cuban: good-looking, happy, and loud. A player with a great sense of humor, thick lips, and smooth ways. He’d come for help filling out a FAFSA (a Free Application for Federal Student Aid), wanting to study English, and hoping to open a small café. He’d been a chef and worked at some of the best Varadero hotels in Cuba before making his way out to sea, officially becoming a balsero (a rafter) and spending almost two years at the Guantanamo Bay prison camp for refugees during the 1994 exodus, before coming to Miami. He was six feet tall and lanky, with wavy dark hair that always looked good somehow, even though it seemed to go every which way. His eyes were big and dark, and gave him an air of mournful thoughtfulness. Unless he smiled. Then they brought out his true nature, an organic mix of friendly and flirty, shy and daring, that I hadn’t been able to resist. I guess he did look like a slightly younger version of his idol, traveling writer/chef Anthony Bourdain, whose show he’d watch reverently even before he understood a word of English. He taught me how to dance salsa casino, how to cook, and how to let go so completely during sex that it was only after he once laughingly asked me to repeat what I’d said that I realized I’d been talking coalmine levels of dirty in bed for the first time in my life.
	How could he do all this while being married? Ay, my friend, I should tell you, if you don’t already know it, that when it comes to Cuba and Cubans, it’s always complicated. 
	After being in Miami for a while, he’d been allowed to go back to visit his mother. During the visit he had met his wife, Yuleidys, a nurse who’d been visiting Habana from the agricultural town of Pinar del Rio on the westernmost part of the island. After almost two years of paperwork, she got her release papers from the Cuban government the month before I met him and for months had been supposed to arrive “any day now.” Theirs, I thought, was the most romantic relationship, made perfect by the ninety miles of sea between them, romanticized with letters, pictures, home videos, and long $1.29 per minute phone calls even in the post-Skype era of free international calling. 
	He had a kind heart, and often stayed the entire night if he was off from the 
restaurant. He’d bring me café con leche in bed, and always treated me as if what we had 
was real, as if he loved me, even though I knew I was just his temporary medicine against 
the loneliness and frustration with the politics of politics. 
	Not that I was his only remedy. He often dealt with his nostalgia by partying with his chef friends after he got off work, drinking wine and smoking pot until the wee hours of the morning, sleeping ‘til all hours, and living his “promised-land” life during the few hours before he had to be back for his shift.
	“You’re so talented… I don’t know why you treat your life like a light version of a Miami Vice episode,” I told him once.
	It was a variation of something I’d say more and more frequently over the three months we were together. He’d always answer the same thing:
	“Mi vicio eres tú,” which meant that I was his vice, and sounded just as corny as Spanish as it does in English. But he’d say it in the softest voice while looking at me with the look you give the people in your life you know you could never say no to.
One day, after heart-stopping sex, a bowl of heavenly seafood soup (I don’t remember the recipe, but it had coconut milk, real bacon, avocado and asparagus), and too much wine, I told him my secret: that I used to have to cover my ears to avoid the whispering and the calling of people I couldn’t always see, that I’d known what it was like to feel the dark weight of stranger’s secrets when they walked past me, and how I’d murdered it all the same way he’d be able to someday murder his nostalgia for the friends, the streets, and the little rituals of poverty he thought he’d left behind because he couldn’t see his own wistful smile at the mere mention of them.
The next day, he convinced me to go see his godmother. She was Dominican, but 
had fallen in love with a Cuban man and had lived in Cuba until the day he died. Now she lived in the Miami neighborhood of Allapatah, in a little blue frame house that was almost completely obscured by shrubs and fruit trees, and I had only to lay eyes on her to be scared out of my freckles. 
I think it was her voice. The moment she spoke, it went off on its own with stories of women who threw themselves after the coffins of men they’d loved, trembling wrists of young men about to pull triggers while looking into the eyes of other boys, the hearts of mothers, lurching and shaking in the knowledge that their daughters would not be coming home that night, or any night. It was a bit like a double soundtrack. One song is saying hello and asking Jorge how he knows me, and the other is performing a spoken poem made up of the world’s saddest headlines.
I think I scared her too, because two minutes after first taking my hands in hers, she opened her eyes wide as if urgently displeased with whatever I had “brought in with me.” Then both her voices became one and this section of the poem was composed of the events of my entire life. She told me I could’ve had children but that it was too late now, and that I’d be tragically unhappy until I started respecting Yemaya’s will for my life, and started to see like I was supposed to. Then she told her godson to stay away from me if he knew what was good for him because I’d have nothing to give him but problems up to where she could see. Then she proceeded to pretty much shoo and push us out of her house.  
“Mariela, pero no le hagas caso a la vieja, por tu vida, tatica,” he said over and over again on the drive home, one hand on the wheel, the other holding my hands to his face, asking me to please forgive the crazy old woman, and to forgive him for bringing me, and even stopping the car on the side of the road to hug me until I’d stopped trembling, promising it would be a long time before he’d go see the dratted witch (bruja de mierda esa) again, even if she was his godmother. He’d only wanted to help. To show me I had nothing to be ashamed of. He’d wanted his godmother to figure out the perfectly logical reason I hadn’t seen my mother’s illness, so I could understand. But the experience had shaken me up so much that I continued to cry all the way home, and when a week later he got notice of his wife’s release date three months hence, I convinced him it was a good idea to start preparing for his new life with fidelity, and made him promise not to call me again, no matter what. I also promised myself I’d never see him again, much less make the mistake of telling anyone else my secret. 
And I hadn’t. Until now. I needed help so badly I was willing to face his godmother’s devils to get it. I was also willing to face my own, to put my most selfless good deed at risk and open up the can of escargots I’d closed almost a year ago, when I’d wanted his happiness more than I wanted his warm body next to mine. 
	Because my clairvoyance was not the only reason I ran away from him. I did it because there’d been something there. Maybe not enough of a something to survive his crazy lifestyle, his even crazier godmother, and my own crazy habit of being drawn only to those relationships most bereft of possibility, but still… something. I don’t say this now because time has passed. I knew it then, but figured his godmother was probably right about my having nothing for him, renounced him, and worked to occupy his space before he came back for it or I realized he didn’t intend to.





















Chapter 13
And that’s how number four happened. 
Well, that, and the bookstore. 
And the real estate slump of 2008. 
It was during the preceding Fall of 2007, that Hector, being an extremely intelligent, strategic, well-read man, convinced his wife to sell their home in the character-rich/ then value-poor neighborhood of The Roads, which they did just before the bubble burst. This way, he’d explained, they’d be able to save their bookstore and turn their equity into cash they otherwise would’ve had to wait until the next upswing to recover. The following fall, October 2008, they moved into my building.
	By then, I’d discovered the joys of reading and learning and, had I not been in the middle of catching Manuel with the Yoga teacher when I first met him, a man who’d sell his house before he closed down a bookstore would have been an aphrodisiac too strong to resist for me. But he came to see the apartment with his wife, Olivia, and even though he later returned alone to sign the lease and pay his first month’s rent, bringing a book and a chocolate soufflé from a French bistro as a “landlord gift,” you can understand why I wasn’t in the mood for people with penises just then. 
	“Thank you. I thought the landlord’s the one who welcomes the tenants with a housewarming gift.”
	“Oh, you half been more than welcoming. In fact, you couldn’t half inspired me to bring these offerings if you had not been. You’re obviously an incredibly warm woman.”
	
	I’d seen right through him: pompous, oversexed, and with a wife who scared the 
wits out of me. Always silent, smiling that superior, crazy half-smile. I thanked him for the soufflé, told him he could return the signed lease later, closed the door, and didn’t give it another thought.
	For a while, all was calm. I had a couple of short affairs, not even worth including in my list. I didn’t ask anyone for help, and I didn’t encourage any man to ask it of me. I was completely alone: no family, no friends, and no real relationships besides my tenants and the people of Coffee Park and Little Havana. 
Time passed. And Manuel passed. And Jorge came and left, and more time passed, and then one day, when I was finally tired of being almost forty and still pretending to “date” men-just like my mother except I did it for free-he returned. 
This being Miami, it wasn’t all that cold that early morning in February when he knocked on my door. Still, he wore a coat and scarf because, as I’d later learn, he always dressed for the season, no matter where he was. 
“Good afternoon, Mariela. So sorry to disturb you,” he’d said when I answered. 
“It’s okay. Something wrong in your apartment?” 
“Oh, no, no. I just need a copy of my lease. I seem to half misplaced it.”
“Oh, okay. Well, come on in and I’ll print you one.”
	As I looked for the lease on my computer, he strolled casually into my kitchen.
	“Where do you keep the coffee? Ah, here it is. I thought we’d share some coffee while I’m here,” he explained when he saw I’d followed him into the kitchen with a pen between my lips, and a startled look on my face. 
	“I’m sorry,” he said then, looking sheepish. “Am I being too familiar? God, I always do this. I’m such a boludo, how you say… a jackass? I get the story chemistry and 
there’s no stopping me.”
	“The story chemistry?”
	“You love stories, don’t you?” he said pointing to my large book collection, which took up half the wall space in my small living room/ office.
	“Sure,” I said, flattered, not telling him which ones because I was sure when he said stories, he meant Tolstoy, Carver, and Chekhov. When I said stories, I meant Anne Tyler, E.L. Doctorow, and Esmeralda Santiago, along with beloved, if light, movies like “Pretty Woman,” “The Notebook,” and “Bridget Jones’ Diary.” I’d tried the classics: Jane Austen, Kate Chopin, Hemingway. But I also didn’t force myself to have books on my shelf that I hadn’t been able to understand no matter how hard I tried, and that hadn’t inspired me to keep on trying like (save your gasp) Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. 
	“Well, I’m sure you’ve read this one,” he said handing me a book. “But it is an early edition, signed by the author. Very, very valuable. I know you love this book. A woman as sensual as you has to half this book. Please accept it, as a gift.” 
	Thankfully, it was Love in the Time of Cholera, which I’d read, and from which I only remembered that the object of the protagonist’s slightly pedophilic affection had red pubic hair.
	And that’s when it happened. By “happened” I mean that I decided. I decided I liked the sight of this man making coffee in my kitchen. And I decided to take it all in stride and be open to the possibility. He wasn’t my problem. He was his wife’s, who I also decided to forget, lived upstairs. 
	“Do you want to review the lease with your wife, in case you need me to update anything?” I asked, sipping his coffee, and wondering if he understood what I was really asking.
	“No, no,” he sighed like a father talking about a rebellious child. “Olivia doesn’t deal with these things. She… doesn’t half problems. She’s not on earth long enough to half them, or to know that she has one when she does,” he finished with a tortured, resigned smile that had obviously seen light before this moment. 
	I nodded, thinking I knew this game. Hell, I might even have invented this game. But I convinced myself his wife either knew, and didn’t care one bit that she had an obviously unfaithful husband, or didn’t know and was happy that way. At least with me, she wouldn’t have to worry about his divorcing her and taking her property with him when he left her.  
“May I ask… how old you are?”
“Of course not,” I laughed.
“It’s just, you remind me of an actress, the mystique of maturity and the smile of youth at the same time, eh, Licia. Licia Maglietta’s her name. Italian,” he finished in a way that said he felt if something was Italian, it was undeniably superior.
“Well, I’m sure Licia would be mortified, but thank you.”
“And sexy,” he said.
“Mortified and sexy?”
“No, mature and youthful, sexy and innocent, all at the same time.”
I smiled, busying myself with the book he’d given me.
“Wow, your books are expensive,” I said. “Thank you for the gift.”
I flipped to a page on which he’d placed a cardboard bookmark from his bookstore. There was a hand-written notation on it. I read aloud:  
“Sex is in the brain and begins hours, days, months, sometimes years before the actual lovemaking.”
“It’s true, no? It’s a hunger you feed. If your palate is uneducated in these matters, you lunge hungrily, gulp it like cheap wine. But. If you’re someone who really enjoys making love, then you feed it slowly, enjoy the pleasure of each morsel you place inside the mouth of your mind. You’ll forgive me for being so forward… I feel comfortable in your presence, as if I’d known you a long time.”
Priceless, wasn’t he? I could clearly see that he was pretentious, chronically unfaithful, unsatisfied, and possibly given to condescension. But I chose to be ignorant. I chose to be ignorant because I was really, really, lonely, and bored with life, and hungry for the attention I was afraid I’d never get again. 
I chose him because I was empty, and he seemed like just the thing to fill up with for at least a little while. I knew exactly what I was doing, and when he left that night, I knew he’d be back.
At first, it was exciting, meeting him somewhere different every time. Sometimes we’d meet to talk. And even though I’d loved reading before him, he taught me how to truly lose myself in the pleasure of a good book, gave me the tools to find the context that would peel it for me like a freshly-ripened piece of fruit.  
 “You can learn more about life from a good novel… than from all the self-help books ever published put together,” he’d tell me.
“Oh, that’s not true.”
“It’s absolutely true.”
So he’d read to me, Saramago’s The Tale of the Unknown Island and Esmeralda Santiago’s The Turkish Lover, emphasizing a thousand and one lessons and seducing me in the process. And he’d hold me, and talk to me, and look at me, and want to know everything about me. So I’d tell him almost everything, and look at him, and listen to his voice as it sounded when his lips were in the warm vicinity of my ears. And then, I’d choose to forget some more, his words the numbing agent allowing me to remember the men in my list,  Jorge in particular, without hunger or too much angst. 
Meanwhile, Olivia, his wife, kept to herself, rarely leaving her apartment except for the organic garden center where she was a volunteer of some sort, seldom answering a greeting, and making it easy for me to convince myself that what I was doing didn’t matter, that my affair with Hector was just like the unexpected, fleeting joy of rereading a clever line one wrote long ago, buried among the important things in a diary no one else would ever read. 
Of course it was all insanely sexy. Hector was a natural teacher, engaging me in fascinating conversations that mixed the intellectual and the sexual in ways that made me want to stay under his spell forever. I had always felt bad about myself for not going to college, the extent of my formal education summed up in a one-year certificate in “computer sciences.” But Hector would analyze me constantly as if I was a complex, rare and precious firefly, and despite myself, I began to see myself differently through his eyes: light, flowing, sensuous, vibrating, and as alive as I’d ever been. 
We began to meet at the St. Michel’s, and it got easier and easier to remember that he was married only when I wanted to feel young and free and sly, and as if one of God’s Robin Hood-styled helpers had decided that I deserved not to be the one being cheated on, at least not this once.

Chapter 14
After Gustavo left, I closed the door behind me and leaned on it, once more turning off the lights, closing my eyes and bracing myself for what lay ahead: a long night of thinking about all the death I hadn’t seen coming in this lifetime.
Then…
“Don’t be afraid.”
I heard it. Or maybe I just felt it. Imagined it?
Hector had said, “Don’t be afraid,” or rather “eh-freid.”
I stood, frozen in place. (Had it worked after all?)
“Hector?” I whispered.
But all was silent, and suddenly, I was afraid. Afraid of talking, moving, or even
breathing. 
Jesus! I told you I was a horrible clairvoyant. When was the last time you heard of a clairvoyant scared of dead people?
I slithered to the floor, listening for the longest time, until I gathered enough courage to get up and turn on the lights again. Had I really heard him? 
“Hector? That you?” I whispered again, looking around me, afraid of what I might see, and as terrified of getting an answer as I was of not getting one, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to breathe normally until I knew exactly what happened to him and why, and praying my need to see or hear him again, even if just once more, to know that he had gone peacefully to wherever it was he had gone to, to say goodbye, to fight the notion of never, fear or no fear. 

It was a feeling I was not used to, this need to know something for my own peace of heart, rather than for a client’s or a friend’s, and it was so strong that it sent me crashing into the foyer closet as if propelled, opening old suitcases and boxes, almost emptying the entire space of its contents before I found what I was looking for: my great-great-grandmother’s journal of clairvoyance. 
“I give up!” I said to it, out loud, when I held it in my hands. “I give up, okay. I can’t do it alone and I want to do this. Seriously. Here I am,” I continued in a high-pitched quivering voice, declaring my intention of “turning on” my clairvoyance again, and hoping it was like riding a bike, or like sex, something you never really forgot how to do, despite my failed attempts so far. 
The journal was just a tattered old book, with none of the dignified air of family heirlooms, no faint smell of long-ago mystery, no sign of the sweetness of the sea air that misted the island where it was written and where the roots of my roots still lay, sewn by nature and draped around the trunk of a Jagüey tree, like an old woman’s shawl. 
On the first page that wasn’t torn, or too faded to read, “Do not be afraid,” appeared like the echo of my ghost’s thought in the form of my great-grandmother’s dainty handwriting. 
“The dead are living and the living are dead. Without the body to tend to, we express with transparency. Sound might be guttural or whispered, touch as heavy as shame, or so light as to seem imagined. Taste and smell are gone, and sight is compromised. Only their own desire to speak can bring them forth, so you, the clairvoyant, must use this. You must understand that the image you see is the one you remember, or the one conveyed to you, consciously or not, by the person you’re reading for. You are not seeing with your eyes. You are seeing with the eyes of the love that remains. The love of the living, and the desire of the dead. Use them to bring the dead angel in transition forward.” 
Angel in transition? Hector? I would’ve laughed out loud if I hadn’t been so damn frightened. But I was. I was run-out-of-and-back-into-Apartmento Uno-screaming-afraid. Making-a-cross-with-my-two-index-fingers-and-walking-around-reciting-the-Holy Father prayer-over-and-over-again-afraid. 
So. Clairvoyance was like riding a bike.  
And I’d just remembered how I’d broken my every limb the last time I rode it. 
Of course you don’t understand what I’m talking about. How could you when I’ve avoided telling you the whole story until now that I have no choice but to remember it? 
So, all right. I’ll tell. But to understand how unlikely it was that I’d be able to reclaim my “V.I.P. access” to the other side after decades of keeping it locked up in the basement of my life, I’ll have to tell you a few things about clairvoyance. 
First of all, you need to know that clairvoyance comes in strains, like a disease. 
For example, the particular variety that seemed to run in my family was partial to women, arrived with puberty, and as my mother found out much after I was born, behaved pretty much the same as blue eyes and dimples, skipping a generation like a recessive genetic trait.
Ana Cecilia Valdes, my maternal grandmother, had it. According to my mother, she was a strikingly beautiful young Cuban woman from a well-to-do Havana family that frowned on “all that nonsense and heresy.” 

When Ana Cecilia “got” her gift along with her first period, her maternal grandmother (my great-great-grandmother, to whom the journal belonged) moved into her bedroom with the pretense of keeping a better eye on her now that she was of a “dangerous” age. Using her journal as a textbook, she began to secretly teach her all she knew about divination, intuition, white magic, and clairvoyance. 
My grandmother studied it all avidly, happy to please her beloved Nana, reading and rereading this journal I now held, guarding it jealously, and speaking of it to no one.
Later, in college, she began doing private readings for her friends, almost as a joke or an excuse for conversation at their living room parties, or fiestas de marquesina, as they were called. 
Until a new fellow, just arrived from some small town or other to study medicine, sat in front of her at a friend’s impromptu birthday party and gave her his open palms. 
“So tell me. What do you see?” he’d said, smiling.
“I don’t do palms,” she retorted.
“Okay. What do you do?”
“Nothing. I just… feel something… and…” she’d stopped, panicked because she could usually get a stranger’s “scent” the moment he spoke to her, and here she was, incapable of thinking, feeling or seeing anything other than the smile on this boy’s half-expectant, half-curious face. “I feel something,” she began again, “…and just know… something else. And then, I tell you. And… it makes sense to you,” she swallowed. “…or… it doesn’t.”
“So you’re saying you guess?”

“No. What… I feel something, and then something comes… into my head, and feels… like truth.”
He considered that for a moment.
“Can you ‘feel’ what I’m thinking right now?” he asked, roping her in with his eyes and holding her there, wherever it was he’d begun taking her with his voice from the very first word he’d said to her. 
 “No. Not really. I’m not getting anything right now. Maybe later. Excuse me. I have to go the bathroom.”
But I guess she did “get” something, because she married him against her family’s wishes and moved to the town of Violeta, where she had my mother, and lived a simple but happy existence, to hear my mother talk about it. 
And that’s the reason little Mercedes, my mother, spent her childhood hearing the wonderful things my grandmother foresaw for others while sitting at the kitchen table, and anxiously waiting for puberty (and for her own gift) to kick in. To my mother, clairvoyance was like Santa Claus: the provider of amazing gifts you got only if you were very, very good. 
Then came the revolution, and my grandparents sent her to the United States as part of Operation Peter Pan. It was the early sixties, Fidel Castro seemed to be firmly in power, and there were rumors that the children of parents who opposed the Cuban revolution were going to be shipped off to Soviet work camps. The United States government (mostly the State Department and the C.I.A.) and the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Miami coordinated the effort, and hundreds of children were placed with friends or relatives in over thirty-five states as a preventative measure, until they could be reunited with their parents. Others, like my mother, were placed in group-homes in the Midwest. 
Mercedita was twelve going on thirteen when she arrived in Iowa with a valise that was bigger than she was, and her mother’s inherited clairvoyance journal snug among the carefully folded clothes inside it. 
You may have heard of other Pedro Pan kids. Some are famous like the writer Carlos Eire and Ana Mendieta, the famous performance artist, and I’ve always thought that, maybe, if my mother had had a sister to talk to about how desperately she missed her own bedroom back in Violeta, if she’d been able to understand some of what people were saying to her, or if someone at the home where she was had celebrated her first period, good-naturedly teasing her about becoming a woman like her mom and dad would’ve, then the fact that it didn’t bring her gift with it wouldn’t have hit her so hard, and she would’ve become a famous writer or artist too. Instead, not knowing that it skipped a generation, she thought the cold Iowa nights had chased it away, robbing her of the only thing that could’ve reminded her that she was loved and missed on an island that felt further away than it really was. 
Who knows what things happened to her in the years that followed? I just know that the minute she turned eighteen, she ran away to Miami with the firm idea of figuring out a way to either bring her parents to the United States, or go back to Cuba. 
But by that time, they could not leave because my grandfather was a doctor, and as such, a nationalized commodity. Being a gusana, a worm who’d defected from her country, she was not allowed to go back, not even to visit, and not even later, for their funerals. And since having my grandparents risk their lives on a raft would have never been an option for my mother, I can see how the only path she saw was to pay someone to somehow smuggle them out. 
So she came to Miami without a high school diploma and began working as a waitress to sustain herself while sending money to her parents and saving even more money to get them out of Cuba. 
Time passed, and I don’t know when or why she gave up and decided to become a self-managed call girl. She never talked about that part of it and she didn’t leave enough random bits of runaway comments for me to piece together as she did with the rest. But I know that it was sometime within this gray area of her life that I was born. When I was little I’d beg to know my father’s name and she’d never tell me, until I finally realized that she really didn’t remember, or didn’t know, and stopped asking. 
She was clever, and fun, and kind, and five minutes after meeting her, you’d decide she really was the most beautiful woman in the entire world, and forgot all about that separate entrance for an entire area of our house that I wasn’t allowed into unless it was cleaning day or Sunday, or about the fact that our garage door would be open at pre-determined times at which a car would roll in, its driver staying inside it until my mother had closed the garage door and led him through a door that discreetly deposited him into the forbidden area of the house. 
Whenever anyone asked about her job, I was to tell them that she had a disability and couldn’t work. This was designed to make people uncomfortable so they’d refrain from asking questions.
Then I hit puberty and began knowing things. 
It was my mother who first caught on. After the third time of my making an out-of-nowhere comment about something I had no way of knowing, she took me to a babalaó or wise one, several spiritual pay-grades above a santera. 
“Alabaó,” he said peering down at me with his huge, round eyes, the whites of 
them as white against his dark cacao skin as his carefully pressed guayabera shirt. “My, 
my, she’s got it all right, but—”
“What?” my mother asked anxiously.
He gestured to my mother to follow him to the other side of the room where I could still hear him talking in Spanish as I sat on the little stool next to his scary altar, flanked by a life-sized gesso Yemayá, and a San Lázaro that looked like it was going to stoop down in order to tell me something any minute now. 
“Mercedita, this child needs guidance. There’s a lot going on there.”
“Spit it out, Sergio.”
“Trouble. Storms, Darkness, death, and then more death! I’ve never seen so much turmoil in someone this young.”
When my mother couldn’t get him to make a more positive prognosis, we hastened out of there with her muttering all the way home, calling him too old to see his own nose in about fifty different ways that now remind me of the “your mama” jokes told by school kids. You know the ones: “Your mama is so old I told her to act her age and she died,” or ”Your mama’s so old I asked for her birth certificate and she handed me a rock, etc.”
Finally, she got it out of her system.
“Well, anyway, he’s so old, Matusalén was his baby brother. Forget him. We’ll get you read by someone else.”
Which we never did. Instead, I became very, very special: the link to her long, lost family, the proof that she came from a line of “someones.” 
On ever-more-frequent nights without clients, we’d lay on my bed reading the tattered journal my great-great grandmother had put together, and my own grandmother had given to her only daughter for protection in a strange country. The smell of incense my mother swore she could still smell was long gone, but the black coffee stains remained, so faded they looked translucent, like tears someone had traced lightly around.
We were no longer lost luggage left unclaimed in the wrong airport. We were part of a family tradition. We belonged to a group of people who knew things, destined to be wise and use their gift to bring happiness and comfort to others. 
Slowly, surprise at my good fortune became pride in my ability to know secrets that made people smile, believe, and hope again. A message from a loved one presumed lost was like an IV filled with life instead of fluids, and I was capable of delivering it. 
I became cocky, never reading my great-great-grandmother’s journal on my own, doing nothing to learn the rules and responsibilities of my gift. All I cared about was that my mother told me stories about her childhood, asked what I thought she should cook for us that afternoon, and shared her real estate plans with me, as if I knew anything about houses and money. 
That was the best part: feeling like I had given something back to my mother, as if my fabulous gift were the connection that allowed her to remember she’d also had a mother who loved her once. 
Just before she got sick, she looked the happiest I’d ever seen her. She seemed to have fewer but better “boyfriends,” her special “niche” finally paying off in the form of generous clients “appreciating” her with properties and money that she turned into even more or bigger properties. 
“You’ll see, baby. Soon you’ll be going off to college and I’m going to retire so I 
can go with you. We’ll hire someone to manage the rentals, and only come back here to 
vacation in South Beach like the millionaires.” 
That’s how she talked about it, by the way, as if her job and our lives were like everyone else’s. 
And then Cancer happened. 
My mother began to walk around with the shell-shocked expression of a war refugee on her face. I dropped out of school, took the high-school equivalency exam, and ran from her properties to the hospital every day, doing everything she told me in order to rent the houses and apartments she owned then, seven in total before her illness took four away. Every night, I’d give her a report, as she struggled to sit up in bed and did her best to look like she was still proud of me. 
But where before she’d insisted I go to college because a psychic had to know the world and understand people and know how to express herself when she was invited to “El Show de Cristina” and (who knew?) maybe even to Oprah’s, now she told me it would make her feel good that I study “something.”
So in between hospital stays, three times a week, a hospital volunteer would pick us both up and take us to Jackson Memorial Hospital for the chemotherapy sessions she insisted I never watch. The other two days, I took computer software courses in a drab computer lab room deep within the arteries of a vocational school that closely resembled a prison and was located in one of the worst parts of town close to the hospital. 
It’s a wonder I learned anything, spending most school days with my head bowed, crying all over the dusty keyboards no one seemed to care much about. I was eighteen years old and my life consisted of wrangling renters, going to computer school until I could bear it no longer, hating myself for giving my mother the false security that killed her, and watching the only person in the world who loved me wither to nothing. Of course she’d have said it wasn’t my fault if I’d asked. But I knew better. Less than a year later, she checked herself into the hospital one more time. And then she died.
I avenged her death by murdering my clairvoyance and sending it to rest with her. I put away my great grandmother’s clairvoyance journal, unable to destroy something my mother, and her mother before her, had treasured so dearly. I no longer wanted to see beyond what was right in front of me, and I never told anyone of my “feelings,” purposely thinking of something else whenever I met someone and felt “something coming.” 
I began automatically disregarding all of my own gut-instinct perceptions, thinking that if I “felt” it or “saw” it, it was either wrong, my own imagination, or ironically irrelevant. After a while, the dreams, the feelings, the visions, the smells, and the whispers stopped, and I could once again look people in the eye without “knowing” things about them that I had no business knowing, like I could when I was a child.
With my mother gone, I inherited the properties that remained after paying all of the hospital bills, of which only my “blue-collar moneymaker” remains. (My mother sold the house I grew up in, also in Little Havana, before she died, even hiring a contractor to turn the, much smaller than I’d  thought, “forbidden side,”, into a sunlit Florida Room with a bathroom and a terrace.)
Besides real estate, my only other inheritance was the desperate need to be a normal person and lead a normal life the direct opposite of my mother’s. No powerful men, no clairvoyance, no gifts from anyone, imagined or concrete. 
That’s what death had left me. And now it was doing it again. Not that Hector could ever be as important to me as my mother, but another person close to me had died, and I hadn’t had a clue. 
I opened the journal again. “Use what you have at hand. Everything is a vehicle for messages if you decide it is.” But what did I have besides a dead ex-lover and the risk of being implicated in his death? I asked myself, looking around the room at my red corduroy armchair, my books, and my handmade collage of decoupage phrases and fashion photos on the wall next to them, Coco Chanel’s red lips appearing to approve of a wet Kate Moss, lifting herself up and out of a pool in a black and white polka dot dress, like a mermaid in black boots. 
What did I have besides this old book I now held, within its pages the image of my great-great grandmother, writing in it so carefully, of my grandmother Ana Cecilia talking to the dead in her kitchen, of my mother always feeling like less because she couldn’t see the future, and of myself, now possibly holding in my hands the answer to becoming who I was meant to be all along? 
I stood up and headed for my red armchair, still unsure that the book would be able to undo what years of my neglect had done to my clairvoyance, but convinced that I had to try again if I was ever going to find out how Hector died and why.
Chapter 15
“He used to say my breath smelled of apples, you know,” Olivia said, as she poured scalding hot water into two mismatched china teacups with the most stable and precise of pulses. 
She was standing next to the coffee table where she’d set the cups, so that the sound the water made while falling with precision from so many inches above its target, resembled a steaming, rushing waterfall that unnerved me. 
I can still see those beautiful teacups, their delicate sage green and faded red lines an Etch-a-Sketch of pastoral afternoons spent reading under poplar trees, as if they weren’t just teacups sitting atop the coffee table, but an animated Southern movie made out of old slides, awkwardly spliced. They were fragile, stoic and genuine and, like her, they frightened me. Or maybe it was her voice, so soft, steady, and still, not three days after losing her husband. 
I’d spent the last two days since Hector’s death holed up in my apartment, reading and rereading my great-great grandmother’s journal, gathering the strength to come see her, to put compassion before shame, and worry before fear. Compassion because I knew what it was like to lose the person your life revolved around. Shame that I didn’t have the dignity and the good sense to stay away from her like a good former mistress, instead coming to give her my condolences on the loss of the very man I’d been nibbling from, behind her back, for months. Afraid she’d found the letter and knew everything, and too worried about the possible consequences to let pass the chance to know if she had. 
“Yes?” she’d answered, wearing black ballet flats and a shapeless gray shift dress, 
the curled tendrils and ringlets I’d mocked, gone, her hair now parted in the middle and 
held within a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She looked younger, despite the brown-gray raccoon circles around her eyes betraying her lack of sleep.
“Sorry to disturb you. I just wanted to give you my condolences. To tell you I’m sorry… for your loss. Please let me know if you need anything. If I can be of help,” I finished, checking with myself to see if I’d gotten through all the sentences I’d rehearsed before coming up. 
“You’re sorry.”
She knew.
“Of course,” I said, my heart beating riotously.
She sighed as if relieved.
“You’re the first person to come up. Won’t you come in?”
She didn’t know, I realized, following her inside the apartment, and inspecting everything the minute she excused herself to go boil some water for the tea, immediately recalling the precise Wednesday at the Saint Michel when Hector told me that she never went near microwaves because she believed they killed brain cells and molecularly turned food into non-food. 
The apartment was a little crowded, and obviously furnished with things bought for a much bigger house, little table and chairs discreetly tucked and blended into nooks and corners everywhere like the pieces of an ill-fitting wardrobe someone had refused to part with. But, even with the clutter, the original wooden floors that looked scuffed and cheap in every other apartment in the building, including mine, gleamed. 

“Linseed oil,” she said, coming back into the living room with the teacups and napkins, then bustling back to the kitchen before I had a chance to compliment her, as if we did this all the time.
As I looked around, Hector’s energy was so strong in that room, it was like a bomb’s expansive wave hitting me again and again and again.
“This is his little museum,” she said, shuffling back in with spoons, and a porcelain bowl filled with coarse brown sugar. “He sits on his chair, puts on his headsets and shuts it all out,” she continued, arranging everything on the coffee table, as unaware that she was talking about him in the present tense, as she had to be about how all of it: seeing his things, feeling his presence, alive still in that space, was affecting me. 
When she started to head back towards the kitchen for who knows what, I thought I was home free, fortuitously granted the few seconds I needed to quickly blink back the tears threatening to undo me in front of her. But then she turned around, asking me to please sit wherever I felt most comfortable, and I could almost feel the knowing hit her just as the salty wave of water came rushing over my eyes, drowning out the question her whole face became, turning her into a blurry, rainy day rainbow of faded grays and whites, like a huge marble that I could see moving farther and farther away from me on its way back to the kitchen.
Shit. 
I turned away to wipe my face, focusing my gaze on the walnut bookcase that ran the length and width of the wall, where every book, DVD, and CD was organized by spine color and size. It was so much like standing in front of him that I almost spoke to it.
There was another, smaller, wall-mounted, bookshelf next to the glass doors that led to the narrow veranda facing the street in the second floor apartments. There, magazines were organized by year and date, and big books that, I guessed, hadn’t fit the bigger, perfectly proportioned bookcase, sat stacked under a framed vintage movie poster print of Argentinean director Eliseo Subiela’s cult classic “Man Facing Southeast.” The fireplace’s mouth held a modern Bose sound-system, and on top of it, the huge cushioned headsets Olivia had pointed to before, there so Hector could slip them on at a second’s whim. Facing the fireplace was the only beat-up thing in the room: a brown leather library armchair. His chair, I was sure. 
“Oh, don’t worry. They were installed so as not to damage the wall. The bookcases, I mean. They’ll be easily removed.”
“Are you planning to move now… now that—?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know what I’ll do. There’s so much I have to decide now, finances to sort…”
“Oh, I didn’t mean you had to move. It’s just you said they’d be easily removed and…”
She just nodded, and waved her hand, as if saying I needn’t concern myself, that she understood what I meant. 
As she served the tea, I noticed that where the living room, his “little museum,” was tidy with a designated place for everything, the kitchen I could view from the sofa was a mish-mash of colors and overflowing pots, pans and cooking utensils hanging from hooks and crowding counters and windowsills. The kind of kitchen I would’ve had if it weren’t just me, cooking for myself mostly, with the occasional treat for Henry.
“So Mariela, tell me. What are they saying?” she asked, before taking a sip of tea. 
“What do you mean?” I said, also taking a sip in order to hide my discomfort with 
the question. 
She looked at me as if to say, “Really? You’ve come up here just to play that game?” and I thought that she was more like Hector than I could’ve ever guessed. 
	“This is great tea. Did you grow it yourself?” I asked to change the subject, even though it really was delicious.
	“No, I order it from Colombia. It’s a mix of leaves from aromatic flowers. But let’s not change the subject. The police was here. Everyone knows it. People talk, right? They gossip. Hector and I, we’ve lived here three, almost four years. I’m wondering what they think. If they care.”	
“Well, of course. Hector was very friendly. He talked to, you know, to everybody about… about books. People were used to chatting with him, seeing him at the store. He had become part of the neighborhood in a way.” I rambled, unable to stop sounding as if I were eulogizing him.
	“Unlike me,” she said taking another long sip of steaming tea, her tongue seemingly immune to scalding. “I feel it, you know. You’re all friends, you know each other, you visit. You talk.”
	The thought occurred to me that if she wanted people to talk to her, it would help if she talked to them, said hello even, once in a while. 
“Everyone’s, different. I don’t always feel like talking to people either,” I said instead. 
“You’re being kind. But, tell me, is that why you… liked him?”
	She knew, I thought again, putting down the cup from which I’d been about to 
venture taking another sip.
 “Everyone liked him,” I responded cautiously, remembering how my mother 
always said, “del agua mansa líbreme Dios,” which means pretty much the same as “still waters run deep.”
She nodded again, then said, “Speaking of apples, did you know they can be poisonous?”
I didn’t. And we weren’t. Speaking of apples, that is. Hadn’t been for a while now. 
“Oh, where’s my head? Stevia or sugar?” she asked before I could answer.
“Stevia. Thanks,” I said then, taking a packet, but deciding not to take another sip of tea until I had a better idea of where this conversation about apples was heading. 
“Good for you. Sugar’s bad. I’ve gotten used to taking my tea without any sweetening, although I do prefer sugar to synthetic substitutes. Those are the worst. All those preservatives… What was I saying? Apples, yes, well, they are poisonous. Or their seeds are. But then these days you never know. It seems like everything is poisonous, isn’t it?”
No. Not everything.
“You can’t even… EAT AN APPLE,” she said, raising her voice so suddenly and with such feeling that I recoiled in my seat.
 “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said when she saw my reaction. “I was just trying to let… loose a little bit, to let off some steam. I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m just… out of sorts, nervous, a little… angry.”
“I understand.”
“I’ve been trying to be calm, to settle down, to collect myself, but…”
I wondered if I should explain that she had just done the opposite, basically screaming at me. About apples. . But I decided against it because if losing the person you’ve shared your life with for decades doesn’t shock you into acting like the very opposite of your usual self, what would?
“Sometimes I feel it makes me appear threatening, being so even, so quiet. I want to be more talkative, but I don’t always know how and when I try, I end up scaring people. You seemed so tense and I’m afraid I’ve made it worse. I’m sorry. I’m terrible at making friends.”
After dismissing my protests that it was fine, she proceeded to go on and on about tea, about being unpopular in school, about never really feeling at home in Coffee Park despite the progressive sensibility she shared, and that’s when I realized it: she needed me. She was scared of being alone with herself, and she needed me, or someone, to be there. She was trying to be my friend because she didn’t have any and desperately needed one.
Suddenly, all I wanted was to make her feel better because while all I’d lost was an obnoxious lover, she’d lost the man she loved, and with him, her entire life as she knew it. I decided then that she didn’t know. She couldn’t, and still be sitting here, chatting it up with me. 
I was suddenly sure I was reading her right, and the unfamiliar feeling made me notice how ever since the day Hector began pulling away from me, I’d again begun to have episodes of sight, or what felt like sight. Still, I reminded myself, the increased sensation of assurance could just mean that the meditation sessions with my great-great grandma’s journal in hand were beginning to have an effect, and not necessarily that what I saw or felt was accurate. She could still be a killer, albeit one who was trying to make me feel comfortable and welcome, even serving me her imported tea. 
“My mother always lowered her voice when she was angry,” I said then, wondering where this quirky but sweet, chatty woman had been all these years. 
“Right,” she smiled, pleased. “Anyway, anything can be poison. Did you know a potato can kill you? A potato!”
I froze again, wishing she’d stop talking about poison so I could finish figuring her out, seal my notion of her and what she did or didn’t know. 
“You know, I’d scare him with it sometimes. I’d get very quiet, and ask him if he wanted me to prepare him something nice, like some mashed potatoes, then tell him about their poisonous properties after he’d begun to eat,” she continued, shaking her head a couple of times, as if she couldn’t believe the silly things she’d done once, on the last shake leaving her face turned away from me, becoming so quiet, it took me a minute to realize she was crying. 
“I’m going to leave now,” I said after a few minutes. “But if you need anything… you can call me,” I said, meaning it this time, relieved that she obviously didn’t know, and could cry over the death of her husband in peace, without having to deal with the conflict of simultaneously missing him and hating him for cheating on her. He must have thrown that stupid letter away like I had the other one, thank God.
But then her lips were trembling again.
“That night… he called me a loca de mierda. What does that mean anyway, to be shit-crazy?” 
I’d never wanted to know something less in my life, but I smiled comfortingly and said, “Well, who knows why men say things? And Hector wasn’t one to be careful about words, if it was going to get in the way of a clever phrase, was he? 
I realized my mistake, but it was too late. Olivia seemed taken aback for a second, 
but then just peered at me, obviously recognizing the level of familiarity implied in what I’d just said, her own level of familiarity with me retreating accordingly.
“They’re performing the autopsy today. They think there’s a possibility he was murdered. I think they think I murdered him.”
I just sat there, mentally kicking myself, unable to speak.
“Anyway,” she continued. “What was I saying again? Oh, yes. Potatoes. You can unwittingly kill someone with potatoes if, and only if, they’ve begun to turn green, and you give them enough of them.” 
I wondered how many would be enough, beginning to believe she might be trying to tell me something.
	“I think I should go,” I said again, standing now.
	“Then again, so can betrayal.”
	I sat back down. 
I’d come to find out what she knew, hadn’t I?
	“Marriage is so… fragile,” she continued. “One moment you’re wondering if it’s all it will ever be, missing the little thrills of being a single woman, being so angry at him you think you could kill him with your own hands and, then, before you’re know it, he’s gone. It’s over.”
	She closed her eyes, lips trembling again, and I held my breath, waiting for it, 
without knowing what “it” was.
	“Do you understand what I’m saying? How we betray ourselves when we marry, 
putting up with…” She remained silent for a moment and then added, “Did you know I couldn’t have children?” 
“I didn’t know,” I said. He’d never told me. 
“That’s how I got into naturopathy and macrobiotics. I come from a family of farmers and I believe all solutions come from the earth, from plants, from life.”
“I didn’t know,” I repeated. 
“And did you know he never let me forget it? He made me feel it, my failure, every day for almost twenty-five years. He wouldn’t adopt, but he acted like, he made me feel like he missed it, not having a child, like it was painful to him,” she said, looking very angry now. “So I let him be, you know, him. I betrayed MYSELF trying to make it up to him,” she finished with a wry smile, her lips a straight red line like the one a child would paint on the mommy in a family portrait. “I let him turn it all into a big lie,” she said looking straight at me. 
So she did know.
“You’re so lucky, Mariela. You’re free. Your life is yours.”
Or maybe not.
“Olivia, I really think I should go now,” I stood again.
	It was the first time I’d called her by her name. 
She nodded, sat there for a moment, then held up her finger as if to say “one moment” before walking off towards the bedroom saying, “The police told me not to go anywhere, not to discard anything until they finish the autopsy, but…”
	I stood waiting, wincing at the word autopsy.
	“How’s the girl? The boy’s mother? I saw when she fainted, you know,” she called out from what sounded like the bedroom. The one she’d shared with Hector.
“Abril? I think she’s fine.”
“I’m glad,” she said, returning with a sheet of yellow legal paper that she placed in my hand. 
My letter. The crumpled, jealous one drenched in irony that Hector took with him that night. 
So she knew.
And now I knew too.
I felt a wave of repentance punching me hard on the chest when I took it from her. 
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“He forgot his wallet here when he came in that night. Before he left again in such a hurry, not even taking the time to change or to sit down for a proper dinner. I didn’t read it. I’m not that brave. But I saw the handwriting, and recognized it from the notes you post next to the mailbox to warn us of repairs or fumigation.”
Of course. How hard could it have been? I thought, feeling as stupid as I must’ve seemed to her. 
“I’m really sorry,” I said again, wanting to say I had never meant to hurt her, but knowing I could not say it, because it wasn’t the truth. I hadn’t cared if I hurt her, which was different. I hadn’t even considered her.
“Take it. He liked it enough to keep it. It must have meant… something to him.”
I nodded without raising my head, then left in silence, never lifting my eyes away from her gleaming wood floors.

















Chapter 16
As soon as I got inside my apartment, I leaned against the door to read the letter Hector had seen fit to save from my wrath, to fold and tuck into his wallet, to keep, even after he’d decided he didn’t care to keep me.
Amor, 
It’s been nice. But since you’re not the love of my life, and I’m not the love of yours, wouldn’t you agree it’s time to stop it? My only problem with this letter is that I wish I could be kinder, write it so you believe I’ll be suffering over you, knowing how your ego will drive you absolutely crazy over being forgotten without a fight. 
Yes, I know that it is YOU who’s been planning to break up with me for days. Weeks? Since we met? I don’t blame you for wanting me to accept that it was your idea. I’ll give you that, even though I must confess I’d been the one waiting for you to do it first, so as not to deny your ego the pleasure. 
But you’re not getting on with it, frankly, and I’m unable to sacrifice any longer. You see, I have trouble being patient with situations that have begun to bore me, when just days before they were, at least, amusing me. I know you’ll understand me, since you can’t stand to be bored one second, hence your chronic infidelity of body and spirit and your occasional habit of ruining romantic moments by complaining about Her. 
Of course I’ll miss certain things about you, but it will be so much more fun missing them than living them. As you know, wrapped in nostalgia, even a vulgar sardine acquires all the charm, personality, and dignity of lobster. 
Have a nice life, Amor, 
No longer yours, M+E
	I remembered how I’d sat, jealous and hurt that he had rushed his time with me in 
order to go out with Olivia, fuming after seeing him leave with her that night that now seemed like fifty lives ago, drinking Chai tea, and searching the Internet for a literary breakup letter to base mine on. I’d searched for Borges because Hector was always quoting him in the most obnoxious way, but instead found inspiration in a letter from Agnes von Kurowsky to Ernest Hemingway, in which she begins by addressing him as “Ernie, dear boy,” continuing to pile on the digs, the sarcasm, and the condescension right until she signs her name: Aggie, and even that, one imagines as the last turn of the screw, a tool designed to hurt. 
I’d done it with the deliberate intention of showing him that even though I didn’t know as much as he did about literature and language, I could still manage to sound as pompous as he when I wanted to. I’d wanted him to know I could inhabit his immovable feast of a world if I put my mind to it. Like Aggie, I’d wanted to hurt him, of course, but I’d wanted to surprise and intrigue him even more. 
I read it through again, the words unfamiliar to me now that I saw them through Hector’s eyes, imagining his thoughts as he read, his chuckling at my creative pettiness, the possibility that he’d privately conceded the originality of my approach when compared to the blandness of the letter I’d given him, the “nice” one, written as he walked over, determined to break up with me. 
Which was a bad idea, because once you start imagining the dead as if they were alive, you can’t help but desperately wish that they were. I wanted to turn back time, not to before the breakup, because on some level I understood that had to happen, but definitely to the hours before his death. 
Had I been in love with him? I couldn’t be sure, but I did know I missed him. I missed his life, and the window it had opened on my own. Seeing things through his experiences had felt so exotic, global, and free, like watching a foreign movie to bask in the locations, and to dream of going wherever “there” happens to be. I missed that window that made everything strange, new, and more exciting: food, books, business, people, music, and sex were, post-Hector, forever synonymous with seduction in my mind. 
And then there was Olivia. Because you didn’t think I bought her story about not reading the letter, did you? And still, she’d given it back to me. And not in a mean way, though I suppose kindness could just be her dignified wife-way of shaming me. 
I wondered how she felt when she read it. Had she suspected all along? Had she been surprised beyond anger? Or did she feel a certain triumph about being right? About catching him “in the act,” so to speak, for once? Something told me Hector had been one of those men who subscribe to the strategy of “deny, deny, deny,” no matter how obviously he’s been caught with another woman. What am I saying? He was a man, wasn’t he? 
Still, an affair, even one with the landlord, didn’t seem like the thing someone like her, someone who seemed to know her husband with all his bad and good traits, would kill over at this stage of their life. And what other thing could she have learned about her husband on that very day that would be anywhere near as bad? 
Don’t get me wrong, I know there are probably many women who would, and have, killed men over an affair with anyone, let alone one with a woman who lived in the same building. But despite her raw edges, Olivia just didn’t seem like the type. 
Then there was all that stuff about her inability to conceive, and his taking advantage of her feelings of inadequacy over something she couldn’t help, which in itself was horrible. But, she’d had plenty of time to kill him over that, and hadn’t. 
No, I was pretty sure it hadn’t been Olivia, probably because I didn’t want it to be. She’d suffered enough. The autopsy would rule out all the crazy possibilities of crime, either petty or as the result of passion, and prove Hector had died from some unknown disease, strange as that might have appeared to me at first.   
And, think about it: if Olivia had killed Hector over our affair, she wouldn’t have given me the letter back. She would know the police would eventually find out whatever she’d done through the autopsy, and she’d have kept the letter, used it to incriminate me, to turn any suspicion that might arise away from herself. 
Instead, she’d been kind to me, as if the finality of death had made her wise enough for several lives and she now knew things I still didn’t grasp, like that it was useless to hate me. That whatever he’d given me obviously hadn’t meant all that much to him, whereas she’d been his one and only wife for decades.
	Had I had her all wrong all this time? Had I been seeing her through the bored eyes of her husband of so many years, never giving the real Olivia a chance? Oh, that’s right. How could I? I’d been too busy sleeping with her husband. 
	I put the letter away, and peeked inside my heart. 
Now there was a closet I hadn’t looked into in years, and it was dark and foggy, without a clear answer in any of its musty corners, no decisive sign that Olivia was not responsible. I tried focusing my energy like I did so many years ago, but I got nothing. 

There was no energy or feeling behind any of my thoughts. Just some empty, desperate attempts at logic, which is not a synonym for truth, despite what you might’ve been told.  
I realized I never asked her what she knew about how he died. Not that I’d intended to, just like I hadn’t intended going inside and drinking her tea as if we were the best of friends. The grand extent of my plan had been to give her my condolences. If she said thank you and acted reasonably pleasant, it would’ve meant I was in the clear. If she slammed the door in my face, I’d have had my answer. I’d been so anxious at first, and then so confused by all her talking about poisonous apples and potatoes, that I never mustered the nerve to ask. Now I didn’t know what to think. On the one hand, it was possible she’d been trying to tell me something with all that talk about poison. On the other, she was a macrobiotic nutritionist. Apples, potatoes, and their curative or poisonous properties were probably all she talked about every day of her life.
Maybe I was making a big production out of stupid bad luck. Olivia had probably woken to the noise, realized Hector wasn’t sleeping beside her, and found out the horrible news along with the rest of Coffee Park, the news being nothing more than that he’d had some wine, felt like smoking a cigar, and crossed the street to smoke in peace and get some fresh air. That he’d then had a mild stroke and fell, hitting his head, and dying from the concussion.  
Yes, and, maybe, I was this much full of shit. 
I was grasping for light, thinking this and that and trying to infuse each thought with the energy of true sight. But it wasn’t. And I wasn’t, seeing a thing, that is. Can you imagine how crazy it made me that I hadn’t even been able to see what she knew until she chose to reveal it to me? If after all the meditating, praying, reading, and rereading of my great-great grandma’s journal, I still couldn’t see beyond my own nose, how would I ever reach Hector, find out what really happened to him, say a proper goodbye, or make my piece with death, his, and maybe my mother’s?
The one good thing was that I had the letter. Well, one of them at least. The other one was probably in the bottom of the recycling bin, and I just needed to search for it a little better before the recycling truck came this coming Thursday and destroyed it. 
	I went back to my red armchair where my inherited medium’s “workbook” still lay, knowing that all the reading in the world was not going to be enough, and that I’d need help if I was to get some peace by bringing Hector into my space and trying to speak to him. But it was a start and much better than nothing when I needed to stop this feeling that my chest was being compressed by a large mechanical trash compactor I couldn’t halt. So I kept reading. The journal had sections on working with energy, clairvoyance-inducing foods, practice exercises for reaching other dimensions in a minimum of time, and a trouble-shooting section titled, “Remedios de luz,” or remedies of light, which I read start to finish.
Did you know sex increases your psychic ability? 
And that drinking coffee can kill your ability to access other dimensions, whereas clean water and very juicy or porous fruits and vegetables, such as watermelons and tomatoes, enhance it? I didn’t.
And what about the fact that a mirror is one of the most powerful clairvoyance tools available? 
Now, I did know that mirrors are perfect for gazing into and visualizing the person or vision you want to “bring in” coming into the mirror, like they do in old horror 
movies. Not only does it help your mind more potently “get” that it’s jumping between realms, but the fact that it’s a light-reflecting object gives it that much more strength. 
But what I didn’t know was that it comes with its own way for you to test if what 
you’re doing is working.  According to my great-great-nana’s Diario de Clarividencia, when your visions are about to appear, the mirror will get cloudy or dark, as if misted with vintage dew from some day long ago.
As I read through the list of tips, tricks, and other phone lines to the ghost world, it dawned on me that my mother had been wrong. Clairvoyance isn’t a gift. It’s a talent that has to be developed. It’s a craft that needs to be worked at every day. I saw now that I’d been wrong to renounce it, believing it was an intrinsic part of me, like an arm, instead of what it was: an ability that I could practice, or not, like singing or painting. 
I’d been so desperate to think that it was as certain and tangible as the blood shared with the grandparents I’d never met that I fell into the trap of writers who swear the muse just “takes over” and writes everything for them, giving the idea that their novels are mystically-conjured, or worse, something preternatural and certain that you have no hand in turning on or off, that will always work perfectly unless there’s something wrong with you, the way my mother thought.
For the first time in my life, I saw that I’d just been so young when this “gift” was thrust at me that the pressure of pleasing my mother had turned something that could’ve been scary, but also fun and empowering, into something I was doing for one reason only, the worst reason: to be loved. 
And then I got to the end of the book, and there, in a long-dead clairvoyant’s slanted, wobbly-but-dignified, old-lady handwriting, like a cosmic joke having a big 
whooping laugh at my expense, were the answers to all my psychic insecurities in the form of fortune cookie-like, haiku-length disclaimers.
*Sight is not perfect, clearly interpreted, or unfailing. 
*Strong emotions (love, fear, etc.) will cloud sight, especially when truth related to self, mother, father, sister, son, daughter, husband, or other that medium is bound to by love or fear, etc.
*Sight is not to be used for self-benefit alone. A higher purpose is needed, but it is possible to assist a more spiritually senior sister or brother of sight on your behalf. 
*Sight does not protect from evil. It attracts it. 
*Sight medium must have purest of intentions when initiating contact with another realm, and be responsible for protecting herself and those she’s helping from evil energy. (See cures for protection.) 
	You’d think these disclaimers would have been at the beginning of the darn book, right?
	Of course I didn’t see my mother’s illness! I loved her too much.
	And when I’d seen Hector’s death, I’d not only been too ignorant of my own ability to know how to interpret it, I’d been inadequately armed with weakest of intents: soothing my squashed ego. Well, no more. What I needed was the help of a real clairvoyant who could help me to get my sight back, and a bruised male ego was not going to keep me from it.
I slipped on my flip-flops and padded over to Gustavo’s with a plan in mind, gave his door a strong pounding, and waited.  
	“If I want to say hello, I’ll say hello. And if I want to do more than say hello, that is entirely my business and Jorge’s. You have a problem with that?” I asked the moment his face appeared between door and doorframe. 
“Ooooh-kay,” he said, one brow raised. 
“But I need you to give me his cell phone number,” I said in my most dignified tone.
“I said: okay. But if this is what I think it is, I want matchmaking credit for anything that develops.”
“Stop being silly and give me his number?”
“I could do that. Or maybe, we could let him make the first move.”
“There’s no move. No one’s making any moves here.”
“I already told him you wanted to say hello. Now, if he calls you after all the warnings I gave him, then whatever you do to him will be his own fault.”
“What?”
“You heard me. I’m saying I’ll feel better. It won’t be my fault. Seriously, Mariela, if you’d seen his face when I told him you wanted to see him, you’d leave him alone. He’s not like me, you know, with this advantage I have over the regular folk.”
“Oh, yeah, and what would that be?”
“I’ve told you: I have a knack for knowing what people are thinking,” he said, scrolling through what were apparently thousands of phone numbers on his cell phone, looking for Jorge’s.
“Yes, you’re a real connoisseur of human nature, Gustavo.” 
“It’s my sculptor’s hands,” he said halting his scrolling to hold his right one up. “They’re like X-ray machines for seeing into other people’s heart, knowing what they want, you know what I mean? Now, when it comes to me, I’m screwed, but, like you’re 
always saying, what you gonna do, right?”
Welcome to the club, I thought, swatting a fly that was greedily slurping away at 
my calf. 
“Let me go get my other cell phone ‘cause I can’t find it in this one,” he said, leaving me to hold the door open, while he did a deep squat to search under the cushions of his olive-green thrift store sofa. 
“Gustavo?”
“Yeah?”
“Any news about… Abril?” I asked, hoping it was the reason for his seemingly improved mood.
“Nope,” he said from somewhere on the other side of the sofa without a second’s hesitation. 
“Well, then ella se lo pierde,” I said, believing it really was Abril’s loss. 
He straightened up, second cell phone in hand, and shrugged his shoulders, but his expression reminded me of cartoon character’s, face unexpectedly and resoundingly flattened by a foe’s heavy frying pan.
“Times change, my friend. I’ve lost my touch,” he said, before reading out the number for me to punch into my own cell phone. “You know, speaking of change, Mariela, Jorge sure has changed a lot. He’s not the same man you knew when I used to hang out with him.”
I doubted that it was as bad as Gustavo’s no-joke face was making it seem. I mean, how much more pot and partying could a human being take? But I was not going to ask.
“Relax, I don’t want to date him, I just want to ask him about… a friend of his I met once, and haven’t seen in a while.”
Gustavo’s face relaxed.
“Look at me, being nosy again.”
“Very. Now go eat something. You’re losing your butt from not eating.”
Normally, he’d have been ready with a wisecrack. Instead, he stood there for a moment, looking at the floor. 
“She won’t even talk to me, Mariela.”
My God, that woman! Gustavo had done nothing but love and support Abril and Henry from the day he met them. If you won’t be nice to a guy for your own twisted reasons, at least you could break up with him decently because he was nice to your son. 
“I’m sorry,” I said to Gustavo.
“What did I ever do that she won’t talk to me?”
“It’s probably best that way. She may be protecting you,” I said to console him.
“Protecting me? Oh, you mean, like so I don’t get my hopes up?” he asked as if the concept where the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard of.
“Exactly,” I said not believing a word of it. “You men should try it some time.”
The sound of steps on the other side of the entry door interrupted us. 
“Well, this is probably a bad time, but, would you believe I was in the neighborhood?”
It was Jorge.
“Speak of the devil. Was just giving Mariela your number, bro. Whassup, man?”
He looked older in a good way, with his longish, shaggy hair cut short, his loose, 
white-washed jeans and leather sandals, a navy blue letter-pressed t-shirt, and a thick, hammered gold wedding band. He’d be thirty-eight now, though he still looked like a boy, the one who’d taught me to let loose, with his sheepish brand of pathetic-chic, the balance of shyness and kindness in his eyes. 
“Mariela,” he said stepping into the foyer to take my hands in his and give me a kiss on the cheek, before turning to Gustavo and doing that slap, slap, half a hug, slight push, bring the cheeks close, finish-with-a-grin thing men do instead of kissing. 
I stood there looking at their little greeting ritual and thinking about how one minute, I hadn’t seen him in months, and thought seeing him again couldn’t be any bigger of a deal than Hector’s death, and the next, I wanted to hug him. 
“Mariela?” it was Gustavo bringing me to, a puzzled look on his face. 
“Oh, sorry. It’s been so long. How’ve you been, Jorge?”
“I’m good. Everything’s good. Lot’s of changes, but all of them good.”
“Still a chef?” I asked, curious to know if he was still married. (As you’ve seen, Gustavo evaded all my digs for information, when I wouldn’t come right out and ask openly for the pleasure of his male ego.)
“Always.” 
“Kids?”
“No, no, no kids. Unless you count my guys.”
“Oh, right. I remember your posse. How are they?”
“Great. They’re great. We’re doing a lot together.” 
Yes, I bet I had a good idea of what they were doing together, I thought, remembering just how much he’d been enjoying his life in the states when I met him, more than a decade after his arrival. The Jorge I remembered equated liberty with the freedom to party until you forgot which country you were in, if not the one you’d come from.  
“Jorge has become an organic chef,” said Gustavo, as if Jorge were a used car, and he’d just revealed him to have a working A/C. (What is it with us Cubans? We always sound as if we’re selling something, making anything and everything so exuberantly appealing in speech. Can we ever say something in the boring, regular, tedious way it really is? Nothing wrong with, “This is Jorge. He’s a man. He cooks. Nothing special about him. Just Jorge.”)
“Actually, I still have quite a few pesticides in me,” he said, patting his stomach lightly. “But I have become very interested in cooking good, wholesome food and, oh, I’m so sorry. Here I haven’t seen you in ages, and I’m off talking about myself.”
“It’s all right,” I said, comforted by the distraction. 
“How are you?” he asked taking me in. 
I sighed.
“I’m good, I’m good, well, as good as can be, you know? It’s been a while. Good to see you, though.”
“I’ve been wanting to call you, but—”
“I’m glad you came,” I said, thinking I wouldn’t have minded a heads up, and time to comb my hair and put on some decent clothes. (I was wearing the same ratty tank top and jeans I’d worn to see Olivia.)
“Gustavo said you needed to see me? What can I help with?”
I looked at Gustavo, confused. (How did he know?)
“About the tenant, Mariela. I told Jorge you wanted to say hello, but mostly to see if he knew of anyone who might be looking,” he said, smiling at me conspiratorially. 
Was he protecting me, keeping me from looking desperate? Or was he protecting 
Jorge from getting his hopes up?
“Oh, Of course,” said this new, more formal, more adult Jorge. “I read about what happened. Must be tough.” 
“Oh, no,” I said. “Not the same apartment. Gustavo is talking about another vacancy I had this week.” 
“Oh, okay, well, sure, I’ll tell my guys in case they know of someone.”
“No, it’s okay. It needs a lot of work first anyway.”
“If I can help—”
“It’s nothing really, don’t worry about it. It’s not that much,” I said forgetting I’d just said that it was. “But that’s not what I called you about.”
“I see,” he nodded, looking into my eyes as if he actually did see.
And then it was like old times, meaning we both turned our faces towards Gustavo.
“Hey, don’t look at me. It seems to me you’re the ones blocking my doorstep,” he said. “This is Gustavo in his house, minding his own business, que conste.”
“Yes, Gustavo, who speaks of himself in the third person,” said Jorge, smiling at me, falling into his old habit of teasing Gustavo for my benefit.  
“Oye, ¿qué te pasa a ti, brother?” said Gustavo, protesting our ganging up on him. “You’re the lame one with your, ‘Would you believe I was in the neighborhood?’ Dude, really!”
I smiled, wanting to talk to Jorge in private, but also wanting to put off having to say what I needed out loud. 
“So, how’s the wife?” asked Jorge, changing the subject. 
“The wife,” I asked, thinking I should be the one asking him that. 
“Your tenant’s wife?”
“Oh. Oh, my God. She’s okay, I guess. I mean, we’re… not exactly friends or 
anything,” I said, immediately getting the strange but strong feeling that this was no longer true.
“You know, if I can help,” he said again with such earnest kindness that I felt a flicker of recognition for the carefree man-boy who’d been so excited to live in “La Yuma,” paradise in the form of the American Dream for Cubans. 
“It’s so nice to see you again, Jorge,” I said, surprised at how nice it really felt. 
And then the vision came so quickly I didn’t have time to be surprised. Jorge was kneeling on a sopping wet grass carpet, howling an extended howl that went on forever and made the tree behind him contract slightly. It was horrible… like “aaaah-huuuuh-aaaaaggggg-hu-hu-haaaaaaaaaaaaaah-gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaad!!!!” or something like that, impossible to describe, except just like that, by making the sound. He’d lost someone recently. It must have been recent, because I’d never had this vision before when I was with him. Or maybe Hector’s death had made me hypersensitive. 
“So how did he die?” Gustavo asked, gesturing towards the stairwell to mean Hector, while I’d asked the same thing mentally, but in regards to my vision of Jorge. 
I was still a little shaken, but managed to muster:
“They don’t know.”
“Was it the wife? What do you call her?” asked Gustavo. 
“I used to call her Morticia. I am sorry I did that. Her name is Olivia from now on.”
“I bet she did it,” he whispered to Jorge, who looked at me, his face a series of questions: had I ever done as his godmother had directed me to? Had I overcome my fear 
of clairvoyance? Was I a new Mariela? And, had I forgiven him for that day or for whatever had made me turn him away?
“So, Mariela, I have to get back soon,” said Jorge. “I left a small army wreaking havoc at the restaurant and it’s close to dinner time. But I’ll come by to check on you soon, and whatever you need…”
I hesitated for so long that Jorge looked pointedly at Gustavo, who put up his hands as if giving up, and said, “I’ll talk to you two later,” before waving good night and closing his door. 
As he looked at me, patiently but questioningly, I hesitated because as much as I needed a friend right now, he happened to be a friend who had some sort of feelings for me, a friend I might not be able to deny “benefits” to after he’d respected my wishes and stayed away, and I’d been the one who’d called him back onto my troubled road of a life. 
Then again, he could be the bridge to getting my sight back, and with it, possibly the letter I hadn’t recovered, the only other proof that Hector and I had been lovers.
“I have to see your godmother. I want to do what she says now.”
He looked surprised, then shook his head. 
“She died last year.”
“Oh, no! I mean, I’m sorry. Was she sick?”
“Not at all. Died in her sleep. No pain.”
“I’m glad,” I said honestly, despite feeling let down. 
“Exactly what kind of trouble are you in?” he asked.
“Ay, Jorge, I wish I knew. It’s why I was hoping to be able to talk to your madrina. I don’t know any other true psychics whose sight I can trust.” 
“Okay. Understood,” he said, nodding as if he did.
“You know what? Don’t worry about it. I’m really sorry about her death.”
“Mariela, saying there was no love lost between you and my godmother would be putting it mildly, so, I may not know what’s going on with you, but when you say you were hoping to see her, I know it’s serious.”
I sighed and shook my head, words failing me. 
“Tell you what,” he said. “I can’t take you to see madrina, but tomorrow afternoon, I can take you to the next best option. You can tell me all about it on the way there. Deal?”



Chapter 17
	Jorge picked me up wearing a navy blue cotton shirt, gray slacks, and the thick, wedding band he’d had the day before, but had never worn when we’d been together. 
His godmother had died just a few months ago, he told me, but there was someone who’d never failed him who he was sure could help. 
“Trust me, you wouldn’t have enjoyed seeing madrina again. Towards the end, her predictions were off and she was grumpy, biting people’s heads off, that kind of thing,” he said, driving up a ramp that deposited us on the Palmetto Highway heading northbound.
“And she used to be so cheerful,” I mumbled sarcastically, unable to help it. 
“I heard that,” he said, but smiled. 
“Where are we going exactly?” I asked, holding on to my seat and trying not to fake-brake from the passenger seat when he was cut-off by a beat-up Toyota Camry that clearly hadn’t learned from its experiences if it was still cutting people off on a Miami highway. 
“Hialeah,” he said with a confident grin that made me picture him as Superman and me as Lois Lane, flying over tall buildings, whisked up and away in my favorite green jersey wraparound dress and ankle boots, saved in the nick of time by the man of steel with the cotton heart and, in my version, the salt-and-pepper hair.
And just in time he was because, that very Wednesday morning, I’d emptied my 
humungous, blue recycling bin ahead of Thursday’s pick-up, and found nothing. No sign of breakup-letter number two, the one with Hector’s smiley face on it that I had-stupidly-thrown out the morning after our  blowup. I quaked imagining the police finding it and making God knew what out of it. As Jorge drove, stealing glances at me every few seconds and trying to keep the conversation going, I prayed the psychic we were going to see was as good as he believed. I didn’t have a lot of time to get my clairvoyance back and find out what had happened to Hector, and I certainly didn’t have the emotional energy to waste on a fraud.
I sighed. 
“This guy I really trust, Mariela,” sad Jorge, correctly reading my sigh.
What was wrong with me? He was trying to help me, but ever since I’d gotten into his shiny, blue Honda CRV that afternoon, I’d felt tense and unsure, as if I were being unfaithful to Hector somehow. (Now, how crazy was that?)
“So tell me, what’s new with you, other than that haircut and the birthday you had the other day?” he tried again, making sure I knew he’d remembered.
“Oh, God, don’t remind me. Nothing much. Just trying to get the get-up-and-go to fix that empty apartment, but there’s just so much to do, I don’t know where to start.”
“You know, I could help you out.”
“No, I’ll take care of it. I’ve just had a hard time focusing with all that’s happened.”
He nodded, looking a little sad, as if wondering if he should give up, so I said: 
“You know, what I could use is some of that great coconut soup you used to make, and maybe for you to stop trying to make a little helpless woman out of me.”
“Mariela, there’s no shame in letting yourself be helped, you know?”
“I know. And I’m fine, and it’s my fault for whining, so, change of subject,” I thought realizing that I was just like many other women, complaining about the unhelpful 
men in their lives, but not allowing them to help when they offered. Dear God! I was just 
like Abril, I realized, determined to do something about that.
 “You know, I haven’t talked to you about anything but dead people since you turned up at my door again. Tell me, how’s the marriage going?” I asked, pointing to his ring with my chin and jutting out my lips.
“You’re such a woman,” he laughed at my gesture.
“And don’t you forget it. Now, how’s the wifey?”
“There’s no wifey.”
Yeah, right.
“But I do have a question for you,” he said. 
“Shoot.”
“Does the death of your tenant have something to do with your wanting to, you know, to see, after all this time?”
It was so unexpected, I couldn’t speak. 
“All right,” he said. “Let’s try this: were you and he involved?”
I wanted to tell him. But I couldn’t do it yet. Besides not denying it to Olivia after it was clear that she already knew it, I’d never told a soul about Hector. It seemed pointless to start now. Besides, it was none of his business.
“No.”
He seemed to exhale, “Yeah, well, you know, I’m sorry to be so curious, but you seem so out of it that if you were, you know, mourning, I, um, I wanted to make sure I didn’t—”
“You still shouldn’t.”
He looked straight into my eyes. 
“Really?”
“Really,” I smiled, knowing he was a man and it was in his nature to try. “Now, how’s the wife? Where are the ten kids you were supposed to have by now?”
“Well, I’d tell you, but we’re here.”
It was the typical, blue-collar Hialeah house, a square, little, peach-colored house, all irregularity like the city it sat on. The front windows didn’t quite match, the roof looked like it was about to cave on one side from the weight of all the bright terracotta roof tiles, and the porch looked like an afterthought, barely held up by keystone pillars that looked like even they were ashamed to be so out of place. 
	A pretty woman in a housedress stuck her head out of the front door, her hands inside a bowl full of something. 
	“Hi, Jorge, go around back. He’s waiting for you.”
	“Thanks, this is Mariela.”
	I said hello, but she just smiled at him as if my being there were a private joke between them.
	We went around the back to what looked like a detached garage with doors that opened out like a barn’s. There was a lot of clutter: electronic gadgets, computer parts, several chairs, textiles, and a poster of Lakshmi, the Hindu goddess of prosperity, purity, and generosity. There were also a couple of Buddhas, one of them huge and a deep turquoise blue. And in the center of all this, with his fingers stained orange by the Doritos he was eating, was a young guy, early twenties maybe, in white jeans and a sleeveless t-shirt, also white. Black horn-rimmed glasses framed electric green eyes, an oval 
birthmark the color of nutmeg stained his right cheek, and a diamond stud pierced his left 
earlobe.   
	“Dude!” he said.
	“¿Qué bolá, Asere?” replied Jorge, using the international Cuban “dude” greeting. “This is Mariela. Mariela, this is Eddie.”
“Nice to meet you,” I held out my hand. 
He looked at Jorge as if I weren’t there, and said, “Está bonita,” with a smile, giving Jorge his vote of approval as far as looks were concerned, before he shook my hand. Did he think I didn’t understand Spanish?
To me, he said, “Likewise. ¿Café?”
I nodded yes, then unable to keep from blurting out my anxiety, I asked, “So, are you a santero?”
“No, not really. I just mix it up in my own way, you know what I mean?”
I didn’t, so I said nothing. 
“Okay. Let’s start,” he said bringing three little cups of coffee to the round dining table at the center of the space, and placing a brand new iPad 2 next to them. 
“I wanna take a quick look at your astral chart before we begin. Exact date, time, and place of birth?”
I looked from the laptop to Jorge, who put his hands up as if he had had nothing to do with this. 
“September 24th, 1972… 11:58PM… Miami.”
He typed quickly.

“Okay. Your hands?” he said, holding out his own, which had long, strong 
fingers, and square sturdy nails. 
When I didn’t give him mine, he motioned to a tarot deck, and asked, “You want the cards instead?”
	“I don’t know.”
	“Doesn’t matter. They’re more for confirming what you get, and there’s no need in your case,” he smiled.  
It was a kind smile, and I relaxed a little. 
He closed his eyes, and I put my hands in his. He took them as if to warm them, then let them go as if they were infectious. 
“Damn. This is… uh, not good.”
It was also very fast. 
Being used to this reaction by now, I waited until he composed himself enough to close his eyes, take my hands in his again, and ask, “You want me to tell you your life, or you want to know what’s going to happen? Forget it. Doesn’t matter. I have to tell you what’s going to happen, or what’s happening.”
“How bad exactly?”
“Not sure. But bad.”
“Then, wait!” I said.
He opened his eyes, his face a question mark. 
“If you’re going to tell me something bad, you have to give me a minute to prepare to hear it,” I explained.
“You’re already prepared, but okay. Prepare.”
I wanted to get out of there. I looked to Jorge who was sharing a white vinyl armchair with several computer hard drives, smiling at me in what he thought was encouragement, unaware of the mixed message his worried expression was sending me.
Eddie stared at me for a minute, then closed his eyes again and began tapping his foot, as if impatient. 
“Okay. Tell me,” I said. 
“So you can see too.”
It wasn’t a question. 
“I used to.”
He closed his eyes again and began moving his head from side to side like Stevie Wonder singing “I Just Called to Say I Love You.”
“Nah, you can still see. But you’ve been stupid, or afraid, same thing.”
What was it with psychics calling me stupid? Was there no solidarity for a fallen sister? I thought, his words, his tone, reminding me of someone I couldn’t place.
Oh, dear God. What if he was a fake? He had to be to think I could still see beyond my own nose. 
“Okay. I’ll tell you as much as I can. Slowly. But you have to hear this, so listen.”
I waited, really wanting to know for once. Tired of running, and needing to get it over with.
“This man you’re seeing… he’s over.”
Wow, I thought. But then he said, “Or he’ll be over like, now, or very soon. It’ll 
be ugly, like, really, really, really… you know, really, ugly. But as a result of this… bad 
stuff… he’ll finally get on his knees before you.”
I exhaled, deflated. I’d felt so hopeful when he started talking. And then he’d ruined it. He was a fake. He had guessed I was there about trouble related to a man, and assumed commitment issues, a pretty safe assumption when a middle-aged woman wearing no wedding band gives you her hands to read in the middle of the afternoon. He thought I was some chick-lit heroine trying to find out if my boyfriend would ever marry me. He’d gotten my attention by scaring me, and then tried to slip in the happy ending that would ensure a generous “donation” for the reading. 
I looked at Jorge, furious, weighing whether to tell Eddie the psychic that even if Hector weren’t dead, and could get on his knees, he couldn’t possibly propose because he was already married, just so I could watch the look on his face at being caught faking it. But I decided against it. Why give him, and Jorge, more information?
“And when he does, you’re finally going to get the only thing you ever really wanted from him.”
“Right,” I said, swallowing the last sip of coffee on the cup, and thinking that if there was one thing I’d never wanted from Hector, it was a marriage proposal. “Well, thank you.”
“You don’t believe me,” he said.
“No.”
“It’s okay, I knew you wouldn’t,” he said, as I got up and went to the glass bowl filled with money that sat next to the makeshift coffee-making station to drop in a twenty-dollar bill. I figured he needed the money more than me if he needed to make his living ripping people off. 
“No, please don’t put any money in there. When you believe me, you come back and put in whatever you like.”
Once again, he wasn’t asking, so I just nodded and said, “Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. Jorge here is family. You should both come back some time. My 
mom makes killer black beans, right Jorge?” 
We said uncomfortable goodbyes, got back into the car, and within seconds were driving over streets wearing sunny, mango-yellow dresses in preparation for sunset. 
“You’re mad at me.”
No, I was mad at myself for falling back into my old ways of wanting to know what was beyond my eyesight without putting in the time to know what was what for myself. Instead of taking care of things boldly, on this plane. 
“Now why would I be mad at you?”
“Bad judgment when it comes to psychics?”
He did have a point. 
“You were just trying to help,” I said. 
“You wanted to see Madrina, and Eddie is Madrina’s only grandson.”
Of course. No wonder is electric green eyes had seemed familiar. And another gifted child? Well, that certainly explained things. After a while, Jorge said, “I’ll tell you this: whatever you’re looking for, I think you should keep looking.”
“Oh, really, and why is that?”
“So you can come back to your life.”
“I’m here.”
“Nah. You’re only half here. You used to be three-quarters here, but now…”
You’ll recognize the feeling: something inside me said “yes!” to what he was saying the minute he said it. Yes, I’d been missing from my own life. It’s what happens 
when you refuse to see: you also refuse to live. To be here. 
I smiled, thinking he was pretty instinctive himself. 
	“You know what you’ve always had?” I asked.
	“Irresistible sex appeal?”
	“Ah, yes, yes, that, and the modesty, of course.”
	“Above all things, the modesty,” he said, laughing easily, his eyes crinkling when he did. 
	“But what I was going to say is that you always had this knack for really, really seeing me,” I told him.
	“Well, you always were easy to look at,” he said smiling the smile I remembered having the effortless ability to make me feel satisfied in that coffee-when-you’re cold kind of way. 
	And as easy as that, or maybe because of it, it was gone, the feeling of being comfortable in his company. Suddenly it all felt wrong again, and Hector was back in my thoughts. 
	“Mariela, you know I have some leftover building materials from this project I want to tell you about when we have more time. You’re welcome to have it. I’ll even drop it off, if you want. Might come in handy to fix your rental.”
	“No, no, but tell me about the project. Did you and your wife buy a house?” 

	“No, Mariela. We didn’t buy a house. I was just working at fixing up this, uh, locale, and I have leftover material: wood, plaster, some shelving, some cabinets, a counter,” he said with a questioning look, no doubt noticing the shift in me.
I tried to relax. The fact that I felt confused, conflicted, and uncomfortable about accepting anything from him was not his fault. 
	When we neared LeJeune Road, to me a sort of corridor connecting the two worlds of Hialeah and Coral Gables, I asked him to drop me off at Books & Books.
“Sure you don’t want to grab a bite?”
“I’m sure. Need to clear my head a little, you know?”
	“Sure,” he said, and was silent the rest of the way.
When we got there, I scooted over to his side and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
“Take care of yourself,” he said.
Good. He’d used the phrase people use to break up with each other these days, the most famous example being artist Sophie Calle, who having been broken up with over an email signed with the infamous four words, proceeded to turn it into a work of art, asking dozens of women from different walks of life (a cartoonist, a linguist, an actress, a psychologist, etc.) to analyze her lover’s email from the perspective of their jobs. She compiled the whole thing in a book, called, of course, “Take care of yourself.” No wonder when a man tells me to take care of myself, what I hear in my head is “Fuck you.” So, good. He’d gotten the message. Asking him for help today had complicated nothing, unlike I’d feared.
I went into the bookstore, ignoring the magazines at the front, and the people eating stuff that smelled delicious in the courtyard, and went straight to the New Age area. Why not? Books had been my best friends in life, and they’d been Hector’s. Maybe I could turn to them for once, and they’d come through. I searched for the book that would speak to me. My great-great-grandmother’s manual was a start, but it had been three days of reading and rereading it and I had yet not felt anything remotely resembling 
Hector’s presence. No sense of peace or love upon connection, as I’d get when I first got 
my gift more than twenty-five years ago. 
One thing was certain: in those twenty-five years, clairvoyance had gone mainstream. I thought my great-great-grandmother’s diary was unique, but there in front of me were dozens of books showing how to concoct spells, how to “open to channel,” describing witches commandments, Wiccan techniques, Celtic chants for talking to angels, and even Voodoo strategies for the modern practitioner. There were also books about silence, gratitude, self-induced happiness, and self-love as psychic tools. I felt hopeful. Maybe I could re-teach myself clairvoyance after all, get myself to that incredible feeling of loving the world again. And if I learned it right this time, maybe I could still help people, and help myself by ridding my days of all the garbage that regret, mourning, guilt, and self-loathing had stored in the garage of my life. 
My heart began beating, not rapidly like a good rock song, but cautiously like the lazy drums of Reggae on a balmy Caribbean night at the beach. Suddenly, I felt I was on the right track, no pun intended.
Last night, after seeing Jorge, and knowing we’d be seeing a psychic today, I’d tried all the things prescribed by my great great grandmother in her journal. I’d lit candles, played music, prayed, visualized, and held the books Hector had given me during our time together because he’d imbued each one with intention, and they’d each inspired an emotion in me. Seeing them now, I realized these bound clairvoyants had correctly predicted each curve and turn of our relationship. There was the beginning, desperate and sexy in Love in the Time of Cholera. White Teeth by Zadie Smith was funny and interesting, delighting me in the most carefree way, like our middle. And there among them was Chiquita, which had predicted our ending, with help from Hector himself. But no Hector that I could feel, despite hours of running my hands over them, praying and wishing to communicate with him one last time. 
Yet now, after a few minutes surrounded by books and the people who loved them, I suddenly believed I’d reach Hector if I just kept at it. That I’d talk to him and  find out what happened, and that once I did, I’d be protected from the police finding out I’d been the last person he’d seen and blaming me for his death. Then and only then, would I be able to separate myself from the fear and the shock, and mourn his death, mourn the way things ended, maybe even find peace with the death of people I loved, with myself. That afternoon I’d understood that I couldn’t leave things to someone else. That no psychic was going to magically appear and see what I couldn’t see for myself. And yet, that realization led me back to hope that I’d somehow put myself back together, the woman and the clairvoyant, both made whole, united  in some way. 
I kept searching. Some of the books spoke in that direction: going within, gratitude rituals, creating a psychic space, imagination as a psychic tool, playing with images as a way to turn intuition on, and many other things that sounded to me like things everyone should do regularly, like a pedicure or a haircut. Natural things. Things that pointed to your being part of a whole, as opposed to some isolated freak by virtue of being able to see, feel, and hear what others appeared unable to do.
I breathed a deep breath and willed myself to trust my intuition. Five minute later, my intuition had chosen Opening to Channel by Sanaya Roman and Duane Packer, How to Rule the World from Your Couch by Laura Day, the classic Life After Life by Raymond A. Moody Jr., and, almost as an afterthought, 101 ways to Jump-Start Your Intuition by 
John Holland. They’d do for a start. 
I took a taxi home, and when the cab neared the intersection of 20th Avenue and Calle Ocho, the corner where Hector had often dropped me off just Wednesday, I paid and stood there, reliving that last afternoon we’d spent together, as the foreword in one of the books I’d just bought recommended. 
Let me tell you, there’s something about being in a place where you last were with someone who’s dead that makes you desperate to turn back time. I tried to focus on my goal: communicating with Hector, understanding how he’d died and why, finding out if our affair had something to do with it, making peace with his death, and with my not having seen it in time, at least not clearly. But all I felt was sadness. 
I walked the block or so to “Del Tingo al Tango.” His bookstore looked so beautiful, like a woman, lovely in her mourning, the Cerrado hasta nuevo aviso (Closed until further notice) sign like a Victorian locket around her shiny glass neck. I remembered reading that touching an object loved by a dead loved one soon after the death is useful in establishing contact, like an invitation. So I ran my hand over “Del Tingo al Tango’s” doorknob and the shift was immediate. Intense goose bumps shot from the inside of my right wrist to the inside of my right elbow until I withdrew my hand. I stood there for a few minutes, my breath quick, listening, until I caught, if barely, the sound of a faraway radio blaring some Tito el Bambino song about forgiveness. Was it a message? If so, it was saying that my first order of business was forgiving Hector? Myself? My mom? Whoa, where had that come from?
	I stayed a little longer waiting for another sign, then gave up and walked the rest of the way home, guessing that as much as I wanted to rush it, my re-education as a clairvoyant would have to take place at its own pace.


















Chapter 18
	Do you know what it’s like to sleep with a dead man? To feel his presence underneath your sheets, but not his morning rise, the space between his legs not really there, except for the anger of impossibility pulsing through onto this realm from some level of him. But don’t get me wrong. You will feel something when you’re sleeping with a dead man. You’ll feel the urgency of his urge, cool like ice, poking the space between the fleshy part of your buttocks like a cool laser light, or a narrow field of energy. 
The reason for that is that you don’t have to be alive to be delusional. I never gave Hector my ass when he was alive. What was making him think I’d do it now? Crazy man to death and beyond it, which goes to prove all you’ve heard at wakes and funerals is bullshit. Death does not make you a better, more profound person.
 “Flaca?” I heard the casual Argentinean term of endearment, which literally means “skinny one,” but kept my eyes and mouth closed.  
“Flaca? I know jour hear.”
Shit.
Shit, shit, and shit. 
“I know… I know jour… jour arm me.”
I shifted a bit, startled. Hector thought I’d harmed him? How had I done that?
“I know jour can hear me. I need jur-yeeeeing.”
“What?” I actually whispered back this time, realizing he could not read my mind.
“Jour… heeeear me… Jur-yeeeing…jur… did this to meeee. I know… jour Jur-yeing.”
“What?” I asked again, less afraid than confused now. 
Can you imagine? My dead lover was trying to tell me something, and I couldn’t understand a word. Was he trying to tell me he knew I could hear him, or was he accusing me of murdering him? I hated, hated, hated being so low on the relearning curve of clairvoyance.
And then he was on me, like water when it feels solid because of the sheer amount of it, and the speed at which you’re hitting it, or it’s hitting you. 
“You’re choking me.”
“Flaca?”
“Don’t ‘Flaca’ me. Get off!”
It was like having a heart attack, this enormous pressuring weight crushing my chest. Did Hector want to kill me? Maybe he thought I’d killed him, and was trying to pay me back by taking me with him. So I struggled, thrashing about like an evil green-faced teenager in dire need of an exorcism. 
“Pleez, pleez, Merry Ella, I need… listen, pleez… I can’t go… Jur… yeing… pleez.”
“Get off now!”
And off he went. I felt him go, or rather felt the big space in the place where there had been an urgent energy. 
“Wait!” I said.
Nothing. 
“Hector?”
“This better?” he muttered from somewhere in the vicinity of the far end of the hallway.
“Better,” I said after a few seconds.
“I did somesing bad.”
“You did, but it’s better now, when you’re not so close.”
“No… I did somesing bad… jur-yeing.”
“What’s jur-yeing?”
“JUR-YEEEEEEING!”
Well, he didn’t have to get snappy.
“I don’t understand you,” I said to his soul or to whatever other part of him was in the room, invisible to me. “Did you… do this? Did you… kill yourself?
He didn’t answer in words I could hear, but I felt his answer, like a “harrumph,” as in “are you kidding me?”
“Flaca… I did somesing bad. Sooo-sooorry… jur-yeing…” 
“Hector, it’s so good to hear you. I never thought I could. I’m, I can hear you, and I’m sorry too. Listen, I’m sorry I wished you dead, I’m sorry I hated you, I’m, I’m so sorry you’re gone,” I said, overcome with emotion, amazement, and gratitude at being able to hear his voice.
“They’re caaahl-ming.”
“Who’s calming? Hector? 
“Gooooing.”
“No, wait, don’t go. Tell me what happened.”
“Jur-yeeeeing!”

“Who did this to you?” I asked, trying to hold on to him, wondering if I had lost my mind to think I could hear him when I couldn’t possibly after years of trying to hear my mother, giving up, and turning my back on the world of the dead. 
“For jour,” he said.
“For me?” (He died for me? Because of me?)
“They’re caaahl-ming.”
I was suddenly very afraid. So afraid, a little gasp escaped my throat when I heard two decisive thumps on my door.
I got out of bed, threw on my pink kimono-like robe and rushed to open the door. The living room was bright with sunlight.
“Yes?” I asked the two police officers I’d never seen before. They weren’t uniformed, but they showed me their badges and offered me business cards. 
“Mariela Estevez?”
“Yes.”
“We’d like to ask you to accompany us down to the station?”
“Why?”
“There’ve been some new developments in the case of your tenant’s death, and it would be convenient if you could come with us to help shed light on some of the new information.”
They were talking, but I wasn’t listening. I was so nervous, I kept waiting for one of them to reach out, grab my wrist, handcuff me, and say I was under arrest for the murder of Hector Ferro.
“Can’t we talk here? I’m not even dressed. Was just waking up.”
“We’d prefer it if you’d come down. You don’t have to come now. You have our card, come down at your convenience, but it would help if you—”
“No, no, you know what? I don’t have a car, and I don’t leave the neighborhood much. I, I have no idea where this is,” I said, looking at the card. “If you’ll just wait a few minutes so I can get dressed?”
I needed to know what had happened to Hector, didn’t I? Well, apparently, here was my chance. 
“What’s going on? What’s wrong? Mariela?”
It was Gustavo, leaving for work, and finding the detectives blocking his view of me. 
“I’m fine, Gustavo. But will you let Iris know that I’m going to the police station to answer some questions for these officers?”
“Why?
“I’m not sure.”
“Then why are you going? Wait, are you arresting her?”
The detectives turned fully toward him now. One said, “Why would we be arresting her?” even as the other one said, “We’re not arresting her, sir.”
“What’s going on, Mariela?” he asked me, ignoring them, making it clear he didn’t trust or believe them. 
“Nothing, Gustavo. It’s nothing. Don’t worry. Just make sure Iris knows where I am, okay?” I said, giving him the card the detectives had given me. 
I went inside to dress, trembling like a crumbling bridge. I felt like taking a shower, but was so nervous, my space so invaded, first by Hector, and then by the police, that I couldn’t think. Was this it? Did they think I’d had something to do with this? How was I going to prove I’d been sleeping all night the night Hector died? 
I threw on some jeans and a hoodie rescued from my heap of a hamper, all the time looking over my shoulders, expecting Hector to come back and tell me what he’d been trying to say. I thought it couldn’t be a coincidence that I’d been able to hear him just before the police came for me. 
When I stepped out, hobo bag slung over my shoulder, I knew this was the moment I’d been fearing since the night before his death. Gustavo was still standing on the foyer, arms crossed, watching the detectives like a gargoyle, while they stood their ground and glared right back at him.
“It’s fine, Gustavo. Don’t worry. Just call Iris,” I said, before following them into the unmarked car I imagined speeding off towards some corner of hell destined for people stupid enough to refuse seeing to such a level of blindness as to get themselves wrongly-accused of the one thing they could never do. 

Chapter 19
	So what happened was everyone found out. It seems Gustavo ran over to Iris’ and blurted out that I’d been taken away by the police and that it was about Hector’s death, before noticing she was on the phone with Carmita’s partner Betty, who was (and still is) so physiologically incapable of keeping a secret, she should’ve been a journalist. 
That, and the fact that, unbeknownst to me, Ellie had been making the rounds of Coffee Park coffee shops, the laundromat, and even the naturopathy pharmacy, telling anyone who’d listen that I’d been having an affair with Hector, that she’d heard us break up the night before he was found, and that the reason she knew all this was I was a crazy bitch who’d kicked her out for no good reason, causing her to come upon the scene when she was picking up the very lot of personal items that I’d thrown out and on a rainy night, no less. 
I could just imagine her, coming back for her things, and hiding in the very bushes I’d planted to make the trash and recycling bins on the sides of the building less visible from the curve, when she overheard us fighting. She was probably still there when, minutes after he left, I threw out the letter he left behind. She’d probably picked it out of the bin, figuring it could be useful, easy payback for putting her out, a gift from the god of potty-mouthed, Valley Girl wannabes. 
Which meant that the story had been making the rounds for over a week now, even as both Olivia and I were crying over Hector’s death, and waiting for the results of his autopsy. Betty’s confirmation, heard straight from Gustavo’s mouth, was just the stamp of proof my neighbors needed to let loose. 
Ellie’s vendetta was also the reason I’d been summoned. 
You see, after planting enough poison to kill an entire village, or at least my relationship with the people in it, she’d gone and turned the damn letter in to police. The one that specifically confirmed, in my own handwriting, that I was not only expecting to see Hector on the evening of his death, but also that I expected him to  break up with me that very night. The added fact that Ellie found the letter in my trash can, with Hector’s “good job” written on it with his pen and in his very handwriting, well, that was just the dome on the cathedral, from where the police stood.
“Why get rid of the evidence if you had nothing to hide?” one of the detectives, Martinez, I think his name was, asked me that morning.
“I didn’t know it was evidence of anything when I threw it out!”
“Then why throw it out?”
“Why not?”
“Wouldn’t you want to keep something so private?”
“No. And you know what? I think the fact that I threw it away should tell you I had nothing to do with this.”
Then again, it hadn’t helped that I’d almost fainted when after a few minutes of questioning, they’d shown me the letter I’d so desperately wanted to get my hands on before they did. 
“We never said you did,” said the other one, a Detective whose name I can’t remember, but who looked more like an African male model than a policeman, all big eyes, long nose and juicy lips, as he typed out the statement I’d been asked to write on a simple sheet of plain white paper, the contents of which they were “just reviewing” with me now.
“But out of curiosity, why would it prove you weren’t involved?” asked Detective Martinez. 
“Because if I’d known I was going to kill him, I wouldn’t have thrown the letter in my own recycling bin, where anyone could find it and know it was mine.”
I had him there, I thought, sitting back for the first time, while he considered this. 
“Maybe you didn’t know you were going to kill him, and just forgot the letter in the heat of things.”
“You know what? Are we done here? Because I’m a little tired, and whatever I had to say, I already wrote.” 
“I understand, but let’s just follow your own hypothetical logic here.  If you have nothing to hide, why would you conceal the extent of your relationship with Mr. Ferro after something as serious as his death under suspicious circumstances happens right across the street from you?”
Now he had me, because even I had to admit that my silence made me look more than a bit guilty, even if only over the affair.  
I kept answering their questions, each one more invasive than the last, making me worry and wonder whether this was the point where I needed to ask for a lawyer, but afraid to ask for one. 
It was all clearer now. Unaware of Ellie’s gossiping, and distraught by Hector’s death, I hadn’t put two and two together, but now I realized that the reason people had been crossing the street on their way to pick up their kids from school rather than walk in front of my stoop wasn’t because they were uncomfortable with death. It was because there was always the chance I’d be sitting at my laptop, by the window, and they’d have to say hello, or decide to turn their heads, uncomfortable as that would be. I could almost see the headlines in their wary faces if I were arrested for Hector’s death for no other reason than that he didn’t decide to break up with me some other night: The Miami Herald’s would read “Landlord Kills Married Tenant/Lover.” The Miami New Times would call me The Murdering Mistress of Coffee Park, and even WSVN’s Channel 7 would lead their six o’clock newscast live from my empty stoop to recount how I’d been dragged from home by police and arrested in connection to the murder of my alleged lover, a prominent Little Havana businessman and patron of the literary world by their account, whose wife happened to be my tenant and live right upstairs just a few steps away from where the beautiful, young, hip reporter would be standing. Trust me: I’d be the wrong kind of famous by all of Coffee Park standards.
	Unfortunately, after answering all the detective’s questions and being released for the time being, I got home only to have to hear the stories from Iris, who that very morning, after I had left with the police, came close to clocking the lady who owned “The Little Vintage Shop Down the Street” for saying this kind of thing (the possibility that I was involved in Hector’s murder because, why else would the police have “arrested” me) never happened in Coffee Park, and that she worried people might stay away from her shops fearing a crime spree. 
“That bitch,” Iris was saying. “It’s all because of that time you told her she should shorten that long-ass shop name of hers. Let me tell you, if something scares people away from her shop, it’ll be that thirty-pound hissing queen of a black cat she allows to roam around and sit on the merchandise like he owns the place.”

Still, said Iris, trying to make me feel better, there were plenty of people who said 
nothing at all, refusing to get on the gossip bus. But even she had to admit it wasn’t because they believed I was innocent. It was because they didn’t want to give Little Havana people another reason to deride Coffee Park and its reputation as a liberal lifestyle oasis. Bottom line? I was now persona non too grata in my own neighborhood, which goes to prove it’s not true what people say: liberals do draw the line at actual murder. 
Or do they? Because according to Iris, the issue wasn’t the murdering. It was the “mistressing.” Well, in fairness, not so much the “mistressing” as the convenient location in which I’d chosen to do it. Had Olivia lived even a couple of blocks away, there would’ve been money pools organized on my behalf and painted “We Support Mariela Estevez” signs denouncing the police overreach that hadn’t occurred. But not when I’d had the descaro of carrying on with Hector so close to his wife’s very flowerpots. There were thousands, if not millions, of unfaithful men in Miami. I couldn’t have picked another one? Apparently not, and that they could not forgive, not that I blamed them.
Since the conversation with Olivia, I’d reconsidered the affair and decided I was sorry about Hector. Sorry I’d ever been stupid enough to convince myself married men were fair game. Sorry about all of it. 
When I’d been the one being cheated on, I’d felt ugly, inside and out. Worthless. An unfeminine joke. A fool. And so I’d somehow decided it was justified to create rules that would protect me from ever having to occupy that place again. Let some other fool be the trusting wife for once. Let someone else be the one divested of any self-love she might have possessed. Let someone else be the thing not good enough being returned to the store to be exchanged for something better.
	I didn’t entirely realize it at the time, but that day with Olivia, I’d seen something 
amazing. Instead of an example of the ugly, unworthy woman I thought I’d been when I’d been the one cheated on, I’d seen a self-possessed person, elegant, flowing and true to who she was, and to the good and bad decisions she’d made in her life. Even in her mourning craziness, and possibly even in her guilt, she’d been whole, open, a presence no one, not even Hector, had been able to minimize. I’d truly seen Olivia for the first time that afternoon, and understood that shame need never attach to the victim. The wife is still also a woman, and the marriage is whatever both husband and wife make it be. And the decision of either partner to be with someone else, doesn’t make the other any less of a whole person. 
	And that’s what made me change my mind and decide I’d been wrong. My fear of heartbreak hadn’t protected me anymore than the cheating men had taken anything from me. Their actions only meant that the relationships had not worked out. It meant I’d made mistakes, the first of which had been to settle. It meant I might not have loved as much as I’d thought. But it didn’t mean I was any less of a woman. And being with Hector had not made me any better than Olivia. It had made me worse: a woman who was blind to her own worth and sense of self. 
I hadn’t even had love for an excuse. I’d only had loneliness and insecurity, but was that as good an excuse as love? That day, I thought not and, apparently, so did my neighbors. (I’ve since changed my mind about that too. I don’t think I’ll be having affairs with married men again anytime soon, but, understanding first-hand what a deeply insistent lacerating bitch loneliness can be, I won’t be rushing to judge someone who does either.) 
	“Screw the whole lot of ‘em,” Iris was saying that evening from the tight backseat/storage area of Gustavo’s Chinese red Tacoma pickup, as we drove to do our grocery shopping on 27th Avenue, considered the outskirts of Little Havana, to avoid the busybodies, the staring, and the whispering. “They’ll get over it, darling, and if they don’t, so-fucking-what? Like they all don’t have some crazy shit poking out of their recycling bins. They’re lucky I don’t talk, ‘cause if I did—”
“I still want to hear what they’re saying behind my back. Come on, tell me. What are they saying?” I asked sounding like Olivia. 
“Nothing to me. They all know better than to mess with me when I’m stressed. But this one,” she jutted out her chin towards Gustavo, who pretended to concentrate on driving. “It’s like he has a promise to the heavens: be Mr. Nice Guy to all these sons of b—”
“Iris! Now come on, vieja. Is that the way a fashion designer speaks?”
“Don’t vieja me. I know what that means, and calling me old is not going to make me stop. If it weren’t because I don’t know your mother, but I respect her, I’d say vieja your mother, so there.” 
“It’s a respectful endearment, and I only say it because I love you,” he said to her before whispering to me, “Ñooooo… She’s been cursing darts all day.” 
	“It’s the nerves, Mariela. When Gustavo ran in with his face translucent as a spring roll wrapper, I thought I’d die imagining all the things they could do to you. I hate to tell you, my friend, but I don’t think you’d survive in jail. I just wish I had some fuck-you money to give you so you could move to wherever you wanted, not have to put up with these mother-”
“Who says I’m going to jail?” I asked, defiantly. “And what in the world is fuck-
you money?”
“It’s when you have enough money to say fuck you to any job, husband, or neighborhood trying to mess with you. Have you thought about how much this is going to affect your business? Who’s going to give you their taxes to do? Who’s going to rent that apartment, right across from where a man you supposedly killed lived?”
I had thought about it. Once, but had since worked hard at not doing it again, determined to believe things would get better. 
Later, when we were on our way back from the market, Iris asked, “So what are you going to do about Morticia?”
“Olivia,” I corrected her. 
“Yes, that’s who I meant, the frigid bitch,” muttered Iris.
“Now, Iris, why is she the bitch? It’s not like she owes me any favors,” I said.
“Still,” said Iris stubbornly. “And she does owe you if she killed him, Mariela. She has turned you into a pariah in your own hood, and you don’t think she owes you for that?”
“But notice how she only challenged the bitch part, Iris?” said Gustavo in a weak attempt to distract us from bickering, because when Iris wanted to dislike someone, there was no stopping her. “I think she knows something we don’t.”
What I knew was that, suddenly, as grateful as I was to Gustavo and Iris, I felt very alone. Like being there but not, exiled despite having gone nowhere, existing in a space where no one could really meet me. 
“We’re sorry, Mariela, but, why him?” asked Gustavo.
See what I mean? Not even my friends were immune. Maybe I had taken them, their love for me, and even their socially liberal views about living and letting live for granted? Maybe they were secretly as disappointed with me as everyone else seemed to be. If minutes before I’d felt lonely in a nobody-understands-me kind of way, now I felt alone in an I’m-the-only-survivor-of-the-Apocalypse way.
“I don’t know Gustavo. Let’s just say I’m a big whore and be done, okay?
“No, what he means is,” said Iris, faux-smacking him over the head, “Did you love him?”
“Oh,” I said, relieved, realizing they weren’t judging me. They were just trying to understand, and, as my friends, they deserved an answer to their question. “I think so. I never really found out. What I know is that he was there at a time when I needed someone, anyone, to be there, and if that’s love, then I loved him.”
Gustavo nodded and said, ““Okay, so, good deal then, let’s worry about what needs worrying, and that’s finding a good lawyer, you know, just in case.”
“In case what?”
“Haven’t you been listening? In case someone tries to mess with you when you have no fuck-you money.”
	We’d gotten to the fourplex by then, and I was about to get out of the car when Iris’ hand shot out like a retractable blade and grabbed me.
“Uhn-uhn. Remember: the windows are watching. Chin up, back straight, shoulders down, boobs up, and ALWAYS looking forward.”
Gustavo parked in his space facing the building, but she didn’t let go of me until I’d smiled, straightened up, and stepped out of that truck with my bag of groceries 
determined to look like I had nothing to be ashamed of.  
I kissed and thanked them and was about to go inside when I saw Abril and Henry walking towards us. Abril was wearing a black dress with a slightly flared skirt and Henry had grey pants, a white shirt, and a black tie. I thought he looked adorable, and then I realized the direction they were coming from: the church. 
Of course. With a funeral delayed because of the autopsy, there’d been a mass for Hector at the Coffee Park Unitarian Church and nobody had told me, probably because the people who could’ve told me weren’t speaking to me, and the ones who were, well, let’s just say now I understood Iris and Gustavo’s insistence on doing groceries as far away as possible from Coffee Park the very night of my visit to police headquarters. 
“Abril, Abril,” Iris waved to her, thinking she hadn’t seen us. But Abril didn’t hurry or acknowledge her. When she got to us, she stopped right in front of me and glowered as if she were about to slap me. Then she said, “I’m sorry, Iris. I can’t be a hypocrite and talk to her as if nothing were going on,” and kept on walking without a word to Gustavo. I looked at Henry being dragged away by his mother, turning back to steal a glance at me, his smile more timid than I’d ever seen it. The pain in my chest was so acute, I swear to you I think I heard the sound a light bulb makes when it goes out: a swift pop followed by the sad tinkling of minute glass shards inside me.
“So there was a memorial?” I asked, still watching Henry, wanting to have been at the church, and, despite myself, having the nerve to be upset that Olivia hadn’t invited me to Hector’s memorial. 
“Yes, there was a service, but it was organized by the nature center where the wife volunteered. They didn’t really invite anyone formally. Just posted it in a few places around the park. We thought it would be better for you not to go, so we didn’t tell you,” admitted Iris, picking up her grocery bags, one in each arm. “I’m sorry, Mariela. Listen, I’m going to go talk to Abril. She’s just still in a little bit of a shock. You know she’s not judgmental. The service must’ve freaked her out.”
I had no idea what Abril was or wasn’t, but I said to Iris, “No, no. Don’t talk to her. Let her be. It’s okay.”
And it really was, because in the split second I’d lived inside Abril’s angry stare I’d seen something important. I’d seen her with Hector. They’d been standing very close to each other, but squaring off, like adversaries, not what you’d get from new lovers. Could they have been having an affair too? I wasn’t sure if that clarified his death or confused it, but it would make her attitude and his sudden interest in ending our relationship just before he died that much clearer. 
But I had to be wrong, because if anything, in the weeks before his death, she’d been going out of her way to be friends with them both, Hector and Olivia. That wasn’t something a woman having an affair would do. And she’d gone to the memorial service. I couldn’t believe all that had happened since the might I’d last seen Hector, or how I kept missing my chance to say good-bye to whatever part of him was still here.
	Iris hurried off after Abril and Henry, and when I turned to wave at Gustavo before heading inside, the sight of him froze me on the spot. It’s amazing how instantly a lost love can change the arrangement of the pores on a person’s face. Gustavo’s lips dropped at the sides. His eyes had run a marathon, and were miles away, still running, while the rest of him just stood there. 
“It’ll be all right,” I told us both, putting my own bags on the sidewalk to hug him. Then I picked them up again and ran inside, dropping them on the floor, taking off my clothes as I walked, and heading straight for the bathroom, already hearing the rush of warm water filling the tub, so desperate was I to sink my body into it, to forget this whole day, this whole week, this whole month.
“Well, it’s about time.”
“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarghhhh!”
It was Hector!
“Oh my God, you scared THE HELL OUT OF ME!”
“Did jour neeeed to juse the bathroom?”
So I really had heard the water filling the tub, and Hector really had spoken to me that morning, because how else could he be in my bathroom, fully dressed with his tan cotton scarf, khakis, and trench, but barefoot, only his head and toes sticking out of the clear water on each end of the claw foot iron tub I’d painted and glazed just last summer? 
“I can see you! Wait. What’re you doing here?”
“Waiting for jour to come back.”
“They had a service for you tonight.”
“Humph,” he said, looking away.
“My God… It’s really you. I can really see you,” I said, staring at him, unable to believe I’d done it. 
	“Yes. It took me a wail to get, how you say? The hang of zit, but yam working on zit. Nice hair,” he added, nodding in the general direction of my bangs.
It sounded like we were both going to have to work on getting the hang of “zit.” 
“I’m so glad to see you, and… I’m so, so sorry, Hector.” 
“For war?” he mumbled. 
“For being so angry at you, for the things I said.”
“I’m dead, Merry Ella. Who cares about zat?”
He had that right.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter now, and I’m glad you waited for me because I don’t know if I’m still in trouble, and I need you to tell me… how it happened.”
“These is why I’m dear.”
“Okay, I hate to be demanding here, but I can hardly understand you. Maybe you can do something to—”
“Jour mean jour wan me to ‘learn English?’”
“Okay, okay. I’m sorry about that. And anyway, what I actually said was “learn to speak some God damn English.”
“Very hunny.”
“Did you say honey or funny?”
“Heither,” he said, the volume of his voice a few levels lower this time, and his reflection fading and trembling like the water he appeared to be soaking in. 
“Wait. Where’re you going?”
“I’m still dear,” he said from somewhere in, on, or below the bathtub, though I could barely see him now. 
I’d have to focus to keep as much of his energy here if I wanted to get the truth about what had happened with him, but at least now I knew I could really do this. It was just that it was a team effort. I now understood that it hadn’t just been me being unable to understand him that morning before the detectives showed up because I was a bad clairvoyant. It was also that he hadn’t been able to make himself understood because he was such a new ghost. He needed practice too. And here we were, if only just.  
“Hold on,” I said, though I had no idea where exactly he might be able to go if he tried. 
I went to the bedroom, searched for the books I’d bought the day before, and picked up Raymond Moody’s Life After Life, scanning the table of contents for what had made me buy the book.
“I no have a lot of swine, Merry Ellaaaaaa,” he wailed, his voice even lower this time, as I came back into the bathroom with the book, and sat cross-legged on the toilet. 
“I’m trying to bring you forth again. Help me! Concentrate on wanting to be here.”
“I am dear. Now pleez help meeee.”
What was wrong with me? 
“Of course,” I said, closing the book. “I’m so sorry.” 
“Why you furry?”
I had to laugh a little.
“I’m sorry… that you’re going through this,” I said. “Tell me why you’re here. Tell me what happened? I’ll be quiet. I’ll listen.”
He didn’t answer. But I felt the coolness of his long, drawn-out sigh swirl around me like a gust of winter wind. It was the sound of a spirit bruised black and blue, beaten, perplexed, bewildered, like a dog after the blow he didn’t expect, all his life confident he 
was the apple of his master’s eye.
“I donut know howl. I donut know why,” he said finally.
“You don’t know how or why you died?” I asked, beginning to get him a little better by uniting the sounds he made in my head and translating them into words with the help of my intuition, which just meant what I felt he might be trying to tell me. 
“I,” he said, and then nothing. I waited a few seconds, listening intently, but nothing more came out of him.
“Okay, listen, let me try to bring you closer. I can’t really hear anything you’re saying right now. But this is progress, so just hang on, okay?”
No answer, but I thought I could still feel him. 
I went to the section in the book titled “Meditation and Mediumship.” It advised against coffee, alcohol, and heavy meals. I hadn’t had a heavy meal in days, so that was good, I guessed. It also advised lots of meditation. No wonder I could see him now! Ellie’s “outing” me as a mistress had resulted in less social, more silent days, even if I hadn’t realized it just then. Talking less must’ve made me light, spiritually and physically. That and barely eating, plus the fact that in an effort to keep myself from going insane, I had meditated (actually prayed) more during the past six days than I had over the entire twelve months preceding Hector’s death. The book also said comfortable clothes where vital so I took off my jeans, and sat on the toilet again in my t-shirt and panties. 
“Trying to temp me?”
“Shut up.”
“I no half all day!”
“Hang on. I can barely understand you.”
I breathed in and out as the book instructed until I felt myself become heavy, as in 
stable and centered, like a tree securely planted right onto the toilet, my roots snug somewhere beneath the bowl, alongside the drainage. 
I concentrated on thoughts of love and imagined the bathroom bursting with beautiful pink and gold light as I’d done when I was younger. As the light in my head and heart became brighter, my fear of life seemed to dissolve before my very soul. Nothing else mattered beyond the moment. Then I felt a question inside, a question I was sure was not coming from my own mind: What was my intention? And the answer, swift, if clunky: be love. 
Be love? How did you become love, exactly? And how could I do it before Hector disappeared again? How could I love Hector now that would be different from how I loved him before? And again, the answer came quickly from somewhere I couldn’t quite pinpoint, simple and true: by wanting to help him more than I wanted to help myself. By being unequivocal in my intention of love. 
The tears came then, marching to the rhythm of my breathing, in and out, on your marks, and go, warm and flowing down my cheeks like beads on a bracelet strung by the thinnest of silk strings. I remembered the sessions of my youth then. Some friend of my mother’s would sit in front of me and give me her hands, and I’d feel the pain that shook and slung her every which way, and I’d want to help, and immediately I’d feel, hear, or know something I wanted to say to her. It’s how it had always been. I’d just forgotten.
I thought about Hector. I tried to remember something good. Books! He’d wanted 
me to learn things. He’d shared the thing he valued most with me. I had loved that. I could be grateful for that. I could… open my eyes… and… there he was, looking at me as if I were deader than he.
“You’re back!” I said. 
“Wer to go?” he said, shrugging his shoulders. 
“Right. Listen, tell me what I can do? What do you need?”
“I need… jour to help… meeee to know,” he said as if I was learning-disabled, and he were losing patience with me.
How can I tell you what was in my heart in that moment? It was all so ridiculous, and yet, there he was, asking for help, my memory of his face now bent and twisted in worry and pain, and I didn’t have to make an effort anymore. I just wanted to make it better, to help him rest. Wanting to help by seeing what someone else could not, was the reason I was there, in that moment, meaning the reason Hector and I had “crossed paths.” I was the tool here, his bridge to eternal rest, just as he was the tool bringing me back to my seeing life. Could clarity finally be visiting me on what was otherwise one of the most confusing days of my life?
“I will help you, Hector. I just don’t know how. You can see how hard it is for me to see and hear you. I don’t know what more I can do.”
“You half to tell meeee why… and howl.”
“Oh, okay, I understand. Well, I think… the police thinks… you were… murdered.”
“Moistened?” 
“No, murdered.”
“Ass what I said!”
“Anyway, that’s what they’re saying. But you have to tell me what you remember. Who did this to you?”
“Oh… juryeing. I saw she… hated… meeee.”
“She hated you? Olivia hated you? Was it because of us?”
Silence. I could still see him, but he wasn’t speaking, so, afraid I wouldn’t be able to bring him forth if I lost connection, I decided to ask my questions quickly.
“Hector? Not sure if you can still hear me, but tell me all you remember last. Who was there? What did you see?”
	More silence. Then, 
 	“Jour look goot.”
“Yes, well…”
“Lass neigh, jour look goot too. And hat. Jour were hat.”
Did he mean hot or bad? Wait a damn minute.
“Could you hear me calling you? Tossing and turning all night?”
He sighed, “Of coors.”
“So why didn’t you come to me until morning?”
“Jour hat tears. Not my sing.”
“Really? Women crying not your thing?” 
“You look goot,” he said, fading again.
“All right Hector, forget that and please listen to me. We don’t have much time. What happened?”
“I donut know.”
“You don’t remember?”
“I… I no she did these. I saw her… hate meeee.”
“Who’s she? Olivia?”
“Alleevia… Jur-yeing… she hate meeee… but I donut know howl.”
“Hang on!” I said to his fading outline, feeling the air lighter and lighter around me with every second. “Are you saying Olivia murdered you?”
And then from somewhere in the empty, dry bathtub, came his very distraught lament.
“I no remember… why she hate meeee? Why she do this to meeee, Merry Ella? I half to know. Pleez help meeee… juryeing pleeeeez.”
“I’ll help you, Hector. I promise. No matter what, I will help you. Now, why did you go to the park?”
Nothing.
“Hector?”
I was alone again and felt with certainty that he was no longer where I could reach him, at least that night. It was just me now, alone with my shock. Olivia had murdered him after all? But how had she done it? And why after all these years? 
There was just no other explanation. She’d known I’d go seeking for the letter and had given it to me to throw me off. She’d murdered him when she first found it. But how?
I could understand why Hector couldn’t rest until he knew. But how come he didn’t know? He had to have been there. Had she somehow made him unconscious before she poisoned him? What had she poisoned him with? I got up and headed towards the kitchen, knowing I’d be much better able to think after I’d eaten something and put my groceries away. Despite everything, it felt so good to have heard his voice, to have seen him, almost as if he were alive again. I’d just finished putting everything I’d bought away when someone knocked on my door. I was still in my panties so I went over and looked through the peephole. A short guy wearing jeans, a t-shirt and a red baseball cap covering half his face stood on the other side. 
“Can I help you?” I yelled through the door.
“Delivery.”
“I didn’t order anything,” I said.
“Mariela Estevez?”
“That’s me.”
“Well, this is for you. And it’s kinda steaming, so—”
“But I told you. I didn’t order anything.”
“Just the delivery boy here.”
One could never be too cautious, so I slipped him a five-dollar bill through the slot tenants used to leave me notes or their rent, had him leave it next to the door and leave, then opened up just enough to snatch the big brown paper bag into my apartment before locking the door again, and tiptoeing back to the kitchen with it.
There were many small cellophane and aluminum containers, the contents of each one written in cursive with a thin-tipped sharpie. There was a milkshake cup holding what looked like a mango yogurt drink, a piece of pungent goat cheese, and a simple green salad that had been drizzled with some kind of fig-flavored vinegar. There was also a small baguette, and a slender white fish filet that had been lightly grilled and smelled faintly of cilantro and lime. At the very bottom of the bag, there was a flourless chocolate soufflé that filled my kitchen with the smell of fresh butter, and a bowl of coconut soup with avocado, bacon, a dollop of sour cream as garnish. Tied to it with raffia string was a 
note from Jorge, which read:
“Querida Mariela, here are healthy versions of things I hadn’t cooked in a long time. Things you used to love, that remind me of you. I know you don’t like favors, or accepting help from others, but this is my way of telling you that I’m here for you, no strings attached. (Not too many, anyway.) 
	It was a good thing that, being a chef, Jorge slept when people gossiped and worked when people slept, because it was clear he hadn’t heard about the little visit police had paid me.  
“I just thought you’d be in no mood to cook, because let’s face it, when were you ever? Now, if someone who cared about me sent me soup, I’d accept it, and think it was the best thing I’d ever tasted. So, at least taste the soup. It might not be the best you’ve ever had, but it was sent by someone who will always care about you.”

Chapter 20
Attorney Consuelo de Pokkos advertised as a “spiritual lawyer.” Iris warned me that she was a bit unorthodox, but said she couldn’t have gotten back on her feet after her husband’s death without her and I should come see her because she would advise me well, allay my fears, and only charge what she thought I could pay, which, right now, was really, really close to nothing.  
That Friday, the bus left me a few steps from the weird little building where Attorney Consuelo kept an office. I looked again at the name, address and phone number Iris had written down for me. Attorney Consuelo? What kind of lawyer without a daytime TV show calls herself by her first name?
I waited for the bus fumes to dissolve and crossed the street towards the narrow, two-story building. A bistro called “Fresco California” occupied the entire ground floor, sporting a chronic inability to make up its mind in the form of a green awning that read: PASTA PIZZA SALADS TACOS BURRITOS. 
Upstairs, the door to the only other business led directly into a waiting area with no receptionist and no waiting chairs, just a daybed with a night table holding a small lamp that had an open-winged Murano glass bird hanging from the brass-colored pull, and copies of tricycle, Good, and Shambala Sun magazines next to it. Was I going to be waiting that long? I looked at the bed with the knitted blanket laid carelessly on it. It seemed to be telling me, “What’re you, slow? When have you seen a bed in a waiting room? You’re going to be waiting so long, you’re going to want to take a nap. And the magazines? Just here in case you’re one of those people who can’t sleep if they don’t read first.”
I wasn’t. But Hector had been. 
“Every night?” I’d asked incredulously, watching him smoke after one of our trysts.
“Every night.”
“What if you want to have sex with your wife, do you read before or after?”
“Mariela—”
“All right, all right, I’m sorry,” I’d said, not knowing that just a few weeks later he’d finish the sentence by telling me not to do “that,” whatever else I might do, or that he would soon thereafter be unable to tell me much of anything at all. 
I could now hear the faint sound of voices coming from the office on the other side of the only door besides the one I’d come in through. What kind of lawyer had such thin walls? I looked at the daybed, the magazines, and the blanket that I had to admit seemed to beckon me to take refuge under it, feeling as if I’d entered a parallel universe. 
	After a few minutes, I considered leaving, but Iris had taken the trouble to make this appointment for me and I didn’t want her to think I didn’t appreciate it. Worst-case scenario was I’d listen to what the lawyer had to say, get some information in case I was questioned again, and leave it at that. I hadn’t been accused of anything, at least not yet. 
Instead, I tip-toed over to the closed door and put my ear to it. (Yes, I know it’s wrong to snoop, but you can see how having been clairvoyant as a teen helped erase my scruples about listening to the other people’s business, specially when their lawyers weren’t smart enough to install sound-proofing.)
A woman was crying. Then another woman’s voice said, “You’re human, you 
love, the person you love humiliates you, replaces you, forgets about you. You say you 
want to “understand”, but if you really wanted to, you would have. What you really want is for him to have to continue to explain himself so that he can feel guilty, realize he’s made a mistake and come back to you.”
	The other woman stopped sniffling abruptly.
“Is it so bad to want things to be the way they were?” she said after a few seconds. 
	“Of course not. That’s just how stupid we all are. But even if you get back with him, you’ll need your little revenge and, you know why? Because you don’t want to feel you allowed the infidelity. You want to feel you did something about it, stood up for yourself, refused to be an accomplice.”
	“But I did.” 
	“But you didn’t. Your worst case scenario has already happened and, at some level, you allowed it to.”
	Oh, my God! It was as if someone had opened a window and given me a light to shine into Olivia’s mind. Olivia had gotten tired of allowing Hector’s infidelities. One happening so close to her home, a space she obviously valued and took good care of, had been more than she could stand. It wasn’t complicated. It was simple. She had finally become angry and hurt enough to kill. 
Though the idea still didn’t feel right inside me, I now knew that being so close to the questions I was asking, my intuition was on shaky territory. As much as I was trying to trust myself again, I had to remember that, in this case, the fact that something didn’t “feel” right to me, didn’t mean it wasn’t true.
	
Just that morning, and as part of my resolve to relearn to see and recapture my gift, I’d begun reading Laura Day’s How to Rule the World from Your Couch. She’d written, “Intuition may not show you the whole picture, but if it is working right, it will draw your attention to what you need to know for your question or goal.”
And then a few hours later I stumble on this gem of a conversation? What else could this be if not my intuitive guidance trying to tell me something? 
	The woman inside was saying, “But, what does that mean? That he has the right to go on with his life without care or pain? Without mourning us for so much as a single minute? It’s just not fair. I want this ending to hurt. We should both be hurting.”
I stood there with my ear to that door and my heart pounding hard, listening as if someone’s death, or at least the quality of his post-death life depended on it, because maybe it did. Laura Day said we rely on symbols, and that metaphors were tools “oftentimes employed by your subconscious to express ideas, dynamics, and qualities that are more comfortably expressed dressed up as something else.”
I knew that’s what this was: a story that was there to tell me another story. This woman’s words, her hurt, were Olivia’s hurt. Maybe this was gift, a message to help me jump-start my own compromised intuition. 
The attorney was saying, “I thought you just wanted to understand, to validate, thought you didn’t want money—”
	“I don’t. Not really. But there has to be something I can do here because I can’t live with this anger in my chest.”
	Hearing her, it was as if Olivia were inside me. I could see what I’d done to her, and what Hector had done to her. I’d made infidelity impossible to ignore. He’d made her hate him. Together, we’d forced her to decide to live without him, and I couldn’t be sorrier. Somehow, I now knew that Hector was right: she’d killed him. But why? Or why now? 
“Never fails: show me a woman who doesn’t want revenge and I’ll show you a woman who secretly hopes to reconcile with her husband. The minute they see the light…. Erika, fighting for more money than is due you or delaying the divorce is not going to help your self-esteem or your pride, and it certainly won’t make you happy. It will just make you old. And fat, causing you more than one blister and a couple of bunions, but you can do it, if it’s what you really want. Your decision.” 
	Olivia had finally decided she didn’t want him, and that she’d take her revenge instead?
“It’s not about revenge,” the Erika woman said. “I thought you were a real lawyer.” 
“I am. I thought you were a coward, and you are. Why aren’t you embarrassed to admit you want to you take your husband back, yet you won’t admit you want your revenge first? Do you want it for free? Ah, you want Attorney Consuelo to do everything! You want me to ruin my “karmic” record, get the wrinkles, gain the extra pounds and the bunions! Well, I won’t if you won’t do your part.” 
This woman was nuts! I thought of leaving again, doubting Iris knew this woman had lost her mind since the last time she’d consulted her. But by then, I was hooked. I needed to know everything about the client on the other side of the door. Somehow, she’d become Olivia in my mind. She’d become the woman I’d never felt I’d really been, and always been curious about: the wife. 
The voices were lower now, calmer. I held my breath and got ready to scramble to 
the other side of the room if the Erika woman didn’t sit down again, but she did. 
“Now then, do you want to take revenge against your husband, yes or no?” Attorney Consuelo was asking. 
	“Well, yes,” said Erika this time. 
I would’ve felt the same way she sounded: defeated, drained, unable to think. 
“Good,” said the lawyer, who was crazy with a capital L for crazy-ass lunatic. 
I looked around the office and found what I was looking for: a candy dish filled with business cards next to the small lamp with Murano bird pull, each one with a picture of Attorney Consuelo to help me put a face to the voice. In the picture, she looked to be in her early to mid fifties with the roundest face I’d ever seen, brown curly hair, big brown eyes, and a huge mouth she seemed to think she needed to enhance with bright red lipstick.
My cell phone rang then. It was Gustavo, but I let his call go to voice mail along with the other missed calls from clients who hadn’t yet heard of my sordid present. Seemed like everyone and their mother had decided to call me today, except Jorge. I thought that for a guy who’d put so much effort into doing something that would put a smile on my face, he had tremendous restraint when it came to seeing the actual smile. I also realized I wanted him to call.   
The cell phone had alerted Attorney Consuelo and her client of my presence and now the door to the lawyer’s office opened and a young, tall, elegant woman with glasses and long curly hair hurried out. Her face was red from crying and I busied myself with 
the magazines so she wouldn’t be embarrassed. Soon the other woman, “Miss Red Lips” from the picture on the business cards, was waving me inside. 
“So.”
“So,” I answered. 
“Mariela Mia Estevez Valdes,” she said, reading from her appointment book.
“That’s right,” I said. 
“I like it.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. You’re also afraid of being accused of murder?”
“Yes.”
“So, did you do it?”
“Of course not!”
“Of course not! Just checking,” she said smiling as she stared at me.
I was staring at her, too, because the moment I’d come in, I’d begun to hear the low but insistent sound of invisible glass wind chimes being swayed by a persistent breeze.
“Are you ever going to sit down?” she asked.
I wanted to, but I couldn’t. The office was a vortex of energy, and thoughts, and sounds, and the chair, well, the chair had just too much to say.
Finally, I decided to tell her the truth. 
“I’m getting something from that chair.”
“How could you be getting something from the chair if you haven’t sat on it yet? And, whatever it is, you really can’t get it while fully dressed, that much I know.” 
“No, I mean… I’m psychic.”
“Yes, I know.”
“You know? How do you know?”
Instead of answering, she extended her long arm and index finger as long as she could and pointed to a hand-painted sign above her window. 
“What does it say there?” she asked.
“Attorney Consuelo de Pokkos, spiritual attorney at law,” I read. 
“Exactly. Attorney Consuelo. That’s me.”
“Right.”
“And I’ll give you the psychic thing, but you’ll have to sit in the chair and tell me what you get.”
Of course she didn’t believe me. She was either testing me or making fun of me, which was fine with me since I had a hard time believing she could’ve passed the Florida Bar, or any legal exam, so we were even in that respect. 
“Okay then,” I said, sitting on the chair and closing my eyes. The message was sudden and clear, as if it had been inside me all along, as if I were the message, or rather the situation the woman had been crying about.
“He’s going to come back to her.”
“Oh, no! Really? Are you sure? It’s a shame. She deserves better. We all do.”
I wanted to shush her, but didn’t want to lose the feeling of definitive knowledge I hadn’t felt in so long.
“But, it’ll be a lie. He’s… not a good person… his soul is in constant pain. He doesn’t know how to be a good person.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“But she’ll be okay.”
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Sorry, that’s all I get. Not even sure it’s right,” I lied.
“Oh, it’s right, all right,” she said, chewing on the lead tip of a pencil. “So, getting back to you. I made a few calls. Police say death happened inside a very narrow time window because of the poison used, uh, let’s see, Belladonna is its name. Comes from a plant that doesn’t grow naturally anywhere in Miami. Apparently, if ingested, the poisonous reaction happens anywhere within ten minutes to an hour.”
“What’s Belladonna?”
She showed me an Internet picture of a five-tipped green leaf from which hung a single black fruit resembling a berry. The caption read “Atropa Belladonna.” 
“Other names for it are deadly nightshade, devil's herb, love apple, sorcerer's cherry, murderer's berry, witch's berry, devil's cherry, and naughty man's cherries,” she read, in case I wasn’t getting the idea. 
“So it’s poison… for unfaithful men?
“Seems that way.”
“I feel sick.”
“You should. But. Who has the most to gain from punishing a wayward man?”
“His wife?”
“His wife, who thankfully lives right upstairs, so even though they may be right about time of death, they’d have to be exact to the minute, since Mr. Ferro could’ve gone from your apartment to the one shared with his wife within a literal few of those.”
“That’s… great? But, how can I be sure?” I asked. 
“All they have is a breakup letter that proves you were having an affair, and ending it, if only because you expected him to do it if you didn’t. It seems to me you have nothing to worry about.”
Then why did I still feel this weight, this sense of doom surrounding me?
“Look, they just got the tox report results yesterday. My guess is they’re going to go after the wife.”
You’d think I’d be relieved, but I wasn’t. 
“So what now, Attorney de Pokkos?”
	“Consuelo,” she said waving the air with her hand, as if she were literally clearing the air of formality.
	“Consuelo,” I repeated.
“No, no, Attorney Consuelo,” she corrected me again with a freakishly virtuous grin that would have been useful to show a person less desperate than me that she was absolutely and irreparably insane, alerting them they should find themselves another lawyer.
	But since I was desperate and had little money…
“Okay. So, what now, Attorney, um, Consuelo?”
“Um is not part of my name, but okay, the answer is nothing. You do nothing. You’re not a suspect. And if they want you to answer any more questions, you call me, and wait for me before you say anything.” 
	“What should I do in the meantime? And what do I owe you?” I asked, holding out my hand as I stood. 
	“For now, just one dollar. As a retainer, so that our conversation can be onsidered 
confidential. Not that I think you’ll need me. But just in case, lay low, stay out of trouble. No, wait. Wait,” she said, standing, putting the tips of all her fingers on the desk, and closing her eyes for a moment before saying, “As your attorney, Mariela Mia Estevez Valdes, I’m going to tell you what I tell all my clients: in the meantime, you go do whatever you want, whatever fills your heart. You go live, while you have a life.”

















Chapter 21
I never told Attorney Consuelo that there was a third person who also lived just a minute or two away, and at whose apartment Hector could have chosen to stop before heading to his own on the night of his death: Abril.
In my vision, the one I had when we’d crossed paths on the sidewalk as she was returning from Hector’s memorial service, I’d seen Abril and Hector facing each other like the opposite ends of a rubber band about to snap. Had they been lovers? Or had there been something else going on? How could I be sure the tension I saw was sexual, and not adversarial, as I’d thought at first.  
Oh, please, I scolded myself. What else could it be? She was a beautiful young woman, and he was a philanderer who wasn’t above having affairs close to home. There was also the fact that she inexplicably broke up with Gustavo on the same day Hector broke up with me. Maybe Hector had mistaken her habit of constantly pushing Henry to create relationships with possible father figures for flirting. On the other hand, she might really have been flirting with him, now that I thought of it. Maybe she was tired of struggling, figured Hector for an easy sugar daddy, and traded Gustavo in for the older model, convincing herself she was doing it for her son. Maybe that’s why she was so angry: she thought I’d killed the man who could’ve made her life a little easier. 
No, none of it felt right, but I knew there was definitely something there, even if I couldn’t figure out what the something was. I could feel it in the way my heart accelerated its beating every time the image of them together assaulted me, which it did, repeatedly and compulsively, every minute of the bus ride back to Calle Ocho. 

I had planned to try to channel Hector again that night even before I’d found out what the police thought they knew from Attorney Consuelo, and now that I knew what he’d been poisoned with, I couldn’t wait to ask him to give remembering another try. Whose face had been the last he saw before blacking out? He said he’d seen Olivia “hate him,” but that didn’t mean she’d poisoned him. Then again, she was the only person I knew who knew enough about plants to have the first clue to what Belladonna was, how to get it, and what amount might be needed to kill a grown man weighing some one hundred and eighty pounds.  
Don’t ask me why, but as I ran through the possibilities in my mind, I didn’t want it to be Olivia. I also didn’t want it to be Abril, because what would happen to Henry if she were accused? 
But neither Abril nor Olivia were the worst of my problems. Well ahead of them, for now, came a dead man who’d be spending his “days” moaning and sighing while “soaking” in my bathtub, until he found out who killed him and why. The reason he came first is that I’d changed. What had seemed like huge problems: the breakup, the ruined apartment, the drug-addicted tenant, and even the lost letter felt small and insignificant now. The old troubles seemed to have solved themselves somehow, while the new one: solving the mystery of Hector’s death, called, not only for all my faith and focus, but also for the recapturing of skills (yes, skills) that had eluded me for decades. 
Despite this, I knew I’d come a long way from where I’d been before Hector’s death by the simple act of intending clairvoyance. It was like a karmic loop of sorts. Death had shocked me into renouncing my gift, and now it was the device with which I’d been shocked into reclaiming it. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to see the way I could 
when I was fifteen, but I knew I could try my best. I was through being afraid of the depth of my sight, because, where had that ever gotten me? Nowhere, that’s where. 
Not that, so far, Hector had been much help. Piecing together his moans and half-words took a lot of energy out of me, and I still didn’t have the faintest image of those minutes before he died. And yet the biggest hurdle wasn’t getting my sight to stop playing hard to get after so much neglect. It was Hector himself, because even if I could reach Hector again tonight, would he tell the truth? Would he remember it? Would he be able to focus long enough to tell me what we both needed to know? No, I decided. I had to figure out another way to find out if Abril could’ve had something to do with this. 
Walking home, I considered coaxing some information out of Iris, but discarded the idea immediately. Iris had absolutely no ability for duplicity. You know those people with no filter between brain and mouth? That’s Iris. Then a dangerous idea sprang into my head: I lived right next door. Iris had the keys to Abril’s apartment, knew all her comings and goings, and would probably share it innocently with very little prodding. Maybe what I couldn’t get via clairvoyance, I could get the good old physical way. I knew where Iris kept her tenant’s keys, and could “borrow” Abril’s duplicate without her noticing. I could already picture myself snooping around like I’d seen Diane Keaton do in the old Woody Allen film, “Manhattan Murder Mystery.” In it, her character suspects a neighbor of killing his wife and steals the key to the man’s apartment from her building’s maintenance closet to go spying on him, she’s that bored with her own life. She catches the killer too, in case you’re wondering. 
I could do the same, even though Abril’s itinerary was hard to pinpoint. (She was doing her nursing practice at a clinic and they changed her hours all the time.) Still, once I had the key, I could just coax info from Iris by feigning wanting to talk to her about what she’d said to me on the sidewalk, and then later sneak in when she was certain to be away for a few hours. It might take me a bit of time, but I knew I could do it. I no longer cared if Abril had been Hector’s lover, but if she had killed him, that I had to know, even if it made me ache for Henry’s sake. 
In the throes of planning the newest escapade by which I’d be sure to get myself into more trouble than I was already in, I almost walked right past Jorge’s house. At some point during the bus ride, after looking at my phone about thirty-seven times, and even as I plotted and connived to find out whether Hector had been having an affair with Abril and whether she’d had anything to do with his death, I decided that I didn’t have to wait for Jorge to call me. He had sent me a gift of food. I’d eaten it and enjoyed it and it was only proper that I thank him. I decided to do this personally. Find out what game he was playing.  
His house was located on the street directly behind Little Havana’s historic Tower Theater, which was separated from Domino Park by a small skateboard area outlined in mosaic cement tile.  (The “park” itself is made up of cement instead of grass, benches instead of trees, and flanked by murals made famous by the locals who actually play dominoes there.) Because of the house’s corner position, and the open space made necessary by the skateboard walkthrough, you could see Jorge’s house from Calle Ocho, even though it actually faced the theater’s “backstage” entrance. I knew because I’d spent some time avoiding that corner in the months after we broke up and during my subsequent affair with Hector. 
But though the house itself was right where I remembered it, most of its facade was not. The Mediterranean’s enclosed porch had been demolished and a modern, open-space portico had been built in its place and painted a rich, creamy white. The cement around the new, huge, black loft-like windows was still fresh and unpainted, so that they looked like the eyes of a runway model with her mascara smudged, having partied away the last of the designer glam look millions of girls would try to copy the very next day. The Spanish roof tiles were still there, but somehow the shape of the house had been adapted so that the effect was sophisticated-rustic. The clean green landscaping and the architectural lines of the two palm trees, one on each side of the walkway to the front entrance, gave the house an air of romantic simplicity. 
The wrought iron gate was open, so I walked right up to the door, a glass and black steel affair. I’d been at the house only once or twice before, mostly because it felt weird to be in a house that was always undergoing some preparation for a woman who was being held back in Cuba, but whose arrival to claim all that was rightfully hers was always impending. Maybe because of that, it had never seemed special to me, but now, well, now it looked absolutely stunning.
“Can I help you?”
A brunette in her early thirties answered the door. Behind her I could see boxes, tools, even an electric sander that had very probably sanded and polished the newly-laid wooden planks in this house. 
“Hi, I’m looking for Jorge.” 
“He’s not here,” she answered with a very slight accent. 
“Oh, that’s a shame. I’m Mariela,” I said, extending my hand with a smile despite the once-over, so unapologetic and intrusive she could’ve been in charge of pat-downs at the airport. 
“Mariela?” she asked, tight-lipped and frowning, as if she’d never heard the name before and wanted to spit out the taste it left in her mouth. “Are you a vendor?” 
“No, actually, I’m a friend of Jorge’s,” I said, noticing she wasn’t wearing her ring when she finally consented to shaking my outstretched hand. 
“Well, he’s not here right now.”
I could’ve said I’d wait for him just to annoy her, but I’d done enough annoying 
of wives to last me a lifetime.
“You’re remodeling,” I said instead.
“Yes.”
“Looks fabulous.”
“It’s not finished.”
“Well, you can tell it’s going to be fabulous. Would you please tell Jorge I came by?”
“Can I tell him what this is in regards to?”
It wasn’t her words. It was her tone, and the way she kept looking me up and down, one hand on her hip.
“Of course,” I said, knowing exactly what I was doing. “Tell him Mariela came to thank him for the other night. Food was delicious,” I said, looking her in the eye and smiling wickedly.
She looked thrown for a minute, then basically slammed the door in my face, but since it was mostly glass, I stood there watching her pick up a box and walk away down the hall, her impossibly rounded butt constrained by light blue jeans, her hair swinging dismissively until she disappeared into a room. 
I guessed she wasn’t about to give him my message now, but it was her fault. I’d given her no reason to be such a bitch, at least not recently. Just as well. I could always call his cell, tell him I’d seen the house and that I thought it was beautiful.
Turning to look back at it as I walked away was like looking at myself in a mirror and seeing how incredibly judgmental I’d been whenever he’d mentioned his project, choosing to hang on to the image of who he’d been when he’d been with me: a happy-go-
lucky party animal with a good-enough-heart, and few responsibilities or long-term plans. 
But now, with that last look at the gorgeous house that had his good taste sanded right into its cement walls, I knew what I wanted to do: next time I saw him, I’d show some gratitude and encouragement for someone who’d done nothing but be supportive when almost everyone else had decided to desert me. 
  	But that was later. Right now, I had a job to do before I lost my nerve. The plan was to get home, change into the something sexy for a supposed date with Jorge, then drop by Iris’ knowing that she’d pepper me with questions and be more focused on my romantic prospects than on the spare keys she kept underneath the red, Russian phone with the white rotary dial she’d gotten on Ebay and had Gustavo retrofit for her. I hoped she still labeled them, knowing I had to move quickly and then keep Abril’s key only long enough to make a spare key so I’d be ready the next time Abril left the house for any length of time. 
But the second I stepped inside my apartment…
“Don scream,” he said, perched on the living room windowsill in his immortal khaki garb. “No screaming right now.”
My mouth had already opened to do just that, but I closed it again, surprised at being able to understand him without strain for the first time since he died. 
“Your words are clearer.”
“I musk be speaking God-dammed English.”
I wondered if it would make him happy to point out that at least his sarcasm seemed to have escaped death intact.
“Again: I’m sorry I was so hard on you about that when we were together.”
“Soh-kay,” he shrugged.
“You were always making me feel like I didn’t know anything and…”
“Was train to teach jour.”
“I know, and I appreciated it, but sometimes it made me feel dumb, made me want to point out the things you didn’t know,” I said, realizing as I spoke how much I’d resented him for this, and wondering how married people managed to stay together for decades, pulverizing all those little resentments that creep up between folks who share a bed, in order not to let death do them part before it was time. 
“Virile annoying,” he said.
I wanted to say no more annoying than his bringing it up now, but, again, I let it go. Every manual had warned me against the foul moods of new spirits, especially of those who are stuck and can’t leave, so I took a deep breath and, determined to “walk in his shoes” for a few minutes as the books advised, actively wondering how I’d feel if I were gone, but still here, looking at all I’d had and loved, unable to make myself heard or seen by almost anyone.
“I bean creamed today.”
Creamed? Cremated! Of course my impatience with him evaporated. I even took a step towards him, wanting to touch him, but when I saw he faded perceptibly with every step I took towards him, I stepped back.
“The good thing is you’re here now and we’re talking,” I said instead.
“Yes, there you go. Tis great,” he said looking out the window with a blank expression and a wistful air that confirmed my thoughts. 
“Okay, well, good. This is good, right? Progress. And just in time because I have to ask you something important.”
“Soh ask.”
“The police say… you were poisoned.”
He grunted and began to fade again, and I figured being here during the cremation was taking its toll on him. Maybe this was why he couldn’t remember his death. It was too painful for him to watch, to remember. Which was bad news for me. If each time I asked him to remember that day, his energy would fade and make it impossible for him to recall anything, then he was not going to be much help in solving the mystery that would give him his rest, and me my peace, and my apartment, back. 
“Okay. Well, they say the poison used is a plant,” I pressed, pausing to let this sink in, knowing that it pointed to Olivia. “And that it’s called Belladonna. Is the name familiar to you?”
“Belladonna… Bella-donna… Bootyful Woman… Howl ironic,” he spat.
“I’m sorry, Hector.”
“It’s done, no?” he said, a few degrees more transparent.
“Well, yes, but, as you know,” I said, realizing he was unconcerned about the fact that I could be a suspect for what was “done,” “…they questioned me in the matter of your… possible murder.”
“Tis not you,” he said as if he couldn’t believe the level of idiocy of anyone who could believe I killed him. 
“Well, of course, I know that and you know that, but it’s not as if you can testify on my behalf, if it ever came to that, can you?”
“I’m dead, Merry Ella. Dead!” he thundered suddenly.
“Okay, point taken. Actually, that was exactly my point—”
“DEAD, okay?”
Wait a minute. I was so intent on keeping the connection I’d only just realized that he was screaming at me.
“You know, Hector. I want to help you, I do… but this is hard on me too. So, this is it. You tell me: why are you here? If you think Olivia murdered you, then why aren’t you upstairs giving her the hard time?”
“Because.”
“Because what?”
“Because. Don’t wan to escare her.”
“Well, it’s good to see you care about someone’s well-being.”
“How come… you never… toll me you spoke to… to others… like meeee.”
“You mean to arrogant ghosts like yourself?” I said, because it was time to stop pussyfooting around him as if all this were my fault. “Or to dead people who think they’re the only ones with problems?”
“Why you never toll me jour did this?”
“Because I didn’t. You’re the first one in a long time.”
“Wer have I heard that before?” he said. “Nex, you’ll say, I was jour best lover.”
“Hector, you know, this is serious for a lot of people. Now, tell me. Why are you really here?
“I toll jour. I half to be sure is her, Merry Ella. And I half to know why.”
“What about Abril?”
“Who?” he asked, fading again. 
“Henry’s mother? Little Henry? From next door? And stop doing that fading thing. You’re like a damn neon sign.”
“Who?”
“Abril. Don’t you remember who she is?”
“I no who.”
“If you know, why do you ask who? Never mind, just tell me about her.”
“I know whoooo… Henrieeee…”
“You’re talking funny again.”
“Wuuuuuu… juryeing… juryeing…”
“You say that a lot, but I have no idea what that means. You said it the morning the police came. What’re you trying to say?”
“Oh… wuuu… jur-yeing and sheep hate meeee.”
He kept fading with every moan, and his expression was so comical I considered that he might be faking disconnection to avoid my questions. But why? I hadn’t forced him to seek my help.
“Hector? How well, exactly, did you know Abril?”
“He’s cahl-ming.”
“Who’s coming?” I asked, alarmed, because the last time he’d warned me of someone’s coming, it had not precisely turned out to be the Messiah, and, instead, I’d ended up cooped up for hours somewhere inside a police department, answering questions. 
“A rey muerto, rey puesto,” he said, which means something like “to a dead king, a king crowned,” and is often used to reproach the quick replacements of lovers and other significant others. 
“What are you talking about? Don’t you leave without giving me an answer about Abril! Hector? Hector?” 
“Don wary about meeee… is cahl-ming.”
Sure enough, someone knocked on the door, but this time, Hector told me exactly who it was before I opened it. I could no longer see him, but his voice dripped a mix of hopelessness and irony so thick it could’ve left a puddle on my floor.
“Open the door, Merry Ella. Is jour boyfrien.”

Chapter 22
Sure enough, there was Jorge when I opened the door, wearing dark green khakis and a loose-fitting screen-printed t-shirt that read: “I disagree with you, but I’m pretty sure you’re not Hitler.”
 	“You went by the house!” he said in place of “Hello.”
	“Yep, and good thing I remembered the address because otherwise, I wouldn’t have recognized it,” I said, waving him inside. 
“And? What’d you think?”
“What did I think? What did I think. Mmm, let’s see—” I played, pretending I didn’t see that his face was all lit up in anticipation of what I’d finally say.
“Stop torturing me, woman, and tell me you loved it!” he said, taking me by the shoulders and mock shaking me.
“Torturing you? Ché, you have no idea what torturing is,” said Hector from wherever he’d faded to. 
“Of course I did, you silly man. It’s beautiful,” I said to the guy with the pulse, still standing in the middle of my living room. 
“It’s coming along, eh? I bought it right after—”
“You bought it? Wait? Is there a rich uncle I don’t know about?”
“The owners were going to lose it in the mortgage crisis, 
so I offered to buy it in a short sale. It was a good deal because it needed so much work.”
“That I remember,” I said.
“Whoooo is these guy?” said Hector.
“Wow, so you’re a homeowner now.” 
“Actually, I’m a restaurant owner. Can you believe the house has dual commercial and residential zoning? It’s because it’s so close to the Tower Theater? 
“Oh my God, that’s fantastic. I’m so happy for you,” I said, motioning for him to sit on the sofa, then sitting at my desk, so I’d be occupying the space between him and the windowsill behind me, which is where I’d last seen Hector sitting (floating?).
“I want to keep it feeling like a house, like you’re going to a friend’s home for dinner. So, every room will be a separate dining room with a different atmosphere, and…”
“Blah, blah-blah, blah-blah, blah-blah,” groused Hector. 
“…the porch will be one ambiance, the dining room another, the bedroom will look out onto the backyard and be more intimate, more romantic,” Jorge was saying.
“But where will you live?” I asked.
“That’s the beauty of it: I’m turning the detached garage into a great little tree-house apartment with a side entrance and a view of Calle Ocho.”
“Oooh, I could DIE, it’s so fan-taaaas-tic! Pero que incredible, Ché.” said Hector, loudly slurring his words, and even using Spanglish in protest, as if he were drunk instead of just dead to the world. 
“Hoping to open by Halloween. You’ll have to come.”
“Of course! Oh, and thank you so much for the delicious food you sent last night. It was really amazing.”
“Yes, soooo dee-licious,” Hector said so close to my ear that I shot out of my seat as if my butt had been spanked into springing out like a jack-in-the-box’s.

“Thought you could use it. Gustavo told me, you know, about the police coming,” 
Jorge said, getting up and coming towards me as if to give me the bear hug that would finally do away with this new stiff civility, this nervous formality between us. 
But when he touched me, I was so tense he had to step back, unaware that it was the sarcastic dead guy’s presence making me edgy, and not the possibility of his touch. 
“I’m really glad you came over,” I said, trying to erase the hurt look on his face. (It warmed my heart to find out that he knew what had happened, and had still sent the food, had wanted me to know he was here for me.)
“Really?” he asked.
“Really.” 
“Oh, for God’s sake, get a broom already,” griped Hector.
“You want some wine? Coffee?” I said, motioning him into the kitchen where I hoped Hector would have a bit of a hard time following us, and pouring him a glass of Rioja.  
Then I got right to it. 
“Jorge, I need a friend.”
Do you think he even blinked? Asked me what I meant?
“I’m here.”
“Yes, but I need to know why.”
“Why what? Why I’m here?”
“Exactly. I need to know your motives, so no one gets hurt.”
He thought for a minute then started to laugh, shaking his head as if I were unbelievable. 
“You really don’t know?”
I shook my head no, even as I heard Hector snorting and harrumphing from the living room that even he knew.
“You know, I’d been here over a decade by the time I met you, but I never felt I was here, never felt like I belonged, never wanted to do more than work just enough to send money to Cuba every month, have fun, live life. Even marrying Yuleidys was about proving to myself that I could settle down, live like normal people.”
“And you did.”
“And I did, but you’d changed me.”
“Don’t say that. We had an affair, it was not-”
“How do you know what it was not? I don’t,” he interrupted me. “Anyway, later, months later, I noticed the little changes. I noticed I wanted to do better, be better. I noticed I wanted to do all those things so I could come find you, show you.”
“You wanted to show me what I was missing, huh? I said, making a joke, but feeling flattered in spite of myself. 
“We have something, woman. You and me,” he said, smiling. “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something.”
“What you have is a wife.”
“Had.”
“Oh, I no he’s lying now,” wailed Hector from the living room. 
“Have,” I said, afraid Jorge would prove Hector right and lie to me, ruining the good feeling I was starting to feel about about him. “I just spoke to her today,” I said pointing to the hammered gold wedding band he always wore now.
“This is my father’s wedding ring. He gave it to me before he died last Christmas.”
So he was the man I’d seen him cry over in my vision when he first came over last week. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“And the women you saw today isn’t Yuleidys. Yuleidys went back three months after coming here.” 
“Are you kidding me?”
“No, she didn’t like it here. Hated everything about it. The whole learning to drive thing, the learning English thing, the following rules she wasn’t used to thing, plus, she really missed her family, and, to top it off, it probably didn’t help to realize she wasn’t really in love with me.”
“How horrible for you both,” I said, remembering how he’d tried to hide his excitement about her coming back then. “And what about all the money you saved to bring her?”
“To tell you the truth, I was so relieved when she decided to go, that I didn’t even care about the money. I knew almost right away that getting married and pulling her away from all she knew had been a big mistake. You know, Mariela, La Yuma isn’t for everybody.”
“No wonder you’ve grown up. More?” I asked, pouring him another glass of Rioja when he nodded. “And so she left?”
“Yes, but by then I knew what made me happy: feeding people, having them over, watching them relax and enjoy themselves at my own place,” he said, swirling his wine before taking a swig. 
“I do remember how much you liked to have people over. Still doing those crazy cook-ins at two in the morning? I could never understand how you guys could spend all night cooking at a restaurant, then get to the house of any one of you, and cook for each other, with all that loud music, and pot, and wine, almost every night. I confess, that drove me crazy about you.”
“It was crazy, I admit. Maybe it was a phase. My new-immigrant-welcome-to-America phase. But then you broke up with me, and all I heard was your voice telling me how talented I was, and what a good cook I was, and how I could do anything I wanted to do, so, I decided to do something about it. 
“I’m impressed, but, wait, so who was Miss Smarty-Pants at the house today?”
He looked at his feet as if he hadn’t heard me.
“You don’t have to say.”
“That’s Omayra. My… friend.”
“Your friend?”
“My friend. Ex. Girlfriend. Ex live-in ex-girlfriend, and now my finally moving-out girlfriend.”
“Oh.”
“She was almost done moving out when you came to the house. I left to give her space. How was I to know you’d go by? I thought you’d forgotten where it was, the way you stayed away all this time.”
“Well, you know, I imagined you were happily married. Didn’t want to intrude,” I said, realizing how much I’d cared about him, but also how much I’d wanted to believe happy marriages could exist.  
Jorge placed his forearms on his knees, leaning towards me with wine glass still in hand, and smiled a wistful smile before saying, “I missed you, you know?”
“What you probably miss is your little girlfriend who just moved out is what you miss,” I said, downing my wine and looking around for Hector. But he seemed to have decided to be quiet now and stay in the living room, the denseness of his energy probably hard to move around. 
“Nah, it was a long time coming. She’s a nice girl. Just not for me.”
“Right,” I said. “Still, glad to know you haven’t been lonely.”
“You were saying you needed a friend,” he said. 
“I do,” I said, letting him change the subject. 
“Okay?”
“I need to commit a small crime.”
“What?”
“I need to break into a neighbor’s apartment.”
“Why? What are you stealing?”
“Nothing. You remember Gustavo’s girlfriend, Abril?”
“Sure. Just saw her.”
“Where?”
“She was walking down the street with her son, just now. Why do you need to break into her apartment?”
“I think she might know something about Hector’s death.”
“Mariela, everything’s going to be okay. The police are going to come to the conclusion that you had nothing to do with it because it’s the truth.”
“And you’re that sure?”
“Of course. It’s not so easy to accuse someone of murder,” he said.
“No, I mean, you’re that sure that I didn’t do it.”
He looked straight into my eyes, and said, “Never in a billion years. Now, if you insist on breaking into her apartment, we’re going to have to hurry.”
**********
	Ten minutes later…
“Can I tell you just how much I wanted a remote-controlled car like this one when I was kid?” Jorge said, running his hand slowly over the top of one of Henry’s RCs, a 
dreamy look on his big brown eyes. 
	“No remote cars in Havana?”
	“Woman, and here I thought you were Cuban! No, of course no remote-controlled toys in Havana, at least not for kids without family in exile with money to send one to them.”
	“Okay, well I promise to buy you one of those if you stand close to the door and be a good lookout like you promised.”
	“I got you in, didn’t I?”
	“That you did, and I thank you because I really didn’t want to take that key from Iris.”
	We were inside Abril’s apartment and as Jorge dutifully stood beside the front door, with Henry’s car still in hand, I proceeded to look around for a diary, a letter, or a copy of any Gabriel Garcia Marquez book with a sticker identifying it as having come from “Del Tingo al Tango.” I was also keeping an eye out for a Belladonna plant, or for leftover leaves, even though I knew Abril would never leave something like that lying around where Henry could find it. 
I wanted to know if they’d been lovers. But more important, I felt, was finding proof of the depth of the relationship, if it existed. You see, if it had been a quick fling, then the only one with enough of a reason to kill him was Olivia. On the other hand, if the relationship had been long and intense, then maybe Abril had real motive. That said, I wondered exactly how intense a relationship can really be with a man who already has a wife he lives with, and a mistress he sees regularly? And if it had been going on for a long time, how had I not known? Then again, maybe I hadn’t noticed in exactly the same way Olivia had failed to catch on about Hector and me. Maybe he’d just been that good of a liar. Or, maybe, and a lot more likely, we’d all been that good at not seeing. 
I did a mental inventory of things in my apartment that would be symbols of my relationship with Hector to someone who’d known him and scanned the living room for possible matches: a forgotten linen scarf, a classic novel, a blues jazz fusion CD.
Nothing. At first glance, Abril’s home was as unrevealing as Abril herself. The living room was sparsely-decorated with a sofa, a couple of wooden rocking chairs that looked like inherited heirlooms belonging on a tropical balcony, a tube TV set, and three big plastic bins with Henry’s toys carefully sorted: one for cars and robots, another for games and puzzles, and what I guessed was the “everything else” bin with coloring books, crayons, and some old plush Beanie Babies that had obviously been smothered, kissed, cried into, hysterically-thrown during tantrums over the years, and then rescued just in time to be preserved like honored members of the family, reminders for his grown-up self of who he really was, as reflected in who he’d really been.
Between the living room and the kitchen was a very small dining room with a small square-shaped Formica table, three chairs, and a small filing cabinet. I pulled at its top drawer, but it was locked, so I picked it with the errant bobby pin that manages to always be left behind in my hair. The drawer contained a few manila envelopes and a small pinkish peach Capezio ballet flats shoebox full of papers: plane tickets, hospital records, and a copy of Henry’s birth certificate, as well as receipts for his baby formula, his clothes through the years, his orthopedic doctor bills, food, books, toys, glasses, immunizations, and a few school trip permission forms.
Among these, one receipt caught my attention. It was from a detective agency and 
identified the service rendered in a single word with capital letters: HENRY, as if he were a government agency and not a sweet boy with a smile so honest it could make you happy to be alive all by itself. Underneath his name, it read, “Contact Info Retrieval.”
I spread the contents of the box on the Formica tabletop, and could almost see the invoices, corresponding receipts, and cancelled checks drawing a southbound dotted line from New York City, where Henry was born, to his present life in Miami. 
I opened one of the manila envelopes and dozens of pictures of Henry fell out onto the table, almost covering the receipts. Together, pictures and receipts looked like the elements of a baby book someone had forgotten to make, and made it clear to me that Abril had come back to Miami with the intention of bringing Henry’s father to justice, or at least to court, and had slowly and painstakingly prepared for the task, documenting her child’s life and the cost of the sacrifices she’d had to make along the way.
I wondered what Abril was really hoping to get from this man. Was it the child support owed her? Did she want a relationship with her son’s father? Or was she just trying to force him to hold Henry in his arms, teach him to throw a baseball, and call him “son?” 
I began to put everything back as carefully as I could, and that’s when I had the sudden, strong feeling that Henry’s father was dead. Maybe he’d been rich and Abril was trying to build a posthumous case for Henry’s rightful inheritance, or suing his estate for child support, which would explain all the receipts. Or maybe he was dead, but she didn’t know it yet. Maybe she’d have to wait until the next detective agency revealed it to her. The news would, of course, be delivered in the form of a receipt: Subject of search no longer at last known address. New address beyond this detective’s scope.  Please pay this 
amount: two donuts $1.99, 3 black coffees $3.75, one Miami Herald $.35
“You know, I think we should hurry,” said Jorge, slightly opening the door to peek out down the hall. 
“I thought you said you saw her carrying a clothes hamper.”
“I did, but it was one hamper, not three. How long can it take to wash and dry one load?”
	“I’m almost done,” I said now, heading down the short hallway in Abril’s apartment, past a light blue bathroom, to the only bedroom, right above Iris’.
	Abril and Henry’s bedroom was in keeping with the rest of their home: sparse and neat, a light yellow chenille bedspread on the only bed in the house, queen-sized, providing the frill factor in the room. 
I went straight to the single night table. There was a bible that looked new, a thermometer, a tube of Neosporin, some barrettes, loose change, stamps, and a faxed confirmation of an order for a school dictionary. I put everything back inside the night table’s drawer, quickly opened the top two drawers of the white laminate bureau, and felt along the underside of the mattress’ edge, finding nothing that pointed to an affair with Hector or anybody else, which wasn’t surprising because if she had been having an affair with Hector, she wouldn’t have wanted Gustavo or anyone else to find out, which meant she also had to hide it from Henry, who was smart as could be and could have asked questions or revealed something unintentionally. 
I was giving the room one last glance to make sure everything was as I’d found it, when it dawned on me.  The force of the realization so strong, it closed my eyes, and almost made me sit on the bed, catching myself just before my butt disturbed the perfect 
alignment of the chenille popcorn detail on the bedspread.
I opened the drawer on the night table again and picked up the fax confirmation sheet knowing exactly what I was going to find, for why would Abril, who didn’t even own a computer of her own, fax a confirmation to buy a dictionary for Henry or anyone else?
Sure enough, the fax confirmation had been sent to “Del Tingo al Tango” by a teacher for twenty copies of El Pequeño Larousse Ilustrado 2010 (The Little Larousse Ilústrate 2010 – Spanish Edition). I turned it around and read the handwritten scribble: “Coffee Park 11PM, if okay with your boyfriend.”  
I wasn’t sure about the handwriting, but the sarcastic tone was unmistakably Hector’s. And now the vision came again like a hammer on my head. There was Hector facing Abril, but the feeling was definitely tense, adversarial, and painful. What had I been thinking? This woman didn’t care about affairs! This woman only cared about her son’s father, about finding him and making him pay, or something.  
I couldn’t believe it. How could I not have seen this, I thought, walking back into the living room.
 “Mariela, we should really get out of here,” said Jorge, eyes trained on the hallway through the narrow slit of the slightly open door.
Abril hadn’t been trying to make Hector stand in for Henry’s missing father. Hector was Henry’s father.  
“Are you okay, Mariela? What’s wrong?” Jorge said, closing the door and coming towards me as if intending to carry me out of there by force if he had to. 
But I ignored him, shocked out of my skull, all the events of the past year sprouting new meanings in my head, and went back to the file cabinet and to the detective’s invoice I’d put back into the shoebox. The attached receipts were all from just before Abril moved in to this apartment and corresponded to coffee shops and cafeterias that were next to, or right across from, Hector’s bookstore. 
“Come on, Tatica. Let’s go!” Jorge said, in his desperation, calling me by his old nickname for me, which I’d always loosely translated as “my sweet girl,” but had any number of meanings along the same lines. “I don’t want to have to leave this apartment by jumping off a ledge.”
“Jorge, I think I know,” I breathed. 
“You know who killed him?” asked Jorge, eyes wide.
“No, but I know something just as important.” 
	And that’s when we both heard it, coming from the street below, and through the window: Henry’s voice.
“How is it fair that it’s always after? Why can’t I have ice cream while I do my homework? It’s still going into my stomach.”
“I don’t want you to be distracted,” Abril was saying, her voice now directly underneath the window, meaning she and Henry were standing on the stoop, probably looking for her keys while balancing her folded clothes. 
“Who gets distracted by ice cream? It’s just ice cream!” 
whined Henry.   
	“Stop it Henry. No ice cream until you’re finished with all your homework. Now, come on,” said Abril, right before the entry door swooshed open, then closed with a clean click.	
“Damn it, Mariela. We have to get out NOW!” whispered Jorge, putting his arm around my waist and basically towing me towards the door, the voice of the little boy I now knew was at the center of this entire mess still echoing in my head.



Chapter 23
I’d been so scared when I realized Abril and Henry were back from the laundromat, that I’d allowed Jorge to carry me out before he locked the door to her apartment and took my hand, to steady me.
“Relax,” he’d said, slowing me down to a stroll. “We’re not going to make it. They’re going to see us, so let’s not look like someones who just broke into another someone’s apartment.”
	And then they were upon us. 
“Mariela!” said Henry, grinning at me.
“Hi Henry,” I said, touching his chin with the tips of my fingers. “I’ve missed you.”
“What are you doing up here?” asked Abril, pulling Henry back.
“I came to see if Mr.—” I gestured towards the door of the apartment facing hers. 
“Mrs.”
“Right, if Mrs… The lady who lives there… was home.”
“That lady’s crazy, right Mami?” said Henry.
“Henry!” said Abril. “She’s not crazy, she’s sick.”
“Oh, well, maybe that’s why she didn’t hear me knocking, and by the way, this is Jorge. Jorge, Abril. Abril, Jorge.”
“We’ve met,” she said, giving us a wary look, before turning to open her door without so much as a good night.
“Yes, of course. You’re Gustavo’s ex,” said Jorge. 
“I’m Gustavo’s friend,” she said, with her back to us.
I couldn’t help snorting at that.
“Okay, well, now that that’s all cleared up, uh, good night,” said Jorge.
“Good night!” said Henry. “Don’t let the bed bugs bite.”
I smiled, looking into his beautiful, innocent dark eyes, searching for (and finding!) Hector in his face, before waving goodbye to him and following Jorge down the stairs and onto the sidewalk. I walked slowly, my hand still in his, my eyes shut tight with fear, and dread of all that lay ahead. It was true: Abril and Hector. Maybe not now, but at some time.  
When we got to my stoop, I turned to go up the stairs, while Jorge turned towards the sidewalk, pulling me.
“Where we going?” I asked, eyes wide open now. 
“Across the street,” he said, gesturing towards the park.
“I can’t.”
“Yes, you can, now come on.”
“I can’t, Jorge.”
“Would you rather go by yourself?”
“No.”
“Are you going to avoid the park you live across from forever?” 
I couldn’t do that either. The park, that apparently inconsequential square patch of green and brown, was the heart of Coffee Park, of this place that had sheltered me after every one of life’s blows. 
So I went. 

As we neared the bench where Hector’s body was found, my body began to quake. My knees, like poorly-secured stilts under an old, creaky beach house, started to sway left, then right, until I had to sit down on the bench right across from it. 
Coffee Park was silent, all shadows and rustling leaves.
“How do you feel?” Jorge asked.
“I don’t know.”
“You were lovers,” he said.
“Yes,” I admitted it this time.
“Okay. How do you feel?”
“Sad.” 
“Were you in love with him?”
“No, not in love. But I do… love him, you know what I mean? His smarts, his brain, how he made things interesting. I think I wanted to be the feminine version of him, and yet I didn’t want marry him, or even live with him. Does that make sense?”
He looked into my eyes and said, “I’ll make it make sense.”
It was something he’d say to me when we were together, and back then it had been enough to make me think I could love him.
I kissed him and he kissed me back, his tongue tasting faintly of coffee and cinnamon. 
“Okay. Not what I brought you here for,” he said after a few seconds, putting his hands on my arms and gently pushing me to rest my back on the bench.
“Well, this is no fun,” I joked.
“Mariela, you’re avoiding it.”
“Avoiding what?”
“We’re here. Where he died. Talk about him, think about what happened, remember him, cry, whatever, but face it. Here, I’ll help you. Tell me about him.”
	“No.”
	“Come on.”
	“Uhn-uhn.”
“Talk to me, woman,” he said in mock exasperation. 
“Since when are you such a grown up?”
“Start talking.”
So I told him everything up to Hector’s death. And then I cried, and he hugged me, and the hugs turned into kisses that felt good, but also good for me. 
And then he told me everything. About Yuleidys, and how mind-blowing it had been to realize he missed me while being with her. About how he’d kept on missing me, but hadn’t known how to approach me, or what to say. About the day that had turned him around: he’d gone to work high on pot and screamed at a customer who’d sent back his signature dish: baked white fish on a bed of mango, avocado, cucumber and crabmeat. The customer’s wife had looked at his enraged face and begun to cry.
“I will never forget her face. She was afraid of me! She thought I would hurt them. That’s when I decided I needed to do something with my life. Get over Cuba already, carry it with me without letting it drag me down, and put down some roots here, you know? Get high on life, as they say.”
He told me how he’d thought of me as he worked on turning his house into a proper restaurant, fantasizing he’d invite me to his place, to see everything he’d done, and how he’d changed, and that I’d be proud of him. 
I listened to him in that place that had recently witnessed death, and pain, and change, but also, no doubt, love, and life, and kisses, and children’s squeals, and the banter of friends. I wanted to tell him how much he was making me want to believe in the existence of happy possibilities. That sitting next to him, I could almost see myself having a good life, a loving life free from fear of my own sight, strong enough to see what I was meant to see, and wise enough to use what I saw to help myself and others.  
“I’m afraid,” I said instead. 
He let out a huge laugh and put one hand on each of my cheeks as if he couldn’t believe the clock had somehow turned itself back to this place, the “place” where time and space and circumstance had intersected to let us meet again.
“Mariela, I get it. You’re working through some stuff now, and I don’t want to rush anything, but—.”
“Jorge, I don’t even know what will happen, or what I’m feeling. A part of me is still grieving for something without knowing exactly what that something is, and there’s all this unfinished business surrounding Hector’s death.”
Not the least of which was his ghost, living in my house when I wasn’t expecting it to. 
“I know. I know. When you’re ready. And if it’s a no-go, fine. I think I’ve proven to you I can take a hint. But. If it’s even close to being a maybe. Then, we’ll figure out how to take it one Coffee Park day at a time. How’s that? Deal?”
It should’ve been, and it would’ve been a deal at any other time. But not that night. That night, all I could think about was Hector, and the little boy to whom he’d never be the one to teach the joys of a good book.




















Chapter 24
In case you’ve wondered, people don’t change just because they’ve died. And if my early experiences connecting people with dead loved ones are any indication, this is especially true of men. 
Two whole days had passed since I’d discovered the secret of Henry’s paternity. Or at least, the pieces of evidence that pointed to the fact, since what I’d found fell rather short of being the equivalent of a smoking DNA gun. 
Still, Hector refused to show his face, or whatever it was he’d been showing during our post-death conversations, which, to me, was proof enough.
“Hector, this isn’t the way it works. You can’t just show up when you feel like it, and then refuse to come when I call you. Hector? Hector!”
Nothing, and I’d tried everything. I’d held objects of his, mostly books like the copy of “Chiquita” that he’d given me that last time at the Saint Michel while, obviously, already planning to break up with me. I’d chanted repetitively for him to make his presence known to me, substituting legitimate chants with funny words like knock-knock, mango, and guavaberry (my cell phone’s alias), and singing them in the most ceremonious tone I could manage, trying to make it impossible for him to refrain from a snarky comment. I’d filled the bathtub and sat on the toilet clinking my Tibetan bells, thinking of specific moments of our time together and trying to connect with him through our shared memories, all without so much as a snort from him.
Finally, I’d tried talking to him, promising not to judge, or say a word about what I was sure I knew, to understand anything, no matter how horrible. But no Hector. Trust a man to disappear when you need him most. 
Knowing him, I’d considered the possibility he might be jealous of how quickly my “boyfrien” and I seemed to have fallen back into a hybrid courtship/ rekindled friendship since that Friday evening in Abril’s apartment.
And then, just when I feared I’d lost my abilities again, he came back. 
It was 5:55 a.m. on Monday, according to my microwave’s digital readout, and narrow, pinkish mango slivers of light had begun to sneak in through the slats of the wooden blind covering the little window that took up the upper half of my kitchen door.
“Jour want me on my niece?” Hector asked.
Before I could explain to him how little that would solve in his present state, he’d slid towards the floor, a mass mostly made up of a crumpled khaki trench coat and slacks, barely held together by my memory of his tanned skin and dignified manner, This stance, so proud and self-assured even now, was Hector’s version of kneeling. 
By then, we’d already been at this for almost an hour: him begging me to protect Olivia from danger he had not been able to articulate in any way I could understand. Me, seated at the kitchen table, leaning forward with knees pressed together and arms crossed in front of my breasts, as much because I was feeling the evening’s misty cold giving way to the peaceful quiet of morning in Coffee Park as because I was oddly embarrassed to be half-naked, clad only in one of the lacy things I’d once bought to sleep with him. 
It was what I’d been wearing when I’d walked into the dark kitchen for a glass of water and found him sitting at the kitchen table, moaning softly and sitting in the same chair of the dream that warned me of his death weeks before, only, this time, there was no cigar, and no newspaper. 

“Pleez, Merry Ella. I’m begging jour!” he demanded again, his eyes, usually mischievous in life, now frantic, piercing, and haunted. 
“Okay, again: how do you even know Olivia’s in danger? Or, is it that you think the police are coming after her?” I asked, thinking of how he’d known when they were coming to fetch me for interrogation.
“I don know! I sink she wants to hurt herself. Jour half to tell her. Tell her is not her fault. Tell her I’m surry, pleez, tell her I’m surry,” he said. 
“Hector, I told you: Olivia knows about you and me. She doesn’t want my help.”
“I know she’s in trouble, I knooooow… I know… jur-yeing, juryeing… whooooooo… whooooooo… who-whoooo-whoooo…”
He’d finally broken down, defeated, crying his futile tears like the ghost he was having a hard time understanding he was. It was like watching a junkie agonize. But don’t think of a strange junkie; a junkie you don’t know. Think about a junkie who’s your brother, or the son or daughter born out of your womb, a junkie you care about. It was like watching that junkie trash and tremble, sweat and sob, and it was unbearable.    
“Please don’t cry, Hector. I promise I’ll figure something out.”
I’d told him I knew all about Henry the minute I’d seen him sitting there in my kitchen after more than a week of silence. I’d asked him how he could have done something so terrible to his own son. But he’d just grown even more frenetic, refusing to talk about Abril or Henry, and insisting I go to Olivia that minute. 
“Sorry, Hector. Not until you tell me the truth about them. I mean, don’t you care about Henry? How can you be so cold-hearted?”

That’s what had brought on all the kneeling and begging and sobbing: all my chanting and calling him forth since finding out about Henry had forced him to remember. He’d remembered that somehow Olivia knew about Henry and Abril. He was sure that’s why her last look had been one of hate, effectively handcuffing him to this world. That was the reason for all of this, he said, wailing his jur-yeings again, until I could no longer stand it.
“Enough! If you can’t tell me what it means, don’t say it again.”
“It’s, it’s… somesing baaaad,” he managed, stressing the sounds, wanting me to understand every word.
“I know that, but what does it mean?”
“I juice said! When jour do somesing bad.”
“You mean like evil? 
“Eh,” he said sadly, shaking his head wistfully like an old Jewish grandma, as if I were close, but not quite, and trying to explain it to me were of no use. 
“Okay. Something bad. Maybe like shame? Or blame?”
“Jur-yeeeing!” wailed Hector again, sections of him appearing and disappearing before my eyes as if even trying to define the emotional formation that had him in its grip were like ripping pieces of the flesh he’d allowed the sun to abuse when he was alive. 
“It hurts? Painful? Remorse… regret! The pain of guilt!” I kept tossing out options like a game show contestant racing against a thirty-second clock. 
I must have gotten it right because the second I said guilt, his wailing got louder and he covered his ears, out of habit I guess, as they were no more really there than his trench coat. 
“Okay, okay. Stop it. I get it. It hurts. But it’s too late now. There’s nothing either 
one of us can do. You’ll have to take the guilt with you.”
“Howl can jour of all people say that to meeee, Merry Ella? Don jour know I 
can’t?” he wanted to know. 
He was right. How could I? I knew all about guilt. I’d been carrying it with me like a favorite purse all my life. I’d made a decision born of guilt and suffering over my mother’s death when I was eighteen, and then been too stubborn and too blind to the fact that I didn’t have all the facts, and refused to change it. The result was an entire life shaped by that one decision, by that one absence of self-love. So many opportunities to create my own happiness wasted.
So I got it now. That was Juryeing: his word for guilt, which was so Hectorish, making me think of juicio, which means trial in Spanish, and of jury or judgment, in English. The result of either, guilt so painful and powerful it sprang at you from around every corner, kept you from sleeping, from resting, even from dying. But understanding it didn’t mean I had the remedy for it. 
“You half to help Allevia,” he said again.
“Tell me about Henry.”
“I need jour to help Allevia,” he said, standing his ground. “I don’t wan her to pay for these.”
“Tell me about Henry and Abril, or I’m going back to sleep,” I said, ignoring the fact that he’d basically conceded Olivia was behind his death, the pain involved in accepting this one fact probably the reason he’d stayed away after I’d mentioned that Belladonna had killed him. Of course he’d known then. He must’ve known immediately.  
But even though I could feel bad for what he was going through, the truth is I was 
really angry with him just then. Here he was, back from the dead, going on and on about 
Olivia and the supposed danger she was in, while apparently not caring one bit about a child who hadn’t asked to be brought into this world. 
“Start talking, or I’m walking right back to bed and getting under those covers, and don’t even think of getting in there with me because I swear I’ll start chanting the rosary if I have to.”
“I’m not perfect, Merry Ella.”
“Don’t you give me that, Hector Ferro. Who the hell asked you to be perfect?” 
“Pleez don say hell,” he said quietly. 
“What kind of man doesn’t care about a child? His child!” I insisted.
He was very quiet for a few seconds, as if weighing his options, then got up, or that’s what it looked like to me, and “sat” on the chair across from me again. 
“She wanned me to be a father. I toll her to break up with her boyfriend,” he said, relenting at last.
“You mean, Abril? Oh, Hector! How could you do such a thing?” 
“I’m baaaad,” he said, shaking his head again.
“Forget you. How could you do this to Henry?”
Then he told me how he’d been giving Abril cash for Henry after a detective contacted him threatening with proofs of paternity. How he’d thought he was doing the right thing by protecting Olivia, while giving Abril what he could honestly give. He really hadn’t seen how telling Henry that he was his father could do anybody any good. He’d told Abril that he’d continue to help her secretly, had even helped her get into nursing school, but she insisted that her son had a right to be loved by his father.
“He does,” I said. 
“He’s a good boy, Merry Ella. I could take respoonsibility, but she say that was not enough. She wanned me to love him, spen time wis him. But, I never wanned to be a father!”
	“You should’ve thought of that before sleeping with her. And you told Olivia you did!”
“I did no such sing!” 
“You didn’t say you wanted a child?’
“I did not say it to make her feel anysing.”
“Yes, you did, you horrible, horrible man. You shamed her all these years, lied to her, made her feel worthless,” I insisted, not caring that I was making him writhe with every word. I wanted to hurt him, then.
When he didn’t answer, I kept right on going, as if I knew anything about his marriage. 
	“Say something, damn it!” I said, finally, pounding the table with my fist.
	“So I deserve these, then?” he asked then, unruly brows vibrating like pond water, his words feeling as if the table had punched me back.
“Okay. So what happened? What really happened?” I asked, yielding. 
“She wanned me to tell Allevia everysing. That it was the reason I sold the house, put the money in Allevia’s name.”
“Was it? In case she came back demanding child support?”
“I told her she had to break up with her boyfriend if she wanned meeee to destroy my marriage,” he said, ignoring my question.
“Oh, Hector.”
“Jur-YEING! How to know she was goin’ to do it?”
“Right, you just wanted to sleep with her. And when she showed you she was willing to do anything to get you to do the right thing, you decided to go for it, have your little fling again. That’s why you were in such a rush to break up with me, wasn’t it?” I said seeing it all as if I were reading it right out of my grandmother’s journal. 
He was silent again.
“Come on, admit it. You couldn’t wait to toss me like last month’s paper, just so you could, what? Prove to yourself how irresistible you were?”
“I said: I was baaad.” 
“And for what?” I continued, on a roll. “Olivia would have forgiven you. I would’ve gotten over it. Instead you hurt me, you hurt Gustavo too, you hurt Abril and Henry, just to sleep with her? To prove you could steal her from a younger man? What was it?” 
“I don no! Maybe. I don no, leave meee alone.”
“You’re kidding, right? Because unless you were going to leave Olivia, this makes no sense.”
“What? No! No, no, no. No, no. But, I felt, eh, you no, eh, macho. She always said “jour son, jour son.” It was very, jour know, macho. For me.”
“Padre no es el que engendra,” I said in my most disgusted tone, half of a saying that means father isn’t he who engenders, but he who raises. 
He just shook his head, as if to himself.
“Estupid, I know. I know I did baaad.”
He didn’t remember why he’d been in the park, or how Olivia could have known 
about Henry. All he remembered was the hate in her eyes, and then, nothing. And, I saw this now, it was all he cared about. Which made me realize the futility of wanting him to be a better person in death than he’d been in life. It just doesn’t work that way. Like all egotistical philanderers, Hector had felt entitled to everything: the one loving wife that he loved back “in his own way,” and the myriad dalliances which were just that, the entertaining drama and variety he felt deserving of in the same way he felt deserving of good books, art, music. You know, the other joys of life. 
“Will jour help meee, Merry Ella? Will jour be a friend? Help Allevia?” he pled again, as if to remind me that nothing mattered now that he was dead, that there was no use berating him for what was done. 
“What can I possibly do?”
“Tell her. Tell her I’m ssssuuurry.” 
Now there was something I was absolutely NOT going to do. 
“How can I tell her that, Hector? You’re dead!”
“Tell her. Merry Ella, I told jour: I sink she wans to hurt herself.”
I sighed, hoping he’d understand I’d try my best, but also that he’d be unable to see inside my mind and know there was no way in hell I was going to tell Olivia I’d been speaking with her dead ex-husband. 
“Merry Ella?”
“Yes, Hector.”
“I wan jour to forgive meee. For howl I was. I didn’t sink about jour. I’m sssuurry I hurt you so mulch,” he said, back “on” the floor, looking up at me with those eyes that seemed as alive as ever, the intensity of their gaze unchanged, as he knelt in front of me, 
just like Eddie the psychic had said he would. 
“It’s okay, Hector. It’s okay. You didn’t hurt me that much. You didn’t. And you gave me good things too.”
“Like what?”
He expected an answer.
“Like love of life. You know, of… art, books, music. Good stuff, and—” 
“Jour beautiful, Merry Ella. Jour gooz. I can see that now,” he said, stressing every syllable, making a huge energetic effort to speak clearly. I could tell because with each word, his image became more and more like a Venetian fresco, faded by pain instead of time, seeping into the plaster of the wall behind it, to be hidden from history for centuries. “Forgive meee?” 
“I forgive you, Hector,” I said, wanting him to believe, to know, that he’d never be alone. “I know Olivia forgave you too. You know that, right?”   
He started to sob again, doing that who-whoing thing he did. 
“Hector?”
“Tell her. She was always. My Allevia. No, tell her she was my litter Olive tree. Tell her that, pleez. An, that I understan. An, that I love her.” 
I believed him. He’d faded almost to nothing in order to muster the strength to say those words as clearly as he could, to make absolution and his love for Olivia, his last intention. 
So I let him go, letting go also of the diversion this whole mystery had provided, and that I was only now able to admit to myself I’d held on to, like a crutch, to help me deal with the loss of him in my life. 
It had been much too long for him, this roaming of days, unable to go, unable to be here. It was time for him to rest, and for the two women he’d hurt the most to live. 
When he’d gone, I was no longer cold and could hear the sounds of Coffee Park, awake and ready to face the day. I was ready too, and now that I absolutely knew what I had to do, there was no time to waste.

Chapter 25
“For months, I knew something was wrong, but when I’d ask him, he’d just grumble some nonsense about Mitch Kaplan or about the cost of the booths for the Miami Book Fair. I knew he was lying, but…”
Olivia was on her bed now, where I’d convinced her to lie after she’d finally answered my insistent knocking and opened the door, trembling and unstable from lack of food and sleep and peace. 
She’d waved me away when I tried to cover her with the shabby vintage floral comforter by her bed, but didn’t object to my going into the kitchen in search of something for her to eat. Wasn’t she afraid I’d find her Belladonna? Or was she beyond caring?
Opening cabinet doors (and loudly banging them closed) in my quest for eatable food, I was tempted to search for it, as confirmation, but stopped myself. I already knew what I knew. Plus, I’d promised Hector I’d help Olivia, not come up here to do the police’s job for them.
In the cabinets, I found cans: chickpeas, sweet corn, and white sardines in lemon. In the fridge, I discovered the last quarter of a red onion and some leftover Shiitake mushrooms, which I chopped and threw, along with the contents of all three cans, into a ceramic bowl, followed by the last handful of feta cheese crumbles miraculously preserved inside the sturdy plastic supermarket container they’d been sold in. 
There were no greens or fresh vegetables for a proper salad, so I doused what I had with some expensive, extra virgin, cold-pressed, organic olive oil I found under the 

counter, and sprinkled it all with Celtic sea salt that was thick and rough and almost as 
expensive as the olive oil.
I swirled my mix in the bowl until the oil coated everything, making it shiny and colorful. Then, not finding a proper (or a clean) tray, I put the salad of sorts atop a turquoise dinner plate and brought it into the bedroom for Olivia.
The room, like the rest of the house, was a complete mess. She’d obviously given up doing anything but the most basic things: going to the bathroom, drinking water, and bathing, maybe. 
I placed the food on the night table next to her and started to pick up a little, noticing a small suitcase and a change of clothes on the chair by the window, but continuing to tidy up until I saw her eye the bowl a couple of times out of the corner of my eye.
 “Here, let me help you,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed, taking the plate on one hand and holding the spoon up to her mouth with the other, very matter-of-factly, as if I did this every day. 
After just a couple of mouthfuls, she shook her head, lips closed. 
“You have to eat,” I said, wondering if I should ask Gustavo to help me take her to a hospital.
“I knew something was wrong. His mood, his absence even when he was here, but I thought whatever it was, whoever she was, would go away, like it always did. I decided to find a project. That always helped,” she said, looking intently at her hangnails, picking at them. 
“A project?”
“A remedy, a recipe. I thought I’d help the boy. Henry. With his eyes.”
“The Belladonna,” I said. 
She looked at me then, surprised that I knew. 
“I spent a lot of time reading about myopia. Some say that it isn’t hereditary, but I found that with the very extreme cases, as in degenerative myopia, it is.”
“But Abril told you she doesn’t have myopia.”
She looked away abruptly, fixating her gaze on the wall, and I knew that Hector had been right. She knew about Henry. But how?
After minutes of silence, I insisted: “The Belladonna, didn’t you know it was deadly?”
She breathed deeply, as if bracing herself, then motioned for me to give her the bowl again and took an enthusiastic spoonful or two of my chick pea, corn, feta cheese, and white sardine concoction before speaking again, already looking better. God only knew when she’d eaten last. 
“I wasn’t going to have him ingest it. I was going to use it to dilate his pupils so that the secret ingredient in my remedy would work better,” she said, adding, “It’s Shiitake mushrooms,” after it was clear I wasn’t very curious about naturopathy and wasn’t going to ask her what it was.
I noticed she was all business now, energy coming to her from the act of speaking about something she knew, loved, studied, lived. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“I was so meticulous. I worked for days to carefully extract liquid from the Belladonna leaves I’d ordered, drying them until the remaining liquid turned an almost 
perfect consistency, like a resin. And this with leaves from a plant that’s not even native. Well, I could have managed to grow it, but I didn’t want to risk one of those sudden Miami weather changes rendering it unusable.”
“You said you ordered it? Where?” I asked, not knowing what she would say before she said it, but knowing that she was telling me the truth, getting that feeling of confirmation each time she dropped another detail on my lap. 
“At Pedro’s Pharmacy. They ordered it for me weeks ago,” she said as if I’d asked a stupid question, and I thought again how much like Hector she could be when it came to the little things.  
“Who ordered for you? Pedro?” I asked, referring to the owner, a Chicano who’d moved here from California, and with whom I’d had passionate arguments about the wisdom of legalizing marijuana. (He was for it. I wasn’t.)
When she shook her head no, I knew why they hadn’t arrested her yet. 
But before I tell you how I knew, let me shoot you a Polaroid picture of the hybrid nature of Coffee Park shops. Like the locksmith whose wife also bakes empanadas and makes lulo juice for lunch, as if his shop were a cafeteria, or the yoga studio where they also give massages and teach beading classes, and the pharmacy, of course, which functioned like a remedy store, stocking everything from ointments, to herbs, to imported tonics and leaves from every part of the world. In other words, our shops, they’re, let’s say, informal. 
Then there were Pedro and Sarah.
Pedro’s girlfriend had been and the only other person who ever tended the register or processed special orders. She was a youngish-looking thing, all bones and blonde, with huge blue eyes in a heart-shaped face where the nose and mouth were the simplest of punctuation marks. She’d come east from California with Pedro, but was from Madison, Wisconsin, and had begun missing home “unbearably,” she’d told me once with a tone that made me wonder if it was the distance from home, or the distance between what she thought the relationship was going to be and what it actually was that had become unendurable. 
I remember noticing over the summer that Sarah’d become quiet and distracted, and that the more distant she became, the more frequently she forgot to write down what you were buying. And how as she became more and more distracted, she’d forget to make the order sheet with the duplicate that would have served as your receipt, forgetting also to put the cash inside the register, “distractedly” saving, I saw now, for her getaway.
Since it was a cash-only establishment, there was no credit card to track and, thanks to Sarah, no record of the order. But even though Sarah would have remembered a Belladonna purchase, she wouldn’t have told the police a thing. That is, if she were around to tell, which she wasn’t: she’d gone back home about a week before Hector’s death.  
I was sure the police had searched all the nearby pharmacies for orders of Belladonna plants, leaves, or seeds, starting with Coffee Park’s. But if Sarah had not written it down, I doubted Pedro would think to say anything other than “We would have had to order it, and I see no record of that on our special-order pad.” I wondered if, when double-checking for the police, even looking at Sarah’s handwriting on that pad had made him miss her, and if in his sadness, he could have been less than concerned about helping the policeman or woman, who’d be, in any case, just another outsider to him, if not the outright law-enforcing enemy.
“So, did you dilate Henry’s eyes with the Belladonna?” I prodded. 
But Olivia just looked into her food for a while, then:
“Have you ever been in love, Mariela?”
“What do you mean? I mean… I guess, maybe,” I said, unsure of where she was going, and also unsure, I was shocked to realize, of the correct answer to her question. 
“You meet a man. A wonderful god of a man. He makes you laugh, he makes you think, he makes everything fascinating, exuberant, and wonderful. You’re in love and you’re loved and nothing else matters. And then, something terrible happens. You can’t give him the one thing he says he wants the most: a son. And you watch this man be sad, so sad, that you offer to let him go, to go about his life without you, to find happiness somewhere else even though you know that the minute he’s gone, your life will become as small and dark and airless as a crowded coat closet.”
She’d started trembling like she did the day she’d given me tea and returned my breakup letter, so I took the bowl she still held in her hands away from her and set it on the night table. Then I sat on the edge of the bed, took her hands in mine and closing my eyes, I listened.
“But he wouldn’t leave me. Can you imagine the sacrifice? He said I was his wife and we’d stay together. And then he kept his word: when there was trouble at the university with the economic crisis, and my parents wouldn’t help us, he didn’t hesitate. He decided to come here, and he worked hard, and we bought the house, and later the bookstore. Then, just a bit before the whole mortgage mess a few years ago, he took charge again. He said, ‘Olivia, you’re my home, and I am your home. We don’t need these walls, this roof.’ So we sold it, and paid off the mortgage on the bookstore, which he placed in my name. He’d joke I could leave him penniless if I ever wanted to. But he 
knew I wouldn’t. Never. No matter what.”
Her hands moved violently within mine, like those flashing vibrating gizmos they give you at franchise restaurants to alert you when your table is ready, but I held on.
“That was Hector on a good day,” she said, a lone tear rolling down her sunken left cheek and landing on my hand.
“And on bad ones?”
“On bad ones he’d be hurtful. Couldn’t help making me feel inadequate, ugly, a silly hen. He’d tell me all my suspicions of infidelity were my own inferiority complex making me crazy. He’d say I needed professional help. Sometimes, I’d be reading, or gardening in the balcony, or cooking in the kitchen, and in he’d come and ask me how much we had saved up, and when I’d tell him, he’d say the amount wouldn’t even begin to cover my psychiatric hospital costs the way I was going.”
I listened, knowing both Hectors were true Hectors. 
“About a year ago, I told him about you.”
“About me?”
“I told him I knew all about you. I told him I didn’t know if he was sleeping with you, but that if he hadn’t, he would, and I promised him I’d leave him when he did. The next day he brought me a Spanish-language copy of Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar. Told me to read it and decide if that was the life I wanted, because I sounded just like the crazy, suicidal woman in those pages. That I saw women everywhere, that I was delusional. He said that he didn’t mind carrying one burden, but that my torturing him was just too much. Sometimes, he’d even convince me, make me apologize.”
I hugged her then, letting her cry on my shoulder, knowing, absolutely knowing, 
that she wasn’t telling me everything, that things had been worse than she was sharing. 
Someone else, someone not a woman, might ask why she hadn’t just left him. But I knew the truth of us: if we could, we’d leave them all: the chronic bad boys, the frauds, the violent abusers, the unreliable, the lazy, the egotistical, the bad in bed, even the ones who pose as “good men” but have the relentless ability to turn every single happy moment into a day trip to the nearest latrine. We hang on, looking and feeling, and taking notes right on our hearts, until we manage to be able to breathe, to stand, to tell ourselves we’re not crazy. That what we are is strong.  And then, we leave. 
Or we kill them. Was that the way it had happened? I still couldn’t see Olivia purposely poisoning Hector. 
She was pushing me away now, dabbing at her eyes as she got up and walked to the bathroom, raising her shift to her waist with the door open, not caring that I could see her drop her panties, and sit down to pee, still crying. 
I busied myself propping up her sweaty pillows, until she came back and sat on the chair, right on top of the change of clothes someone—her, I assumed—had laid out. 
“So, I put together the remedy. When the Belladonna tincture was ready, I called the boy’s mother. She’d given me her number about a dozen times, always when she saw me with Hector. I’d always thought she was just overly-friendly, if a bit irritating. Now I know it was her way of threatening him with telling me about the boy. But that day, I just told her what I was doing and asked her if Henry was allergic to anything.”
“Oh, God,” I gasped, seeing everything as she spoke, like watching a movie trailer after the movie has premiered, my clairvoyance no better than an old DVD when it came to Hector’s mess.
“She said, ‘Do you know your husband is a son of a bitch?’ I told her I knew no such thing. That calling her had been a bad idea. Because I knew. I knew what she was about to tell me, and I didn’t want to hear about another betrayal. I even remember thinking I didn’t want her to tell me because I’d have to move. And I didn’t want to move again. Now, how silly is that?” she said, smiling a forlorn half-smile. 
“And that’s when she told you?”
“How Hector had seduced her and then refused to do anything but give her money for an abortion. How she’d been too scared and alone to know what to do. How she had planned to be proud, to call him when her son were president of the United States, only to hear him weep with remorse.”
	That certainly felt like Abril.
“What changed her mind?” I asked.
“Her family, I think. They were asking questions, telling her she was being a bad mother. That a child needed to know who his father was. So she came back prepared to do God knows what. But we’d moved, sold the house.” 
“You moved here.”
“Yes, and so did she when she found him, which didn’t take long. There was, of course, the bookstore, which I’d all but stopped tending or even visiting as I got more involved with my work at the nature center.  She told me the plan had been to let him see how wonderful Henry was, how smart, how much like him. She thought he’d change his mind without having to take him to court. But he didn’t. Instead, she says, he pressured her to sleep with him. She told me he’d taunt her, telling her I would never leave him. That he had nothing, which is true because by then all we had was in my name, and that 
all she’d get would be a handout dictated by a court.”
“Well, he was wrong,” I told her. “The only way that would have been true is if you had been divorced. Otherwise, your assets were still half his assets.”
“That was Hector. Always thinking he was smarter than everybody else. That no one was smart enough to get him. Anyway, she told me she’d tried giving up, going about her life, dating the man downstairs… Gonzalo?”
“Gustavo.”
“Yes, Gustavo. She said Hector was very jealous. She said he told her he could see her future, bearing many sons of different fathers, all different colors like test-tube aberrations.”
“My God,” was all I could say. Could Hector really have said such horrible things? 
“She said, ‘You want to know how much of a son of a bitch your husband is, lady?’. I just held onto the phone, not saying a word. But she kept on screaming at me, said he told her that if she broke up with Gustavo, and slept with him one last time, he’d tell me about Henry.”
I thought, knowing Hector, that “one last time” had not been the extent of his plan, until he tired of her being more likely. 
“She was so angry, told me she was going to kill him. She said she’d sue us both, assured me she’d already been to see a lawyer. She told me he’d pay for what he was doing to her son, that he wouldn’t get away with it.”
“But she didn’t see a lawyer,” I said. The threats had been about getting Henry to spend time with Henry, sure as any mother would be, that once he did, he’d love their son as much as she did. It had been a good plan. But she’d completely miscalculated Hector’s narcissism, or his apparent lack of fatherly genes. 
“Then she said something about how he was going to have to wait the entire night at the park because she was through playing his game,” said Olivia. 
“The park!” I gasped, wondering if I’d been mistaken, if we’d all been mistaken: Hector, me, even the police in thinking it was the Belladonna that had killed him instead of the furious mother of a child scorned too long.
“Yes. She told me that she’d agreed to see him in the park 
at eleven that night, but only because all she wanted was for her son to know himself loved by his father,” said Olivia, confirming my suspicions about Abril’s motives. “But that now, hearing me “condescendingly” ask about her son’s allergies as if I were asking about his diseases, as she put it, which I’m sure I did not do, she’d changed her mind. She said she was glad I knew it all now because if I stayed with him, I’d know who I was staying with and we could both rot in hell. How was her sleeping with my husband my fault, Mariela, tell me that?”
It wasn’t. Abril had just exploded after years of impotence. Plus, I was sure Olivia underestimated how condescending she could sound. She didn’t realize how her own shyness made her out to be the superior witch we’d all imagined. 
“What did you do?”
“Nothing,” she said. “I sat here like a stupid woman, remembering all the times he’d told me he would’ve given anything for a child of his own, and I knew: he never did. He never did, Mariela. All he really wanted to do was torture me. Bring me down. Manipulate me into turning a blind eye to his, to his women!” she said, looking at me, no doubt wanting to call Hector’s women by another name, but remembering I’d been one of them, and catching herself.
“It was all a game to him,” she continued. “By the time he 
came in that night from being with you, or with her, or whoever, I was consumed with rage. I couldn’t think, or breathe, or even look at him.”
She looked consumed with rage now: her eyes were stretched wide, as if struggling to free themselves of their sockets, her temples throbbing. 
“He made fun of me, asked me what I was doing sitting in the dark with my mess all over the kitchen. He started picking at food, talking and talking, not noticing anything. Not noticing me. And I felt the hate of decades. DO YOU KNOW WHAT THAT IS? DO YOU KNOW WHAT THAT FEELS LIKE? My life, Mariela. He’d made it miserable for nothing. He didn’t want a child. He didn’t love me. He loved and wanted nothing but himself.”
“Olivia, please calm down. You don’t look well.” I walked over to her, a little afraid I admit, and tried to get her to leave the chair where she’d sat, to come over to the bed. 
“And then he saunters over to the counter and just rambles on, looks at the cutting table, at the leaves, and lemons and the honey I had there to add in case a thicker consistency were needed, and says, “I’m going out again,” and then as if I were completely stupid, “Meeting with some bookstore people. Don’t wait up.” And I looked at him and I saw it: the boy. I hadn’t been able to put my finger on it, but there had been something about his face that had always seemed familiar to me. And that was it. For the first time, I wanted him gone. Away from me, from her, from all women. Away where he 
couldn’t hurt anyone, and I…”
She looked at me for a few seconds, then turned away.
“You what,” I pressed. 
Still, she was silent for a few long minutes.
“Sometime after the first decade of marriage, when you know him like you know your own face, you feel it, the bulk of the debris that has been accumulating, making a lump there, against your side. It’s just as possible for you to love him as it is to hate him, the line between the two varying first from year to year, then from season to season, month to month, week to week, and finally, it happens frequently, quickly, scaring you.”
“What did you do, Olivia?” I whispered.
“I let it happen.”
I didn’t understand, but I waited.
“He kept tasting everything, making an even bigger mess, and I knew he’d stick his fingers into the Belladonna resin I’d prepped in such a way as to maintain its effectiveness, bringing out the power of the alkaloids, its curative compounds, but also its most poisonous if ingested. I knew he would and I did nothing. Knowing he smoked, knowing he had respiratory issues.”
“What did that matter?”
“It’s Belladonna’s insurance policy. It may or may not kill 
a person who swallows it. Many people are only able to get high on it. But it will almost certainly kill a smoker, or an asthmatic, if ingested. The alkaloids—”
“Oh my God. What did you do?”
“Nothing. I stood there, looking at him, still hating him, watching him put his 
fingers into everything, watching him lie to me, again. After a few minutes, he turned a little pale, and I almost said something, but then, I couldn’t speak. Even after he walked out, I wanted to run after him, but I couldn’t move. I killed him. I killed him for me. I killed him for the little boy. I killed him. I killed him, I killed him…”
She kept repeating it as if she’d had all those “I killed hims” inside of her and needed to vomit them. Then she cried for a long time. I sat there with her until she dropped back onto the pillows from pure exhaustion and fell into a shaky, tortured sleep.
Then I got to work. I found her cleaning supplies. And I cleaned her apartment, wiping everything, trying to get rid of all her pain. It had been a second of hate, born of years of love. She hadn’t planned it. And she was paying for it, wasn’t she? Doing something about it was not my business, and it wouldn’t bring Hector back, not that he wanted me to do something about it, quite the contrary, I reminded myself, my decision strengthening inside me.
I cleaned and thought and cleaned and thought, realizing he had loved her in his own way, and she’d loved him, and yet, this is how it ended. 
I wondered how many marriages were that one hateful second away from a precipice they wouldn’t be able to back away from. And here I’d thought my marriages had been dangerous. Well, I’d had no idea how bad they could’ve been, I thought. 
 	A couple of hours later, I heard a noise and went in to check on her, finding her fully dressed with the clothes that had been on the chair.
	“Where’re you going? You’re not strong enough.”
	“Turning myself in.”
	“Please don’t.”
	“I have to. I can’t live like this, knowing—”
	Had he known she was going to do this? He’d thought she was going to hurt herself, commit suicide. This was different. Should I let her turn herself in? But before I knew it, my heart spoke for me.
	“You can’t do it because Hector doesn’t want you to.”
	“What?”
	“I… had a dream.”
“You had a dream?”
“Yes,” I swallowed.
“Please, don’t patronize me.”
“I’m not, I swear. I actually came up to help you… to tell you something… you know, when I came up.” 
She sat down on the bed then, and I decided to waste no time saying what I had to say.
“Olivia, last night, I had a dream,” I said, because who was to say it hadn’t been a dream? “And I, in the dream, I spoke to Hector. He said he understood, that he forgives you. He said he loves you and wants you to live.”
She smirked.
“Did you even know Hector? He would never say that.”
“Well he did. He said, asked me to tell you that, that you were his Olivia. That you’d always be his little Olive Tree, that he wants-”
“What did you say?”
I knew what had made her eyes widen, what she needed me to repeat.
“That you are his little Olive Tree.”
“Shut up! Stop it!” she said, seizing me by the shoulders. 
I assumed she meant talking, so I did, and after a few minutes of looking at every inch of my face, she let go of me. 
“I’m telling you the truth,” I ventured.
Her eyes still trained on me, she sat on the chair again.
“Then tell me. The dream,” she said then.
So I told her, combining the good bits of Hector I’d been lucky to receive over the past two weeks into one dream, editing it in my mind, trying to give her a gift. 
Because if Hector had given me gifts of passion, excitement and culture while we’d been together, Olivia had given me a mirror in which to see myself and my life. And maybe she’d never be my friend. But she was, I decided that day, my sister. She had not intended his death. She’d made a mistake that she’d have to work her whole life to forgive herself for. But Hector was gone, while I could still save her. 
In fact, the more I looked at her face alternately cry and light up as I told her some of the funny details of my weeks-long “dream,” the sharing of memory a reprieve for how desperately she must have been missing him all those weeks, I knew that she was worth saving, that I’d convince her, somehow, not to turn herself in, and that I would keep her secret.

Chapter 26
	The black and white sign commissioned for placement at the entrance to Jorge’s new restaurant almost got made spelling “Mariela’s” in big bold letters, and beneath that, in smaller, cursive letters, “a bohemian community eatery.” Instead, high above the cement portico with the wooden beams rests a more appropriate sign, reading simply, “Sí,” which means yes in Spanish, but sounds like the word “see” in English. I didn’t come up with it. Jorge did, and I love it. I love that it’s about seeing, about saying yes to seeing, about seeing all that’s around you and being aware, the awareness making you happier than you ever thought possible. I love how clearly he must see me to have come up with it. Lately, I’ve begun to see I might even love him. 
	I look at the big plate in front of me. The small, round dark grey cement tabletop has old tile pieces embedded here and there. The plate is made of white porcelain, but of an irregular round shape, somewhere between stone and glass. 
There are seven thinly sliced pieces of cheese on one side of it: sheep’s and goat’s milk cheese, Armenian Kanatch, Jarlsberg, others I don’t recognize. The other side of the plate is lined with quarter-moon avocado slices drizzled with olive oil and sprinkled with smoked salt so coarse, I can see it without straining my eyes, its color the color of brown sugar. A small hand-painted bowl full of quince marmalade sits in the center of the plate, the delicate handle of a small silver spoon sticking out of it like a tongue about to lick its lips. This plate, the rustic baguette positioned nearby on a piece of wood, and the tall, clear glass bottle where lemon slices floating in water seem, at the moment, all I need to feel the most blessed of women. 

The place has come to life, but as beautiful as each detail of it is to me, the most amazing thing about it is still the statue, the one Gustavo had begun with the intention of entering the East Little Havana Development Agency contest, but decided to give to Jorge as a “restaurant-warming” gift.  The piece had Gustavo’s heartbreak embedded all over, and was even more beautiful for it. 
I’ve sometimes had to admit we women may have unfairly appropriated heartbreak and its gifts for ourselves. When we speak of men and heartbreak, it is usually in the context of violence: men rip, break, howl, and thunder while women suffer, cry, and wither. Gustavo’s heartbreak is a mix of both. The sculpture has something French industrial about it. It is huge and has many curves or swirls of different sizes… the oxidized metal goes from the darkest chocolate browns in some places, to mustard yellow, turquoise and deep azure blue in others. For the occasion of today’s opening, he has placed a thin piece of gauze the color of wet sand, and the shape of a summer dress, over it, and from a few feet away you can see it is a woman hugging a bundle to her breasts. It is a mother, the long curlicues of her rusty silver hair floating in the wind. Rather than positioned to welcome visitors as they come in, she appears to be walking in with them, as if coming home to someone. I long to touch and pray to her, if only as a symbol of us. Women.
	But not now. Now I sit, enjoying the cheese and the quince a little too much, watching Jorge beam as he welcomes the guests, searching for me with his eyes every once in a while and smiling, Gustavo at his side, everyone oohing and marveling at the simple, sophisticated beauty of everything.
And then I see her, as if the statue had made Gustavo’s dream come true. Abril and Henry are crossing the street towards them, and I can’t help thinking of Hector, waiting for her in the park, doubling over in pain, dying alone, the three women in his life mere yards away, all three furious at him.
But I shake the thought. His death wasn’t Abril’s fault, and I’m glad she came. I thought I wouldn’t get a chance to say good-bye to Henry after the cleansing cyclone of events that had descended on our lives since that day I’d spent with Olivia. I couldn’t believe almost a whole month had gone by since that morning that had turned into afternoon and then evening, the last leg of my scavenger hunt for the last of the missing pieces to the puzzle of Hector’s life, marriage, his affairs, and his death. 
First, Olivia had made me tell her my “dream” again, as if gathering strength from it.  Then, we’d gone over the details of what had really happened. 
Hector had been trying to pick a fight with her that night, we decided, to intimidate her into not questioning where he was going at that late hour. That’s why he had acted particularly obnoxious. After swigging back a mouthful of the Belladonna mixture and pronouncing it a waste of money and time like all her “macrobiotic nonsense,” he’d left so quickly, she’d barely had a chance to react. She remembered thinking there was no point to anything: he would never change. So she took the Belladonna he’d left, knowing it wouldn’t kill her, but hoping it would at least keep her from thinking. It had knocked her out almost immediately, given her horrible hallucinatory dreams of having sex with man after man, and even other creatures, all of them characters that, she said, kept coming out of the books in her own living room, like robots following orders, becoming real men only after they’d had sex with her. 
She’d woken around six in the morning and grown desperate when she realized Hector hadn’t returned. The only thing that calmed her was that she’d taken more of the Belladonna than he had and, still, she appeared to be fine, so she thought that maybe the plant’s effectiveness had worn off in the drying process. She said she called his cell phone over and over, then called the police, and then began to call the hospitals after police told her he hadn’t been gone long enough to file a report, her due diligence making her innocence more plausible in the eyes of the detectives that were investigating the case. Sometime around seven that morning, she’d heard the screaming and the rumble of people, and known, even before the officers knocked on her door.
“How come they didn’t find the Belladonna? Did you throw it away?”
“There was none to find. I discarded the bag it came in when I bought it and had been drying it in brown paper bags from the flower market. Whatever Hector hadn’t taken, I had. There was nothing left by the time they asked if they could look around. I had a terrible headache and an upset stomach, but they thought it was the shock of their news.”
As she spoke, I remembered walking up early that morning, my birthday, cutting my hair, walking to Tinta in search of coffee and Jorge, without a clue that the insistent thoughts of Jorge popping into my head had been more about his death, than about our breakup. 
“For a while they believed he’d been robbed, and I felt somehow relieved that it had been a mugging, that I hadn’t hurt him, or failed to save him from himself, from me,” she said.
As we talked, she’d kept insisting that the only way to atone, to live with herself was to turn herself in. 
“Wouldn’t it be better if you did something worthwhile instead?”
“Like what?”
“How about you work things out with Abril? Make sure Henry is provided for, dedicate your life to coming up with new remedies that will help people, I don’t know. What good would it do Hector for you to end up in jail, if that’s even a possibility? You yourself said he left almost immediately after he took the Belladonna. Had you not been so distraught that you took the rest of it yourself, you would have warned him, wouldn’t you?”
Which made her cry again, saying, “I really would have, Mariela. I was angry, but I could never really hurt him.”
Of course we both knew she had hurt him, that she’d wanted to, even if just for that one minute. All her life loving him despite everything, and in one moment, hate had overtaken her, defeating her. I kept talking, figuring I had a good chance she’d listen. The fact that she hadn’t turned herself in when they told her the results of the autopsy could only mean that she had been too scared or weak to do it. All I needed to do now was to give her a good reason not to do what, to her, was “the right thing” and turn herself in. Instead, I had to give her something else to do that would also be a right thing, a better thing that she could do to atone. 
That’s how papers were filed that would soon give Henry a new last name: Ferro, and some treasury bonds to go with it, as well as his father’s entire rare book collection, and more money coming to him when the bookstore sold and Hector’s state was executed. Olivia decided to move back to Argentina to be with her family, and Abril decided to move back to New York and do the same. At some point, she, and the rest of Coffee Park, had apparently decided to stop hating and fearing me, even though no one ever really found out exactly how and why Hector died.  
Now Abril was going to start over in New York, away from this place that no longer held any real sway for her. She’d come over to tell me herself a few days ago, and to thank me, refusing to answer my “For what?” or to get into details, as if all were understood and she trusted I too would forgive her, that I’d understand the spell of resentment and confusion she’d lived in all the time she’d known me. 
“I’m going to New York!” said Henry now, trying to jump into my arms, orthopedic shoes and all, before I could make it all the way from my out-of-the-way table to the entrance where they stood. 
“Yes, I know, darling. Are you excited?”
Henry smiled wide and nodded as if he were trying to get his head to come off. 
“Remember what I told you.”
It was Gustavo, followed by Abril. 
“To take good care of my mom?”
“Yes. Take care of your mom, and study hard.”
“I always study hard. I study so hard that-”
He didn’t get to finish the sentence, Gustavo was hugging him so hard. 
“Hey, you’re squashing me. Let go!”
“Sorry.”
“Not cool,” said Henry smoothing his little guayabera shirt.
“You’re right, not cool. I’m sorry.”
“So-kay. Better than crying.”
“Sorry, man. You know sometimes men cry.”
“I know. I cry sometimes too,” said Henry. Then he whispered, “But not in front of them.”
	Which made us all laugh. 
Iris made her appearance just then, in a fabulous hot pink wraparound jersey dress and silver sequin high heels. 
We sat to eat together, with Jorge coming over every few minutes with more food for us or a kiss for me, which made it impossible for anyone at the table to believe me when I said we were taking it slow, seeing how it went. Looking at him, I remembered how he’d been sitting on my stoop a few days after that night in the park. He’d been waiting for me, he said, and heard noises in the empty apartment that had been Ellie’s. The one I’d been avoiding and hadn’t gotten around to renting, despite needing the money. 
“Maybe we should check the apartment,” he’d said. 
“You think Ellie could have sneaked in? To do what?”
“I don’t know, but maybe we should check it out,” he insisted.
“All right, let me get my keys.”
And then I’d walked into some other landlord’s rental apartment. Because every inch of Apartamento Tres was now clean. 
“What happened here?” I said looking at the half-used cleaning supplies I’d bought the morning of Hector’s death, neatly arranged on the counter.
“You like? Iris said it just needed a little cleaning. Cool, huh?”
“Are you kidding? It’s beyond cool. I can’t believe you and Iris did all this by yourselves. I don’t know what to say.”
“Gustavo helped.”
“This is amazing! I love you! And Gustavo, and Iris,” I’d said meaning it, feeling loved, and grateful, and laughing when Jorge said, he’d prefer it if I loved just him, but would share with Gustavo and Iris for now. 
It was the same feeling I had now, surrounded by these people I loved, letting myself almost float out of my body to look at the scene, to see myself being happy so that I’d never forget what it was like, or that it was possible. 
And even though I didn’t see myself making a career out of clairvoyance that night (and still don’t), I could see it being a part of my life again, could see helping people do what they didn’t yet know how to do for themselves or were afraid to do, loving and being proud of what husband number one had once accused me of as if it were a bad thing, this “making nice with the tenants.” It was called community, and I loved being part of one.
And there we all were: Gustavo, Abril, Henry, Iris, and I, celebrating Jorge’s restaurant, his dream come true, saying good-bye to Henry and Abril with love and warm hearts, eating, drinking, reminiscing, and laughing, feeling the bittersweet excitement of new beginnings, hoping and dreaming about the turns our lives would soon take, all of us enjoying this last chance to be together under the moonlit skies of Coffee Park.
THE END

