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In memory of my parents, who taught me how to live before they had to go.

			You missed the milestones, but you’re present in every breath of my happiness.

			I am the person I am because you were who you were.

			

		


	

	

	
OPENING PAGES


	
			My mother was buried under a blue Florida sky so clear it felt offensive.

			That was the first thing I remember thinking as the minister spoke over her grave in a voice practiced enough to survive any family’s ruin. The day was clean, almost cheerful. Sunlight slid over the polished casket. A few white clouds hung back like witnesses who did not want to get involved. Somebody behind me was crying into a tissue. Somebody else kept clearing his throat. The grounds-man stood off to the side with his hands folded in front of him, already wearing the tired look of a man who knew grief was rarely original.

			I stood there in a black suit that cost more than my father would have approved of and listened to the language of comfort pass over me like bad music.

			She’s with him now.

			She’s at peace.

			Love never dies.

			The cruel thing was, in my mother’s case, that last line was probably true.

			My father had died four years earlier, and she never recovered from it. That was the phrase everyone used. Never recovered. As if grief were a broken ankle and she had simply refused the right treatment. As if the body could be coached out of heartbreak by casseroles, prayer circles, and enough well-meant phone calls. But my mother had loved my father in a way that made the rest of us seem temporary. She called him her best friend so often it stopped sounding like romance and started sounding like a vow she was still trying to keep after he was gone.

			For four years she moved through the house like a woman living in someone else’s country.

			She kept his coffee mug.

			Kept his side of the closet untouched.

			Kept his number in her phone.

			Kept speaking about him in the present tense long after death should have corrected her grammar.

			I used to think that kind of love was the holiest thing I had ever seen.

			By the time they lowered her into the ground beside him, I was no longer sure.

			The minister said something about reunion, and I looked at the two plots side by side and thought: So, this is what devotion comes to. Matching stone. Shared grass. A family discount on forever.

			I know how those sounds. Bitter. Maybe it was. Maybe grief clarifies some men and corrodes others. Maybe it does at once. All I know is that I was forty-two years old, newly orphaned, spiritually exhausted, and standing in the same Florida heat that had raised me, feeling less like a son than a man who had just been handed evidence against every story he had ever been told about how life works.

			My marriage was still technically alive then, though not in any way worth defending. There are relationships that end in flames, and there are relationships that end in low oxygen. Mine had become a room where two people had learned to breathe shallowly so neither would have to admit the fire was already gone.

			I had spent twenty years being respectable.

			That is its own kind of costume.

			I had been the dependable one, the spiritual one, the husband, the father, the man who could be counted on to show up ironed and smiling, who knew when to lower his voice and when to say grace, who understood how to live inside the architecture of duty. I had done everything a man is supposed to do when he wants to be called good. I had built a life sturdy enough to impress strangers and suffocating enough to kill me slowly in private.

			At my mother’s graveside, under a sun bright enough to bleach memory, I began to understand that goodness and aliveness were not always the same thing.

			After the service, people approached me in soft waves.

			A cousin touched my arm and said, “She’s finally with your dad.”

			An older woman from church pressed both my hands in hers and told me, “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted.”

			A man I barely knew said, “At least she doesn’t have to suffer anymore.”

			I nodded for all of them because grief is administrative before it is emotional. You thank people. You hug them. You receive their words as if language has ever once managed to close the distance between the living and the dead.

			Then my aunt leaned in and whispered, “Your mother loved your father more than any woman I’ve ever seen.”

			I almost laughed.

			Not because it was false. Because it was true enough to wound me.

			I watched families drift back toward their cars. I watched black dresses and dark jackets move through the bright cemetery like punctuation marks. I watched the minister remove his sunglasses and tuck them into his Bible. Then I looked down at the fresh earth and thought of my mother sitting alone for four years in a house full of my father’s absences, loving him hard enough to follow.

			That kind of love is supposed to make you believe in something.

			Instead, it made me suspicious.

			Of vows.

			Of permanence.

			Of sacred language spoken by people whose lives had never been split

			open.

			Of the whole beautiful machinery of promises.

			If this was the reward for doing it right, if devotion ended in a widow talking to empty rooms and a son learning how to bury both parents before he had figured out what to do with his own life, then I no longer knew what exactly I was supposed to worship.

			A warm gust moved through the palms at the edge of the cemetery. Somewhere beyond the gates, traffic kept going. Florida was like that. It never stopped for your suffering. The light remained golden. The roads remained full. The ocean kept its appointments. Death could happen at ten in the morning and by noon the whole state looked ready for lunch.

			I stayed after everyone left.

			Not for closure. I have never trusted that word. Closure sounds like something sold in books written by people with matching furniture and uncomplicated marriages.

			I stayed because I did not know where else to go.

			My father died in 2016. My mother died in 2020, a month before the world began closing its doors and counting bodies on television. At the time, I did not know any of that was coming. I only knew that the two people who had given shape to my life were now under the ground in front of me, and whatever remained of the man I had been until then was standing in expensive shoes on dying grass, trying not to come apart in public.

			I loosened my tie. Took off my jacket. Folded it over my arm.

			For a long time, I said nothing.

			Then, because there was no one left to impress, I told the truth.

			“I don’t think I want the life I built.”

			The sentence fell into the Florida heat and stayed there.

			No thunder.

			No sign.

			No voice from heaven.

			Just silence, and the strange relief of hearing myself say aloud what had been stalking me for years.

			I thought about the versions of me other people knew. The professional one. The family man. The spiritual man. The careful man. The man who could sit in church and look composed while whole countries of longing burned behind his ribs. I thought about all the private hungers I had trained myself to call temptation, all the questions I had labeled weakness, all the loneliness I had mistaken for discipline.

			Then I thought about time.

			Not the abstract kind. Not the kind quoted on inspirational posters.

			I mean time as inventory.

			As subtraction.

			As the blunt arithmetic of funerals.

			My father had run out.

			My mother had run out.

			One day, so would I.

			That was the moment the world shifted for me, not dramatically, not all at once, but enough.

			Enough to understand that death does not wait for a man to become,

			honest.

			Enough to understand that grief can either bury you with the dead or

			introduce you to the parts of yourself that refuse to go into the

			ground.

			I looked down at my parents’ graves and felt, beneath the sorrow, something else beginning to move.

			Not peace.

			Not healing.

			Something less respectable than that.

			Permission.

			Months later, when people began using words for men like me, wanderer, romantic, escapist, seducer, exile, I let them talk. People need titles when they cannot understand transformation. They need categories when a life no longer fits the shape they approved of.

			But standing there in that cemetery, with the Florida sun on the back of my neck and the smell of cut grass in the air, I was not yet any of those things.

			I was simply a man who had buried his mother beside his father and realized, finally, that whatever remained of his life would have to be lived awake.

			

		


	

	

	
CHAPTER ONE


	

			By the time the café tables began filling with tourists and late risers, I had already finished half my coffee and most of my performance.

			The off-white linen suit was pressed clean enough to suggest discipline without announcing vanity. The fedora kept the Cartagena sun off my face. My sunglasses gave me the kind of privacy money could never fully buy. On my wrist, a braided native bracelet I had bought from a street vendor two days earlier sat beside a watch that cost more than I would ever admit out loud. Taken together, the pieces told a story people liked to invent for men like me.

			Cultured. Mysterious. Well-traveled. Dangerous in the romantic sense.

			It was a story I had learned not to interrupt.

			What nobody looking at me could have known was that this version of me had not begun in confidence.

			It had begun in a Florida cemetery.

			In black wool. In funeral heat. In the stunned silence that follows the first honest thing a man has said to himself in years.

			Cartagena was not where the change began. It was only where it became visible.

			I sat alone beneath the shade of a pale canvas umbrella in Getsemaní, one polished loafer crossed over the other, sipping dark Colombian coffee while the neighborhood woke itself by degrees. A delivery truck rattled somewhere down the narrow street. A woman in a yellow dress passed by with a look on her face that suggested she had no time for men admiring themselves in foreign cities. Music floated from an open doorway half a block away, soft at first, then swallowed by the low hum of voices, cutlery, traffic, and the restless percussion of a place that understood mornings differently than I did.

			Cartagena did not ease into the day. It entered fully dressed.

			The air already carried heat, though it was still early. Not the blunt, familiar heat of Florida, but something more seductive. Tropical, salted, theatrical. It moved differently here, sliding over the skin instead of pressing against it. The city smelled like coffee, old stone, perfume, fruit beginning to turn, and the sea holding itself just beyond view.

			I liked cities that made no apologies for being alive.

			The waiter called me señor in the respectful tone reserved for men who either tipped well or looked as though they might complain if ignored. I thanked him in Spanish, and he nodded once, almost approvingly, before moving on. That was the thing about travel people romanticized most: they imagined freedom, reinvention, access. They rarely mentioned the discipline of observation. The best travelers are not the loudest men in the room. They are the ones who understand that every room already has its own language before they enter it.

			So, I watched.

			A couple argued quietly at the corner table, the woman speaking with her hands, the man pretending patience he did not possess. A pair of young Europeans studied a map with the sincere confusion of people who had planned a trip but not a country. Two local men laughed over tiny cups of espresso and a phone screen, carrying on with the ease of people who belonged to themselves in public. Across the street, a child chased a pigeon with more determination than strategy.

			Life, in all its ordinary glory, moved around me without asking permission.

			That was one of the reasons I came so far from home. In other countries, my solitude looked chosen.

			Back in the States, solitude invited questions. People wanted reasons, explanations, timelines. They wanted to know what happened, who left whom, whether I was healing, whether I still believed, whether I ever planned to marry again, whether the children were doing well, whether I was “doing the work.” Americans love therapeutic language almost as much as they love pretending privacy is suspicious.

			Here, a man could sit alone in an immaculate linen suit with a salt-and-pepper beard and dark glasses and be read as self-possessed instead of abandoned.

			It was one of the kinder lies I let the world tell for me.

			I lifted the cup to my mouth and watched the street over the rim.

			There are men who travel to escape themselves. There are others who travel to enlarge themselves into something more flattering. I had done both, and neither explanation satisfied me. The truer answer was less elegant. I traveled because stillness had become unbearable. Because death had made urgency feel holy. Because after a certain amount of loss, the ordinary rituals of respectable life begin to look like a slow surrender disguised as virtue.

			The coffee was strong and unsentimental. I appreciated that.

			A woman passed my table and glanced at me the way women sometimes do when they are curious but trained not to linger. She was beautiful in a way Cartagena seemed to produce effortlessly, sun-burnished skin, effortless posture, dark hair pinned back with the negligence of someone who had never needed ornament to be noticed. She caught sight of the bracelet on my wrist and smiled, not warmly, not coldly, just enough to acknowledge that I was trying, however imperfectly, not to move through her country untouched by it.

			“Bonita pulsera,” she said.

			“Gracias,” I answered.

			Her eyes dropped briefly to the hat, the glasses, the suit, taking inventory. Men like me get assessed quickly by women who have lived long enough to know presentation is biography only if you are naïve enough to believe it.

			She kept walking.

			I watched her go, then turned back to the street, to the heat, to the coffee cooling in my hand. Somewhere above the rooftops, bells began to ring from a church I had not yet visited. The sound was clear, measured, old. It drifted over the neighborhood and landed on me with the precision of memory.

			For one sharp instant, Cartagena disappeared.

			Not physically. The light remained. The street remained. The waiter passed by balancing a tray of cups, and a motorbike coughed its way down the block. But underneath it all, another landscape rose to meet me. Flat light. Florida light. Cemetery light. White sand worked into dark shoes. My mother’s casket under a sky so blue it felt almost insulting.

			I lowered the coffee cup carefully onto its saucer.

			Grief is like that. People think it arrives as weather. Something dramatic. Something visible from a distance. But real grief has more cunning than that. It waits. It studies your routines. Then it enters through some ordinary door you forgot to lock, church bells in a foreign city, a woman’s perfume in a hotel elevator, the angle of sunlight across a café table, a phrase overheard in the wrong language at exactly the right time.

			Four years.

			That was how long my mother lasted after my father died.

			He went first, in 2016. She followed in 2020, one month before the world became obsessed with death in numbers, charts, daily briefings, and closed borders. But her real dying had started long before that. It started the day she lost him and began moving through her life as if every room in the house had become a place she was only borrowing.

			She used to call him her best friend.

			Not sentimentally. Not performatively. She said it with the plain conviction of a woman naming something obvious. The sky is blue. Summer is hot. Your father is my best friend.

			When he died, I watched that sentence become a wound she never learned to close.

			I took off my sunglasses.

			The street brightened at once, harsh, and beautiful. I blinked, set the glasses on the table, and rubbed a thumb along the edge of the coffee cup. The ceramic was warm. The bracelet itched slightly against my wrist. A drop of sweat moved down between my shoulder blades under the linen jacket, and for a moment I hated the whole costume, the hat, the suit, the careful grooming, the cultivated calm of a man who looked as though he belonged wherever he landed.

			Because none of that had been born in confidence.

			It had been built from wreckage.

			I knew what some people would call me if they saw me here. Wanderer. Romantic. Midlife spectacle. Passport bro. A man hiding selfishness under the language of self-discovery. I had heard all the vocabulary already, even the words never spoken directly to my face. The world is very eager to name a man once he stops behaving in ways that make other people comfortable.

			What nobody ever understood was that I had not crossed oceans because I was shallow.

			I crossed them because I had run out of faith in anything that asked me to wait to start living.

			The bells kept ringing.

			I looked down at my hands. They were steady. That used to impress people about me, the steadiness. The old version of me knew how to stand at pulpits, dinner tables, school functions, hospital bedsides, and funeral plots. He knew how to lower his voice at the right time. He knew how to say the thing that sounded measured, spiritual, respectable. He knew how to remain composed while entire private continents shifted under his feet.

			That man had been useful.

			He had also been dying for years.

			I leaned back in the chair and let my eyes travel upward to the balconies draped in green, the faded walls, the sun gathering on stone. Cartagena shimmered around me, lavish and indifferent. A city like this did not care who you had been before you arrived. It only asked whether you were present enough to notice it.

			That was the seduction of places like this. Not only the women, though women were always part of the music. Not only the beauty, though beauty made everything easier to survive. It was the permission. The sense that life could still be entered fully, even after it had humiliated you. Even after trust had thinned. Even after marriage had become memory and family had become earth.

			I picked up the sunglasses again but did not put them on.

			Instead, I watched my reflection bend across the dark lens. Salt-and-pepper beard. Dark skin weathered by sun. A mouth set in the neutral line of a man long practiced at revealing only what served him. A face composed enough to be envied from across a room.

			A face my mother would have studied carefully and asked, Are you happy?

			I used to think happiness was too soft a word for the life I wanted.

			By then, I had learned better.

			I signaled the waiter for another coffee and looked down the street as the bells faded into the morning.

			The last time I had heard church bells carry that way was in Florida, not long after I moved back to Orlando.

			I had not planned on going back.

			Orlando was the city I had outgrown, the place that made sense only in hindsight and obligation. It belonged to an earlier version of me, before Atlanta, before the marriage broke open, before I learned how quickly a life could become unrecognizable. But my mother had retired from Walt Disney World, and not long after, something in her changed again. At the time, nothing had been confirmed. There was no new diagnosis yet, no formal language, nothing a doctor had stamped into a chart that could force the rest of us to say the word out loud. But I knew she was sick.

			More than that, I knew she was hiding it.

			Mothers from her generation had a way of disguising suffering as routine. They called pain fatigue. They called fear stress. They called symptoms “nothing to worry about” right up until worry became the only honest response left. When I looked at her, I could see it—the restraint in her face, the way she guarded herself, the practiced lightness in her voice that always meant the opposite.

			Little did I know then that it would be her second bout with cancer, and far more merciless than the first. Uterine cancer. Aggressive. Stage 4 by the time the full truth arrived.

			But before the diagnosis had a name, I felt it as a summons.

			At the time, my own life was already coming apart in Atlanta. My wife and I were separated by then, though “separated” is one of those words that sounds cleaner than the reality it covers. Twenty years of marriage had thinned into estrangement, silence, and the kind of distance no legal process needs to explain. She had left me there; in the remains of a life, I had spent two decades trying to keep upright. Later, I would learn what men in my position are often forced to learn long after the damage is done, that she had given herself to someone else, someone tied to her old town in Alabama, someone from a world that existed before me and, apparently, after me too.

			But back then, I did not stay with that betrayal.

			There are moments in a man’s life when one fire becomes irrelevant because another house is burning.

			I did not have the luxury of centering myself.

			All I could think about was my mother.

			The woman who had given me more than life itself. The woman who had taught me how to love people without humiliating them. How to respect elders. How to sit beside the sick without making their suffering about my discomfort. How spirituality was not performance but endurance. How forgiveness was not weakness, though weak people often hid behind the word. She had given me the architecture of whatever decency I still possessed, and somewhere inside me I knew she was slipping into danger while trying to protect the rest of us from the knowledge of it.

			So, I went home.

			Not dramatically. Not heroically. I packed what was necessary, left the debris of my broken marriage where it lay, and returned to Orlando with the strange clarity that comes only when grief and duty begin speaking with the same voice.

			Orlando met me the way it always had, flat light, wet heat, long roads, and the feeling that everything familiar had been left out too long in the sun.

			By the time I got in from Atlanta, my shirt was sticking to my back and my nerves had settled into that hard, efficient state that passes for calm in men who do not have time to fall apart. I had not come back for nostalgia. I had not come back because I missed the city. Orlando was not the kind of place a man like me returned to for romance. It was the city I had outgrown, then judged, then learned not to underestimate. It knew too much about my beginnings. Too much about the version of me that still believed duty alone could keep a life from cracking.

			My mother was already back in the hospital when I arrived.

			That was how I knew it was
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