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prologue

IT’S BEEN TEN YEARS.

Ten years of missing you, of thinking about you, of seeing you in Samuel’s face.

I haven’t visited you here before. It was too hard. Too real.

There’s so much you don’t know. So much you’ve missed.

I still don’t know what I believe about the afterlife—about what happens, where souls go, whether they go anywhere at all.

But in case you’re out there somewhere. In case you’re listening, I’m here.

And I have so much to tell you.




i

SOMETIMES I WAKE UP AND, FOR A BRIEF MOMENT, you are alive, Gabe. In that blurry place between dreams and reality, you’re smiling, your arms are wrapped around me. You’re saying, “I love you, Lucy. I will love you until the day I die … and then some,” just like you whispered to me when we went hiking in Cold Spring two decades ago. We’d climbed to the top of the Bull Hill trail and were taking in the most breathtaking view of the Hudson River. Your whispered words, the reverence with which you said them, made me shiver, made me lean back, turn my head and kiss you, hard and deep, like I needed to show you that I’d love you until the day I died and then some, too.

I forgot about those words for years, but they’ve come back to me recently. Come back to me in those liminal moments, when I’m not quite asleep, but not quite awake.

And then the sun brightens, or the alarm goes off, and it hits me. You’re gone.

I wonder, particularly on those days, about the “and then some.” Is there a piece of you somewhere that loves me still? Or is it all in the past? Are we ancient history, and am I the archivist, keeping it alive?




ii

THE DAY YOUR EDIT OR ERIC WEISS CALLED ME, nearly nine years after the last time I’d spoken to him, was one of those cold winter days when the wind was so biting it made my skin feel brittle and my eyes tear.

I was in my office in Manhattan, reading through the most recent episode of Tiger & Bunny, the new TV series I’ve been producing, when my cell phone rang. I saw Eric’s name and couldn’t imagine why he was calling.

“Hello?” I answered, making a split-second decision not to let him go to voice mail.

“Lucy!” he said. “It’s Eric Weiss from the Associated Press.”

“Hi,” I said, still not sure why he was calling me.

“So … I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that the ten-year anniversary of Gabriel’s death is approaching.” He paused.

“July twenty-fifth,” I said. The date you died is tattooed on my heart. At that moment I knew you’d been gone for  exactly nine years, six months, and fourteen days. I looked out the window and saw the water in the Hudson River dance in the wind. I wondered if you were dancing with it.

“Yes,” he said softly. “Well, the AP would like to do a retrospective of his work and give our readers an update on how the places he photographed are doing now.”

“Oh—” I started to say, but Eric continued.

“I took the liberty of calling the publisher of Gabe’s book, Defiant. They’d like to update the book with some never-before-seen photos and maybe an afterword that I’d write,” he said. “But, of course, we wanted to check with you first.”

I was surprised. It often felt like I was the only one who still thought about you. But it seemed like Eric did, too. I lifted up the tortoiseshell glasses I had just started wearing so my computer screen wouldn’t look so blurry and wiped my eyes with the sleeve of my sweater.

“That would be a beautiful celebration of Gabe’s life,” I said.

“I’m so glad you think so,” Eric replied. “We’ll need you to go through his photographs and find the original files for a number of images. I can email you the list. Do you think you can find them?”

I thought about your boxes in my bedroom closet. The ones hidden behind my long dresses. One of them open, the other two still sealed shut.

“Yes,” I said. “I can do that. Just let me know what you need.”

“Will do,” he said. “And Lucy?”

“Yes?” I said.

He paused. “Thank you.” But I had the feeling it wasn’t what he’d intended to say.

We hung up, and I stared out the window, thinking about the first time Eric had called me, to tell me you’d been hurt and were in a hospital in Jerusalem, that he didn’t think you’d recover. Sitting at my desk now, I closed my eyes and climbed into my last memory of you, of your skin against mine, the soft sheets of the hospital bed, the steady whoosh of the machines keeping you alive. I remembered how I rested your hand on my stomach so you could feel Samuel inside me. Your son, our son.

“Lucy?”

I turned my chair away from the window at the sound of Versha’s voice.

“I’m here,” I said to her. “I was just thinking.”

She nodded. As my assistant for the past three years, she knew that staring out the window and thinking was often how I worked through problems or came up with new ideas.

“It’s five thirty,” she said. “I’m going to head home, unless you need something else from me.”

I smiled at her and shook my head. “I’m all good here. Thanks for checking.”

“See you tomorrow, then.” She turned away, then turned back. “Hope the earmuffs are keeping you warm. Noticed you were wearing them today.”

“Very warm,” I said. “But are you supposed to be able to hear in them? Everything sounds like I’m underwater.”

She nodded solemnly. “It’s the trade-off for being trendy.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Have a good night,” I said as she walked out the door laughing, too.

You’d like Versha, Gabe. She’s whip-smart and really funny. And on an endless quest to make me trendy, which is more a running joke now than anything else. I’ve been lobbying Phil to promote her, because I know if we don’t, she’ll go somewhere else soon, and I hate the idea of losing her—both professionally and personally. Ever since I lost you, and then Darren and I divorced, ever since we finalized our custody arrangement so I only have the kids with me every other week, the idea of losing more people I care about makes my heart clench.

SINCE THAT FIRST WEEK OF FEBRUARY WASN’T ONE of my weeks with the kids, I stayed late to finish up the script and email my notes to the writers. It was nearly seven when I emerged from my Tiger & Bunny zone and started gathering up my cold-weather gear to head home to Brooklyn.

As I did, the conversation with Eric filtered back into my brain. And once it was there, it was all I could think about. I found his email with a list of photographs attached. The whole ride back to Brooklyn, I wondered what it would be like—having a whole world to talk about you with again, instead of just Kate and Eva. What would it mean for me? And what would it mean for Sammy?




iii

ONCE I GOT HOME, I MADE MY SELF A QUICK PB&J for dinner and then headed upstairs to my bedroom closet, pushed my long dresses aside, and retrieved your boxes, which had been waiting there patiently for me. When the kids are around, I never touch your things. But sometimes, when they’re away, when things feel extra hard, when I’m especially lonely, I open up that first box and take out your old Columbia sweatshirt. When I put it on, I give myself permission to live inside our memories for a moment, an hour, an evening. It’s getting harder to remember some of the details, but there are certain memories I don’t think I’ll ever forget. Like the day we made Samuel.

I close my eyes and build the hotel room around us, picture the blond curls of your hair, feel the smoothness of your skin, and when I touch myself, I imagine it’s you. You, stroking me so lightly, so gently. You, sliding inside,  feeling how much I want you. You, moving against me until I orgasm.

I don’t do it often, but when I do, I remember joy— until it’s over and the ache of loneliness returns.

I was thinking the other day, while reading Madame Bovary, about how in French orgasms are called la petite mort—the little death. Could it be that that’s what it feels like after death? Do you live in a world filled with that intense beauty, that mind-blowing sensation? Is there a world of even more potent pleasure that awaits us, bright and beautiful? I can’t get this question out of my mind, and I wish you could answer it for me. What comes next? Or is there nothing at all?

That night, I pulled all three of your boxes out of my closet. I knew the first box contained the physical items of yours I’d kept—your Columbia sweatshirt, of course, the baseball cap you had on the day we met, your unfinished copy of All the Light We Cannot See, an old photograph of you and your mom you’d had framed and displayed in your Jerusalem apartment, another one of you and me at Faces & Names, the scarf I knitted you however many Christmases ago.

I put your sweatshirt on over the wool sweater I’d worn to work and rolled up the sleeves that were far too long on me. Then, with the post of one of my earrings, I pierced the cheap packing tape I’d used to bind up your things. Inside the second box was your laptop—silly of me to save it, I know, but I thought perhaps one day there might be something on it I’d need and wouldn’t be able to access otherwise. Your phone was there, too. Your camera. I thought I might give that to Samuel when he was old enough.

With your sweatshirt engulfing my body, surrounded by the things you left behind, looking at the photograph of you and your mother both smiling Samuel’s smile, I thought about the secret that Darren and I had kept all these years. The secret that I knew we would have to share at some point. I wanted our son to know about you, about your intelligence, your talent, your eye for beauty and your determination to find it everywhere. But I hadn’t told him anything. I hadn’t even told him he was yours.

The last box I opened was the one I was looking for: the prints of the photographs you’d had filed in a drawer in your apartment, packed neatly into envelopes by date and location, a flash drive in each one with the original files. I dumped the box upside down to get all the envelopes out and started looking at labels—it pulled at my heart to see your handwriting. When my friend Julia’s dad died a few years ago, she got his handwriting tattooed on her wrist, copied from the bottom of the last note he sent her. Now her wrist says Love, Dad. Staring at those envelopes I wondered if there was something you’d written I could get tattooed on my wrist, an external symbol of how much you are part of me.

I started putting the envelopes in chronological order, and then a small piece of paper fell from the stack. It was torn off the back of an envelope, not the manila kind you’d kept your prints in, but a light blue mailing envelope. It looked like a return address. In beautiful cursive handwriting it said: Via Conte Verde, 68 #5A, 00185 Roma, Italia. Underneath the address, you’d doodled the face of a boy with dark curly hair and wide, dark eyes.

A tumble of questions ran through my brain: When were you in Rome and what were you doing there? Who was writing to you? Who was that boy? And why did you keep this address?

I pulled out my phone and texted Eric Weiss.

Found all Gabe’s flash drives. I’ll have the images to you by Monday.

Great, he wrote back. Thank you.

My thumbs hovered over the keyboard and then I typed: Did you send Gabe to Rome often?

The three dots started then stopped then started then stopped again. I stared at my phone until a paragraph appeared: I’m sure we must have at some point, he wrote. Though I don’t remember it as an ongoing thing. Gabe did work on a powerful story of the Syrian refugees coming through Lampedusa not long before he died. He got a World Press photo award for one of the images he took there. He may have flown in and out of Rome to get to Lampedusa.

Thanks, I typed back, pulling the paper out of my pocket and looking again at the beautiful handwriting, the drawing of the boy. Just curious.

Was it destiny that made me find that address? I still wonder. Was it you? It’s that old question of mine: Fate or free will? How are our lives designed? I’m still wondering, Gabe. And I probably always will be.

Because that address, it led to so much.




iv

THE NEXT MORNING, I TEXTED KATE WHILE I WAS on the subway to work: Lunch still good today?

Looking forward, she wrote back. Need to discuss! I knew she was commuting, too, on a Metro-North train from Stamford, Connecticut. We’d made this lunch date because of a new job she’d just had a third-round interview for that she wanted my opinion on.

Looking forward too, I said.

Whenever I was with Kate, just the two of us, a part of me felt like I was twenty-two again, living with her in that amazing apartment her parents rented to us on the Upper East Side. Or sometimes I felt like I was fourteen and we were at the Westport Plaza Shopping Mall, trying to figure out which lip gloss colors looked best with our skin tones. Or sometimes even like we were five, having just met in kindergarten and squealing because we both were wearing the same T-shirt with Rainbow Brite on it. Kate has known so many versions of me, and I have known so many versions of her.

At noon, I layered on my winter coat and my trendy earmuffs and walked over to Iris, a newish restaurant halfway between our offices.

Before I could even take off my earmuffs, Kate came in, her pink cheeks almost the same blush color as her long cashmere coat.

“Iris is someone,” Kate said when we sat down. “From history or Greek myths or something. Not just a flower, right?”

“She’s the messenger of the gods in Greek mythology,” I answered. “And the personification of the rainbow. I read somewhere that there’s a theory Siri, on our phones, is named after her. Iris backward.”

“Of course you would know that,” Kate said, smiling at me as she opened the menu.

Remember when you called me a Pegasus, Gabe? You said when you were with me, I carried you away from the pain. From the ugliness. I still connect Greek mythology to you, though I don’t know if we ever talked about Iris. The thought of you tugged at my heart.

“So tell me about this job,” I said to Kate, opening my menu. “Have you made your decision yet?”

“No,” Kate said. “And when I called Liz, she said I shouldn’t stress, and that the decision will make itself. My sister is so infuriating sometimes. She’s basically saying all my hours of thinking and debating and weighing mean nothing.” She closed her menu. “We’re doing the express lunch, right?” she said, referring to the section that came with mezze platters as an appetizer. “I’m having the ancient grain bowl. With a glass of the house white.”

“That sounds good. Me too,” I said, closing my menu as well. After the waiter took our order, I could tell she was still irritated by Liz’s words. “I think,” I said to Kate, “that what Liz meant was that decisions often become clear when they have to. Like, you may have to do all this thinking, but at some point, the decision will make itself known. It’s like how Darren and I tried for more than a year to keep our marriage together after Sammy was born, but we got to a point where we knew it just wasn’t going to work. It took us all those conversations, all that couples therapy to get to that place, but then the answer presented itself. It wasn’t easy, but at some point, the next step became apparent.”

“Hmm,” Kate said, thinking that over. It gave me a moment to remember that day, eight years ago, when Darren told me he was done. The tangle of emotions I’d felt. The tangle of emotions I still feel when I think about him, about our divorce, about what led to it.

I took a sip of water in an attempt to rinse the memories from my mind, to bring myself back to the present. “How are you on the decision?” I asked Kate.

She took a breath.

“Be honest,” I said. “With me. And with yourself.”

She took another breath. I waited.

“I want to stay at my firm, but I feel like I should take this opportunity. I like where I am, though. I like who I work with. I like my job. I’m comfortable and happy here.”

“There you go,” I told her. “The decision just made itself.”

She laughed. “I’ll have to think about that,” she said, and then added, “So what’s going on with you? How was your date with what’s-his-name, that guy you met in the grocery store in front of the cheddar bunnies last month?”

I made a face. “He was obsessed with mass transit.”

“That doesn’t necessarily sound bad,” Kate said as our mezze plates arrived.

“Believe me, it was,” I said, picking up a triangle of pita.

“You have to give these guys a chance, Lu,” Kate said as she reached for a triangle, too. “How many first dates have you gone on in the past seven-plus years?”

I shrugged; the answer was probably somewhere around twenty.

“Really the question is,” she said, “how many second dates have you been on?”

“Zero,” I said, carefully spreading whipped feta on my pita. “But a woman doesn’t need a man to be happy.”

“I agree,” Kate said, “but are you alone because that’s what makes you happy, or because your heart is still so filled with Gabriel that there isn’t room for anyone else? Because you don’t want there to be room for anyone else?”

I didn’t answer. I don’t know if Kate even expected me to. The truth was, I had been holding myself together so tightly, that I wouldn’t—couldn’t—let anyone in. If I did, I was afraid I might fall apart. Again. Like I did after Sammy was born, after you died. But I didn’t want to get into that, into her telling me I was strong, and me knowing, explaining, insisting, I wasn’t. Instead, I said to her, “Eric Weiss called me yesterday. He wants to commemorate the tenth anniversary of Gabe’s death. And while I was looking for some image files he needs, I found this.” I pulled the address out of the credit card slot in the back of my phone case. “Why do you think Gabe kept it? Who do you think the boy is?”

Kate took the paper and looked at it, then handed it back to me. “You’re going to get mad if I tell you what I think,” she said.

“Tell me anyway,” I said, wondering what her theory might be.

I wasn’t expecting what she said next.

“I don’t think it matters, Lucy,” she said as kindly as she could. “I think you have to let him go.”

But I couldn’t, Gabe. I couldn’t let you go, not then. Not yet.
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THAT CONVERSATION WITH KATE SHOOK ME. IT threw me back to the time right after you died, when I felt like I was losing myself, and I didn’t think I could go back to the office that way. So I decided to head home early and work from there for the rest of the day. As I sat on the train, a highlights reel—or maybe I should call it a lowlights reel—from that time after your death played through my mind to the rhythm of the wheels whirring on the tracks.

After I came home from Israel, I was broken. Shattered is more like it. Darren was my only true support, the only thing keeping me from falling apart completely, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell him about Sam. I couldn’t risk losing Darren—not then. So I stayed quiet. It was selfish, I know. But I guess it was selfish in the way that survival is inherently a bit selfish—you take what you need to make it through, to live.

The secrecy made everything worse, though. I see that now. But then … Oh, Gabe, I couldn’t see anything then but you in my arms in that hospital bed in Jerusalem.

Samuel’s delivery was easier than my first two, but afterward I fell into a deep depression—difficulty sleeping, crying daily. Not even Liam or Violet could make me smile.

At my postpartum visit, my OB talked to me about antidepressants, and taking them eventually helped to stabilize me, but for those first few months, Samuel was Darren’s baby so much more than mine. Darren brought him to me when he was hungry, and I fed him, but other than that, it was Darren who swaddled Sam when he was tired, played with him on the floor, putting Sam tummy-down on his own stomach when Sam didn’t like the mats we used with the older kids. Darren who ate almost all his meals with one hand while he held Sam with the other, brought him to Violet’s soccer games, gave him tours of our apartment, introducing him to every single item in every single room on both floors when he was trying to extend a wake window before a nap. This is the living room. That’s our navy blue couch. This is our navy-and-white chevron rug. Chevron is a squiggly pattern that your mommy really likes. These are our bookshelves. Let’s look at all the books now …

When I overheard it, the narration reminded me of the ridiculous tour Darren gave me of his neighborhood when he and I first started dating. It reminded me how much I loved him. How much I couldn’t keep Sammy’s paternity a secret—not from Darren. It wasn’t fair to him. I couldn’t make him live in my lie. And what if one day Sammy did one of those DNA tests for fun and it came out? Or he needed some kind of medical treatment that exposed everything? I couldn’t live that way, always waiting for the world to come falling down around my ears, destroying our family in the process.

So I made a plan. I decided that once I hit a string of three days in a row in which I hadn’t sobbed for a reason even I realized was absurd, I would be mentally strong enough to have that conversation. When Darren came in that night with Sammy and handed him to me for his pre-bedtime feed, I asked him to sit down.

“How are you feeling?” he asked me.

“Better,” I told him. “Not as fragile. Ready to tell you some things.”

He cocked an eyebrow at me.

It would have been so easy to keep quiet. You were gone. What did it matter? But it did matter. I couldn’t build our son’s life on a lie.

“What things?” he asked.

“Do you remember,” I said, “about a year ago, before you bought our Hamptons house, when you kept getting mystery phone calls from a woman named Linda?”

Darren nodded. “The real estate agent.”

“Right,” I told him. “But I didn’t know that. And then I realized you’d changed the password on your phone without telling me.”

“To keep the house a secret,” he replied.

“Right,” I said again. “Well, I was convinced you were cheating on me.”

“I wasn’t,” Darren said, his face quizzical, like he was trying to figure out where I was going with this. “I can’t believe you would think that.” He was still holding Sammy, and I could see his arms tighten around him, almost imperceptibly.

“I know that now,” I told him, my voice shaking. I was finding it hard to fill my lungs, to get in a full breath. “But then, I didn’t. And I … I thought you had I wanted to I slept with someone else.”

He looked at me horrified. My heart plummeted.

“Who?” his voice was a painful rasp.

“Gabriel,” I whispered. “And—”

“Fuck,” Darren said, and then he looked down at Sammy and cringed, as if upset he’d said that word around our baby. “I never trusted that guy. Never trusted you around that guy. I guess I was right.”

I looked down, chastened, my eyes starting to fill with tears.

“Is that why he made you his health proxy? Why you traveled to Jerusalem during a goddamn war while you were pregnant with our son?”

“It wasn’t a—” I started, but sighed and wiped the tears that had started falling from my eyes. We’d had that conversation so many times. It wasn’t a war. But that wasn’t the point. “Yes, it’s why I went,” I said. “But there’s more. I’m sorry, Darren. I’m so, so sorry.”

At this point, I was whispering so quietly, he had to lean in to hear me. Because I was so ashamed, I couldn’t speak any louder. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I knew I had to.

“What is it?” he said back, louder, his eyes both angry and anxious at the same time.

“Samuel is Gabe’s son.”

Darren stared at me, an unreadable look on his face, then handed me Sammy, got up, and walked out of the room. I heard the front door slam.

Darren went to our Hamptons house and stayed for a week, a week where the kids missed him, Sammy especially. A week where I missed him, too. When he came home, Violet and Liam were in school, and I was on the couch with Sammy. He sat on the edge of the coffee table facing me and said, “I want to stay. I want you to stay. I want us to work through things. For the kids, but also for us.”

Sammy turned his head at the sound of Darren’s voice. Darren scooped him out of my arms and held him close. “Missed you, buddy,” he said. I could see tears in his eyes. I could feel them in my own.

His request wasn’t what I’d expected, but knowing Darren, knowing how he felt about family, about love, I wasn’t entirely surprised either.

“Okay,” I said, tears of gratitude spilling onto my cheeks. “If that’s what you want. We’ll work it all out.” I was willing to do anything to fix my mistake, to repent.

EVEN THOUGH I PUT MY ALL INTO OUR RELATIONSHIP, into healing our family, I knew pretty quickly that it wouldn’t be enough, that we were just prolonging the inevitable. But sometimes you need more time. Sometimes you can’t face an ending—and we couldn’t, not then. The decision had to make itself.

After six months, we started therapy. The sessions always ended with Darren and me doing our best to hold back tears or harsh words or both—and rarely succeeding. After one of those sessions, nearly a year after I first told him the truth, just after Sammy turned fifteen months old, we were heading back to the subway together when Darren stopped walking.

“What is it?” I asked.

“This isn’t going to work, is it?” he said.

It was a thought I’d been having but hadn’t voiced, not even to Kate. Barely even to myself.

I couldn’t look Darren in the eye. “I don’t think so,” I whispered.

The decision made itself.

“Lucy,” Darren said, his voice thick. “Lucy, look at me.”

I looked into his liquid brown eyes and felt the guilt wash over me, as if it were the only feeling I’d ever be able to feel. I knew this was my fault. It was all my fault. Breaking up our family, leaving Darren alone.

“I wish I could trust you again,” he said. “I wish I wish I’m sorry. It’s just impossible. Every time I see Samuel I remember, and I’m gutted all over again.”

“I understand,” I whispered, my throat full of tears. “I’m sorry. I wish I wish so many things.”

Darren cleared his throat. “I don’t want to make this hard. We sell the apartment, split the amount fifty-fifty. Sell the beach house, split that, too. And then the kids can go back and forth—one week with you, one week with me.”

I realized he must have been thinking about this arrangement for a while. He’d had a backup plan.

“Okay,” I said. “Half the apartment, half the house, and joint custody with Violet and Liam.”

“And Sam,” Darren added.

“But you just said …”

“Sam is mine, too,” Darren said. “In all the ways that matter. I love him just as much as I love Violet and Liam. I was there when he was born, I fed him and changed him. I was there when he was sick—when you were sick. Would you rather he have a dead father he can never meet than me? That’s not fair. Not to him. And not to me.”

His voice broke on the last sentence, and I watched him battle his tears. In that moment, I thought he was right. I thought it was better for Sammy. And I couldn’t bear hurting Darren more. He was such a good father, and he loved Samuel so much. I was grateful for that, grateful that Samuel would have that love.

“Okay,” I said. “You’re right. They’re all yours. All three.”

Darren let out a breath. “Thank you,” he said.

“You love them all,” I said. “I don’t want to take that away from them—or from you. But we will have to tell Sam the truth one day. I don’t want a family built on secrets.”

“Eventually,” Darren said. “He’s only one. We’ll find the right time.” But we didn’t. Every birthday, every Father’s Day, every time Sammy made an expression or said something that brought the words You just reminded me of your dad to my lips, only to linger there unsaid, I felt caught between Darren’s pain and my promise to you.




vi

IT’S AMAZING HOW HUMANS CAN GET LOST IN MEMORIES. A blessing and a curse. I felt like I was back there with Darren, overwhelmed by guilt toward him and grief for you. It was a relief when I was hurtled back into the present by the subway conductor’s voice telling me we were about to stop at Court Street.

As I was walking down my block, I ran into Eva, who lives on the third floor of our house—and who had owned it before I did. “I’m going to get some bread,” she said. “And a new box of Lady Grey tea. Do you need anything, dear?”

Eva had just turned eighty-nine in November. She was an artist, a retired children’s book illustrator, and had sold me her house for a song six years before. She was done taking care of it, she’d said, but wanted to be able to stay. My friend Julia had put us in touch, and I was so grateful that she had, that Eva was in my life, and that I had been able to afford a house to raise my kids in—and then renovate and redecorate until it fit us perfectly.

I shook my head. “We’re good—thank you.”

She nodded and went on her way. Maybe it’s because of her that I thought I might be alone for the rest of my life. Single womanhood looked good on her. But perhaps she and I are different. Or perhaps not. She has told me that deep in her heart there’s someone from her past that she still loves, too. But it’s a story she’s never shared in full. And I’ve respected her secrets and her reasons for keeping them. I know about keeping secrets.

WHEN I GOT INSIDE, I MADE SOME TEA TO WARM myself up and noticed a missed call from my mom. It was both easy and hard not to tell my parents the truth about Sammy all those years ago. Easy because I didn’t have to admit to cheating, but hard because it meant I didn’t have my mom or my dad to lean on. I didn’t realize the wall it would create, that I wouldn’t be able to let them in anymore. At some point, I accepted the shift in our relationship, but my mom never could.

I called her back.

“Hey,” I said when she picked up. “What’s going on?”

“Your dad and I are in the car. I’ll put it on speaker. Say hi, Don.”

“Hi, Lulu,” my dad said.

“Hey, Dad,” I replied. “Where are you off to?”

“Heading over to Jay’s,” my mom said. “The triplets all have different places they need to be tonight, so we thought we’d help him out—and then keep him company.” It was amazing to me that Jay’s kids were seniors in high school now, all planning to head off to different colleges in the fall.

“Where’s Vanessa?” I asked.

The distance that grew between me and my parents was small compared to the gulf between me and Jay. My brother and I used to be so close, but it was impossible to have the kinds of conversations we used to have when there was so much I couldn’t tell him.

“On a work trip,” my mom said. “You should call your brother more.”

I poured my boiling water into a teacup. “I’ll call him,” I said, feeling a pang. “Give him a hug for me. And the kids.”

I sat down at our kitchen counter. How had I become so far removed from Jay’s life that I had no idea when he was home alone with the kids and needed help? I could’ve helped him. I was alone this week and could have been there.

I WRAPPED MY HANDS AROUND MY MUG OF TEA AND thought about secrets. About the address in Italy. I wondered if you’d met someone else and started a family you’d kept secret. Another half brother for our Samuel? Even with my mind swirling the way it was, it didn’t seem likely, but there was so much about your life I didn’t know. I hadn’t known you’d won a World Press photo award.

So after a work call, I googled the address. An apartment building in Rome. I looked up the neighborhood, Esquilino, near Termini Station. It was a neighborhood of immigrants—mostly from North Africa, the Middle East, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and China. My mind started whirring: Was there a story you’d covered there? Is that how you met her? Before I went down the rabbit hole of searching all your photographs for ones in Italy that included a woman, my phone dinged with a reminder about my last Zoom meeting of the day. So I closed the search box but took the address with me.

I knew this wasn’t a secret I was going to be able to leave alone.
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