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Chapter One

The Hour Before the Heat Breaks
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The coffee was already going when I came into the kitchen. I had set it the night before, which was a thing my grandmother had done and which I did now without thinking about it, the way I did most things I had inherited from her. The house was cool. It would not be cool by ten. Outside the jalousies, the sky was the flat pale of early October at six-thirty, the kind of silver you got after a dry week when the sea breeze had not yet turned around. I stood at the stove in my bare feet and watched the coffee climb.

My grandmother’s house — Casa Serra, she called it, even though the only person who ever called it that anymore was me — was a small pink bungalow on a quiet street off Pine Tree Drive, a 1946 build with jalousie windows she had refused to replace with impact glass even after Andrew and even after Irma, and now after her, I refused too. They pitted in the salt air. The crank handles stuck. The wind came through them in the hurricane shutters’ absence. They were beautiful and unreasonable and I loved them.

Isabel’s birthday card was still on the counter from Sunday. I had meant to put it on the mantel. I picked it up and carried it, with my coffee, into the hallway.

The hallway was narrow. Against the left wall, at the height a person would put an object if they wanted to pass it every day without forcing themselves to look at it, there was a small cedar shelf. On the shelf was a square of pale green Vitrolite, about four inches on a side, with a thin gold line running through the grain of the glass like the vein of a leaf. It had been given to me by Arnau Puig seven years ago, when he had decided I was a person to whom such a thing could be given. It lived on the shelf. I did not pick it up. I was not sentimental about it. I passed it twice a day on my way to and from the kitchen, and at some point in the seven years the passing had become a thing I did the way a person touches the mezuzah in a doorway — not a gesture of faith, not a gesture of memory, just the particular animal knowledge that something was there and one’s hand wanted to acknowledge it.

I touched it this morning. Ring finger, lightly, on the corner. Then I went on.

I put Isabel’s card on the mantel. I drank my coffee at the kitchen table. The ficus outside the back window was moving in a little breeze I had not felt inside. By the time I had the dishes in the sink and my bag over my shoulder, the silver had gone out of the sky and the day’s first real warmth was beginning. The jalousies creaked when I latched them. I locked the front door with a key my mother had carried.

* * *
[image: ]


El Gallo was three blocks from my shop and five from my house, and I got there in the order a person who knows a neighborhood gets places: past the laundromat whose dryer vents smelled like dryer sheets and like the Caribbean; past the Argentine bakery that was not open yet but whose back door was already propped for flour deliveries; past the framing shop whose owner was a woman named Deb who had been there longer than me; across 71st at the light that stayed red too long. The sun was over the buildings by the time I got to the corner. It was still bearable.

Leo’s ventanita had its line of the morning. Three people ahead of me: a man in scrubs, two women in loose linen shirts, one of whom was speaking on the phone in a Spanish that sounded Venezuelan to me, though I could not have defended the guess. Leo saw me in the line and raised an eyebrow and I raised a finger. That was our whole conversation about my order. He was already making it.

Inside, the four tables were three occupied: two men playing dominoes near the back, and Marta in the corner. Marta was Leo’s mother, and Marta sat at the corner table most mornings, from about seven until about nine, drinking one colada across a two-hour arc and reading the Nuevo Herald through magnifying glasses perched on her nose. She was eighty-one and had the eyes of a person who missed nothing. She saw me come in and lifted her hand about two inches off her paper, which was her greeting. I nodded.

Leo came around from the ventanita, which was a surprise. Usually he handed it out the window.

“Val,” he said.

“Leo.”

“This one you drink inside.”

“Am I being arrested?”

“I put the guava in first,” he said. “Bad sign.”

He set down the pastelito and the cortadito. The pastelito was still warm. The cortadito was perfect. I knew it was perfect before I tasted it because Leo’s cortaditos had been perfect for twelve years and the one thing in a life like mine that a person did not examine was the cortadito at her café. I sat down at the small front table.

“Your mother well?” I said, because I asked this every Thursday.

“Same. Lungs. She wants to come to the preview in November.” He said this flatly, as if it were a negotiation he had lost.

“I’ll carry her chair down to Lummus if she wants.”

“She wants to walk,” he said. “She has opinions.”

“She comes by them honestly.”

“Your aunt was in Tuesday. She bought pastelitos for a school thing.”

“Isabel doesn’t work at a school.”

“It was a library thing. A story hour.” He shrugged, looking out the window at the man in scrubs walking south. “She bought forty. For children.”

“That will feed three.”

“Maybe two.”

I drank my coffee. The bell over the door rang twice; a younger man came in whom I did not know, ordered a colada to go, paid cash, left. Marta’s head did not move but her eyes tracked him. Leo caught me noticing and smiled a very small smile. “The Beach,” he said, as a one-word observation.

“The Beach,” I agreed.

It was our shorthand, and most of the neighborhood’s, for the fact that Miami Beach was still small enough that an unfamiliar face at nine on a Thursday morning was a thing two people could register together without comment. We said the Beach the way people in New York said the City. It meant Miami Beach, the barrier island, as distinct from Miami proper across the causeway; and it meant, more particularly, this stretch of North Beach where the Cuban cafés and the Argentine bakeries and the block of old MiMo apartment buildings held out against the cruise-ship light that flooded south of here. A stranger in El Gallo at nine a.m. was almost always someone who had taken the wrong turn off Collins. Sometimes they came back. Usually they did not.

I ate the pastelito in three bites. I paid. Leo waved the money off the first time, as he always did, and then took it the second time, as he always did. I said hasta luego to Marta and she said hasta luego, mija, which was a thing she said to me and to the woman who delivered their milk and to nobody else, as far as I could tell. I was not sure when I had graduated from Val to mija. It had happened the way such things happen. I walked east down 71st toward my shop.

The block between the ventanita and my door was a block of the Beach that nobody who came for Ocean Drive ever walked. The Argentine bakery’s back door was open by now and a woman I did not know the name of was carrying a flour sack in from a van. The door of the little Brazilian lunch counter was propped with a rubber wedge; the smell of rice being rinsed came out onto the sidewalk. A man in a folding chair in front of the laundromat was reading El Nuevo Herald, which he read every morning and which I suspected he read cover to cover before the laundromat opened, because by noon he would be asleep in the chair. There was a pothole at the corner of 71st and Byron that had been the same pothole for eight years. They had patched it twice. They had not fixed it. A city truck had once come, measured it, and left.

Above all of it, the sky was turning. I could see, to the east, the clouds that would carry the breeze around by midafternoon. By five, the air over the beach would feel different. By seven it would almost be bearable to stand on Lummus and look at the water. This was the hour I liked best, the hour before the heat broke, when the city was still holding what it had taken in overnight and the day had not yet decided what it would be.

* * *
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Serra Salvage & Restoration occupied a single bay in a block of 1950s commercial buildings between a jeweler and a muffler shop. The showroom was the front room, with windows onto the sidewalk, and the workshop was the back room, which smelled, depending on what was on the bench, of varnish and beeswax and acetone and sometimes of orange oil. The rolling steel door to the workshop had been painted over in a color my uncle had called melón viejo and which I had never replaced because it had stopped being the color of a melon at all and had become the color of a thing that had been here the whole time.

My uncle had opened the shop with a man named Cepeda in 1978. My uncle had died in 2002 and Cepeda had run it alone until 2012, at which point he had asked me, during a Sunday at my grandmother’s house, whether I would take the shop off him if he were to retire. I had been thirty that spring. I said yes without asking what the terms would be. The terms had been generous. I had not regretted it.

I unlocked the front. The bell was an old brass shopkeeper’s bell that rang when the door swung. The air inside was a few degrees cooler than the street. I opened the back door to the alley and turned on the ceiling fan and the small blue dehumidifier in the corner. The first thing I did, every morning, was look at the piece I was currently working on. Today it was a section of brass rail from a small mid-Beach motel that had been torn down in the spring — the Palacio, not a famous place, not a loss anyone had fought, a 1952 MiMo the owner had simply let go. A salvage crew I knew had pulled the lobby rail out in one piece. It had come to me black with sixty-nine years of polish and cigarette smoke, and I had been stripping it on and off for two weeks, and the brass underneath was beautiful in a way I had not expected.

I stood in front of it with my second coffee and thought about the mornings I had ahead.

The bell rang at nine-thirty. I was in the back. I wiped my hands and came out.

Arnau was standing in the middle of the showroom looking at a Vitrolite panel I had leaning against the east wall. He was seventy-one years old and had the particular build of a Catalan who had worked outdoors for forty years and then sat at a desk for ten — thin in the shoulders, a little softer in the middle, still upright. He wore a pale blue linen shirt and the same straw hat he had been wearing since approximately 2009. His grey hair was a little damp at the temples. He had walked.

“Val,” he said, turning.

“Arnau.”

“This is the one from the Blackstone?”

“From the Blackstone lobby, yes.”

“And you are going to sell it.”

“I am going to sell it to Allan Schreiber for a restoration he is doing on a Dixon.”

“Allan will put it somewhere visible.”

“He always does.”

Arnau nodded, approving. He moved slowly through the showroom the way he always did, pausing at each piece for exactly the length of time he needed to register it, no longer. It was how a person walked through a room of things they respected. He stopped at the brass rail on my workbench — he had asked to come through to the back, and I had waved him through.

“You have been at this for weeks.”

“Two and a half.”

“It is very good under there.”

“It is.”

“You do not hurry.”

“No.”

He rested the flat of his hand on the stripped section for a moment and took it off. Then he went and sat on the wooden stool by the workbench, which was his stool when he came here, because he always sat on it. I had not thought of it as Arnau’s stool, but if anyone else had sat on it I would have noticed.

“I have a meeting tonight,” he said.

“Mm.”

“The broker.”

I looked over from the bench. He was looking out the small window over the sink, not at me.

“Again?” I said.

“Again. He has asked for one more. I told him it will be the last.”

“He has been very patient.”

“He has been very paid to be patient.”

It was unusual for Arnau to say anything sharp. He registered, himself, that it had been sharp, and his mouth moved a little — the acknowledgment a person makes when they have spoken more plainly than they meant to and are willing to let the plainness stand. He looked back at me.

“Howard has given him, I think, a final position. I do not know the exact terms. But the tone is changed. The broker” — Arnau used the word broker the way another person might say the weather, with no color — “has been more anxious in these last three calls. I would like to end it tonight. Finally.”

“You don’t have to meet with him again.”

“I do not have to, no. But I would like to say no to him once more in person. I think, this time, he will accept it.”

“And if he doesn’t.”

Arnau considered this with the small amount of consideration the question deserved and then shook his head. “He will. He is a tired man.”

I set down the cloth. I had been wiping my hands the whole time we were talking, which meant my hands were by now quite dry.

“I can come over after,” I said. “If you want company.”

“You have your breakfast with me in the morning.”

“I can come over tonight and still have breakfast with you in the morning.”

He smiled. He had a small smile that lived mostly at one corner of his mouth, and when it appeared it made him look younger than he was, in the way very old photographs of him sometimes did. “I am not worried, Val.”

“I know.”

“I will be home by nine. I will have a cup of tea. I will go to bed.”

“What are you having for dinner.”

“I am going to make the sopa.”

“Alone?”

“I will make enough for tomorrow.”

I did not press. Arnau was a man who had lived alone for forty years and had made peace with it long before I was born. It would have been condescending to worry at him about the evening’s solitude. I nodded.

“You are going to finish the rail this week?” he said.

“Maybe Monday. I am being slow with it on purpose.”

“Why.”

“Because I like it.”

He laughed, one small sound, and stood up. He reached into the pocket of his linen shirt and produced a folded slip of paper, which he set on the workbench near my elbow.

“A woman on Española called Daniel about a light fixture. Daniel asked me to ask you. She has a photograph she will email. Her grandmother’s apartment is being sold. The estate wants it cleared by the end of October.”

“Is the fixture anything.”

“Daniel thinks probably not. But it’s in the Clevelander block. Worth looking.”

“I’ll email her.”

He nodded and put on his hat, which he had taken off on coming in and had been holding. “Breakfast tomorrow. Our usual?”

“Eight-thirty.”

“Eight-thirty.” He paused at the door. “Tell Isabel I was asking after her.”

“I will.”

“And give my regards to Leo when you see him again. He’s been keeping cortaditos for my afternoon walk.”

“He told me.”

“Of course he did.”

The bell rang twice as he went out — once for his opening, once for his closing. Through the window I watched him put on his hat properly at the curb, look left, look right, cross 71st toward the bus stop, not hurry. The sun had broken through. It was going to be a hot day, hotter than it had been any day that week, and by afternoon the asphalt was going to go soft at the crosswalk.

I went back to the brass rail.

The rest of the morning came and went the way mornings at the shop come and went. A call from Schreiber’s office about the Vitrolite panel. A walk-in from a man from a condo association who wanted to talk about his lobby’s terrazzo and who left without deciding anything, which I had been expecting; people like him always left without deciding anything, and sometimes they came back six months later with the decision already made, and sometimes they did not. A plumber up from Homestead who was doing a bathroom in a Dixon and wanted a period-correct spout and found one on my shelf in about eleven minutes; he paid in cash, which almost nobody paid in anymore, and the bills he handed me had the soft, beaten quality of money that had been a long time in a wallet. I ate my sandwich at the bench at two. I answered an email from a woman in Surfside about a light fixture she had already described to me over the phone. I closed the front at five because there was no one on the street and I had done enough.

On the walk home I took the long way, down Collins past the beach rather than up Pine Tree, because the breeze had turned around at last and the afternoon had softened and it seemed wasteful not to take it. The light was going long and pink. A heron stood in the shallow water near the renourished sand line. A couple in their seventies walked their small dog in a direction that, if they did not turn around, would take them all the way to South Pointe. I walked as far as 63rd and then turned west across the Broadwalk and came home through the neighborhood streets. By the time I reached Casa Serra, the sky over the bay was beginning to go the color it went before it went dark. I had about an hour, I thought, before I needed to leave again.
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Chapter Two

What the Room Remembered
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I showered and changed into a linen dress I liked because my grandmother had bought it for me when she was alive and because it had been washed enough times that it had given up all its formality. I drank a glass of water. I ate a little of the cold rice I had made the night before. At six-forty-five I walked out the front and pulled the door behind me and locked it and began the forty-minute walk south.

I could have driven. Most of the circle drove, or else came by Uber from wherever they lived, because the gathering room was in a small Deco building off Jefferson Avenue in South Beach and parking in that neighborhood was a test of patience at the best of times. But I liked the walk. The quality of dusk between Pine Tree Drive and the southern edge of Flamingo Park was something I had been walking into for most of my life, and I did not waste it. Birds settled. The heat released from the sidewalks. A man watering hibiscus in front of his house nodded at me and I nodded back. A woman two houses down had put out three folding chairs and was sitting in the middle one with a cup of tea, waiting for whoever she was waiting for. I crossed Dade Boulevard at the light. I crossed Meridian. I passed the edge of Flamingo Park, where the clay courts still had figures on them, playing in the failing gold.

I thought about Arnau’s meeting. Not worried — Arnau was not a man one worried about in a situation of his own making — but aware. The broker had been at this for more than a year. Arnau had refused, patiently, patiently, patiently; at some point patience on one side meets exhaustion on the other, and something has to give. I trusted Arnau to handle it. I did. But I had noticed, during his visit to the shop, the small weight in how he had said finally. It was a word he did not throw around.

By the time I reached 16th and Jefferson the light was nearly gone. The building was a small three-story Deco apartment house from 1938, painted the particular pale pink that is called Miami pink by people who sell paint and nothing at all by the people who live inside it. Daniel Crespo’s ground-floor windows faced the side street. They had been dark from outside for as long as I had known them; Daniel’s mother had been alive the first time I came to the room, and she had liked the curtains closed. The curtains were still closed. I walked up the short path and rang the bell.

Daniel opened it himself. He was seventy-eight and had the upright carriage of a man who had been a pediatrician for forty years and knew how to be unhurried in the presence of other people’s anxieties. He wore a white linen shirt untucked and a pair of old sandals he had bought in Mexico in, he had told me once, 1983.

“Val.”

“Daniel.”

“Come in. Yolanda is already here. Bette is in the kitchen.”

“Arnau?”

“Not yet.”

I stepped in. The apartment opened, as it always did, into the small square of the entry hall, and then — two paces on — into the living room.

* * *
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The first time I had come to the gathering room, Arnau had walked me to it. He had said, on the way, almost nothing. At the door he had said, “Do not expect to understand it tonight. Expect to notice what you notice.” I had understood what he meant inside of a minute. I had been nineteen years old at the gathering room in every way that counted, even though I had been thirty-seven. The feeling in the room had been strange the way a key you had never pressed before could be strange — recognizable only by the shape of a door that had always been there.

It was still strange. I had been coming to the room for five years and I had not stopped noticing the moment of entry. The difference was that I had stopped trying to describe it to myself. It was the softening of something in my shoulders I had not known had been tight. It was the small adjustment in my breathing. It was a willingness, present before conversation, to hear what the next person said and not pre-construct my response. The circle did not
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