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For Steven Harris





PROLOGUE


February 2022

I WAS SURPRISED by how tall Eli was. I’m five foot two inches, and he had to be at least a foot taller. He’d probably put this asset on his dating profile, but I never paid attention to that stuff. A man’s height is not that important to me.

I invited him inside and we sat down on the couch. We spent fifteen minutes talking about his work: Bitcoin and Ethereum, art, and NFTs (non-fungible tokens). All the while he was running his hand up and down my leg.

Eli had been working from home that morning, so he was dressed casually in jeans and a sweater. I was comfortable in my pink crotchless panties underneath black yoga pants. I had them slung high on my hips, so they peeked out over the top of my waistband. On top I was wearing a tight T-shirt and no bra, my nipples visibly hard against the chill in the apartment.

He asked if he could have a tour, but we both knew it was a pretense. I assumed we’d stop in my bedroom, but Eli let me lead him into the master bathroom, where I braced myself facing the sink. He stood behind me, rubbing my breasts, and I could feel the condensation from his hot breath against my cool neck.

He plunged his hand down the front of my pants, stroking the soft skin between my legs as I moved my hips back and forth. He paused before he spun me around and lifted me up onto the vanity. Jars of creams and lotions clattered to the ground as we hastily discarded the rest of our clothes, and he put on a condom.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer as he slid inside me. My body was fully engaged in the present moment, but my mind wandered back in time.

A year ago, my husband and I had celebrated our son’s ninth birthday as a happy family of three. Six months ago, he’d prepared his special homemade lasagna for our thirteenth wedding anniversary. Three months ago, I joined Bumble. A month ago, I joined Feeld, a kink-friendly dating app. Two weeks ago, I sent naked photos of myself to a man with whom I’d just matched. Last week, I secretly sexted while out to lunch with my colleagues, and now here I was in the middle of the afternoon having sex with a stranger in my bathroom.

How did everything change so drastically and so quickly?

“Incurable cancer,” the doctors said. “Three to five years.”

We were hoping for five.

We only got three.

As Eli’s thrusts gained momentum, I reflected on what I was doing and who I was becoming.

Was I going crazy, or was this some weird manifestation of grief?

He wasn’t even my first lover since Steven died; he was actually my third. I wondered if it even mattered.

For some reason, as I moved into this new life as a widow it felt important to me to keep a historically accurate record of what I did and with whom. After each encounter I’d write down their names and dates in a small Moleskine notebook I kept in the top drawer of my bedside table; maybe I would have trusted myself to remember those details if I’d had more orgasms. But it took time for me to develop the level of trust I needed to climax with a new partner. In the months since my husband had passed away, I had become successful at attracting men, but my fear of being left again also made me an expert at pushing them away.

I’ll write his name down later, I thought to myself.

I squeezed my legs tighter around Eli’s waist, hoping this would encourage him to finish up soon. I only had an hour before I had to pick up my son from school.

At that moment, what I wanted more than anything was to drop back into my body and get out of my head. Lately I had trouble concentrating on anything for very long. Collecting information wasn’t the problem, but retaining it took extra effort, even when it was just the latest guy I spent time with.

Saving texts and jotting down details such as names, dates, and places were convenient souvenirs, evidence of what had happened during this chaotic period in my life. Still, I missed the days when I had the mental clarity to write down my thoughts and feelings in a diary. I accepted that at this moment, digital documentation was more accessible to me than keeping a traditional written record given my extended bout of brain fog (menopause? grief?). Hopefully, that would clear up sooner rather than later. In the meantime, I was relying on technology.

At least purchasing more space in “the cloud” was inexpensive, and since my husband’s death I really did need that space. Since he’d died, I had developed a mini obsession with lingerie and sexy costumes and taken hundreds of photos of myself in various stages of undress (including complete). I’d always just worn cotton underwear when Steven was alive, I’d felt confident in my own skin and in my marriage. When he died, sexy costumes and lingerie made me feel desirable and wanted again. Curating a new collection of sensual garments kept me distracted from the magnitude of my loss, while my photoshoots got me out of bed and into the shower on a regular basis.

As I redirected my attention back to Eli I wondered if I would see him again. I sort of wanted to, but not enough to care too much if I didn’t. My past relationships had either been very long-term and heterosexually monogamous or one-time hookups. Could Eli and I sustain something ongoing and casual, or would he disappear like the first two guys?





CHAPTER ONE


FINALLY! Why did it take so long for a tween boy to fall asleep? The hum of the air conditioner had almost lulled me to sleep first. Henry slept under a heavy blanket, so we kept the room cold even though the nights had already become cooler by the end of September.

I tried to imagine the day my son wouldn’t want me to stay in his room until I was sure he was unconscious, but I couldn’t. Henry never wanted to be alone. He never played by himself in his room and couldn’t fall asleep without one of his parents present. When Steven was alive, we’d taken turns sitting in the tan leather club chair stationed in the corner of his bedroom.

Fuck, I had always hated that chair. It had the distinction, in my eyes, of being both ugly and uncomfortable. To Steven, it was the first piece of “real” furniture he bought when he moved back to New York after business school. I knew what it meant to be a little sentimental about furniture; I still had a set of drawers from Pottery Barn in my closet that I had bought over twenty-five years ago. When we moved in together, I’d hoped he would sell or give the club chair away, but it was the one thing he wasn’t willing to compromise on. So ultimately, I caved. I had already vetoed the three-foot-tall Cartman doll a friend had given him, along with a third of his extensive T-shirt collection. I hadn’t watched South Park, but even if I had, I wasn’t going to waste precious square footage on something that served no practical purpose. Since Steven died, I’d had to sit in that chair every single night, and it was exhausting.

When I was sure Henry was asleep, I tiptoed out and walked toward the kitchen. Halfway there I thought I heard a noise so I froze mid step, fearful that Henry would call me back to his room. I could usually tell when it was safe to get up and go, but occasionally he would still be on the edge of consciousness. If he opened his eyes and realized I was gone, he’d call out in an ever-increasing monotone, “Mom. Mom. Mom!!!!” until I sat back down in the chair for another twenty to thirty minutes. I knew he was afraid to be alone, but I felt annoyed when I had to go back and sit with him again. Then I’d feel guilty for feeling annoyed with my frightened son.

I stood completely still and listened. All was quiet, and relief washed over me. I felt even more highly attuned to Henry’s needs and feelings since Steven’s death, and I was only free from worry, guilt, and annoyance when he was safely sleeping in his bed. Tonight, I needed that freedom.

When Steven’s death certificate arrived in the mail a month after he died, his loss hit me in a whole new way. The administration of his death required that I notify multiple entities, including financial institutions and government agencies. I’d ordered ten copies.

The first order of business was submitting a claim for his life insurance policy.

I slipped my pointer finger under the flap of the thick manila envelope and pried it open. It felt surreal to be holding proof that my husband was dead, but I was also detached from the reality that I would never see Steven again. I knew he was “gone,” but my brain kept telling me he must be somewhere. I could not grasp the idea that he was nowhere.

I barely remembered providing Steven’s personal details to the funeral home director the night he died. I was so exhausted after that horrific day at the hospital. I should have had his required information saved in an easily accessible place, and I was mad that I hadn’t been up to my usual organizational standards.

As I continued to look over the document, I noticed that something felt off about his social security number. Had I made a mistake when I’d spoken to the funeral home director? I was sure I knew his number by heart, especially after filling out all his disability paperwork and staying on top of his affairs since he’d fallen ill.

I decided to check it against his actual social security card, which was still in his wallet by the front door with his keys. As I compared the two, I noticed that the first number was supposed to be a one, instead of a zero. I felt sick as I realized all ten copies were useless.

How long would it take to get this corrected?

Google informed me that the New York City Department of Records estimated four to six weeks.

Panic rose up inside me as I thought, I can’t possibly wait that long.

I was surprised by how vulnerable I felt after Steven died. I had always been a highly capable person, but now I worried that I wouldn’t be able to care for Henry on my own. I convinced myself that I would feel safe and secure again after I cashed in Steven’s life insurance policy. I didn’t technically need the money right away, but on an emotional level I felt desperate to have it.

I’d spent the last three years worried about him dying, wondering how I would live without him, and now that I had survived his death, I felt convinced that I could do almost anything.

I Googled, “Can you erase printer ink?” and found several videos that demonstrated how it could be scraped off with a razor blade.

I retrieved the X-Acto knife from the kitchen junk drawer and sat down at the large dining room table. I placed a copy of the death certificate in front of me and leaned in very close, my eyeball almost touching the paper.

Turning the blade on its side, I began gently scraping it across the misprint.

Fearful I had applied too much pressure, I held the paper up to the ceiling light. A pinprick of cool white light shined through a tiny hole.

“Fuck,” I swore softly.

My rationalization for starting this whole endeavor was that I was “righting” a wrong, like any good wife would do. I wasn’t even worried that I would fuck it up because I had nine copies to practice on.

It turned out not to be so easy to scrape off printer ink without cutting through the paper. At first, I didn’t realize I also had to be careful not to disturb any of the watermarks. But I continued to work.

Nine mangled death certificates later I checked the time on my phone—it was 2 a.m.

Those nine certificates lay at my feet, surrounding me like kindling for a funeral pyre.

Luckily the tenth one was the charm.

Once I successfully scraped off the zero, I painstakingly measured where the replacement number should be printed. I felt almost giddy as I looked at the finished product.

Pretty damn good, but the paper under the newly printed number looked a little worn in comparison to the rest of the document’s crispness.

I had been laser focused on getting the insurance money, but in that moment, I felt a sudden flash of guilt that I wasn’t more bereft. Wouldn’t a “normal” grieving wife have fallen apart upon seeing her husband’s death certificate for the first time? Maybe she would be so devastated that she crumpled up the evidence? I was almost sure she would have cried. But it wasn’t that I was abnormal. I was just afraid that if I allowed myself to start crying, I’d never stop.

I scrunched the document into a ball and then smoothed it out flat on the table. The newly formed creases did a pretty good job of masking the worn area, but it needed something more to make it blend in. I figured fake tears would do the job.

I filled a bowl with warm water, dipped my fingers in, and then flicked droplets all over the paper. The results were amazing, but would I really send it in with a claim form? Perhaps the certificate’s condition warranted an explanation.

I leaned across the table, grabbed a pack of green Post-its and a pen, and scribbled, I’m sorry for the condition of this death certificate. I’ve been very upset about my husband’s death, and this is my only copy.

I stuck it on the folded paper and sealed it in a number ten envelope.

I wasn’t sure I had the courage to mail it in, but fixing Steven’s death certificate had kept me occupied for several hours instead of ruminating on how much stuff I had to go through before Henry and I moved next week. It had been something to focus on other than the dismantling of our lives together one closet or cabinet at a time.

I felt a wave of sadness as I put the X-Acto knife back in the kitchen, the room which had always been Steven’s domain. I already knew I wasn’t going to bring all his special gadgets and appliances with us to the new apartment. We had plenty of room for everything, but there was no one there to use them.

I’d already gone through the contents of every kitchen drawer and cabinet, smiling when I saw we owned both a slow cooker and an Instant Pot. I almost heard Steven’s voice trying to convince me that we needed both because some dishes simmered all day, while others demanded a rolling boil. I’m sorry babe, I thought, I’m never going to use either.

In the bedroom, as I pulled down a stack of his old baseball caps, a thick layer of dust came down with it.

“Fuck,” I said, wiping my eyes with the hem of my shirt.

I was tired and angry that Steven had left me to do all the sorting and packing alone.

Before his death I had planned to help him go through all his stuff. He tended to hold onto things far too long.

Now I decided to get rid of almost everything in his closet. It didn’t make sense to schlep all his clothes, old textbooks, and enormous diploma plaques to a place he wouldn’t live. There were some smaller things I kept, like the wooden box filled with his beloved cufflink collection, and some of his silk ties. He loved the ones with tiny animals; his favorite were the dolphins. I figured Henry might want to use them when he got older. I also couldn’t bring myself to get rid of everything that Steven loved.

When our apartment sale seemed imminent, we had looked at a few rentals near Henry’s school, but ultimately, I ended up having to choose for us. Would Steven have approved of the one I rented? He could be very particular at times, but for the most part he let me have the deciding vote.

I would have convinced him that the new place checked all our post-pandemic boxes: It was renovated, on a low floor (no waiting for elevators), and a five-minute walk to Henry’s school. I knew the rent was more than he’d have wanted to pay, but I would have reminded him that we only planned to be there a year or two.

The Junkluggers arrived on the 2nd of October, the day after the movers, to cart away most of the furniture and whatever else was left behind. Goodwill would decide what was salvageable and what would end up in a landfill.

I really debated about that fucking club chair. I didn’t want to bring it with us, but I didn’t want it to end up in the garbage either. I decided to ask the buyers if there were any pieces they wanted since I was leaving everything, except Henry’s bed, which he insisted would come with us.

They told me they loved the club chair; that was the only thing they wanted. I felt like this was a sign from Steven, and I was doing the right thing by making sure it went to a family who appreciated it as much as he did.





CHAPTER TWO


STEVEN DIED at 6 p.m. on a Wednesday in August 2021. The lights were dimmed, and the shades were drawn against the Western sky where the sun still lingered.

Music played from my phone over the low hum of machines, like white noise just beneath the surface. Despite the air conditioning it was warm and close in the small room.

I took off my mask, which was already sodden with tears. A tissue materialized in front of me, and I snatched it. My sinuses were swollen shut; I smelled nothing.

His limp hand in mine, still warm with life, I whispered over and over, “You were the best husband and father.” The words came instinctually, without forethought. Steven had to know how much he was appreciated while I tried to convince myself that Henry and I would be okay without him.

Someone asked me if I was ready, and I said yes even though I was not. The white noise stopped; the room plunged into silence. A voice broke through, “He’s gone.”

I’d arrived at the hospital that morning at 10 a.m. expecting to sit with Steven as the doctors weaned him off the high-flow oxygen machine and onto a portable tank so he could come home to hospice. Instead, a nurse brought me to a much smaller room on a higher floor. Steven had gone into heart failure and was already brain dead, and the high-flow oxygen machine was keeping his body alive.

The nurses tried to prepare me for his death. They told me that he wouldn’t feel any discomfort or pain when the machine was turned off, but it would appear as if he was gasping for breath. They said it would be a more peaceful death for me if he was completely sedated.

What could I say? I didn’t want the last memories I had of my husband to be him gasping for breath, and he would not want to be remembered that way. I felt duty bound to ensure his tranquil transition from this life to the next. I agreed to sedate him, which meant ordering a significant amount of morphine from the hospital pharmacy. I will never regret that decision, but I had no idea it would take all day to fill the order.

Steven’s stepmother was with me most of the day. We had a good relationship, but I never shied away from a disagreement, and she avoided conflict at all costs. We found common ground in our love of travel and the arts, but that day at the hospital we didn’t talk much. In truth, I was angry at her for suggesting I shouldn’t tell anyone that I “pulled the plug” (her words) on Steven. I prided myself on being a badass, and in my mind, that meant making the hard decisions that others couldn’t or wouldn’t. I saw my choice as an act of bravery and love, and I would not allow her to paint it in any other light.

I was grateful that she had to go back to her apartment at 5 p.m. to wait for Henry. He was on his way back from Legoland, where he’d spent the day with some family friends. It just felt right that I should be alone with Steven when he died. No one else knew him or loved him like I did.

After I said goodbye to my husband for the last time, I waited in the hallway for one of the nurses to bring me his wedding ring and the contact information for the funeral home. I planned to donate his body to a local medical school, which meant that it had to be delivered to them within twenty-four hours.

In the elevator on my way down, I saw the same nurse who had brought me upstairs that morning. She cried when she saw me, but I remained dry-eyed. I had to go pick Henry up and tell him that his father was dead. I couldn’t afford to break down and become too overwhelmed to take care of my son.

I thought I knew how I would react when Steven died. I imagined being grief stricken, of course, and perhaps unable to function for a short time. Then, I would start to heal slowly and get back to my old self.

But my grief was nothing like I expected.

At first, I didn’t want to feel anything. I had our nine-year-old son to care for. He was both gifted and on the autism spectrum, and now he only had me to take care of him.

While giving him a bath the morning after his father died, he asked, “When am I getting a new dad?”

My heart physically hurt that he’d never feel Steven’s pure love and devotion again. All I could do was tell him stories about all the time they spent together and hope it was enough for Henry to carry his daddy with him into the future. I couldn’t admit to my son, or to myself, that his father was gone forever, and his love could never be replaced.

My plan was to get through the year of “firsts” without Steven (holidays, birthdays, anniversaries, etc.) and then Henry and I could move forward with a new man in our lives. That seemed reasonable enough. So, I clumsily explained that it was just the two of us for now, but maybe one day I would find someone to marry who would love us both.

I was caught off guard by how lonely I felt not only in that moment, but as time dragged on. Steven and I had been together nearly twenty-four seven for the last eighteen months because of Covid. I worked remotely, and Steven was on disability. From March through October 2020 Henry was home with us, too, “unschooling,” because distance learning proved too chaotic for him. He was already ahead in school, so why not let him spend more time with his dad? As I rinsed the shampoo from his hair, I was so grateful they had so much extra time together.

My best friend Lisa arrived from Chicago the evening after Steven died. She stayed with her mom, who had an apartment near mine in Manhattan, and came to hang out with Henry and me during the day. I was both disoriented and comforted when I first saw her. How had it only been a day since Steven died? It felt like weeks had passed.

Lisa and I spent the next few days working on Lego projects with Henry, drinking coffee, and planning Steven’s Zoom memorial. Covid was still a concern in New York City, so I didn’t want to do anything in person. I hadn’t planned a service in advance because that would have meant I’d accepted he would die. I had always held onto an irrational belief that the doctors were wrong, and that Steven had a long life ahead of him. Either that, or I would find a miracle cure.

That’s why Steven’s death felt unexpected even though he had been living with incurable cancer for three years. When he was admitted to the hospital a week before his death with pneumonia, the doctors thought he would be released within a couple of days. I was furious that they realized too late that the cumulative effects of chemotherapy had caused irreparable damage to his heart.

He wanted to come home, but Steven died in the hospital. While I was relieved that I didn’t have to watch him die slowly in our living room, it took me two years to release the anger I felt toward his doctors for not knowing how close to death he really was. It took me just as long to forgive myself for not being able to fulfill his final wish.

Thankfully Lisa took charge. “Email me a list of contacts and I’ll help you pick a bunch of photos,” she said. “I’ll put together a video and send out the invitation with a Zoom link.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” I said, slightly embarrassed.

I hadn’t wanted her to come, but the minute I told her Steven had died she said she was getting on a plane. Of course she would come. We had known each other for fifty years, having met in nursery school when she was three and I was four years old.

The truth was, I just wanted to be alone and pretend like none of this was happening. I wanted to run away to a place where nobody knew me, where there were no expectations about how I should feel or act. But I couldn’t break down. There was too much to do.

Four days after Steven died, family and friends gathered virtually to share memories of him, followed by a five-minute video montage. Since the service was primarily for me, I chose to listen rather than speak while Lisa ran the show.

She kept everyone on time so we could clock out after an hour. Henry played in his room rather than watch the service live, but we recorded it.

Steven’s younger brother spoke first from Seattle, where he lived with his wife and eighteen-year-old daughter. While there was a lot of love between them, they were not particularly close.

My brother spoke next about all the Thanksgivings and Christmases we spent together. When Steven moved in with me, just six months after we met, my brother was living in the building next door with his wife and two children. We did a good amount of babysitting for them before they moved to a nearby suburb when the kids were eight and twelve years old.

My niece, now a twenty-one-year-old college graduate, was in tears. “I remember all the fun sleepovers, McDonald’s for dinner, and Uncle Steven’s homemade ice cream.”

That was the only time I felt a little emotional as I watched in gallery view, my tiny square anchored in the upper left-hand corner of the screen. I loved my niece as if she was my first baby; seeing her hurting tore at my heart.

There were very few relatives from older generations. My father was the only parent still alive, but he was too frail to participate after a year of Covid isolation. My brother and I were still in the process of getting him into an assisted living facility. Both of Steven’s parents were dead. His dad had passed the year before, and his mom had died from ovarian cancer when he was a senior in high school.

Steven’s stepmother was there, and she shared some sweet stories from his twenties and thirties. His aunt (mother’s sister) and a couple of first cousins shared memories from his childhood.

That was pretty much all the family we had. My mother had been estranged from her parents and siblings when she died two and a half years earlier, and my father’s only sister had died at the end of April 2021.

There were still about sixty people on the call as Steven was loved by so many; old friends, parents from our babysitting co-op, and colleagues from past jobs all spoke of his kindness and generosity. The one thing I heard over and over was how devoted Steven was to Henry and me. I knew he loved us, of course I knew, but the last year and a half had been especially difficult. Hearing about the impact he’d had on others made me feel grateful for the time that we had together and also even more hurt and angry about his death.

When the pandemic descended on New York City in March 2020, I immediately wanted to rent a house near my brother in Larchmont, NY, because Steven’s immune system was so compromised. We were seeing stories on the news about trailers being converted into makeshift morgues in hospital parking lots because there wasn’t enough room for all the bodies. I couldn’t imagine what would happen if Steven needed to be hospitalized. I refused to let myself think about him dying without me by his side.

I also felt trapped inside our two-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment. It was miserable working remotely from our bedroom while in the living room Steven attempted to supervise Henry in his second grade Google classroom. It didn’t go well, and I was angry that both resisted leaving. Even though they didn’t want to move, by April 1st, 2020, we were settled into an Airbnb a few blocks away from where my brother lived with his family. We kept pretty much to ourselves, but there was plenty of room to spread out. I was relieved we had escaped the chaos of the city, and Henry and Steven slowly adjusted to our temporary home. Being near my brother had kept me sane, and even though this service was painful, it was also a reminder of how many people had cared about our family.

The service ended and I was so grateful to Lisa for having pulled it off. I never could have gotten through it without her. That kind of friendship is priceless.

“I can’t believe you’re only here for two more days,” I was close to whining as Lisa prepared to return to her life in Chicago.

She had been in the city for almost two weeks. I knew she needed to get home, but I didn’t know how I was going to do this parenting thing alone.

“I know,” she said, “but I can pick Henry up from school tomorrow if that helps.”

“Yes, that would be great! You guys can just take a cab back here.”

“That’s going to get expensive. Any update about the apartment sale?”

We’d been reluctant to sell the only home we’d shared together, but neither Henry, Steven, nor I could handle the additional stress of the public school’s chaotic post-pandemic environment. During that time, all three of us needed a higher level of support, the type only available in a costly private school for children with special needs.

“We’re closing November sixteenth, but I want to move by the beginning of October. I’m going to see three rentals on Friday while Henry is in school.”

“Oh, I wish I could stay and help you pack!”

“It’s fine. I’m in get-shit-done mode.”

I didn’t realize at the time that “get-shit-done mode” meant avoiding the real shit of dealing with my grief over losing my husband and the life we shared together. Somehow, I thought if I stayed focused on tasks, I could move forward with my life rather than remain devastated by Steven’s death. I gave Lisa a huge hug, so grateful to have a friend like her in my life for so many
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