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            Dedication

         
         
            For, and to, my father

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Oh, disappeared one!

            How I grafted my soul in the blue to find you!

         

          

         
            And thus, crazy, gazing upwards,

            Boiling my eyes in the reddest light to attain you

            How I followed the fleeing of my most avid emotion

            Through the hospitable twilight golds!

         

          

         
            Until one morning . . .

            One night . . .

            One evening . . .

            I was left like a curled-up dove,

            And I found my eyes through your blood

            —Julia de Burgos, excerpt from “Poem Detained in a Daybreak”
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            One

         
         “I think you need to get some help.” Elena has been practicing these simple words for almost a year when she says them to
            her father, over lunch, peering through the beer bottles on the table, all his, to look into his eyes. These words are so
            simple, so stupid, that they feel impossible coming out of her mouth, they feel like something from a television show, in
            fact, she thinks she might remember them from a “very special episode” of Saved by the Bell. And yet they are all she has, all she can offer him, and she hopes they will be enough.
         

         
         They are not.

         
         All she sees looking back at her on her father’s face is confusion, willful and broad. She wants to remember him as he used
            to be, when she was very small, so present and alert that it hurt her eyes to look at him. But it has been years since she
            saw him like that. She would like to cry. That hot hard feeling haunts the back of her throat, and her face prickles.
         

         
         “Help with what?” her father asks her. He is smiling. She never knows how he will react to anything. Sometimes he becomes angry and sometimes the same thing will make him laugh for long minutes until he coughs, a deep dragging smoker’s cough. She is pleading with him, begging him to change, to give her the thing she wants, himself, just himself, but sane. Sober. The way he was until a few years ago. She is asking him to stop crumbling away, she is asking him to stay, although the way he is now is less than what he once had been. She wants to halt the decay. Why does he not see himself disappearing? And he smiles.
         

         
         “Help with your problems.”

         
         He waves at the air like a cat batting at a moth.

         
         “Problems. What problems? You’ve been talking to your mother, haven’t you? She just worries. She’s got that anxiety thing.
            Now, enough. You tell me about something, tell me about your job,” he demands, taking a deep sip of his beer. They are at
            a Korean restaurant on St. Marks Place in Manhattan, and it is 1:00 p.m. on a Tuesday, and he has been drinking deeply.
         

         
         “I’m just working at the university library, Papi,” she reminds him. He looks confused for a moment, and then nods, vigorously,
            covering up the evidence of his memory lapse.
         

         
         “Tell me about classes.” Elena is in graduate school at NYU, getting her master’s in history. She is writing her thesis about
            the way cotton production in South America changed the fashion industry in the United States, and the lives of garment workers
            in New York City. She is working with professors from Stern for the economics, and students from NYU’s Costume Studies program
            for the fashion. She has sent her father article after article about her research. She tells him everything about her life,
            and he tells her nothing. She comes home to Philadelphia at least once a month and she has listed her classes for that semester
            at least three times, watching her mother’s hand tighten on her wineglass in frustration as she, who knows her daughter’s
            life well, mouths along, watching her father nod and smile, knowing he will remember nothing, hoping she is wrong.
         

         
         “What are you taking?”

         
         But she is never wrong about him. Heat rises up her throat, and she swallows water, pushing it down where it belongs.
         

         
         “I think you need some help with your mental health,” she tells him, her voice low.

         
         “What is this bullshit term? I read about this in the paper. What is this?” he asks, his voice curious, amused.

         
         “Your mind. Your mental condition,” she says. They have never talked about this. Her father does not really talk with anyone. He talks at people. He talks at her. He tells her what he thinks of the world, and when, as a little girl and then
            a teenager, she asked him about his life before she existed in it, he told her he had been poor and now he wasn’t. And that
            she should stop asking. So she did.
         

         
         “Have you given any thought to what you are going to do after you graduate?” he asks her, finishing his beer. He gestures
            to the waitress for another one. The only other people in the restaurant are a group of college students filling up on the
            free kimchi, four kids sharing a single order of bibimbap. Elena’s father looks at them.
         

         
         “Poor kids. I was like that.”

         
         “In college?” Elena asks, timidly. He never talks about himself. She knows he won’t answer her questions, but something inside
            of her compels her to ask. Maybe it is the disappointment that her carefully constructed attempt to talk about his mental
            condition burned down so quickly. Maybe it’s the beers, which she can see have loosened him, the way alcohol sometimes does.
            Other times it tightens him, making him tense and sharp. Even in his drinking, he is inconsistent and impossible to predict.
         

         
         “I used to live around here. Did you know that?” Elena nods, her body trembling. She did know that, it is one of maybe five pieces of real information she has about her father before her birth. She does not want to speak, does not want to disturb his mood. How awful she is, that she can put aside her planned speech—her plea for him to stop drinking, to get more serious help for his bipolar condition, to stay on his medication instead of going on and off whenever it suits him, to see a therapist, to want to help himself—for a tiny piece of information about his childhood. She is pathetic, she knows. 

         
         “At First and First. Center of the universe. Not then, though. Then it was . . . God. What are those rents like now?”

         
         “Expensive.” She breathes out. He nods, like she has delivered vital wisdom.

         
         “We should go over there. You want to go over there? I can show you my old neighborhood. We can take a walk. You got time?”
            Elena has class in an hour. She does not care. She has never missed a class in her life, not in college, not now. She is due
            a skip. She nods. He smiles at her, and for a moment he is not the man in front of her, his jowls sagging from the weight
            he has gained, hair thinning, his body sinking under the load of the alcohol and lithium and time. For a moment he is the
            way he was when she was ten years old, lean and tall and tan and vibrant, and it is enough for her, Elena, that he hug her,
            that is all she needs to know she is loved.
         

         
         “Great. That’s great. I want to show you this. I can show you where I lived with my mother, all the places, we moved around
            a lot. And where my grandmother lived, everyone. My whole family was there. Did you know that?” She did not. He has never
            answered a single question about his family in her twenty-four years of life, never responded to any inquiry, never volunteered
            more than a morsel of information. Now he is offering her a feast. She feels frozen, unable to move. Her heart is beating
            and she can hear it, she can feel herself vibrating. She doesn’t know what to do with her body. She wants what he is offering
            her so badly she almost extends her hand, like this information is a tangible thing she can feel, hold.
         

         
         He leans back in his chair.

         
         “We can walk for a bit, but I have to go around four.” His words break the spell. Where is he going? He still has not told her why he is here. She got the call the night before, that he was coming, taking her out to lunch. He has never just come to New York before. This is why she wanted to say something, her planned feeble speech. Because he had come, and she thought that might be a sign of something. 

         
         “Your mother and I, we’ve decided to take some time apart. I’m heading down to San Juan for a while, give her a chance to
            cool off. You know how your mother is, more now than before, she just flies off the handle. She’s hysterical. No logic, turns
            herself against me. I’m going to wait out the storm down there until it’s safe, you know?” Her father is laughing, smiling,
            as the waitress brings him another beer. Elena remains as still as before, as pain replaces the anticipation in her body.
            “I’m just gonna be down on the island until she’s ready. Don’t you worry, though.”
         

         
         She is never wrong about him. But he can still surprise her. He can always be worse than she imagined.

         
         “When?” Elena forces the words past her mouth. Her father looks at her, uncomprehending.

         
         “When are you going?”

         
         “Tonight. From JFK. Cheaper flight.” Her parents have never once flown out of New York to go to Puerto Rico, not since Elena
            was born, at least. They fly from Philadelphia, regardless of the cost. And he said flight, singular. One-way.
         

         
         “I see.” She had hoped so deeply that his calling her for lunch was an act of love. An opening of a door. But it was merely
            a rest stop.
         

         
         “I’m gonna take a leak, okay, and then we’ll go for that walk. Sound good?” Elena nods, her neck stiff with tension. The walk. She will still have that. That is something, more than anything that has come before. That is an act of love, is it not? That is a gesture, he will show her his young life, one of the many parts of him she has never seen. Maybe he will talk to her, maybe they can discuss what he is telling her about her mother, about their marriage, maybe it is not so serious, like he says, just a storm passing over the horizon. 

         
         He kisses her on the forehead, and stumbles to the bathroom. She watches him, turning her head to see him as he goes, and
            then turns back to her meal. The soup she had ordered is a beef bone and leek soup with a milky broth and she usually loves
            it, leaves the bowl empty. Today it has cooled and it turns her stomach to smell it, to see the fat floating on the tepid
            broth. She picks up her father’s latest beer bottle and drinks it, mostly to prevent him from doing so, but also for courage,
            and a little numbness. She does not want to feel as deeply as she does, for fear she will not be able to stand it. She trembles.
            Her hands are shaking, and she doesn’t know if that’s from anticipation or panic. She clasps them together so hard her nails
            bite into her flesh, but it’s better than the shaking, she decides. He has to give her something real now. If he won’t try
            to fix himself, get better, at the very least he has to give her some part of himself, some history that she can have. She
            is sick of studying other people’s stories and not knowing her own.
         

         
         Maybe if she knows him better, he will find her more worth loving, more worth changing for. She hates how much she hopes for
            this, longs for it, cannot cut her need for this out of her no matter how much she tries. She never knows who she is angrier
            with, him or herself.
         

         
         This is why, forty-five minutes later, although she knows that he is gone, that he has left her there, and isn’t coming back—not
            for their walk, not to pay, not to be her father at all, to be there, with her—Elena sits at the table still, looking at the
            soup she will never order again, and the remains of his spicy stir-fried squid, and the many bottles of beer he had to drink
            to tell her he and her mother were over, and hopes against hope that all of this is a mistake, that any minute he will appear.
         

         
         He does not. She would like to break the bottles, she would like to burn the restaurant down, she would like to cry because she has less now than she did before she saw him, at least earlier she had hope. But she learned from an early age to cover her father’s mistakes, and so she instead pays the bill and walks out of the restaurant. 

         
         After she has walked from Manhattan to Brooklyn because the energy inside of her, the anger, is buzzing so brightly she can’t
            sit on a train, she will call her mother and ask just what the hell is going on. During a phone call that feels like someone
            stabbing her in the gut, she will learn that it is her mother who has asked her father to leave, that she has exorcised him
            from her life, trimmed him out of photos and taken him off the deed to their Philadelphia home.
         

         
         In that call, she will learn that her father has been in the grips of a manic spiral for over nine months. That he overdosed
            on his lithium, accidently or on purpose no one will ever know, and then, after a hospital visit to flush out his liver, declared
            he would never take it again, that it made him numb and too calm, that he couldn’t move fast with it. That in the spirit of
            moving fast he then crashed his car driving drunk on the New Jersey Turnpike, and somehow walked away from it whole, with
            nothing more than a black eye. And $15,000 of damage. She will learn that he lost his license to practice law, that he has
            left his life behind, or been pushed out of it, by her mother, who is finally done. The anger that will fill her veins and
            clog her throat learning these things will be overwhelming, a murderous rage that makes her tremble, that she tells herself
            she cannot feel, will not feel. It will seem historic in nature, ancient Greek, and humans can’t survive that kind of thing.
            She will ask why her mother didn’t tell her any of this, and neither of them will tell the truth, which is that between them
            they have formed a habit of silence on the subject of Santiago, and habits are hard to break. She would like to hate her mother
            for her silence, but she can only hate one parent at a time.
         

         
         She will begin to edit her father out of her narratives. She will learn how to say she is visiting her mother, not her parents. She will find that no one questions her, or points this out, and this makes her sad and angry in a way she will tell no one about. 

         
         Her parents will divide territory, him on the island, her mother taking the mainland, and Elena will not venture to San Juan.
            It would feel disloyal, and while her mother will never say it, Elena will know she is happy Elena has chosen not to go. Elena
            has always been an obedient child. She had hoped that would earn her love. It rarely seems to.
         

         
         She will get a call from him a few months later, which she will answer, despite the sight of his name on her phone inspiring
            dread in her stomach. He will not remember this lunch, this moment, his offer to give her a piece of his past. He will tell
            her life is wonderful and perfect and that she must visit him soon, and she will say nothing. He will ask her what classes are you taking, and she will end the call before she can start crying. Before she can scream. She will tell herself that she is sad, very
            sad. She lies.
         

         
         He will look at the phone, puzzled, these devices never make much sense to him, and wonder if he has hurt her, but only for
            a moment, before the rum clouds his chaotic brain chemistry, before he can, really truly can, no longer think of anyone but
            himself. He will return to his life on the island. He will sink into this new way of being and it will be as though all of
            the things that came before—his marriage, his child, his ambition as a lawyer, his friends, the first and last he ever made,
            his deceptions, his distant past and childhood all buried deep, his mother most of all—are behind him. He will have escaped
            them, left them all in the past, where they belong. He wants to be light, he wants to carry as little with him as possible.
            That has always been his deepest and truest dream.
         

         
         This day, this lunch he will not remember, as he stumbles out into the fall sunshine, looking at the world through a haze of cheap Japanese beer, will be the last time in his life that Santiago will ever see the East Village, the place where he was born, the place he thought was the whole world for so long until he thought it was a prison. 

         
          

         Six years later, it is September once again. Her brain buzzing from wine, Dutch courage, Elena will find herself alone at
            night in the neighborhood that her father lived in long ago. She will pass First and First. She will not notice the schools
            he once attended, the apartments belonging to the family she has never heard of, will never meet. Eventually, she will stop,
            and stand at Avenue A and Third Street, looking at the first housing project, her bleary eyes reading the sign mounted on
            the brick wall, and she will take a picture, the historian in her never truly dormant, no matter that she works in real estate
            now. She will have no idea that she is on the walk, the one he promised her, and that this would have been a place her father
            would have shown her, now will never show her. Then, she will take the subway home, and sleep, and wake, and go on with her
            life, and look at other daughters and fathers and think, Well, that’s it for that, then. She will, she knows, be done with him, her own father, forever. She is never wrong about him.
         

         
         But sometimes she is wrong about herself.

         
         The next day, the storm comes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         When Elena wakes up four months, two weeks, and five days after Hurricane Maria landed in San Juan, she feels, for no particular
            reason, a sensation of deep dread. Her stomach rolls, and breathing through her nausea, she stumbles through her tiny apartment,
            her studio, single women in New York live in studios. Her head bows over her small porcelain sink, its white surface split by fine cracks
            that resemble the shoulder-length curly hairs on her head, and she retches. Thin yellow mucus, bitter and foul, floods her
            mouth, and then her sink. She leans backward, smiles weakly, grimly congratulating herself. At least you know you aren’t pregnant. She hasn’t had sex in a long time. Not since she ended things with Daniel. And besides, she knows, this happens, it means
            something bad is coming.
         

         
         For most of her adolescence, Elena Vega threw up every morning. Not after breakfast, not to be thinner, though she would have
            liked to be thinner, as would everyone. She would throw up after brushing her teeth, deep racking spasms throughout her body, saliva pooling in her mouth, and then, a flood of bile. She would brush her teeth once more, and descend the stairs of her unhappy home. She never told anyone about it. What would she have said? My body is trying to eject itself. My stomach is trying to escape. Even my insides want out.

         
         It would have been another worry, another thing for her mother, Rosalind, named for the famous film actress her own mother
            had so adored, to worry about. Elena has never wanted anyone to worry about her. There is no room for worrying about her in
            their family.
         

         
         She should have known the day her father met her, six years ago now, that it would be a bad day. She had thrown up that morning,
            too. But that was all before she understood that her nausea is a kind of prescience, that her innards are augury, foretelling
            the future.
         

         
         She had thrown up after Daniel had asked her to marry him, and every day afterward until she gave him back his ring. It never
            fit her well, anyway, and after she did her stomach had left her alone, settling into solitude with more contentment than
            her mind. Even now she was unsure why she had done that, given it back, she who was so lonely, who had wanted to be with someone
            badly. Her mother, who she loves deeply, does not understand it. Daniel was so kind to Elena, and her mother has come to value
            kindness more with every passing year. He was so stable, and her mother has always always told her stability is more than passion will ever be. Elena knows her mother speaks from experience, and she would like to
            follow it, really she would. But Elena knows she would never be happy with Daniel. Daniel loved her the way her mother does,
            because she is obedient, because she does and says all the right things. Somewhere in Elena something is burning and angry
            and it wants to explode all over her life. Daniel did not deserve to be there when it does.
         

         
         It is not, as one friend says, joking but not joking, because Elena is an only child, so no man’s love will be enough for her. Some only children are spoiled, or at least, that is the myth Elena knows well, the one she smiles at and pretends to be amused by, donning an invisible mimed princess tiara and making others laugh. But Elena was not spoiled, not in the sense of being given too much and placed in the center of the universe. But in other ways I am spoiled, milk allowed to sit too long in the sun, curdled now. Living with her parents, with their clouds of unhappiness, with her father and his so very many things, so very many things
            she had to account for, understand, avoid, she had never been the center of anything.
         

         
         The phone rings. A photo pops up, a frozen image of her mother, Rosalind Goldberg, her full name spelled out in Elena’s phone
            book, just like everyone else’s. Elena likes names, full names, something about how much time she has spent looking at historic
            records bled into her and everyone now must be known in her life, in her devices and notebooks, the way they would want to
            be remembered throughout time.
         

         
         Elena wipes her face, hiding from her mother as she always has; no matter that she cannot see her, Rosalind will know, and Elena cannot have that. She cannot have her mother worrying about her. Elena is already too worried about herself. She
            takes a deep breath and accepts the call.
         

         
         “Elena, it’s me. It’s about your father. He’s gone missing.”

         
         Whatever Elena’s guts were trying to reveal to her, she had not expected this. She cannot breathe. She can feel her stomach
            bile rising again, and imagines it choking her. She is silent for a long, long moment. It is insane to her to hear about her
            father from her mother. She has been a locked vault about him since the day he left. Before, even. Rosalind has never answered
            any of Elena’s questions about Santiago’s past. After they separated Elena thought she would finally get answers, but Rosalind
            was loyal to Santiago in this way, and gave Elena as little as he had. When Elena pressed, Rosalind said that Santiago’s past
            had dark things in it and he had wanted to protect Elena from that, and she, Rosalind, had to respect that. Elena does not
            feel protected. She feels lost. And so, apparently, is he.
         

         
         “Elena? Did you hear me?”

         
         “What does that mean, he’s gone?” she asks, trying to keep her voice calm, she can feel it rising, feel a keening cry at the back of her throat. 

         
         “He is missing, has been missing, actually, but we, I, didn’t know.” Rosalind’s voice sounds stuffy and nasal, as it always
            does when she has had a cold, or been crying.
         

         
         “You said he was okay. After Maria. You said you talked to him.”

         
         It has been months since the hurricane.

         
         “I talked to his neighbor,” Rosalind admits, her voice small. Elena closes her eyes, containing herself.

         
         Elena had been frantic after the hurricane, truly, deeply frantic. It had surprised her. She had thought on the subject of
            her father she was entirely neutral. Then the storm blew through the island and through her.
         

         
         She works for a company that manages a group of buildings in Brooklyn Heights, Park Slope, Crown Heights, and Clinton Hill.
            Most of the time she works from home, or shows prospective renters apartments, but twice a month they have company meetings
            in their central office space in downtown Brooklyn. She had been in one the morning after the Category 4 storm hit Puerto
            Rico, on September 20, and while she was waiting for her turn to talk about the recent rentals she had completed, Daniel,
            who was still her fiancé at the time, sent her an article about the destruction. Doesn’t your father live there? She was shocked by what she saw. Storms were normal on the island, but the images she was looking at were all flooding and
            destruction, downed power lines and whole towns under the waves and rain, and deaths, lots of deaths. She stared at the words
            on her phone screen, wishing they would reconstitute into something else, something good.
         

         
         She realized she could not remember how words worked, their order, because she had lost all sense of nouns and verbs, how they interact. When she spoke, she sounded like she had taken every word in her head and jumbled them, a child’s block set of words, and then tried to arrange them again with no sense of meaning, just an interest in the color of each. She had excused herself and found a corner to curl into, breathing like she’d run up five flights of stairs, her heart burning with pain. A fellow agent, Jeff, found her and sat with her, silent and calm in the face of her panic. It was the closest she had felt to someone in months. 

         
         Elena and her father do not speak. Not really. He rarely called or texted her, preferring instead to email her random things
            he found on the internet, photos of cats in teacups, articles about cheese-making in Nepal and the Singaporean economy and
            the French legal system. She never knew what they meant, what he wanted to tell her with this information. She never responded,
            and he didn’t seem to care about her reaction. She dutifully sent him messages on his birthday and Father’s Day. She received
            emails twice or three times a month. That was the extent of their communication.
         

         
         But after Maria, Elena thought he would call. He could not be so far from reality that he would not have noticed the storm,
            not have understood the way people would be fearful for him. He must have run out of alcohol at some point, sobered up enough
            to know that this was not business as usual, that the island was in crisis, that people would want to know that he was alive.
            But she heard nothing.
         

         
         Her panic flared out at the edges, waking her at night. She went from trying to learn as little as possible about the problems,
            reading only the good-news articles, the stories of help and care and false positivity, to reading about disaster, starvation,
            anger, pain, planeloads of people fleeing to Florida, children turned away from hospitals, food running low, nights in total
            darkness, the crimes that darkness hides. She consumed everything, devoured everything, hoping to catch a glimpse of her father,
            but she never did.
         

         
         Finally, after a week of this, after she realized that she hadn’t had a full meal since the storm, that her jeans were looser and she could not even celebrate the fact, Elena called her mother and demanded that she contact her father. Rosalind was reluctant, but understood, and she told Elena that everything was fine, that Santiago had found the only working liquor store on the island and was enjoying the evening sky without light pollution. Elena went home that night and made herself a roast chicken, a steak, a cacio e pepe, a salad as big as a cat, and a chocolate mousse. She ate them all by herself. A month later, she gave Daniel back his ring,
            and that night she slept with Jeff at his going-away party, relieved that the reality of him was a disappointment compared
            to the fantasy of him she had been building since he had comforted her. She is always relieved when people disappoint her,
            because she is always waiting for them to do so, anxious until they do, the way she feels deep relief on the way to the airport
            when she finally remembers whatever it was she had forgotten to pack.
         

         
         All because she knew that her father was fine. And now Rosalind is telling her that her father is missing. She wants to curl
            up inside herself all over again. She wants to cry. She wants Daniel to hold her. She wants Jeff inside her again, however
            disappointing his performance. She wants Rosalind to laugh and tell her it isn’t true, that she is playing a horrible joke,
            that she will never do something like this again. She wants to hear her father laughing in the background, she wants to hear
            Rosalind shush him because he is spoiling her prank, she wants to be ten again when they were happy in San Juan and she watched
            her parents smile as the sun set and they sipped their wine.
         

         
         And she is also angry. His house must be a mess. She doubts that he maintains it well, he never had a sense of maintenance,
            not like her mother has, not like Elena herself has, she does it for a living. That house is a piece of history, its floors
            from different centuries. Her father, she is sure, is letting it go to ruin. He never takes care of anything, anyone, Elena knows, and it enrages her, hurts her in her very soul.
         

         
         “I talked to Gloria, you remember her, she has that little West Indian place, takeout lunches, she always puts it in Styrofoam,
            which I hated, but the food was good.”
         

         
         Rosalind is rambling. She is talking about takeout containers instead of her missing ex-husband. That means that she, too,
            is nervous. Elena is as sensitive to her mother’s moods as a piano tuner is to vibrations. She can see her, a hundred miles
            away, as she picks at her nailbeds, turning the thin skin into a shredded mess of epidermis, red and swollen, easily infected,
            Rosalind’s long slim fingers ruined by her anxiety. This is why Elena can never worry her mother. She cannot be the reason
            for Rosalind’s hands to hurt.
         

         
         “I remember Gloria, Mom,” Elena assures her, trying to quiet the screaming in her mind, the knowledge that she knows, always,
            that something is wrong, has known the whole time, somehow.
         

         
         “She said she saw your father every day, he gets food from her, it’s not good for him, I’m sure it’s got a lot of oil, you
            know how Puerto Ricans are, they love their fat, his heart . . . I don’t even know the last time he’s seen a doctor.” Gloria
            is not Puerto Rican, although she speaks the lazy island Spanish well, far better than Elena, to her shame. Santiago never
            spoke Spanish with Elena. She learned it in college. Gloria is from Antigua, and her years in San Juan have given her more
            Spanish than Elena has.
         

         
         Elena does not correct her mother.

         
         “Why didn’t you talk to him?” Elena is trying to be calm, trying not to explode at her mother, trying to contain herself. She can feel steam
            hissing off her words, though, regardless.
         

         
         “I tried to,” Rosalind insists. “He wouldn’t answer me. Gloria said his phone was broken by a power surge when the city grid
            came back on, but I don’t know. He might just not have wanted to talk to me. You know that he is difficult. I’m sorry.”
         

         
         The storm hit the island in September, the height of hurricane season.

         
         When Elena was nine, she had visited the island with her parents and gone to see her grandfather, a smiling happy man who made both of her parents very unhappy in very different ways. That year, Hurricane Hortense had blown Abuelo’s gardening shed away, and damaged his avocado tree. He teared up when describing the pain the tree felt, and her father had nodded, and said nothing when later her mother, livid, railed against Abuelo’s pain at the tree and disregard for the son he had abandoned. Elena, half asleep, her stomach swollen with her step-grandmother’s arroz y habichuelas, was woken up by her father, who, drunk, pained, stormed from the house and then drove their car off the road to avoid the
            truck that he had almost run into. They did not return to the island for a year after that, and she had wondered for a long
            time where the garden shed had landed, if someone else was using it now, if her grandfather had stayed sad about his aguacates.
         

         
         Hortense had been a terrible storm. This one was worse.

         
         “But today Gloria called me,” Rosalind says. Her nasal voice makes her sound like she is telling a joke, her tone makes Elena want to hold on to something,
            for safety. “She hasn’t seen your father in days, she says. Usually he gets food from her place, like I said, she said sometimes
            she checks on him because he can be in one of his bad periods. She thinks he might be missing.”
         

         
         It is now mid-February. Months since the storm hit, and the island is creeping, slowly, toward recovery, denied the support it needed, needs, from the country that taxes it without representation, largely out of the headlines, an occasional piece popping up here and there to remind people that it exists, that it is still struggling. But as far as most people Elena knows go, despite their initial social media furor, their Instagram throwback vacation photos underscored with #prayforpuertorico, the hurricane is a thing of the past. Power has been restored, shakily, to parts of the island, to San Juan completely. The damage is very bad, but the storm is long gone. How can her father have disappeared now? Where has he gone? How has he left the house? And why doesn’t he have better timing?
         

         
         “I hate to ask you this, honey, but would you be willing to go? I just . . . I can’t. I’m worried, but I can’t go there, Elena.
            It’s a haunted place for me. Would you go and just make sure your father is all right? And the house? The house is yours,
            anyway, or it’s supposed to be, when he’s gone.”
         

         
         Rosalind will not say that he might be gone now, but they both know that this is a possibility. That the house might already
            be Elena’s. That Santiago Vega might already be dead. Elena cannot decide how she feels about that, and that fuels her anger,
            bile forming again in her mouth.
         

         
         She swallows deeply.

         
         “He was supposed to put it in your name, it might be yours already,” Rosalind says. Elena sighs, deeply. Might be mine? Of course Rosalind does not know. Of course. What a mess all this is, what a mess it always is. If the house is already hers there is so much Elena will need to do,
            taxes she will need to pay, but also if it is hers, well, she will have something, her own property to restore, a historic
            home in one of the New World’s most historic cities. A piece of the past would be hers. A part of history, a part of the island
            for her, all her own. The house is a piece of her. But she doesn’t want it to be hers this way.
         

         
         Elena is silent, her heart twisting.

         
         “You can find out when you go, you can see how the house is, look at what might need to be done, and you can also see if,
            if he is there. Please?”
         

         
         “Mom. Please.”

         
         “I can’t go, Elena. I just can’t.” Elena never wants to feel negatively toward her mother but the bile rises in her throat again at what she is being asked to do. She knows that since their divorce, Rosalind simply cannot deal with her father. She cannot, she will not, she won’t. She says that she has done it for too long, but the truth that she knows and Elena knows and neither of them discusses is that Elena’s father is still perfectly capable of breaking Rosalind’s heart and she is, despite her strength, her capability, her neatly tailored suits and beautifully designed life, a fragile thing. She is shattered bone held together with pins, a dinosaur in the museum, and if she breaks again, she is not sure she will be able to reassemble. 

         
         Elena so wants to say no. It is a haunted place for her, too. She barely speaks to her father, he barely speaks to her. She
            loves him, she barely knows him. She loves him, but she cannot forget the last time they saw each other, won’t even walk down
            that block of St. Marks, passing the restaurant that has changed hands three times since then but remains cheap and Korean.
            She loves him, yes, but she might hate him, too.
         

         
         She wants to tell her mother to be the adult, to deal with her missing, mentally ill ex-husband, that this is not fair to
            Elena, that she is not qualified to do this. Elena wants to say all of that, very badly. But that is not who Elena is. Elena
            says yes when people ask her to do something. Elena says yes when Rosalind asks her to do something. So before she can let
            herself say something else, she says:
         

         
         “I understand, Mom. Of course I’ll go.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         That day in the fall of 2007 when they bought the house in Puerto Rico was the beginning of the end for Santiago Vega’s marriage. He would never know this, never would have believed it if told. By this point in his life, his sense of the world and other people was becoming shadowy, smeared at the edges. His condition included more than a little paranoia, more than a little delusion. There were people who fought that, medicated it, watched for it, and people who didn’t. He was in the latter group. He used to be better than this. He used to fight every day, and win, to own his conditions instead of letting them own him. There was a time when he was so careful with his medication, so sure that if he took what his doctor gave him he would be fixed, healed. He used to fear his mother’s mind and look for its heir in his own. They might not have shared the same diagnosis, but sometimes, very rarely, he let himself remember that he was her son, that her illness was like a gun he used as a paperweight. Different in his life than hers, but still there. He used to think of himself as recovering, striving, that even at his worst, he could be better. But something had snapped recently and he could feel the fight draining from him, washing away. He looked at his prescriptions now with disgust and longing, missing the days when they seemed to fix things in his mind. They were not magic, and if they could not fix him completely then what was the point of them? And why did he need fixing, anyway? He was becoming content with himself in a way that he used to fear. It was like drowning, but very slowly, and he had begun to find it comfortable underwater. 

         
         Another person, even a person with his issues, might have been able to connect the acquisition of a decrepit shell in Old
            San Juan with the breakdown of their own marriage, but it was Santiago’s newly formed ability to miss such connections, to
            be so blind to things that they might as well not have existed at all. To construct a world in his mind and believe it was
            the only real thing. Confabulation was the term Dr. Moretti would have used, but he had stopped listening in their sessions, waiting patiently until the end
            when the pills would be prescribed and he could leave. He had stopped listening to most people, to Rosalind, to Elena, so
            vocal at twenty and sure of the world she knew so little about, only really hearing himself. But he didn’t see any of it.
            His vision, for so long sharp and clear and full of the future, was blurring.
         

         
         Instead, he decided that the acquisition of land on the island from which his parents had come was a new beginning, a new
            age of his marriage, by then decades old. It was an achievement that he was proud of in an almost violent way. He had achieved
            much, most of which felt empty now. There was a time when his only goal was escape, then advancement, then stability. He’d
            gotten each one. This was his latest vision, letting the others drop away. He, the grandchild of illiterate jibaritos, the son of a man who had left him to rot in poverty, could now afford more and better land on that island than anyone else in his family. Not some lot of grass out in Bayamon, some jungle patch in the interior, a condo by the beach. He was buying a house in Old San Juan, a piece of history, a stone chipped off one of the oldest cities in the New World. Signing the deed, smiling, just under Rosalind’s neat signature, his flourishes overlapping her square letters, he could feel sweet blood on his teeth. He was biting off a piece of the world. 

         
         His hand shook slightly in the way it had started doing recently, making his signature a little off. Rosalind looked at him,
            concerned, but he ignored her. Dr. Moretti had told him this was a common side effect of long-term lithium use and asked him
            if he had been drinking. He lied, the way he did when he felt this way, powerful, energized, high. When he felt this way,
            the lies came quickly and easily, he knew them to be true, he willed them into veracity. He wasn’t drinking like the doctor
            thought, it was just to calm down, it was to sleep. Dr. Moretti didn’t need to know, wouldn’t understand. Besides, hadn’t
            he said it was because of the lithium? Wasn’t he himself the one who had prescribed it all those years ago? Sometimes he didn’t
            even take it, wouldn’t that help his hands? He was medicated. He made money. He was fine.
         

         
         He remembered the day, two years ago, when he had watched his only child graduate from high school. An expensive high school, one he had helped pay for, its campus covered in trees and sweating with privilege. She was dressed in white, like all her female classmates, her dark hair falling down her shoulders. She looked so clean, so untainted by anything. Eighteen then, and she had so much more than he had at her age. She walked up to get her diploma, to collect the prizes she’d won, his smart and wonderful child, and the audience, all children of privilege and their rich parents, clapped for her with manicured hands and white clean smiles. She was one of them. She had lived her life around people like them and would do so until she died. She was going off to college, there had never been any question of that. She had a future so secure it might as well have been a bank vault. If he died that day, he knew, she would still be fine, she would be supported and whole. He had felt pride but also, like a knife wound, a jealousy so strong it blinded him. He had loved his daughter in that moment, oh yes, he clapped like everyone else. But he might have hated her for a moment, too. Certainly resented her. He was jealous of his own child. 

         
         He had gotten drunker that night than he had in years. Something had opened up in him, and he couldn’t close it. Didn’t want
            to close it.
         

         
         Now she was twenty, and she came home on vacations with stories about what she was learning, what she was doing. When she
            called something at the school stupid or pointless he wanted to wring her neck. He wanted to shove her into the gutter and
            make her crawl with the rats, so she could understand what she was taking for granted, what entitlement she lived in, how
            lucky she was. He shouldn’t want to do that to his child, but he did, and it made it hard to look at her, talk to her, sometimes.
            He wanted to rub her face in his past, but he also wanted her to never ever know about it, never let it taint her. It would
            change the way she saw him, she would pity him, the way he had pitied his mother. He couldn’t have that happen, not ever.
            He was no thing to be pitied, he had made himself something else, and the parts of him that were pathetic and poor and weak
            were parts Elena could never know. He settled for not speaking to her much at all. It was better this way. And of course,
            the drinking helped. He rarely thought of it as a problem anymore. Why should he? It was helping him. If Rosalind couldn’t
            see that, how was that any of his fault?
         

         
         “Are you done?” Rosalind asked, bringing him back to the present. The signing. The success.

         
         He looked down at the deed, and the pen he was holding, noting the tremor again. He could feel Rosalind watching his hand as he signed the paperwork on the house, even though he wasn’t looking at her, and it made him furious. What was she doing, watching him all the time like this, policing him? She was out to get him, she didn’t understand either, she was against him, she wanted to take away the things that helped him. Hadn’t he done everything right? Hadn’t he made money, sent Elena to school? She was done now, Elena, she was an adult, so what the fuck did Rosalind want of him? 

         
         His rage was sudden, electric, and he had to press it down, contain it. It made him laugh with its energy.

         
         “I’m done!” he said, proudly, the anger gone as he chuckled. “It’s all done now!”

         
         “Really? We have so much work to do now. It’s just beginning,” Rosalind said, dourly, in that way of hers, looking at him
            strangely as he laughed. His anger flared to life again, a salamander twisting inside his gut.
         

         
         “Why do you have to be so negative?” he shot back, his voice sharp. Couldn’t she be happy?

         
         Rosalind looked away, her eyes taking in the shell that they had bought, the mess of it all, the plants growing through the
            floor, the salt-stained wood and pitted plaster-cement walls.
         

         
         “This is a ruin,” she said, calmly. Their real estate agent, Wilfredo, a little man with impossibly canary-yellow hair, neatly
            dyed and carefully combed back from his forehead, nodded enthusiastically.
         

         
         “Una ruina!” he said, delighted. Strange creature.
         

         
         “We’re ready for it,” Santiago assured him, in Spanish, and they nodded at each other with the confidence of men. Rosalind smiled limply. She had talked to friends in the architecture department at Tyler School of Art and Architecture, who had drawn up plans for them, found contractors on the island, and she communicated in her broken Spanish what they wanted, sourced local materials; looked into the permits they would need, how they could restore water and electricity to the long-empty building; what historic-board standards they would have to meet to pass the stringent rules of the city’s codes. But he, who had done nothing for the house, was so confident in their readiness. He felt that flash of gratitude he so often felt for her, that moment when someone else permitted his brain to rest for long enough to help him focus on them, and he kissed her cheek, promising himself, as he did each time, he would be better from now on. A bird cooed and fluttered in the corner of his eye, and he promptly forgot, as he watched Elena, now a college sophomore at the University of Chicago, her limbs pale and softened from long library nights, shoo a pigeon that had flown into the space through the unpaned windows. 

         
         His daughter. His daughter, who had achieved time and again, who was smart and sweet and strong, he looked at her and wondered
            at her existence, that she had come from him. He could see himself in her face, the only reminder sometimes that she was,
            indeed, his. He bit back that little bile he felt, that jealousy, that rage she made him feel. It was wrong to think that
            way, even in his deteriorating state he knew that. He had worked hard to give her everything. Why didn’t he want her to have
            it now? Enough, he swallowed it down. All of this was for her. He, they, would fix the house, restore it to the livability
            it had once had two hundred, three hundred years earlier, for it dated back to the 1700s, and then someday Elena would have
            it for her own. It would be his legacy to her.
         

         
         Santiago had inherited nothing from his family but hunger. Want. He used to read the phrase in old-fashioned books when he
            was a child, I wanted for nothing. He had wanted for so much. For everything. Not Elena, though. She had been fed and clothed and loved and nurtured, and she would receive more, above all that. He would give her this, a piece of the island itself. He would stop telling himself she didn’t deserve it, stop loathing her just a little for having all he had given her. He wanted to hug her, to strangle her, his trembling hands itched and he didn’t know for which action. His conflicting needs almost felt like voices in his head, and that horrified him more than anything. He was different. He wasn’t his mother. God, he needed a drink. He needed a river of them. 

         
         “I’ll be back.” The Realtor was gone now, and Rosalind and Elena were walking around with a notebook, Elena noting Rosalind’s
            murmured thoughts. They looked up at his words, their faces twin reflections of annoyance warring with resignation.
         

         
         Elena had until lately looked like him far more than she looked like her mother. Her skin was not as dark as his, a fact that
            would have delighted his own mother, had she lived to see her granddaughter. She had always wanted to be fairer. Elena was
            paler, yes, but her skin was still olive tinged, making her look pale sickly green without frequent sun exposure. Her hair
            was dark, and curly, and abundant, and her chin set, firm, her cheeks rounded like his. When she was a toddler, a little girl,
            she had grasped his face hard with her plump hands and squealed, asking him, Why is your face my face? And he had laughed and told her that she had stolen his, chasing her until she promised to give it back.
         

         
         Now, though, she looked more and more like her mother, not in the architecture of her features, but in the expressions that
            haunted them. There was such knowledge there, as she looked at him, that he would let her down. Such judgment that he could
            not stand it. He walked to her, kissing her on her forehead, feeling it knit and furrow under his lips, and had to fight not
            to explode at her in anger, in shame. How dare she judge him? He paid for her education, he had just bought a house to leave
            her, and she thought to judge him? Her lack of gratitude made him breathless. He pulled back and looked at her for long moments,
            daring her to speak. But she didn’t. She never did.
         

         
         “We have dinner at seven,” Rosalind said, neutrally.

         
         “We’re celebrating. Don’t forget,” said Elena, looking at him, willing his brain to remember.

         
         “See you back at the hotel at six,” he said, walking out the door.

         
         Hours later, lying on the hotel bed alone as Rosalind and Elena left for the meal without him, too drunk to stand on his own,
            he wondered what it was he couldn’t quite remember. It niggled at his brain, tugging at the edge of his inebriated consciousness.
            He should have made it to the dinner, they were celebrating something. The house? No, oh no, it was more than that, but what?
         

         
         It was Elena’s birthday. And the anniversary of Neil’s death, the one he celebrated at least. His daughter, who he was not
            there for; Neil, who he could never be there for again. You gave them everything you could, you are giving her a house, that’s enough, something has to be enough, he thought, but he knew nothing would ever really be enough. He had been born so thirsty, he could never quench another’s
            throat when he himself was empty, forever empty. He gave his daughter the life she deserved because he couldn’t give her anything
            else, any part of himself, it was all too ruined for her to have. He lived in fear of her brain being like his brain. He lived
            in fear of what he had given to her, or he would have, if he had been able to focus. He was shutting down those fears because
            they were too much to feel and it was easier for him to live without them. He thought about Elena and Neil, coming and leaving.
            Doors opening and closing at the same time, and him, as unconscious as he could make himself so he wouldn’t have to feel a
            thing about either.
         

         
         He was asleep long before he could remember all that he was forgetting.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         Elena sits in Newark Airport, and considers the concept of purgatory.

         
         She is not Catholic. Her father is a Catholic, or was, or maybe Catholicism is like addiction, maybe you are always Catholic regardless of your consumption patterns. Elena has never met a Catholic who has uncomplicated feelings about
            the religion, including Santiago. He was always more than happy for Rosalind to take their child to synagogue, and Elena was
            raised Jewish. Perhaps he was always happy for his own history to disappear. Elena is content in her Judaism, it appeals both
            to the historian in her, which bitterly enjoys the richness and pain of her religious legacy, and the pragmatist, which finds
            the idea of heaven hard to stomach.
         

         
         Besides, she has recently wondered if Rosalind would rather the parts of Elena that are Puerto Rican not actually exist.

         
         Nevertheless, the concept of purgatory has always appealed. As she sits, carving out a tiny bit of space for herself, with
            her small carry-on bag with slick easy-rolling wheels, between expansive travelers on either side, she thinks that purgatory
            might be the truest thing any religion has ever invented, because it is so deeply reflective of the human experience.
         

         
         On her right sit a couple, a man and a woman, whose appearances say, but don’t scream, tourists. They are late thirties, they do something that makes money—the ring on the woman’s finger is big, sparkly, definitive, the
            man’s laptop case is well-tooled leather and subtly bears an expensive brand’s initials. The woman pages through a slim guidebook
            with a matte cover and no photograph, always a sign of a more refined recommendation list, while the man plays on his phone.
            Both are dressed in a New Yorker interpretation of tropical wear, which Elena can see because they’ve discarded their layers
            of wool and fleece, laying down their armor against the winter. Elena imagines the man has dug out a linen shirt from his
            summer clothing box, happy to get to wear it in the off-season, and the woman has traded out her usual all-black everything
            for the sand-washed gray tunic with white crocheted lacework over slim white pants. Elena wishes that she could wear white
            pants and not hear her mother’s voice in her head, gently reminding her that white isn’t very slimming. Elena thinks that
            in white pants her legs each look like a lamb, fattened before the slaughter, or like pale German sausages, the pork flesh
            so light it has a pallid gray sheen.
         

         
         Elena wonders why they are going to the island now, in the wake of all that has happened. Perhaps they want to support the
            local economy, or perhaps they got an excellent deal, a scavenger’s bargain. Tourism after disaster has an element of ambulance
            chasing, but then, is it not also exactly what people need to recover? Does it matter if the money comes from a hand soaked
            in pity, just as long as it comes?
         

         
         On her left side, Elena is buffeted by two women and what looks like all of their worldly possessions. Their carry-on items are like Mary Poppins’s carpetbag; when they sat down next to Elena they were contained but as they open up their luggage it seems to multiply in space, infinitely. The women are nut brown, the skin around their eyes wrinkled with laugh lines, the eyes themselves sinking into their faces. Both of them have hair dyed colors not available in nature, one a vivid purple red, one a blue black, both pulled back from their faces into puffy frizzy ponytails. They are as bundled up as the couple to Elena’s right are stripped down, still shivering from the cold of the day. At their wrists and necks Elena can see gold and silver and coral bracelets and necklaces, a cross or two, a saint’s icon. They chatter, loudly, about the cold, about the airport, about Elena herself, asking each other if she, like them, is Puerto Rican. Elena does not reveal to them that she can understand what they are saying. Her Spanish is not perfect, her mistakes make her self-conscious, and besides, she herself does not know the answer to their question. 

         
         She learned her Spanish in the classroom, over a summer in Spain, and lately, on her phone. She rarely speaks it with anyone.
            She worries what might fall out of her mouth, how quickly she will be judged as not good enough. Not Puerto Rican enough,
            as she is and isn’t supposed to be.
         

         
         Who is a Puerto Rican? What is a Puerto Rican? Elena will be damned if she knows. Is it a nationality? A cultural identity?
            A piece of both? Is it defined by skin tone or language or food or religion or how good an oversize T-shirt spray-painted
            with the Puerto Rican flag looks on her body? Does it mean hoop earrings or cornrows or sleek waves or a taste for mofongo?
            Elena has been to the island many times in her life, but trips back and forth have not strengthened her assurance or her denial
            of what she might be. She wonders if her cultural identity is like a video game, if she gets points for this and has points
            taken away for that, half a player’s life’s worth of points gone for a non–Puerto Rican mother, ten points for each trip to
            the island, three for every time she tells people she is Puerto Rican, minus two for every time she doesn’t. But the game
            is not fully realized in her mind. She has so many questions about how it would be played.
         

         
         If you know a lot about the island, if you have relatives on the island, do you get to be more Puerto Rican than someone else who doesn’t have knowledge or humans? If you are only half, but you’ve been to the island a lot, does that make you as Puerto Rican as someone who is whole, but has never been? If you are dark but can’t speak Spanish, if you are light but can speak Spanish, if you are a blonde but you can cook arroz con pollo, if you have a full-on glorious Latino-fro but you can’t cook anything, if you have a really Spanish name, if you don’t, if you roll your r’s correctly, if you can’t stand the taste of rum, if you like “Despacito,” if you can’t dance, which one earns you the highest
               standing, the best score?

         
         If someone would just explain the rules to Elena, she could tell these women next to her what she is, she could know herself.
            But no one has given her a set of instructions to herself, to what she is, and what she fears most is declaring herself only
            to be contradicted, to be proven wrong, to be told she has no right to make any kind of claim to that identity. And so she
            sits in silence, saying nothing to them at all.
         

         
         All of them, the chatting women, the quiet couple, Elena, the handful of other people at the gate, are waiting. Flights to
            the island have been canceled left and right, air travel virtually shut down for months, and while flights are now available,
            they are cautious, one a day from Newark, a stark contrast to the previous seven options Elena used to see.
         

         
         The plane is delayed, just an hour, but they all sit on the edges of their seats, tension humming, worried that it will be
            canceled for good. People who want to go somewhere, either onward, to their destination, a bright little island torn by an
            angry sea, or back where they came from, their homes, to put away their bathing suits and shorts, their sunscreen and their
            straw fedoras, sad but settled. It is this in-between, the waiting, that drives men mad. And women. Purgatory.
         

         
         Elena stretches, trying not to disturb the people around her who have no qualms about doing the same in reverse. The male member of the couple has already spread his legs into her space and commandeered the elbow rest, while the Puerto Rican women have, in Spanish, commented on her body, confirming her decision not to wear white pants, and asked her, in English, to guard their kingdom of objects as they take bathroom breaks and survey the Spanish-language magazine options in the sparse Hudson News. She checks her purse for the hundredth time, noting the position of the spare key to her father’s house that her mother had sent her, amazing that Rosalind had it after all this time; her cell phone, her wallet, her computer, her passport, which she does not need but travels with everywhere anyway; the book she has opened and shut over and over again, unable to read a word of it with her brain buzzing and eyes itching as they are. Nothing has moved since she last looked, nothing has gone mysteriously missing. Everything is just as she left it, and this troubles her more than it might if everything had been turned around. Everything she owns is ready for her to go to Puerto Rico. Why won’t her body fall in line? 

         
         Her work is flexible, her company understanding. They admit that she can do her job from anywhere in the world, really, with
            the exception of showing apartments, which only impacts her own commission, really. The company has more than enough people
            eager to step into that role for Elena. She could see the hungry light in their eyes in the meeting she had held to tell them
            about the open units. They are all, like her, master’s degree holders, sure this job will be a temporary one, but their eagerness
            to take on her work belies their intentions. It is so easy to get caught up in something in New York, for the things you do to make money to become the only things you
               do, Elena thinks to herself. When was the last time she applied for a job at a museum, or a historic site? A year ago, maybe two, after receiving rejection emails for volunteer positions, neatly worded apologies kindly explaining to Elena that she is not qualified to give her labor away for free. 

         
         Time away from her work will cost little to anyone except Elena herself. She will have to respond to emails, schedule repairs,
            run background checks on renters, nothing more. She had gone in to the office fearful, anyway, concerned that they might find
            her delinquent, that one of the young hungry people would be waiting for her job wholesale. She sat with her boss, Terrance,
            over coffee, the day after she got the call from Rosalind, after one of their scheduled meetings, unsure how to begin. She
            planned to lie, to say that her father was ill. People understood illness, when the concern was something in the body, but
            when it came to the mind, Elena had learned that no matter how well versed they were in the concept of mental health, no matter
            the things they said, most people she had met in her life, at their core, believed that anything mental was self-indulgence,
            weakness.
         

         
         “My father, in Puerto Rico, he needs my help. With the hurricane, his house and all, it’s been a mess, and he could really
            use some help,” she said, surprising herself with this odd little lie, but it was the truth in a way, wasn’t it? He was missing.
            He needed help, generally, weren’t those some of the last words she had said to him, that he needed help? She wondered if
            her boss would throw her out of his office, but instead, his eyes brightened. It was like she had said magic words.
         

         
         “Puerto Rico,” he repeated. He understood, completely, everyone would, of course, absolutely, hadn’t they read all about it, didn’t they think it was a terrible tragedy, and of course he of all people understood about the house her father must live in, all that property damage. They had all been in New York for Sandy, hadn’t they? Elena nodded, she had been there, not working for the company then, but still. She had been in graduate school in her second year of the program, and had been stranded in Brooklyn for four days, living on microwave popcorn and boxed wine. 

         
         “Take all the time you need,” he said, firmly. “We completely understand what a hurricane can do to a building. What a nightmare.”
            Elena nodded again, wondering if there was something wrong with her boss, with her, that they thought of the buildings first,
            before anything else. Surely a better person would think more about people than buildings? And yet it is this instinct that
            makes her good at the job she thought would be a temporary measure, the job she has been at for over five years.
         

         
         Elena is so certain they will be cancelling the flight that she stands, ready to leave the airport, when she is called to
            board the plane. The women to her left scramble to contain all that they have unleashed from their bags, while the couple
            to her right are, with New Yorker efficiency and disdain for others, already walking toward the gate, somehow managing to
            convey their irritation with their very
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