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Kenny. I can talk about him now. I can still see how he looked at the airport when he came home from the rig job that first time. The job required six months on, then six months off, but it paid a bundle, so he took it to pay off school loans and to save up for our wedding and his dream restaurant, the next step to our destiny, he’d said. I can still see his inky-black eyes sparkling under the backward orange-and-white Orioles baseball cap, his long hair, in a knot, poking through the cap’s size gap in the back, hair he usually stuffed into the pipe section of his toque blanche, his chef hat. Back then, everyone wore long hair and wide sideburns that looked silly by today’s standards. Kenny hated those mutton sideburns and stayed clean-shaven but did wear hair bigger than mine, something we often laughed about. I can still see his jaunty walk, his wide bell-bottom jeans, his sexy, slender waist with his stomach muscles poking through the lightweight T-shirt. I can still see how his biceps and triceps strained his shirt sleeves. How surprised I was by those taut muscles, something that came from his stint on the rig. Something had to fill up his time when he wasn’t working, he said, and it was the gym, for lack of anything better to do. I’d teased him about having the same physique as the Tasmanian devil but secretly felt thrilled he’d started exercising. Mistakenly, when I saw him looking so defined, I thought we’d jog and work out together during his time off the rig. That never happened. 

Whenever I think about him, it’s his radiance, of him looking muscular and fit, his complexion glowing, his eyes flashing, his smile wider than the horizon as he came toward me that day at the airport, filled with high energy, rather than the emaciated and frail way he looked when he died. I’d anticipated hearing all his stories about rig life and sharing mine about nursing life. At that point we’d been together for six years, engaged for two. When he proposed, he’d hidden the most gorgeous, ridiculously large jade-and-diamond ring in the middle of a chocolate mousse pie—my favorite—and slipped it on my finger, telling me to never take it off, pudding clinging to the gold and obscuring the diamonds’ shine. The ring, he said, had belonged to his grandmother. His family and mine met up at his parents’ house for dinner to celebrate, and while Kenny cooked up a special dinner, his mom dragged out his baby pictures. I gazed at those photos, wondering what our own children would look like—if they’d have his wide-gapped smile and inky-black eyes or maybe they’d be a combination of both of us. His eyes, my smile. Or my green eyes, his big hair, his smile—the possibilities felt endless and our future exciting.

I cherish the ring, still. Even when we were engaged, I never wore it to work. It seemed too outrageous at the hospital, too delicate with the constant handwashing. Kenny’s nieces will get it after I’m gone. To be honest, I’d felt some uncertainties about us before he left for the rig, something I’d never mentioned to him. I didn’t want to hurt him. Kenny and I rolled along together, ticking all the boxes of the steps we were expected to take.  

“Hope, darling!” he yelled, waving his free arm, flashing his gap-toothed smile, holding his luggage in the other, setting it down when he saw me. 

I ran to him and threw myself into those muscled arms. He oozed exuberance and crushed me in a fierce hug, nearly squeezing the breath out of me. We kissed like any other long-separated couple. He picked me up and swirled me around in a circle!

“Look at you,” I said, squeezing his biceps when he finally set me down. “Rig life agrees with you!” 

He laughed. “It’s boring as fuck. They sometimes run movies in the big theater. Not much to do but work. And go to the gym.” He flexed his biceps. “Finally exercising. I hate every minute of it.

“You look maaaaaarvelous!” he sang as he swooped me up in his arms. We’d waited six months for this moment.

Back then, before Wi-Fi and FaceTime, before text messages and WhatsApp, we chatted by pay phone every few days at odd hours in the allowable six-minute intervals we had, always in the middle of the night. I waited for those calls and felt as if the world had tilted the wrong way if he didn’t call. Walking toward the airport garage, holding each other by the waist, we caught up. I told him about working at the medical center, and he talked about rig life: the galley staying open 24/7 for the two hundred people living on it and a team of chefs and sous chefs working in shifts. He described the danger for the men working the drill and how monstrous and frightening it felt during violent storms and hurricanes.

“It’s a harbor, an airport, a hotel, and a refinery rolled up in one,” he said. “My roommate’s from the UK, but we never see each other. It’s like living with a ghost,” he said. “But opportunities to advance can’t be beat.”

On the ride home he told me his ideas for fusion food, equipment he wanted to own in his dream restaurant, and I told him how it felt to lose a patient, even when the loss was expected, and how more men have entered nursing, many former military corpsmen or men who simply had felt the call.

“I submitted a menu proposal for the company’s next annual meeting. It could mean a huge promotion if they like it.”

“Brilliant plan,” I said. “Would that mean you’d have to extend your contract?”

“It would. Just a year. Babe, I can’t turn down that kind of money,” he said.

“That would mean our first years of married life, we won’t be living together,” I said, trying not to cry. “I started looking for a gown. We just need to set a date.”

Kenny and I met at Tattoo’s, a now-defunct joint downtown. He’d worked in the kitchen while I waitressed to pay for nursing school textbooks and lab fees. A scholarship paid for everything else. In those days, everyone but us smoked a little weed, got a little drunk, got a little high. Kenny and I both came from tough, working-class backgrounds, which meant neither of us could afford to party. We worked, and at Tattoo’s we were the only sober people in the joint at the end of our shift, and that’s how we started talking. Tattoo’s had been the second place he worked after chef school. Not wanting to pay him a salary that matched his degree, the first place fired him after he created a menu and taught everyone how to cook it. We’d already been seeing each other pretty regularly when Tattoo’s did the same thing, and that’s when we moved in together. 

“Did you miss me?” I asked. 

I’d missed him, longed for him, thought about him every minute of every day—the first thought in the morning, the last thought at night. I waited for him to notice how I’d kept his old beastie in good shape, having the tires rotated and oil changed on the schedule he set before he left. He drove. Like a wild man, so happy to be in control again. He held my hand as he maneuvered around corners too fast. 

“Of course, darling!” 

He kissed my hand, sending my heart into loopy swoops.

“You can work in the rig dispensary. We’d be together,” he said. 

I shook my head. “I want to stay here. Lots of hospitals and the chance to see all kinds of medical conditions.”

“It’d be temporary,” he said. “The work might be interesting enough—rig life is dangerous. You’d see some trauma and some routine stuff.”

I promised to think about it. Although we were supposed to get married during the next break, every time we passed a bridal or florist shop, or a caterer or a photographer, or a gown shop, he failed to latch onto any of the hints I tossed about setting a date. I asked him directly when we’d tie the knot, though he pretended not to hear me. Something felt wrong. Despite all the anticipation and longing to be with him, despite satisfying sex we enjoyed in the first few days after his return, despite his affection, warmth, care, and love, something I couldn’t name made me anxious. The sex diminished, our emotional distance increased, and I started snapping at him. 

We visited our families but Kenny spent increasing amounts of time with his friends, and I felt neglected yet guilty for snapping at him all the time. He could at least spend my off time with me, I yelled at him over the phone one night after I’d worked a twelve-hour shift and came home to an empty place. He could have at least prepared dinner for me, I shouted. The following Sunday, when he was cooking us a fancy breakfast, the uncertainty got the best of me, and I exploded, demanding to know what the hell was going on, demanding that he break up outright if that’s what he wanted to do. 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said, looking straight at me, his eyes focused like a laser on mine.

“You better start talking about it or I’m leaving you.” Those words tumbled out of my mouth before I could take them back. I didn’t mean them.

The aroma of his French toast with coconut cream stuffing, of bacon and shrimp with grits, intruded, came between us like a wall. I wasn’t hungry. In my soul I knew he was dating someone else, maybe someone who spoke his language of roués, spices, and sauces and not someone who smelled like disinfectant, rubbing alcohol, and medicines, of sickness and death. 

“I’m not stupid. Who is she?” I shouted, afraid of the answer, my arms crossed. 

“Are you insane?” he shouted. “There’s no other woman. I promise you that.” 

How dare he make a fool of me. “I don’t believe you.”

He took both of my hands and squeezed them and I threw them off. I didn’t want him to touch me since he had stopped being intimate with me weeks ago. Undaunted, he crushed me into a deep embrace, reassuring me repeatedly there was definitely no other woman. 

“You seem to have plenty of time for all your friends but none for me. It’s worse than when you’re on the rig because here, you have a choice, and you’re not choosing me,” I shouted.

I burst into tears. A long silence followed.

“Kenny, whatever it is, you need to come clean. Are you on drugs?”

“Please sit down.” 

He faced me and held both my hands.

“We’re not getting married. There will be no wedding.” His voice sounded gentle and timid.

“What are we doing then?”

“It’s not you.”

“Really, Kenny?” 

“Hope, I love you. I love our lives together. But it is me. That’s the truth.”

Another silence between us. He continued holding my hands.

“I think I’m gay. I keep my head down and my mouth shut on the rig because of the feelings I’m having for other men. I’m sorry.”

I wept. I loved him. That kind of thing—people didn’t discuss. What I had been unable to articulate smacked me in the face. His innate goodness, his sense of humor, his work ethic, his sense of fun and play, his sexiness; how could I hate him after years of loving him? Or be angry at him for wanting to be himself? Or consider him a sicko or criminal?

“It’s okay,” I said, stroking his arm, unable to stop crying.

There’d be no wedding, no children, no growing old together. Just unbearable loss. He could have married me and hidden the truth. Relief and peace flooded his face, as if a giant boulder had been lifted from his shoulders. That day we spent the most wonderful hours together, and I witnessed him flower, his true self finally blooming with a radiant loveliness and light.

“I was afraid you’d reject me. I don’t want to lose you. I want you in my life.”

“What’s going to happen with your job?” 

“I can’t afford to lose my job. We can’t tell anyone.”

I pulled off the engagement ring and handed it back to him, freeing him of any obligation toward me. He refused to accept it. He put it back on my finger. 

“You promised to never take it off,” he said. 

“Things between us ... will never be the same, Kenny.”

We hid the truth from our families and, thereafter, kept up appearances, each sneaking around with other lovers as if we were cheating on each other instead of protecting his status. We moved into a larger, two-bedroom apartment, brushing off incessant questions about a wedding date. Kenny extended his rig contract for another year while making inroads on national food shows, doing cooking demos and guest appearances on new cable shows in his off time, laying the foundation for his post-rig career in New York City, far from family pressure. He cut his hair, grew an amazing mustache, developed a sophisticated European style, and became part of the NYC gay scene. He no longer wore bell-bottoms with raggedy hems when I picked him up from the airport. Finally, when the contract ended, we told our families we broke the engagement, blaming it on differences of where we wanted to live. While Kenny didn’t hide his gayness, he didn’t flaunt it either and never officially came out to his family. 

“It’s really none of anyone’s damned business,” Kenny told me over the phone one night. “Why should they know anything about me? Or my life? I don’t go asking people if they’re having an affair or who they’re fucking.” He sounded indignant.

“Why rob your family of the chance to prove themselves?”

“They’re strict and stifling. They’d tell me I’m damned to hell for eternity.”

Our strong bond surprised us both, as did our candor, care, and the love we shared as we each dated others, advanced our careers, and even after I met the man I married. Kenny served as a witness in our wedding since my husband had accepted him and our relationship early on without reservation. 

“People make public pronouncements every day,” I said. “Isn’t that marriage in a nutshell?” 

“Not for people like me. We’re stuck flying under the radar, considered criminals in a lot of places.”

“Maybe things will change. Everyone loves the Village People,” I said. 

“You still tell bad jokes,” he said.

A few years later, HIV/AIDS emerged as a mysterious disease, one then without a name afflicting gay men, one that incited fear in my colleagues, some of whom refused to treat patients with it. I began interrogating Kenny about his choices until he finally told me to stop. But I couldn’t. He didn’t see the hysteria, the protocols for double gloves, goggles, and face masks, the opportunistic infections killing people, the derision and panic among my co-workers, the slow, torturous deaths. The fear.

“I’m doing everything with everybody, Hope honey. This is not a dress rehearsal. This is my life. If I ever need a nurse, I’ll call you first,” he said.

“Now who’s telling bad jokes?”

He did call me first, but only after he couldn’t hide being sick anymore and lacked the energy to work. Kaposi sarcoma lesions covered his upper back. His doctor told him to get his affairs in order. My husband and I moved Kenny into our home, transforming the den into his room with a hospital bed. Our families scolded us, told us we were endangering our sons, but how could I turn my back on my best friend, a man I’d loved for so long? My husband, knowing the stakes, embraced kindness, saying our sons would learn more by what we do than what we say. Kenny’s family helped, though I doubt they connected the cancer to HIV/AIDS, or maybe they chose not to know.

Kenny. I can talk about him now. Sometimes, when I’m alone, when my husband and now adult sons are out, when the radio and television are off and silence drapes the house, a cardinal with its red beak, its black mask under its silly, feathery crown, flutters outside the windows of the den. Kenny’s presence fills the room with the joy he radiated when he was alive, and endless waves of a deep, abiding, unconditional love wash over me, paralyzing me to the point of tears. It comes at the most unexpected times with no logical explanation to account for the sensation of bliss that overcomes me. 
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We all sit on the floor in a house in Northern Virginia eating roasted goat, curried vegetables, and steamed rice during the Festival of Lights party. Next to me, Soros, who came to America almost a year before I did, eats with his fingers like back home. I use a plastic fork provided by the host, a white American lady whose name I can’t remember or pronounce. Wanting to embrace new ways in America, I practiced using a fork and knife before coming to the party. She worked in my country as a veterinarian in the Peace Corps, and now back home in America, she stays connected to people from my country by hosting holiday parties for newcomers, and everyone who’s attended in the past is invited. A lady from my country lives with her, but something doesn’t add up with them. They hold hands sometimes in the house, but not in the same way ladies hold hands at home. The lady from my country should already be married, but she’s here in America going to school when she should already be a mother. 

All the traditional foods from my country cover the buffet table, cooked by ladies who have been in America for a while, and I can’t stop eating it. It tastes like home. I don’t realize how much I miss these dishes until I’m eating, and the tastes and variety cause a rush of memories to crash into my brain. I put the plastic fork down and begin eating with my fingers, like at home, and lick the sauce from them. 

I came to the party with a friend of a friend of a friend, a guy I met for the first time tonight, who’s lived in America almost forever, long enough to own a fancy car, stylish clothes, a beautiful house, and an American nickname, Max.

Max looks like a movie star, with cowboy boots and his hair slicked back. He and the hostess talk in the kitchen, where she passes out hard candies to Americans who find the food too spicy-hot. Tears run down their cheeks from the hot chili powder that’s in every dish. The candies counter the fire of the chili powder. Americans use plastic forks and knives because they don’t know how to eat with their hands, how to form the rice into a bite-size ball, grab some vegetables and meat, and plop the ball into their mouths.

While we eat, Soros tells me about his pizza delivery job, a dream-come-true kind of job. Soros says he’s earning three hundred dollars every day he works, delivering pizzas to people so lazy they can’t drive in their own cars to the pizza store to pick it up themselves. He works seven days per week, twelve hours a day. I want to be like Soros and earn money from lazy rich people who pay others to do things for them. Like pick up pizza. 

Back home, people work a whole year to earn three hundred dollars. I can’t even imagine how long it would take to earn twenty-one hundred dollars back home where it’s beautiful. I miss the thick green jungles, the loud rivers gushing down from the mountaintops at breakneck speed. I miss the crackling, crisp air and the sky thick with puffed white clouds. Everywhere you look back home, you see the mountains, and the moon appears close enough to stroke. The giant third eye of the Buddhist stupa watches over the city closest to my village, but the eye is blind to the hungry bellies, to the small children working by sweeping dust off streets to earn a few coins, to the starving, ignored, bony dogs, roaming around searching for food. The rich suffer a lot less than people like my family, and my secret stays locked inside me: The name on my visa papers is fake, but I’m real.

I can tell by his last name that Soros belongs to one of the higher castes. Back home, he wouldn’t be speaking one word to me, much less sitting on the floor next to me, and certainly not eating from the same dishes. The strange harshness of America, where only a few others look like us and even fewer speak our language—the differences magnified back home vanish here. The minute we return to our country, the barriers rise without fail, like the sun. When people here look at Soros and me, they see two brown men, foreigners. They see all that makes us similar and fail to see the divisions inherent in our surnames. My fake name is of the highest caste. I smile inwardly, remembering that back home, I’d have to wipe off my seat when I leave it before someone like Soros could sit down. I wonder if Soros would sit next to me on the floor of this white lady’s house if he knew the truth about me, obvious in my real last name, which he’ll never learn. People told me that America has no castes, but people everywhere divide themselves. We’re new here and can’t see it yet. When Soros sees Max in the kitchen holding a beer, his expression changes.

“Look at that asshole Manos with his fake American nick. We came together when he was still Manos.”

“You mean Max?” I ask.

“Max in America. Manos back home. Married a white lady to stay in America legally, and then divorced her one month after he made citizenship. I know he didn’t pay her. He cheated her. Did you know that?”

I didn’t. Nor do I care. Was he judging Max for his fake marriage, his fake American name, or for his legal status as an American? Soros’s status stopped being legal months ago. If Soros knew the name on my papers is fake, would he judge me, too? I know with certainty that back home, Soros would be expecting me to wipe my seat before he sat down, and he wouldn’t be drinking or eating out of the same serving bowls.

America has seduced me with indoor toilets and hot showers; with orderly streets and cars that stop for red lights; with fast-food drive-throughs, big-box stores larger than whole villages back home; with its streets empty of animals—no cows, no pigs, no monkeys, no goats roaming around, shitting wherever they go. Or fucking when they’re in season.

“What do you need for this pizza job?” I ask.

Soros laughs. “A driver’s license, a car, and insurance.”

“Sounds easy enough,” I say.

He smirks. “It’s not. It’s tough. I had to do some maneuvering to get the proper documents for the driver’s license. That’s the hardest part. Especially when you have no papers. But even in America, everyone has a number.”

I laugh inside. My whole life back home requires maneuvering from one bottom rung to another bottom rung. What do they call us? Dalits. Untouchables. The name itself robs us of our humanity. Knowing this, I take Soros’s empty paper plate and bring it to the kitchen to throw into the trash bin. Interrupting Max, I speak to the hostess, thank her for having all of us at her house, and introduce myself as “Bill.” She knows this isn’t my true name and asks what it is. I wink and smile at her. 

“In America, I’m Bill.” I don’t tell her that in America, I’m also bold, now with two fake first names.

I bring Soros a fresh plate with more rice and vegetables, more goat, passing it to him with my untouchable hands, and inside I’m dancing. Of my father’s three wives, I’m the youngest son of six children born to the third, the only one who could have children. No money, no status. No car. No refrigerator. No glass in our windows. No stove. We collect water at the village well and carry it home in metal pots, careful not to spill a single drop onto the dirt floor. My family maneuvers every day to survive. I maneuvered myself into a visa and passport with a higher-caste name, and I maneuvered myself to America.

“Some maneuvering?” I ask Soros, wondering if other newcomers in the room are like me and Soros—here to stay, regardless of all obstacles. I imagine myself maneuvering this and that, just like back home, except here in America, I’ll eclipse both Soros and Max. And all the other newcomers too.
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“Denise better not cause commotion at Mama’s viewing tomorrow or at the funeral. Why does she always mess things up?” Kathy asked, not wanting an answer. 

“You’ve got to admit, it’s a half-brilliant plan. Coco did sleep at your mother’s feet for the past fifteen years—and they were inseparable, even if she was Denise’s dog,” Frank said. “Maybe your mother died because she missed the dog too much. I mean, the dog went, and then she went. Just saying.” Frank stifled a smile.

“Seriously, Frank?” Kathy said, sounding cross. “It’s not okay. Not remotely okay. Denise shouldn’t have asked. She’s not going to bury that stupid dog with Mama.”  

Kathy breathed deeply to calm herself. She disliked Coco, a persnickety, temperamental animal with wiry fur that appeared as if it had been run through a wash cycle too many times. The feeling was mutual, considering Coca stared and growled at her whenever she visited Mama, who always referred to it as Denise’s dog. Now home after a painful day, Kathy felt drained. 

She and Frank had rushed to the hospital at the butt crack of dawn after Mama’s next-door neighbor called, saying she’d found Mama collapsed outside. Eva had already called an ambulance. They sped to the hospital, the wheels of the car jumping the curb of the ER parking lot ramp. Kathy didn’t realize she’d left the car door open before rushing through the automatic doors until she heard Frank shutting two doors. He followed her inside and they both stopped at the check-in desk to ask about Mama. Kathy immediately called Denise, who said she’d come after work. Annoyed, Kathy dropped her phone into her purse.

“Denise?” Frank asked. 

Kathy held up her hand and shook her head.

They waited for hours until a skinny doctor with a beard, a ponytail, and tired eyes led them into a room where he told them Mama had died. Kathy’s eyes watered from the shock and then she couldn’t stop weeping. Mama was going to vacation at Cape Verde. She couldn’t be dead! Mama was going to be a foster grandmother now that Kathy and Frank completed the training. 

“Aneurysm,” the doctor said. “We did our best ...” he added, his voice trailing off. 

On the ER gurney, Mama’s candy-red hair—a pop of color against the white pillow and against her now gray, waxy skin—radiated from her head like a halo. Kathy touched Mama’s face and shoulders. She looked like an empty shell. Holding Mama’s hand, Kathy was shocked that her warmth had quickly evaporated. Where was that spark that animated her? All she could do was weep.  

She called Denise, who began howling on the other end of the line, insisting she couldn’t possibly come to the hospital. Kathy then dialed the undertaker who took care of their father. 

The next day, Denise joined them in the undertaker’s cluttered office, where they discussed funeral details. Kathy seethed as Denise, who never asked about money and took over the planning process as if she was paying for it until Kathy exploded in fury.

“Why don’t you want a limo?” Denise asked, undeterred.

“There’s us and Frank!” Kathy said. “Fuck the limo. Who’s going to be pallbearers?”

“The three of us can ride in the limo behind the hearse,” Denise said.

“No limo,” Kathy said, looking at the undertaker. “We need pallbearers.”

“Why are you being so damned cheap?” 

Denise chose a pearl-pink metal casket with angel figures in the four corners and rectangular bas-relief plates of the Last Supper all along the sides. Kathy said nothing about the extravagance, but she did nix the schedule Denise wanted that stretched the viewing and funeral to three days and instead opted for two viewing times on the first day and a simple prayer service at the funeral home before the interment on the second day. After Kathy gave the undertaker the down payment from Mama’s checking account, they went to the cemetery to purchase a grave site. Kathy paid for the grave space, the requisite concrete wall, then later, at the florist, for the casket spray. Now finally at home, Kathy lacked an appetite and her bones ached.  

“They’re both dead. Who cares?” Frank said from behind a newspaper. He was sitting at the kitchen table, annoying Kathy by breathing. She wished he’d just shut up already.

“And the dog’s already cremated in a nice-looking box. You got to admit, Denise did pick an attractive box. Maybe your mother would like some company.” He appeared amused by the idea of the dog cremains in her mother’s casket.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Kathy said, sounding irritated. Why is Frank colluding with Denise? she wondered.

“It’s a feasible plan to put Coco’s cremains in your mother’s casket,” he said. 

“No, and no, and no again,” she said. She slammed the palm of her hand on the kitchen counter. “Shut up about Denise and that stupid dog,” she shouted. She imagined hurling a tomato at Frank. “Show some respect. Dammit.”

Kathy pulled cucumbers, tomatoes, lettuce, and other salad fixings from the fridge. At the sink scrubbing the cucumbers, Kathy smiled about the word “Mooooooooooooom,” the way Mama signed emails and notes to her and Denise for fun when they were in school. But now Moooooooooooooooooooom was gone. Tears rolled down her face.

“The undertaker did say he could slip the box in by her feet, and no one would be the wiser. The cemetery won’t charge extra for the dog if no one says anything. It’s a nice gesture, don’t you think?” Frank said.

Kathy scoffed and rolled her eyes in a way that Frank wouldn’t see. 

Putting that silly box with Coco’s cremains into her mother’s coffin represented just one more of Denise’s indignities forced on their mother. Kathy bristled at the thought. Mama was gone now. After everything was done, she’d never see Denise again. Kathy paused. Mama’s gone. She allowed the concept to sink into her brain and ricochet around her body. Grief snuck up on her when she least expected. Twice now she’d reached for the phone to call Mama before remembering she was gone. She wondered if missing Mama would characterize the rest of her life. 

Kathy wiped the tears escaping down her cheeks. She wanted to wail and scream. Instead, she focused on preparing the salad for dinner. She set the knife down on the cutting board and scraped vegetable peels into the sink. She reached for her cell phone and dialed Mama’s number just to hear her voice on her voicemail and started sobbing at the sound of it. Kathy buried her face in her hands still wet with cucumber bits. Damn brain aneurysm! 

Frank hugged her from behind and rubbed her shoulders. “Imagine all the foster children we’ll have soon. Maybe we’ll be able to adopt one,” he said, whispering in Kathy’s ear. 

After dinner, Frank decided to stay home, enabling Kathy to take her time with choosing Mama’s funeral clothes. Relief flooded Kathy because Frank’s focus on the dog in the casket irritated her. Denise declined helping to select Mama’s clothing, saying she was too overwrought. 

At Mama’s house, Kathy inhaled the spicy aroma—garlic, ginger, basil—that smelled like home. A full coffee mug sat on the kitchen table next to a newspaper, the feature section pages open. A frying pan sat atop the front burner; two eggs in a small bowl, the olive oil spray bottle on the counter beside the stove comprised Mama’s uncooked, uneaten breakfast. Upstairs, clothes Mama had bought for her upcoming vacation to Cape Verde filled the open suitcase perched on a chair in her bedroom. Her travel jewelry bag lay open on the bureau. Kathy opened the closet, pushed the hangers first one way and then the other, searching for a suitable dress. She saw a white knit dress, a solid black sheath with a wide red belt, and a royal-blue lace cocktail number Mama had worn to a recent wedding. She held the royal-blue dress up to the light to make sure it was stain-free and laid it across the bed with the others. She pulled a fur piece from under the garment protector, and that’s when she saw a large manila envelope taped to the back of the closet wall with the words IF I DIE in large, red, block letters. Kathy pulled it from the wall and opened it, her hands shaking. 

The envelope contained all Mama’s email passwords and web and mobile bank passwords, the location and amounts of each of her insurance policies. A clear plastic envelope held all her important papers: birth certificate, marriage license to their father, a set of small keys in a plastic bag, and other stuff for Kathy to review. A letter was attached to the plastic envelope.

Kathy, if you’re reading this, the plane crashed either to or from Cape Verde. Or something else happened, and I’m gone. Everything you need to know to dispose of my stuff and settle my affairs is in this envelope. A copy of my will is here. Uncle George keeps the original in his office. And please, look after your sister. Take care of each other. I know Denise is difficult. She’s a high-octane person—but her heart’s in the right place. Most of the time. If you’re reading this, then you know that all you have is each other. And Frank, of course. Remember to cherish all the small joys. 

Love, Mooooooooooom

Mama’s rough line sketches of misshapen cats, high-heeled shoes, and flowers both in pots and floating festooned the note. The envelope contained information on her banking and insurance policies, her will, some instructions, but nothing about what to bury her in. Maybe she thought her body would be left in Cape Verde? Kathy hugged the envelope to her chest and cried before searching through bureaus for new, never-worn pink matching panties and a bra. She found a never-worn slip and was holding it up to the light, deciding if she ought to include it, when the front door opened.

Denise ran up the stairs. “What are you doing here?” she demanded. 

“I thought you couldn’t make it,” Kathy said. “Getting Mama’s clothes together.”

“You said tomorrow morning,” Denise said.

“We have to deliver them to the undertaker tomorrow morning,” Kathy said. “Find Mama’s shoes to match the blue lace dress on the bed. Do you think we should include this slip?” Kathy asked, showing it to her sister. 

“You think she needs a slip? Or shoes?” Denise scoffed and picked up Mama’s jewelry case. “Why’s this out?” 

“She was packing for Cape Verde,” Kathy said, blinking back tears.

“She didn’t say anything to me about any trip,” Denise said, her tone sharp. “When was she leaving?”

“Next Wednesday,” Kathy said, her voice nearly a whisper.

“Why didn’t she tell me?” Denise sounded accusatory. She stared intently at the jewelry pieces in the case, examining the contents and fingering the items in the pouches beneath the plastic. She plucked a pair of good gold earrings out of the case and examined them closely. 

Still holding the slip, Kathy stared at her sister, wondering why she showed up at Mama’s when she thought Kathy wouldn’t be there.

“We’re not burying her with jewelry,” Denise said, still examining the earrings. “Not even the fake stuff.”

“It’s hers,” Kathy said. 

“Why waste it?” Denise said.

Kathy hated Denise at that moment. She’d spent endless hours defending Denise in court for her animal activism, springing her from the city lockup for
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