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Mama and I are standing in the middle of Sears, staring at a wall of athletic shoes. My eyes strain until I find the only black pair in a ladies' size 10. 

"How about these?" I ask her, but she already has spotted their white Reebok label. 

"No. They have to be all black," she answers. 

As my mother limps, I wonder what has been more excruciating for her -- dealing with her sore, wide peasant feet, or the months since he has been gone? I look at the uncomfortable black shoes she's wearing, the black blouse and jeans, and her gold cross and chain, and I have my answer. 

Wearing all black for a year--this is how a widow grieves in Yugoslavia, Mama's native land, and it's her way too, but not mine. I was born in America. 

In the Old World one wears black to show that a loved one is gone and to acknowledge that feeling the loss is also a part of life's journey. My mother would never stray from tradition; yet, because I am first-generation American, the Old World tugs at me too. 

Only Mama leaves the store that day empty-handed, but we both walk out brokenhearted. 

Mama also wears his wristwatch and a pair of his old black socks. On my next trip home to Chicago, I rummage through my father's suits and flannel work shirts. 

His life flashes before me: Tata, daddy, as a refugee living in England after World War II and supporting his orphaned siblings; his marriage to my mother in 1957; the birth of my brother and sister; the day they arrived in America on the Queen Mary in 1965; my own birth two years later; Tata working in the steel mills until his retirement. 

I sob and run my fingers over the length of an olive-green jacket, woven of fine English wool. I swim in its stocky cut, but I take it home anyway, freshly pressed, in a plastic dry-cleaning bag. I stuff it in a closet along with my grief. This is how an immigrant's daughter, caught between her parents' Serbian culture and the outside world, mourns. 

There was once a time in this country when people mourned openly. That has gone the way of the Model T. 

Today, it is three days paid bereavement leave, if you're lucky; then it's off to our brisk, forward-looking lives. 

The weeks after Tata's funeral, I return to work. I smile in front of everyone else because that's expected. I run during lunchtime, but the same thoughts clog my brain. I'm 31 years old. I'm in the middle of a divorce. I've just lost my father. I didn't have any children while he was alive. 

I don't wear black all the time but I wish I could. I would wear black for my father. I'd wear black for my failed marriage and the fairy-tale life I was supposed to have. I'd wear black for the babies I never had but wanted. I'd wear black for my aching soul. 

I pick up the phone to call him one day and forget that he's not there to answer. 

Months pass, and people around me have already forgotten, but the calendar doesn't let me. Each birthday, holiday, anniversary reopens the wound. I mark those days alone. 

Mama holds a memorial for him at 40 days, six months, and a year. 

When my aunt died of cancer many years ago, I asked Mama why we had to uphold those Old World customs. I was sorry that my aunt was gone, but in my 16-year-old wisdom, I thought, isn't it time for us to live again? I didn't realize then the ebb and flow of grief. 

Some days are fine. Others swamp me as utterly as the day Tata died. I envy my mother for being able to express her loss, around others who accept it. This is the difference between being able to wear black or not., and the Old World and the New. 

My grief leaks out at odd moments. 

"It's time to move on. You should celebrate his life," my old boss told me six months after my father died. 

But it felt as though I was paralyzed and he was asking me to celebrate that I once could walk. 

The problem is, in our haste to closet the discomfort of grief, we haven't replaced it with anything else. We have all this technology, yet there is no software for closure. 

We can hardly acknowledge the ways of the heart, let alone mend one. Closure doesn't arrive in a week, or a month, or a year. It marks its own time and so must I. 

I cannot erase grief from my lips, to release it from my heart. It's only when I allow my grief “to breathe” that I, too, begin to live. Then, the memories of my father, with both the laughter and tears they bring, wash the hurt clean. It's by remembering my father's spirit that I accept my own. 

Now, more than a year has passed since Tata died. 

Mama sheds one piece of black clothing a week and no longer wears those uncomfortable black shoes. 

I have embraced a new home, a new job, a new love, and life again. 

Today, when I think of Tata, I take Mama's hand. We bridge the Old World with the New, and, gradually, the color returns for us both. 
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