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IN MEMORIAM - ALBERTO TOLEDANO
So strong, so proud, so independent, so determined, so disciplined.  Whatever he resolved to do, he did.  No ballyhoo.  In fact, he detested self-promotion, he had disdain for those who “lived their lives out loud” and thrived on reinforcement/recognition from others.

Alberto and his brother, David, grew up in North Africa, in a third world country.  Their parents encouraged their two sons to leave Tangier, Morocco.  Spanish was their first language; French, their second; English, their third.  They also knew German and some Arabic.  And Hebrew.  Both brothers wanted to become Americans but, as fate would have it, only Alberto did; David became French.

In the Toledano family, education and learning were of paramount importance.  Alberto, a scholar, was educated to be a professor of mathematics, physics, applied mechanics.  He was also an artist, a writer, a poet.  But destiny took him down an altogether different road than his academic education.

America, with its deceptive advertising that it is THE land of opportunity, kept him from scaling the heights, fulfilling his destiny and dreams.  Truth be known, America plays favorites at best, it is a roll of the dice at worst.  Only a chosen few, by dint of luck, birthright or promotion, become exceptions to the rule, and rule as a ruling class of celebrities who breathe rarified air.  And because the building blocks of 20th and 21st century America have a shaky foundation, with most people believing not only is anything possible, it’s probable and deserved, the floodgates of disillusionment open up. People, not grounded in basic value systems, become united only in their denial or fear of acknowledging the truth:  The American Dream, while not illusion, is illusory because most people cannot, simply cannot, pay the price, a price that once was hard work, 

steadfastness, honesty, creativity, but now is all too often about money, connections, manipulation and game-playing.

Most people cannot pay the price, their mental and financial resources are too limited.  But Alberto would not pay the price—his heart, soul, spirit were dedicated to being true to himself.  Not an altered state of self, not a false sense of self.  No, the purest of selves, an evolved self, a self seeking and believing in immortality-—and that this life is but one of many incarnations of the self seeking betterment on `a timeless journey.

He made the choice to become American.  He could not understand why I would want to accompany him for the swearing-in ceremony which was to be downtown, with two thousand people.  He thought I should opt to skip the hassle of parking and waiting—we could celebrate afterwards, he suggested.  But it was one of the most moving and important days of both of our lives.   It was culminating for him and life-affirming for me.  So many Americans were “awakened” by 9/11, and came to have an appreciation of what it means to be American.  But I became a born-again American when Alberto became an American some years ago.  Two thousand people listened, enraptured, when the presiding judge told us his parents were illegal migrant workers from Mexico; that he went to over fifty schools as his parents struggled to find seasonal work; that while the whole family lived in one room huts with mud floors and outhouses, his father read Plato and Aristotle, instilling in his children the value of reading, the importance of education.  Then the judge went on to say that all eleven brothers and sisters became doctors, lawyers or professors.  Two thousand people were asked to introduce themselves to the people seated in front, behind, and to their left and right.  Two thousand people held hands and cried together, as we watched a five-minute film that took us to the highest mountains, the greenest valleys, through primordial forests and down river rapids…accompanied by Bruce Springsteen’s “Born In The USA”.  Afterwards, we were greeted by hundreds of foreign-born Americans who were waving little American flags and gave one to each of us as we exited the convention center.  

America gave Alberto asylum; however, it did not give him freedom.  America gave him a higher education, but it would not open any doors to him to build a career in academia.  He refused to be corrupted but America stole his dreams.  His honor he kept, no force could dislodge that.   But he was locked into a never-ending present, without the hope of a future.  Always, he lived in the present with his intractable code of honesty.  Inevitably, those in his life were self-selecting.  There were people who thought he put up—and they resented—a wall.  But those on the outside could have had a key; they just didn’t have a clue as to what was beyond.  Their criteria of judgment was artifice, content didn’t count.

Alberto was born to teach.  He lived, in no small part, to teach.  It was inevitable, although it wasn’t to be in academia for well over a decade.  Instead, he became—and devoted himself to being—an Argentine Tango teacher (and later, performer and choreographer).  He sought true students, those with a hunger to learn.  Alberto was keenly interested in the process of learning, his objective was as much for his students to learn about learning, to have the joy of learning, as it was to have results.  He had no desire to coddle, to baby-sit.  For him, teaching was never about money, about quantity, about recognition.  If fifty students began and five remained, that was just fine.  A tough taskmaster, he expected much, but always more of himself.  For those slothful or conniving to cut corners, he had no patience.  His intolerance took its toll, a price he was altogether willing to pay—the lack of compensation financially. Only the dedicated, the determined, the disciplined went the distance.  But the ground they covered was not only breakthrough, it was life-changing.  For in his articulation, demonstration, critique, challenges, intensity, truthfulness and selflessness, were metaphors for a way of life.  Praise was rarely spoken, no gratuitous compliments were ever given.  His teaching was so very pure:  the greatest high for him was in the accomplishment of his students and his dance company members which resonated in the moment, radiated in the room, and had nothing at all to do with fame, money or posterity.

Intellectually, he was open.  Totally open.  But his heart…well, that was another matter.  It was not cold, it was never cruel.  But he closely guarded his feelings…that is, until suddenly, in the face of almost all that he knew becoming unknown and the rational fully challenged, his heart opened fully.  The mathematician, the scientist, the scholar, the intellectual who had always been open to all possibilities that could be proven, came to consider that anything was possible and could be inexplicable.  Too, he ceased to judge people by their short-comings, instead seeing only aspects of goodness, embracing everyone offering positive energies.

He complained to no one, he told no one until just days before I stepped off a plane from China on November 11, 2002.  For six weeks, I later came to understand, he had been in a life-or-death negotiation with this country’s infamous, unforgiving, unconscionable HMO health system.  And in unbearable pain, pain no human being should have to endure.  The so-called practitioners of medicine had failed him at every turn—through missing diagnoses and misdiagnosis, stalling and tormenting him needlessly, not communicating and mis-communicating.  For six crucial, critical, priceless weeks he was lost in the mire of a medical system bankrupt of feeling, devoid of sense—a system that itself is toxic…apathetic, shameless, unethical, immoral, uncontrite, lethal.

But Alberto, who determined to live, focused on wellness.  I canceled out my life for the remainder of November, December, January.  Work, travels, meetings, events, social commitments, deadlines—were all put on hold because I thought I would be supporting my very best friend of seventeen years in a successful bid to beat what I eventually learned were insurmountable odds.

Together, we cried our way through the night, Monday, November 11th—I alone in my apartment in New York City, Alberto alone in his apartment in Los Angeles.  Many times over, he said, “I can’t believe you’ve returned!”  (My office had led him to believe my ‘return’ wouldn’t be for another ten days because I was scheduled to be in New York and not Los Angeles for that period of time.)  “Will you come and be with me?”, he asked.  “Of course,” I told him.  “When will you come?”, he asked.  “Right away.  On the first plane out of here.”  During the next thirteen days, twelve nights, until his passing on Saturday, November 23, and in the month since, so many people, well-intentioned, have said to me how “lucky” he was to have “such a good friend” as I.  But being with him, just one night on the phone, one night in his apartment, and every day and night thereafter at the hospital—had absolutely nothing to do with luck.  It was not a sacrifice on my part.  Do we think about taking breaths?  No, we just breathe.

After that first all-nighter (mutual) phone cry, I had determined to not cry in front of Alberto.  I didn’t want to contribute to worrying him.  I believed the least I could do for him was not to cry, not indulge my needs, not expose my weakness, not bring negative energy into his presence.  Much to my horror and unending shame, I broke down within seconds of my vow and frequently thereafter.  I am without the stoicism of characters in movies.

On that first reunion with Alberto, Wednesday, November 13, I could see he had malnutrition.  Always slight, tall but with lean body mass, strong but not muscular, now his skin barely covered his bones.  For days, more perhaps, he had ingested only minute quantities of chicken soup and tea.  In the twenty-four hours since the deeply caring Julie and Angel, co-hosts of the El Encuentro Saturday night milonga, had brought him to my doctor (as I flew cross-country), he had so deteriorated that now he could no longer walk without support.  His body could get no rest, no position was in the least comfortable.  Only the slightest respite from his agony was to be found in massaging his back, massaging until my fingers and hands could do no more.  I kept thinking of my failing—my weakness in not being able to endure longer, to afford him such small comfort.  In the wee hours of Thursday, November 14, I drove Alberto to the hospital where he was admitted through Emergency.  Until then, he had been taking Tylenol every four hours.  The relentless, agonizing pain persisted even through the morphine drip, increased to the maximum, along with every pain medication known to medicine.

Crisis is revelatory.  We learn so much about ourselves—and others—in the course of crises.  One person who Alberto believed he could count on in some fashion—he certainly would never impose—drove a stake into his heart, the heart beating in a pain-wracked body.  Alberto told me, during that long November 11 night, that she had said to him on the phone, earlier that very evening, “Do not expect me to be your caretaker.  You really should go to Paris and let your brother take care of you”.  For thirteen days and twelve nights, this person never called him, never inquired about him.  Some hours after he passed away, there was a message from her on his voice-mail.  “Could Alberto’s brother please call me…I was a very good friend of Alberto…I just learned he died this morning…together with [friends named], I was planning to come visit him today—but now it is too late…”  Perhaps she learned some life-lessons?  He never spoke of her again.  That night, I tried to offer Alberto consolation—and used one of my life-lessons to help him through her horrendous rejection…  “In times of crisis,” I told Alberto, “You will learn so much about people.  You will learn that people who call themselves ‘friend’ are not.  There will be some who, for whatever reasons—perhaps fear of their own mortality—will fail you.  But far more often you will learn how wonderful people can be, people who were mere acquaintances will extend themselves in ways that would seem to reflect deep, long-standing friendships.  A great gift to you will be discovering how giving people can be.”

            Never once, not that night on the phone, nor that night together in his home, nor over the days and nights in the hospital, did he ever say, “Why me?”

“You are my angel.  Thank you for saving my life,” he said, so glad to be at the hospital into which I had gotten him admitted despite the fact that his HMO had denied him the right to choose this very same hospital which was one of the primary reasons he had chosen the health plan he had.  Now, finally, he had a biopsy.  It confirmed that the “large mass in his stomach and smaller ones in his liver” (manifested in the scan and ultrasound that it took six weeks for his prior doctor to schedule) were indeed malignant.  It was yet another 24 hours’ wait to learn that he had a very aggressive cancer, an advanced metastatic mucinous adenocarcinoma which was not only in the stomach and liver, but also in the pancreas.

“Doctor”, he said, “I want you to hide nothing from me, I want the entire truth.  How long do I have?”  He was told it could be six months to a year, but highly unlikely it would be as much as six months.  “How much time do you need?”, asked the doctor, explaining he could perhaps “buy some time with chemotherapy”.  Alberto said he “needed” at least through the end of the year although, because of the holidays, ideally he would like to have part of January.  Alberto said what he needed to do was to transition professors into the curriculum he had created for the courses he was teaching at two colleges; he needed to get his estate matters organized and draw up a will; to maximize the resale value, he wanted to address four areas needing attention in his condo (replacing the old iron pipes with copper ones; installing a new water heater; fixing the central heating system, off-limits while the roofers worked on the building; and repairing cracks from the last earthquake); he wanted “to see my friends”; and, above all, put everything in order so as not to inconvenience his brother (who lives in Paris and is the only close family he had remaining alive.)   He also hoped he could see his brother’s five-year-old once again and meet the new baby.

For someone with the greatest intellect of anyone I have ever met, he was almost child-like in his appreciation of the basics in life—a good nap, a good meal.  And for someone incomparably well-read (in the classics, science, math, etc.), he had very basic tastes in entertainment.  Bond and Schwarzenegger.  “CSI” (but not “Law & Order”) and certain ‘action’ TV series.  He was amazingly ‘up’ on Hollywood news.  “Who left the cast of ‘CSI’ and why?”, he asked me.

I don’t think ever in my lifetime could I experience someone with the degree of discipline Alberto had.  Not emotionally—he had a temper.  But intellectually and physically and ethically.  He consumed books for breakfast, lunch and dinner.  He set, met, exceeded goals.  Always incredibly modest, not given to talking about himself in terms of accomplishment, his passing gave light to talent and proficiency beyond that which I could fathom.  He was an artist, sketching realistic portraits and landscapes, drawing abstract mathematical and symmetrical designs, creating free-flowing imagery.  He was a writer, with published papers in physics, mathematics, applied mechanics and unpublished short stories, poetry.  He had read thousands of books, owning hundreds which bear his notes, underlinings.  He had studied reflexology—this I learned from someone who came ‘round the hospital and explained he was his partner in several hundred hours of courses over the past year.  And, in this same year, he had pursued the study of the Kabbalah, intrigued by the marriage of mysticism and mathematics in this thousands of years old philosophical religious practice.  His coming to the Kabbalah was almost mystical unto itself:  his doctor estimated that the cancer probably had been incubating for just about a year prior to his diagnosis.  Alberto never went to restaurants alone, and he would never have talked with a stranger seated at another table—but about a year earlier he had visited a new restaurant and there he had a lengthy conversation with someone who sat at an adjacent table…this man was a rabbi, the spiritual leader of a Kabbalah center.

Alberto was an extraordinarily deep but uncomplicated man.  He was logical and eccentric.  He gave new meaning to “having character”:  his word was his honor.  He was unfailingly honest, his instincts about people were unerring.  He was a profoundly private person.  He never revealed to anyone that his father, who came to visit him for a month every year, had been murdered in July, 2001, perhaps by a jealous colleague in their field of architecture, as he strolled home one early evening in Tangier.  He never wore a watch and didn’t own a clock, but in the seventeen years I knew him, he was never late, except one time when his car broke down.  And oh, that car.  No radio.  No heater.  No air conditioning.  It was on its last legs when he acquired it.  But for the first two years of our dance partnership, he drove that car, from San Diego to Los Angeles, and back again, in 95 degree heat and 40 degree cold, over three hours each way, two or three times a week, so we could practice tango.  The enticement for him to drive to L.A. and the excuse for me not to drive to San Diego was, in year one, because our first teacher lived in L.A.  When Orlando Paiva returned to Argentina, we pursued our study of tango in Buenos Aires with Antonio Todaro, Pepito Avellaneda and many, many others.  Year two, Alberto still working towards his several Ph.D’s, continued his trek to L.A. because there were places to go to dance after our 2-3 hour practices.

In those early years, we were the very first local promoters of tango in L.A. in terms of bringing into Los Angeles directly from Argentina the first couple (Gloria y Eduardo) to teach, once the show “Tango Argentino” left town, as well as organizing many other workshops with guest teachers already on the U.S. teaching circuit.

In addition to organizing workshops, we were the first to present shows at different venues with guest artists from Argentina.  We ourselves then began to teach.

We became known outside of Los Angeles largely because we produced and distributed the very first Instructional Video to originate in the U.S.  Politics, especially in tango, being what they are, we were panned by some folks who took it upon themselves to judge and rate our video and the many subsequent efforts of others.  Nevertheless, we got the highest ratings possible in all the commercial video guides, special interest catalogs, as well as the video rating guide for libraries throughout the U.S.   We sold close to 3000 videos worldwide, in VHS and PAL formats, and had no complaints, no returns.  The praise and gratitude over the years from many who learned from our video was always the best form of compensation.  

Alberto and I were now, year four, traveling throughout the U.S., teaching workshops and performing our choreography.  We taught and performed in New York under the  auspices of both DanceSport and Stepping Out.  

We were the first Americans to perform in Europe and Japan.  We were the only Americans invited to teach and perform at the first tango congress in Europe, in which representatives from over 20 countries participated.  We were the first—and for several years, the only—Americans invited to perform in the oldest tango festival in Argentina.  

And we had begun to train dancers for a company that Alberto envisioned.  When we premiered our show, RITMO TANGO, it was the very first theatrical presentation of Argentine Tango to originate in the U.S.—and the first to tour.  Again, politics, especially in tango being what they are, we were panned by some folks who published Argentine Tango newsletters.  But all the reviewers in the Los Angeles Times, the Las Vegas Sun, the New York Times and the major newspapers/magazines in dozens of U.S. cities, praised our show—the dancers, the choreography, the musicians, the singer.  Whether playing venues seating 18,000 people or non-equity houses, we continually sold out, breaking several records as the longest-running show.

We were the first Argentine Tango dancers and choreographers in the U.S. to be represented by an agent, the head of the dance department of the foremost agency for dance.

We were hired by Disney to provide the entertainment for the world premiere of “Evita”; by Luis Miguel to choreograph for his world tour; by World Cup Soccer ’94; by Julio Iglesias; for the first AIDS national fund-raiser on Spanish network television.  We performed and/or choreographed for many movies, tv series, commercials as well as an off-Broadway hit play.  We performed on Broadway and at the Hollywood Bowl, and in numerous theaters throughout America and Europe.

Everything we accomplished—our breakthroughs, our ‘firsts’, whatever successes we had—were against all odds:  neither of us had dance backgrounds; neither of us had studio backing; neither of us were Argentine.

The worldwide re-birth of tango occurred in the U.S. just over eighteen years ago, with the advent of the show “Tango Argentino” on Broadway, shortly after which Alberto and I began our partnership.  For over a decade, Alberto had no other financial remuneration outside of our teaching, performing, choreographing Argentine Tango.  As it is for many pioneers, it was often a lonely and painful journey but always passion for this art form consumed Alberto.  We persevered because of his vision and dedication.

His mental acuity never ceased to amaze throughout all seventeen years, and no less when he was hospitalized.  He would periodically drift into a very deep sleep, engendered by the drugs, the pain, so many days and nights without any sleep.  One time, a new nurse asked when he had last had a particular procedure.  I said I thought it was “about seven hours prior.”  From the bed came this voice, “No, it was nine hours ago, at 8 AM.”  And he went back to sleep.  He always wanted to know what medications were being administered—and for what reasons.  And he retained all the information, using the technical terminology.

He never, ever complained.  He said, a very few times, without self-pity but matter-of-factly, “I don’t think I can take much more…”  He would ask for the nurse or me to massage his back, his feet, his calves.  To adjust the pillows.  Always an economist with words, he methodically, succinctly, explained to each new nurse “how it was to be.”  Maestro and master of his destiny more than most, he would say, “There are certain ways things must be.  I will explain to you.  I will let you know when to move me.  It must be done very slowly.  After each part of the move, I will take a little rest…then we can go on, and as before, I will say ‘one, two, three and’—then we move my leg…  The lemon drink is to half-fill the glass; it must always have ice in it.  The only water I am to be given is the ‘Pinchas’—the holiest Kabbalah water.  If I have said, ‘no more to drink,’ do not say, ‘how about a little juice instead of the water you are drinking.’  When I say ‘A’, do not try out ‘B’ or ‘C’.  It unnecessarily uses up my energy.  If you can do those things—and keep the curtain drawn and the door closed at all times, then we can get along very well.  And I do want you to know if I sound like a dictator or difficult, I apologize…I do appreciate your being here, and everything everyone is doing for me.”  Simple, clear hand motions often substituted for words.

Sometimes, never acknowledging the pain, he would say, “Tell me a story.”  To me, he would admonish gently but firmly, “Now don’t take too long to get to the point of the story.  Try to steer clear of tangents.” (He knew me all too well—but now his pain made it exceedingly difficult to concentrate.)

For days, prior to David’s arrival, nurses had told me how many people were all alone at the end.  Many said, again that word, “how ‘lucky’ Alberto is not to be alone, that he has such a good friend.”  They just could not understand that there was no choice, no question; there was no greater gift to me than to be Alberto’s friend. And everyone who met or visited Alberto in those thirteen days and twelve nights was profoundly touched, and I suspect, forever changed in some way by connecting with him.  Without ever saying “goodbye”, each friend left his room strengthened and with a greater commitment to living life more fully.  It was as if as each person dealt with their pain and vulnerability, their emotional fragility and the specter of mortality, at the very same time their spirits were lifted and they were bestowed with a tranquility.

A particular physician, a specialist, one of the many attending Alberto, made early hospital rounds.  His office, I heard, was like Ellis Island—so many people waiting to be processed through, to see him.   A very few minutes of conversation with a doctor is a given, anything beyond perfunctory is quite unusual—at least, in big cities, amongst doctors on the ‘A List’, with non-celebrity patients.  I was seated, just outside Alberto’s door, returning a call to someone inquiring about visiting him.  The only time that I used my cell-phone was outside his room so as not to disturb him, and I only returned calls from people in his life.  As this physician came out of Alberto’s room, I asked the person on the phone to “please hold just a second” while I posed the question to the doctor, “Anything new/changed?”  He said, “No”, but lingered, as if he wanted to talk further.  I told the person on the phone that I would call her back in five minutes.  An hour and fifteen minutes later, I returned her call.  In the course of the conversation with the physician, I learned that some years after practicing medicine, he took a second degree, from a psychoanalytic institute.  I inquired if his ‘orientation’ was therefore from a specific (i.e. limited!) perspective.  He explained that he wanted to be grounded in a ‘classical’ approach but that was just the beginning of his journey.  Along the way, he had read volumes of books by and about a plethora of psychiatrists and psychologists.  And books in the social sciences.  And more.  I came to realize that he is one of the world’s greatest authorities on death and dying, the author of many books and papers on the subject and a highly sought speaker.  “What has been your greatest influence?”, I asked him.  “Actually, it has been mythology, from different countries and periods of time.  That is, until now.”  He paused and then he went on to say, pointing to Alberto’s room, “In there is my greatest teacher.”

Alberto’s wit was a constant.  When he could no longer eat and just sipped a little of the “lemon drink” (Sprite—never before had he drunk coffee or soft drinks), he suggested to the nurse that she add the juice from the unopened canned pears.  “Now I have a Cordon Bleu drink,” he exclaimed. On one occasion, too weak to move his arms, he said to me, “I am feeling just a little vain.  Would you mind to brush my hair?”  As I brushed through his black curls, he commented , “Now you know what a mad scientist looks like.”  His belly was swollen, so big and hard.  Several times Alberto was wheeled  on a bed to the bowels of the hospital building where liters of fluid were removed through aspiration by a ‘needle’.  This afforded temporary and just a little relief.  He took great pride in recounting the exact number of liters removed each time.  On the first occasion, he told me he had had “a most successful Caesarian.”  And when on the first of many visits, Karlo from our dance company looked around Alberto’s hospital room and inquired if I used the folded cot that stood against the wall in the corner, Alberto piped up, “Yes, Loreen sleeps on that bed, but I go home at night to sleep in my own bed.” 

The death sentence was delivered at 6:00 PM, Monday, November 18; the timetable and possible directions (chemo or hospice) were discussed at 5 PM, Tuesday, November 19.  Alberto, who until then had wanted to keep everything from his brother lest he “ruin” his brother’s holiday with the children and their mother, now gave me permission to call his brother.  He so loved his brother, who he always said was “a very sweet and good person”.

So overwhelming much in life and in the face of death makes no sense.  Perhaps the best antidote is having a belief system.  And hope.

Alberto said to me, “I am not afraid.  The only fear I have is of pain.”

There was something I wanted to ask Alberto, I desperately wanted to ask him.  I debated and debated with myself. I reprimanded myself, “How can you be so self-centered!”  I remonstrated with myself, “If I don’t ask, I will forever be with regret.”

Ashamed, I apologized to Alberto, and said, “This is purely selfish, so selfish…but I have one favor to ask of you…tell me, teach me, how did you come to be unafraid?”

“Reading. I’ve read the greatest philosophers of different countries and centuries.  I’ve studied many religions, the histories of religion.  Mathematics, science—theory and practice.  Through music, literature and art.  I’ve come to believe we are immortal.  We are reincarnated.  We keep trying until we gain perfection.”

“I am so unevolved, so far behind you…Do you think it possible that we will be together one day?”

“Yes, it is possible.”

“Will it be forever?”

“Yes, that too is possible.  Don’t be afraid.”

David arrived from his home in Paris on Thursday, November 21 and came straight to the hospital from the airport.  Alberto had told the doctor he would take one day, Wednesday, until he, his brother, and I could discuss “the options”.

I stepped out of the hospital room for about an hour until David came out to fetch me.  Alberto, so weakened now that his voice was almost inaudible, insisted on sitting in the hospital room armchair.  It would be the last time he was out of the bed, the last time he could sit up.  Summoning everything he could draw upon, he focused on telling us where certain papers were, what some of the things were that we would need to do.  At the same time as I sensed he knew everything he needed to communicate was urgent because time was running out, he also strove to have us believe this conversation was to clarify matters that he, himself, would address in due time—time he was due, time he expected to have.  Perhaps an hour elapsed when Alberto said he would need “to take a little rest.”  He was not strong enough to write the few sentences required (along with a signature) to execute a will.  Signing a typed paper would not be legal.

At one point, on Friday, November 22, I became aware, on some different level for the first time, of Alberto’s mortality, that it could be possible that his super-human powers, his intellect, his determination, could not will away his death sentence and, in fact, that he could not even will time, not even a little.  From the moment I learned Alberto had cancer, my belief in him, verging at times on awe, had completely translated into optimism, hope, denial.  But, suddenly there was this frightful tug-of-war between my heart and my mind.  My resentment of those who talked about his inevitable death, his imminent death, deepened and then I would switch into self-loathing gear—hating myself for beginning to think his death could be possible.  I simply could not countenance in myself anything other than the power of positive thinking, his abetted by mine and, I was determined, all those people around us.

The final day, Alberto indicated he wanted to sit up.  In the moment he was told it would not be possible because his blood pressure was falling, I think he, too, became aware on some different level for the first time of his own mortality.  The nurse, he could see, had her ‘marching orders’:  “keep his legs elevated, his upper body lowered to the maximum allowed by the hospital bed.”  Her expression conveyed “this is what we do under these circumstances—all the signs of encroaching death are there, now we just maintain, wait ‘it’ out, follow hospital procedure.”  His hands were very cold and very moist.  Throughout the night, his breathing was more and more labored, increasingly shallow.  And then the unthinkable occurred.  I thought to myself, “When will this end?  It’s best that he die, die now.  No more hours of waiting and watching.”  I began to wonder if my sleep deprivation had turned me into a cold-blooded killer.  Until this point, my processing had only gone so far as to think Alberto’s death could be possible.  Consistently and always, I had managed to tell myself, in between the emotional floodgates and utter despair, yes, it would all work out, he wouldn’t leave.  After all, he had, not so many hours before, managed to lift his arm and gently caress my cheek with his hand, just ever so briefly—but time stood still.  But now the end seemed inevitable and imminent.  It was as if his breathing, so irregular and difficult, had no purpose.

More and more drugs flowed intravenously into him.  Once, only once, he became a little confused.  It was only for a few minutes.  David and I, to each side of the bed, watched over him as he slept.  He would awaken and smile in recognition that his beloved brother was there.  He responded, best he could, to questions.  He could no longer converse.  But his eyes, his deep set dark always curious and probing eyes, told many stories.  And we spoke of many things, all from the heart, to Alberto.  We spoke of our love, each in our own way.  It did not go unsaid that we would be there every moment; he would never be alone.

  About twenty-four hours before Alberto passed away, a gentle nurse quietly said to me, “I have observed, over many years, that music gives great solace to the dying.  It distracts, it calms, it comforts, it transports…” Within the hour, someone brought a CD player to me.  The room was filled, from 10 AM Friday until two hours after Alberto died, 8:10 AM Saturday, with Schubert lieder; compositions for piano written by Louis Gottschalk; short guitar pieces by Spanish composers played by Liona Boyd; Angel Vargas; Miguel Calo; the voices of Jorge Falcon, Alberto Podesta, Raul Beron, Roberto Goyeneche, Nina Miranda.

Juan D’Arienzo played/was played before and after the simple gravesite memorial service three days later.

Virtually all of Alberto’s students of the last semester and from prior courses he taught at two colleges, as well as the deans and department heads, paid tribute to him in calls, letters, and through their presence at his Memorial Service.  One professor had organized a two hour span of time for all the current students to visit the hospital to tell Alberto how much they missed him, how highly they regarded him.  The gathering was scheduled for a Saturday afternoon so as not to conflict with their classes.  Dozens drove into Los Angeles from as far as San Francisco and San Diego—not knowing that he had left us that very morning.  They arrived after the hospital’s mandatory declaration by a physician that the deceased is deceased, after the four hour wait before the deceased either is taken to the hospital morgue or directly to the funeral home.

Cynthia, one of our company’s dance members, has lived out of state for some time now.  It’s been nine years since she was first diagnosed with cancer. She has defiantly and brilliantly outsmarted, though not outlived, the cancer, with which she co-exists.  Her pre-scheduled quarterly visit with some of the same doctors attending Alberto came about two weeks after his passing.  But virtually daily, since November 11, we spoke on the phone—she imparted information, insight, inspiration.   I always shared with Alberto much of Cynthia’s content and spoke frequently of her great spirit.  

After Alberto’s death, I was on the east coast when Cynthia flew into Los Angeles, going straight to Alberto’s grave before her first doctor’s appointment.  She meditated there in the afternoon, and that evening told me about her visit.  Shortly after we finished speaking, I reached for the phone and began to dial Alberto’s number, most anxious to tell him what Cynthia had said. 

            In the very last minutes, at about 8 AM Saturday, Alberto opened his eyes and looked up, way up.  Just the bottom of his black eyes showed, beneath which was a wide span of white.  And then his eyes came down; they seemed to focus on me.  Just before he drew his last breath, a tear slid from the corner of his right eye.

            I am haunted by his words, “Thank you for saving my life.”  And by that tear.

            Did I fail him?  Did he experience fear, after all?  Did a final truth, an absolute truth, reveal itself to him?  Did he regret learning this truth—or not knowing it sooner?  Was he in physical pain?  Was he with regret about leaving life?  Had he come to believe that beyond that last breath was nothingness?  Or did he understand what was to come next?  

            At the time that David and I selected Alberto’s casket—it was not easy to find a simple one, as Alberto had requested—we also looked at the different burial areas of the Hillside Memorial Park.  Within a split second, we rejected the idea of burial above ground, in the filing cabinet-like constructions.  As commercial (and costly!) as dying in the U.S. is, at least we had found a cemetery where there was virtually no distinction between the haves and have-nots, the famous and the unknown.  The promised equalizing experience of death was more or less evidenced—all of the head stones were the same size, none rose above the ground—in this business establishment of forty years.  The challenge was to find Alberto a tree.  The sun shone upon us that day.  Literally and figuratively.  We found a tree, a sapling, in the most remote area, by a wall beyond which was a road but beyond that a dedicated park.  Alberto lies under the infant branches of the little tree.   I paid in advance for another plot.  I will lie beside him for eternity.

My dearest Alberto, my very best friend in this world, will live forever—in my heart.

                                                                              Loreen Arbus

                                                                              212.371.0381

                                                                              323.930.1244

                                                                              12.30.02

EXCERPTS FROM DOZENS OF LETTERS

FROM STUDENTS TO ALBERTO

“Please know that the way I look at you is just like the way you look at Newton and Einstein! Thank you so much! I will always remember you!”

“I knew you already went to heaven, and started teaching physics over there.  I hope your students up there are as smart as we are down here.  Through the three months of learning physics from you, not only have I learned some physics theories, but I have also learned a great deal about you – your intelligence, kindness, caring, and sense of humor.  I respect you because of your knowledge and hard-working attitude.  I will always remember you as a professor who won’t give up teaching until the last breath.  I have only a few teachers who will influence me though my whole life, and you are one of them.

I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye, but I got the chance to know you.

Thank you, Professor, for your excellent teaching.  We will all always love you.”
“It is so hard for us to accept the fact that you are not here any more… Your smile is still in my eyes vividly.  To me, you are not only our physics professor, but also our good friend, and a father to all your students.  I still remember the first day meeting you …  I don’t understand why it happened so soon, we all miss you very much, and you are so deeply beloved.  You are not alone, you are in our hearts, and we will remember you forever.

I will do what you told me to do.  You told me to always give others a chance.  I will carry out my actions with your words all my life because I realized this is your advice from your heart, and advice from a father.

We will pray for you.  I hope that you can find peace and happiness in heaven.  You will be in our memory forever, we love you!”

“… You are a very special person … You taught me something that is very important – the meaning of life … You were a great teacher and you shall forever live on in the hearts of your students and colleagues …”

 “… I was looking forward to seeing you on Saturday (11-23-02).  It was heart breaking to know that you left us that morning …  I want to tell you:


I see your face in every flower,


Your eyes in stars above,


It’s just the thought of you,


The very thought of you … “
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ADDITIONAL EXCERPTS OF LETTERS

FROM STUDENTS TO ALBERTO

“… Thank you for the light and direction you have showed us all …”

“… I remember in physics 1B we did not get the chance to eat dinner together at the end of the semester.  After you get better, we are going to have dinner together.  Thank you again sir.  You are the teacher that inspired me to see the beauty of physics and integrals …”

“Thank you for everything you have taught me in Physics 1B.  Your teaching style is different from other teachers but that is what makes you very unique.  You are really one of the best teachers I have ever had.  Whatever you taught us will live forever in your students …”

“… Thank you for being a great teacher …”

“… We will see you soon, right?  You must beat the sickness …”

“I am grateful for the classes you provided and all the knowledge you transmitted to us …”

“… I really enjoyed 1B over the summer and your teaching style as well as everything you had to offer …”

“Your class was always so interesting.  Your grandma always came up with the most interesting questions.  HA! HA! …  Whatever happens, Physics will live on in your students.”

“… I feel so lucky to get to know you …”

Dear Dr. Toledano.

Hello, sir, this is Hovhannes. I was in your summer 2002 lB class at PCC with Guanhua… Umm... where should I start? …

We miss you very much. We being your current IA class, and everyone else that took a physics class with you before. We miss you.

I... I cannot describe the profound sadness and chock that I felt when 1 first heard that not only have you been diagnosed with cancer, but that it is pancreatic cancer. And at stage 5.                All sense of fairness and justice just disappeared.

…

As many have told you, I am sure, that you are one of the best teachers I have ever had (or they ever had). One of only such few teachers that have sparked an interest in me towards education, intelligence, and basic human interaction and relationships that have already helped me with positive results. Your knowledge of math and physics has helped me to actually learn and understand the subject at hand… to actually develop more ideas about it. And your insistence that you do NOT(!) give tests or questions, but only EXAMS and Problems(!) has created joy. fun, and an easy environment for me as well as your other students to work and interact in.      But most of all, you have encouraged me to undertake education, art, books, physics, math to a higher level of learning… higher than what I previously thought of them … and you have encouraged me to deepen my insight of the intellectual into a newer phase. A newer phase of thought and outlook of the world.

And THAT is the greatest gift a teacher can give to a student.                                                Thank you, Dr. Toledano.

…

I had actually planned to get some of the books that you recommended for me to read, over Christmas break… finish them, and then when we came back for a new semester, I hoped that we would discuss some of the concepts from the books. Even before, I was a little upset not to have had time to finish the first book that I picked out... so the Christmas-break-reading-of- books seemed like a great idea.

I so wish and hope that we could still have our discussion!

…

Ms Quan came over on Thursday (11/21) to our IC class and made the formal announcement of your hospitalization (though most of us already knew that something was wrong, and only some

knew that you had been diagnosed with cancer) and that we would get a chance to come and visit you. She also encouraged us to write letters... but some of us were going to do that anyway.

…

I must confess that it is very hard to think straight at this moment, or any moment, for that matter, that involves you in my thoughts. I am not very good with fancy words, nor have I ever had to write such a letter to someone before. It is hard. That is the reason that my letter is cluttered with thoughts and ideas without any coherent direction of flow. And I apologize for that.

But I cannot stop thinking how harder it must be for you.

…

Dr. Toledano, I. was right in saying that you are one of the few teachers that have given me the gift of intense-intellectual and thought provoking objective to see the world and life on a different level. Although, I must confess that life, or rather fairness and justice have almost lost their meaning for me… I always thought that many things in life can be and sometimes are unjust… but I never thought that a generous teacher and intellectual such as yourself would ever come to be a subject of such unfairness. I say that because 1 do think that all of this is incredibly unjust. The good should never experience such unfairness.

…

Your way of teaching was incredibly interesting, productive, and fun. Every class time was a new experience… and new chance to see physics, and essentially the world, from a different perspective. I especially liked the movie sessions that you would hold and the way you said “Allright!” indicating, and at the same time frightening us all, that it was now time to answer the question that you had given us just a few minutes earlier. And although-most of the time, my answers were incorrect, I always felt welcome to try to answer them with the best of my ability. That is another gift that a great teacher can bestow upon their students. You made me feel to be a part of an intellectual environment, free to explore my inner ideas and pursue educating the mind about the wonders of the world.

…

Have I told you that I am considering, or rather, I have been considering for some time now, a career in teaching? Well, I am. I think that teaching is one of the best ways that I personally could make my knowledge available to everyone else... To share ideas and thoughts just as you had with us. And I hope that, if I do become a teacher, you won’t mind if I imitate some of your

teaching techniques - I think they are great. I will promise, of course, to give credit where it is due.

…

Dr. Toledano, thank. you once again for being such an inspiring teacher, educator, and intellectual. I have great respect for you and your way of teaching (though I have my disagreements with some parts).

I just wish that such unfairness and injustice should not fall upon the good man of our society. I just wish that there is something that we can do to help you.

I hope that this letter has, at least in some ways, accomplished that. I once again want to apologize for the unorganized format, and any English errors that I might have.

Please take care, never give up, and always stay strong with the warm memories of your students that love you so much! We miss you!

Best of wishes,

Hovhannes Soukiassian

Physics lB. Summer Session 2, Pasadena City College, 2002
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ADDITIONAL EXCERPTS OF LETTERS

FROM STUDENTS TO ALBERTO

“… Christmas is close.  If you get better, all of us may spend a wonderful Christmas with you …”

“I am very sorry to hear about your illness.  I am very fortunate to have been in your class.  Your explanations are very thorough and your classes are very lively.  I enjoyed our discussions about the applications of physics and mathematics – and genetics and bio-technology.

You are in my thoughts and prayers.  I told my family and they are praying for you …”

DEEPEST GRATITUDE TO:  Adrienne H,   Allie R,   Angel E,   Annette B,     Barbara EH,   Barbara G,   Carla P,   Charles E,   Crystal E,   Cynthia W,   Dan Mc C,   David T,   Dorothy C,   Eduardo D,   Elizabeth H,   Elizabeth M,   Gail B, Gailie B,   Georganne H,   Greta VS,   Gwenevere B,   Janice BH,   Jason K,   Jay K, Jayme B,   Jennie Q,   Jill B,   Julie F,   Karlo A,   Kelly C,   Lee L,   Leeza G, Leonard M,   Lexa R,   Lucy K,   Luren B,   Margi K,   Maritza B,   Mike G,   Mike Y, Milan G,   

Muneeb S,   Nancy HP,   Norm CF,   Rabbi Eliyahu J,   Reed H,    Renee V,   Roger L,   Samantha P,   Susan R,   Todd M,   Val G,   Yesenia P

… who called, wrote, advised, visited, embraced during and after.

DEEPEST GRATITUDE TO DOCTORS:  Barry R and Ed F,   David H,        Lawrence H,   Robert D,   Ryan D

DEEPEST GRATITUDE TO CAREGIVERS:  Carla P and Grace CA, and  Barbara G,   Bette,   Beverly,   Daisy,   Jason M,   Jeanette,   Marieo,   Maureen U,   Mina N,   Nely N,   Paul,   Saul,   Sharon,   Tek,   Terry,   Zimar S

DEEPEST GRATITUDE TO:  All those who came to the Memorial Service, 11 AM, Tuesday, November 26, 2002.

DEEPEST GRATITUDE TO:  The many, many students who wrote Alberto before and after the Memorial Service.

SPECIAL THANKS TO:  Dorothy C for The Call - - to Dr. Barry R, The Best; to Greta VS and Gwenevere B for The Healing; to Norm CF,   David T,   Eduardo D  for profound support.

And… greatest gratitude to Tango… the sadness, the joy - - make me run to it, want to run from it.

Tango is an unbearable Life Force.

