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01.01.02 PICTURE UP 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

 JW:  How you doing? 

 

01.03.16 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I’m good. I’m a little off. (LAUGHS) Like I said. These couple of 

weeks have been a little crazy. I’m just trying to get through all of the projects that I had 

committed to in my head, you know, for Sergio.  

01.03.29 Like, his, the table for the garden that was like, three years ago that I was gonna do. You 

know, it’s been sitting in my sunroom. So I’m like, okay, I got to, I’m gonna finish the table 

by this anniversary, you know. And then I wanted to do a slide show, a digital slide show. So 

I haven’t done, was working on that in Miami. Getting his posters done. Doing, you know, 

just doing the little things, 'cos I feel like, first of all, it’s a milestone anniversary. But more 

importantly, I think is by next year, I’m looking forward that maybe by next year, I’ll have a 

baby hopefully.  

01.04.02 And I don’t want to feel guilty about not getting this stuff done before then, so that’s what 

I’ve been a little crazy with, you know. 

 

 JW:  Why before then? 

 

01.04.14 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Before then, because I would feel, you know, if I had to make a 

choice later on, or like, not that I wouldn’t come for the anniversary or anything. But if I’m 

with, if I have a baby and then I have to dedicate all of the time to doing these projects, I 

don’t think it’s, you know, I just want it to be done.  
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01.04.33 I don't know if it would be fair, you know. I just feel like I can’t keep pulling myself back to 

do, it’s really the guilt of the, of not following through on what I set out to do. And I don’t 

want to feel that next year. I want to be able to go into the next chapter feeling like I did it all, 

you know. And I’m really proud of everything that I’ve done. And I don’t have the need to 

do any more, you know.  

01.05.00 So, you know, as far as want go, it’s a different thing. But that need, that thing that just, you 

know, sometimes drives you and it makes you feel completely guilty if you’re not, then I just 

want to kind of get that out of the way. Or painting my motorcycle tank. So it’s all like, you 

know, so I’m, hopefully this weekend I’ll be done. And then I could say, wow, I really, you 

know, in five years, I did a lot. I did, you know, some good things for him. And still revisit.  

01.05.31 But not focus all of the energy every year, you know. (CLEARS THROAT) On doing those 

things. So. 

 

 JW:  The tank is beautiful. 

 

01.05.42 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Oh, thank you. Yeah. And it was funny, too, because I don't know 

if that happened before we left for our, uh, it happened before we went for our wedding or 

after? I can’t even remember. No, it was right after we moved into the house. So it was, yeah.  

01.05.58 And you know, that was, had always been that thing, that, you know, I said when I got a 

motorcycle, I was gonna do a tribute to Sergio on the tank.  And then (CLEARS THROAT) 

the first bike got stolen and then I got the second bike. And then I kind of, time was passing 

and everything. But it was always in the back of my head. And then the bikes get knocked 

over, you know. Mine and Ray’s bike. And it was like, oh, well, I’m gonna need a new tank 

now. So I could part with the, I’m gonna have to part with the bike anyway. This is the 

opportunity.  

01.06.27 So that worked out, you know. In a weird way. You know, you would think, oh, getting your 

motorcycle knocked over, how can that work out? But it does. (LAUGHS) ‘Cos now I have a 

beautiful tank. So, yeah. 

 

 JW:  What does it say? 
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01.06.41 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  It says the quote that’s from the beginning of his book. When you 

were born, you cried and the world rejoiced. Live your life in such a way so that when you 

die, (?) the world cries and you rejoice.  

01.06.58 And forever in our hearts, Sergio Gabriel Villanueva. FDNY, NYPD. July 4th, 1968 to 

September 11, 2001. And then, and it’s kind of coming up through some clouds. And then on 

the sides, I have two, the Twin Towers and the sign that Sergio and I used to make to each 

other was this with our hands. And on the first anniversary, I don't know if I had ever brought 

it to show you, I had received that little medal.  

01.07.31 Did I, do you remember this? I have to bring all of the things the next time.  But I had gotten 

a medal (~JW~)  

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

01.07.49 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Well, the first year anniversary, when I had left Ground Zero after 

reading Sergio’s name, I went to the firehouse and I met (Delia?) and her friend (Eddie?) and 

we were five in her car, or six in her car. And she has like, a little Toyota Rav 4.  

01.08.09 And I squeezed into the front with Eddie, but I was like, really uncomfortable. And she had 

kind of that hatchback area in the back. And I’m like, you know, I’m just gonna go and sit 

back there. And they’re like, no, don’t sit back there. Sit in, I’m like, no, no, no, I’m gonna 

be comfortable here. So I go into the back of his, of the car. I mean, I’m pushing aside, you 

know, strollers, baby seats, whatever.  

01.08.30 And I’m sitting in the back. Hatchback window is here. And I look underneath the stroller 

and there’s an envelope that says Tanya on it. And then inside the envelope was a box. And 

apparently uh, Maureen Haskell, she’s the mother of Tommy and Timmy Haskell, she had 

given Delia this thing to give to me. And Delia had kind of thrown it in a car and it just kind 

of got misplaced.  

01.09.00 And time passed and she forgot all about it. And when I open up the box, there’s a picture of 

the hands like this, made out of clouds. And a little medal that says, I’m with you always. 

And so I had always said that that would be what I’m gonna put on the tank. That’s gonna be 

what I put on the tank. So I had that image of the hands and the heart coming through clouds. 

And then in the middle of that, I had them paint the towers.  
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01.09.30 But it was like, such a message, but it was so profound to me, 'cos it was like, you know, had 

I not gotten into the hatchback to go, you know, and I was like, compelled. No, I’m gonna sit 

back there. That’s where I need to sit, you know. And there’s, it’s just crazy the way, you 

know, things happen. And it was perfect. It was the anniversary. It was like, I needed to hear 

from him that day, you know. So, so that’s what’s on the tank. And I will show it to you 

guys.  

01.10.00 I have so many things. And I meant to bring pictures and stuff, because of all the bunny signs 

along the way. But I’ll do it the next time. 

 

 JW:  What happened this year? 

 

01.10.11 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Well, what happened? This year was a good year.  May, we got 

married. I got married to Ray.  You know, my biggest thing, I think the last time we spoke, 

was do I have a big wedding, do I not.  

01.10.29 And just weighing it all. Every time I thought about the big wedding and that (?) guest list, it 

was just really overwhelming. And I felt, you know, I couldn’t invite my family and not 

invite Sergio’s family. And my friends. I couldn’t, you know, like, Sergio’s friends, like, and 

then I just started thinking that that day, if I had everybody there, I would be so worried 

about them, what they were thinking, you know.  

01.10.58 Is this painful for them? Is this painful for me, you know, because every time I see them, I 

think of Sergio. And so (CLEARS THROAT) I finally made the decision. And I think 

actually it was during the interview that it kind of was like, yeah, why don’t I elope? Why 

don’t you elope? Yeah, why don’t we elope? And then it was kind of like, the more I thought 

about it, the more it just made sense. It was like, oh. That’s it. Then I’m kind of, I don’t have 

to really worry. ‘Cos the day is supposed to be about Ray and I, you know. And I don’t want 

it, I didn’t want to take away that from Ray.  

01.11.30 I didn’t want Ray to think that on our wedding day, I’m all stressed out worrying about 

Sergio’s family and our friends, you know. Which I would have done. Because that’s just my 

nature.  I’m always, you know, and then we made the decision that we were gonna go to 

Hawaii, 'cos both of us had never gone before. And thank god for the internet, 'cos I just got 
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on and I just started doing my little thing that I do when I’m researching. And I found this 

great photographer, you know.  

01.12.02 And it was just based on his pictures. And I said, okay, well, since we’re not gonna have a 

wedding with people there to witness it, I want to make sure we capture the day, you know, 

with the really great pictures. And through this guy’s link, I was able to organize my flowers, 

the minister. You know, it was just great. And then as far as hotels went, I mean, that’s, you 

know, everything. And I, it was so stress-free, if I spent maybe three to four hours just kind 

of getting it all together, (LAUGHS) then it was done, you know.  

01.12.38 It’s like, oh. And they’re just kind of figuring out their itinerary, like, which islands are we 

gonna go to. So just, you know, reading, okay, where will we go? So we decided to go to 

Maui, Kauai’i and Honolulu. ‘Cos we wanted to see Pearl Harbor. So we left, actually, on 

May 16th.  

01.12.58 And we wanted to break up the trip, because it’s such a long trip from Miami. So we decided 

to fly to California and stay there a couple of days. And so while we were in California, we 

went to Santa Barbara. We rented a motorcycle. We went into the Santa Inez Valley. We 

found a motorcycle museum, which was, you know, pretty serendipitous.  ‘Cos Solvang is 

like, this kind of obscure little village, you know, in the middle of the Santa Inez Valley.  

01.13.27 And they had this amazing motorcycle museum. So it was kind of like the theme of 

(LAUGHS), the theme of our wedding, you know, since we met on the motorcycles. And 

then we went to Los (~JW~)  

 

 JW:  And you never rode a motorcycle before 9/11. 

 

01.13.47 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Well, I had gone on the back of motorcycles before. But not like 

crazy. When I lived in, when I was 20, you know, I had a friend that, I had two friends that 

had bikes. And I had ridden on the back of it, you know. And I had maybe a moped.  

01.13.59 It wasn’t even a moped. It was a little more than moped. But it was a Honda Passport 500. 

And I didn’t even know you were supposed to shift gears. And I ran that thing for about a 

month. (LAUGHS) until I just burnt it out. I ran it in first. And I was going like, 40 miles an 

hour. (LAUGHS) I had no idea. Yeah, I was kind of clueless. But I always liked the whole 
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biking thing, you know, but it wasn’t anything, you know, that I had really thought about it, 

you know. After moving to, moving back to New York, you know.  

01.14.30 And even though Sergio had said that when we first met, that he wanted to get a motorcycle, 

you know, I always thought it was cool. But I didn’t, it wasn’t like, you know, a pressing 

thing or anything. And that just kind of fell to the wayside, you know. And then that, it 

became my tool, you know, to kind of just move me through the grief in those first two years, 

you know. And it really did.  

01.15.00 I mean, I would get on the bike and it was just, that was the place where I could just kind of 

not really, just let things strip away and not, 'cos you have to be so focused on your, on the 

road and you’re, you know, shifting and the traffic and, that you get into this zone. And you 

know, you always feel better. I mean, I always feel better when I go for a ride. And then that 

that brought me to Ray, you know, and then all of a sudden, it became this biker chick.  

01.15.28 It just cracks me up, you know. (LAUGHS) Like, I went from inner peace, ah, and now I’m 

like, a biker chick. And I mean, I have a big-ass bike. (LAUGHS) It’s not like, a little bike. 

It’s a big-ass bike. And now I’m riding his Harley. It’s just, it’s crazy. Oh, and I meant to 

bring you, we also have an article in Robb Report, motorcycling. If you get a chance to pick 

it up. It’s in the back. My friend Sal wrote it. It’s funny. How the motorcycle also helped, 

you know, that was basically what the motorcycle article  (~JW~) the article was about was 

about how the motorcycle brought me to this new life with Ray.  

01.16.08 And for him, too. ‘Cos Ray had, you know, was in, had been in a difficult marriage. And 

after he got divorced, the riding for him became his kind of way to just kind of get through it, 

you know. And now here we are. And so when we were (~JW~)    

 

 JW:  There’s loss there, too. 

 

01.16.28 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  There was a loss there, too, yeah. And so you know, I said 

definitely, you know, we should rent a motorcycle while we’re in Hawaii, too. And then I 

had gone to look for, you know, motorcycles in Maui. And I found this white Big Dog 

chopper. And I was like, oh. (LAUGHS) It was like, that moment. Oh. That’s it. And then the 

wedding planner, you know, I said, I’d like to incorporate the motorcycle in the ceremony, 
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but I just don’t know how we could do it, you know, 'cos I have the dress and this whole 

thing.  

01.17.03 She goes, well, from the hotel to the site that you’re getting married, it’s really not that big of 

a distance. It’s a beautiful ride. I think you should go on the bike. I’m like, you think?  Yeah.  

So that was how we got to the wedding. And it so cool. I mean, you know, all of those things. 

Okay, well, if it’s just me and him, do you spend the night separately the night before?  

01.17.30 Like, all the, I’m like, no, you know. It was like, if  nobody, we were going so untraditional. 

And like, should he be in the room when I get ready? And I’m like, no. (LAUGHS) Like, 

should I kick him out of the room when I’m getting ready. And I’m like, no.  So I finally 

decided that what I would do is, when I put the dress on, that’s when he could go and get the 

bike. And then I would meet him downstairs.  

01.17.59 So that was kind of my, you know, walk down the aisle to go and meet my betrothed, if that’s 

how you call it, right?  So yeah, I just remember getting the dress on. And then going down. 

And then the lobby was very, you know, open. And there was the uh, valet stand there. And 

Ray was like, on that side of it. And then I just kind of peeked around and then I saw him. 

And then all of a sudden, he just vroom-vroom, he rolls up. (LAUGHS)  

01.18.31 And that was our chariot. That was our white horse. And so (LAUGHS) going to the, going 

on our matrimonial ride, you know, to the beach, where we (?) had planned. Which I also 

chose from the internet. It was great. It was perfect. I just looked at the picture and said, 

that’s it. That’s where we’re gonna get married. And it couldn’t have been more beautiful, 

you know. And so just riding over there, I just kept on saying, we’re so cool. We are so cool.  

01.19.00 You know, it was just like, the coolest way to start our life together. To (?) have the 

ceremony. To sanctify our relationship was to do it, you know, by getting on the bike and 

going to the beach. And then having the reverend also have a motorcycle, which was totally 

serendipitous, too, because when I looked at the website of ministers, I wanted to get the big 

Hawaiian guy with the, you know, with the big traditional dress and the blowing the conch 

shell and playing the ukulele.  

01.19.32 And that was the guy that I had wanted originally, with the like, leaf crown and you know. 

So I was like, that’s him. I saw his picture. That’s the one I want. But he was booked that 

day. And they’re like, oh, can we recommend Brother Al? You’ll really like him. He’s got 

such a great voice. He’s really, you know, I said is he a big Hawaiian? They’re like, yeah, 
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he’s a big Hawaiian. So I’m looking a this picture and I’m like, all right, yeah, he’ll be okay. 

And then he shows up on a white Harley.  

01.19.58 And I was like, with a license plate, (RevOn2?). And I’m like, he’s so cool. We’re so cool. 

(LAUGHS) But it was great. You know, it was just great. And the people that we had rented 

the motorcycle from also, you know, the day before, they were just great. They told us, you 

know, where to go and the (?) sign that I needed, you know, from Sergio, 'cos I am crazy that 

way, I had been talking to him in my mind. And when we were in California, I had seen, you 

know, bunnies here and there.  

01.20.30 And I’m like, okay, well, this is a day before our wedding, you know. This is the day before 

I’m getting married. Is this, you know, I just need one more sign, you know. I was kind of 

talking to him. 

 

 JW:  What do you mean by that? 

 

01.20.43 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I do that, you know. It’s like, whenever, 'cos I’m about to take 

this really monumental step. And I just want to know that Sergio is there with me, you know. 

So I’ll say, show me something, Daddy, just show me. Show me something, you know. So 

like, you know, going back to Machu Piccu, when I just didn’t think I could fucking get to 

the top of this one mountain pass, you know, you got to show me something, because I can’t 

do this.  

01.21.05 I can’t do this, you know. Not that I was saying, I can’t do this with Ray. But it just, I needed 

a sign that this was okay. That I’m about to take this major step and it’s okay. You’re still 

here with me? By me taking this step, you’re not going anywhere, you know. 

 

 JW:  That’s the thing, isn’t it? 

 

01.21.22 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah, that he’s not gonna leave once I, yeah. So (PAUSE), I had 

been struggling with it a couple of weeks, or the months leading up to the wedding. You 

know, once I made a decision that we were gonna elope and I was just, once we got closer to 

the wedding day, that was my struggle. Like, oh my god, I’m gonna lose this whole part of 

my life, you know.  
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01.22.01 Which I think people go through anyway when they’re getting married. Because you are. 

You’re certainly stripping away a part of yourself to, you know, go on to something new. So 

you have, you know, I was talking to friends that didn’t experience a loss, and they were 

saying that even without a loss, they were having major identity crisis, you know, leading up 

to their wedding. So I just felt like if I get married, you know, I’m taking away, does that 

mean I have to push that part of my life away now, you know.  

01.22.32 And then I don't know who said it and it just clicked. And it was, like, no, you’re just adding. 

You’re adding. And I’m like, oh, I’m adding. Like, emotionally, it was feeling like I was 

taking away. But then when it was like, adding, it was like, oh, that’s it. I’m adding. You 

know, but I was having a hard time with it for, you know, for a couple of weeks there. I was 

just very emotional about everything and poor Ray. (LAUGHS)  

01.23.00 And it wasn’t that I wanted to back out of the wedding. Not at all. Because you know, I was 

looking forward to starting a life with Ray. It was just the fear of starting a life with Ray, did 

that mean that I had to let go of my life with Sergio, you know. And it was just a very, just a 

very deep, profound feeling of loss again, you know.  

01.23.30 So the day before the wedding (~JW~)  

 

 JW:  An additional loss? 

 

01.23.34 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  An additional loss, you said?  (~JW~) Yeah. Like an additional 

loss. Like, you know, you have to let go. I’ve had to let go of a lot of things over these five 

years, you know. And it’s one more thing you have to let go of, you know. This identity of 

being, and it’s letting go of the identity of being Sergio’s widow, you know. ‘Cos now I’m 

taking on a new identity of being Ray’s wife.  

01.23.58 And how does that work? Like, it was just kind of, you know, making me a little crazy. It 

was just kind of (LAUGHS), I was trying to work that through, you know. And then just to 

say, well, you’re not really, you don’t have to get that up, you know. You’re just, you’re 

adding a whole other dimension now. It’s not that you have to give that up in order to 

become this. So it’s just, you know, in how we define ourselves and how I had been defining 

myself, you know.  
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01.24.31 It was always like, I was Sergio’s fiancé.  I was Sergio’s, Sergio was, you know, and so now 

it’s like, how, well, how do you do it now, you know. (LAUGHS) It was just, and then 

sometimes I would hear, well, your ex-fiancé and that was so painful to me. When somebody 

would refer to him as my ex-fiancé, because he wasn’t my ex-fiancé, you know. It’s like, 

verbiage, you know, and how I was attaching meaning to that was just, it was, you know 

(~JW~)  

  

 JW:  Words matter, though. 

 

01.24.59 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Words matter, yeah. Your ex-fiancé. Or your ex. And I was, but 

he’s not my ex. You know, at all. So then it was like, well, he’s my late fiancé. You know, 

like I had to find the right words for myself of how to explain this all. Like, in meeting new 

people even. You know, when somebody brings up 9-11 and, you know, I have a lot to say 

about 9-11, so how do I, you know, and if I’m sitting with Ray, like, I was (LAUGHS), how 

do you manage that?  

01.25.33 How do I manage that, you know. So I basically have, I think I’ve worked it out where I just 

say, well, I was engaged before, you know. And I lost my fiancé. And that kind of is it. That 

defines it. It’s not making him an ex, like, that we broke up. Because that’s what that means 

to me, when somebody says ex.  

01.25.58 And I didn’t break up with him, you know.  And it’s, yeah, it’s just, it’s (~JW~)  

 

 JW:  Does that conversation come up a lot? 

 

01.26.07 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah, no, it does. And I think now, you know, leading up to, now 

also with the motorcycle tank, you know, or whatever, leading up to the anniversary, that 

conversation inevitably comes up, you know. If you’re meeting new people, it’s, it comes up 

at some point you know. And so (~JW~)  

 

 JW:  How do you feel during those conversations? 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS)  
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01.27.05 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  The gut feeling is, the gut feeling is, oh, it’s just kind of like, 

(LAUGHS) it’s just like, you know, and then my mind starts to kick in. And then it’s like, 

you know, 'cos sometimes people talk about it and, uh, I want to find the examples where, 

you know, it’s an event. 

01.27.30 But it’s not, it’s like, the way it’s like, it’s a casual thing in passing. Well, since 9-11, you 

know, then I started to do this. And it was, yeah, it was after 9-11. Like that’s their reference 

point, you know. So once I start to hear that that’s a reference point, once you hear 9-11, it’s 

there. It’s in the conversation now, you know. And even though they’re talking about 

something completely (LAUGHS) different in mentioning it as their reference point, well, 

after 9-11, I decided to move down here and start, you know, and start a new life and 

dadadadadada.  

01.28.06 And so it’s just kind of like, they pushed it back in their conversation. But when I hear  

(~JW~) it, it’s like, 9-11, well, 9-11. And this is somebody who wasn’t affected by the loss or 

anything, you know. It was just like, or the airports, 9-11 happened and then the security and 

dadadadada.  

01.28.27 And you know, it’s just, but what I hear, and then what I hear, what I feel is the loss. Well, 

that was a loss, that was the point where I lost Sergio. And thousands of other people were 

lost. And so I don’t want it to be like, this casual kind of comment in passing. So some, the 

majority of the time, I’ll bring it up.  

01.29.01 That well, I, you know, speaking of 9-11, I was engaged before and I lost my fiancé. And 

then it’s like, oh, you know. But it’s like, when, the first year, the first, second year, my grief, 

when everybody brought up, like, I wanted to crunch people. (LAUGHS) Do you know what 

I mean?  If 9-11 was brought up or I was just meeting somebody for the first time, and they 

would say it so casually, then it was just like, the need to like, kind of, well, you know, I 

don't know.  

01.29.37 It was just, it was, I can’t explain it. It was just a need to like, well, I experienced a loss there, 

you know. It’s not something that’s casual, do you know what I mean. It’s just like, and then 

they just, oh, they crunchy, crunch. The crunch. You could see it in their face, you know. 

And now, I realize that some of the time I don’t need to do that. ‘Cos if I can kind of 

(LAUGHS), most of the time I don’t need to do that.  



Project Rebirth :  Tanya Villanueva-Tepper      Tape #  TVT 51     JW, Producer    Page 12 of 57 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Project Rebirth    163 William St.   New York, NY  10038     212.346.1482 

01.30.08 But at the same time, I need to divulge and share that I was somebody who was affected by 

that loss, you know. And that there were a lot of people who were affected by that loss, you 

know. So I will remind people. But now the language is changing, because now I have to 

incorporate my current relationship, you know, with Ray.  

01.30.37 And sometimes I’ve had situations where they don’t know I’m married yet, you know. Or, 

and I’ll say that, you know, I lost my fiancé. And then they’re like, oh, and then you could 

tell, like, the, I can tell like there’s just a sense of, oh, you poor thing, and dadadadada da. 

And then I feel like I have to say, well, you know, it was a long journey, but I’m married 

now.  

01.30.59 To give them that relief, you know what I mean. It’s kind of like, it’s so hard to deal with 

people sometimes when it comes to that subject, you know. And I guess it’s hard for me to 

deal with it myself. But it’s part of my history now, you know, and it’s part of a history that’s 

greater than me, you know, so I have to, I guess, remind people still, you know. I think I’ll do 

it 'til the end of, 'til  I die, you know.  

01.31.34 So going back to, 'cos I totally went around this thing (~JW~)  

 

 JW:  When you divulge, is that part of a process of letting go, and is the need helpful? 

 

01.32.01 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  The need to divulge? Yes. Absolutely. Like, I needed to give a 

voice to that loss, you know. I still need to. And thankfully, you know, I mean, that was like, 

when I look at how I, the difference in these five years. Like, there’s a real good measure of 

time, of how I’ve responded, you know. And I had to kind of just get it out.  

01.32.29 It was like, you know, I had to get it out. You know, yeah, I lost (?) my fiancé. ‘Cos there 

was all kinds of emotions tied to that. And it was just kind of like, somebody has to hear this 

pain, you know what I mean, because it’s all in my head and, and somebody has to hear it 

besides me, you know.  So I guess even now, I (?) do that. But I don’t, and it’s not driven by 

someone needs to hear the pain anymore.  

01.33.01 Do you know what I mean? It’s not the same motivating factor. I think now it’s more like, 

reminding people that people were affected by the loss. That it was a more of, again, it was a 

human story, do you know what I mean? It wasn’t an event. Even though it was an event, but 

it wasn’t, you know, reduced to two towers, you know, falling down.  
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01.33.34 It can’t be just reduced to that. And there are 3000 nameless, you know, or (?) faceless 

names. Like, now it’s more like, if I’m divulging it to you, it’s to remind you. And I guess to 

remind myself. Yeah. That there was real loss there, you know. There were young people 

that, you know, there were people of every, every class.  

01.34.05 Every race. Every age group. Every, you know, that had stories and histories and lives, and 

you know, so, and they left a lot of people missing them, you know. So I guess that’s why. 

 

 JW:  Have you ever chosen not to say anything? 

 

 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I have chosen not to say. 

 

 JW:  How do you feel when you do that? 

 

01.34.32 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Usually I feel fine about it. I mean, here’s a good example. We 

went to go and see World Trade Center. It was Debbie-Dog, my friend Jason and myself. 

And I just remember going. ‘Cos I wanted to see the first show on the first day that I came 

out. So it was the matinee on the Wednesday that it came out in Miami. And I (?) really 

thought the movie was brilliant.  

01.35.03 I thought it was very well done because it did tell the stories of these guys. It wasn’t, you 

know, and as difficult as it was for me to get through the scenes where the (?) building was 

collapsing, and as difficult as it was for me, you know, I was imagining how it was for 

Sergio, you know. I was still able to be drawn into the story of these two guys.  

01.35.29 And wow, they survived that, you know, they survived that. And they did it in such a human 

way, you know. Like, you could relate to these guys. And so I really left that movie saying it 

was so well done. And I hope that people really do get to see that that’s what, you know, that 

there’re stories there. It’s just, you know, these are people, you know, that were lost that day. 

It wasn’t, you know, it wasn’t just the, you know, this big event again, going back to that.  

01.35.59 And when we were leaving, Debbie-Dog, there’s a news camera there. And you know, 

they’re looking to see what people’s reactions were to the movie and everything. And she’s 

like, you should say something because you were, you know, affected and you really should 
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say something. And I just thought, no. I just felt, no. (?) Like, I didn’t, whereas I think two 

years ago, I would have been like, in the front of the line, you know what I mean?  

01.36.35 Like, now, it’s kind of like, no, I don’t need to get in that camera right now, you know. I was 

still taking in the movie. And I was also thinking about, there are people that may not 

necessarily know yet, you know, like that we know in Florida, about me losing my fiancé.  

01.37.01 And that I’m Ray’s new wife and stuff like that. And I didn't, I didn't want to kind of, not that 

Ray would even mind, you know.  But I just felt, I didn’t want that to kind of like, be, I 

didn’t want us to be bombarded if, you know, if people saw it, you know. So you lost your 

fiancé? Like, I didn’t want to feel like.  

01.37.31 Like, for me to divulge it, it was just, it’s when I feel like, I can, like, I want to talk about it. 

Like, I don’t want it to be kind of thrown at me, you know what I mean? It’s weird. I hope 

I’m explaining it right. 

 

(OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

 JW:  Has this year been a turning point? 

 

01.38.25 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah, the first year, I just wanted, I wanted to, I just wanted to let 

everybody know. First two years. Of  how painful it was, you know. Like, that’s why I sent 

out my email updates every day. And at the same time, it was also knowing, it was just to 

give people insight, you know, 'cos I could probably look back, and I haven’t looked back on 

my emails since maybe, for two years. And I remember writing that I just want people to 

understand what we’re all going through.  

01.39.02 What the feelings are, what the pain is. What, waking up from a horrific nightmare, let me 

tell you what the nightmare was, you know. Like, just kind of letting it all out and letting it, I 

mean, I had, I (?) must’ve had at least 100 people on this list. And people that I barely knew, 

you know what I mean.  

01.39.28 I met them in passing. What’s your email address? I write updates. I’ll let you know what’s 

going on. And when I think about it now (LAUGHS), it’s like, wow, that was deep. And I 

guess people had the choice, whether or not they wanted to read them or not. But it was to 

give, I also felt like, a responsibility in a certain way, to Sergio, to myself. And to (?) the 
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event, I’ll go back to the event, of letting people know, you know, what it’s like to move 

through the grief, you know.  

01.40.03 That it’s not, you know, linear, you know.  I feel good today, but I really feel like shit 

tomorrow, you know. Or like, I wanted to take people on the journey with me, you know. 

And it was to, it wasn’t just about them being on my journey. It was about them being on the 

journey of everybody who was experiencing a loss.  

01.40.34 I could only tell my story, but to give them insight about what, you know, how many other 

people were also feeling, you know. So I’m glad I did that, though, 'cos it did help me to like, 

even (LAUGHS), even though, you know, I’m wondering. I think I dropped off like, at the 

two years. So I know there’s a lot of people that are like, what happened to her?  

01.40.58 Do you know what I mean? (LAUGHS) Like, 'cos a lot of my emails were really heavy. But 

I know a lot of them were still hopeful. And I always had ended them with affirmations, you 

know. And things that (?) would help me get through the day.  And hopefully help whoever’s 

reading it get through their day, whatever it is they were experiencing, you know. So yeah, I 

don’t regret it. I (?) do see, though, that it was kind of like, it was an absolutely necessary 

thing for me to do for awhile.  

01.41.31 Like, I had to give a voice to that pain. And I had to have people read it and witness it in 

some way, you know. And I, and that helped me, you know, get validation. Get validation. 

That was what the groups were about, too. The support groups and the one-on-one 

counseling, you know. And I don't know if you saw 20-20 last night, and there’s a book on 

the market called Love You, Mean It.  

01.42.02 And it was written by four widows. They lost their husbands from the Towers. I think two or 

three are from Canter and another one is from another office in there. And what a book. And 

I haven’t even finished it yet. But what they talk about are the, how they came together and 

they just gave each other the space to shed their pain, share their pain, you know.  

01.42.28 And not judge it and validate it and that’s what, writing for me was that because I could just 

get it out there and not have to worry about seeing somebody going, oh, you know. Or trying 

to help me fix it. It was just about me expressing it. Now you just, now take it there. You, 

you know, it’s there. And then group was, and I appreciate my girls so much from group, you 

know. I’m so grateful for them. And we had dinner the other night.  
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01.42.59 And it was the best thing I could have done for myself. Like, I couldn’t have gotten through 

it without them in that they say it in the book, and it’s just so profound when I read the book. 

It’s like, oh my god, this is so right on the money. It’s like, you know, this fucking shit sucks, 

you know. This is so unfair. This is this and this is this. And there’s nobody there saying, 

well, maybe it was meant to be, you know.  

01.34.28 You don’t need to tell me, maybe it was meant to be. You know, I just want you to hear what 

(LAUGHS) the fuck I’m saying. Where in a group situation, when somebody else is going 

through it, they’re like, you’re right. This shit sucks, you know. That’s why I had the t-shirts 

made and we were laughing about the journey that we went on together, you know. And it’s 

just to validate, just to say, yes, this is unfair. You did get dealt a really fucked-up hand, you 

know, excuse my French. But it was, we cursed a lot. I still do. (LAUGHS)  

01.43.59 You know, it was just, and I guess that now I don’t need to have it validated anymore. Do 

you know what I mean? Like, as much as I did then, you know. Like, I feel like I went 

through, I went through the journey of integrating it. Of, you know, it was fucked up, you 

know. I don’t need anybody to try and fix it for me. It was what it was, you know.  

01.44.28 So I guess that’s why sometimes I might hold back, too, you know what I mean. I don't 

know. I don't know if I’m making sense. 

 

 JW:  How did that taper off after year two up until today? 

 

01.44.54 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  (MID-STATEMENT)  tapered off is probably a good word 

because it’s the intensity of the emotion. And of the intensity, when I think about it. It was 

just, it was how I got through that, how we got, how we all got through that. We (?) when we 

talk about how did we get through that, because you know, I wanted to die. I wanted to die, 

you know. There was just so, I would never wish that pain on anybody. It’s, that loss is so, 

oh.  

01.45.32 And then I think three, four and five was realizing that, and I had realized it from the 

beginning, you know. I had. Because (?) had I not had that, at least the spark of a realization, 

I wouldn’t have gotten through it. But that there was another side. Do you know? Like, that’s 

what kept me going the whole time. There’s another side. And that side is grabbing that life 

again, you know.  
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01.46.01 The first two years were just kind of, just being in the loss of it, you know. And then really 

trying to figure out how do you even live? And then three, four and five shows you just, 

things come. That shows you that, you know, that there is life, you know. And for me, it was, 

I had little smidgens along the way.  

01.46.27 And then it just kind of became more and more. And then it came to a point where it started 

to outweigh the loss. The feelings of loss. Like, 'cos even like, I remember being like, how 

am I gonna do this? How am I gonna create a whole new life again without thinking that it 

can all be taken away, you know. And that was a very intense emotion. And now I’m not 

gonna say that that emotion isn’t there.  

01.46.59 But it’s so, such a fraction of what it was, you know. Like, last week, Ray came up with me. 

And I had never given it really thought before. And we were sitting in the Argentinean 

restaurant that Sergio and I always went to in the neighborhood. And I’m looking at Ray. 

And you know, I have just come off of this thing of doing Sergio’s, I did a slide show for 

him. So you know, that had been bringing up a lot of those feelings of the loss again, you 

know.  

01.47.32 ‘Cos when you see Sergio in the pictures and you really remember that, wow, you know, you 

look at his life and I can laugh at a lot of the pictures and everything. And then that, that truth 

of it was cut too short, you know, lingering, you know, brings on the sadness. And I’m sitting 

across from Ray and one of the songs that I had chosen for the slide show was My Way, 

Frank Sinatra, which was totally Sergio.  

01.48.02 You know, he’s like, (?) Frank Sinatra.  And so now this acoustic version of My Way is on. 

And I’m looking at Ray. And then that feeling, which I had never had before, I looked at Ray 

and I felt a loss of, of, I felt the possibility of losing him, you know. Like, it was so, and I just 

said, you can’t, you can never die before me, 'cos I can’t do this again. (PAUSE)  

01.48.45 And it hadn’t happened before, that I felt like that possibility, you know. So I think that that 

dose of reality, that’s always gonna be a part of living through a loss is, you know, it’s there 

in the shadows.   

01.49.05 And when you least expect it, you just kind of get hit with it, you know. But I think the 

difference is I was able to recover a lot quicker from the thought and say, well, you know 

what, that’s life. That, you know, if that were to happen, you (?) would get through it, you 

know.  
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01.49.31 You’ve done it once. You will do it again, you know. But I just hope that it never does 

(LAUGHS) 'cos it’s freaking, that would suck (LAUGHS) really bad, you know. But it’s just 

like, that hard, it’s such a hard reality, you know. So I think trying to shift, you know, the 

focus is like, the big thing, you know.  

01.50.03 And now with time, time on my side, the shift comes easier, you know. Whereas I could get 

sucked into a the vortex of you know, that, that profound, you know, sorrow of, of losing. 

Now I shift it right back to you know what? Enjoy this moment, you know?  

01.50.28 So that’s, that’s I think what a big difference is. Thank God.  You know?  

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS)  

 

01.50.41 END OF TAPE #  TVT 51 

 

TAPE # TVT 52 
Tanya Villanueva-Tepper 
JIM WHITAKER, Producer/director  
PROJECT REBIRTH 
 
 
 

01.50.43 PICTURE UP  

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

 JW:  Is there comfort in going back to something familiar? What else about the shift in 

focus? 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

02.03.08 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  No, absolutely.  Yeah. Because I mean, again, I think it goes back 

to how you define yourself, right? You know, like, I was very, I had kind of mastered 

(LAUGHS), you know, if that’s the right word, like, being in that grief space, you know.    
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02.03.36 And I think that’s why I was also having uh, the identity crisis, too. I think that’s what 

magnified it. Of like, with our friends, with mine and Sergio’s friends, I still, I had isolated 

myself from them for such a long time, you know.  

02.04.00 And I was able to create a new life with Ray. But every time I would go back and see the 

friends, like, I felt compelled to be back in my grief space with them. Does that make sense? 

It was just, it wasn’t like I purposely did it. It’s just where I went with them, you know, 

because, well, seeing them brought the grief on. That’s one.  

02.04.29 Because seeing them without seeing Sergio is always gonna be a trigger. But there was 

another component of the guilt of,  I have created, or I am creating a new life. You know, and 

you’ve only known me in the space of Sergio and then grieving for Sergio. Like, how do I 

reintroduce myself (LAUGHS), you know, which I didn’t.  

02.04.59 I just kind of stayed in that space with them, you know. And one of the real turning points for 

me this year, you know, cathartic, completely, was really sitting down with the girls in 

particular, of mine and Sergio’s group, and explaining to them all of my conflict about 

starting a new life with Ray.  

02.05.39 My fear of having to let go of Sergio. I mean, it wasn’t until I told them, I think it was 

March. March or April, I still haven’t taken Sergio’s screensaver off of the computer, that 

they finally like, said, oh, you know.  (PAUSE)   

02.06.14 That must be really hard. ‘Cos it’s like, over the past five years, I’d had to do, go through 

like, cleaning out of the closet, which took me how many years? Like, three years 

(LAUGHS), two or three years.  

02.06.32 You know, like, all of these things that were so painful that just emphasized the loss and that 

it’s time to move past it, you know.  And shedding, like shedding that, that uh, that skin was 

just very, it was a very long process.  

02.07.00 And there were a lot of times where I just wanted to revert back to my grief space, to my 

widowhood, you know, and then not really deal with, you know, well, you’re gonna be 

starting a new life, you know. And I think once I got past, you know, 'cos with Delia, Delia, 

Marisol, and Stephen, you know, I had, they’ve been such a part of my life this whole time, 

so that when I had initially gotten engaged and as difficult as it was, you know, to kind of 

maneuver through that news and what it meant for us as a family and, you know, we were 

able to do it.  
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02.07.44 I still hadn’t done it with, with the friends. And so with them, that was my place that I could 

feel comfortable going back into, you know, into that, into the loss of Sergio space, you 

know.  

02.08.01 But they said to me, you know, we know how much you loved Sergio, you know. And we 

love you. And we want to know about your new life, you know. You have every right to have 

this new life, you know. Sergio would want this. And I guess then I felt a little free, just 

hearing that, you know, so that I could share with, I could share pictures with them.  

02.08.32 I could talk casually about Ray, you know, like, I’ve always felt like, I don't know that I 

didn’t have the space to do that with them. And I put that on myself. They never did that for 

me, you know, and I think I put that on myself because of that comfort of staying in the 

widow space. ‘Cos it is hard to just kind of like, you know, start defining yourself as 

somebody else, you know.  

02.09.04 But it’s a gradual, what I’ve learned is it’s a gradual process. It’s not like, uh, one day you 

are, one day you’re not, you know. So I think what this year did was it showed me that the 

discomfort of really finally shedding a lot of the, of shedding that, I don't know.  

02.09.34 Shedding that definition of myself, very uncomfortable, you know. But then I had to take 

comfort, and I do take comfort, in welcoming this other component now, you know. And I 

think the adding, just that thing of adding, I think Blaine told me that.  

02.09.59 I’m not, you know, Tanya, Ray’s wife, that’s not all that I am. You know, I’m Tanya 

Villanueva-Tepper. I am Ray’s wife. I was also Sergio’s fiancée. I was also, you know, my 

parents’ daughter. Like, really defining myself on a grander scale as opposed to just kind of 

keeping it in that space.  

02.10.27 And I think what grief did for me during the first couple of years was just kept me, I’m 

Sergio’s widow, you know. So now it’s kind of expanding. I’m starting to see the other parts 

of myself that, you know, and allowing myself to, yeah, like, be comfortable in that, you 

know. I hope I’m making sense. 

 

 JW:  It’s beautiful that your friends gave you that space. 

 

02.11.11 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  (MID-STATEMENT) again, it wasn’t because, I mean, I think 

sometimes, and they didn’t even realize that, you know, and it wasn’t even all of them. I 
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think sometimes there were little digs to me that, you know, excuse me, I just burped. I don't 

know if you heard that. (LAUGHS)  

02.11.33 Like, a perfect example was, 'cos I know that they were grieving also, you know. And this 

kind of kept me in the space with them. One of the girls, one of the girls would say, oh, I had 

a dream about, or uh, her daughter woke up, you know, crying about Sergio, you know.  

02.12.00 Or that the new baby, Marisol’s  new baby, which she’s actually having a third, looked 

exactly like Sergio. You know, like, when I heard that, it just, and I (?) know she didn’t 

intend for it at all. She was sharing her own grief. But for me, I was taking it like a, it just felt 

like a stab in the heart. You know what I mean? And I know it was not intended that way. 

She was just sharing her grief.  

02.12.30 But for me, it was just like, I knew that they were grieving, too, so I kind of didn’t want to 

talk about my new life. I don't know. It was just kind of a weird, I don't know if I’m, you 

know, it just felt uncomfortable. 

 

 JW:  Did it feel like you were being held back? 

 

02.12.54 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I was being sucked back in to the center of the, yeah. So then that 

was like, a lot of the reason also why I had to isolate. But then, you know, feeling 

responsible, too, for my friends and that, you know, I know that they would want to know, 

you know, about me and one of, and they were hurt that they weren’t included in like, this, 

you know, it wasn’t even like, a really, it was a beautiful day with the girls that Debbie had 

put together.  

02.13.28 But it wasn’t like, this bachelor-ette party that, you know, a typical bride would have, I 

guess. And they, I think they felt a little shunned that they weren’t included in that, you 

know. And then it just turned into this thing that, you know, once I saw the girls and I was 

able to explain to them, like, I felt probably by having them all there, it would just kind of, 

again, I would have to revert to the grief space, you know what I mean. Such a delicate 

(~JW~)  

 

 JW:  What were you just thinking? 
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 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I thought of something. I can’t remember. 

 

 JW:  When you said, it’s such a delicate thing. 

 

02.14.19 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Such a delicate juggling, I feel. It’s like a juggling act. ‘Cos I felt 

like, you know, I had to show then that I was still grieving also for Sergio. You know what I 

mean? That was my guilt.  

02.14.34 And not to say that I wasn’t grieving for Sergio, but I just felt like I had to show them even 

more, you know. Because as I’m starting this new life, I don’t want anybody ever to think 

that I’m, just because I’m starting this new life, I’m forgetting about Sergio. And they were 

just like, girl, please, we know you’re never gonna forget about Sergio. It was just like, 

(LAUGHS) oh, yeah, I guess you’re right, you know. But I mean, in my mind, I don't know 

where that comes from, you know.  

02.14.58 But it was such a strong feeling of, you know, and it was for myself, I guess. It was for 

myself. And the girls were the ones that, you know, I just kind of pinned it on (LAUGHS), 

you know. But I, it was my own really deep-rooted fear, again, of going back to that, we talk 

about it every year, of that woman saying that she hadn’t thought about her fiancé in years, 

you know.  

02.15.30 Like, that is just such a fear of mine. So I need to reassure everybody, well, that’s not gonna 

happen, you know what I mean? (LAUGHS) In a really crazy kind of way. And my girls are 

great, you know, on all sides. Girls from group, the girls, there’s also a group of girls that I 

had traveled with. And they all had gone through some not necessarily, you know, they 

didn’t go, through divorce or whatever, so they had some kind of loss.  

02.15.59 And you know, people say that it’s hard to have relationships with other women when you’re 

a woman because there’s so much cattiness and everything? I can testify that I would not 

have been able to get through it with, all of these women in my life. They’re so supportive 

and nurturing and (?) I think I, I didn’t realize that I had forgotten that part of my friends with 

Sergio, you know.  

02.16.32 I had thought that I was the one who was supposed to hold the torch of grief for all of us, you 

know what I mean. And they reassured me that I didn’t. You know, that all of, that everyone 

is remembering. And so I think that that, that freed me in a big way. But then now here we 
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are on the anniversary, and I’m still the one, like, I’m feeling very compelled to make sure 

that all of the projects, you know, are done, you know.  

02.17.06 And that’s on me, you know. I do take that torch, you know. Like, I (?) went out and got the 

posters made. And you know, we have plaque dedication for him uh, tomorrow. Making sure 

that everybody’s gonna, you know, come for that. That I made the DVD slide show. And 

then I was, you know, going through the slide show and watching it and listening to the 

music. And it’s really, you know, like, oh, and I was like, I’m not gonna show that, you 

know.  

02.17.34 I thought maybe I would show it, but I think I would give everybody individual copies, 

because I know it would kill everybody, you know. So like, all of these things. And then I 

have resigned myself to the fact that with these final projects, because I had voiced them at 

some point, that I have really done a lot to make sure that Sergio was honored, you know.  

02.18.06 So that’s kind of like a reason for my, my extra dose of craziness this week, you know. The 

urgency that I’m feeling to just get it, you know, 'cos this is, you know, five years is just, it is 

a milestone that, you know, you just feel.  

02.18.28 You feel like this is it, you know. The next one’ll be ten years. And I can’t imagine at ten 

years doing slide shows and, you know what I mean? Like, because I think my life is gonna 

be different in ten years. Like, I really am seeing what, that my possibilities for my future 

now, you know. That I’ll have children. That I might not be able to steal away, you know, 

and take hours to do, to commit hours to doing the work that I’ve been doing, you know.  

02.19.01 So now it’s like, my make it or break it. This is it, you know. 

 

 JW:  What about in a couple years? 

 

02.19.10 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  In a couple years, I hope that I can have children. Like, this is my 

one little thing, you know. I mean, I’m sure I can. But then there’s that emotional thing, well, 

maybe you can’t. I mean, well, that’s actually not even emotional thing. That’s a reality 

thing. And I think that that’s the gift or curse of living through a loss is that you see, you 

really see both sides now, you know, of like, any situation.  
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02.19.45 Meaning five years ago, six years, eight years ago, I would never think about the possibility 

of not having children. Now it’s a very real possibility to me. Like, you know what I mean, it 

is what it is.  

02.20.00 If I can’t, we’ll find a way to, you know, work it through, but it’s not like that, my friend 

Gina calls it, it’s kind of, like, a certain innocence about things. Or, you know, like, now you 

just have like, more reality. Reality is this, you know. There are no guarantees. So if you 

want to have children, you know, you’d be blessed if you can have them.  

02.20.30 But the possibility, there’s also the possibility that you might not be able to have children. So 

you’re gonna have to rethink a plan if that’s the case. So I always have that going on now. 

(LAUGHS) You know what I mean? Like, the gift and curse. 

 

 JW:  What will you do if you can’t have children? 

 

02.20.52 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  (MID-STATEMENT) if I can’t have children, I’d probably go 

through, you know, go to fertility specialists. And then if that gets exhausted, then I’d 

probably consider adopting, you know. Who knows? I guess you got to do it one step at a 

time. But at the same time, you, I am thinking, you know, about all of the possibilities. But 

I’d like to. I really would, you know. There’s a part of me that was fantasizing that I would 

be pregnant now. And I could tell everybody, I’m pregnant. But it’s not happened yet 

(LAUGHS), so I kind of let that one go. And then there’s that part of me that fantasizes, 

okay, well, after you get through the anniversary, then you’re gonna get pregnant.  

02.21.35 I’m like, oh, okay. Then I did everything I needed to do. And then I could just relax into the 

pregnancy and planning the family, you know. Like, and then it’s like, well, that’s if you can 

have a family. And then, oh fuck. Fuck. Right. So, yeah, I still run away  with, you know, 

expectations and hopes all that shit.  

02.22.01 That’s the human thing, you know. Even though you don’t have expectations, you can’t 

expect anything in life, you still do. It’s crazy. Or hope for, you know, what a journey. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 
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 JW:  Talk about the beginning of the year and Debbie getting married, and we can discuss 

triggers as we go along? 

 

02.23.25 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Debbie got married last year, May of 2004. Yes.  

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

 JW:   What things start to come through? 

 

02.25.17 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah, and that also coincided, 2003, with the group. The groups 

ended, too. But I would still see the girls. I’m just thinking of another grief pod.  

02.25.29 And that was, it was profound, that we had all, in the group, reached a point where we knew 

that we needed to focus more on the life space than the grief space. So we freed ourselves 

from the weekly meeting, you know.  Because yeah, there’s that shift that you just, you have 

to start separating more and more. 

02.26.05 So that you can welcome in the new. And yeah, Debbie’s wedding triggered a lot of different 

things, you know, that I think the most was how angry I was (LAUGHS)  

02.26.27 That I had never really like, I hadn’t confronted it like, with such a head-on collision that I 

did when Debbie and I had this falling out, which has since been, you know, rectified, thank 

god. But I was so angry at the unfairness of not being able to have my wedding with Sergio, 

you know. And she had written me an email. And she was lamenting about how she can’t 

have her best friend there and that, on her day.  

02.27.06 And you know, and it just, it all sucks 'cos it all goes back to 9-11. That even it impacts her 

day, you know. And I just took it (LAUGHS) all like, how dare you? You know, like, even 

try to add more guilt to whatever I’m already feeling about this thing. And I was just so 

angry. 

02.27.31 I was angry at whole thing. And it was so weird, how that just kind of, it was a (?) really bad 

couple of days for her and I there. And then you know, 'cos I had planned on going to her 

wedding. 

 

 JW:  What were you angry about? 
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02.27.56 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  The anger was, I think more so than anything, the anger was, she 

was, I was angry at her for being angry at the unfairness of me not being at her wedding. Do 

you know what I’m saying? And I was angry that I didn’t get a chance to have a wedding. 

And then here she was adding more salt to this already tender wound, you know.  

02.28.31 And in retrospect, I know she was, you know, she was hurting. She wanted to be able to 

share that day with me. And I did want to be able to share that day with her, too. And it just 

was, it was just a fucked-up situation. There was no way around it, you know. I couldn’t get 

past that feeling of, at least at that time, I’m gonna see her up there, exchanging vows with 

her husband, Felix.   

02.29.04 And all I’m gonna be thinking about that whole time would be, if I went, I should be up 

there. I should have been up there. What am I doing here?  Why am I here? And I just 

imagined myself having this huge breakdown at her wedding. So I was like, I want to spare 

her that. So in my mind, I was going through.  

02.29.30 I wanted to protect her (LAUGHS) from my grief at her wedding by not going. She was 

going through the grief of not having her best friend there to share the day. I mean, we all 

had very valid reasons for why we were feeling so crunchy at the time, you know. And then 

life shifted, you know?   

02.30.02 And Ray was, Ray, you know, Ray was there. (LAUGHS) And then I don't know. It was just, 

it had all (?) culminated in a dream of Sergio saying you deserve to be happy. It was that. 

And then it was, then it was like, I do, I do. I can start a life with somebody, you know. I 

have that right to do that. I think I felt more guilty than anything, you know, and then I 

needed that shakeup.  

02.30.32 It’s like, you don’t have to feel guilty. You have a right. (LAUGHS) You know what I mean? 

You do not have to be Sergio’s widow for the rest of your life. You still have, you know, 

how many years ahead of you. You have a right to have a family. You have a right to be in a 

relationship. You have a right to be in love again. You have a right to be loved again, you 

know. And Ray, I can’t ask for a better partner, you know.  

02.31.01 He is just so, he’s so good. He’s just so good, you know. And like, I don’t for an instant 

doubt the depth of his love for me, you know. And I think that there are many reasons why I 



Project Rebirth :  Tanya Villanueva-Tepper      Tape #  TVT 51     JW, Producer    Page 27 of 57 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Project Rebirth    163 William St.   New York, NY  10038     212.346.1482 

love him. He’s, you know, he’s funny. He’s (?) charming. He’s very grounded. He’s, you 

know, all of these things that I want in my partner.  

02.31.32 He’s all of that. He’s handsome. He’s all of that. I think I have the added bonus that he loves 

me in spite of myself sometimes, you know. And he loves me in spite of sometimes being 

heavy in grief. And he loves me for the way that I honor Sergio, you know.  

02.32.00 And last month, we went to Jenny. I don't know if you remember Jenny. She’s the massage 

therapist. She’s pregnant. And we had a baby shower for her. And I’m with the girls and this 

time, I had brought some of, (?) you know, some of mine and Sergio’s friends. ‘Cos they also 

know Jenny had come, the girls. And now they’re meeting some of my widow friends.  

02.32.29 And so they were kind of meeting for the first time, you know. And we were getting into a 

conversation about, one of the other girls was saying how hard of a time she was having with 

her boyfriend. That her boyfriend just doesn’t understand, or doesn’t want to hear about the 

guy that she lost, you know.  

02.33.00 And one of mine and Sergio’s friends said, well, you know, I don’t think I could do that, 

either. And I’m like, am I doing something wrong by, you know, by talking about Sergio 

sometimes? Am I, you know, like, I felt, I felt like, maybe it wasn’t right for me to share that 

part of my life with Ray.  

02.33.35 Like, is that fair to Ray? Is that fair to Ray? Am I being fair  to Ray? Am I being fair to 

Sergio, you know? And so like, that night, I went home from the shower just thinking about 

this, of, you know, I want to do the right thing. I want to do the right thing by Sergio. I want 

to do the right thing by Ray. I was up almost all night.  

02.33.58 And I was having trouble sleeping in the house, so I was kind of moving rooms. And at one 

point, I went into my sunroom. And from my sunroom, I could see the living room.  And this 

is like, 3 o’clock in the morning, you know. And I’m a little crazy. And I’m talking. I’m 

talking to Sergio. I’m like, you know, I just want to do the right thing for you. I want to do 

the right thing by Ray. And I see this chair at the end of the living room that I would tell 

Sergio to sit in.  

02.34.34 And I would go to the sunroom on the opposite end. And I would sit in the opposite chair. 

And then I’d wave to him, you know. I’d wave and he’d wave back because we would be so 

content with the space that we had in our apartment. It was like our little joke. And so here I 

am, at 3 o’clock in the morning. I want to do right by you. I want to, and doing right by him 
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is making sure that I continue to do the work to honor him, whether it’s with the interviews, 

you know, doing his posters, doing the slide show.  

02.35.08 Doing the projects that I have committed to in my mind, you know, that’s, I want to make 

sure that his legacy continues. Am I doing the right thing? And I just got up (LAUGHS) I 

was just like, looking at that empty chair. And I’m just waving to this, I’m waving like, I 

want him to wave  back (LAUGHS) like, let me know, am I fucking doing the right thing, 

you know.  

02.35.33 I would love to tell you that his ghost appeared and he waved back. But it wasn’t like that at 

all. I just realized at that moment, you are waving at an empty chair (LAUGHS), you know. 

You’re losing your mind here. And then in that morning, I called Ray. And I said listen, you 

know, I was talking with the girls yesterday. And I just, I’m having a really hard time, 'cos I 

want to know how you’re feeling about things, you know.  

02.36.03 Is any of this stuff too difficult for you, you know? Is the work that I do for Sergio, that, you 

know, or me talking about him, is that too hard for you, because you know, I want to do right 

by you. And I also want to explain to you why I need to do all of that. And he’s like, no, 

babe. Like, (LAUGHS) I’m fine with that. He said, I told you from the beginning, you know.  

02.36.27 And he was like, so casual and so nonchalant and so like, yeah, you do whatever you have to 

do. He says, I hope that if I ever die on day, you would do the same for me. And I was like, 

that’s it. I don’t have to worry about what these girls are saying, (LAUGHS) you know what 

I mean. What it all comes down to now is, in my heart, am I doing right by Sergio. And is 

Ray okay with it. Are we okay with it? And am I communicating well enough. And I said to 

him, you know how much I love you, right? You know that I love you and (?) he said, of 

course I know you, I said, I mean, I don’t do anything to make you feel not loved by me.  

02.37.03 By doing all of this. And he goes, no, I know you love me. He was like, so, and I’m just like, 

I love you so much. And that’s when I say, he loves me in spite of myself. Like, 

unconditional, you know. Like, I feel so supported by this man. And so, like, he’s such a gift 

to me, you know, and I could only hope that he continues to feel that I do that for him.  

02.37.31 So that’s like, you know, one of the little struggles is like, still finding the balance between 

that, the past and (VIDEO FREEZE – TAPE LOOPS BACK TO PREVIOUS DIALOGUE 

AT 02:35:42,  LOOP SEEMS TO BE ENDLESS AND I HAVE FORWARDED TO NEXT 

SEGMENT ON DVD. SOME AUDIO MIGHT BE MISSING BETWEEN SEGMENTS) 
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02.39.17 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  (MID-STATEMENT) most of them, he still hasn’t met Delia. 

You know? And with this anniversary and it being uh, like a milestone anniversary, it’s a 

little more tender, 'cos there’s just a little more stuff coming out (CLEARS THROAT). 

02.39.34  I felt that that would be awkward. That that would be also like I would be really focused on 

how is everybody feeling right now? You know? And so I made the decision that why don't 

you come, I think, why, he said no matter, no matter what I’m there for you. If you don't 

want me there, I’m there for you. If you want me there, I’ll be there, you know? He was so 

good.  

02.40.01 He’s so good. So I said, well, how about if you come and then leave on the 10th?  That was 

the initial plan. But then all of a sudden, the Jackson Heights Beautification Group wanted to 

do a plaque dedication and then I started thinking, well, Delia’s gonna want to come to that, 

and then I don't want to you know, put Delia on the spot if Ray’s there. So. I asked him, I 

said would you mind if instead you came the weekend before, 'cos it’s gonna be a little hectic 

anyway, and he was like yeah, babe, that’s fine.  

02.40.32 That’s fine. So I’m just like oh. I, I love him. I love him, he just gives me the space to do 

what I need to do. He loves me for it, you know? And I miss him, I wish he was here 

(LAUGHS). You know, it’s just crazy. But. Yeah, so that’s uh, one of the things.  

02.41.00 One of the triggers was the, what the girls was saying. About yeah, am I doing the right, (?) 

like if, if I’m doing the right thing by Ray. It’s crazy. Complicated, complicated.  

 

 JW:   How much do you think about 9-11 during the day? 

 

 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  This uh, at this time? (~JW~) It’s uh (STOPS)  

 

 JW:   When you are in the city, it’s different and you see things differently? 

 

02.42.10 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Well, now in Florida, because there’s really not that much press 

down there and everything, I feel like I have a lot of respite, that’s the right word. You 

know?  
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02.42.29 So I don't necessarily think about the event that much, do you know what I mean?  Like if it 

comes up in conversation, or you see a trailer for World Trade Center movie, or whatever, 

then that’s when it triggers it. But my day-to-day down there isn’t consumed by the event.  

02.42.53 When I come home, but now, something interesting happened was I finally changed my 

mailing address to Florida, and got my (?) I’m a Florida resident now. So I was never getting 

mail. Any 9-11 mail, any FDNY mail, it was all here for me to pick up, when I came home.  

But when uh, I think I started in uh, 2 months ago. I started to get my mail down there, so 

that’s when my triggers come back.  

02.43.31 So then I start to kind of sift through it and that’s when I’ll think about 9-11. When I have the 

actual pieces of mail in my hands or whatever, 'cos it’s all related to it. Here. 

 

 JW:   I don't necessarily mean about the day and Sergio, but it’s more about you? 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS)  

 

02.44.02 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Now I see it, now I see it like here, when I’m here, like especially 

approaching the anniversary. Because the focus is on the event. You know? You’re 

bombarded with it?  Then my compulsion to make sure that Sergio is recognized gets 

stronger, does that make sense, as a human life, gets stronger.  

02.44.38 Like that kicks in. in relation to 9-11 the event. That’s what I think about it. The day, like 

approaching the day uh, on an emotional level? Now what’s been going on for me in the past 

wee k or two is like I’ve been people would say you know, people have told me, you know, 

that your body remembers. You know?  

02.45.07 Your body remembers the do you know, it’s all locked into your cells and stuff? So I just feel 

a little (lacking?) right now, like I can’t focus again. I wash my remote control, I (LAUGHS) 

dried it, you know, like I’m kind of like in this crazy zone, you know? 

02.45.30 Where I’m getting things done, but it’s in the most you know, scattered way. And so I don't 

know if that’s, I mean, I’m like that during the year (LAUGHS) also, but I think it gets 

intensified. That, that being so distracted (?) like this, 'cos I think you get uh, things just get 

too intense for me at times, and I just have to walk away and do something else, so I have 

you know, I’m feeling scattered right now.   
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02.46.00 Uh, and then I’m also feeling nostalgic, you know, that this is, these are the last weeks that I 

had with Sergio prior (?) to losing him. You know, so on the calendar I’m noting, we were on 

a cruise this time, you know, today is the 9th?  

02.46.26 Today (PAUSE)  

02.47.00 Today was the last day we spent together, 'cos he left on the 10th.  (PAUSE)  Today was the 

day he scored the goal I didn't get to see. And today was the day we went to the birthday 

party. (PAUSE)   

02.47.36 And today was the last day that I took that picture of him, and then he left and we left the 

10th, so.  (PAUSE)  That’s (LAUGHS) what’s going on. (PAUSE)    

02.48.02 And I showed the slide show that I did, you know, I showed it to my family last week, my 

brothers and my sister. And (LAUGHS) I think about it, you know, 'cos I’m, I’m always 

standing outside of myself like looking at myself like how I do thinks, you know? 

(LAUGHS) And uh, I showed them the slide show, and my brother, he did this great, you 

know, entertainment room in his basement. So he’s got this massive screen, and you know, 

here, here are all these pictures of Sergio with this really beautiful music, you know?   

02.48.35 And at the end of it, I’m like (?) you know, like a dumb-ass (LAUGHS) like applauding, you 

know, and that’s just 'cos it was so heavy, do you know what I mean? It’s just so heavy. But 

my brothers are crying, my sister’s crying, my sister-in-law, you know?  

02.49.02 And now I could just look at it I’m like that DVD, I’m telling you that program is the best 

thing. It’s all about the program, you know?  Like my, my mind has to shift to the program, 

and of me actually laying out. And take the focus away from what the content is, which is his 

life in pictures. Detach. You know? I mean, while I was doing it on my own, I was able to 

connect, you know?  

02.49.33 But I guess in front of my family, I had to, it kicks in which it’s done from the beginning. 

You detach, you know? You present. So my, you know, my deepest sorrow and my deepest 

grief is always when I’m alone. You know?   

02.50.01 And the mechanisms that I have in place to mask it, you know, in front of others is, is uh, is I 

guess what I’ve relied on this whole time, you know, even. Even like, even his (?) service, 

you know, even like all of those things, even when I put his book together, you know, it’s 

like that stuff is still so private and personal to me to. 
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02.50.37 I can write about it, you know, or I could show, I could, I could write about it, but uh, for me 

to kind of do that and break down, the only place I felt I could do, I could break down was 

with the other girls. You know, 'cos otherwise, I was just trying to protect everybody else 

from the grief.  

02.51.01 It’s one thing when you see it on paper, but to really see it, do you know what I mean? To see 

a woman crumpled, you know, and. You know, racked with, with uncontrollable sobbing and 

stuff, you know? And just, that’s, that’s for like, that’s like the deepest place that I, I need to 

be alone with, you know?  

02.51.31 Or with the girls, that’s the only place I felt comfortable. 

 

02.51.25 END OF TAPE #  TVT52 

 

TAPE # TVT 53 
Tanya Villanueva-Tepper 
JIM WHITAKER, Producer/director  
PROJECT REBIRTH 
 
 
 

03.01.00 PICTURE UP  

 

03.01.09 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Another trigger. Now this is just plain fucked up. I mean, there’s 

no going around it. It’s just fucked up.  But it definitely like, put me down for a couple of 

days.  

03.01.27 Like, I just was, I just needed to go to, you know, very dark sorrowful place, was I got a call, 

I think, two months ago from one of the girls, that they had recovered more of her fiancé in 

the Deutsch Bank building.   

03.02.02 And that just fucked with me, you know. It was just like, you know, like, there’s, there are no 

words. I mean, it’s almost five years later. It’s four years later, I think, when they recovered 

it. Four and a half years later.  And they found more remains of (?) people, you know what I 

mean.  

03.02.32 It’s, and so how, you know, she obviously needed me, you know, which I was glad that I was 

there for her, you know. And how we had to kind of work it through, you know, and make 
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sense of it. And (?) dissect it and figure  out how we can make it better for ourselves, that 

news.  

03.02.59 How we can make it more, easier to deal with. Because it’s such a shock, you know. It’s so 

shocking. Because you’ve had a memorial. Then you got a phone call that there were remains 

that they found. So then you have a funeral.  And that’s 2002.   

03.03.30 And then you get a call two years after that, or three years after that, three years after that, 

four years after that, that they found more. What does that mean, more?  They found more.  

And that his initial remains were here.  

03.04.00 And now the new remains are across the street in here. Like, how do you wrap your head 

around that? You know, that’s fucked up. And now, what do you do? What do you do? What 

do you do with that? What do you do, you know? For me, and for Sergio’s family, you know, 

we made the decision.  

03.04.31 Once they closed Ground Zero, we would have his service. And if there was no recovery by 

then, we didn’t want to be notified later on. And that was a decision that, you know, I’m still, 

I still stand by. And that (?) I’m glad that we made that decision. And as is his family, you 

know. And it was specifically because of the possibility of this.  

03.04.59 Of getting phone calls four, five years after the fact. You know, and then all you can imagine 

was, well, I mean, how does that happened? I mean, that’s hard. It’s horrible, that’s horrible.  

You mean, here’s one, here’s a human being, you know, human being.  

03.05.29 But now this human being is in so many pieces that, blown, you know, I mean, it’s, so 

(~JW~)  

 

 JW:  What was the trigger for you? 

 

 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  The trigger of, the trigger of the loss? 

 

 JW:  (?)  

 

03.06.01 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Or maybe it’s, it triggers the horror of the event. Whereas, you 

know, as time has gone by, you kind of forget about the horror, you know. You forget about 

the horror and you just think, Sergio was lost that day, you know.  
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03.06.29 You don’t think about the details. You don’t think about, you just think, Sergio and 3000 

other people, they were lost that day, you know.  And then this is like, they (?) were brutally 

murdered that day, you know.   

03.07.00 I mean, and then trying to find peace in this. Where do we find peace (LAUGHS) in this? 

Where do you find the peace in this?  Well, you reason. You reason. You say, okay, well, if 

the initial remains were found here, and the later remains were found there, then that means 

he was probably in the South tower.  

03.07.35 So the South tower was the first one to collapse. They knew nothing. So it was instant. That’s 

it. There was no suffering. This is how, this is the whole train of thought, you know. Then 

you have the question of, well, what do we do with the remains now?  

03.08.00 What do you do with the remains? Then (?) I say, well, you do have the option to not be 

called anymore. And then she says, no, I feel like as long as there’s any part of him that’s 

gonna be found, that I want to bring him together.   

03.08.34 And that’s it, then. That’s it. As horrible as it is, that’s a decision that you’ve made. If there is 

anything left of him, you want him to be all together. So this is a gift. It’s a gift. As horrible 

as it is, it’s a gift. So this is how we have to reason everything. But when you really look at 

what you’re reasoning about, it’s horrific.  

03.09.03 And for me, I had to really wrap my head around it, so I need to know how (?) many remains 

are there, you know.  How many remains are there? There’s over 20,000 remains, for 3000 

victims.  And that horror, you know, I know I’ve talked about it before, that’s the stuff that 

people who have not been affected by September 11th will never, ever understand.  

03.09.44 Like that horror. Like, what, you know?  That’s what the families still have to go through. 

And so when you hear somebody say they need to get over it already, I want to fucking 

wring somebody’s neck.  

03.10.00 Or I’ve never seen widows take so much, what did she say, take so much pleasure in their 

husband’s deaths.  Get the fuck out of here, you know. It’s unimaginable horror. And it’s an 

ongoing, it’s an ongoing thing, (LAUGHS) you know what I’m saying. It’s not like, I mean, 

we have, we’re grateful that we are able to, you know, embrace some, you know, new lives. 

03.10.29 But at the same time, man, you can seriously get pulled back in. Seriously. You know, and 

you don’t have the room to fully, to ever fully put it to rest.  The event. You know. So one of 
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the shifts, I think, that people look for in grief is that point where you remember the person 

for living.  

03.11.02 Not for their death. That’s a profound shift in grief. When you remember them for their lives 

and not for the way they died. But this, you don’t have the room to do that when you are 

reminded, you know, of what the horror of their death was. Over and over again.  

03.11.32 And whether it’s in the form of a phone call that you’ve got more remains or you’re watching 

footage of the towers collapsing over and over again, there’s no, you don’t have the room for 

that. To ever get to that place.  

03.12.04 It’s fucked up. And I think that’s what, you know, that’s what people need to remember, too, 

you know.  

 

 JW:  How’s the house? 

 

03.12.57 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  We haven’t even started working, we have the plans in the 

buildings department, but Ray’s been so busy with work since we got back, you know, he’s 

got all these projects kind of coinciding and he’s just been spreading himself a little thin, you 

know, that the house has been on the back burner. Which is fine, because I’m not in a real big 

hurry to get off of the beach and into the house, you know. I love being near my mom. And 

also I still have like, that little fear of that break-in, you know? 

03.13.34 That really fucked with me.  

 

  JW:  Can you talk about it? 

 

03.13.43 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  You know, we bought a great house half an hour from the beach.  

Okay. Breathing. Okay. (~JW~) We bought a great house (~JW~)  

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

03.15.17 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  One of, this is really terrible, one of Sergio’s friends after 9-11 

had a baby. And he named him Sergio. And so when they came to bring him to show me at 
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one of Sergio’s soccer games, I was like, whoa. (LAUGHS)  (~JW~) I was like, whoa. 

(LAUGHS) Oh, that’s terrible. (LAUGHS)  

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS RE: FAMILY PHOTOS) 

 

 JW:  How do feel about the Memorial site? 

 

03.17.47 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  You know, I’ll be honest with you. I haven’t really given it much 

thought. I uh, know that they unveiled the plans for two, three and four the other day.  But I 

didn’t really look at them. I know that they also opened the tribute center, which is gonna be 

a temporary memorial museum until they build the memorial.  

03.18.10 But it’s funny. I guess that I think about how I changed, and I remember one of my things 

that I wanted to, you know, rally behind was the memorial and making sure that they build 

something, you know, really beautiful down there.   

03.18.26 And I just kind of let that, let the people who have been really putting in the time and effort, 

thank god for them, let them lead the way, you know. I hope that they’re gonna do something 

great. What I feel bad about now is the workers. It’s terrible. I was watching channel four the 

other night. And we had gone, Sergio and I had gone to, you know, many cop weddings 

when he was a cop.  

03.19.00 And one of the guys that was talking was this guy, Walcott, that had broken up a fight that 

Sergio got into at one of the weddings, 'cos he was (LAUGHS) a little crazy. And Walcott’s 

there. He’s got cancer. And then he’s there with his partner, Volpe. And we were at Volpe’s 

wedding. And Volpe’s got cancer. So I mean, I have pictures of them all together.  

03.19.29 And I’m just saying, what a mess, you know? What a mess. And I haven’t reached out to 

their families, you know. I feel a little guilty about that.  So I mean, as far as, uh, I think more 

attention now needs to be on making sure that they get, you know, all of the people who are 

sick, that that’s taken care of first, before they really build anything, you know.  

03.19.59 ‘Cos they’re in such, I feel like, again, my girlfriend, she set me straight. I was like, there was 

such, in such a rush to clean it up. And she’s like, well, they were in a rush to find people. 

I’m like, all right, you’re right. Like, I almost forgot about that, you know. And I guess that’s 
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because I had resigned myself to the fact that Sergio wasn’t gonna be found at some point, 

you know, that my (?) thinking shifted. They’re in a rush to get it all cleaned up.  

03.20.26 But they did. I mean, to have it all cleaned in six, seven months, you know. And of course, 

these people being sick like that is just terrible. 

 

 JW:  What about the break-in? 

 

03.20.41 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Oh, the, going back to the break-in. Ray and I bought a great 

house. Really charming. You know, it’s a three-bedroom ranch. Really cute, on a canal, 

pretty street. In South Miami. And I’m already kind of paranoid about living in a house, you 

know, 'cos I’ve always lived in apartments growing up.  

03.21.06 And I’ve watched entirely too many horror movies. And I always feel like, you know, my 

biggest fear is push-in robberies, home invasion and all of that. And I always felt like a 

house, you’re just that much more vulnerable, you know.  

03.21.29 You don’t have a neighbor right across the hall to scream to or whatever. And we bought the 

house and two weeks after we closed, Ray moved some things into the garage. And the next 

day, I went over, I had to meet a contractor. And you know, I’m in there.  I’m showing him 

the plans for the kitchen that we want to do.  

03.21.59 And when I walked into the kitchen, I remember that there had been jars of, Ray had 

collected jars of coins, you know. And they had been on the counter and I saw some pennies 

scattered. And then the stuff empty, you know? But I just didn’t really think too much about 

it. And the garage door from the inside, from the kitchen, was open. And again, like, I was 

like, oh, Ray, must’ve left that open, you know. And so I’m showing the guy the plans and 

then Ray comes in like, five minutes later.  

03.22.30 And I just said, hey, did you leave the garage door open? And at that very instant, we  both 

looked towards the back of the house. And we have a sunroom. And there’s a door that goes 

in on the side. And it was wide open. They had kicked the whole door in. And so then, you 

know, there were, we put together  they stole the coins. And he went through the garage. And 

he said, no, they were a bunch of kids or whatever. And he didn’t tell me right away, you 

know.  
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03.23.00 We had called the cops, you know, a cop came. And you know, he took the cop off to the 

side, and he didn’t tell me right away, but they have stolen a gun. And when I found that out, 

I was freaking out. Because now all I could think of was, great. Now they (?) were obviously 

watching the house. Now they have a gun, so now they have a weapon to use against us when 

we move in, you know.  

03.23.35 This was, I was just a mess. I was a mess. And you know, I was like, you know, I don't know 

if I want to live here anymore. I feel so violated. All of these things. And thank god, I mean, 

knock on wood, you know, nothing happened to us. But just (?) that feeling of being so 

vulnerable now, you know, that they were, they must’ve been watching in order for them to 

know that that was the day to go and break in, you know.  

03.24.01 And I (?) didn’t sleep well for a couple of nights. And I had a dream, and I noticed that this 

has been a, a pretty recurring kind of pattern, that when something bad happens in my life 

now, I’ll have a really fucked up dream about Sergio. Where I’m angry, you know. And the 

dream that I had was that we were in a hotel and I was looking for him.  

03.24.32 I was looking for him all over the place, trying to find him, trying to find him. ‘Cos I wanted 

to, I think I wanted to bring him food or something.  I think I was pushing around a cart. And 

then when I found him, he had been with some other woman, you know. In the dream. And 

then how could you do this to me?  How could you do, you know, screaming at him and (?) 

so hurt, so hurt that he, you know, that he could hurt me that way. That he, you know, that 

he’s not to be, nowhere to be found.  

03.25.01 That he, you know, I’m here, been looking for him and all that. And I guess in my, you 

know, very elementary psychology, you know, psychoanalysis, I realized that I have, you 

know, whenever something is stressful to me in my new life, there’s a part of me that’s 

angry, you know, that my life with Sergio, like, had it not, had my life with Sergio not been 

taken away, I wouldn’t have to deal with the stresses of today kind of deal, you know.  

03.25.36 So it always kind of, when anything, you know, is, I’ve noticed that pattern. When anything 

is really stressful to me, I’ll have a dream where I’m upset that he left, that he wasn’t around, 

you know. And then that train of thought of like, well, yeah.  

03.25.58 If September 11th never happened, then I wouldn’t have to be going through this today. You 

know, just kind of, I don't know if that’s something that’s gonna, you know, always be an 

underlying emotion there, you know. Feeling sentiment, whatever. I mean, fortunately, it’s 
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not a, you know, I don’t have too many stressful events in my life anymore, thank god. But 

yeah. 

 

 JW:  Yin and yang? 

 

03.26.26 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yin and yang, yeah. It’s just such a, you get pulled back for the, 

you get pulled back for the funniest reasons, do you know what I mean. 

 

 JW:  Pulled back? 

 

03.26.42 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Pulled back to that. Like, I mean, my house getting broken into 

had nothing to do with Sergio, (LAUGHS) do you know what I mean?  But I guess on a very 

deep, deep level, having a, having a new life, you know, having a new life has something to 

do with Sergio.  

03.27.03 I wouldn’t have a new life had I not had that life with Sergio taken away. So that was really, 

uh, really stressful. And so, you know, I was going back and forth. And Ray, god bless him, 

because he was so, he’s like, look, I don’t want you to feel, you know, afraid in your own 

home.  

03.27.29 If you want to sell the house, let’s sell the house.  You know, I want you to be comfortable. 

You know, I don’t want to have to worry about you being alone, if you’re freaking out, you 

know.  And then it was a question of, well, where would we even go? You know, where 

would we go?  Well, we could consider this neighborhood, which is a little step up. But then 

you know, you get the messages you need.  I was able,  well, maybe we could sell the house 

and maybe we can move into this little better neighborhood. And then sure enough, the news 

that week was push-in robbery in that neighborhood. So it’s like, all right, well, we could just 

(LAUGHS) you know, it can happen anywhere basically, you know.  

03.28.12 And then I even remember, I’m just getting the memory now. Giving a voice to that 

connection of, if when fucked up shit happens, I always go back to losing Sergio.  

03.28.33 Because when the cop came, we had the cop come back to fingerprint, to dust for 

fingerprints.  And I got into a conversation with him. And I said, you know, and I guess I just 

brought it up.  This was one of those instances where I brought it up. I lost my, you know, I 
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lost my fiancé on September 11th.  And he was also a detective. And you know, it’s hard for 

me to not think right now that, you know, I wouldn’t have to be going through this shit, you 

know.  

03.29.05 And I said, just when I feel like I’m starting this great new life, something has to come and 

fuck it up, you know.  And he’s like, look, this can happen. The guy was very good. It could 

happen anywhere. He’s like, get a gun. Learn how to shoot it, you know. Do whatever it 

takes, but you know, you’ll be fine. They look for the empty houses, you know.  

03.29.32 So I don’t know, I mean, whether I’d get, I think I would learn how to shoot a gun, which is 

so not like me, you know what I mean. But yeah. I just feel like I would need to have some 

way to protect myself now. Knowing what the reality could be, you know, prepare myself as 

best as I can. Taking, you know, self-defense or whatever. Empowering myself. It’s just 

about empowering myself so that facing possible different realities. 

03.30.09 That I can, I’m at the best I could be to handle myself, you know. I don’t want to feel 

powerless. So. I think we’re gonna get a big, big dog. (LAUGHS) Also. A Rottweiler. (?)  

Mean. You know.  

03.30.28 And a hefty duty, we have an alarm system, so. 

 

 JW:  How empowered do you feel this year? 

 

03.30.34 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  How empowered do I feel this year? (~JW~) I think, you know, I 

feel, I feel good this year. I do. I know I’ve said it before, that I know, you know, there was, I 

don't know when exactly it came, but my realization that I am a very strong person, you 

know.  

03.31.00 That I lived through, I think, you know, the unimaginable for a lot of people. And I feel 

really proud of myself. And I know that that’s been a consistent feeling over the years is that, 

you know, I did really the best that I could, given whatever stage I was in with the grief.  And 

starting a new life.  

03.31.29 And not shutting down completely, even though there were times when I wanted to, you 

know. And kind of  just taking steps to feel better, you know. Making sure that my support 

systems were in place. That I could take care of myself the best that I could. That I could take 

care of Sergio’s family, you know. My family.  
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03.32.00 That I could honor Sergio. And that’s, that’s one thing I’m very proud of, too, is when I think 

about, even my last projects now that I’m doing, like, I feel like I’ve laid down such a 

foundation, you know, in creating his book.  Making sure he got his street named, you know. 

Making sure that, you know, when different memorials were put up, that he was included.  

03.32.27 Like, all of that has been done already, you know, so that I’m really proud of.  So I feel 

strong. I feel, you know, really ready to start a family, you know. Hopefully I’m gonna be a 

good mom. And if I find that I’m falling short, then I know that I’m resourceful enough to, 

you know, make sure that I can get whatever I need to do the best that I can for that, you 

know.   

03.33.06 So yeah, I feel like I (?) definitely come to a place where, for the most part, I’m really happy 

with myself, you know. Who I am, what I bring to the table. How I am with my, with Ray, 

you know.   

03.33.28 How I am with my family, his family, you know. I feel good. I’m proud of myself. And I’m a 

mean-ass biker chick. (LAUGHS) That’s when I feel really powerful. (?)  Yeah. 

 

 JW:  What about buying the wedding dress? 

 

03.34.09 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  No, you know what happened with my wedding dress? (CLEARS 

THROAT) Which was interesting, I tell you. Uh. When I first started shopping, and this is 

good that you brought it up, too, because I can tie in all the bunny stuff. When I first started 

looking for my dress, you know, I had envisioned, I wanted it very simple.  

03.34.33 I knew I was gonna get married on a beach, so I wanted to have like, a slip dress, you know, 

off-white. Very simple. Elegant. And I was looking high and low. I went to every store, 

whatever. And the first day that I started looking for dresses was in November.  

03.34.59 And I went on Lincoln Road in South Beach, they have a lot of shops there. I went into this 

one store with no luck.  And all along, too, it’s there, you know.  Are you with me on this, 

you know, Sergio? Are you with me while I’m, you know, on this?  Is this, and that’s just, 

it’s always there. Are you with me, still? You here? (LAUGHS) you know.   

03.35.29 And I go into the store and I don’t find anything. And when I walk outside, there’s the art 

center across the street. And there’s, in the window, photographs of hands doing this. Like, 

just hearts of hands. Pictures like, and I was like, oh, okay. You’re here for me on this one.  
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03.35.59 And then I walk even a little further and just in case I didn’t get that one, in the Lucky Jean 

store, it’s November, there’s a huge bunny. November. It’s not Easter. It’s November. Huge 

bunny rabbit. Stuffed bunny rabbit in the window. And I was like, oh okay. (LAUGHS) All 

right, you’re with me on this one. Even when we went to go and look for the house, the first 

day we went house hunting, we stopped to get ice cream.  

03.36.34 And they had the display of cakes on the shelf.  And there’s a bunny cake. And then right 

next to it, happy fourth of July. How’s that go? Okay, good. He’s there with me on this one. 

And then on the, then when we got to California, we went to some hotel and there were live 

rabbits in the grass.  

03.37.04 And I was like, okay, he’s here. And then when we got to Hawaii, I didn’t see any bunny 

signs. And it was the day before we were getting married. And we had picked up the 

motorcycle and (Kalani?) and Michelle, who own the shop, they said, oh, you guys should go 

to Henry’s at six o’clock. That’s when all, you know, they have a band playing and that’s 

where a lot of the bikers go and dadadadada.  

03.37.27 And so after we left the motorcycle shop, we went to go check out the beach where we were 

gonna get married, which was just great. It was beautiful. And we’re like, all right, let’s go to 

Henry’s. And all the while, I’m like, are you still here? Like, I want a bunny sign. I want a 

bunny sign, you know. And we roll up to Henry’s, and it’s a biker bar. And on the window 

like, from you know, it has to be like, five, at least five, six feet tall, five feet tall, is a painted 

bunny rabbit holding a mug of beer.  

03.38.06 And I was like, okay. And that’s the last place that we would be before turning in for the 

night to get married in the morning. And I was like, okay, (LAUGHS) so yeah, I think the 

whole shopping for the dress and, you know, I needed to still reassure myself, and I still do, 

even now that I’m married, that he hasn’t gone anywhere, you know.   

03.38.27 That he’s still a part of my life now. And he is, Sergio’s uncanny in showing me that he’s 

here, you know. Which I’m very grateful for. I don’t know if you remember last anniversary, 

when Marisol and Stephen were reading the names. And we’re in the pit. I’m with the 

family. I’m with my family. And Marisol and Stephen were just getting up to the podium.  

03.38.57 And all of a sudden, this girl comes right next to us and she’s pushing a carriage that had the 

biggest stuffed bunny in it. (LAUGHS) And I was just like, okay, you know?  It’s uncanny. I 

mean, of all things, you’re pushing it in a stroller. While your sister and brother are up there 
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reading your name, here comes a bunny. So I’d be very curious to see if there’s gonna be 

anything on Monday.  

03.39.28 I’d be very curious to see. It’d be a gift. I mean, even without it, I know he’s there. But I still 

like to get my little signs one way or another, you know. So. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

 JW :  What about the idea of letting go? 

 

03.42.04 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I think uh, I think letting go, you know, when I think of it in the 

timeframe of five years, I think uh, I think the first two years, you know, I had to learn to, 

first let go of Sergio in, in that he’s not gonna be a part of my day-to-day life anymore.  

03.42.39 I had to let go of that idea. I had to let go of the future and what we were planning. I had to 

let go of all of those expectations. I had to you know, let go of a lot. And I think the first two 

years you just can’t, you fight it, you know?  

03.43.01 You, you just can’t. I mean, between the shock of everything, of just and then trying to just 

survive, you know? Just to get through the day without dying, from a broken heart. Uh. I 

think when you start to see some goodness of life again. 

03.43.31 Then I think it gives you the little bit of strength that you need. It gives you the strength that 

you need to start letting it go, you know? I don't think, that’s why I think for people who 'cos 

I know a lot of people who aren’t doing well. Five years later. You know, and I wonder if the 

reason why they’re not going well is because they haven’t had glimpses of joy, of goodness 

again, you know?  

03.44.07 I think that that you need that in order to let go of some of the sadness, 'cos you need to make 

room for the good stuff again, you know? And uh, you also learn certainly that, and I know I 

talked about it before, that how you got those expectations in the first place? (LAUGHS)  

03.44.32 You know? Like where does that come from?  Where, where do they, where does that come 

from? And I think it’s just a part of being human, you know, and I think uh, there’re probably 

very few people in this world that could honestly say, honestly say, that they don't plan, that 

they don't expect certain outcomes when they do plan and follow a certain course.  
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03.45.01 You know, I think there are very few people that could say they’re not disappointed or you 

know, or trying to control that they could actually let go and flow with everything that comes 

their way. I think there are very few (LAUGHS) people who could do that. You know, I 

think you have to be a monk or something. So I, what I’ve let go of was that original idea of 

you can’t control things, do you know what I mean?  

03.45.35 Like now I, I chalk it up to my being human, when I can’t. I’m only human, you know, I do 

the best I can. Whereas, I think in the first couple of years, I was really hard on myself, and I 

had a lot of shoulds and woulds, and this is how it’s supposed to be and you know, 'cos I had 

certain ideas of how, how you’re supposed to behave.  

03.46.06 Which were totally preconceived notions that only by living through it I can say oh, wow, 

well, you know, like uh, perfect example is passing judgment, you know?  Prior to 

September 11th, if I saw, if I heard of a widow like starting dating after you know, a certain 

period of time, I’d be like oh, well, she got over that quick. You know what I mean?   

03.46.36 Living through it, it’s like no. (LAUGHS) You know, I think there comes a point where you 

need to start dating, 'cos you need to know that there’s something more than just the, the pain 

of loss. You need to grasp onto hope, you need to do something that can bring you  to the 

future, to a different future than what you had expected is gonna happen, you know?  

03.47.04 And it’s only by living through it that I was able to let go of those preconceived notions, you 

know? Or, you just realize that you know, people cope differently, you know? I think I had in 

you know, I had envisioned you know, a widow being very you know, uh, Jackie O-ish.  

03.47.29 And I know I lived up to that role I had in my mind (LAUGHS) of what that was- stoic, you 

know, strong, graceful. And that was kind of what you know, I was trying to be that. And 

then I realized that I needed to let go of that. I just had to do my best to get through the day 

(LAUGHS), do whatever it took to get me through the day, you know?  

03.47.59 And uh, so letting go of, letting go of preconceived notions was a big one. Letting go of 

people’s judgments, or what I think they would be judging was another one. And really 

saying they’re not in your shoes, you know? Uh.  Letting go of.   

03.48.36 I’m trying to think of what else. I think it’s mostly judgments, letting go of control and trying 

to control you know, like I (?) I was so wrapped up in, all right, well two years, ok, the first 

year was all about shock. That’s stage one, then uh, you go through your anger phase, and 
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then you can uh, uh, have your, you know, crying phase and all of that (LAUGHS) letting go 

of that, do you know what I mean?  

03.49.08 Like I was in therapy 3 times a week. You know, and, and part of that was because I wanted 

to do it the best I could. I wanted to get through it the fastest, I wanted to be better. 

(LAUGHS) I had to actually let go of that idea of like therapy 3 times a week is gonna do 

that for you, it’s gonna make you grieve that much (LAUGHS) you know what I’m saying?  

03.49.35 I mean, it was extremely helpful, no doubt. And I’m so grateful that I went through it. You 

know? But uh, the idea of like I should be feeling better now, it’s a year, I had to let go of 

that shit, you know? And now, letting go is it still takes me awhile, but you know, if 

something upsetting happens in my life, I, I am a person that gets kind of obsessive about 

shit, you know?  

03.50.01 And I’ll run it through my head a gazillion times until I can make it work for me. You know, 

but that's just part of my process, you know? So, perfect example is having the house broken 

into. I was a mess for three days. But I needed to be that mess for 3 days, in order to work 

through the (?) realization that you know, ok, this is one of the things that it brings up, you, 

you might, it’s touching on the loss of Sergio when, when you’re experiencing stress.  

03.50.37 I had to work through that. I had to work on you can’t be afraid to live anywhere because of 

you know, fear. It hasn’t happened yet. So I’ve had to learn to let myself off the hook when I 

do get into those kind of obsessive moments, you know, or days, whatever it is that I get into.  

03.50.59 So that’s part of letting go, I think, also. And just kind of reminding, reminding myself. And I 

think that’s one of the good things about uh, therapy is it, it brings you to a place where you 

nurture yourself, you know, and if you surround yourself with people who are nurturing like I 

did with my group and with my girls, when I get all wound up, I can hear those voices and 

the things that’s, uh, you know, help to validate what my feelings were, and that’s what helps 

me work it through myself. You know, if nobody’s around, you know? So (STOPS)  

 

03.51.40 END OF TAPE #  TVT 53 

 

TAPE # TVT 54 
Tanya Villanueva-Tepper 
JIM WHITAKER, Producer/director  
PROJECT REBIRTH 
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04.01.01 PICTURE UP  

 

04.01.09 TANYA VILLANUEVA: I think also just letting go of, letting go of the life that I thought I 

was gonna have with Sergio, so that I can really welcome my new life with Ray, you know?  

04.01.33 I think that was, I mean, it was a very painful, very painful process of working through all of 

those feelings leading up to the wedding. And that was a huge letting go of like, you know, 

that was a big one. But I did it. (LAUGHS) And I just feel that much closer to Ray, once I 

really kind of said, okay, this is one part of my life that, you know, this is how it ended, you 

know.  

04.02.09 And as traumatizing as it was, the core of how it ended was that Sergio and I, you know, 

parted in love. You know, there’s like, no regrets with Sergio and I.  

04.02.27 I think that coming to the realization that you can open up your heart even more to allow new 

love to come in, you know. That takes some letting go. But it’s like, when you do it’s 

profound.  You know? And really surrendering to, yes, I’m happy.  

04.02.59 I’m happy with Ray, you know. This really like, we’re gonna have a great life together, you 

know. Really surrendering to that. And being, being, adding him to my life as opposed to 

taking away (LAUGHS), (?) having to let go of that idea of taking away that life with Sergio.  

04.03.27 It’s not taking away, you know what I mean. It’s just kind of adding now. So that was letting 

go. Letting go of an idea that was not serving where I was with Ray, you know. 

 

 JW:  Surrender is a good word, too. More active.   

 

04.04.16 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah. Surrendering is just, it’s accepting, I think. I think it’s it. I 

think accepting that you cannot control or change things.  

04.04.28 It’s accepting things as they are, you know. Is accepting it, and being okay with it. And I 

think what grief does is it takes you on that journey. Of learning how to accept that this is the 

way it is, you know, and you can still create beauty around it. Or in spite of it. Or alongside 

it, you know.  
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04.05.01 There’s so many different facets, but, yeah, acceptance is a big thing. Like, this is who I am. 

This is what I’ve been through, you know. This is what I’m still capable of. This is what I 

hope for, you know.  

04.05.28 Like, and knowing that, again, when you hope, you can’t have expectation, you know. But 

then letting go of that (LAUGHS), well, sometimes you just start expecting and just letting it 

go. It is what it is. (LAUGHS) You know, it’s just kind of, it’s a trip being me, you know. I 

can’t speak on behalf of the whole human race, but I know for sure it’s a trip being me 

sometimes because I go on, in all, you know, in all tangents, you know.  

04.06.02 But I do, I think it’s human. I think it’s a human thing, you know. 

 

 JW:  Is there any good in grief? 

 

04.06.18 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Is there any good in grief?  Yeah. If. I do. And I think the uh, the 

girls who wrote the book Love You, Mean It, they nailed it, that uh, when you go through 

something, when you go through such a loss, such a transformation, you know, it’s such a 

journey. When you go through the sorrow, it (?) opens you up to the reality of life and that 

other people suffer.  

04.06.59 And that you know, yours isn’t the only story. It opens up that perspective. Gives you just a 

different perspective. Like, I’ve, prior to September 11th, and I know I’ve said this before, 

too, prior to September 11th, you could hear a story of a mother losing her child and you can, 

I could.  

04.07.28 I could hear a story of a mother losing her child. I could hear of a woman losing her 

boyfriend, you know. And be touched by it, you know, and only imagine what that must be 

like. But now the knowing, you know, the knowing of what it’s like, not that I know what it’s 

like to lose a child, but the knowing of what loss feels like, I can feel that much more 

compassion for the person. Does that make sense? Like, this is gonna be a really rough road 

for her, you know.  

04.08.08 And I wish her strength and she’ll get through it, you know. Whether it’s a death or a divorce 

or anything, when it, 'cos like, I feel like I went through the journey of darkness to get to the 

light again. The journey of loss to get to acceptance.  
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04.08.32 And so I feel like I’m in a position where I can tell somebody who’s going, who’s on the 

brink of (?) loss and (?) that I promise you, it’ll turn around. It may not be today. It may not 

be tomorrow. It may not be next year or two years from now. But it’ll turn around.  

04.08.56 ‘Cos I remember the hopelessness and that feeling like, being stuck in this really dark place 

for the rest of my life. I remember how that felt. And now knowing that there’s another side, 

I think that’s the gift of grief. That you (?) can tell people now, I can tell from my experience, 

you know, it’ll turn around. I promise you.  

04.09.26 And that, I went into the whole (?) experience knowing that, too. Knowing psychologically, 

not emotionally yet, but psychologically, I knew that. By looking at people before me who 

had gone through loss, and seeing when their lives had shifted and changed. And you know, 

and that’s what kept me going. But now I can really say, trust me, it turns around, you know.   

04.09.58 And I can also say when somebody says, you know, sorry.  Life is you know, life is really 

unfair. I can say, yeah, it is. (LAUGHS) Life is unfair sometimes. But at other times, it’s 

great, you know. And that’s just, it’s just life. We’re here. We don’t know how long we’re 

here for. You know, you make the best of it. Try, grab joy where you can, you know.  

04.10.31 At the end of the day, you know, make sure that you have, hold closest to you, you know, 

that they’re strong, you know. If you’re angry or whatever, like, let it go, I think.  Not to say 

not to feel the anger, but don’t like, sit in it to the point that you can’t see the rest of life, you 

know.   

04.11.04 Yeah. I think that’s what, that’s the good of grief. Learning to be gentle with yourself. 

Learning to, sorry. The gift of grief is learning to be gentle with yourself. It gets, it brings 

you closest to yourself, you know. Grief.  

04.11.29 You really, I don’t think anyone examines themselves more than when they’re in grief. 

Maybe I’m wrong.  But I, for myself, huge amount of self-examination (LAUGHS), you 

know? And letting myself off of the hook, you know, and seeing where I was strong, you 

know.  

04.12.00 And I think most importantly, the good of grief is that it meant that you loved someone so 

much, you know, that it was hard to let them go. (PAUSE)  

04.12.29 ‘Cos if you didn’t love that person so much, you wouldn’t be feeling that pain. So that’s the 

good. So you loved a lot. If that makes any sense. (LAUGHS) 
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 JW:  What about the intense aspect of love?  

 

04.13.43 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah, I have, uh, Mother Theresa wrote, and I put in Sergio’s 

book, I have found the paradox: that if you love until it hurts, then there’s no hurt, only more 

love.  

04.14.00 And so when I think about that, you know, that’s the gift of grief. You know, that’s the gift 

of grief. You love until it hurts and then you realize that, you know, it hurts so much because 

you loved so much. (LAUGHS) You know what I mean.  

04.14.28 So then, oh, that’s not a bad thing. I loved a lot. There’s nothing wrong with that, you know. 

And then another quote that I love is that your heart is meant to break, you know.  Because 

every time it breaks, it opens enough, you know, to allow more love to enter. And I don’t 

think I’ll ever get.  

04.15.02 And this is another thing I had to let go of, is how, you know, these extremists can, don’t see 

that.  That they can live in such a (?) place of hatred, you know.  

04.15.27 That something had to have been so wrong that they could completely shut down and 

become murderers. I mean, I just, but I had to let go of that. ‘Cos I don’t have that answer, 

you know. It’s unfortunate.  

04.16.05 So that’s the worst, I think, really. When you, I was watching the CNN last night with the 

guys from uh, England. And they’re like, you know, we’re not Christians, we don’t turn the 

other cheek. We’re Muslims, you know. And of course, we have to look at (?) ourselves and 

our government and whatever historically, of the wrongs that we have done in order to 

inspire so much hatred.  

04.16.36 But I mean, for them to get to the point where they’re directing it at, you know, I don't know. 

And then I question, well, maybe, did we direct it at innocent people, too? Is this, you know, 

I don't know. All that political stuff.  It’s political, it’s just sad to me, because I want to 

believe that, you know, humanity will rise above all of that.  

04.17.06 I do. But then you got to let go of that one, too, sometimes, because reality is reality, you 

know. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 
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 JW:  I've been experiencing something to that: How do I help raise humanity above the place 

of hatred? 

 

04.18.42 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah, well, you look at, again, you look at the Peaceful 

Tomorrows group, you know. They’ve turned their experience into something, you know, 

really powerful, you know, in getting together and going to Afghanistan and Iraq and raising 

the awareness, you know.  

04.19.09 And I, I’ll probably regret not staying on that bandwagon with them, you know. And I 

admire them for their stamina. To continue to do that very important work.   

04.19.34 And I guess that’s where it, you know, that’s where people can make the differences, but I 

think the energy that it takes, you know, I think we get so distracted by our day-to-day lives 

that, well, I do, you know, that there’s only a handful of people who can actually follow it 

through, you know.   

04.20.02 And I admire them. I do. And (?) you wonder like, what’s different? Like, how is it that they 

are able to keep that going, you know?  Like, and what’s, what is it that stops me or, from 

going that route also, you know.  

04.20.29 And I guess it’s just a matter of doing or not doing. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

04.21.20 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I guess each individual has to do what they can do. And then let 

go of, you know, that guilt of not being able to do more. 

 

 JW:  The idea of career versus mission is heavy? 

 

04.21.48 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Right. That’s one thing, that’s another thing that I’ve also been, I 

guess my day-to-day life has been kind of not challenging in that way, do you know what I 

mean?  

04.22.09 Like, here we are almost five years and I know I’ve done a lot. But like, I haven’t done 

anything consistent, you know. I think, though, that this is what I have to, that I’m just 
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working this through, so bear with me. (LAUGHS)  I think what I have done consistently is 

move through the grief.  

04.22.32 And created a new life. That I’ve done consistently. And that meant doing whatever it took to 

get me through the day, you know. But I feel like a lot of, a lot of things that like, I’ve 

wanted to do, I’m wondering if I hold back from doing it because of fear of indifference or 

what. I’m still trying to figure it out. And like, doing a magazine or doing something like 

that, like, I had all these grand (LAUGHS) ideas in my head, you know.  

04.23.05 And uh, how easily I can get distracted to not follow through on them. So I’m wondering if 

that, is it because of lack of, of passion there, you know? Or a fear of really diving into 

something again. That’s probably gonna be my challenge this year, you know.   

04.23.33 But then there’s that part of me that’s like, well, just let, let life happen, which is what I’ve 

been doing, right. And I’m anticipating that this next year we’ll be starting a family, you 

know. And now by starting the family, will I regret not pursuing my magazine or doing that. 

So I don't know. I just have to let it go and wait for the inspiration one way or the other, you 

know.   

04.24.06 We do what we can do. We do the best we can. At the end of the day, what matters most, am 

I loved, do I love well? And without a doubt, I can say yes. And that’s what I have to 

remember.  

04.24.30 I think everyone needs to remember that one. And that was, you know, that was Sergio’s 

greatest gift to us, you know, I write it on his poster every year.  No doubt about it. ‘Cos 

that’s the final questions. Those are the final questions, you know. Sergio, without a doubt, 

he was so loved and without a doubt, he loved us so well.  

04.25.04 He, you know, he was great. He was great. Open-hearted, you know, embracing. And I think 

that’s how we should all be. Kind.  

04.25.27 Not an asshole who takes a parking spot, (LAUGHS) right. Sorry, I just had to throw that one 

in there. (LAUGHS) This guy took my parking spot the other day. Kind, you know. Mindful.  

Mindful of other people. The greatest uh, exercise in mindfulness, I think, is if you’re a 

driver, being that pedestrian that’s in the crosswalk. And if you’re a pedestrian, being the 

driver that’s in the car, you know.   

04.26.01 Don’t cross in the middle of the street when the car’s got the light. And as a driver, don’t go 

through the crosswalk when the pedestrian’s got the light. That’s just simple mindfulness, 
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you know.  So if you could take that kind of exercise and apply it to whatever your 

circumstance is, you know, taking the other person into consideration, then I think we’d all 

be okay.   

04.26.35 That one’s a good one, though, because I can’t stand it when people don’t give you the right 

of way, whether you’re on one side or not, you know. It’s respect. Nice. That’s it. 

(LAUGHS) 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

 JW:  Talk about the vows. 

 

04.27.12 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  (MID-STATEMENT) The vows I chose also, 'cos you got to love 

the internet. So with the minister’s picture, it gave you, you know, a copy of what his vows 

were like. And uh, the thing that was most important to me was when he said from this day 

forward. And I thought he was gonna say from this day forward, you shall not walk alone, 

you know.  

04.27.31 But his vows went from this day forward, uh, something-something. It’s like, from this day 

forward, I’ll take you, you know, the standard vows. But from this day forward was so 

significant, you know, because it is. This is the journey. We’re starting it here as husband and 

wife, you know. And that’s what I had inscribed in our rings, from this day forward, you 

know.  

04.28.02 We’re each other’s, you know, keeper. Protect each other and love each other and honor each 

other and, yeah.  It was very, it was just such a beautiful day, you know.  

04.28.33 And I miss him, 'cos I still come to New York, and a lot of the trips I’m doing without him. 

And it’s like, yeah, I’m married now, but it’s, my husband’s in Florida. It’s kind of weird to 

go back and not have him with me now.  When I’m in Florida, of course, we’re together. But 

to separate from him now is, makes me a little tender, you know.  

04.28.56 I feel like I want to be with him. And this time of year, I, with the anniversary and 

everything, I am still glad that I made the decision for him to not be there on the day. But I 

would love it if he could be with me now and, you know, maybe next year.  (STOPS)  
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 JW:  Will you keep the house up here? 

 

04.29.32 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah. And that actually was like, a little point of uh, contention, I 

think. I don't know if that’s the right word. Or sensitive point. Sensitive point. Because my 

co-op, you know, it’s a very small co-op. And I’m not here 365-days a year. (STOPS)  

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

04.30.20 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  No, but I wanted to give that space to my sister, you know what I 

mean. And have a home  (~JW~) to come, and have a place to come home to when I’m 

home. Which is, 'cos she’s living, you know, in a studio with her son. And I wanted, I mean, 

and I have this place here that’s kind of sitting, you know, three weeks out of the month. And 

they’re like, well, it’s owner-occupied and it’s like, this is sacred space, you know. I’m not 

gonna sell this place, you know. So I don’t, I’m a little sensitive about that.  

04.30.56 I want to be able to give my sister the opportunity to have a larger home, you know. I thought 

it would just work out perfectly. But they’re putting the (?) brakes on it. But yeah, every time 

I come into the house, I know that I still need to shift it around a little bit. You know, but 

bringing Ray into the space felt normal. Even though it is abnormal in that I still have a lot 

of, you know, the pictures are up still.  

04.31.31 I don’t have any of our wedding pictures up. I need to shift it a little bit. Not to say that I’m 

gonna take away Sergio’s pictures. But I need to add me and Ray to the whole,  that would 

be the difference. Yeah. I just have our album. Want to see the album?  (LAUGHS) But I 

need a nice framed picture of us to make it home for him, too. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

04.32.18 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Yeah, and the funny thing is, is like, it’s good that you get me 

during the year.  ‘Cos I always feel like when I’m sitting with you, that I’m, you know, here I 

am crying, crying, crying, crying. And I want people to know that I have a good life also. 

(LAUGHS) I don’t want it to be just about me crying all the time.  
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04.32.33 And I was so glad that you guys were in Hawaii to capture that happiness, you know. And 

that, my life with Ray. I think that’s such a gift. And when it’s all done, I can’t wait. I can’t 

wait to see it, you know. ‘Cos it’s, to really see the journey, you know. And it’s pretty damn 

cool, what you’re doing And hopefully I’ll help others, you know, to understand, mostly to 

help other widows, you know.  

04.33.06 Girls who are in my position that, you know, young and is there (?), what are the possibilities 

after going through something like that, you know. That there are plenty still. So that’s a gift. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

04.34.29 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  It was, it was incredible. That was such a great trip. Yes, and 

we’re trying to think of where we’re gonna go next year. We’ll take you somewhere 

fabulous. 

 

 JW:  Paris? 

 

04.34.43 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Paris, yeah, 'cos he, you know, Ray, and I want to do for Ray. 

Because he’s so good. He’s always wanted to go to Paris. That’s his dream place. He’s never 

been to Europe. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

04.35.07 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  I didn’t like Paris. I was there for three weeks. But I was so anti-

city at that point. Now I can appreciate that I’m older, the history, you know. And especially 

when you measure it against the non-history of Miami, you know. Like, everything is like, a 

year old. (LAUGHS) 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 



Project Rebirth :  Tanya Villanueva-Tepper      Tape #  TVT 51     JW, Producer    Page 55 of 57 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Project Rebirth    163 William St.   New York, NY  10038     212.346.1482 

04.38.51 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  (?) called my friends, they made fun of me. They’re like, you get 

on that bike, all of a sudden, you’re like, (LAUGHS).  (~JW~) But that’s 'cos the shoulder 

pads in my jacket. Yeah, no, it’s great.  

04.39.02 But I’m glad I didn’t bring it up this year, 'cos the streets are just treacherous here, you know. 

But I would have loved to get the footage of the motorcycle on uh, camera, at some point. 

You know what might be interesting for you? The toy run. If you ever wanted to capture us 

in Miami (~JW~) there’s a toy run in December.  

04.39.28 And it’s a huge parade of motorcycles.  Like, 3000 motorcycles. And then we go to this park. 

And then it’s like, a big, you know, rally with booths and all shit set up. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

04.41.29 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  Music is such a major thing for me.  (~JW~) And one of the 

things that’s changed is those first, I would have to say, three years, if there’s ever a song 

written about being a widow, I have it. I have it (LAUGHS) on like, I have all of my 

complication CDs. I have Bunny Love. I have Bunny Love 2. I have more Bunny Love. I 

have Even More Bunny Love.  I have Bunny Love: The Journey Continues.   

04.42.00 I have (LAUGHS) like, and I have every widow song ever written on these complication 

CDs. And I tell you, it helped me get through it. People are like, I’m yeah, I’ll work out to it. 

I’ll go power walking, I’ll have my widow music on, you know. (LAUGHS) But I needed to 

know that I wasn’t like, somebody got it down on paper. The feeling, the sentiment, the 

words. I found every song.  

04.42.31 And so on DVD, the song, I Know You By Heart, I Know You By Heart is the name of the 

song. Danielle’s so funny 'cos she’s like, I Know You, by Heart, the group. So she’s thinking 

the song was called, I Know You, but it’s not. It’s I Know You By Heart.  By, I think, 

Natalie Cole and Nat King Cole had sung it originally. And then Eva Cassidy, you ever heard 

of her?  (~JW~) Yes, her version.  I put this on the DVD.  

04.43.00 Get the knife out, 'cos you just want to do this. (LAUGHS) It’s just, but it’s beautiful. 

(LAUGHS) It’s beautiful, you know. And it was perfect. I Know You By Heart. Yeah. So I 

will get you that for sure. And that would (~JW~)  
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 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS) 

 

04.44.37 TANYA VILLANUEVA:  As I’m going through this whole identity crisis, and I’m crying 

and like he’s like are you Ok? And I’m just like I’m you know, I’m ok, whatever. I’m just 

feeling like this sense of loss again before leaving for California. (~JW~) Right before we’re 

getting married.  There was this little bag that I just loved. 

04.44.59 And I was telling him, you know, I was, you know that little bag that I showed you in that 

store, you know, in Coconut Grove? And I’m like, I want that (LAUGHS). He was like, all 

right, I guess I’ll go and get it for you. I’m like, oh, honey, you’re the greatest (LAUGHS) 

And I’m never like that, but I just was obsessing about that bag. So he came home with the 

bag. And, and I was just like oh, I just love this bag. It’s so cute. I’m looking, I just love this 

bag.  

04.45.31 And then his nephew was with him, and his nephew, Michael, who’s 20, was like that bag is 

so small, what could you possibly fit in that bag? And I said, well, I can fit plenty of things. 

And I go to open up the bag. I was gonna put my cell phone in it. And I pull out this bracelet. 

And what Ray had done is he took my stainless steel bracelet that I wore for Sergio, and he 

had a replica made of it in white gold.  

04.46.02 And when I saw it, I was just, I was just floored. He went straight to my heart. And I was just 

like, I, I just love you so much, 'cos like he got, he got it, he understood you know? He just 

understood what all of my, I guess my angst and (?) uh, I’m so lucky. I’m so lucky to have 

him. Like he, he gets me.  

04.46.31 He gets me, he, he wants to comfort me, you know, and uh, this was just the greatest gift, the 

best wedding gift. And it was also his way of saying that you don't have to let go of that part 

of yourself, you know? And uh, oh, I, a weight was lifted. That’s I think when my identity 

crisis (LAUGHS) started to also kind of strip away, you know? It was like I’m at it, I, I really 

am adding this wonderful, wonderful man, you know/ I don't have to take away.  

04.47.12 So. I love my Ray (LAUGHS). That’s it.  Isn’t he romantic? (LAUGHS) He’s so (or-manly?) 

romantic (LAUGHS). That’s it. You’re welcome. 

 

 (OFF CAMERA REMARKS)  

 



Project Rebirth :  Tanya Villanueva-Tepper      Tape #  TVT 51     JW, Producer    Page 57 of 57 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Project Rebirth    163 William St.   New York, NY  10038     212.346.1482 

04.49.09 END OF TAPE #  TVT 54 
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