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***** Chapter 1
*****

May 2015

If Loving Las Vegas is Wrong,

I Don’t Wanna be Right.

From the smoky depths of the Venetian casino,
Paula and I rushed back to our suites. After packing in a flash, we
called a bellman to haul our suitcases to the lobby. In the massive
driveway outside the double glass doors, we jumped in a cab and
headed to the airport.

Both of us were subdued during the
fifteen-minute ride. The grim reality that our long weekend in
Vegas was over was beginning to sink in. Sure, we’d had a few bumpy
moments and some ugly scenes, but wasn’t that to be expected of any
girls’ weekend in Sin City? As far as both of us were concerned,
what had happened in Vegas would stay in Vegas.

Paula’s flight was leaving first. She was
anxious to get back to L.A. to pick up Keno, her fur baby, at the
pet clinic. He had fully recovered from his accidental overdose of
Valium. I think she said she was taking him to a doggie spa for a
few days of R & R.

After making it through security, we hugged
and said our goodbyes. We both agreed that this had been one of the
best weekends we’d ever had in Sin City, second only to Paula’s
wedding of course, and we vowed to do it again soon, for sure. Then
Paula headed to Concourse A, while I made my way to C. Dragging my
carry-on past gate after gate, I couldn’t help wondering what I was
going back to in Houston.

My flight wasn’t scheduled to leave till
6:40, but I was at the gate well before 5. As I flipped through the
latest Elle, I started having serious second thoughts about
leaving. I knew I’d promised Roger, the guy I’d married only
three-and-a-half-months before, that I’d be back after five days,
but now I wondered: Why? I had no job, no children, no urgent
household obligations or pressing social commitments. There was
plenty of money in the bank from the sale of my condo in L.A., and
the severance check from my job at Panache. Going home now just
seemed to make no sense. Why not stay a couple more days, or even a
week or two? Sounded like a helluva good idea at the time.

I’d never explored Las Vegas in depth. Was
there a depth? Maybe now was the time to find out. And I deserved a
little vacay on my own, didn’t I? I was madly searching my mind for
ways to justify extending the weekend. I knew Roger would be angry
and disappointed, but he was so busy with his job. What the heck,
he’d get over it, wouldn’t he?

Over and over, I asked myself, why go back
now?

The next thing I knew, with just minutes to
spare before boarding started, a frazzled, distracted me stormed
the check-in counter and told the clerk to cancel my res and pull
my bags. Then, in a giddy but frantic state, I grabbed my carry-on
and started hustling back through the long concourse…past Burger
King…the Blue Burrito Grille…Ethel’s Chocolates…the Coffee Bean…the
slot arcade…all a bright blur.

I jumped on the train to Baggage Claim. After
retrieving my bags, I found a pay phone and booked a suite at the
Venetian for seven more nights. Then, with fingers trembling, I
dialed Roger’s cell and left a brief, disjointed message…that he
shouldn’t go to the airport…that my plans had changed…that I’d be
at the hotel…that I’d call him later.

Out the sliding glass doors I flung myself
into the scorching heat and blinding glare of a mid-May evening in
Vegas. My heart was pounding as I piled into a cab with my stuff.
An hour later, I was standing in yet another glitzy suite at the
Venetian, surrounded by bags hauled up by the same bellman who’d
taken them down hours earlier.

“Don’t ask, don’t tell,” I said, shaking my
head, smiling Mona-Lisa-like, and handing him a twenty.

The minute he left, I changed into shorts and
a tee and started unpacking maniacally. The phone rang. And then it
rang again, and again, and again. Roger, of course, but I wouldn’t
pick up. I wasn’t ready for his grilling just yet.

Aglow with anticipation, I bounded to the
lobby and then set out on a long walk down the Strip to clear my
head and figure out how I would explain my staying on to him.

On this Monday night, the level of excitement
was high, and so was the temperature: 100 degrees in the shade.
Outside the Venetian, the golden desert sun seemed strangely serene
and ethereal as it sank below the far-off Sierra Nevadas. It
soothed me to gaze across the Strip at fortress-like Treasure
Island, with the giant Siren’s Cove ship berthed in its
water-logged front yard. Next door at Mirage, Elton Johns’ quirky
grin beamed down from an electronic billboard. A block away, the
Bellagio’s dancing fountain show was in full swing. The sidewalk
and overpasses were crammed with hundreds of onlookers, mesmerized
by the water shooting skyward, like 1,200 fountains dancing
gracefully to Frank Sinatra’s, “Fly Me to the Moon.”

I trekked on, glancing upward at the soaring
Eiffel Tower, perched atop the main casino of Paris. Hard to
believe I’d lunched there with Paula and the girls just three days
ago. It seemed more like a million years. Standing guard outside
the hotel’s Hall-Of-Mirrors-inspired lobby, the broad-shouldered
Arc de Triomphe never looked more stately or erect. Just beyond it
were the spiraling Arabian fairy-tale towers of Aladdin, across
from bold-as-brass Petticoat Palace.

Farther south, I took in the massive,
cream-colored façade of Monte Carlo, where a veiled bride and her
flock of maids hoisted their long skirts as they glided up the
cascading steps. Gold-and-green-hued MGM Grand then lurched into
view, with its buffed, bronze lion in regal repose above a phalanx
of rushing fountains. Across the palm-lined boulevard, New York New
York’s iconic skyline boasted scaled-down replicas of the Empire
State Building, Brooklyn Bridge, and Statue of Liberty. Still to
come were the candy-colored cone-towers of Excalibur, the colossal
pyramid of Luxor, and golden-hued Mandalay Bay, like a gaudily
wrapped Christmas present shimmering in the desert sun.

What a thrilling panorama! The Strip had
never looked more vibrant, irreverent, or majestic. Striding back
to the Venetian, I felt tired but elated, as if I were somehow part
of all the flash and dazzle surrounding me. I remember thinking: if
loving Las Vegas is wrong, I don’t wanna be right.

Back in my suite, the red light on my phone
was throbbing menacingly, like a bulging vein about to burst. The
messages were piling up. I couldn’t put it off any longer. Bracing
myself, I dialed Roger’s cell.

“Wendy, where the hell have you been?” he
barked. “I’ve left five messages. I wish you had your cell with
you!” The intensity was quickly mounting. “What do you mean you’re
not coming back tonight? Did something happen? Are you sick? Was
there an accident?”

“Oh no, nothing like that, everything’s
fine,” I said, trying to sound calm. “I just took a long walk down
the Strip to clear my head. I hope you’ll understand. I, uh, need
more time here.”

“What? You mean while I was worrying and
trying to get ahold of you, you were out taking a stroll down the
Strip? No, I don’t understand. What’s going on? Level with me.
Right now!”

“Give me a chance and I will,” I shot back.
“The truth is, I really enjoyed this weekend and I don’t want it to
end just yet. Like I said, I need more time to relax, get away from
everything, and reflect on all that’s happened in the past six
months. It’s been a lot, you know. I moved to Texas to be with you,
sold my condo in L.A., and worked out a job transfer to Houston. We
got married, went to London for a month-long honeymoon, and tried
to settle into the house from hell when we got back.

“I’m doing my best to adjust to Houston, but
it doesn’t seem to be working. I don’t feel like I belong there,
especially when I have to deal with your bosses’ snarky wives. And
then my bosses in L.A. sold the company, and I lost the job that
had been promised to me in Houston. That was a huge blow, believe
me. Maybe you can’t understand, but please try. I need some time to
process all that.”

“Okay, fine,” he snapped, “but there are a
couple of things I need to run by you. Just stop and listen, if you
can spare a minute. First off, we’ve been invited to a black-tie
dinner-dance as Dan and Clare’s guests next week at the Cattleman’s
Club. The governor’s going to be there, and I’ve already accepted.
This is a huge honor, believe me.

Second, I have a landscape architect coming
over tomorrow to talk about our back patio. Remember that? We were
going to have it bricked over. And third, I finally got an
appointment with the decorator for later this week, and I need you
there to help decide on the carpeting for the den, light fixtures
for the kitchen, and paint colors for the bedrooms. All your closet
makeovers are on hold till the decorators are finished. So you may
think extending your weekend is no big deal, but it’s a huge deal
to me.”

“I’m sorry!” I cried. “How could I have known
all that was going on? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I haven’t been able to reach you, dammit!
You didn’t take your cell. You were out all weekend, and when I did
manage to catch you on Saturday, you had more important business at
the swimming pool. And then last night you were too tired.”

“Okay, yeah, I’ve been running like crazy the
past few days,” I admitted sheepishly. “I don’t know what else to
say. Can’t you go to the dinner-dance without me? Is that
possible?”

“I really don’t know,” Roger snapped. “Yeah,
I guess so, but it will look pretty strange. When people ask where
my new wife is, what am I supposed to say? At a spa in Vegas? In
the craps pit at Caesar’s? Shopping for shoes at Bellagio? What the
hell do you want me to do?”

“Can’t you put off the appointments with the
landscape guy and decorator for a couple weeks?”

“Maybe, but they’re really busy and both of
them are leaving town after Memorial Day.”

“Roger, stop trying to lay a guilt trip on
me. I’m sorry, but I need a little more time. You’ll just have to
work things out as best you can.”

“Okay, fine, a little time. How much? A week,
two weeks, six weeks? How long?”

He sounded nervous, upset, angry as a pit
bull.

“A week or two,” I replied.

“Is Paula still there?” he asked.

“No, she had to get back to L.A. to pick up
her dog at a pet clinic. Apparently, he tried to kill himself with
an overdose of Valium.”

“What? Can a dog try to kill itself with
pills? That sounds crazy.”

“I don’t know. Paula said it was an accident,
but the vet thought it was intentional.”

“That doesn’t make sense. But then again,
nothing about Paula makes sense.”

“She also had to get back to her job. I rode
to the airport with her. After we said goodbye, I went to the gate
to catch my flight. I really did plan on coming home tonight, but
right before boarding, I had this mini-meltdown. Everything came at
me at once. I just couldn’t get on that plane.

“It’s not like I’m totally alone here. I’ve
gotten to know Paula’s sister, Paige, and her roommate, Serena, a
little. I can do things with them, and maybe you can come up for a
day or two.”

“I don’t know about that,” he answered
mechanically, like it was an excuse. “I’ve been working
sixteen-hour days. You know that, or maybe you don’t. We’ve got a
problem with the zoning guys over in Wiggin, and it’s not going
away anytime soon. They’re saying the commercial buildings can’t
exceed 12 stories, but my plans call for at least 15. It’s going to
take a helluva lot of convincing to get them to waive it. We’ve got
an uphill battle on our hands that’s going to take every spare
minute. I’d like to fly up, but that doesn’t seem likely. So, what
date did you change your return flight to?”

“I, uh, didn’t change it. I canceled it.”

His tone abruptly went from confused to
alarmed.

“What? Why?” he raged. “If you’re planning on
coming back in a week or two, why didn’t you just change the date?
Something sounds screwy here.”

“Roger, please! I don’t know why I canceled.
I guess I wasn’t thinking straight. So I’ll lose a couple hundred
bucks. It’s no big deal. I’ll just buy another ticket when I come
back.”

“This is sounding stranger and stranger,” he
said, his voice trailing off.

“Trust me, there’s nothing strange about it,”
I shot back. “I’ll make another reservation, I promise. In the
meantime, why don’t you fly up for a weekend? You can do it. It’s
just a few days. We’ll have a fun Vegas getaway like we used to
with Ron and Paula.”

“I can’t. There’s the dinner-dance at the
Club. I’m playing golf with Dan and a couple structural guys on
Saturday. And, didn’t you hear me, I’m swamped with this zoning
business. I can’t leave town right now.”

Why was Roger being so difficult? Did he
really have that much work, or was he trying to punish me for not
coming back tonight? That sounded more like it. I felt confused,
disappointed. I wanted to see him. I really did. I just didn’t want
to see him in Houston.

“Yes, I understand.” I said, sighing. “You’re
busy. So maybe it’s better that I’m up here. You can do your work
without any distractions.”

“You’re not a distraction, dammit, you’re my
wife!” he barked. “We’re newlyweds. You should be here taking care
of all this house stuff with me, looking for another job, and going
to the dinner-dance. What will people say? What will they think? I
don’t even know what to think myself.”

“What people?” I snapped.

“Maxwell, Dan, Clare, Doris, Earl, Lisa, to
name a few,” he thundered.

“Oh, Roger, come on. Maxwell’s our neighbor.
He has my e-mail address and can get in touch anytime. Dan and Earl
are your bosses, not your uncles. Lisa’s Dan’s daughter and has her
own life to worry about. And Clare and Doris are your bosses’
wives. Those obnoxious busybodies have nothing better to do than
stick their big, fat noses in my life. They’ll never be happy with
anything I do, so why should I care? This is about you and me, no
one else. They can all just get on with their lives and not worry
about where I am, or what I’m doing. It’s none of their
business!”

“Oh Wendy, if only it were that simple. I’m
an architect in charge of a huge project here. I moved from L.A. to
take this job. Dan and Earl trust and believe in me. And you’re my
new wife. What you do reflects on me. It’s very awkward when they
ask about you.”

Now he was getting me really steamed.

“You poor thing.” I sneered. “Am I supposed
to rush back so that you won’t have to deal with the awkwardness? I
love you, Roger, and I miss you, but I’m going to stay here another
week or two. The time will fly, you’ll see. We can call each other
every day. Maybe we’ll talk even more on the phone than we do when
we’re in the same house.”

“Wendy, you can sugarcoat this all you want,
but this extended stay is ridiculous,” he lashed out. “We’re
newlyweds for Chrissakes! If anything, we should be on an extended
honeymoon, making plans for our future, not taking separate
vacations.”

“Roger, don’t try to make me feel guilty by
pretending our life in Houston has been some kind of romantic romp.
It hasn’t. You work 12 hours a day, and we don’t even sleep in the
same room because of those damn lizards running all over the walls.
You’ve been promising to get rid of them since we got back from
London, but they were there when I left, they’re still there now,
and they’ll probably be there when I get back, right?”

“Well, yeah. Like I told you on Saturday,
Rusty from Pest Patrol can’t find the entry point, so he doesn’t
know how to treat the problem. But I haven’t given up. I’m going to
talk to him again when things calm down, or maybe you can meet with
him when you get back. Anyway, he says they’re harmless.”

“Harmless?” I exclaimed. “I lived in L.A. for
25 years. I don’t want slimy green reptiles slithering around the
walls of my bedroom! It scares the hell out of me, turns my
stomach. I can practically hear them scratching around in the dark,
like rats. I can’t sleep in there. What if they fell on me, or ran
across my arm or leg or face?”

“Okay, okay, I hear you,” Roger responded.
“Don’t get hysterical. I’m trying to deal with the problem. If
you’re so worried, why don’t you come back and take care of it
yourself? I can’t do everything around here, and work 80 hours a
week. I need some help.”

“I’ll be back in two weeks,” I cried. Then I
added in a more reassuring tone, “That’s not so long, is it? I’ll
be a happier person and a better wife, I promise! I just need you
to understand what I’m doing, and why.”

“I understand what you’re doing,” he shot
back, “but not why. Look, I’ve got to go. I have an early meeting
tomorrow with Dan, Earl, and a zoning commissioner. Dan said a
reporter from the Wiggin Crier wants to talk to me. Maybe I can get
my side of the story out. Like I said, I need to get going. The web
host on my computer’s down, and I have to call the Geek Squad so I
can download a bunch of reports for tomorrow.

“I can’t believe you’re still up there,” he
wailed, “but it’s your call. I can’t make you get on a plane if you
don’t want to. I’ll go to the dinner-dance solo. I guess I don’t
have much of a choice. And I’ll postpone the landscape guy and
decorator. We’ll reschedule when they get back. Gotta run. I’ll
call you soon. Bye.”

My heart sank when I heard the click on the
other end. I wanted to call him back immediately, to beg him to
understand why I wasn’t coming back tonight, to tell him I loved
him, and demand that he say he loved me, too, and that everything
was going to be alright. But I couldn’t. I was terrified he
wouldn’t do it, or that he’d say he was busy and hang up, or that
we’d end up continuing the fight, or getting into an even bigger
one. But I didn’t want to leave it like that. So I picked up the
phone and started to dial. Then I froze. I just stood there, mute
and immobile, like one of those Roman statues in the Caesar’s
fountain show that stays silent until it’s programmed to speak.

I guess I couldn’t blame Roger for being
angry, but I knew he’d get over it sooner or later. Still, I felt
like I was failing him. But at the same time, I was outraged that
his main concern was how my extended stay would look to others, how
he would explain it to those high-society snobs in Houston. Oh,
what the hell. The important thing was that I’d gotten a reprieve
from the governor and I’d be staying another week or two.

I felt tired, anxious, and suddenly starved.
After polishing off a turkey sandwich and fries from room service,
I finished unpacking. Then I collapsed on my feather bed and fell
into a deep sleep in my cozy, rose-colored suite high above the
Strip.

The next morning, I made my way to Lenotre, the
cheery bakery-cafe in Paris, where I parked myself at a corner
table, tucked into a chocolate chip croissant, and contemplated my
immediate future. I wondered what I would do here. Would I end up
staying one week, two weeks, or longer? What would this do to my
marriage? What would people say about me back in Houston? That I’d
run off to Vegas after three-and-a-half months of marriage? But I
hadn’t run off to Vegas, had I? Wasn’t that what desperate drama
queens, aspiring showgirls, fugitives from justice, and troubled
teens did?

I wondered if maybe there should be another
category added to this list:
bored-but-anxious-newlywed-wives-who’ve-recently-relocated-can’t-cook-have-lost-their-jobs-and-identities-and-can’t-communicate-with-their-workaholic-husbands-or-face-the-responsibilities-of-marriage?


 


***** Chapter 2
*****

Mount Rushmore Meets the Left Bank

For days, the fight with Roger over my
extended stay haunted me. Not even a $200 Detox Seaweed Body Wrap
and a long soak in Spa Bellagio’s hot tub could shake the
harshness. Lying back in the swirling water, butt naked, with my
eyes closed and my hair in a towel, I tried to forget the argument
and focus instead on the good times. Believe it or not, there had
been many, going all the way back to the moment we met, seven years
before when I was a 38-year-old singleton.

I could still recall clearly that spring day
in 2008 when my boss and best friend, Carol Guthrie, brought this
handsome dynamo of a guy to my office and introduced him as the
architect for our new accessories annex. Sparks flew as we shook
hands and checked each other out. Everything about Roger Sinclair,
from his heathery tweed jacket and casually knotted silk tie to his
expensive Italian loafers, was sophisticated and understated. But
when he smiled, there was this mischievous little-boy twinkle in
his eyes that told me he could be fun. My first impression: solid,
secure, artistic. Mount Rushmore meets the Left Bank. Does it get
any better than that?

Carol tiptoed out of my office and left us
alone. The bright L.A. sun streamed in and lit up the reddish
highlights in Roger’s tousled dark brown hair. I offered him
coffee. He took it black with sugar. We talked over plans for the
new wing, but it was hard to concentrate. His voice was so pleasant
and mellow, like cool water running over pebbles in a remote
mountain stream. Ahhh. I wanted to drink it in.

With his warm, brown eyes wandering from my
hair to my eyes to my mouth to my breasts, he explained how Panache
would still carry six floors of clothing, from casual sportswear,
to red-carpet gowns, to haute couture. At that point, we could’ve
been discussing sofa beds and Barcaloungers. Who cared? I felt
lightheaded.

After that first meeting, Roger and I were
soon lunching together every day, talking about lots of things, not
just the annex. We flirted, of course, but I didn’t know where it
would lead, nor did I care. Carol told me he’d been dating a
beautiful, socially prominent architect for a couple of years, but
she also urged me to go for it if there was a mutual attraction.
And believe me, there was.

As the weeks flew by, we tried to ignore our
feelings and stay focused on the project. It worked, most of the
time. I was flattered that Roger drew me into his plans and sought
my opinions. But he didn’t just listen to my ideas. He went out of
his way to let Carol and her husband, Paul, know they were mine.
Only a generous, secure guy would do that. He even brushed aside
some of the interior designer’s ideas on color schemes and
sales-station layouts and took mine instead. Can you understand why
I fell for this guy big time?

A few months after we met, Carol bounded into
my office one day to tell me she’d heard from a friend that Roger
and his girlfriend had split up. I tried to look nonchalant, but I
was over the moon. A couple of days later, he took me on our first
real date, dinner at Ivy at the Shore in Santa Monica. While we sat
at a romantic front porch table eating steamed mussels and crab
cakes, he told me about the break-up and asked about the guys I’d
dated. It was a very intimate conversation, all hushed voices,
breathy sighs, and long, lingering looks. I don’t think either one
of us was aware of anyone else in the world that night but each
other.

After dinner, a valet got the car, and the
minute we were inside, Roger reached over and kissed me – a steamy,
passionate kiss between two people who suddenly became one – I
didn’t know where he left off and I began. My heart still races
when I think about it.

On the drive to my condo, we were both quiet,
too nervous and excited to make small talk, or any other kind. As
soon as we were inside, with our clothes half on, half off, we made
love on my living room floor, too swept away to even make it to the
bedroom. I was shocked that someone as buttoned down and
conservative as Roger could be so passionate and let go of himself
like that. But nothing could stop this insane desire we felt for
each other, this powerful wanting, like a waterfall of passion
pouring over us, sweeping us away. We were in love from that night.
A couple, soul mates, lovers, best friends. A thousand chameleons
couldn’t have kept us apart!

Yeah, we got along great, in bed and out.
Roger cherished and appreciated me in a way that no one ever had.
He loved my dark humor, creativity, and how into my job I was. Most
of the guys I’d dated had been threatened by these things. Not
Roger. He made me feel like I was the most talented, special,
beautiful woman in the world. Those first two or three years were
the happiest of my life.

Beyond the sizzling sex, our courtship was a
blur of five-star dinners in elegant restaurants; European
vacations; weekend flings in Palm Springs and Santa Barbara, and
plenty of A-list parties, premieres, and awards’ shows. Everything
from the Peoples’ Choice and Oscars, to the Golden Globes and
Grammys. And why not? Half the gowns on the red carpet came from
the high-fashion department store I worked for in Beverly Hills, so
guess who got VIP passes?

Roger and I were one of those golden couples
everyone wants to be when they grow up. But it had been a long and
winding road, especially for me. In 25 years in L.A., I’d dated my
share of men, most of them poster boys for bad relationships. An
endless assortment of financial cripples, druggies, wimps,
deadbeats, and cads.

Roger was a breath of fresh air after all
those dicey characters. I knew right off he was a gentleman, well
educated and refined. He’d graduated from Northwestern University
in Evanston, Illinois, the leafy Chicago suburb where he grew up as
the only child of a successful architect and a mother who taught
economics. He was handsome, sensitive, and cultured, but also
masculine and sexy. How could I resist? And there was this air of
remoteness that made him seem slightly elusive and mysterious. I
remember thinking: I’ll never get bored with this guy.

Our condos were within blocks of each other
in Santa Monica, so we spent most nights and weekends at my place.
We talked about living together, but I think we both liked things
the way they were, romantic and casual, with no dirty socks,
dishwashing issues, or lawn-sprinkler crises to spoil it. Who needs
all that tedious domestic stuff anyway? It just ruins your
manicure, makes you cranky, and gives you backaches. And yes, the M
word did come up, but neither one of us was in any kind of hurry. I
didn’t want kids; my biological clock was basically busted. And
Roger was ambivalent, so why bother?

Carol couldn’t have been happier about the
way things turned out, and took full credit as matchmaker. She’d
known Roger socially for years, liked and respected him, and
considered me a member of her family. Not only did she just about
throw me into his arms, despite the girlfriend, but when I broke
the big news that he’d been offered an important job in Houston and
I was thinking of joining him there, she told me to go for it.

Of course, she was sad at the thought of
losing me, but then, out of the blue, she and Paul surprised me
with a fantastic offer. When it became known that the general
manager of Panache-Houston would retire in the spring of 2015, they
suggested I take his job. It was a lateral move, but no small
thing, and perfect timing. When he left, I would step right in as
GM. I was thrilled that I would continue with the company, and they
seemed relieved that I would remain “in the family.”

“Panache is kind of like the Mafia, or a
roach motel,” Paul cracked over lunch at Spago. “Once you’re in,
you never get out.” Two weeks later, I moved to Houston.
Unfortunately, Carol and Paul sold Panache one month after my move,
and the job I was supposed to get in Houston went to someone else.
Of course I felt betrayed and disappointed, but what could I
do?

So four months after leaving L.A., there I
was, an out-of-work, 45-year-old newlywed parked in a hot tub in
Vegas, with pruny skin, an angry, confused husband in Texas, and a
marriage on shaky ground.

As I dragged myself out of the swirling
water, toweled down, and trotted off to a treatment room for a
collagen sea kelp facial, I wondered if Roger and I had ever really
known each other. Maybe not. Maybe during our L.A. years, we were
in fairytale circumstances that made us think we knew each other,
that made us believe we were in love and compatible. And maybe now
that we were facing tough challenges, reality was finally setting
in, and we couldn’t handle it.

Were all our happy years together an
illusion? Poof! Now you see it, now you don’t, like when David
Copperfield makes audience members disappear in his magic act at
MGM Grand?


 


***** Chapter 3
*****

Late May 2015

“This Is Not a Breakdown or Midlife
Crisis, Severe or any Other Kind!” I shrieked.

After resolving to both Roger and Panache out
of my mind, I went on to spend the next two weeks having the time
of my life on the Strip. It was a 24/7 merry-go-round, as I savored
every inch of that gaudy, five-mile thoroughfare from
Rat-Pack-vintage Sahara to good-ship-lollypop Mandalay Bay. The
crush of the crowds, over-the-top food, shock ‘n’ awe shopping,
in-your-face kinkiness, neon-suffocating excess. All of it.

I had been a workaholic all my adult life, so
this was totally new. For the first time, I was utterly suspended
in a never-never land of perpetual delight and endless
self-indulgence. I slept in, skipped my workouts, and ate
cheesecake for breakfast. I bought jewelry I didn’t need and would
never wear. I treated myself to lengthy mud wraps and aloe vera
facials just because. I spent hours flipping through fashion
magazines while soaking in the hot tubs of spas up and down the
Strip. I bought a half-dozen frivolous cocktail dresses one
afternoon at Nanette Lepore in Caesar’s just for the hell of it.
(No city has a better selection. Trust me on this, Vegas is
Cocktail-Dress Central.) I took in all my favorite Cirque du Soleil
shows: La Reve at Wynn, “O” at Bellagio, Mystere at Treasure
Island, over and over. And if I felt like it, I ate chocolate fairy
food while lolling in bed at three AM watching old movies. I did
whatever the hell I wanted, whenever I wanted.

Was I happy? I don’t know. But I wasn’t
really searching for happiness. I wanted pleasure, pure and simple.
Maybe it wasn’t as satisfying as the true contentment touted by
Greek philosophers, Mother Teresa, and Deepak Chopra, but still it
was one helluva ride! In a city like Vegas, the odds for finding
pleasure are always in your favor. As for hooking-up with
happiness, here or anywhere, who knows?

While Vegas seduced me in a blur of trivial
pastimes and decadent delights, Houston’s prickly problems faded.
But after a couple of weeks of this fantasy life, reality abruptly
intruded one afternoon when I went to the front desk to extend my
stay and was told I couldn’t. Seems the hotel was booked solid from
June through August with weddings and conventions. I would have to
pack up and move out.

For a minute, I thought of going back to
Houston like I’d told Roger I would. But I couldn’t bring myself to
do it. I just wasn’t ready to leave the world of endless body wraps
and facials, orgasmic shopping, all-night shows and clubs, and
midnight steak-and-eggs specials to go back and face the music as
Mrs. Roger Sinclair. Why should I? My bank accounts were lush, I
had zero responsibilities, and I was having way too much fun. At
times, sure, I missed my husband, but I knew he was totally wrapped
up in his work, and that eased my guilt. I felt liberated, giddy,
like I was flying a hundred stories high on that thrill ride,
Insanity, atop Stratosphere. Why go back now?

After I failed to sweet-talk the Venetian
reservations’ people into letting me stay on, I took a giant step
and got myself a one-bedroom rental at Villa Las Vegas. This was
the Spanish hacienda-style building where Paula’s younger sister,
Paige Knowlton, and her bestie, Serena Delgado, had shared a
two-bedroom flat for five years. They gave me the managers’ names,
Bud and Connie Ellison, and in short order I scouted out an
apartment and signed it up for two months. It wasn’t the ritziest
of digs, with its scarred baseboards, pint-size closets, and all
the charm of a cell at your local Motel 6, but they were willing to
let me in ahead of the waitlist, and the girls would be right down
the hall.

Unit 550 was a far cry from my posh condo in
Santa Monica. Faux wooden beams accented the white
cottage-cheese-plaster ceilings. The furniture, a hodgepodge of
maple and oak pieces, was vintage garage sale. My living room sofa
and loveseat were done up in a faded pine green fabric, none the
worse for its wine, pizza, and god-only-knows what other kinds of
stains. The dented, scratched-up maple dining set seated four. I
did have a nice-size bedroom with a small closet, but the bath was
tiny, with no cabinets or counter space, and the kitchen was a mild
embarrassment, sparsely stocked with a lone, cheap skillet, white
plastic dishes, a greasy can opener, and some well scraped Teflon
pots without lids that screamed stomach cancer.

The garbage disposal sounded like someone had
poured sand down it. The shower leaked. The toilet ran. Maid
service and linens were provided twice a week, unless the maids
walked off the job again, and then it was sporadic. Just a simple,
straightforward arrangement that included a scrawny parking space,
plus use of the grimy laundry room and gaudy Don Corleone Gym on
the second floor, which held as many statues of Greek gods and
goddesses as it did StairMasters and treadmills. The fung shui of
the place was totally dysfunctional, but all in all, for $2,000 a
month, it wasn’t a bad deal.

Outside my kitchen window there was a barren
stretch of dusty lot littered with KFC buckets, broken beer
bottles, condom wrappers, tumbleweeds, and some diehard Joshua and
mesquite trees. All that was missing was a howling coyote and a few
prairie dog carcasses. The Sierra Nevadas loomed in the distant
horizon like giant, cocoa-colored cardboard wedges silhouetted
against a western sky on the back lot at Paramount. In the late
afternoon sun, the faraway peaks were luminous, bathed in a warm,
golden light. A genuine touch of beauty and a bold contrast to the
tacky, in-your-face billboards touting the benefits of breast
enhancement surgeries and the fast-buck come-ons of personal injury
attorneys.

Moving into the Villa wasn’t something I
planned. To tell you the truth, I didn’t have a plan. But I did
want to stay in Vegas and I didn’t feel like going to another
hotel, so I signed the rental papers and wrote the check. That was
the easy part. Then I called Roger.

Though he’d been fairly understanding
(cooperative might be a better word) when I first extended my stay,
by the end of the second week, his tone had sharpened. He seemed
angry, confused, beginning to suspect I wasn’t coming back any time
soon. It was just little things, like when he’d say, “See you
soon,” at the end of a call, I’d reply with, “Hope so.” Then Roger
would ask, “What do you mean by that?” and I’d say, “Nothing,” and
hang up. But he was too smart to not know something was up.

During our seven years together, Roger and I
had spoken every day, whether we were in the same city or not. Now,
all that was changing. Our phone calls were becoming more sporadic,
spaced a few days apart. And we had all but done away with the
cutesy newlywed talk. The tone was crisper now, more blunt and
businesslike, sometimes even curt and abrupt.

So things between us had grown more distant.
Of course, I could understand why Roger resented my staying in
Vegas. It violated everything he believed about marriage. And I was
avoiding him because every time we spoke, he would try to make me
feel guilty that I wasn’t with him to meet with the decorator,
attend some inane cocktail party or charity event, or perform other
typical wifely duties at his beckoning. Every time we spoke, I got
the distinct impression I was flunking Wifedom 101.

“Roger angry with me” was a new concept, and
one that took some getting used to. In seven years together, we
rarely fought, and when we did, he was usually the one to call and
make up. One of the things I loved most about him. But of course,
renting an apartment in Vegas was a much weightier issue than
accidentally blowing everything on his desktop, which I did once on
a trip to Sausalito, or dealing with slimy mini-reptiles slithering
around the walls of our bedroom. Way up there on the Marital
Richter Scale. To be perfectly honest, I was afraid to tell Roger
about the apartment. It’s not the easiest thing in the world, you
know, breaking the news to your husband of four months that you’ve
rented a flat in another city. I knew there’d be fireworks, and
this time he wouldn’t be the one to call and make up. But my mind
was set. Full speed ahead and damn the torpedoes! I had to tell
him, and soon, before he tried to call me at the Venetian and
learned I’d checked out.

When I finally caught him between meetings, I
began gently, hesitantly, “Honey, uh, there’s something I need to
tell you.” Then I proceeded gingerly, trying to make it sound like
it wasn’t a big deal. “I found out the other day from the
reservations people at the Venetian that they’re sold out for the
next couple of months, and I wanted to stay a bit longer.”

Stone-cold silence. Uh-oh.

“So I rented a place in the same building
where Paula’s sister lives.”

Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it, I told
myself. Taking a deep breath, I ramped up my courage and rolled
on.

“It’s a small, furnished one-bedroom right
down the hall from her. The manager let me take it on a
month-to-month basis, so there’s no big commitment. It’s kind of
nice, a mountain view and all that, and it’s much cheaper than the
Venetian.”

More silence on the other end. Finally, the
eruption. Even worse than I’d expected. “You rented an apartment up
there?” Roger yelled. “Why? There are 75,000 hotel rooms on the
Strip! What the hell is this? You were supposed to come back in a
few days. That’s what you’ve been telling me. And now you’ve rented
a place up there? I should’ve seen this coming. What does this
mean? Is this permanent? Are you moving up there?” There was blind
fury in his voice.

“No, no, nothing like that,” I said firmly,
trying to stay
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