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      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      I prayed good taste would win out in the end. That my soon-to-be buried husband of almost forty years would go to his maker with dignity and without one goddamn reference to golf.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      I was dead wrong.

      Three men in black suits stepped out from the crowd at the graveside. They held golf clubs like soldiers carrying rifles in a military parade, except these guys were old and overweight in expensive clothes. But in seamless synchronization, the men teed up a ball and slammed it into an empty field next to the cemetery for a twenty-one golf-ball salute to my late husband, Robert Thomas Adams.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      As each ball hit the ground like a fat, round bullet, the mourners behind me emitted a surge of tears and sniffles. The pastor standing beside me discretely rolled his eyes at the send-off. Those rolling eyes seem to say, “By God, no dignity or good taste at this funeral.” Then again, when was death in good taste? But he had a point.

      I couldn’t have stopped the golf-ball salute anyway. Bob had written the details for his funeral into his will years ago after watching a similar tribute on the Golf Channel. Dead man’s wish or not, the embarrassment of it all made me want to crawl into the hole too.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      Within the shiny copper coffin, my husband’s body wore his best polo shirt, shorts, and golf shoes. The outfit was also written into his will, and I guessed I should have been grateful he wasn’t a WWF fan. Beside him was his cherished club, a Calloway driver, with which he had won the country club championship senior division for seven years straight. His will had also requested his body be arranged so his deceased fingers held the grip as he had in life, but the mortician couldn’t make the arrangement work unless they buried him standing up. I made an executive decision to nix that.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      The crowd at the grave was sizable. Most of the people were Bob’s business and golf acquaintances because he had belonged to three leagues and served as sergeant-at-arms of the Clearview Country Club Men’s Association. That group sent a spectacular flower arrangement with the figure of a golfer done up in roses. Bob’s favorite golfing sweater was eerily mimicked in red and white petals.

      I glanced over at my children. All through the church service and at the grave, Mike and Kyla were distraught and distressed. Weepy and waily. Red eyes and ruddy noses from crying. The pictures of grief.

      That’s how I should have looked. In other words, widow-like. Throughout the morning, I sniffed and dotted my eyes with a tissue because I didn’t know what to do with my hands in an attempt to project the grief I should have felt. I’m not boasting to say it was a performance worthy of a Golden Globe nomination. I had cried when Bob died ten days ago. Tears for a human being lost to this world and never to return. Tears for the pain his death had caused our children. And yes, for the man I had lived with for almost forty years. Even though we’d gotten used to each other like memorizing the PIN for our bank card. And we’d become roommates keeping each other company rather than sharing laughs and love. One of those couples I hated to see at restaurants. Married, sitting at the same table eating dinner, and not speaking the language of each other. But I’d bet most couples married that long were probably no different. No matter, it was still tragic for both of us.

      Now, with my Manolo Blahnik heels digging into the cemetery sod, a dreadful realization smacked into my head. Not all my tears had been for Bob.

      Bob.

      Soon to be buried under a turf where he could no longer chip and putt. I wanted to shout to those assembled, “Hey, I’m the one left behind, still breathing.”

      “Oh, hell,” I whispered. “Oh, hell.”

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      My black dress suddenly felt three sizes too small. I worried my kids would finally notice the total absence of real sorrow on my face. I wished I wore a hat with a long black veil like the one Gladys George wore in The Maltese Falcon. But my veil would have to be thick as a shag carpet so no one could see my tearless cheeks.

      Staring at the casket, I racked up my reasons for not crying at the funeral. Emotional shock. Yeah, that was it. The sudden end to a man’s life at the age of seventy-eight. A new vacancy in my life, not unlike checking into the corner room at the Bates Motel. If nothing else, I excelled at justification and excuses so much I could have earned a Noble Prize. But another emotion overpowered those. A jolt of mighty guilt for not crying crashed down on me. I was a good person and good people cry at funerals.

      I couldn’t catch a damn break.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      When the last golf balls fell, the service ended.

      “Daddy would’ve been thrilled with such a salute.” Kyla choked out the words.

      I touched my daughter’s shoulder. “He’d be hitting balls alongside them if he could.” That spurred another crying jag in her.

      Hell.

      “I thought it was a bit cornball.” Mike adjusted his sunglasses.

      I loved my son even more for saying what I was thinking.

      “Mike!” Kyla hissed in anger at her brother but cut it short when people walked over to us to extend more hugs and sympathy.

      The funeral was held early to beat the Las Vegas heat, but the temperature caught up with us and we started sweating like monkeys in a marathon. This signaled it was time to hit the air conditioning, which was the natural state of things if you lived in Southern Nevada.

      The pastor took one of my hands in his, spoke rote words of comfort, and headed off – probably to preside at the next funeral without a twenty-one golf-ball salute. As the mourners departed, I turned paranoid. How many saw my emotionally challenged appearance during the service? Did they spot eyes drier than the desert one step out of Vegas? Hopefully, they’d just think I was courageous.

      “Margaret, you’re so brave in this sad time,” a few people did tell me.

      “Margaret, you’re holding up so well,” others declared. I nodded with thanks, giving an artificial sniff. Another great acting job to rival Meryl Streep.

      I was going directly to hell.

      After everyone walked to their cars, I couldn’t move away from the shiny casket, as if leaving meant going someplace even more frightening. My refuge throughout my marriage had been Lifetime movies. When life didn’t jibe with what I hoped it would be, I imagined myself in one that did. My way of avoiding a stronger dose of antianxiety pills or a fifth of whiskey at bedtime. I imaged one movie now. About a woman, a thinner version of me, who just lost her longtime husband. She wondered what in blazes lay ahead for her as the music swelled up in time for a commercial touting laundry detergent with dazzling whiteners. Stay tuned for a preview of next week’s show.

      “Time to go, Mom.” Mike took my elbow and led me toward the limo.

      Kyla’s husband, Jerome Anderson, gently held my other elbow as if I were two hundred years old. I smiled at my son-in-law. A CPA, Jerome was thirty-five going on seventy when it came to his near maddening reserve. The man cared exclusively about his wife, young son, and getting numbers to balance by April 15th. But all evidence indicated he was a good husband and father. An asset in anyone’s books.

      “You all right, Mom?” Mike said.

      “I think so.”

      “We’re all here for you, Mom.” Kyla sneaked her brother a look of concern, which I saw.

      Kyla sucked at sneaking looks.

      I glanced back at the graveside, which was even sadder now with no one around. Rows of empty chairs under a tent, a phony Astroturf padding surrounding the hole. Flowers already wilting from the heat. I touched the golf tee in my pocket. It had been among Bob’s belongings when he collapsed on the ninth hole at the country club. I’d intended to save it as a keepsake of the man I’d lived with for so long, the father of our children. I pressed my forefinger to the sharp end of the tee.

      “Hold on.”

      Returning to the casket, I placed it on the extravagant flower arrangement on top. The tee was where it belonged.

      In the limo, Kyla and Mike flanked me, and each held one of my hands. Jerome sat on a side seat. The inside of the long car reeked of lavender, the aromatherapy answer to calm the grieving, or so I’d read. The smell just succeeded in giving me a headache.

      I squeezed the hands of my children. Bob lived on in Kyla’s bright red hair and blue eyes, and their belief that they were the centers of the known universe. Since this was the day for remorse, I felt guilty I couldn’t keep Bob from spoiling her, nor prevent him from placing the yoke of perfection around her delicate neck. All of which had placed me in the perennial role of bad cop mom.

      Three years older than Kyla, Mike had Bob’s squarish jaw and slightly receding hairline. He had refused any yoke placed on him by his father. My son also preferred skittering around the edge so he could take in the bigger picture rather than see himself as the epicenter of all things. He had my sense of humor and thick skin, which he called an absolute requirement for his job as a news magazine writer.

      “How’s Jonathan?” I asked. Everyone decided it best to leave my nine-year-old grandson with a babysitter.

      “Good. We talked to him about how his grandpa went to heaven,” Kyla said.

      “And?”

      “It’s confusing to him but he’ll be fine.” She sniffed back genuine tears.

      “It is confusing.”

      “A touching ceremony. A respectful turnout.” Jerome squirmed as if questioning whether those were the proper remarks.

      We all nodded and traveled in silence. Mike loosened his tie, Kyla checked herself out in a compact, and Jerome nicked lint off his pants. I shifted in the seat and thought, none of us know how to behave. The comportment of mourning was a precarious thing.

      A police escort had accompanied the limo to the cemetery in East Vegas. Without the escort, the limo now stopped and started with the traffic on its way to my house in the southern part of town. The ride was the longest I’d ever taken. Even longer than the one to visit Bob’s mother, who hated me, or when I drove the kids to Disneyland by myself because Bob was too busy working. Outside of the air-conditioned limo, another hot and dazzling white day rushed by. The tinted windows turned everything gray and off-kilter.

      As the limo waited at a red light, I noticed a striking neon cactus plant over the doors of a bowling alley on a corner. This wasn’t the simplistic neon of a beer sign, but more an expressionistic art piece. For a better look, I leaned past Mike and opened the tinted window. The neon piece was even prettier with colors echoing the greens of a new summer. The words, Cactus Lanes, lit up over the plant. Each letter blinked on, the sign darkened, and then the letters illuminated all over again in a friendly invite.

      C-A-C-T-U-S L-A-N-E-S

      The neon hinted of a distant memory. Something about those blinking lights comforted me more than all the hugs and handshakes to which I’d been subjected at the funeral service. I wish I knew why.

      The light changed, and the limo drove on. Twisting back in my seat, I watched the sign and its winking call until we turned a corner.

      C-A-C-T-U-S L-A-N-E-S

      For the first time since Bob died, I smiled. My son and daughter looked at me as if I was running naked alongside the car. Kyla rolled up the window.
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        * * *

      

      My daughter made good on her threat to plan a splendid and flawless funeral reception. A week before, she had appropriated the arrangements from me. She commanded I rest and leave the planning and execution in her efficient mitts. I yielded without an argument because I had no strength to challenge her dazzling organizational skills so I stayed up in my bedroom, read, slept, watched old movies, and signed checks to pay for her vision. She had told me, “Mom, I’m going to make sure everything is perfect.”

      The result: A reception that deserved a layout in Funeral Vogue, if there was such a thing. But then, perfection was my daughter’s vocation and vice simultaneously. It drove Kyla onward and everyone else around her silently insane. She’d been like that since she was a child. She used to arrange Barbie’s tiny shoes by style and her outfits according to occasion. Formal, sport, and career. Her own closet was the same. Shirts, skirts, and shoes in order or color coordinated. I’d once read how serial killers were very orderly, which prompted me to watch Kyla closely for weeks to make sure she wasn’t killing neighborhood dogs and burying them in the backyard at midnight. But I understood I was being silly, and Kyla would grow out of the need for precision. Unfortunately, I was still waiting. Thankfully, my daughter wasn’t dispatching dogs. At least, none I knew of.

      “Everything looks beautiful, Kyla.” This was true. I neglected to add that perfection carried a price – aloofness when there should have been warmth, especially on the occasion of a death. The whole setting left me colder than sleeping without socks.

      “Thank you, Mom.” With more tears, her grief turned her utterly vulnerable. “I miss him a lot.”

      “I know, baby.”

      “What will I do without him?”

      “You’ll live.”

      Her spine straightened as if this wasn’t the answer she wanted. Drying tears, she walked into the other room, probably to check on whether the perfection continued elsewhere. She’d seen to all the reception details, even the unseen ones. From the thoughtfully arranged flowers around the house to the monogrammed guest book to an enlarged photo of her late father on an easel in the foyer. She even selected the photo. The one of Bob holding the club now buried with him. He wore his usual half smile as if he was saving the other half for a good game on the links.

      Kyla had hired a bartender to serve drinks and two parking attendants to guide the many cars soon to pull up to my large house. She picked a caterer specializing in memorial services. In other words, someone who wouldn’t serve flashy food.

      In preparation for the arriving guests, the hired staff rushed around, mostly following my daughter’s directives. I stood in the middle of the foyer feeling like a lump in a black dress. I wanted to help somehow or somewhere, so I stepped into the kitchen because doing the dishes or cleaning countertops meant I wouldn’t have to think.

      The kitchen was a designer’s dream. Marble tops and stainless steel. Amber lighting. Oak cabinets. Two ovens. Appliances shiny as they were pricey. Bob had hired a contractor and decorator to create the kitchen. Though I lobbied for homey and small, he objected. Such décor clashed with the home’s aesthetic of affluence. So I ended up with the ballroom of kitchens. I had joked to him how I should wear a gown just to have a cup of coffee in there, but my late husband had been born without a sense of humor.

      This is a real condition.

      The last time I’d seen Bob alive was in the kitchen.

      He was heading out for a quick eighteen before dinner. Usually, he waved to no one in particular, though I was the only one in the room. I was bent over the newspaper drinking coffee and didn’t look up at him.

      “Have a good game, Bob.” That was my usual response because years ago I’d stopped giving a shit whether he did or not.

      Now the upscale kitchen was busy with the funeral caterers. At a counter, Consuela Rivera placed smoked salmon canapés on a silver tray.

      I smiled when I spotted her.

      “Con, I’m so happy you’re here.”

      Reaching my chin, Consuela planted her sturdy arms around me and squeezed. Her curly black hair smelled of strawberry shampoo. Then she let go.

      “How are you really, mujer?” Her voice was raspy as dried chilies.

      “I don’t know.”

      “That doesn’t sound right.” Her eyes tensed with worry.

      I wanted to change the subject because if anyone could tell I hadn’t cried, it would be Consuela. “Thanks for being here, Con. It means a lot to me.”

      “I’ll always be here for you.”

      Her smile reminded me of a headlight beam, a sincere light to guide the way home. For the past eleven years, she cleaned the house every Tuesday and Thursday. Whenever Bob wasn’t around, which was most times, I helped her clean and afterwards we’d go out to lunch or talk in the backyard over cheese, crackers, and bottles of beer. I counted Consuela a friend more than an employee and padded her paycheck. In her fifties, she was built firmly for work and love of family, either her own or the people she regarded as extended relatives. I was exalted to be in the extended category.

      “Wait a minute. Why are you wearing an apron, Con?”

      “Kyla hired me and my cousins to help with the reception.” She waved at two cute young Hispanic women who waved back.

      “I wanted you to be a guest today. Please take off the apron.”

      She placed a hand on my arm. Her hands were rough from work. “I could use the extra pay for my grandson. He’s going to college and needs all the money I can afford to give him.” Her smile shone. “I love my daughter, but she don’t earn crapola at her job and her husband, the S-O-B, is worthless as a dead battery.”

      Within three months of employing Consuela, I had learned everything about her family. Their good and bad points, although sometimes I felt a little uncomfortable knowing so much. Still, I was flattered she liked me enough to share part of her life. I had plenty of female acquaintances in book club and garden club, but not any good friends because I would have had to share. Con saw my life so I didn’t have to.

      “Well, if you’re going to work, then I’ll help. I need something to do other than play the widow.” I was instantly ashamed about that remark.

      “We’re fine, but thanks for the offer, Mrs. Adams,” said one of the young cousins. “And so sorry for your loss.”

      I nodded. “At least I can put dishes into the dishwasher.” I donned an apron hanging over a chair. “And I’m good at filling up trays and making coffee. I worked as a waitress once and made damn good tips.”

      “Cool,” replied the young woman.

      As soon as I started helping Consuela with the salmon appetizers, Kyla walked in, her head leading her body. I knew that walk. The determined walk. The get-things-done walk. The walk-over-people walk.

      “Mom, what are you doing in here? The guests will be arriving any minute. Take off the apron.”

      “I’d like to help, honey.”

      “You don’t have to. We hired these people.” Kyla pointed to the younger women and the caterers. “Space those crackers out like I told you. I want them uniform.” She then threw her attention at Consuela. “Is the coffee ready?”

      Kyla’s condescending tone made me feel like I’d shoved a wet finger into a socket.

      “I’m taking out the coffee urn right now.” Consuela’s smile disappeared.

      While Consuela thought of me as a friend, she designated Kyla as an employer with a capital B. I wasn’t offended because my daughter always barked orders at Consuela as if she was an indentured servant.

      “Consuela and her cousins are working hard and doing a nice job, Kyla. Let’s leave them alone.” I took off the apron.

      “But, Mom…”

      Gently, I turned her towards the door of the kitchen. “Con always does excellent work on every job.”

      “I’ll be watching just in case,” Kyla told them.

      “I’m sure you will.” On the way out, I delivered yet another apologetic expression to my friend who smiled with understanding. God love her.

      We stood outside of the kitchen. “Kyla, I’ve mentioned this a thousand times before. I hate the way you talk to Consuela. It’s disrespectful.”

      “She’s a paid employee. They’re used to accepting directions.” Kyla straightened her dress.

      My jaw constricted with frustration. “She’s my friend. You owe her an apology.”

      “Maybe, later.”

      I wasn’t convinced about the maybe part. “Be sure you do.”

      Kyla glanced toward the dining room where the bartender had set up. “I hope we have enough wine.”

      “Well, if we run out of the stuff, everybody can all just go home.”

      “I don’t want that to happen.” Kyla hurried off, presumably to continue her precision campaign, leaving me standing alone in defeat.

      Bob had indeed left his imprint on her, as if our daughter was a piece of wet cement.

      “No, it has to be this way, not that way. It must be perfect,” Bob advised Kyla on anything from homework to golf. “Perfect, perfect, perfect. I don’t want to see less.” He spoke to her as if she was an underling at his engineering firm.

      Kyla’s eyes would round to the size of blue Titleist golf balls and glaze over with tears. “Yes, Daddy. You’re right. I will be perfect. I promise.”

      When I intervened, which was a lot, he told me striving for perfection was the way of the world.

      “Not this world.” But he ignored my point.

      In her room, I tried to comfort Kyla by letting her know her father was so wrong. “You don’t have to be perfect, Kyla. No one is perfect. Just be good and kind and do the best you can.”

      She gripped her small hands together. “Oh yes, I do have to be perfect. Daddy is right.”

      Kyla had adored him. Even when he didn’t make time to watch TV with her, hang out on vacations, or even attend her parent-teacher conferences with me. I’m no Dr. Phil, but I think she took up golf just to be with her dad. It did work. On the greens, they were pals. Of course off the links, she was left behind like Mike and me. Her desperation to be noticed by him mushed my heart into Malt-O-Meal.

      Damn Bob. Damn dead Bob.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The house was noisy, which was a bit ironic considering it was a funeral reception. I hadn’t heard the place that loud since Bob cranked up the TV while watching the U.S. Open, Masters, or one of the hundreds of other golf tournaments that seemed to go on year-round.

      “Golf is such a quiet game. Why do you have the TV blaring?” I used to ask him.

      “Adds to the excitement,” he answered with a wink.

      “Maybe you need to get your hearing checked.”

      Without taking his eyes off Phil Mickelson sinking another putt, Bob put his hand to his ear and shouted back, “What’d you say?” At first, I thought he might be joking, but then I remembered the humor lobe of his brain had been scooped out at birth.

      The crowd of funeral guests spread all over the first floor and trickled out to the sprawling patio. They chatted, held drinks from the bar, and carried around small plates of the tidbits carefully selected by Kyla from the caterer’s menu. For the first hour, people continued their condolences. Later, they seemed to forget about me, for which I was grateful. I thought about going upstairs to watch Casablanca, which I’d recorded off TCM. But I had an obligation to Bob’s death and the kids, so I bowed to duty as always.

      I was the Samwise Gamgee of Vegas.

      Earlier I had visited with Bob’s remaining family members who consisted of cousins so old their handshakes felt like soggy rolls of toilet paper. When Bob was alive, I had sparsely chatted with them at birthdays and other funerals. That was a good thing because we had nothing in common except Bob, and now not even him. His family was “Comfortably Wealthy,” a term earning quote marks. Not rich enough to buy an island, but they all inhabited substantial houses and investment portfolios. No hugs of comfort from them. Instead, they remained distant as a mountain range. I believe that after all those years, they still thought of me as a gold digger, which I found hilarious.

      Once in a while, I spotted Mike among the mourners and he threw a thumbs-up. I didn’t see Kyla at all and hoped she wasn’t bothering Consuela and her cousins with more commands.

      Moving among the visitors, I tuned into their conversations. At my parents’ funerals, I had learned things about them from listening to the mourners, things I never knew. Like how my dad had wanted to be a professional baseball player but injured his wrist in a bike accident that ended his dreams at age fifteen. Or how my mom played the accordion better than Lawrence Welk and gave it up when she married. Hearing about their unfulfilled dreams should have given me more of an affinity for them, but only made me feel worse.

      Stopping around a corner, I eavesdropped on two older men from one of Bob’s golf leagues. Maybe the Tuesday group. I couldn’t keep them straight. Jack Jonas was the heftier of the two with a polished bare head. Louis Tucker had a dense carpet of white hair and broken vessels in his nose.

      “Good ole Bob Adams.” Jack moved around his whiskey glass, making the ice cubes clink.

      “A heart attack on the ninth hole.” Louis took a bite of a spinach-dip-covered baguette. “The man did love the game.” He spoke though a full mouth.

      “Well, if you’re going to go, go after a good round, I always say.”

      “I heard he was buried wearing his golf shoes.”

      “In them right now.”

      “Hope they’re comfortable. He’ll be wearing them into eternity.”

      Richard Steven, a man slender as a nine iron, joined them. “Bob was one great golfer.” He carried around a gin and tonic.

      “I wonder if his handicap will get him into heaven,” Jack said.

      “If it does, then I’m screwed.”

      “Well, until he’s invited upstairs, I’m sure Bob will be swinging away at the driving range in purgatory.”

      The men laughed and then Jack focused on the mound of spinach dip on Louis’s plate. “That looks good. Think I’ll try it.”

      I continued my eavesdropping but didn’t hear anything new about Bob. I wished his friends might whisper about how he had kept a sultry mistress in a luxury condo downtown, or how he’d been a compulsive gambler, or perhaps, a closeted gay man. If nothing else to give Bob some personality and chip away at the guilt I hadn’t shaken for not weeping at the funeral. But they just commented on his business acumen and golf skills. They didn’t call him funny, generous, or even the salt of the earth. Not even Bob their best friend. He was just Bob the businessman, or Bob their golfing buddy. I sighed with sadness for my dead husband. Was his life so emotionally barren that only business and golf helped? Apparently not his kids, or roommate wife who didn’t weep for him.

      My guilt level spiked.

      The wives of Bob’s other golfing buddies waited in line for the bathroom. Gert Thompson filled out her clothes with an immense bosom that appeared to expand like the universe. Reedy as a cornstock, Sarah Crenshaw served on the library board and only read biographies. I sneaked around the other side of the hall so they couldn’t see me, but I could hear them, which was easy. Gert’s voice carried farther than an announcer at a prize fight.

      “Poor Margaret. All alone in this big house.”

      “She should be used to being by herself. Bob was never home. Always golfing or away on business. Least that’s what my Joseph says. How she put up with it for so long is a miracle.”

      “I never saw a woman take so much shit.”

      “Still, what’s a woman without a man?”

      “Happier?”

      The women giggled and quickly stifled it before anyone could hear them.

      I tapped my forehead on the wall at their right-on description. Then someone took my hand.

      Mitchell Cross.

      I hated to shake hands with him. He worked in my husband’s office as a marketing executive. In his early sixties, Mitchell was twice divorced from younger blonde women with tiny waists and obvious boob jobs. Though I didn’t fit the pattern, he outrageously flirted with me and right in front of Bob. I couldn’t figure out his interest unless he was going to suggest I join him in a scheme to knock off my husband à la Double Indemnity. Whenever Mitchell flirted, I had the icky sensation he gazed right down to my XL panties. I truly believed he had bought a pair of X-ray contacts on Amazon.

      Mitchell drew me to him, and I leaned back. My eyes watered from his high-priced cologne, which I had dubbed “Man in Heat.”

      “So sorry for your loss, Margaret.” He pulled me closer.

      “How kind of you.” I took a step away.

      “The days ahead will be trying and lonely.” Mitchell opened the palm of my hand and slid his manicured fingers up and down. “Bob was a good provider.”

      I tugged my hand out of his as politely as I could without having to punch him in the head.

      “And a good companion.”

      I gave a faint noncommittal smile.

      His fingers tiptoed up my arm. “All by yourself, Margaret. What a shame. I’ve always admired your…”—he stared right at my chest—“your bravery. But there’s no need for you to be alone.”

      Rescuing my arm, I desperately wanted a jug of hand sanitizer. “Excuse me, Mitchell, but I’ve got to check on the refreshments.”

      “If you ever need someone to comfort you, I’m your man.”

      “Try the cheeseball.”

      “Cheeseball, hmmm.” Mitchell licked his lips. He stepped forward, but Carol Cunningham came right in between us. She grabbed me with a tight hug. Fortunately, Mitchell spotted another woman and headed in her direction, sending me a last lascivious wink. The man had one set of golf balls for trying to drum up a date at a wake.

      “I am so sad for you, Margaret.” A slab of a woman, her white curls resembled shavings off a block of ice. “Still can’t get over losing my Henry.” She started to cry. “I understand what you’re going through.”

      I patted the woman’s wide back and thought up a gentle way to escape.

      Carol began beating the walls with her fist so hard a painting trembled. “I miss him so much I don’t know how to go on.” The woman clutched me with so much power I could hardly breathe.

      “Time heals everything.” I wrestled my way to freedom.

      “Well, they goddamn lied.” Carol snuffled back tears but they didn’t stay snuffled back very long. “I can’t believe it’s been twelve years.” She sobbed so loud that more than a few people turned their heads to look.

      I vamoosed in the opposite direction.
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        * * *

      

      By three in the afternoon, people began to file out through the ornate glass and iron front doors. From all the hugs and handshakes, I felt bruised as a week-old avocado.

      Consuela, her cousins, and the caterers cleaned up. I tried to pick up a glass or plate to help, but Kyla shooed me back to the living room to sit down. Mike headed upstairs to watch a World Cup preliminary match on the television in my bedroom. Though he loved sports, he wasn’t cursed with the fanaticism of his father, for which I thanked heaven, paradise, and Valhalla daily.

      Kyla supervised the workers and had nothing bad to say when they finished, which meant they did a better job than she expected so she couldn’t find fault with them.

      Nearing five, Consuela and the cousins left the kitchen immaculate. I insisted they accept the leftover catering food.

      “But Mom, you can freeze it for later,” Kyla said.

      “No way will I be eating a boatload of shrimp cocktail, cheese, spinach dip, and cookies. They have bigger families who’ll enjoy it.”

      Kyla shrugged and left.

      “Call me when you’re ready and we’ll go out for a drink,” Consuela told me.

      “You bet. Best to Joey and the kids.”

      I hated to see her go.

      At the front door, Kyla bear hugged me. “Mom, I still think you should come and stay with Jerome and me for as long as you like. Right, Jerome?”

      Jerome didn’t answer right away. She encouraged him with a slight jab to his third rib.

      “We’d love to have you.” His voice raised an octave.

      “Thanks for the offer, but no.”

      Jerome and I got along well. Unfortunately, he was as fastidious as Kyla was obsessive. As I was nowhere near their neatness and exactness, living with them would drive me nuts enough to take a dive off Hoover Dam. I’d just save everybody the trouble and stay home.

      Kyla mildly kicked Jerome in his calf.

      “Yes, come for as long as you like.” He squeaked it out.

      “Quit torturing your poor husband. I’ll be all right. Now go home. It’s been a long day for all of us. And Kyla, the reception arrangements were beautiful.”

      Her eyes lit up.

      Mike came from behind and nudged Kyla out the door. “Get going, sis. Let her rest.”

      “Don’t be so pushy. Call if you need anything, Mom. No matter what time of night, I can be here in twenty minutes.”

      I looked at my watch. “If you can make it in that time, I’ll have to call you Kyla Diesel.”

      “Kyla Diesel? I don’t get it.”

      “She means you’d have to be driving like someone in the Fast & Furious movies.” Mike helped his sister.

      “Fast and what?”

      “Go home, please, Kyla.” I put my head down and sighed. Like my late husband, Kyla never got my humor or attempts at it.

      Jerome took Kyla’s hand and led her toward their car. She cried all the way.

      Mike held my hand.

      “You’re probably worried about me too, son, but I’ll be fine.”

      “I know you will, or else I’ll tell Kyla.”

      “God, no. Mike, it’s a long drive back to San Bernardino. Stay the night.”

      “I could use the alone time, Mom.”

      “I totally get it.”

      “I know you do. That’s why I love you.”

      We understood each other, but not enough to admit to my son I hadn’t cried at all that day for his dead father.

      “I’ll buy a huge cup of coffee to keep my eyes open. Text you when I get home.” Mike walked to his car. He stopped and glanced back at the house with a whisper of regret shading his handsome face.

      Shutting the double doors, I locked them behind me to keep out any more mourners. My heels clicked, clicked, clicked on the marble floor of the foyer. The Morse code echoed through the empty house.

      N-O-W W-H-A-T

      N-O-W W-H-A-T

      Buck up and be a man, Margaret. I aligned my spine to support the pep talk. You must learn to be alone. The kids were kids no longer and hadn’t been for a long time. They had their own lives and were gone.

      “You’re alone now, girl.”

      Then I bent over and laughed hard because I’d been alone ever since the kids moved out.

      Removing my shoes, I rubbed my feet. A quarter-sized blister had formed at the back of my left heel. From the downstairs closet, I retrieved a pair of blue fluffy slippers and moaned from the memory foam comfort. In the living room, I clicked on The Who’s Greatest Hits CD. I proudly admit to being an ultra-rock ’n’ roll fan. Had been ever since I heard the Rolling Stones song, Satisfaction. Bob had preferred classical and more than once told me I should have moved on from rock music.

      “Never,” I replied and turned up the Stones, Beatles, Kinks or whatever band I was listening to at the time. For all the prosperity I gained through marriage, my most beloved possession was the Time Life Anthology of Rock ’n’ Roll hits that I’d bought for three payments of $29.95 when I was still a waitress. If I ended up in a nursing home someday, I wished for a place where my music would be shaking the hallways. With my walker, I’d be strolling to bingo to the tune of Led Zeppelin’s The Immigrant Song. Somehow that image consoled me about old age.

      I cranked up the tunes as I did when Bob was gone playing golf or working. Sometimes, I danced around like I was at Woodstock. But even with my beloved rock music booming, the house seemed to have doubled in mass and emptiness. When Kyla got married eleven years ago, I wanted to downsize. Bob resisted as always. He liked its proximity to the country club and the spaciousness. Five-thousand feet of largeness over five bedrooms and four bathrooms.

      “You could chip in the dining room,” I had kidded Bob.

      “You can’t chip on marble,” he replied in all seriousness.

      His total lack of absurdity had been a constant nail in my tire of life.

      In the dining room, I passed my hand along the fine wooden table. Bob and I ate in there twice a week because the rest of the time he ate at the office or the golf club. When we did sit down together, he talked about the pro golfers as if he personally knew them. Come to think of it, he might have met them as he hung around golf courses so much. He infused golf terms into our conversations like pints of blood dripping into a sick man’s arm. He’d provide a play-by-play of his latest games. Of his bogies, birdies, and eagles, which sounded like the name of a law firm. I could even hear the receptionist answer the phone. “Bogies, Birdies, and Eagles. How may I help you?”

      When I attempted to direct our talk to politics, books, films, or the environment, Bob steered it back to golf or in terms of how it affected the game. “Hey, I heard the President has a sixty handicap” or “I read the latest book on the golf techniques of champions” or “Global warming isn’t real. It’s always hot out on the fairway.”

      He only turned animated with chat of backspins, fades, and mulligans. Bunkers, chips, and drops. The latter three could have been a different law firm, this one focusing on criminal defense. “Bunkers, Chips, and Drops. What crime did you commit?”

      Though I didn’t know what the heck most of the terms meant or who the hell the players were, some golfese rubbed off as if I’d taken a Rosetta Stone course on sport linguistics. At the beginning of our married life, I had learned to golf so Bob and I could be closer and have something to share besides children and living in the same home. But his long disapproving breaths at my ludicrous swings made me play worse than someone with a broken rotator cuff. I quit after two years with a handicap lurking somewhere in the hundreds. So with habitual politeness, I’d listen to Bob’s dinner golf talk with a smile that could have been painted on with acrylics. Afterward, he watched the news and sports, while I watched old movies and read books. Such was our life after the kids, except for the occasional dinner or dance at the country club where Bob seemed to be most at home.

      I left the dining room and shuffled around the imposing house with too many rooms. After all those years, I was still a trespasser because I’d started out with so much less.

      My mom, dad, two brothers, and I had packed into a three-bedroom house in Henderson. As the sole girl, I scored my own bedroom and never let my brothers forget it. My childhood had been solid and level as skating over cement. Not as bouncy as the Cunninghams on Happy Days, or as miserable as the Joan Crawford household.

      Dad worked in construction, usually building casinos because most people’s livelihoods in Vegas were connected to gambling in one form or another. Brusque as a bulldozer with gigantic hands, my father considered rich people the plague of the earth only because he wasn’t one of them. If he had lived, he’d have lots to say about the size of my fancy-shmancy house with its copper faucets, four-car garage,  decorative wrought-iron railings along the stairs, premium hardwood floors, high ceilings and multiple fireplaces in a town rarely cold enough to need them. Where palm trees surround the pool with its own cabana and tasteful décor drenches every room.

      Dad would have wanted to know what everything had cost and then shake his head when I told him. But he would’ve been secretly impressed, probably, because he lived with enough money to survive and not a whole lot more.

      Mom had worked in the cafeteria at my elementary school. She was content there was sufficient income for us to live in a respectable house, buy us new clothes every school year, and take an annual family vacation to a national park. Having enough should be good for anybody, according to her motto. Come to think of it, she said that quite a lot. Having enough is enough. No expectations for more. That should have doomed me right then, but I didn’t let it happen, at least at that point.

      Thanks to student loans, work study, and saving up from jobs all through high school, I attended the University of Nevada, Las Vegas full-time to become an elementary school teacher. Sharing a small apartment with one of my friends, I did what I wanted. Stayed out all night when I wanted. Studied all night when I wanted. The air was easier to breathe, and it wasn’t because I was forty pounds thinner then. As I started my third year of college, I loved my life. I loved my purpose and accomplishment. Then, as often happens when you’re happy, fate kicks your ass. One night my father woke the house with painful moans while he urinated in the bathroom. Within another three months, he was dead from an advanced case of prostate cancer. Following his funeral, I moved back home, reduced my class schedule, and worked part-time at a restaurant to help mom, who fell apart like a thousand-piece puzzle dropped on the floor. Both my brothers had already moved to California, so that left me to help put her back together.

      Then one day, Bob came into the restaurant … and kept coming in, leaving me huge tips. He began to pursue me with flowers and took me to classy restaurants and concerts. I got to dress up as he picked me up in his expensive car. He’d see me and smile. Maybe for once I felt I had exceeded expectations, I thought.

      Then he opened his mouth. “Not too bad.”

      I should have bolted then but I didn’t.

      Though twenty-six and old enough to know better, I became dazzled—or more accurately, dazed—by a guy who wore a shirt and tie to work. He loved golf though he had no athlete’s body. A regular guy of regular looks and height. His cheeks had a touch of the cherub to them, and his hair had begun to ebb like a tide. But he had a gentleman’s air as if he’d been raised by a PBS affiliate, well-mannered and soft-spoken. Such a contrast to the men I’d dated previously. Men in work shirts and jeans right out of the wash. Stubborn dirt lining their fingernails. Men with muscles and baseball caps. Stalwart as a semi and as sensitive, they took me to the movies, bars, or dancing, and I necked with them in their trucks.

      I once asked Bob why he liked me.

      “You’re grounded and won’t let me get away with anything. And you’re funny.”

      I thought that strange since he never seemed to get my jokes.

      After seven months, he proposed and I convinced myself I loved him. He was a nice, kind man who’d probably treat me well, but I’d really fallen in love with the possibility of more.

      Damn those expectations.

      Bob said he loved me when he asked me to marry him and on our wedding day. After that, he didn’t say it much, as if those other times had been plenty.

      Mom had disliked her younger sister’s husband because he was way older and not well off. But she had no objection to Bob, who was sixteen years older than me. I hated to think his wealth played a factor, but I suspect that was the case. Many times, my mom had pronounced her own family, as well as my father’s side, was not worth the ground from which they were formed. She had lobbied hard for Bob, saying I’d never get another man like him and how I’d be secure as the Federal Reserve. On his end, Bob promised to financially help her.

      How could I pass up such an offer?

      I had yielded like traffic.

      Shame on me.

      Our wedding reception was an extravagant affair at the country club where Bob’s relatives gave me looks that could burn money. On the other hand, my brothers beamed at me as if I’d married a Kennedy. Whenever they visited Vegas, which wasn’t often, they continued to congratulate me on hitching myself to such a bankroll, as if that amounted to the single achievement in my life. And who knew, maybe it was. Taking one look around our house, they’d pat my back and say, “Good going, sister.” I wanted to tell them I hadn’t earned any of this other than by saying “I Do.”

      On our honeymoon in Hawaii, I lost my virginity—this time officially. The initial occurrence took place with my first boyfriend, Chuck Rutherford, a truck driver who kept going down the road.

      So I became Margaret Adams. Like my childhood, my married life wasn’t Cunningham happy or Joan Crawford miserable.

      It just was.

      Within five years, the expectations for more in my marriage evaporated like water on a sidewalk. But by that time, we had children and I stayed to raise them. Bob wasn’t a bad dad, just an absent one and that made me work harder to be a better mom. He wasn’t a bad husband, but not all there. I tried to be a better wife, but got tired after a few years and fell back on being polite. I dreamed of leaving him and taking the kids but then go where? I had no completed education and worried that with all his money he’d get better lawyers and keep the kids. So I stayed.

      After Mike and Kyla went out on their own, I had no excuse not to pack a bag. But all of a sudden I was in my fifties and even more scared. Then I was sixty and wondering what the hell had happened. What happened to that feisty college girl who wanted more out of life?

      She apparently got buried.

      Ding ding ding.

      Ladies and gentlemen, I give you … the still reigning queen of excuses. Maybe all those years leading to now was the real reason I didn’t cry at Bob’s funeral. He wasn’t to blame really, and that made me want to cry.

      Here was a second chance to do something right.

      In my fluffy slippers, I walked into the foyer, which was an airy and pretentious thing. Even when Bob was alive, the house created a vacuum, sucking the air out of my lungs. With Bob permanently disappeared, something else invaded my body. I picked up the large photo of the late Robert Thomas Adams, gave it a close look, and smashed it to hell on the floor. Careful not to step on the broken glass, I hauled myself upstairs, both excited and damn terrified at what I was going to do now that I was finally free.
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