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What would it be like

If I had Heaven Enough?

Would your touch be enough?

Would your kiss be enough?

I don’t need all of heaven.

I just need Heaven Enough.

 


 



Chapter One

The Funeral

 


 


In a small mortuary located down in the
seaside town of Ocean Beach, California, a man broke recently.

He was standing before an assembled audience
of twenty-five or so, dressed in his best suit. His tie was undone
a bit to let in a little air against the freakish heat of that
morning in May and the stubble on his face reminded him over and
over that he should have shaved, but he stood there and he looked
down at those who watched him and waited on his words. He held two
pieces of paper from which he could read the eulogy he had written
just that morning. He tried to lean on the podium for support but
stopped when he heard it creak.

And something deep inside of his chest
broke.

He could feel it snap and he thought of dry
twigs in the fall. He thought of broken bottles in an empty gutter.
He thought of his wife’s fragile bones as the car struck her on
that corner in San Diego.

The car had been a forest green Dodge
Challenger. The driver had been speeding. Oh, he hadn’t been
speeding any more than any of us speed as we’re running late to
work in the morning, but the transcript from the police showed just
how common that particular violation had been for that particular
driver. The driver was recorded as saying, “I go this way every
day—every day. Everybody speeds; that’s just how traffic goes, you
know? I had to—she just jumped right out. She just fell. I wasn’t
trying to hit her. I swear.”

The broken man standing at the creaking
podium in the small mortuary down in Ocean Beach was named Matt
Murphy. He was a big man from healthy, Irish stock but most people
would never have guessed his last name was Murphy. Perhaps, people
would believe his last name held some exotic spelling like
“Murphiey” or “Mourphie”, just a sigh out of the ordinary, some
clue that he was more than normal. He certainly didn’t look
Irish.

Matt’s mother, not in attendance, always
looked far more Irish than he did. She looked as Irish as Maureen
O’Hara. His father, also not in attendance from being dead for many
years, looked about as Irish as Barack Obama, which is to say not
at all.

Matt held his speech in his deeply tanned
hands and long strands of thick, kinky hair fell almost into his
eyes as he cleared his throat again and tried to read. “Diva would
have been so happy to see you all here today,” he said, but his
words sounded hollow and his jaw felt weak. On a table right beside
him, the remnants of what had once been Diva, what had once been
his wife, sat within an elegantly tall urn decorated with white
doves and brass columns.

Matt could sense the urn like some missing
piece of himself but he did not look at it. Instead, he looked down
at a group of women sitting in the second row just to his right and
wondered about them. He’d never seen them before and had no idea
who they were.

Only moments before someone named Jill had
stopped Matt, asking him why Neal wasn’t presiding over the
service. Neal was Diva’s brother and her only relative still living
in the states. Neal and Diva had lost both of their parents years
ago; neither had known any of the rest of their family, most of
whom lived in Costa Rica for the tax benefits.

Why hadn’t Matt put Neal in charge? For the
simple reason that Neal would not have been capable of being in
charge. Neal had only arrived that morning, on a flight from
Denver. The young man, almost half Matt’s age, lived as a Buddhist
monk in a monastery outside of Colorado Springs. He tried to
remember the monastery’s name, “Eternal Cloud of Compassion” or
something like that. Fortunately, Matt had found Neal’s e-mail
address and hadn’t needed to remember the monastery’s name. Now,
Neal sat in the front row, his thin, monk’s body slouched, staring
off into space. Neal looked worse than Matt felt.

That’s why Matt hadn’t put Neal in
charge.

“It’s a Hindu custom, you know?” Jill had
told him in the vestibule as he had been trying to greet those
arriving. Matt had no idea who this slight blonde with the big
mouth was.

“I didn’t know that,” Matt told her, turning
to greet some people he didn’t know.

“And what about the flowers? And why aren’t
you wearing white?” she continued.

Her questioning just made Matt more
uncomfortable. “Uh, this is the best suit I have. Diva liked
it.”

“Do you even know how important Diva’s faith
was to her?” Jill’s question came as little more than a whisper but
it stung Matt all the same. It stung him because the answer was
clearly, “No.”

As far as Matt knew, Diva had never been a
devout Hindu. In all of the years they’d been together, she’d never
so much as mentioned wanting to be more involved in her religion.
Her family was more American than Indian, for crying out loud. Her
own brother was a Buddhist monk, not Hindu. Why was he being asked
to respect this so-called Hindu faith when Diva’s own family, and
Diva herself, clearly did not respect it?

But Matt knew he couldn’t say that. He felt
he should be allowed to say whatever he felt like saying—“Piss
off,” for instance—but he also knew that would just end up making
the day more difficult than it already was. So, instead of telling
the slight blonde with the big mouth to piss off, Matt went instead
with, “I’m sorry if I’ve overlooked some things.”

“Some things,” came Jill’s bitchy retort.
“You don’t even have her in a casket so people can mourn
appropriately.” Jill didn’t allow Matt to explain; she just turned
her bitchy, blonde head to the mortuary’s interior and went
inside.

This new confusion Matt was feeling about his
wife sat down inside of Matt’s head and began to make a home. Out
of all the people there, how many did he know? Neal, of course.
Diva’s boss, Annias Listhe, had introduced herself. Matt wasn’t
sure if that was a real name; so much about the buxom restaurateur
and sometimes burlesque dancer was less than authentic. He could
see two couples, his neighbors, the Wolfs and the Fuentes, sitting
in the back. So his total count of people he knew added up to six,
all told. That was it.

So many of the others had walked past Matt as
they had entered without a flicker of recognition crossing their
faces. Many of them worked at the restaurant, La Blithesome Listhe,
where Diva had worked as the head pastry chef, but there were still
so many…

Matt turned his eyes once again down at his
speech.

“Do you know why she would have been down on
Market Street, Mister Murphy?” Matt could hear the police officer’s
voice as if he was standing right there, and not a week ago in
another city as it had happened. Diva worked in Old Town. She had
liked being close to home, not needing to go down to the city.

Why had Diva been down on Market Street? Matt
didn’t know. It could have been for a million reasons. Horton Plaza
was nearby; maybe Diva had been doing some shopping. There were
plenty of restaurants down in the Gaslamp Quarter; maybe she’d been
down there for work? Maybe she had been attending a Hindu Temple.
Was there a Hindu Temple nearby? Matt didn’t know.

What had Diva been doing on Market? How
about: What had Diva been doing jumping in front of a car on
Market? The morning had been described by witnesses as frenetic and
sticky, owing to a hurricane off of Baja California and the fact
that it was a Monday and nobody is comfortable on a Monday.
Everyone was hurrying somewhere. None of the witnesses had been
able to say if Diva had jumped or if she had fallen or if she’d
been pushed or…Why had she been on Market?

Why were there so many questions Matt
couldn’t answer?

Matt realized, looking around stupidly, that
several minutes must have passed with him standing up there like an
idiot. Lacking any response, he apologized. “Wow,” he said. “This
is a lot harder than I thought.” He looked down at the paper again
and read aloud, “Diva would have been so happy to see you all here
today.”

And he wondered, Would she? Would Diva
have been happy to see them? Matt didn’t even know how many of
them were friends. He had heard Diva talk about people at the
restaurant, their names swirling into a blur of bland, generic
types that Matt had tried to attach some specificity to, but he
couldn’t remember which were the ones his wife had liked or admired
and which were the ones who…Which one was the one who always stole
steaks? He specifically remembered Diva saying that someone was
always pinching steaks. Or was it chops? Did the Blithesome Listhe
even sell chops? He hadn’t been there in years; the atmosphere, the
food, it all felt too phony for Matt’s tastes, not as refined as it
tried to appear but gaudy. The food tasted—not
over-cooked—over-prepared. Everything had to be served with some
infusion; even the steaks were served with butter. Infused with
truffle oil. Or dill. Or god only knew what.

Diva never really asked Matt to eat at the
Blithesome Listhe. Any attempts had ceased over a year ago. He
remembered just why Diva had stopped and the resignation with which
she had said, “You know what? Forget it.”

And there were those women in the second row
again, catching Matt’s eye. Who were they? Why didn’t he know who
they were?

He looked down at the papers in his hand and
wondered where he had left off. He heard Neal cough lazily, a kind
of “get on with it.”

Here was the speech Matt held in his
hands:

 


Diva would have been so
happy to see you all here today. And your presence shows just how
loved she was.

Diva and I met almost
twenty years ago, at a tasting for a Primitivo I owned a piece of.
I think she liked it, if I remember correctly. I took her on a tour
of the vineyard and, next thing I knew, we were in love.

As so many of you know,
Diva was a giving person, generous with her time and talents—either
baking for charity or sponsoring a team at the annual Light the
Beach walk for leukemia and lymphoma research. She cared deeply
about people and those who knew her cared deeply for
her.

We’ll all miss her because
we all loved her. But we go on and we can feel richer for that
experience.

I know I will.

 


Did he? Matt looked again at that final line,
halfway down the second page and then followed his shallow, insipid
writing back up the paper. He realized he had never gone to a
single one of those Light the Beach walks. He couldn’t even
remember if they had been held in La Jolla or National City, but he
remembered that Primitivo and his gut tightened at the way he had
been milking it, showing off his investment, bragging about
himself.

Making money was something Matt was pretty
good at. It was just about the only thing he was pretty good
at.

“I—um…” Matt said, trying to think of what to
say. “I…”

He clenched his hand into a fist, wadding his
speech into a careless ball. What the hell had he been thinking?
Why was the only thing he could say about the woman he loved so
shallow? So insignificant?

Why didn’t he know what Diva had been doing
on Market Street?

Why didn’t he know why she had been hit?

She couldn’t have jumped. Not in front of a
car. Could she? She had been so quiet lately. She went to work in
the morning and then…Matt couldn’t really remember. He couldn’t
remember very much at all.

He pulled up a mental laundry list of all of
Diva’s favorite things:


	
Asparagus



	
The Beach



	
Fruity Martinis



	
Hard Cheeses



	
Strong Coffee



	
Ben Stiller



	
Matchbox 20





 


Why was she dead? Why didn’t Matt know?

“Excuse me?” he suddenly found himself
asking, his attention now turned directly onto the women in the
second row. “This is bugging me and I just can’t get past it. I’m
sure I should know you but…Who are you?”

The women, five of them, all of advancing
years and waistlines, looked at each other with a slightly amused
air. Then, one of them, a white-haired African American lady,
whispered loudly enough to be heard, “We’re in Diva’s poetry
club.”

The heavy-set Latina beside her added, “We
heard about the accident from Melissa and just felt we needed to
come.”

The first lady agreed, adding, “We hope it’s
not an imposition.”

Matt really didn’t know how to respond. He
looked around the room until his eyes came finally to John Cauldry,
the Funeral Director who had welcomed the guests and introduced
Matt. And perhaps there was something in his eyes because as soon
as they came to rest on the Funeral Director, he came right
over.

“Don’t feel as though you need to speak,
Mister Murphy,” Cauldry said in a low, assuring tone. “You’ve put
together that lovely slideshow. I’m sure everyone would feel much
better seeing it.”

Matt shook his head. “No. I don’t,” he
muttered, his voice thick from a sudden pain that was coming from,
well, everywhere. Inside of him. Outside of him. That’s when he
realized he was broken. Whatever had snapped within Matt Murphy, he
was certain it was the worst thing possible.

“I can get you some water,” Cauldry was
offering. “Maybe we can invite some of the guests to share a memory
about—”

“No,” Matt told him, his voice now rough and
insistent. He didn’t wait to find out what else Cauldry could
offer. He knew the situation he was in. It was time for him to face
it.

“Excuse me,” he said loudly for all to hear.
“I’m sorry.” Matt paused, trying to think of what should come next.
His gut tightened and his mouth tried to shut but he knew that
simply vomiting wouldn’t be enough.

“I have a speech—a eulogy—that I wrote. I was
going to read it to you all,” Matt said. He looked down and crushed
the speech a bit harder in his fist. “But that would be…” He looked
back at the women in the second row. “Poetry club? Diva never told
me anything about a poetry club. She never told me she wanted to be
a more devout Hindu, either.” This he delivered straight at the
bitch, Jill, who he could see sitting near the back. “I suddenly
realize,” he said, “I don’t know half of you people. And I
certainly don’t know what the hell Diva was doing down on Market
Street last Monday. Why the hell she…”

Matt felt the Funeral Director’s comforting
hand come down on his right shoulder. As if Cauldry was pressing a
button, he felt a mechanical inclination to walk away, to stop
making things uncomfortable for the rest of the mourners. Only…

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry. This
certainly isn’t your fault. I mean, we were married for almost
twenty years, you know? Eighteen in September. You think she would
have said…” Matt looked around and knew he was speaking gibberish.
So, he pulled in the deepest breath his agonizing gut could manage
and tried to gather his thoughts.

Setting his jaw, Matt told the roomful of
strangers, “I just realized I didn’t know my wife. And that might
be fine for some people, you know? But Diva was everything to me. I
should have…I just wish she had…”

As Matt shifted his weight, a broad-chested
mass of awkward confusion, he bumped the table with the urn. The
urn wobbled loudly and he grabbed it, a lot like you might grab a
hold of a loved one you just pushed off of a mountaintop. Or a
curb.

Matt felt the Funeral Director put his other
hand on his left arm, and allowed himself to be steered away from
the podium. “I’m sorry,” he said, putting the urn back down, but
his words were too quiet to reach beyond the front row.

They were loud enough for Neal, though. Matt
saw Neal look up, his lackadaisical look focusing on him. Even as
Cauldry removed his hands from Matt’s body, he could see Neal
stepping up to steer him out of the room.

Matt heard Cauldry say very gently to the
assembled mourners, “You can’t time grief,” as they stepped out
into the vestibule and out of the mortuary.

The burning light of the midday sun struck
Matt in the face and his eyes clenched tightly against it. Behind
him, Neal laughed quietly and asked, “What are you going to do for
an encore?”

“Excuse me?” Matt asked, blinking against the
light.

Whatever his point was, Neal backed down.
“Nah. It’s nothing.”

Part of Matt wanted to press, wanted to know
where Neal was going, but he was pretty sure he already knew. “I
thought monks were supposed to be kind and reassuring,” he
said.

Neal just answered, “Not that kind of monk,”
as he put an electronic cigarette into his mouth. He must have
noticed the look shift on Matt’s face because he began explaining
the difference between that and a real cigarette.

Matt didn’t care because, now, he knew he had
to make a difficult decision: returning to the service or remaining
outside. To return would mean to be back in a room full of
strangers. To remain would mean being forever known as the guy who
couldn’t manage his own wife’s funeral. But, he reminded himself,
he would be known that way by a roomful of strangers. This meant
that remaining outside won rather quickly. Not for the last time,
he felt thankful none of the parents on either side of the family
could attend. The only person with any right to judge Matt was
Neal, and he was dismissing Neal’s judgment with every puff the
monk took off his cigarette.

And then, out walked the little,
white-haired, African American woman from Diva’s poetry club. She
met Matt's eyes right away and he felt a kind of embarrassment and
fear he couldn’t quite understand.

She walked right up to him and said, “Matt?
It’s okay. This must be an awful day for you.”

“For me?” Matt replied. But he didn’t want to
think about how right she was. Instead, he deflected to, “I just—I
was confused because, I guess, just so many new people.”

“Diva made friends very easily wherever she
went. My name’s Jessica.” The elderly woman put out her small hand
and Matt took it, not knowing what else to do. “Can I show you
something?”

When Matt didn’t reply, caught up in how
stupid the look on his face must have been, Jessica pulled out a
small, hard-bound book. It was thin and light in her hands, half of
a centimeter of pages at most, and she flipped to a dog-eared page,
holding it out for him, pressing it into his hands.

Matt took it, hearing Jessica tell him, “Read
this.”

There, on the page before him, offset by an
image of angels and doves on the opposing page, Matt read:

 


What would it be
like

If I had Heaven
Enough?

Would your touch be
enough?

Would your kiss be
enough?

I don’t need all of
heaven.

I just need Heaven
Enough.

 


The writer was identified as Diva Murphy.

Matt looked back at Jessica. “I don’t
understand,” he said, his voice halting. His words weren’t working
because his heart was beating against his chest, not fast, not
excited, but with purpose, almost as if to stop him. It was beating
that way because he had found a piece of Diva that remained on this
earth. It was a piece he’d never known existed, never knew could
exist, so his heart was angry and hurt. “Why didn’t she ever tell
me about this?”

“It’s a lot more common than you might
suspect,” Jessica told him, her hands coming up and resting on his
right wrist, just where the book lay open. “They get too caught up
in what other people might think. They get scared, you know? And
poetry,” she added as if referring to something obvious. “Poetry is
the most difficult thing to share because it’s so close to your
soul. We tried to tell her how much we knew you’d love her work.
Even though we’d never met you, it was clear how much you loved
her.”

“How?” Matt asked her. Just then, he was
wondering how he could have loved Diva so little that he’d never
known about this part of her life.

“Because of everything she would say,”
Jessica told him. Matt felt her move his hand and turn him and
realized she was guiding him to a bench that sat just to the side
of the small walkway leading to the parking lot. Matt looked for
Neal, though he didn’t know why, and found Diva’s brother standing
nearby, casually observing the whole conversation.

But Matt quickly dismissed any thought of
Neal and allowed himself to be steered to the bench. Once both he
and Jessica had sat down, her sitting punctuated by an elderly
groan, Jessica continued, “Diva would come to each meeting with
some new story about what the two of you had been up to. She told
all about your Sonoma retreats and your different vacations. When
she couldn’t make a meeting, she would send us pictures of wherever
you were at. I loved the pictures of Bali, especially.”

Bali was where Matt and Diva had spent their
fifteen-year wedding anniversary. Two weeks of paradise wrapped in
the haze of too many tropical drinks. Then came the disappointment
and the resignation that after their third trial of hormones, Diva
was still not able to get pregnant. Matt had cursed the day he had
ever bought her that new phone with the international plan so she
could use it on vacation, so she could get the news right away. He
remembered the long flight home, how they didn’t say a word to each
other for nearly twenty-four hours. Matt was so busy once they got
home, their silence stretched out for almost a week.

No matter what Diva was ever doing—baking at
work, baking at home for charity, leading whatever charity group
she was a part of, teaching children at the local Boys & Girls
Club—she always seemed to have time to talk. She was always
available, even if that meant touching base over the phone or
through email or texting—anything. Diva was never closed off. She
was never too obsessed with stupid investments, business plans,
even a rotten job that kept Matt…

“Matt?”

Matt’s breath caught in his throat and he
looked over at Jessica. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I just…How long
was she in your—how long was Diva in your group?”

Jessica didn’t stop to think. “Nearly four
years now. She joined just before her fortieth birthday.”

So, she’d been...“She was writing poetry that
whole time?”

Jessica gave a queer smile. “She’d been
writing poetry her entire life.”

“She never told me,” Matt said, his gut
feeling empty and bruised. “She never…”

“It’s what artists do,” Jessica said.

“She never told me about this book or your
group. She never told me she wanted to be a more devout Hindu. She
never told me about—I mean, maybe she did and I wasn’t listening.”
Matt’s voice was coming out faster now but there was little he
could do to stop it. “Maybe I was too caught up in my stupid job
and my stupid hobbies and—Maybe she told me. Maybe if I had
listened. Maybe if I had just listened,” he repeated.

“You can’t be so hard on yourself,” came
Jessica’s quiet reprieve.

Matt turned back to her, his eyes open and
wild, and asked, “Why did she jump?”

In that window of silence as Matt silently
prayed for this old woman to answer, Jessica blinked. Her hand came
up to meet his. “I’m sorry,” she began to say.

But Matt needed an answer. “In front of the
car, I mean. Why did she jump? What did I do? What made her life so
unlivable, so miserable, so fucking wretched, so…?” He couldn’t go
on. His chest clenched tight and his mouth filled with desert
sand.

As if in response, Jessica took his hand,
pulled him close, and held him. She just held him for several, long
minutes the way you might hold a wounded child. Then, she shushed
him, almost like a coo. “Shhh…You didn’t do anything, sweetie.
Honestly, you didn’t. There’s no telling what happened but you just
can’t believe she jumped. You can’t do that. That’s just gonna tear
you up inside.”

But Matt replied, “She was here. She was
fine. She was telling me about these cookies—snap cookies, I think.
I mean I…” He tried to calm himself. He saw the concern in
Jessica’s eyes and tried to put himself in the old woman’s shoes,
to remember what a terrible inconvenience he was being, but he knew
he had to get his point across. Matt knew he wasn’t doing a very
good job and tried to do better, “It was just that morning. And
these snap cookies—I think they were cinnamon. Not the ginger kind.
They were going to be a part of some gift basket or something. And
she really wanted them to be right, you know? She really wanted
them to be good.”

Matt forced himself to swallow the spit that
was gathering at the bottom of his mouth, hoping to relieve the
hot, scraping dryness in his throat. “I read that people don’t
usually commit, um, they don’t…You know, if they have things they
need to do. You know? An—And she did. She did.” His voice shook
along with his hands, held tightly by the old woman. Speaking
certainly wasn’t getting any easier. Nothing was getting easier.
Nothing would ever be easy again.

But Jessica put an arm around Matt, holding
him close, comforting him. “She loved you, Matt. She always loved
you. Whatever took her from us, it wasn’t a choice she made.” She
patted his arm. “You may never know for sure what happened. It’s
like when my father was taken. We never knew how. He died in
Chicago and we couldn’t get out there, airfare was something
terrible back then. We just had to resign ourselves to not knowing.
It didn’t make anything easier. God knows it broke my poor mother’s
heart. But it’s all you have right now. You just have to believe,
whatever it was, Diva would never have left you if she had any
say.”

Matt took a deep breath and said, “You’re
right. Of course, you’re right.” He only spoke those words because
the old woman had already spent more time looking after his
pathetic ass than he knew he deserved. Besides, people were coming
out of the mortuary and she was going to want to leave. He was sure
of it. But he didn’t want her to leave thinking she hadn’t done any
good. She had lost a friend, as well. The least Matt could give her
was some assurance that she had helped. “Thanks. I really do
appreciate your time…and this.” He held up the book and gave
Jessica a weak smile.

“Let me give you my number,” she said. “If
you need anyone…”

With Diva forever out of his life, Matt was
truly alone. It wasn’t something he had considered until the total
stranger offered her number for support. Matt’s mother, his only
remaining parent, lived in a retirement condo in Medford, Oregon.
Everyone there called her “Babs,” though her complete name was
Barbette. Matt had called her only “Mom” until the nickname caught
on. She had to tell him, “Call me Babs, honey. You’re
middle-aged!”

Matt took the small slip of paper Jessica
gave him, her name and number written in what he was sure had once
been a flourishing script before old age got a little slop
involved, and thought about what Babs might think of the old woman.
He was sure Babs would like her very much, which made him realize
how Diva’s connection had formed. He thought of the other women in
the poetry club, now congregating about Jessica, probably asking
about the mysterious husband Diva had never introduced. Maybe I
should go meet them, he thought.

But he didn’t.

Exhaustion from several days without rest,
making funeral arrangements, long telephone conversations with
grieving family members, left Matt wanting nothing more than to
stay in his seat.

That is, until John Cauldry walked up and sat
beside him. The last thing Matt wanted were the practiced
reassurances of a professional. If anything, he wanted to go home
and take several strong belts from his Johnnie Walker Blue. How
would he manage that with a Buddhist monk living with him? Neal
wouldn’t be leaving for days. He didn’t know if he could wait that
long without taking a drink.

“You shouldn’t worry about anything here,
Mister Murphy. You did a thorough job arranging this wonderful
service, which is a testament to your love for your wife,” Cauldry
was saying. “You’ll probably want to get some rest. Reflect on the
wonderful, giving person your wife was and the many contributions
she made towards making this a better world. You should be very
proud of her.”

Cauldry’s words smacked against Matt’s ears.
Every single word fell like a hit. He tried his best to remember
that Cauldry was just trying to help. This is his job, he
thought. But that didn’t make him feel any better; it just brought
forth the cynical thought: He’d probably say the same thing
about an axe murderer.

Neal caught Matt’s eye, and he looked up to
see Diva’s brother give an impatient shrug.

He must be the least patient Buddhist on
the west coast, Matt thought. All the same, it did provide him
with a well-timed escape. “Thank you for all of your help, Mister
Cauldry,” he said, turning to the funeral director and taking his
hand with as much sincerity as he could muster. “The service was
absolutely…It was good. It was what we needed. Um, if you’ll excuse
me, I suppose I should be seeing to my brother-in-law.”

“Of course,” Cauldry told him. “And if you
need anything...”

Matt gave him a nod. “I’ve got your
number.”

Matt knew Cauldry’s caring demeanor was
practiced and professional, so he didn’t feel any guilt in hurrying
away. This service was not one he had wanted to attend and he had
only done it out of sincere obligation combined with the fact that
he couldn’t exactly skip it after picking Neal up from the airport.
Now, Neal’s bags sat within his trunk, roasting in the afternoon
heat. He knew he wouldn’t have any time alone just to break down
and punch a wall until Neal was back out of his life. For now, he’d
take that whiskey if he could somehow explain to the Buddhist what
purpose the craving held.

I want to stop living. I want to
shut off the world.

But he knew that neither of those excuses
would suffice.

“I guess I should get you home, huh? Over to
my place?” he asked his brother-in-law as Neal approached.

Neal gave another shrug. “I’ve got nowhere
else to go.”

Matt explained, “We have a guest room—um, I
mean I have a guest room. Queen-sized bed. Air conditioning. Should
be a step up from the monastery, right?”

“I got a queen at my place,” Neal told
him.

And, for a moment, Matt was at a loss. He
directed Neal out to the parking lot. As they passed the other
mourners, some gave him their condolences and best wishes but most
left him alone, which was how he liked it, anyway. He finally
worked up the nerve to say, “I thought monks were sworn to a vow of
poverty.”

“I’m not that kind of monk,” Neal
replied.

As much as this put Matt off, he was no
expert on monks. Still, he began to get the feeling that there was
more to Neal than he had heard. He held out his key fob for his car
and the horn gave the slightest honk several rows away. The black
Audi sat there, a shining reprieve from the early summer sun. It
might look hot, but he knew the air conditioner was already kicking
in, cooling the searing refractions of light within.

Matt stopped walking as he reached the car,
before he approached his door, and Neal stopped beside him.
“Listen,” he said on an impulse, “I understand you’ve taken certain
vows and you have a different outlook on things than me, so I hope
what I’m about to say won’t offend you. But this has been a very
difficult day for me and I need…I mean, I would like to relax with
a drink. You know? I mean, an alcoholic beverage?”

Neal was quiet for a moment but gave a slow
nod and replied, “Sure.”

So, Matt continued, “I’m not really
interested in going to a bar. Not today. You know? This isn’t
really the best time. But I have some expensive scotch at home and
I was thinking that might be just the thing.”

“Just the thing?” Neal asked him.

Matt felt he was being put on the spot. He
was already getting the impression that Neal blamed him for Diva’s
death and, if he didn’t, he probably should have. Most likely, the
only thing stopping Neal’s judgment were his Buddhist beliefs. All
the same, Matt could find no other words than, “I need to get
drunk.” The words left his mouth like an announcement. “So, I’m
going to drink and I hope you’re okay with it.”

Neal shrugged. “Only if you make a drink for
me, too.”

Again, Matt had that feeling that Neal was
going to be full of surprises. He reached for the burning handle of
the driver’s-side door and, opening it, asked, “Aren’t monks not
supposed to drink?”

Neal, opening the passenger door and sliding
in, replied, “Not that kind of monk.”

 



Chapter Two

The Question

 


 


Matt’s bungalow on Orchard Avenue sat less
than a mile away from the mortuary. Returning home, however, took
the better part of an hour.

Neal announced he had to stop at a pharmacy
for refills on some prescriptions he had left back in Colorado.
Matt, feeling Neal’s judgmental aura and never once considering it
a projection of his own, didn’t want to do anything to make it
worse. So, he agreed and after Neal punched up a few screens
discretely on his phone he was directed to a shopping center on
Voltaire on the other side of Ocean Beach, near the many homes and
apartments rented to frat boys.

Neal disappeared within the darkened
building, leaving Matt within his air-conditioned car. He couldn’t
see the pharmacy and he grumbled as Neal’s pharmacist took his
sweet time. He just wanted to go home and forget this terrible day.
Eventually, he got out of his seat, locked the car behind him, and
walked into a nearby liquor store for a cold soda. When he walked
out, drinking his soda, he saw Neal waiting by his car.

“Sorry,” Matt said, hurrying back. “Just got
a little thirsty.”

“You don’t need to apologize for getting
thirsty,” Neal told him, and his delivery was so dry Matt couldn’t
tell if he was joking or serious.

Matt decided to let it go. Sitting back in
his car, he unbuttoned the second button on his shirt. He had
ripped off his tie just as soon as he’d driven out of the
mortuary’s parking lot.

Matt pulled up in front of his home with a
mixture of longing and regret. Stepping within would be like
stepping into a time machine, to a time a week earlier when Diva
had still been alive. Still, he knew there would be no avoiding the
traces that still remained of his wife. He turned the car into the
driveway, parking in a straight, practiced way.

Neal must have seen the look on Matt’s face,
the twisted smile of a broken-hearted idiot, because he asked,
“What’s the look for?”

Matt tried to straighten his mouth but found
he couldn’t. He knew it probably looked like he was going to cry
and he knew he should; he’d been told he should. He still hadn’t
been able to summon the tears that so desperately begged for his
release. All he got was a cramp in his gut and the knowledge that
he looked like an idiot. “Nothing,” he insisted. “It’s just that I
always park this way because I never know when Diva’s coming back
with her car. So, here I am, parking straight thinking her car
might need to be parked any day now.”

Sick of looking like a fool, Matt reached up
and put his hand over his mouth, pushing down his crooked lips.
“It’s a big SUV, you know?” he told Neal. “Sometimes she’d leave it
at the restaurant because they’d load it up for events. Sometimes
she’d come home with it. But I never knew. She didn’t really have a
schedule. I mean, any kind of schedule. She was just always
working. Your sister was nuts for her job.”

“Where is it now?” Neal asked. His calm
demeanor only served to show Matt how unbalanced and crazy he must
have sounded.

“It’s at the restaurant,” Matt replied. “She
drove it there that day.” And that was another reason why it made
no sense for her to be walking down on Market Street. Why hadn’t
she driven? But Matt kept this to himself. The last thing he needed
was to remind Neal what an inattentive, out-to-lunch husband he had
been.

“Looks like you’ve got an extra car, then,”
Neal said.

Matt realized the younger man never turned
and looked at him. Neal sat back in his chair, his sun-glassed eyes
never looking away from whatever was straight ahead of him. Right
now, they were looking at the stonework façade of the bungalow.
“Nice place,” Neal said after a moment of silence. “Diva told me
how much it cost.”

How much it…? Matt was struck by
Neal’s sudden change of subject. This wasn’t the first time Diva’s
brother had done that, either, make some seemingly random comment
about his material wealth. Was that what monks did? Shame those who
followed another path? Or, he wondered, was Neal pointing out these
possessions as a way of shaming him for the way Diva had died. Was
he saying, in effect, “What cold comfort this must provide.”

The house had cost Matt over a million
dollars and he had been happy to pay it, considering the location
and the neighborhood. He worked this into his reply, trying not to
sound as irritated as he was. “Well, it’s the location. You know?
That’s what you pay for.” He stepped out of his car and Neal
followed with his small, paper bag of pharmaceuticals. As he moved
back to the trunk, Matt pointed down the road. “We’re just seven
houses from the beach. Your sister loved the beach, you know?
Couldn’t get enough of it.”

Opening the trunk, Matt took the smaller of
the two suitcases Neal had brought with him. It eased Matt’s
irritation, knowing that Neal would probably not remain past the
weekend. “Of course,” he continued, “there’s also the house itself.
You can’t beat it. Built back in the ‘50s but still in beautiful
shape.”

“Real Ozzie and Harriet home,” Neal
remarked, taking the other bag.

Matt shut the trunk with a solid thunk.
“Actually, no. Ocean Beach used to be known as the Haight-Ashbury
of San Diego. Very psychedelic.”

“Really?” Neal asked. “Is that why you like
it? Cause it’s psychedelic?”

Matt gave a confident shrug as he approached
the front door. “I like the history, you know? The color.”

As soon as Matt opened his front door, he
realized what a helpful distraction his irritation with Neal had
been. The first thing he laid eyes on, the first thing Diva had
designed for him to lay eyes on, was that stupid, chalkboard
schedule. Diva had hung it on the wall in the entryway just to the
right of the opened door. The first thing he saw were the words
“Blueberry Cream”. This had once read “Mini Blueberry Lime Cream
Cheese Danish.” Diva had written it during one of her late-night
musings over what she could add to the restaurant’s new breakfast
menu. Matt remembered her the following morning, wide awake though
heaven knew how after getting only a couple hours of sleep,
repeating like a mantra, “Mini Blueberry Lime Cream Cheese Danish.
Mini Blueberry Lime Cream Cheese Danish. I can’t wait to tell
Annias about the Mini Blueberry Lime Cream Cheese Danish. Doesn’t
that just sound smashing?”

That was Diva. She grew up in Irvine and
still used words like “smashing.”

After Matt had learned of his wife’s death,
he had taken a rag to the chalkboard. He had wiped away the words
“Independence Day—Catalina?” He had cleaned off “BBQ @ Castoro on
6/14!” And when it came to Mini Blueberry Lime Cream Cheese Danish,
he had carelessly removed nearly the whole thing before it struck
him that he was wiping away the last remnants of the woman he
loved. She would never be there to replace those words with other
inspirations, other dates, other moments the two could share. There
wouldn’t be any more of those moments. All that remained of Mini
Blueberry Lime Cream Cheese Danish were the words “Blueberry
Cream”.

And Matt knew it would have to be enough.

Matt nearly told Neal to ignore the
chalkboard but realized no one else would have any reason to even
consider it. He watched his brother-in-law as they stepped in,
watched to make sure the younger man with his Land’s End jacket and
his wiry-straight, long, black hair didn’t accidentally brush up
against the chalk writing that now felt so sacred.

He guided Neal into the front room. “You can
just put your things here,” he said, placing Neal’s bag on a sofa.
Two sofas faced a huge television. One had always seemed
ubiquitous; they worked more than they watched TV but, when they
did, they always shared one sofa together.

Neal gave Matt a grunt and tossed his huge
bag beside the other.

“The guest bedroom’s the first door on the
left,” Matt told him, absently, pointing down the hall. “Are you
hungry? Have you eaten today?”

“I caught something before my flight,” Neal
said.

“Oh, did you?” Matt asked, present now
because he realized he had run out of things to say.

“I could use that drink, though,” Neal told
him.

Matt found that gesture very kind. After all,
he’d been
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