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One


You Don’t Need That


Pam licked margarita salt from her lips, looked around her backyard table, and wondered which of her friends would die first. Not that she had a premonition, exactly; she just tended to be a touch morbid that way. Plus, she’d already seen the three other couples’ kids graduate and parents buried, so at this stage of their lives it made sense the next event to pop up could be one of their own funerals. As far as she could tell, any of the eight of them had an equal shot of cashing in their chips. Though, if she had any say in who’d be first, she’d prefer it be Andre.


She slapped a mosquito on her neck. Others buzzed the table’s citronella candles and the twinkle lights strung around her patio, fighting crickets and Van Morrison for the lead in the dinner’s soundtrack. On a steamy night like this, Pam and her girlfriends should have been floating in her saltwater pool and sipping cocktails while their husbands cracked open beers in the hot tub. But they’d had to sell that house.


Pam studied Hank across the leftover burgers and corn on the cob. In the darkness, he was almost handsome again. The table’s edge covered his potbelly, and the shadows hid his jowls. She searched for a glimpse of the man she’d married, but he was long gone. Sometimes she missed him.


“Get us another round, will ya, babe?”


He didn’t get to call her that anymore, and she shot him a glare he didn’t catch. She pushed herself up from the weathered cushion and grabbed four dripping cold ones from the cooler. Hank accepted his and in one motion twisted off the cap and tossed it into her hydrangeas. Larry, Andre, and Dave followed his lead, and Pam made a mental note to collect that trash in the morning.


She padded back to the cooler for the pitcher of margaritas. That was the one good thing about Hank—he still made the best margaritas. Pam dropped a couple of ice cubes in each of her girlfriends’ glasses, drained the jug, and stepped over her snoozing dog into her dim kitchen, her skin sticky from the July humidity. She opened the fridge and enjoyed the swish of cool air before reaching for Shalisa’s chocolate mousse cheesecake and stepping back outside.


“Nance! Nance!” Larry interrupted his wife’s conversation. “Who was . . . ?”


Larry often did that: force Nancy to troll her memory for some detail he couldn’t be bothered to find. As though her sole purpose was to be the walking encyclopedia of his life. Nancy tossed back a high school math teacher’s name before turning to Marlene. Pam pushed things aside on the table and made room for the dessert.


Dave caught Hank’s eye and nodded toward the icy tumblers, drips of condensation sliding over a design of playing cards and dice. “Nice casino glasses, Hank. Stealing merch from the storeroom, are you?”


Hank smiled and shook his head. “New owner, new logo. We were throwing those out, so I brought them home for old times’ sake.” He winked. “You know I’d never bite the hand that feeds us.”


The four friends touched their beers with a clink and took deep swallows.


Pam scowled. These guys. Anything for an excuse to drink—now they were toasting the casino, and two of them didn’t even work there. What would be next? Cheers to Larry’s bank and Andre’s courier service? Seriously.


Dave wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and shifted his attention to the cheesecake. “Whoa. That looks amazing, Pammy.” The candlelight hit the gleam of his smile, and Pam caught her breath. She’d forgotten what a looker he was—the way the corners of his eyes creased when he laughed. That’s what was different about Dave tonight. It wasn’t the dusting of gray at his temples that Pam had just noticed; it was that he seemed almost happy. Pam gave Marlene a quick glance. They weren’t fooling around again, were they? Marlene had told the girls that ship had sailed, same as it had for all of them. But had Marlene caved and gone back to giving her husband a good go? Dave interrupted Pam’s thoughts. “Is that chocolate?” He licked his lips.


Andre answered, “Sure is. We brought it.”


Typical Andre, horning in on the credit. Pam said, “Shalisa made it.”


Pam set her hand lightly on Dave’s shoulder as she offered him a plate, heartened at the sight of her old friend, but puzzled about his change. If it really was a change. She eyed Marlene, who was giggling with Nancy. Maybe she and Dave were having sex again. She’d ask her later.


Andre waved his slice off and as Shalisa accepted hers, he peered at his wife over the top of his bifocals and said across the table, “Hon. You don’t need that.”


Pam’s head snapped up. She heard Marlene’s soft gasp and saw Nancy cringe. The three women watched their friend tamp down her quiet surge of anger. Shalisa leveled her gaze at her husband with the same look that shut down the Curious Cathys who used to sidle up and ask why she didn’t have kids. That’s how Pam knew Andre’s remark had started something he couldn’t finish, even if he didn’t. Shalisa twirled a slim braid around her finger and fixed her eyes on her husband while she ate every last morsel of her chocolate mousse cheesecake.


Watching, Pam sensed something shift in the night air. As she cleared the dishes, she looked around the table at her husband and the friends they’d made three decades ago, and wondered again which of them would die first.


Two days later, she knew.









Two


Marlene Was Right


It was Hank who found Dave’s body.


Monday morning, Pam was standing at the Dutton Realty photocopier, hypnotized by the pinprick beam of light traveling left to right. She was ten copies into the ninety her boss needed when her phone buzzed.




Hank: Don’t let marlene or kids go home





What did Pam have to do with where Marlene went? She was probably scraping plaque off someone’s teeth over on Stone Bridge Road. Pam checked the copier and decided she had time to investigate. It took Hank five rings to answer. “Hey. Why are you texting me about Marlene’s adult children? You realize they all moved—”


“—can’t talk. Dave’s dead. Don’t let Marlene come home.”


“Our Dave?” Pam set her hand on the photocopier to steady herself. “Are you sure?”


“Oh, I’m sure, all right. Go see Marlene. Tell her Dave had an accident. I don’t know if you want to say he’s gone or not. See what you think. But do not let her come home.”


The photocopier light traveled left to right.


“What happened?” Silence. “Hank! What happened?”


Hank cleared his throat. “Dave had an accident in his garage. Well, on his driveway. I’ve gotta go. The police just got here. But don’t let Marlene come home. Pam!”


Pam answered in a quiet voice, “Okay.”


The light bounced back and started again.


“Wait! Hank?” Pam dragged her eyes away. “Hank! Why are you at Dave’s?”


But Hank was gone.
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Stunned by Hank’s call, Pam had forgotten who they were dealing with when she’d agreed to follow her husband’s instruction and keep Marlene away. She, Nancy, and Shalisa convened at Marlene’s dental office to break the news. The words were barely across their lips when Marlene grabbed her purse and headed for home.


The friends chased after her into the dentist’s parking lot, trying to usher her into Pam’s van with promises of coffee and consoling at Shalisa’s kitchen table. But Marlene pushed past them and unlocked the door of her beat-up Honda. She’d given birth to three daughters in less than three years—her youngest in that same driveway because she’d put off going to the hospital until Dave got home from fishing—and she’d corralled her daughters through puberty and into adulthood without a hiccup. No one put this baby in a corner—or at a kitchen table—when her husband was dead in her driveway.


Marlene spun on them, her blond ponytail whipping around. “I appreciate what you’re doing, I really do. But if I want to see my husband, I’m fucking well going to. You are not going to stop me. Got it?”


They got it.


Pam’s van was disturbingly quiet. She caught glimpses of boats bobbing in the bay to her left as they wound past the sprawling, historic captains’ homes and made their way inland, toward their humbler part of town. Normally, with all four women on board, Pam could barely concentrate on the road. But on this trip, no one passed her a bag of Fritos, waved their pedicure in her face, or turned up their playlist until she could feel the bass in her bum. Pam snuck a peek at Marlene. Hands in her lap, the new widow stared out the passenger window.


“I’m fucked,” Marlene said to the glass.


From the backseat, Shalisa patted Marlene’s arm. “No. You’re not fucked. We’ll get through this.”


“My husband is dead and all I can think is, I can’t afford to keep my house without him.” She turned to look out the front window. “Fucking Dave.”


From the backseat, Nancy said, “Fucking Dave? Fucking all of them, Marlene.”


Marlene stared ahead. “Well. At least your shitheads can still pay your mortgages.” She blew out a breath. “Yep. I’m fucked.”


Pam wrinkled her brow. Okay. Granted, considering everything, Marlene wouldn’t be your typical widow. But still, Pam expected there to be some sorrow for Dave.


Marlene shifted to face them and leaned on the armrest. “I’m trying to remember the last time I talked to him. We watched Jeopardy! last night when he got home from fishing, but I don’t know if we said one word to each other. Saturday night, after we walked home from your place”—she glanced at Pam—“he came up behind me in the kitchen, put his arms around my waist, and tried to nuzzle my neck. As if things were normal. I shut that down.”


That answered the question Pam hadn’t yet been able to ask. Dave and Marlene weren’t back to having sex. So why had he seemed so happy the other night? She reached over to pat Marlene’s knee, and when she turned the corner, the quiet neighborhood street was abuzz with activity. Two fire trucks straddled the curb, and a cluster of gawkers sought shade beneath a string of maple trees. As Pam inched past the split-levels and ranch-style bungalows with their tidy front gardens, she spotted Hank’s car amid the emergency vehicles. The only thing that kept Marlene from jumping out was Nancy saying in a quiet voice, “You can never unsee things, Marlene.” Marlene slumped in her seat, released the door handle, and nodded for Pam to go ahead and check things out.


As Pam picked a path up to Marlene and Dave’s house, Hank pivoted away from a police officer and charged down the driveway to meet her. He always said offense is the best defense, so Pam picked up her pace to match her husband’s, almost colliding with him at the bumper of the coroner’s van.


Hank’s face was flushed and glistening with sweat. His eyes were red. Five years ago he would have opened his arms and pulled her close, her cheek resting against his chest, like a puzzle piece finding its place. But now he thrust his finger at her. “What did you not understand about not coming—”


“—When was the last time you told Marlene Brand to do anything?” Pam barked back.


Hank’s head jerked. He blinked, then said, “Dave always said she’s a handful.”


“I’ll say.”


Pam noticed Hank rotated so she’d face into the street. She’d kept her eyes averted as she’d approached the house, Nancy’s warning ringing in her ears. She wanted to remember Dave smiling at her over a slice of cheesecake.


“It’s graphic. Are you sure you want to know the details?”


Pam nodded.


“Okay. Dave got crushed by his garage door.”


“No!” Pam couldn’t help herself; she glanced back and saw the bottom of the garage door was raised two feet from the ground. Emergency responders in dark-blue uniforms huddled in the middle, blocking her view. Pam thought she could see, peeking out from under a sheet, a lock of Dave’s graying, sandy hair lying pale against a pool of dark liquid.


“You don’t want to see.” Hank tugged her arm, pulling her eyes back to him. “They think Dave started to pull the garage door down, it hit his head and knocked him out. He fell, and the door landed on his skull and crushed it.”


Pam covered her face with her hands. She couldn’t believe it.


For years Marlene had been at Dave to get an automatic garage door. Theirs was heavy, manual, and would crash down on its track like a runaway train. Marlene would pitch to Dave, “It’d be easier to take the garbage out. And maybe we could go crazy and park our car in there like normal people. How’s that for a thought, Dave?” But Dave didn’t budge, and Marlene would end her tirade by saying, “One day that door will kill one of us.”


And now it had.


Pam looked back at her husband. Pam was the kind of person who pondered details until they lined up in a neat row, like Scrabble letters. And some of these tiles were still askew. “Did you see him at the casino today?”


“I told you before, we work in different areas. I never see him there.”


“Why was he at home on a Monday morning?”


Hank wiped his arm across his forehead. “I honestly don’t know.”


“Why were you here?”


Hank sighed. Then shook his head. “I can’t right now, Pam. I just can’t.” His shoulders slumped, he put his hands in his pockets and walked past her, back toward the police.


“Hank. I asked you a question.” Pam threw open her arms. As she watched him go up the driveway, two of the officers strained to push the door all the way up. The interior of Dave’s garage was the same as the last time Pam had seen it: so full of crap that Marlene didn’t have a hope in hell of ever parking a car in there.


Pam took one last look and trudged back to the van to update her friends. She jumped in, doubly relieved to feel the cool air on her scorched skin and to see tears on Marlene’s cheeks. After all, thirty years of marriage was still thirty years, and Dave was the father of her children. Surely that warranted some grief.


Marlene blew her nose. “Can I see him?”


Pam scooted across her seat to hug her friend. “Oh, Marlene. I don’t think you want to. Let’s go to Shalisa’s, and we’ll figure out what to do.”


With her chin on Marlene’s shoulder, Pam watched the medical personnel lift Dave’s body onto the stretcher. Nancy and Shalisa squeezed forward, embracing their friend as best they could. Marlene whispered into Pam’s ear, “Tell me what happened.”


Pam tightened her grip and recounted how Hank had found Dave under their garage door. Marlene stiffened, then stopped crying mid-sob. She pushed herself away from Pam and sat straight. Her head tilted, she dropped the tissue from her face, narrowed her eyes, and said, “Are you fucking kidding me?”


Pam shook her head.


Marlene peered at Pam, glanced toward her house, then back at Pam, and gave a short, jarring guffaw. The girlfriends’ eyes darted to one another. Marlene covered her face and though Pam feared she’d begun to sob uncontrollably, when Marlene finally dropped her hands to her lap and leaned back against the headrest, the women were all shocked to see Marlene was laughing. Hard—as if she was watching Robin Williams do standup. They exchanged uneasy glances, unsure how to help, and waited while Marlene slowly settled into a soft chortle. Finally, she took a big breath, blotted her cheeks, leaned forward to redirect the air-conditioning vent to blow directly on her face, and tucked her tissue in the edge of her bra. After a moment she shook her head and said, “Let’s go. But fuck the coffee. I need a scotch.”


Pam didn’t know whether to be worried or relieved by Marlene’s sudden change of gears, but she was anxious to get out of there, and she eased her van into the street. The coroner’s vehicle pulled out ahead and Pam braked to give it distance, cringing at her timing. She reached over to squeeze Marlene’s hand.


Marlene’s gaze fell on the vehicle carrying her husband, taking him, for the last time, away from the home where they’d raised their three little girls. From the front lawn where he’d posed with each of his daughters on their wedding days.


Marlene squeezed Pam’s hand back, then looked down her driveway at the garage door that killed her husband of thirty years and said, “I hope his last thought was, Marlene was right.”









Three


Funeral Sandwiches


Look at her. It’s like she was made for this.” Nancy nudged Pam with her elbow and nodded toward Marlene.


“What?” Shalisa asked. “Widowhood?”


Nancy nodded. “Not to be insensitive, but have you ever seen Marlene look better?”


The trio formed a tight circle, each holding a small plate of triangle sandwiches, and watched their friend, flanked by her three daughters, greet mourners in the receiving line. Marlene looked like a movie star’s widow. Her long, blond hair softly framed her face, and a demure smile showed beneath a black fingertip veil. A sleeveless black shift skimmed over her sheer pantyhose above high heels.


Pam had to agree. “She’s practically glowing. Do you think she had her makeup done?”


Nancy said, “She must have got extensions. Her hair wasn’t that long. Was it?”


Shalisa added, “That dress is new. I bet she’s wearing a double set of Spanx. Looks fabulous on her.”


As word of Dave’s death had spread, Marlene’s family had swooped in, and while initially Pam, Nancy, and Shalisa had been in the periphery organizing airport pickups, receiving flower deliveries, and heating up casseroles, on the third day they had retreated to their own homes to leave Marlene and her relatives to await the coroner’s official report and plan Dave’s funeral.


As expected, given the tragic circumstances, it took a couple of days to confirm Dave had died “an unnatural death resulting from an inadvertent chance happening.” In other words, a horrific accident. Dave’s female relatives bemoaned what a shame it was for Dave to have a closed-casket funeral; he was such a handsome man with an exceptionally full head of hair—they’d have loved a goodbye peek. Following the service his family and friends gathered in a casino reception room Hank had arranged: a courtesy offered to employees’ families so they have one less thing to worry about during their time of loss.


As car doors had slammed shut in the church parking lot, two black limousines had carried the new widow, her three daughters, and their husbands the ten city blocks to the modern structure that towered over the water’s edge: the area’s sole casino, cornerstone of its bustling tourism industry and anchor to the adjacent one-hundred-room hotel and its conference facility; the complex dominated the shoreline.


One after another, vehicles had pulled to a stop at the circular driveway, dropping mourners off to climb the ten steps to the casino’s steel-and-glass-canopied entrance. In the center of the circle, the flag was lowered out of respect for Dave, its fallen employee. It flapped in the salty breeze that blew off the Atlantic.


Pam had known Hank and Larry would already be inside, having raced to Hank’s car as soon as the hearse departed for the crematorium. As the casino’s director of operations, Hank wanted to arrive first to ensure the details had been taken care of. Andre had driven the women with Shalisa in the passenger seat, and Pam and Nancy in the rear. He had parked in the far parking lot, saying the walk would do them good and they could get their steps in. Nancy had opened her mouth to protest, but Shalisa’s head shake had let her know it wasn’t a battle worth fighting.


Once inside they had navigated the clusters of tourists in their crisp khakis and the locals in their dark denim. They had made their way through the cacophony of whirring video slot machines, past the quiet click-click-click of roulette wheels, and beyond the soft snap of dice bouncing on felted tables, to the escalators where discreet signage had directed them to Dave’s reception on the third floor.


There was a good turnout.


Dave’s death came at the optimum age for funeral attendance. Young enough that his family and friends hadn’t died off ahead of him, and old enough that his daughters’ friends had the good manners to be present. Some brought a plus-one.


On occasions like this, Pam missed her daughter, but the cost of air travel kept Claire in New Zealand, on the other side of the world. Pam shifted her gaze to admire Marlene and her daughters. They stood in front of a wall of flowers flanking a poster-size photo of Dave, propped on an easel. Projection screens were dropped down along both ends of the room, and snapshots of Dave’s life changed every five seconds. Pam was trying to catch the photos that they’d contributed of Dave with their group of friends, starting years ago at kids’ soccer games, then moving to fishing on Hank’s boat, hanging out in each other’s backyards and family rooms, Christmas parties, New Year’s, cottage vacations—but where were their pictures?


Across the bright, primary-colored mosaic carpet, a buffet table ran along the side of the room, anchored at one end by a coffee station and the other by a bar. Scattered in between, tiered trays were layered with sandwiches, crudités, and dessert squares. The women watched Shalisa’s husband, Andre, hike up his suit pants, pick up a plate, and travel down the table straight to the vegetable tray.


“That fucker.” Shalisa scowled.


Shalisa’s sharp reaction to her husband selecting a few carrot sticks jolted Pam. “What do you mean?”


“I think he could be having an affair.”


“Who? Andre?!” Pam and Nancy simultaneously snapped their attention back to the tall man with the tight Afro. Dressed in shirtsleeves, his tie loosened, he used plastic tongs to transfer individual grapes to his plate. One rolled to the ground, and he looked around before he toed it under the long, white linen tablecloth with his shiny black loafer.


Pam wasn’t sure which was more surprising to her now: that Dave Brand’s handsome face had been crushed by his garage door, or that crotchety Andre Murphy had found someone to fool around with. She asked, “What makes you think that?”


Shalisa narrowed her eyes. “He skipped the funeral sandwiches.”


Nancy and Pam gasped. In the thirty years the couples had been palling around they’d attended enough of these kinds of events together to know Andre loved a good funeral sandwich. Although usually focused on having a healthy diet, to Andre, funeral sandwiches were a big deal, so he allowed himself this indulgence to offset whatever grief he was going through. His go-to was the squishy, white-bread triangle stuffed with egg salad, not too heavy on the mayo or onions. He appreciated the surprise of a bit of gherkin pickle and a light skim of salted butter. He didn’t mind tuna fish if it was done right. But according to Andre, chicken salad elevated any funeral. Finished off with a chewy brownie—not cakey—and Andre’s mourning menu was made.


Shalisa kept her eyes on him. “He’s always watched his diet, but now he’s ramped it up. You saw how he is about his steps. He’s downloaded a calorie app, and I found a gym brochure in the car.”


“Ah.” Pam considered this. “Maybe he’s trying to improve himself.”


Shalisa raised her eyebrows at Pam. They watched Andre replace the tongs and scratch his ass.


Nancy chuckled. “Who’s the lucky gal?” She caught herself. “Sorry, Shalisa.” She cleared her throat and reframed her question. “Who do you think he’s seeing?”


Shalisa shrugged. “I don’t think anyone yet. I think he’s still planning—” Her train of thought was interrupted by movement at the entrance, and she pivoted her attention. “Ugh.”


Nancy followed Shalisa’s line of sight and echoed the sentiment. “Uh-oh.”


Pam joined them. “Fuck me.”


Sabrina Cuomo stood framed by the reception room doorway. The cool mom who had one-upped them throughout their kids’ school years; the first mom to have an Elf on the Shelf and bento lunch boxes. Sabrina wafted into the room, almost in slow motion. Perfect from the tip of her wide-brimmed hat to the toes of her peekaboo slingbacks. A Chanel bag dangled from her shoulder. She could have been holding a negroni sbagliato made with prosecco, and it wouldn’t have looked out of place.


Without a word, Pam, Nancy, and Shalisa shuffled en masse five steps to the right and cowered behind a group of tall, dark-suited men. Nancy peeked around the shoulder of one. “She’s scanning the room.”


“We should be okay. She’ll find somebody better than us. She usually does,” Shalisa said.


“I’m not so sure.” Nancy looked around. “It’s mostly Dave’s golf pals right now. Uh-oh. She spotted me. She’s headed this way.”


“Don’t make eye contact. Pick up some dishes. Pretend you’re helping,” Pam said.


Nancy reached for Pam’s plate, but Pam wasn’t about to let her off the hook and held on tight. Nancy looked Pam directly in her eye and pulled harder. Pam wasn’t giving up. “It was my idea,” she hissed through clenched teeth.


“Bonjour, mes amies.” And Sabrina was upon them.


Begrudgingly, Pam released her plate, and Nancy scooted toward the kitchen while Shalisa headed to the buffet table and elbowed past the startled waitstaff to straighten the cutlery.


Pam, abandoned, tightened her smile. “Been to France, have you, Sabrina?”


Sabrina scanned the room beyond Pam’s shoulder. “Just got back. I told my husband, I bet we’ll see Pam and the girls at the funeral. So sorry for your loss.” Conversations with Sabrina were transitory, lasting only as long as it took her to find someone better. The pickings must have been slim, because she started another sentence. “I haven’t seen any of you in ages. Now that Gene is retired, we spend most of the year in Europe.”


“Mmm, mmm.” Pam mirrored Sabrina’s rudeness by watching Dave’s slideshow over her shoulder, feeling some disquiet, but unsure why.


And then, without warning, Sabrina threw her sucker punch. “When are you retiring, Pam?”


Pam swallowed. Then pasted a smile on her face and hoped a flush didn’t creep up her neck. Whenever someone asked when she and Hank were retiring—a way of combining man, you got old and how successful were you? into one socially acceptable question—Pam struggled to answer. She found it downright humiliating that she’d worked her entire adult life but couldn’t afford to retire. Not now, not in five years, and most likely never. So she did the only thing she could in the situation—she lied. “Oh, we’re in no hurry. Hank and I love our jobs.”


Pam hated her job. She didn’t know how Hank felt about his anymore, and she didn’t care. Since he had lost their life savings in that misguided investment five years ago, they’d stopped talking about their work. Full disclosure, they’d stopped talking about most things. Just like Marlene and Dave had. And Larry and Nancy. And Andre and Shalisa. Pam’s only solace in the ongoing shame was that misery loves company, and at least her closest friends were in the same, leaky financial boat. All victims of Hank’s bad advice. Pam didn’t like to dwell on it too much, lest she spiral into guilt and despair. So she’d pulled up her pantyhose and resigned herself to remaining a secretary at Dutton Realty until she died. Under the guise of inclusivity, she had spearheaded the campaign to ensure the office was wheelchair accessible so she’d always be able to get to her desk.


“I recall you were a secretary?” Sabrina wrinkled her nose.


“Oh, Sabrina, you have such an awesome memory.” Pam wrinkled her nose back, then cast her eyes to the screen in time to see photos of Dave and his family and then his soccer friends flash by. She wanted to tell Sabrina she recalled she leeched off her husband, who one day suddenly seemed to have inexplicably made a killing in an investment, but Pam bit her tongue, fully self-aware she would have been happy to leach off Hank if he’d been leechable. But Hank could barely support himself. That’s what happens when you live beyond your means—it catches up with you when you get old. An image of Dave holding golf clubs filled the screen.


Pam had to get away from Sabrina before she said something she might regret. She made an excuse. “I need to check on Marlene—au revoir.” But Pam really wanted to find Nancy and Shalisa because something was rubbing her the wrong way, even more than Sabrina.


And now she knew what it was.


A few days earlier, Marlene’s daughters had called to say they were putting together a slideshow of their dad’s life and asked for shots of the eight friends from over the years. Now, as sunny scenes of Dave’s past flashed on the screens, Pam had watched the complete cycle, but where were their photos? She found Shalisa in the kitchen, halfway through a piece of pie.


“You can come out now.” Pam waved from the door. “Sabrina found another victim.”


Shalisa forked a bite into her mouth and looked for a place to discard her plate. Pam let the door close behind her and turned in time to catch Nancy making her way across the room toward her son, Paul, standing in a circle of young people. Always a great kid, he was over thirty now and dressed in a smart suit and tan leather shoes. He was well groomed with close-cropped hair and a smooth shave. His face brightened when he spotted his mom. He broke away from his friends and Nancy flung her arms around him.


Shalisa joined Pam. “What’s with Nancy and Paul? She’s hugging him as though he’s just back from a tour of duty.”


Pam answered, still watching Nancy and Paul, “I was thinking the same thing. Maybe it’s just grief. Oh. Here comes Larry. Wonder if he’ll join their hugathon.”


Larry Clooney turned into the room and stopped at the entrance, his feet splayed, shoulders back, hands in his pockets, probably rattling his change in that annoying habit of his. Pam had to admit Larry had aged relatively well. Although his hair had grayed, his jawline was still crisp, and there was only the suggestion of a paunch above his belt. But he looked lonely, standing there, surveying the room without Hank, Dave, or Andre by his side. Pam saw Larry’s eyes land on his wife and son embracing, and he took a half step forward, then stopped, spun around, and left.


Pam said, “Wonder what that’s about.”


Shalisa drew Pam’s attention to the other side of the room. “Who’s Sabrina talking to now?” She nodded toward the coffee bar, where their former mom-pal held a cup and saucer and loomed over a diminutive woman in sky-high heels.


Pam answered, “She’s cornered Padma.”


“That’s Padma?”


“Where’s Padma?” Nancy asked as she joined them.


Pam gestured to where Sabrina was chattering away to Padma Singh, Hank’s new boss and the casino’s president of operations. She’d arrived from the head office in Mumbai two months earlier. The young woman in her late twenties tucked her long, dark, glistening hair behind her ears, which were heavy with chunky diamond studs.


“I thought she’d be taller,” Nancy said.


Pam frowned. “Why would you think that?”


“Everything you said about her. Being so powerful and all. You know. Sketchy, crime boss billionaire mom, MBA, climbing the corporate ladder, coming here to prepare for the big-time casinos in India. I just thought she’d be . . . taller.” Nancy shrugged.


Shalisa said, “She wishes she were tall. Why else wear those heels? Look at how she keeps shifting her weight. Her feet are killing her.”


Nancy nudged Pam with her elbow. “Have you met her?”


“No, but I want to. As soon as she ditches Sabrina, I’ll say hello.” Pam turned away to study the screen, her eyes flitting back to keep track of Padma. “Hey. Have you seen any of our photos yet? Any of Dave with us?”


Shalisa shook her head, and Nancy frowned. “Now that you mention it, not a one.”


“Huh,” Shalisa said. “I wonder if our file was corrupted. But you’d think the girls would have said something.”


“Hmm, maybe. Oh! Padma escaped. I’ll be right back.” Pam thrust her glass into Nancy’s chest and moved to intercept Hank’s boss as she teetered toward the door. “Padma! Padma! Hi. I just wanted to say hello.”


The woman stopped and turned. Pam’s stomach flipped. She knew that look. As Pam closed the distance between them, Padma’s cool eyes and frozen smile made Pam painfully aware of the one-inch swath of gray that cut a path along her roots. Pam straightened as Padma’s gaze traveled down her body, tallying Pam’s clearance-rack dress, outlet-mall purse, and ten-year-old funeral shoes. Pam could see the moment Padma was satisfied that her left earring cost more than Pam’s whole outfit, and probably everything in her closet, as the young woman’s smile widened uncomfortably to reveal straight bottom teeth, and Pam knew she wouldn’t be grabbing coffee with Hank’s new boss anytime soon. But Padma was now the gatekeeper to her husband’s much-needed income, so Pam extended her hand. “I’m Pam Montgomery. Hank’s wife.” She couldn’t help herself and edged a little closer than necessary, towering over Padma’s petite figure.


Padma craned her neck to greet her, then asked, “Do you come to all the employee funerals?”


“What? No!” Didn’t Padma know Hank was best friends with Dave? Admittedly, no one watching the slideshow would think she and Hank even existed in Dave’s life. “Oh, no. Hank and I—”


“There you are!” Hank inserted himself in between them and put his arm around Pam’s shoulder. Pam jumped and glanced at Hank. Where had he been since the service and why was he suddenly touching her? His fingers felt strange against her bare upper arm and his shirt was damp. Despite the air-conditioning, beads of sweat dotted his forehead. Was he okay? Pam didn’t pay much attention to him anymore, but could he have morphed into a candidate for a heart attack? He was out of breath, as though he’d run to get here. He looked from one woman to the other. “Sorry to interrupt, but Padma, something has come up out front.” Hank released his grip on Pam and started toward the door in step with his boss.


Pam watched them go. What the fuck? As weird as Hank had been in the five years since he’d ruined their retirement plans, he’d ramped things up tenfold since Dave’s accident. But Pam had read that grief was unpredictable.


Pam turned away and was considering whether she should fill up on more funeral sandwiches so she wouldn’t have to worry about dinner, when Nancy and Shalisa fell in beside her. Shalisa said, “You’re not going to believe this.”


“Believe what?” Pam said. Her eyes found Marlene, still in her funeral veil.


Shalisa whispered, “Marlene is moving.”


Pam squeezed her eyes closed. That was fast. Her poor, poor friend. Her husband was barely gone and already she was being forced into a dreary, basement granny flat at one of her daughters’ homes. Pam would support her. She’d go see her and invite her back to visit. She braced herself for the details. “Which daughter is she moving in with?”


“Oh, she’s not moving in with a daughter.” Nancy beamed. “She bought a condo in Boca Raton. Marlene’s moving to Florida.”


Pam swung around to face her friends. “Boca Raton! How the fuck can she afford that?”









Four


No Harm Done


While his wife had chatted with Sabrina Cuomo at the funeral reception on the third floor, Hank had leaned back in his office chair and wished it would all go away—his debts, their marriage troubles, Dave’s murder.


They were only a few weeks from the finish line. Saturday night was the happiest any of them had felt in the last five years. Dave had been joking and smiling—almost his old self. He might have even been getting laid again. Hank forgot to ask him about that when they were fishing, and now he’d never get the chance. What Hank would give to see those girly dimples sitting across from him right now. It had been good to see Dave smile again.


Then this had to happen.


Hank knew who killed Dave. Or more precisely, who ordered the hit. At least, he was pretty sure he did. His best-case scenario was they thought Dave had acted alone, they’d killed him quickly, and they were done. His worst-case scenario was they knew there were accomplices and they’d tortured Dave to get Hank, Larry, and Andre’s names out of him before they shot him and crushed his head under his garage door. The guys had held their breath and waited for two things to happen.


First, for the coroner to find the bullet and the subsequent police investigation to erupt. But that hadn’t happened. Then Hank realized—when you see a head that bashed in, you don’t look for another cause of death. And so far, it seemed he was right. After all, who would want to kill Dave Brand? As far as anyone knew he was merely a low-level casino tech and a lousy golfer.


And the other thing that had Hank popping Tylenol and chewing Tums was expecting a deadly knock on his door from the same guys who’d visited Dave. But that hadn’t happened either. At least not yet. But Hank knew they’d be coming.


If they knew about them.


Despite working at a casino all his adult life, Hank wasn’t much of a gambler. Right then he wasn’t rolling the dice on the probability of any particular scenario and instead was laser focused on keeping them all alive. Even if, by some twisted chance, fortune was smiling on him, and the casino thought Dave had acted alone, they’d still want their money back. So they’d be watching everyone at Dave’s funeral.


It wasn’t over because Dave was dead. It had just started.


Hank had leaned back in his chair, his feet on his desk, his eyes closed, working to control his breathing until Andre had said, “Oh, look. Pam’s talking to Padma.”


Hank had surged forward and scanned the bank of closed-circuit TVs on his office wall. He’d found the feed from the reception room, and there in the bottom corner, his wife had been gabbing away to his boss as though they were standing at a church garden party and not his best pal’s funeral following his violent death.


Hank had jumped up. His chair had flipped over. He’d pushed by Andre, leaning against the wall popping grapes into his mouth, and Larry, sitting in his guest chair scrolling through his phone. He’d flung open his office door, shot them a look, and their eyes had followed him, their jaws hanging open. Hank had raced down the corridor, past the elevators and straight for the stairs. Was he the only one who understood what was going on? Dave would have understood.


What if Andre hadn’t shown Hank the photos before the funeral?


Andre had been working on his laptop when he’d called Hank and Larry over. “Guys. Guys. Come here. You’ve got to see this.”


Hank had been checking on the setup of the casino’s reception room before they headed to the church for Dave’s service. Larry was doing what Larry did best, watching everyone else work. Andre had connected his laptop to the screens, to display the photo show of Dave’s life that his daughters had put together. He had tapped a button and up had flashed a shot of the four of them: Hank, Andre, Larry, and Dave. About twenty years younger, standing side by side on the dock next to Hank’s boat, sun bright on their cheeks, their hair tousled by the summer wind—Hank still had enough hair to tousle back then—each dangling a string of striped bass.


Hank could have almost tasted the light, butter-crisp coating Pam had fried them in. They’d sat around the table in Dave and Marlene’s backyard and as the sun had set, they’d devoured the fillets, cornbread, and salad made with tiny new potatoes, the red skins still on them, and washed it all down with icy beers and salty margaritas. Afterward he and Pam had walked home arm in arm through the quiet streets, under the canopy of the neighborhood’s oak trees. He’d nuzzled her neck and as soon as the babysitter had waved good night from her front steps, three doors down, he’d peeled off Pam’s sundress.


Hank had smiled at the memory. But then he’d remembered where they were. And why.


Hank had pushed down the bile collecting in his throat. “What are you doing, bud?”


Andre slid his bifocals up his nose, unwrapped a low-fat granola bar, took a bite, and pressed a few buttons on his laptop. “Just putting together a stellar photo show to honor our pal Dave.”


Hank yanked the cable from the laptop, and the screen went black. He’d wound it tight around his fingers. Andre looked up, his mouth open, his bite of granola bar sitting unchewed on his tongue, and he eased his chair back a bit. Larry hurried over to join them. Hank looked around the room, made sure the catering staff hadn’t noticed, took a step closer, and kept his voice low. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”


Andre recoiled, pushed the food to his cheek, and asked, “What? What do you mean? It’s a great photo.”


Hank closed his eyes for a moment. “Yes, Andre. It is a great photo. It’s also great proof that I am a fucking good friend of Dave’s. Displayed, front and center, at the fucking casino, where Dave and I work, for the colleagues Dave and I work with—and Padma, my new boss, who probably ordered Dave’s hit—to see. Let me repeat: Are you out of your fucking mind?”


Andre froze. Larry put his hand on Andre’s shoulder. “Andre wasn’t thinking, Hank. Dave’s death has him rattled. It has us all rattled. He’s sorry. Aren’t you, Andre?”


Andre nodded while he chewed and swallowed, then carefully folded the foil around the rest of his granola bar and tucked it in his pocket.


“He’ll delete those photos right now. Won’t you, Andre? All the photos of Dave with any of us. Wives too.” Larry looked at Hank. “No harm done.”


Hank’s eyes darted around the room before he leaned closer, his voice low. “All right. No harm done. But we’ve got to be smart. We have to keep our heads on. Especially now. Padma or whoever did this is looking for Dave’s connections. One slipup, like this, and we’re done. You got it? I mean like garage-door-on-your-head done.”
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Now Hank burst through the stairway door and trotted down the carpeted hall to Dave’s reception. Hot summer sunlight streamed in through the wall of windows overlooking the ocean to his right, and he felt a trickle of sweat dripping down his back into his ass crack. He slowed his steps to regain his breath.


He needed to put Dave’s murder behind him and get back to his A game. When would it end? He’d put out the fire with Andre and the photos only to have this one with Padma and Pam pop up. It was his fault. He should have realized Pam would zero in on Padma and that he’d need to run interference. That was one of the things that had drawn him to his wife all those years ago: the way she would become best pals with anyone in mere minutes. But right now, he had to get Pam away from Padma before she spilled their life story. Or specifically, the part of their life story where he was good friends with the dead guy.


Now was not the time to be connected to Dave Brand.


When Indo-USA Gaming Inc. out of India had taken over the casino six months earlier, Hank and the guys had been worried this new ownership could disrupt the good thing they had going. Hank had poked around the Indian company’s Wikipedia page, where it listed its principal investors in blue font. Hank had clicked through to discover associations with Bollywood—which was great. He had envisioned movie premieres and new entertainment in the lounges. But then he’d clicked another blue word and his color had drained.


He’d landed on the page Organized Crime in India, with subcategories on extortion, smuggling, drug trafficking, kidnapping, and murder. His heartbeat had raced. He’d checked his old emails and found the corporate fiscal statement and randomly googled their listed global subsidiaries’ names. And too often, he found those companies were linked to news alerts about missing persons. Hank had googled those names too and clicked through to articles about middle managers who had mysteriously disappeared. He’d poured himself a scotch as he read about the ones who were found alive days later, unable to recall precisely what had happened to them. Then he’d refilled his glass with a shaky hand as he’d scrolled through accounts of others who had turned up dismembered and beheaded. Some hanging from a bridge. Goosebumps had rippled up his arms as he’d clicked on link after link. And then he’d realized he was doing all this searching on a company-owned computer. He’d slammed his laptop shut. He knew all he needed to know. He knew if they got caught now, they would upset some nasty people. The type of people who didn’t get mad. The type who got even.


So they couldn’t get caught. They’d briefly suspended their operation while Hank was vigilant, looking for any change in casino procedure or protocol. Anything that might alter the casino’s checks and balances and potentially expose them. But everything remained status quo, and they’d voted to proceed cautiously with the plan, grateful they were almost finished. When Padma arrived, Hank had watched her and finally determined that while she was ambitious, she wasn’t a threat—she was more concerned with the casino’s color palettes than its profits.


But now Hank realized he may have been wrong about that. Or not. That was the problem. He didn’t know.


What he did know was, when Dave was killed, they were twelve weeks from their ten-million-dollar goal. With Dave gone, they had to pull the plug. Now they had to focus on staying alive while they assessed the threat. Since it may have been Padma who unleashed the hounds on Dave, Hank had to keep her off his scent a while longer. Which meant Padma couldn’t be talking to Pam.


Hank had wiped his forehead with his sleeve before he had rounded the corner into the reception room.


“There you are!”









Five


They All Do


Used to be when Pam Montgomery thought of her life, it was cleaved into two sections—before and after. Before her parents passed away and after. These days, she tried not to think about the big picture of her life much, but when those thoughts did creep in, her before and after signposts had shifted. Now her life was compartmentalized as: before Hank lost their savings and after. Before, when she didn’t clip coupons and could afford Netflix. And after, when she moved to the shitty, rented townhouse a few blocks east of her friends and left the beautiful home where she’d raised her daughter.


Most people in the neighborhood had been to Pam and Hank’s house on Glendale Avenue at one time or another. Families, for pool parties; girlfriends, to nestle into Pam’s comfy sectional before her wood-burning fireplace and watch a Christmas movie, voting between Love Actually, White Christmas, or The Holiday; or couples, for her and Hank’s annual New Year’s bash. When the for-sale sign had gone up on her front lawn, so had Pam’s wall of lies—we’re downsizing, the yard’s too big, we want to simplify our lives.


They’d sold the sectional and her grandmother’s table—there was no dining room in the townhouse—and gone were the king-size bed and pool table. They’d shoehorned the den furniture into the living room and the guest queen bed into the primary. Pam attempted to squeeze her kitchen table into the breakfast nook, but finally sold it on Facebook Marketplace and found a replacement for twenty-five dollars. She tried to look on the bright side—she no longer had to worry about pool toys or Christmas decor for the mantel she no longer had. The new place was near their old neighborhood, so she shopped at the same grocery store, filled up at the same gas station, and was still minutes from her best friends.


These days Marlene, Shalisa, Nancy, and their husbands were the only guests who regularly traipsed over Pam’s worn linoleum kitchen floor. Pam didn’t have to keep up appearances with them.


She expected the girls for coffee that morning—a chance to regroup after Dave’s funeral and find out what the fuck was going on with Marlene. Pam was straightening up. She still had her pride, after all, and there was no extra cost attached to keeping a tidy home. In her before life, she stashed all the crap associated with household comings and goings in her mudroom, but in her after, in the rented townhouse, everyone came and went through the front door. Pam stood at the base of the stairs with her hands on her hips and grunted in disgust as she scanned Hank’s shoes.


When Pam first met Hank, he was living with two other guys in a musty, run-down semi-detached in the downtown core, not far from the college. The house was so bad that when they had donated their sofa to their local Goodwill, it was declined. The guys had left it at the curb thinking someone would want it—no one had. In that god-awful, gross house, the roommates had lined their shoes up along their front entry wall as though they were trophies on a shelf. When Pam and Hank had moved in together, she’d been quick to kibosh that habit. “Use the closet. That’s what it’s there for,” she’d said. Pam found her peace in a clutter-free home, and to keep her happy, Hank had played by her rules.


But that morning, seven pairs of Hank’s shoes lay where he’d kicked them off—runners, flip-flops, golf shoes, two pairs of loafers, deck shoes, dress shoes. And even worse, five pairs of dirty socks were strewn about. Her stomach roiled at the sight of them. Who does that? Just strips off sweaty socks at the door and leaves them there to dry and curl. Why? Why, Hank? But Pam knew. The pile of shoes and socks was another “fuck you, Pam.”


Pam opened the closet door and tossed in a flip-flop. The next one went in a little harder. By the time the last shoe bounced off the back of the closet wall, Pam was sweating.


“Fuck you back, Hank.”
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“It was a beautiful service.” Shalisa threw her arms around Marlene a while later as they gathered on Pam’s back patio. “Dave would have been happy to know he had such a great turnout. He did love a party.”


“He’d have liked it better if there was dancing. Nothing could keep that man off the dance floor. But it was good for the girls to see how people loved their dad.” Marlene pulled out a chair on the shady side of the table while they waited for Nancy.


But Pam had no patience. “So, what the fuck, Marlene? You’re moving to Boca Raton?”


After Shalisa and Nancy had dropped that bombshell at the funeral, Pam had been dying to get the deets, but Marlene had been in a constant swirl of people; everyone wanted a moment with the widow. When they were finally alone, Marlene had said she’d be over the next morning to fill them in, and Pam had been further puzzled, because when Marlene had squeezed her goodbye, she’d seemed almost giddy with excitement. Not deflated with grief.


Pam hadn’t known what to expect when Marlene let herself in the front door and breezed into her kitchen, but she had to admit she was a touch surprised to see the new widow arrive in full makeup with her hair lightly teased into a flattering bun, wearing heels and a crisp sundress. Not her typical ponytail, shorts, and flip-flops. She had brandished a box of French macarons—from Sabrina Cuomo’s gift basket, she’d gushed—and a bottle of chilled champagne she’d picked up on her way over—her treat. Hardly what Pam had expected of a grieving widow, even one who’d spent the past five years being pissed off at her husband. Although Pam had read enough about grief to know not to judge, she was pretty sure she could judge this.


Nancy, perpetually running late, finally called a greeting from the front door, and Marlene bounced in her seat and pointed to the champagne. “Open it, open it, Pam. Shalisa, get some glasses.”


Nancy came outside through the patio door and carefully stepped around Pam’s lounging, middle-aged rescue dog, Elmer, who lifted his head a couple of inches and thumped his tail twice in greeting.


Once they were all seated around the same table where they’d last been together with Dave, with the inappropriate bubbly before them, Marlene started. “Oh, it’s such a relief to be away from all that family.” She slumped with a mopey face, then straightened and smiled. “Finally! I can be myself.” Marlene picked up her glass and wiggled in her chair. “Cheers!”


Pam, Nancy, and Shalisa exchanged brief glances and offered their champagne in a half-hearted toast, a bit uncomfortable to seemingly be celebrating Dave’s death. Marlene was already topping up her glass when Elmer launched himself from the patio and tore across the small patch of grass toward the scraggly line of bushes along the rear fence. Startled, Marlene jarred the bottle, spilling some bubbly on the table. She laughed. “I didn’t know Elmer could move that fast.”


“Fast?” Shalisa said. “I didn’t know he could move.”


“Must have seen a rabbit,” Pam explained. “I think that’s why he’s called Elmer. You know, Elmer Fudd.”


“He chases rabbits?” Nancy was surprised. “What’s he do when he catches them?”


“Oh, he never catches them. Look at him.”


They turned to watch Elmer waddle back across the lawn and collapse on his side, chest heaving, on a shady spot of the cement. A few months earlier, Pam’s coworker had appealed for an emergency foster home for this scruffy dog they guessed was around eight years old. He’d been spotted scavenging in the streets for weeks before he was caught and brought in to the shelter. No one was adopting him. None of his parts matched. He had a long body and short legs. Most of his fur was a wiry, tawny color but his ears were a silky silver and black.


“Why does his tongue hang out like that?” Shalisa asked.


“He’s missing teeth on that side so there’s nothing to hold it in.”


He’d arrived with several broken teeth and after the shelter had them extracted, he’d needed a home where he could convalesce. Pam had reluctantly agreed to foster him. After all, it was only for six weeks, and she could use the companionship at home, because she sure wasn’t getting any from Hank. By the time Elmer was well enough to return to the shelter, Pam had grown used to waking and finding him quietly waiting for her beside her bed. Or by the door to be let out. Or on the other side, to be let in. He never made a noise, and he didn’t need attention. You could tell someone had loved him once, and now it was Pam’s turn. And it was nice to love again.


Pam turned back to Marlene. “Okay. Spill.”


Marlene took another swig, set her glass down on the table, and leaned back. “Well. Did you see that man I was talking to at the funeral? Tall, gray haired, and in a suit?” There tend to be a lot of tall, gray-haired men in suits at funerals, so Pam wasn’t sure who Marlene was talking about, but she nodded anyway, and Marlene continued. “He’s Dave’s insurance agent. Who knew he had one of those? I didn’t, that’s for sure. Anyway, he came to see me a few days ago. He sat at my kitchen table, opened his briefcase, pulled out a folder, and told me—get this—little ol’ Dave, the slot machine tech, was insured to the teeth. Do you believe it?”


No. Pam didn’t believe it at all. Dave never seemed to think about anything beyond where his next beer would come from. Although Hank claimed Dave was a mechanical whiz, often tuning up something on Hank’s boat, Pam personally had never seen evidence of an aptitude in anything besides having charm and good rhythm. Pam took a moment to relish the memory of being led around a dance floor by Dave. Hank wouldn’t dance anymore, and Pam missed it. Even if she could somehow cajole him to the floor, they never dipped or spun at the same time. But dancing with Dave was like being Uma Thurman to his John Travolta.


“What do you mean, ‘insured to the teeth’?” Pam asked.


“Dave had the maximum employee insurance at the casino—four times his salary.”


Pam did a quick calculation and thought that was probably between two and three hundred grand. Respectable, but not life-changing.


Marlene was counting off her fingers. “And, he had our mortgage and our second mortgage insured, so they’re gone. Poof! Bye-bye. I own my house. Outright. Do you believe it?” Pam’s eyes were wide. “And he had insurance on our credit cards, so those debts are gone too. And on top of those, you’ll never guess what else this guy had to say.”


Marlene often did that: say “you’ll never guess” and wait until someone answered.


There was a pause, and finally, Shalisa said, “What else did he have to say, Marlene?”


Marlene squirmed with excitement. “Well, the guy in my kitchen said, Dave had another policy. Another one. For a flat one million dollars! They’re depositing that—a million bucks—in my bank account—tomorrow!” She threw her arms in the air as though she had just landed a standing backflip at the Olympics.


Her friends looked at her, their mouths slightly open, but no words came out.


Marlene picked up her glass and continued, “It’s no wonder we never had enough money, with him paying all those insurance premiums. It’s almost as though he knew something bad was gonna happen to him. And it gets better. The casino’s HR department called me, and it turns out Dave also gets a pension from the casino. He’d been paying as much as he could into the plan and I get that too. So, look at me. Do you recognize me? I’m your friend . . . the rich bitch.” Marlene threw her head back, laughed, then took a swig of her champagne, and choked a bit as she swallowed.


Shalisa and Nancy sat still. Pam toyed with the stem of her champagne flute and watched the bubbles scramble upward for air and release. And just like them, Marlene’s money problems were gone.


Marlene said, “So this morning I quit my job. I went in, and everyone was all nice and so sympathetic. They said, ‘Oh, Marlene, take as much time as you need. Don’t feel you have to rush back.’ And I said, ‘Rush back? I’m never coming back. Love you all, but this chick is outta here.’ My sister, in Boca Raton, told me there’s a nice condo on her golf course that just came up for sale. She sent me pictures. You should see the garage! It’s spotless. All kinds of organization units on the walls. A hook for every tool. And an automatic door opener! I told her, tell the agent it’s sold. I paid the asking price. It closes in two weeks. I’m flying down tomorrow to see it and start things rolling.” Marlene looked around at the stunned faces. “Oh! You guys will visit. I’ll pay for your flights. It’ll be my treat for all your birthdays. It’s four bedrooms, you each have your own room. You can come live with me. We’ll be like the Golden Girls!”


Pam knew they all saw themselves as Blanche, the sexy one. Pam just didn’t want to be relegated to being Sophia and have to carry her purse everywhere. And she wanted to be happy for Marlene. She knew she should be. She’d held a sobbing Marlene in her arms when the guys had confessed their investment had crashed and they’d lost everything. The couples’ dreams of sunny, side-by-side retirement condos had been dashed. But the only comfort Pam had was knowing she wasn’t alone. Misery loves company, and with Marlene’s windfall, Pam now had one less companion. Come winter Marlene would be sweeping sand off her lanai and Pam would be sprinkling salt on her icy, northeastern front step. Heck, just weeks from now Marlene would be tracking the sun over the pool in Boca Raton and Pam would still be tracking the Dutton Realty photocopier light left, then right, then snapping back. Pam looked at Nancy, who would still be shelving books at the library, and Shalisa, who’d still be wiping people’s chins as a nurse’s aide. Marlene continued talking, and something she said perked up Pam’s ears.


“. . . they all do. Hank, Larry, and Andre.”


“What?” Pam asked. “What do ‘they all do’?”


Marlene drained her champagne glass. She pulled her chair closer and leaned her face near to Pam’s, and said, “They all have one-million-dollar life insurance policies.” She straightened.


“How would you know that?” Pam never paid attention to finances; she left it all to Hank, which was probably one reason they were in such a mess. But surely, if Hank had that kind of life insurance coverage, he would have said something.


Marlene refilled her champagne glass. “When Steve, that’s Dave’s life insurance guy, when he went to the washroom I peeked inside his briefcase.” No one feigned surprise; they would have done the same thing. “And he had a letter with all their names. Like, they called him for a joint consultation. So you guys have the same deal. We could all move to Boca Raton!”


That thought hung in the air for a moment, and then Shalisa said, “Except for one minor detail.”


Marlene tilted her head and raised her eyebrows.


Nancy finished the thought. “Our husbands aren’t dead.”


Shalisa picked up her glass and took a sip before adding, “Yet.”


[image: ]



After Marlene had bombarded them with her tornado of a to-do list and they’d arranged to drive her to the airport the following morning, she’d rushed off to meet with the real estate agent about selling her house, leaving Pam, Shalisa, and Nancy to finish the champagne. Since they’d all taken a personal day, thinking Marlene would need their support after her family left—ha, so much for that thought—once the bubbly was drained, Pam opened a bottle of wine. She speculated their taste buds had been dulled enough by the expensive champagne that a screw-top pinot grigio could ride its coattails, and she topped up their glasses.
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