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			“When all your desires are distilled you will cast just two votes – to love more and to be happy.” – Hafiz (Sufi Mystic)

		
			 

		
			“The fact that an opinion has been widely held is no evidence whatsoever that it is not utterly absurd; indeed in view of the silliness of the majority of mankind, a widespread belief is more likely to be foolish than sensible.” – Bertrand Russell

		
			 

		
			 

		
			 

		
			 

		
			 

		
			After great pain, a formal feeling comes –

		
			The Nerves sit ceremonious, like Tombs –

		
			The stiff Heart questions was it He, that bore,

		
			And Yesterday, or Centuries before?

		
			 

		
			The Feet, mechanical, go round –

		
			Of Ground, or Air, or Ought –

		
			A Wooden way

		
			Regardless grown,

		
			A Quartz contentment, like a stone

		
			 

		
			This is the Hour of Lead –

		
			Remembered, if outlived,

		
			As Freezing persons, recollect the Snow –

		
			First – Chill – then Stupor – then the letting go

		
			 

		
			– Emily Dickinson
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	I dedicate this book to my husband, David, who tirelessly went above and beyond in his support of this book. I could not have done it without you, babe. I love you with all my heart.


	And to my late father, George Marshall Dewey, whose conservative suit belied his more open-minded beliefs.


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	This story is completely fictional and any resemblance to the characters mentioned in this book or their business practices is purely coincidental.


	And Betty says, “Anyone who tells you differently is sadly misinformed.”


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	It was Saturday, May 1st, 2010 and everything was exactly the way it had always been…
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				People only see what they are shown 

			and believe the tale they are sold.

			
			

			
			

			Everything was perfect. 

			Well, okay, as close to perfect as Betty Craven could conceive. And that was always above and beyond what the average person ever achieved. But as Betty so often lectured herself, perfection was an elusive bitch; just when she thought she’d manipulated all the pieces into place, some goddamned force of nature with a chaotic agenda took control, vanquishing her precise plans. Perfection wasn’t easy, but it was what kept Betty motivated. Sure, it also kept her jaw unusually tight and even popping at times from the extreme tension. And that neck pain that often paralyzed her range of motion? Yes, that was also a health casualty in her quest for excellence. Oh, and the syncopated flutter that occasionally rose up in her right inner ear that not a single doctor could diagnose, except for citing “stress” as a factor? Yes, that too was just another consequence of what it took to be Betty Craven. 

			But no one saw the struggle under the polished veneer. People only see what they are shown and believe the tale they are sold. Her dearest, closest friends admired her strength and willpower. She was solid and dependable, but she was also beautiful. A former beauty queen with classic features, Betty’s curvaceous, five-foot-ten-inch frame was envied by other women, who suffered silently as they stood within her stunning orbit. Her hips, sculpted by gourmet cuisine and decadent desserts, were in suitable proportion to her voluptuous breasts that she reined in with custom brassieres. To Betty, exercise was not about cavorting on gym equipment; rather, exercise was a rousing few hours of weeding and digging in her prize-winning garden. 

			At the age of fifty-eight, she carried herself well. Her blond hair – touched up every twenty-eight days like clockwork – was the same shade as on the day she stood on the stage in the middle of the football field and was crowned Homecoming Queen of Spring Woods High School in Houston, Texas. The same, suitable coif adorned her smiling face on that perfect June day in 1974 when she married Frank Craven, her military beau, at the age of twenty-three in Colorado Springs, Colorado. And nary a hair was out of place in the photos six years later, as she held Frank Jr. in her arms and gazed at the camera in an appropriate manner. 

			And now, at this moment, her wavy, blond locks were still flawless as they skimmed just below her porcelain ears with their pearl stud earrings. Except for the infuriating fifteen pounds she couldn’t lose around her waist and stomach, Betty Craven still had that indefinable “it” factor. To anyone who knew her longer than five minutes, Betty was the personification of perfection. She was the woman every other woman wanted to be. 

			And if she could just hold it together for three more hours – just three more goddamn hours – another day would finally expire and she could retreat into the claws of regret and her beleaguered memories. Simmering discontent best described Betty Craven lately. The undercurrent of grief had never abated since the day he died. After a few strong drinks at night, she’d often see him in her dreams. But then she wondered if they were really dreams, or if he was stuck between the worlds and destined to spend eternity navigating the tortuous maze of purgatory. From the moment he passed from this world, her body felt weighted by lead. Betty could keep up a good front, because she’d done it for so damn long. She’d trained her body to move and react with such precision that nobody would ever know the acute disconnect beneath the facade. “The Feet, mechanical, go round,” wrote Emily Dickinson, a favorite of Betty’s. “Of Ground, or Air, or Ought, a wooden way, regardless grown, a quartz contentment, like a stone. This is the Hour of Lead.” Yes, that was an ode to Betty Craven. She closed her eyes and took another anxious breath.

			The doorbell rang. Smoothing her freshly ironed, creamy yellow dress across her hips, she re-adjusted the elbow-length sleeves. If Betty ran the world, no one over the age of forty would be caught dead in a sleeveless dress or shirt. There are things you do and there are things you never do, and dammit, sleeveless numbers are verboten. Betty quickly swept the living room with her steely blue eyes, programmed to root out any un-fluffed pillow, a chocolate candy or delicate cucumber sandwich askew on the hand painted platters, or an errant carpet fiber that had resisted the domination of the vacuum. She adjusted one of the large featured flowers in the vase she’d grown from heirloom seeds in her immaculate garden. It was a magnificent bloom with bold orange and crimson striations. But was it too bold? Betty’s jaw clenched. Did it overpower the presentation? 

			The doorbell rang again, this time with more urgency. They’d all arrived nearly simultaneously, parking their cars in her circular driveway and issuing a penetrating, humming natter outside her spotless cherry-red front door with the spring wreath on it. A wave of apprehension overwhelmed her. Would their expectations be met? Would the food be as impressive as the last get-together she hosted? But far worse, would she fail? Failure wasn’t an unknown visitor in Betty Craven’s house. In fact, failure was sitting thirty-five feet outside the kitchen door, down a short, brick path and slowly decaying in the empty, 600-square-foot, sunny space above her garage.

			And there was always Frankie, her greatest failure.

			Enough! She shook off the chatter in her head, let out a deep, authoritative breath and cheerfully opened the door.
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	“Everything’s fine. No worries at all.


	Have you tried the chocolates?”


	 


	 


	“Welcome!” Betty exclaimed, beaming that trademark pageant smile she still knew how to skillfully manufacture on cue.


	A stream of well-dressed women entered, loudly talking amongst themselves and greeting Betty with effervescence and accolades.


	“Your house looks beautiful!”


	“Oh, look at the table!”


	“What smells so divine?!”


	Betty counted heads, instantly vexed that she hadn’t made enough food. There were twenty-five women, three more than expected. Her gut compressed. Quick. Think. She still had a large pineapple in the refrigerator. Yes, she could cut that up if necessary. Goddamnit, she fumed, why do people show up uninvited and not have the decency to give her advance warning? Spontaneity was fine, as long as it was well-planned in advance.


	But Betty kept smiling like a pro. Judi Hancock, a wiry, fifty-two-year-old high school art teacher, and one of Betty’s three closest friends, strode closer, air-kissing Betty’s cheek. As always, her red, polka-dot-rimmed eyeglasses, strung with a decorative necklace, hung around her neck. “Oh, Betty! You didn’t have to go all out for us. What a spread!”


	“It’s nothing,” Betty assured.


	“Nothing to you, maybe. You always make everything look so easy!” Judi exclaimed.


	Renée Holder brushed against Betty’s back. “A few extra gals asked to come to the meeting,” Renée stated, her tanned, fifty-five-year-old face still rosy from a game of tennis on that May Day afternoon. “It’s such an important issue, and we need to get more people involved, so I knew you’d be on board.”


	“Of course!” Betty replied with an agreeable tilt of her head. “We’ve got to get the word out, don’t we?” Guacamole. That was always filling. She could whip up a bowl of guacamole during the break and serve it with the bag of corn chips she’d stuffed in the back of the pantry. Wait, what was the expiration date on those damn chips? Betty suddenly looked around the room. “Where’s Helen?”


	“Bringing up the rear!” Judi said, pointing to the last few women entering the front door.


	Helen Wheeler steadily made her way into the living room, carefully closing the door behind her. At sixty-nine and widowed for fifteen years, she was the oldest member of Betty’s tribe and the one she could always count on to be the most pessimistic. She moved slowly and ate slowly and listened more than she spoke, but Helen was like an old couch in Betty’s eyes – usually comfortable to be around but always with the possibility of a rusty spring erupting suddenly and catching her off guard. If that rusty spring did poke through Helen’s demeanor though, any rancor was usually subdued. Anger took energy away from Helen’s preoccupation with everything that can, and does, go wrong. Helen didn’t the see the glass half empty. No, it was full all right; full to overflowing with whatever poison could kill you.


	Helen, Judi and Renée may have occasionally gotten on Betty’s nerves, but they were there for her when Frank learned he needed a liver transplant four years ago. They were still there while Betty and Frank waited for the call that never came. And finally, they were an impenetrable force field that stood by her when Frank died thirteen agonizing months after his first diagnosis. Helen, Judi and Renée were three rocks in Betty’s life and cornerstones of her faith in the power of unwavering friendship.


	“Where’s Ronald?” Judi enquired as she secured a seat on the exquisite, rose-colored love seat with the fleur-de-lis pattern.


	“Upstairs on the master bed watching television,” Betty replied, directing a quartet of chattering women to the seats.


	“Animal Planet, no doubt!” Judi exclaimed.


	Betty smiled. She would never force her fourteen-year-old, black and white cat to watch Animal Planet. It was too predictable. Ronald was upstairs at that moment enjoying The Discovery Channel, while classical sonatas played softly in the background.


	Renée nervously waved to Betty from across the room and motioned her to corral the women.


	“Everyone! Please take your seat,” Betty announced in her trained hostess tenor. “I promise you, there will be plenty of time for conversation and food at the break!” She adjusted the sleeves on her yellow dress once again and patted the back of her blond locks as she moved in front of the crowd. “Before I begin, I want to apologize for the mess at the corner of the house. I’ve got a gentleman working piecemeal on roof repair, and I know it’s unsightly.” The group regarded Betty with uncertainty.


	Judi piped up, “I didn’t see a thing, but I’ll make a point to look later.”


	Betty was flummoxed. It was an eyesore. At least it was to her, putting another damper on her bid for perfection. “Well,” she continued, “moving along. I want to thank you all for giving up a few hours on this beautiful, early-spring Saturday to listen to this timely presentation. I’m cheered to see so many people who care about our community.” She took a deep breath, hoping to tamp down any hint of her Texas lilt that tended to surface whenever she spoke in a front of a crowd. “I know as members of the Paradox Republican Women’s Group, we all share a growing concern – no pun intended, of course – regarding the upsurge of medical marijuana dispensaries and grow operations in our tightly knit neighborhood. Like you, I am…” she searched for the proper word, “disheartened whenever I see another one of these medical,” Betty rolled her eyes, “establishments taking over an empty storefront that used to house a favorite gift shop or coffee house. We are all concerned as to where this undeterred expansion of drug dens, albeit legal according to our liberal state constitution, could lead –”


	“Legal schmegal!” Renée interrupted from her perch near the front of the attentive group. “None of us voted for this insanity!”


	The group softly chuckled.


	“And with that deft interjection,” Betty continued, “I would like to introduce Renée Holder, who will help us navigate through these uncharted waters, and hopefully propose a few gems of action we can use to regain our comfortable foothold in this conventional, but oh-so-charming, enclave we call home.” With that, Betty motioned for Renée to take the helm.


	Like an impatient tigress, Renée leapt forward, and arranging her stack of notes with a nervous edge, she spoke. “Well, as always, Betty, you are blessed with a poetic command of the English language. While I might lean toward the prosaic, I more than make up for it with the real life, ‘been there and done that’ reality.”


	Betty quietly took a seat on the last available chair, a French provincial with a stunning, polished-pecan frame. Renée was right, when she admitted to not being poetic. While they were coming up with names for their Republican women’s group, Renée seriously wanted to call the group the Colorado Republican Association Political Society. Not only was the name long-winded and difficult to fit on the stationary, but Betty noted that the acronym spelled CRAPS. It was tough enough to hold your head high as a dyed-in-the-wool Republican in their modest but upscale city just thirty-five minutes south of Denver. If they were known as CRAPS, Betty knew the liberals would have a field day. Thus, Betty’s simple but effective proposal of the Paradox Republican Women’s Group moniker was chosen. As hard as the liberals tried, they couldn’t make any word out of PRWG, except possibly the word prig. But since Webster’s defined a prig as someone who took pride in behaving in a correct and proper way, and who felt morally superior to people with more relaxed standards, the aberration of their group’s name by some liberal malcontent didn’t concern Betty. Even three years after their inception, she still wasn’t sure if Renée held the name change against her.


	“For all the newcomers here today,” Renée continued, “I think it’s important to mention a little bit about my personal background and what I bring to this discussion.”


	Betty’s tight jaw clamped down. Good God, she thought, Renée was about to voluntarily dig up her personal dirt once again. How many times would she have to hear about the Twelve-Step Program? It was becoming tedious.


	“As a recovering alcoholic and drug addict,” Renée zealously announced, “I know the lifestyle better than most of you. I started down my rocky road of addiction with marijuana and I can tell you, as I approach my thirty second year of sobriety, that pot…marijuana…dope…grass…weed…doobie…ganja…a big fat blunt…whatever you want to call it, is a gateway drug.”


	Betty felt herself disconnecting. That familiar sensation always happened when the emotional pain started churning in her gut. She pressed her hand against the dip in the arm of her chair, finding momentary solace in the tactile connection.


	“That is the opening of my letter to the editor of the Paradox Press. It’s a letter I’m reading to all of you in the hopes you will sign your name to it, so we can create a lot of attention and buzz in our community.”


	Judi chuckled. “Buzz? Isn’t the point to stop the buzz?”


	“You know what I mean!” Renée replied, looking down at her notes and getting back on message. “The Democrats choose to ignore it, the Libertarians opt to dismiss it and even some in our own Grand Old Party choose to believe marijuana is not harmful. Some of them even refer to this green menace as ‘medicine.’ Really? Medicine. I find that word insulting when it’s connected to a Federally confirmed Schedule I drug that has torn apart and destroyed so many families in our nation. Penicillin, morphine, cortisone, insulin, digitalis – those are medicines and serve a purpose in society. Those drugs save lives and aid in relieving discomfort, whereas marijuana does not. Marijuana, as I can sadly attest, creates a lack of initiative in people. A sense of what’s the use? And when that occurs, motivation ceases to exist. The need for a stronger, more potent high is sought out, and with that, the increased need for hardcore drugs begins.” Renée hesitated before continuing. “And as some of us have personally experienced,” she cleared her throat, “the graduation to cocaine and heroin often ends in death, and those left behind are consumed with grief.”


	Judi glanced toward Betty but quickly turned away. Betty swallowed hard. She wasn’t prepared for the reaction, especially not in front of strangers. Remaining stoic was a gift and a necessity. One didn’t allow others to chafe that well-honed surface. Betty took a shallow breath. Her right inner ear began that damn syncopated flutter that came from nowhere and ended when it felt like it.


	“Have you seen the fine citizens who run and operate these medical marijuana dispensaries?” Renée continued with derision. “Sources tell me that a criminal element – i.e., former street drug dealers – might own and operate many of these dens of iniquity. And possibly over seventy percent of the people working in these drug establishments are more than familiar with the long arm of the law. Are they not laughing at us right now? Have the liberal laws of our venerable state finally gone too far? Yes! A resounding YES!” Renée looked at the audience. “I put that in caps for effect.” She resumed reading her letter. “With this information, ask yourself: Are these the types of people you want in your neighborhood? And don’t get us started on the whole caregiver and patient fiasco! Since when is an unemployed twenty-year-old high school drop-out with a green thumb and an empty basement considered worthy of being given the moniker of a healthcare professional with patients under his care?! Don’t insult our intelligence! These stoners are not ‘caregivers,’ because the plant they are pushing is not medicine!” She let out a meaningful breath. “Marijuana equals death. Death to our communities. Death to our collective integrity. Death to our way of life. Death to the family. Death to the children.” She paused for dramatic effect. “Death to the country.” Renée waited. “That’s it. That’s the end of the letter.”


	“Well done,” Helen said. “I’ll be happy to add my name to your letter.”


	Considering that she rationed her words so carefully, this was high praise coming from Helen.


	“Well, thank you, Helen,” Renée replied. “That means a lot to me. I bet you could give us insight into what your generation would tell these young people and others who use, grow or dispense this drug.”


	Helen pursed her lips. “That’s simple. First we’d tell them to ‘smarten up.’ Then we’d tell them to toughen up, if they don’t want to end up being a leech on society. Weakness. That’s what it is. Plain and simple.”


	Good Lord, Betty mused, Helen was on a roll. Weakness, she stated. Where had she heard that gem before?


	“Would anyone else like to share their thoughts?” Renée asked the group.


	Judi raised her hand and leaned her lithe body forward. “Hi, everyone. I’m an art teacher over at Paradox High School. This one student of mine is nineteen. He had to make up a grade, so he’s the ‘wise sage’ who puts the fun in our dysfunctional motley crew. He’s really popular because he got his dope card…” she feigned embarrassment, “uh, excuse me…medical marijuana card, because of a bad back. Seriously, I never knew until recently there were so many nineteen-year-old kids with bad backs.” Judi used air quotes with her fingers to stress bad backs. The women chuckled softly. “So, numb nuts has his pot card, and he brazenly goes to the marijuana dispensary, located exactly one thousand and one feet away from the school – so it’s, you know, in legal state limits – to get his ‘medicine.’ Then he meets his buddies, all around sixteen years old, and doles out the treats to them in his beater car. I saw it with my own eyes! Oh, and they don’t call it ‘getting high’ anymore. They call it medicating. I mean, please. This whole medical classification is, excuse my language ladies, pure bullshit! I am married to a doctor. I know what real medicine is. Medicine is for people who need to manage their physical problems. Marijuana is for brain-dead losers who move their lips when they read or watch television.”


	The conversation continued for another hour. Betty excused herself before the break and slipped quietly down the hallway to the bathroom. Closing the door behind her, she stood motionless at the sink, relieved to be away from the zealous exchanges continuing in the living room. The thump-thump in her right ear had thankfully ceased, only to be replaced by an intruding stiffness in her neck. For a moment, Betty let her guard down, allowing a long, tired breath to escape her lips. It shouldn’t be like this. After all, it was spring, when life is renewed and possibilities are endless. Already a cascade of eye-candy color and sweet scents swept across her front yard, as the oversized tulips, narcissus and daffodils displayed their vibrant faces. Even during the worst times, that sight alone ordinarily buoyed Betty’s spirits.


	However, it wasn’t working anymore. Betty could spend hours digging and transplanting in the garden – it was still a meditative draw, that allowed her mind to temporarily quiet. But it was getting harder to get up in the morning and easier to feel discouragement settling in like an unwelcome houseguest. She heard the gaggle of women stir, a sign that the much anticipated food break beckoned. Two hours tops. That’s what she told herself. Two more hours and they’d be gone, and she could sink into the silence with a stiff bourbon to escape. With every bit of reserve she had left, Betty stood straight and faced the mirror. Dabbing on a quick touch-up of lipstick, she smoothed her dress, chided herself silently about her minor paunch, sucked in her gut and flashed her pageant smile. She adjusted the unused guest towels with the large embroidered “C” so that they lay identically. As she turned to leave, she realized the missing ornate mirror on the rear wall had left an obvious outline on the wallpaper, where it had hung for so long.


	What if someone noticed it? How would she explain it? Her mind ran laps of anxiety until the cackle outside the door grew louder. She had to reappear and reclaim her hostess mantle. Hunting in the vanity drawer, she found a lonely nail. Removing her shoe, she pounded the nail twice into the wall and cleverly hung a spray of dried lavender she’d decoratively placed on the side of the vanity. Slipping her shoe back on, she centered herself, opened the door and walked into the hallway.


	Rows of framed photographs lined the wall. Each photo was a close-up of another triumphant entry from Betty’s garden. She stopped momentarily at one that meant more than all the others. It wasn’t a photo, but rather an antique watercolor of stunning white violets amidst a spring garden, framed in faux gold. Betty felt her heart sink as she stared at the picture, losing herself in the moment. She touched the edge of the frame, a wave of sadness unexpectedly overwhelming her.


	“Compassionate Care Centers!” Renée derisively declared. “That’s what they like to call some of these marijuana dispensaries. How disingenuous can you be? That’s like trying to make prostitution a noble venture, by just throwing the word compassion in there. ‘Come visit our compassionate call girls.’ Can’t you just see the ad? As if the guy is going there to discuss his issues. No. He’s paying her to screw him. Just like people are paying for marijuana, not because they need compassion, but because they need to get loaded.”


	“Betty?” Judi called down the hallway.


	Betty turned, still faraway. “Coming!” She shook off the memory, and by the time she joined Renée and Judi, the “hostess with the mostest” was back on track.


	“Everything all right?” Judi asked.


	Oh, God. What did she see? “Everything’s fine. No worries at all. Have you tried the chocolates?”


	“Not yet!” Judi said. “Gotta start with the delectable sandwiches first and then move up the food chain to the pièce de résistance.”


	Helen joined the women. “I signed your letter,” she stated to Renée. “Now let’s hope it makes an impact. So many times these things fall flat.”


	Yes, there was the inimitable Helen in action, Betty thought. Always seeing a silver lining of plutonium around those clouds.


	“I better get in the kitchen and whip up a little guacamole, just in case we need it,” Betty stated, starting to make an exit.


	“We’ll help you,” Judi insisted, pointing to Renée. “But I wanted to ask you, where’s that divine antique chair with the needlepoint seat that always sits by the front door?”


	Betty’s stomach lurched. “Out for repair. Ronald had an impetuous moment and clawed it underneath.”


	“Ech, cats,” Helen moaned. “Did you know a form of AIDS exists in cats?”


	Betty gently patted Helen on the shoulder, smiled and headed quickly to the kitchen. Like little superfluous lemmings, Renée and Judi followed. Betty reached into the vegetable compartment of the refrigerator and brought out several avocados, an heirloom tomato from the local farmers’ market, a few stems of cilantro and a lime. As she stood up, she felt a twinge in her neck and slightly winced.


	“You okay, Betty?” Renée asked, leaning against the kitchen sink.


	“Of course,” Betty said, waving it off. “Just been battling a bit of muscle tension lately.”


	“That ear thing going on still?” Judi stressed.


	“Now and then.” Betty wanted to concentrate on the avocados and this damn chatter wasn’t helping.


	“Would you go see Roger already?” Judi stressed.


	Roger was Judi’s husband, a General Practitioner who never met a pharmaceutical drug he didn’t love to prescribe to his patients. Doctor Hancock was the personification of “Dr. Feel Good.” Thanks to his devotion to Big Pharma and the perks that go along with it, Judi and Roger enjoyed outstanding vacations in Mexico and Hawaii, all paid for by the drug companies, in exchange for good ol’ Doc Hancock’s support. Betty knew it was only a matter of time before she’d end up in his office. The almost incestuous, entangled connections with her friends made it difficult to guard her privacy.


	“Yes,” Betty said. “I’ll do it.” She needed to change the subject. “Love your pants. Are they new?”


	Judi seemed a bit taken back. “Yeah. Linen. I love them. I bought several pairs.”


	“Well, you’ll have to tell me where you got them,” Betty smiled, mashing the avocados with purpose.


	“Oh, I think they’re all sold out,” she replied. “They were on sale.” Judi cut the lime and squeezed the juice into a bowl. “Hey, not to be maudlin, but have you stopped by lately to see Peggy?”


	Betty’s jaw tightened. She could lie and say she’d visited regularly, but the deception would be revealed eventually. “No…I just…I really should –”


	“She’s not doing well, Betty,” Renée interjected, chopping up the tomato in her typical manic manner. “I dropped by her house last week, on the way home from one of my meetings.” Even after thirty-two years of sobriety, Renée still felt a need to attend both AA and Narcotics Anonymous meetings. “God, it was awful. The pain from the cancer is off the charts. Moaning, screaming, vomiting,” she shook her head. “Peggy stopped the chemo, did you know?”


	“No,” Betty replied, trying desperately to focus on the avocado and tune out the discourse. “Why?”


	“Her doctor told her there was no point,” Judi declared. “She was told she has fewer than two months. So they’ve got hospice at her house, and her family takes shifts.”


	Betty stopped mashing the avocado and looked at the women. “Jesus, I had no idea. I…keep meaning to go see her…I just…”


	Judi put a comforting hand on Betty’s shoulder. “I get it. You’ve had your fill of sterile hospitals. But she’s home now, so it’s not like what you experienced with Frank.”


	But Judi didn’t really “get it.” It wasn’t the hospital. Betty had no problem showing up at a hospital, with flowers in one hand and candy in the other, and sitting by someone’s bedside, if the person she visited was expected to leave the hospital alive. It wasn’t the damn hospital she feared; it was death. Between 2005 and 2007, she’d held the cremated remains of her husband and her only child. One urn was buried in a military cemetery and the other ashes, secured in a plain brown box, were sheltered on a shelf in her closet. Given the choice, she’d run from any tint of death. Asking her to voluntarily show up at Peggy’s bedside while she “moaned, screamed and vomited,” was asking too much.


	Renée piped up. “Why don’t you bring her a big box of your chocolates? You know how much Peggy is addicted to your chocolates.”


	It was a classic comment for Renée to make, Betty thought. She stepped foot in Betty’s former chocolate shop only once, and that was for the grand opening celebration. Instead of enjoying the event and indulging in a cornucopia of decadent cacao confections, she spent the evening frantically zipping from one guest to another, droning on about the perils of addiction. It was like inviting an Amish elder to a keg party.


	“It’s the high altitude honey,” Judi exclaimed, carefully mincing the cilantro. “I swear that’s your secret ingredient! Given the choice, my Roger would grind up all his pills and melt them into one of your incredible chocolates. I tell you, Betty, the day you closed The White Violet, Roger nearly wept. I kid you not! You were the like the local crack house, where he’d always stop on Fridays to get his weekly cacao fix.”


	Betty managed a weak smile. Talking about her failed entrepreneurial gourmet chocolate shop, that lasted fewer than eighteen months and chewed through every cent of Frank’s life insurance policy, was not fodder for friendly banter across a kitchen counter. “I just wish there’d been a few hundred more die-hard people like Roger out there. I’d still have the shop if that were the case.”


	“You haven’t been able to sell any of the commercial equipment you bought?” Renée asked.


	“No,” Betty quickly replied, adding the lime juice, cilantro and diced tomatoes to the avocado. “I really should do that soon. So much to do!” She tried to sound cheerful as she sprinkled a pinch of salt and spices into the guacamole.


	Judi leaned forward in a faux clandestine manner. “Hey, Betty, I know we’ve mentioned this before, but it’s been three years since Frank Sr. died. It’s time for you to get out there and…you know…mingle.”


	Betty regarded Judi and then Renée with suspicious eyes. “Mingle?”


	Judi hesitated before launching into her animated spiel. “We have found the perfect man for you!”


	“What?” Betty’s anxiety level shot up. “I don’t want a man!”


	Renée raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you want a woman.”


	Betty’s ire rose. “Good God no! I’m saying I don’t need a man in my life, thank you very much!”


	“I told you, Judi,” Renée stressed. “The wound of grief with Frank Sr. is still too fresh. She still hasn’t processed the experience.”


	Betty stood there, towering over both of these women and wondered why in the hell she felt cowed by them. Process the experience, she thought to herself. Jesus, Renée was talking more and more like an overly therapatized veteran. There was nothing to process. She was married to Colonel Craven, the only man she’d ever known in the biblical sense, for nearly thirty-two years. Thirty-two long, painful, suffocatingly tense years, where she’d perfected the art of walking on eggshells, quickly assessing the level of stress in others so she’d know what emotion she should feel, feigning interest in matters that bored her, parroting others’ words and observations, and doing it all with a plastic smile on her face. Between the day Frank got the diagnosis that he needed a liver transplant and the death knell that followed a little over one year later, Betty continued to play the loyal, supportive wife. But thick fibers of contempt wove through each marathon bedside vigil and depressing update from the doctors. And yet, no one ever knew. By the time the great Colonel Craven was laid to rest in a “balls to the wall” military send off, Betty had to force herself to focus on the event and not on the fifteen-pound roast she had slow-cooking in the oven back at the house.


	“His name is Tom Reed,” Judi slyly offered. “And he’s your type.”


	Betty turned to Judi with an incredulous eye. “Type? I have a type?”


	“Well, yeah,” Judi gently said. “He’s six years older than you, quite comfortable, President of Rotary, divorced for five years. Um, let’s see. He’s stable, owned his own insurance company, obviously a Republican, well admired in the community…Oh Betty, come on, just meet him for drinks and see what you think.”


	Betty was of the opinion that men were way over marketed to single women over fifty. The last offering foisted on her was an arrogant specimen by the name of Harold. Betty was forced to sit next to him at Judi’s yearly summer soirée last August. His silly comb-over was the least offensive part of his social strategy. In anticipation of meeting Betty, he prepared a bright-yellow postcard onto which he wrote everything he felt she might want to know about him. Betty realized she was in trouble when she noted his favorite leisure activity was “power napping.” Somehow, Harold failed to include his other leisure activity – compiling inane statistics about himself and writing them on yellow postcards.


	The phone rang. She checked the Caller ID and quickly lowered the volume on the voicemail. “Damned salespeople!” Her head spun as she spooned the guacamole into a green dish, shaped like an avocado. “I can’t make any promises regarding Mr. Reed.”


	“Would you at least promise us you’ll think about it?” Judi asked.


	Betty felt cornered, a feeling she’d grown accustomed to over the last thirty plus years. She’d learned that placating was the best approach. “Yes. Fine. I’ll think about it.” She headed toward the kitchen door, ready to present the guacamole to her guests. “Now, if you don’t mind, girls, the gazpacho is getting warm.”


	The spare but elegantly appointed luncheon went over well with all the women. But the elicitations of delight were broadcast the loudest when the group indulged in Betty’s sensuous chocolate medallions. Simple yet divine, the darkest cacao embraced the finest cocoa butter from Bali, sweetened with the smoothest ambrosia honey. With subtle yet defining undertones of cinnamon, fresh ginger and superior Madagascar vanilla beans the chocolates melted on the tongue. Looking at the group while they indulged in one chocolate after another, Betty felt as if she were witnessing an orgy of edible delights. She had single-handedly made a roomful of women forget their individual dramas, if only for a few minutes. Something about that always warmed her heart. It was difficult to fall back into the “battleground” mentality after that kind of gourmet indulgence, so the rest of the meeting was brief. Renée’s letter was passed around the room and signed by everyone. Betty, always one to be formal, signed the letter “Elizabeth Craven” in her finest penmanship.


	As the women left, Betty made a point to thank each of them personally. Manners were such a thing of the past, but in Betty’s world, they still reigned supreme. She heard Renée’s strident voice ring out across the driveway. “Fight the good fight, ladies! Never fear! We can and will win on this issue!”


	Judi was the last to leave. She hugged Betty tightly and held her hand. “You are making an appointment with Roger, right?”


	Betty smiled but the weariness was setting in quickly. “Yes. I will.”


	“In the meantime,” Judi stated, jotting down some words on a piece of scrap paper she pulled from her purse, “there’s this incredible salve that was recommended to me by one of the other teachers. It’s called ‘Mama’s Muscle Mojo.’” She rolled her eyes. “I know it sounds sketchy but it really works. It will help until you can get in to see Roger, and he can give you something to really relax the muscles. It’s only available at one health food store.” She jotted down the info and handed the note to Betty.


	Betty read the name of the store. “The Hippie Dippie Health Food Store?”


	“Hey, I didn’t name the place. But it’s a very cool store. They have this awesome juice bar and make the most outrageous organic soups.”


	Betty folded the scrap of paper and placed it on the entry table. She wasn’t interested in drinking juices from juice bars, and if she wanted “outrageous” soups, she’d make one. But she thanked Judi nonetheless and wished her a happy weekend, before closing the door and falling into the silence.


	~~~


	It took Betty another hour to clean up and put away the few plates of leftover food. She collected two-dozen of the chocolate medallions she’d set aside in the kitchen, wrapped them in diaphanous gold tissue paper and placed them into one of her trademark crimson and gold boxes, left over from her shop. Circling the box with a matching elegant crimson bow, she placed the box to the side. The blinking light on the voicemail caught her attention. She turned up the volume and played the message.


	“Hello, Mrs. Craven. It’s Lily from Classical Consignments. I wanted you to know your antique chair with the needlepoint seat just sold. Talk to you soon!”


	One more gone, Betty mused. She felt the same brief pull of regret and sadness that always followed, when another material possession evaporated from her existence. It’ll be all right. She had to keep telling herself that, even though the sense of loneliness and fear tugged relentlessly at her heart. She finished the few remaining cucumber sandwiches and scooped up the remnants of guacamole. A cup of gazpacho soup cleansed her palate as she looked at the time. Six o’clock. Yes, it wasn’t too early to start imbibing. She poured herself a stiff glass of bourbon from the Waterford decanter sitting on the credenza in the living room. It used to hold the expensive brand, but now it cradled Old Crow, an amber liquid good enough to satisfy the likes of Mark Twain and Ulysses S. Grant. Heading upstairs to her bedroom, she passed the door that led to the attic. Betty hovered by the door, taking a sip of bourbon and falling carelessly into a memory. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she knew it was time to retreat into the safety of her bedroom.


	Three hours later, she was still awake and lying in bed, floating on the fumes of her fourth drink. Ronald continued to snooze happily at the foot of the bed as Betty pulled the comforter toward her chest. Surfing the TV channels, she came across the early local news. Reverend Bobby Lynch, a grey-haired, controversial fixture in Colorado Springs, was being asked for his opinion on the plethora of medical marijuana dispensaries cropping up around his mega-church. Utilizing the most fervent Saturday afternoon modulation of his Sunday pulpit voice, Reverend Lynch condemned what he called “the slow slide into Hell.” He stressed that this issue was about “morality,” and that “the moral fabric” was being ripped to shreds by “the abomination of these drug havens.” He then added that he “wept for the children.” When the interviewer asked him what “children” had to do with the topic, Reverend Lynch replied with his standard “children are our future” line and then randomly added, “Jesus never needed to smoke a joint.”


	This odd conversation was sharply contrasted against a sound bite from a marijuana activist, who went by the unusual name of “Doobie Douggie.” With his long, unruly mane of grey hair and multiple tattoos, Doobie Douggie was a longtime expert grower of “the herb.” At the age of seventy, and wheelchair bound from taking a shot to the back in Vietnam, he wore a t-shirt with the statement “Legalize the Weed” emblazoned on the front. Douggie believed that cannabis was given to mankind by God, and due to its varied usefulness as both fiber and medicine, anyone who wanted to could and should grow the plant in their backyard based on their God-given, inalienable rights. Even though Douggie qualified for a cannabis “red card” under Colorado law, he refused to play by the system’s rules and openly grew close to fifty varieties of medical marijuana inside and outside his rural home, forty-five miles south of Paradox. For this, Douggie had been caught “green handed” and arrested countless times. He was commonly seen wheeling himself out of the courthouse after each arrest, wrapped in the American Flag and screaming, “Give cannabis a chance!” and “Marijuana doesn’t kill people! Government kills the people!” To the growing marijuana activists, Doobie Douggie was their patron saint of pot. He was edgy, fearless and angry as hell. Just as Reverend Lynch talked about the moral fabric, Douggie stressed the usefulness of hemp fiber and the fact that Jefferson drafted the Declaration of Independence on hemp paper. He explained that canvas hailed from cannabis, also noting that ships’ sails were made from the hemp plant, as well as the rope onboard those vessels. After a one-minute rant that was intelligently stated, but filled with rage and a few bleeped expletives, the interviewer had to cut Douggie off and wrap up the segment.


	Betty clicked off the TV and fell into the silence. It wasn’t even 9:30 but she could feel the suffocation of the night. She used to be a night owl, but now it was the avowed enemy. She felt like a hostage, held in a fist of darkness. The shadows and thumps woke her from shallow sleep and tormented her racing mind. The numbness of the bourbon didn’t help either. Instead of reducing the anxiety, it seemed to incite both paranoia and ghostly images.


	Through the glaze of booze and angst, she heard a defined thud and checked to see if Ronald heard it too. But the ol’ boy was sound asleep. Creeping from the bed, Betty lay an unsteady, bare foot on the carpet and slid open the drawer on the side table. Removing her small-but-effective Beretta Tomcat handgun, she slinked to the bedroom door and peered into the upstairs hallway. She heard the same thud again and located the origin. Turning back into her bedroom and looking outside her window, she noted an errant branch on the large canopy elm that hugged the corner of the backyard. Her favored, stately tree needed to have its dead branches pruned, but it was another expense she couldn’t afford.


	Betty sat on the edge of the bed, turned on the bedside lamp, and gently concealed the Tomcat in the drawer. The room suddenly felt heavy around her, as she sensed his presence bleed through the darkness and sit behind her on the edge of the bed. The fourth Bourbon always fueled these discarnate visions. She didn’t want to turn around, because she hated the way he looked. The sunken cheeks, vacant eyes and the weeping sores that festered on his arms and neck reminded her too much of the last time she saw him on that cold slab five years ago.


	“Mom?” she heard him whisper.


	“Yes, Frankie? I’m here.”


	“I can feel your fear.”


	Betty nodded. “I know. You always could.”
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				“Fun” had a cost and it was steep and unrepentant.

			
			

			
			

			Betty opened her eyes and watched the early morning light creep into her bedroom and vanquish another restless night. She was still alive. Dammit. 

			The “hour of lead” Dickinson wrote about had arrived again. Hell, Dickinson should have titled it “the twenty-four hours of lead,” because the weight of anxiety never seemed to lift off Betty’s shoulders. But the sun was out and the pulse of a new, albeit uncertain, day beat outside her window. She could finally exhale, at least until the next sucker punch hit her. Even her closest friends never saw the meek Betty; the one who hovered a little longer each morning under the covers, girding her loins and gestating the nerve to get up and face the unknown. She had been given much, but much had always been expected of her. And now, the pageant queen with the radiant blond hair and buxom figure had fallen hard from her gilded perch.

			The deconstruction of Betty Craven began five years ago. Up until that point, she had been able to keep up appearances and strategically live her life so the dust never settled and the shine never dimmed. But a raw, ruthless vulnerability engulfed her when Frankie died and hijacked any chance of living a normal life again. She was still buried in tacit grief when one year later, Frank Sr. was diagnosed with a failing liver. The booze, cigarettes and military lifestyle finally caught up with him. When he died in 2007, Betty felt pinpricks of rebellion, but she had no vessel in which to pour her mutiny. She was like a chained tiger, bent on tasting life for the first time on her terms but ignorant of how to accomplish it. The volatile fuel of bitterness is often ignited when a woman has willingly allowed herself to be held down at the hands of another for years. The explosion that follows is typically erratic and shockingly unpredictable. 

			But as Betty liked to say, “I never fail to plan and I never plan to fail.” The birth of the idea was quick and made perfect sense to her. Yes, yes, yes, she would invest in Betty. After years of feeling the yoke of domination around her inquisitive neck, she decided to visit France, a country she saw as refined and in touch with fine culinary pursuits. Betty withdrew thirty-five thousand dollars from her savings account – which nearly emptied it – and enrolled in a six-week cooking, baking and gourmet chocolate course, conducted at a prestigious school in Paris. After packing on an extra twenty pounds around her middle, she decided that as long as she was in the vicinity she’d hop over to Switzerland to see what type of scrumptious sweets they had to offer. That last minute sojourn left a three-digit balance in her savings account, but she didn’t care. The bonfire of resentment she’d felt for so long was burning red hot. 

			When she returned home, the flames were as intense as ever. Another swift decision was made. Buoyed and inspired by the skills she’d learned overseas, Betty formulated the perfect small business. Since she was already known as “the connoisseur’s connoisseur,” she decided to put her expertise to use. After researching the upscale marketplace in Paradox, she realized a gourmet chocolate shop would be a spectacular standout. She’d been dabbling in homemade chocolates for years, giving them as gifts for Christmas and birthdays, and receiving gushes of effusive response. Best to focus on one thing, Betty mused, and do it better than anyone else, in order to ensure the success she knew was heading her way. And with her confidence in creating cacao creations that left her classmates back in Paris orgasmic, her conviction was stronger than ever.

			How would she pay for this bold endeavor? Simple. She would take out an equity loan for one hundred thousand dollars on the value of her home, which in 2007, was over eight hundred thousand dollars. The interest was eight percent. No big deal. Betty was confident in her abilities, and with her hard work ethic, success was assured. After securing a one-year lease for a charmingly chic, seven-hundred-square-foot retail space, in one of the most desirable locations in downtown Paradox – and paying the pricey two thousand dollar rent six months in advance as a sign of “good faith” – she set about purchasing the necessary top-grade commercial equipment she’d learned to use during the culinary arts course, which was vital to creating a myriad of chocolates en masse. From the high end, German-made melting and tempering unit, to the tables, confectionary cabin, refrigeration units and silicone moulds, she was quickly writing checks exceeding forty thousand dollars. That was before the cost of the hundreds of pounds of imported cacao powder, cacao butter, luxurious flavorings, Madagascar vanilla beans, and gallons of high altitude honey from the Flat Tops Wilderness area in Colorado. By the time she was done, nearly sixty thousand dollars was invested. But that was all right, she counseled herself. Even though in 2007, parts of the country were feeling the economic downturn, Colorado was still flourishing financially. And while cautious optimism had always been Betty’s trademark, she couldn’t help but feel great pride and accomplishment in what she was doing. In her mind, legions of connoisseurs, who demanded the pinnacle of perfection, would travel to her little store and word-of-mouth would spread across the country, generating a healthy mail order business. Magazine articles would surely soon follow, launching her into the rarified realm of epicurean superstardom. 

			She would name the store, The White Violet. None of that ridiculous, cheap, trailer park nomenclature for Betty Craven. She wouldn’t be caught dead in a store called the “The Chocolate Hut,” or “The Chocolate Cave.” Huts and caves were not places Betty occupied. The White Violet had an elegant sound to it, and it spoke to her supreme passion of gardening. Did she grow white violets? Yes. Were they her favorite? Well, no. But in the darkened hallway just outside the bathroom, hung the antique, faux-gold-framed, watercolor print of white violets she held so close to her heart. It meant such a great deal to her, and naming her store – her future – after those flowers in that watercolor was her way of paying homage to the person who gave it to her.

			And thus, right before Thanksgiving in 2007, Betty enthusiastically opened the doors of The White Violet and threw the shackles of monotonous servitude from her fifty-six year old shoulders. She convinced herself that the emptiness and utter uselessness dogging her since her beloved son’s death would magically disappear, once she became independently successful. Success, after all, was its own reward. That was the plan, and everyone supported her, because after all, she was Betty Craven – a formidable woman with stamina, intelligence, creativity and a belief that whatever you set out to do, you do it well.

			As all this excitement was churning, she looked at herself in the mirror, and since Betty was so identified with her pageant smile, she decided to invest in a set of porcelain veneers that would both brighten and improve that outward expression. Growing up in the well-bred circles of Texas, it was terribly important for her to present herself in the most stately and attractive manner. She was brought up by her parents to believe that how she looked and presented herself was far more important than anything she could possibly say. And besides, she counseled herself, it simply wouldn’t do to present a pricey chocolate to a customer and then smile, exposing yellowed, imperfect teeth that screamed, “sugar rot.” The price for this “investment in Betty,” as she called it, was a cool twenty-five grand. She’d never spent that kind of money on herself before, but damn, she was worth it. 

			In the fevered midst of all this internal revolution, Betty looked at her home – her nest for twenty years – and decided to give it a new shine. After all, a successful woman needed a home that reflected her achievement. Frank had been reluctant to put much into the homestead except for a few coats of fresh paint every decade. Since the kitchen was Betty’s favorite room, she started there. She hired a top designer, who she felt mirrored her impeccable taste and precision, and they went to work. It had to be perfect, with marble counter tops, a built-in stainless steel refrigerator, a separate high-end freezer, wood flooring, and all new cabinets. And light. Lots and lots of light. The damn kitchen had always been too dark. She and the designer agreed to purchase three extraordinary windows with handcrafted etching on the sides, so when the sunlight hit the motif, the room was infused with a rainbow of colors. Stunning. Yes, this is what Betty envisioned everyone telling her when they saw the kaleidoscope across the pale peach walls.

			Unfortunately, her old house wasn’t as dedicated to keeping up its end of the deal. Not a day went by when she didn’t get a call from either her designer or one of the workers at the house, telling her in graphic detail about some sort of “issue” that had arisen. One day it was the discovery that the house wasn’t up to code with the electric, and it needed to be addressed. Cha-Ching! The next day, a worker cut into a supporting beam by accident and now that had to be rectified with a specialty crew and overtime. Cha-Ching! Then an entire wall of mold was found behind the old insulation when the construction workers were about to set one of Betty’s stunning etched windows. Progress stopped immediately because a mold remediation team had to be brought in to remove the toxic debris and check for more mold. And they found it…one rotting beam after another. A month later, they were still debating about whether the area was safe for human habitation, let alone food preparation. Cha-Ching, cha-ching, cha-ching! The hundred thousand dollars had quickly run out, and Betty’s kitchen looked like it’d been hit by a surface-to-air missile. With nothing left in her savings, the only liquid asset she had was the one hundred and fifty thousand dollars from Frank’s life insurance. That was supposed to be her “cushion,” but now it had to be tapped. Yet, she kept her head up, flashed her shiny veneers and told herself it was just a temporary hiccup, and things would be better soon.

			But things didn’t get better. One year later, by the Fall of 2008, she had her dream kitchen, but she’d also eaten through one hundred thousand dollars of the life insurance policy. By the time she was “up to code,” she’d said goodbye to the pricey designer and worked as hard as she could to personally button up that never-ending nightmare. She essentially had a one hundred and twenty thousand dollar kitchen surrounded by a dilapidated and outdated house. A hideous, sobering reality set in. Betty could lean against the marble countertop and stare out one of the three large, handcrafted, etched windows and wonder what in the hell she was thinking a year prior when she came up with this terrible idea. There was nothing to smile about now. No reason to flash her twenty-five thousand dollar grin. She had less than thirty grand left from Frank’s insurance policy. Her large cushion had turned into a small pillow, and she would have to dip into the fund again in order to keep The White Violet afloat. 

			By the late spring of 2009, it became patently clear that the economic downturn had finally skulked into Colorado. Gourmet chocolate was not at the top of people’s “must have” list when holding onto their home was the key priority. It didn’t help matters that sixty percent of the businesses around The White Violet shut down, leaving the once fashionable locale looking like a boomtown gone bust. Empty storefronts and poorly maintained landscaping around the area didn’t exactly attract out of town visitors or locals.

			Thus, The White Violet doled out its last elegant chocolate confection in May of 2009. With fewer than ten thousand dollars left of Betty’s “cushion,” she retreated to her home, shoved the chocolate equipment in the workspace above the garage and wondered what in God’s name she was supposed to do with the rest of her life. A year later, she was still asking herself the same question. However, now the ache of failure and confusion permeated her bones. She still had to pay back the equity loan, and the monthly interest payment of $666 – a number with obviously sinister connections – was barely covered by Frank’s death benefit. His pension of Full Colonel, Rank O-6, gave Betty fifty-five hundred dollars each month. Nothing to complain about, she reasoned. But between property taxes in her upscale neighborhood, utilities, food, and sundry expenses, she was left with around three thousand dollars. Again, not something that was forcing her into Tent City. But it seemed every month, something monumental occurred to the house that needed drastic and immediate attention. 

			It was as if the kitchen remodel had triggered a cascading march of house repairs. Tug at one thing in nature and you affect something else; knock a wall down in the kitchen and suddenly it weakens a shaky foundation and the chimney falls over. That damaged the roof, leaving a hole in the attic. Then an old, imposing sycamore fell down in the driveway, seriously uprooting the cement. The plumbing was the next to blow. Bit by bit, the extra three grand quickly evaporated every month. 

			The only area of the house that didn’t seem to be affected was the basement. But that didn’t surprise Betty. Frank’s sacred domain was built like a bunker. There, amidst his medals, uniforms and enormous gun collection, Frank whiled away his retirement years drinking, smoking and reliving his beloved, brutal moments during his thirty year military career. Betty rarely spent much time down there, except to do the laundry or remove another gun from Frank’s collection to sell to a gun dealer across town. Those sales had helped supplement her income, but all the guns were gone now, save for the Beretta Tomcat she kept for home defense. 

			She was caught between that familiar rock and a very hard place. In order to sell the house in the quickly deteriorating economy, she needed to put at least fifty thousand into it. And even that would be inadequate to attract a buyer in such a competitive market. However, the house was now worth half of the eight hundred thousand appraisal when she got the home equity loan. She didn’t have fifty grand, so she was stuck, and mortified she’d allowed herself to reach this point of helplessness. All the derisive lectures she had to listen to from her husband, telling her she lived in a bubble or had no sense of “the real world” haunted her. Even her parents, rest their judgmental souls, never raised her to be this liberal with her resources. She’d had some fun and now she suffered for it. But she always knew that would happen because “having fun” was not in the game plan. Not under her parents’ roof or in Frank’s grip. “Fun” had a cost and it was steep and unrepentant. 

			But there was always something else tugging at her heart. Even if she could sell the house, the emotional toll would be tremendous. It wasn’t that the old, broken down domicile held beautiful memories. If anything, the walls still shuddered from her husband’s alcoholic rages, the deafening silence of regret and the thunder of pain Betty suppressed her entire marriage. No, it wasn’t the house. It was what surrounded the house. It was the show-stopping front yard, ablaze with botanical colors from April through October. And it was the large backyard with the swinging bench hanging on the large canopy elm with those words her son carved into its trunk the last time she saw him alive. When life became too difficult, Betty could always sit on that swinging bench and pretend Frankie was sitting beside her, sharing a story and hurriedly eating whatever she could whip up before his father got home and found him. Their visits had to be clandestine and so brief after Frank kicked his namesake out of the house when he was eighteen. She begged Frank to pay for rehab for their son but his chiseled pride would have none of it. “I don’t invest in failures!” Frank would shout. “He got himself into this fucking mess, he can get himself out!

			It killed Betty to watch Frankie’s decline. Each time he’d show up for another stolen moment, the roadmap of pain was carved onto his face. It wasn’t just the slaughter of hardcore addiction; it was his ache of feeling cast out and left to flounder in a world that had always been too harsh for a boy that sensitive, reflective and gentle. As macho and arrogant as Frank Sr. was, Frankie was the polar opposite. 

			He was different almost from the beginning. As a youngster, Frankie spent hours alone, playing with imaginary friends only he could see. Betty would observe him in the backyard and sense he was straddling between two distinct worlds. At times, Frankie appeared to have a deeper connection with things unseen than with the three dimensional world. His clear, hazel eyes held wisdom far beyond his years but that didn’t garner popularity with his peers, especially when he would imprudently make what some of his friend’s mothers called “a bizarre comment” about some event that was going to happen in their future. The odd thing was that many incidents young Frankie foresaw came true in one form or another. That just made him a freak in the eyes of his friends and his father, so he learned to keep his mouth shut. He was the epitome of that line from the song, “Vincent” –  “And how you suffered for your sanity. And how you tried to set them free…” He was too tender for this world, and Frank Sr. never let an opportunity go by to remind his son of it. Even as the drugs began tearing at his soul, Frankie never became violent. If anything, he became more internalized, grasping daily for the meaning of life. 

			Frankie had been dead for five years, but his imprint remained in the house and always under the large canopy elm. No one ever knew it, but after his death and during the time Frank was sick and waiting for his liver transplant, Betty would wait until her husband was asleep and then creep out into the backyard. There, she would lie in the grass under the elm with the fragrant flowers around her and absorb the serenity. It was like a botanical IV that shot her full of just enough energy to get up and face another dreadful day. That tree, the grass, the flowers and the manicured bushes were her truest and most loyal companions. She couldn’t express all that pent up anger and resentment to her friends, but the elm tree knew. The grass and the flowers never judged her. And those manicured bushes even relaxed enough to listen to her when she talked to Frankie and cried for all the reasons she failed him. Betty’s connection with nature defied her upbringing and appearance. Looking at her, you’d never know that without her plants, she would be a shell of a person. They embraced her when nobody else did, and for that she would never forsake them.

			So as she lay a little longer under the covers on this spring morning, Betty steeled herself against the dogged fears biting at her heels, and she slowly threw back the covers. Sleeping in, Betty still believed, was for people who hadn’t planned their day correctly. She had to keep busy. God, that was imperative. Keep moving. Keep doing. “It is in the doing,” her father used to tell her as a child, “that progress begins.” And Betty had been praying at the altar of progress her entire existence.

			As she moved around the bedroom, stretching and getting her bones to stop creaking, she planned her day to the minute. She would shower and select the appropriate outfit for the day. After breakfast and just one cup of coffee, she’d hoist the American flag outside her front door and set off in her fifteen-year-old green Ford Taurus, praying it would continue to run for just one more day. Her first stop would be the consignment store two towns south of her. Nobody knew her there, and that was vital in order to maintain a semblance of anonymity as she sold her cherished antiques to total strangers. Little by little, the house was losing a few more items, but she was able to cover it up by rearranging furniture and filling in the empty spaces with large vases of flowers from the yard. The lie she sold to Judi at the get together the day before about her needlepoint chair being fixed was unplanned, and she realized she’d have to come up with a better story if she was confronted with the same situation again. Like a boy scout, Betty would be prepared. None of this fly by the seat of her tailored dress crap for her. 

			After the consignment store, she’d drive back to town and visit Peggy. The chocolates she’d set aside for her dying friend were already wrapped in a White Violet gift box. She just hoped to God that Peggy wasn’t moaning or throwing up when she arrived. That would be too much for Betty to handle. Her inexorable fear of death had become so persistent that it dominated her life now. It was strange in many ways, since for the past year, she really wasn’t that invested in living. Death, in some ways, would be welcome, if anything just to break the daily boredom.

			She was just about to lay out her outfit for the day when that familiar syncopated flutter began again in her right ear. It was enough to drive her crazy. She pressed her hand tightly against the ear and felt her jaw tighten and then click. That was followed by an uncomfortable pop in her jaw. Good God, this day was getting off to a helluva start. She dressed in a cheerful salmon colored dress and donned her favorite, off-white, springtime sweater with its jaunty embroidered collar. She’d parted with many of her cherished designer sweaters and coats over the past year when she found out they could fetch a decent price. But she couldn’t part with this one and found herself wearing it more than ever before. Selecting the ideal brooch to doll up the outfit, she came upon Frank’s gold wedding band in her jewelry box. Squinting, she read the inscription inside the ring: This We’ll Defend. It was the motto of the U.S. Army. Ever the combatant, Frank somehow thought it was the most romantic thing to carve into his wedding ring. But to Betty, the dictum made her feel like she was a territory that needed to be secured and conquered. As she re-read those three words, the familiar tightness in her neck began to creep up. Setting the golden band in her palm, she assessed the possible weight of the metal. Last time she checked, gold was going for nearly twelve hundred dollars an ounce. She debated what to do. But then she could almost hear Frank’s coarse voice telling her to put the goddamned ring back in the jewelry box. He wasn’t even there, but he still had his thumb wedged on her spirit. She obliged his phantom order and slammed the gold band back into the drawer.

			An hour later she headed out the door. She advised Ronald she would return shortly and to “keep watch.” His failing, fourteen-year-old eyes could hardly find his dish let alone an intruder, but he played along. Outside the front door, she raised the American Flag into its secure slot and gently unfurled its colors. Walking past the white wooden garden sign that simply stated, Betty’s Garden, she heard footsteps coming from on top of her roof. Spinning around, she was shocked to see Buddy, her portly maintenance man securing a piece of insulation. 

			“Buddy! I wasn’t aware you were working today. You realize it’s Sunday?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Buddy replied, heaving his work belt lower on his overhanging gut. For a guy who wasn’t even thirty-five, he moved like someone twice his age. “But my regular job has me doin’ overtime and I just figured you needed to get this done before the end of summer.”

			Betty regarded him with uncertainty. “Is that a joke, Buddy?”

			He scratched his scraggly brown beard that still had specks of the morning’s donut in it, complete with sprinkles. “Well, yes and no, ma’am. I always have to allow for my low back goin’ out and gettin’ me stove up.”

			She furrowed her brow. “Stove up? What in the world is that?”

			His jaw slacked and then came to attention. “Stove up,” Buddy countered, as if it was perfectly clear. “Stiff, sore, can’t move. Stove up.” 

			“Well, of course,” Betty said with a slight Texas inflection. The poor man needed to lose the fifty pound barrel around his gut. That would certainly do wonders to lessen the strain on his back, but Betty sure as hell wasn’t going to be the one to tell him that. “Listen, I have to go out and run errands. So, I might not be here at lunchtime to make you something to eat.”

			“That’s okay, Mrs. Craven. I’ll figure it out.”

			Betty observed Buddy’s demeanor. He seemed saddened by the news. At least, that’s what she believed. He could have just had gas. She started toward her car and then turned back, “Oh, Buddy, I’m running a bit tight this month. So, if you could –”

			“Don’t worry about it, Mrs. Craven. I know you’ll pay up when you got it.”

			Betty smiled, trying to hold her head high, but she was both appreciative and appalled by Buddy’s seemingly lack of concern as to when his work would be compensated. His trust in her was something she took quite seriously, and even though she tended to speak to him in a tenor set aside for workmen and bathroom attendants, she was fond of the big, slack-jawed scalawag. She tried valiantly to introduce him to culture, once playing Tchaikovsky’s “Nutcracker” while he worked. When he asked her what the “song” was called, she told him. He laughed so hard mucus ran from his nostrils, and from then on he called it “that ball-buster music.” Sadly, Betty surmised, the only culture some people experience is the mold growing on cheese in their refrigerator.

			With Peggy’s box of chocolates secured safely in a cooling bag – one of the many accessories left over from The White Violet – Betty locked the car doors and put on her seatbelt, making sure not to create any unsightly wrinkles in her dress. Then she did what she always did before starting the car. She prayed. If she were Catholic, she’d pray to St. Christopher, the Patron Saint of travelers. But since she was a Methodist, she silently bowed her head and prayed to God to make the car start and continue to run until she reached her destination. As the turned the key, God answered her prayer. 
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				“That gentleman over there is checking out your Biedermeier.”

			
			

			
			

			The Gilded Rose was not exactly bustling when Betty arrived. There was only one man perusing the furniture section and a young girl waiting at the empty counter. Sure, it was Sunday but where were all the customers she was told adored this high-end antique store? As she moved closer to the counter, a wave of patchouli assaulted her senses. It appeared to emanate from the young girl now leaning on the counter and playing with the business card holder next to the cash register. Betty regarded the girl, who looked to be in her early twenties, with silent disparagement. Her fingers were painted in coal black polish, making it look to Betty as if she’d dipped her nails into Satan’s burnt caldron. Hoop earrings adorned her right eyebrow and left nostril. Betty never understood this accessory, always picturing a leash attached to the hoops so the unrefined colt could be led around the paddock. To add another dose of chaos to this unfortunate young woman’s appearance, a black streak of hair coloring extended down the middle of her bleached blond hair. The image of a cheap skunk materialized. 

			Betty erected a steel wall between herself and the girl, making a point to turn away and pretend to take an interest in a red velvet Victorian couch that looked like it belonged in the lobby of a brothel.

			“Hi!” the girl said sweetly.

			Betty turned to her. Even though she was appalled by the girl’s appearance, her upbringing dictated that she posture politeness. “Hello.” 

			“I think Lily’s in the back room. She’ll probably be out any second.”

			“All right.”

			“Hey, um, can you crack a Benji?”

			“A Benji?”

			She held up a one hundred dollar bill. “Benjamin Franklin? I just came over to get some change. I work a couple doors down, and all we’re getting is hundies.”

			“No. I don’t have change for your Benji.” Betty turned away but couldn’t help but be curious as to what business had a problem of bringing in too many hundred dollar bills. “Where do you work?”

			“At The Green Wellness dispensary. We’ve been slammed this weekend.”

			A cold shudder iced Betty’s spine. Well, that explained the appearance, she thought. What a waste of a good life. With marijuana dispensaries outnumbering Starbucks in Colorado, it was hard to believe they all were rolling in “Benjamins.” But the Colorado green rush was obviously a profitable endeavor. However, Betty told herself, so was being a high priced escort. The strain now between these two was thick. Well, it was thick for Betty anyway; the girl seemed completely oblivious and laid-back. Thankfully, Lily strode out from the back, and upon seeing the girl and Betty together, tensed up considerably. “Yarrow?” Lily said, her eyes jetting nervously to Betty. “This is not a great time to visit.”

			Yarrow, Betty thought. Who in the hell names their kid Yarrow? Hyssop was probably too hard to spell.

			“I just need some change,” Yarrow said off-handedly.

			“I don’t have any. It’s too early.”

			“Bummer. Okay, I’ll come back later. See ya!” She nearly skipped out of the store, clearly immune to the strain at the counter.

			“She works –”

			“At the dispensary,” Betty quickly said. “Yes, she told me. Do you have to deal with that type of intrusion a lot now?”

			Lily looked ill at ease. “She’s in here once or twice a day.”

			“You don’t have to put up with that. You should say something to her. She could attract the wrong clientele to your business.” Betty leaned forward, speaking in a confidential tone. “Criminals, if you get my drift.” 

			“Oh, I don’t…most of the people over there are…” Lily smiled, clearly uncomfortable. “Anyway, you got my message about your chair.” Betty nodded. “I’ve got your check right here.” Lily opened the cash register and handed Betty the check. 

			Betty swallowed hard. “A hundred and fifty-two? I don’t understand –” 

			“I had to mark it down. That’s in our contract. After sixty days if it’s not sold, I have the right to do that.”

			Betty’s head reeled, but she maintained her composure. “Well, somebody is sitting on a really good deal right now.”

			“Betty, it’s nothing against you or your beautiful items. Blame it on Ed.”

			“Who’s Ed?”

			“Economic Downturn. Hey, you’ve still got plenty of incredible things here that haven’t passed their expiration. In fact,” she furtively stole a glance behind Betty’s back, “that gentleman over there is checking out your Biedermeier.”

			Betty turned. The man she half-noticed when she walked in was indeed eyeing her historic, German walnut writing table, circa 1825. However, he certainly didn’t appear to be someone who would ever own such a refined piece. He was probably in his early fifties, possibly younger, and wore a pair of black jeans and a well-worn leather motorcycle jacket. His reddish brown hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail that hung five inches down his back. A smartly trimmed goatee framed his healthy-looking face, which was tanned by the Colorado sun. No, this was not someone who would ever plunk a cent down for her cherished desk. Besides, Betty factored his height to be at least six foot three inches tall, which was certainly not a figure that would comfortably fit under that writing table. Still, he was spending a great deal of time examining the piece and reading the price tag. A sale was a sale, dammit, so she stepped forward to see if she could shrewdly close the deal.

			Betty tried to appear as nonchalant as possible as she sashayed in the vicinity of the desk. Moving closer, she noticed a metal sign propped onto the piece with the quote: All a girl really wants is for one guy to prove to her that they are not all the same. It was apparently a direct quote from the pouting lips of Marilyn Monroe but it was certainly not something Betty Craven would ever dream of placing anywhere near her beloved Biedermeier. Like a fine hostess changing a place card in order to facilitate a better seating arrangement, she craftily removed the metal sign, placed it face down on another item and feigned great interest in the writing desk. 

			“Oh my, a Biedermeier!” she gushed in a low-key tone, brushing her palm against the wood. “You certainly don’t see these every day.”

			The man looked at her with his intensely blue eyes. A soft smile followed. “Really?”

			“Oh, I mean it. It’s quite a find! I don’t remember the last time I saw a Biedermeier like this.”

			He leaned over and checked the price tag. “I’d say the last time you saw it was shortly before April 11th.”

			Betty’s mouth went dry. “Excuse me?” She could feel that plastic smile forming on her face. 

			“The tag?” he noted, with a mischievous grin. “Lily always shorthands the name of the person who brought it in along with the date, right above the price. See? It says here: ‘B. Craven, 4/11.’”

			Betty wasn’t about to let some guy with a quick mind outfox her. “Yes, but, why on earth would you think that –”

			“Betty, I’ve heard you speak at the town council meetings. You always sit on the right side of the aisle and I’m always on the left. Kind of like our politics.” He smiled again and extended his hand. “My name’s Jeff Carroll. I’m glad to finally meet you.”

			She stood there, momentarily speechless. But her manners quickly resurfaced. “Pleased to meet you too,” she replied, hoping her disingenuous tone wasn’t too obvious. His handshake was firm, not like so many men who are afraid to demonstrate their spirit. On closer examination, Betty surmised that Jeff looked something like a healthier, more muscular version of General George Custer and a sexier, thinner, and far younger version of Colonel Sanders. With a ponytail. And a biker jacket. 

			“What part of Texas are you from?” he asked.

			Betty wasn’t aware she was letting her Texas inflection give her away. He was rather forward, Betty judged. But if a few moments of harmless banter sold her Biedermeier, she was willing to drop her guard just a bit. She’d pretend she was back on the pageant stage with her big bouffant, answering asinine questions about which world leader she most admired. “Houston. But we moved to Paradox in 1980, so I’m working toward becoming a semi-native.”

			“We?” Jeff leaned against an oak chifferobe wardrobe in a relaxed posture. 

			“Uh, yes.” She realized she was rusty on the pageant shtick. “Well, my husband. But he’s since passed away.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said. But to Betty, it didn’t appear he was sorry at all.

			There was an uncomfortable pause before Betty turned to the desk. “You know, I bought this piece –”

			“I live outside of Paradox, in the unincorporated part.” He chuckled. “Paradox. Sure is an odd name for a town, isn’t it?”

			Betty wasn’t sure where in the hell this conversation was headed. “I’m sorry, but I don’t follow you.”

			“It means irony or contradiction.”

			“Yes, I’m aware of the definition of the word, but I’m not clear on –”

			“I think it just seems like a paradox in itself that somebody would give a town that name. ‘I live in Paradox.’ It’s like saying, ‘I live in an illogical place.’”

			Betty actually pondered this concept. “I never really thought of it that way.”

			“Really? I thought of it the first time I heard the name. That’s why I chose to live outside the city line. I prefer to live outside the irony.”

			Betty looked at Jeff, not sure what to make of him. He seemed to be someone who took time to actually think. But he also appeared to spend time thinking of the most peculiar things. “Yes. Well, right.” She turned to the desk, but was pretty sure any possible sale was dead in the water. “I’m running late to see a sick friend.”

			Jeff smiled. “Sure. A sick friend.”

			She realized her reply sounded like a worn out excuse used to hasten a quick exit. “No, really. I am going to see a sick friend. A very sick friend.” Her right ear began to flutter once again as her neck joined in the spasm. 

			“You okay?”

			She was bewildered. She didn’t think she’d made any wincing facial movements or drawn attention to her annoying issue. “Yes, of course, I’m fine.”

			Jeff cocked his head to the side. “You sure?”

			Good Lord, this guy was persistent. “Yes,” she replied, as her ear played “Babaloo.”

			He walked out with her and said goodbye before straddling his black Harley and zooming off into the distance. Damned noisy modes of transport, she said to herself, which seemed so inadequate for comfortable travel. But it did seem to start right up quite well without the need of a prayer. One could call that a bit of a paradox.

			~~~

			Peggy’s hospice nurse answered the door and solemnly ushered Betty inside. She was a black woman with a tidy bun of braids bundled in the crook of her neck. Betty lingered a tad too long in the front entrance, clutching the cooler that held the box of chocolates. The house smelled toxic, like dirty metal burning. 

			“How’s she doing today?” Betty managed to say as her stomach churned.

			“Not good, I’m afraid,” the nurse replied with the hint of a Caribbean accent. “She’s got company right now but she’s in a lot of pain.”

			This was already too much for Betty. She removed the elegantly wrapped box of chocolates from the protective cooler. “Perhaps, I can leave these chocolates with you and I’ll come back another time –”

			“Another time?”

			Betty looked at the woman, not sure what to say. Her reply suggested that time was of the essence if one wanted to see Peggy outside of a casket. With reluctance shading each step, Betty walked down the dim hallway and around the corner. The foul aroma grew more penetrating the closer she got to Peggy’s bedroom. Betty knew it all too well; Frank Sr. reeked of the same odor just days before he died. Reaching the doorway, she stopped in her tracks. There was an older gentleman around eighty years old on one side of Peggy’s bed. But the young man with his back to Betty, holding Peggy’s hand looked like…Betty clutched at her heart, fixated. Peggy was clearly out of it, tossing her head to the side and mumbling incoherencies. But Betty couldn’t take her eyes off the young man. 

			He gently rested Peggy’s hand against the comforter and turned. Betty stared at him. He was about five feet eight inches tall, with a chaotic swath of dark brown hair that hadn’t seen a comb in quite some time. His loose fitting t-shirt sported three large letters in black: G.Y.O. His jeans hung dangerously low on his slender frame, giving her concern that the slightest tug would force them down around his ankles.

			The young man quietly moved away from Peggy’s bed and stood next to Betty. Once there, she noted a peculiar scent that seemed to be attached to his clothing. It wasn’t awful but it wouldn’t fetch much at the cologne counter.

			“Do I know you?” he asked.

			Betty realized she must have stared far too long. “No. You just look like…” She peered down at her sweater. The cuff had obviously gotten caught on something and was beginning to unravel. This particular embarrassment had never happened before, and Betty blamed the regular wear and tear on this dreadful mishap. She quickly folded the cuff so as to conceal the unsightly damage.

			He leaned forward and looked at her more intently. “Like what?”

			Betty turned away. Yes, there was an eerie similarity but on closer inspection, his eyes were different and his lips were thinner. “Nothing. Never mind.”

			“I’m Peyton.”

			He waited but Betty remained silent, staring straight ahead but avoiding Peggy with every ounce she could muster.

			“And you’re….who?” he asked with an unusually purposeful manner.

			“Betty,” she said in a hushed tone, never looking at him. 

			He checked out her dress. “Did you just come from church?”

			“Church?” Now she turned. “No.”

			“Oh. It’s just that you’re dressed kinda formal.”

			Somehow she relaxed a bit. “Formal? This is not formal. I simply believe that it’s important to present oneself in a proper manner when one is visiting a sick friend.”

			Peyton eyed her closer as if he were reading tea leaves. “Well, you may not dress formal but you sure do talk formal.” His voice was nowhere near as low-key as Betty’s. “And, to be dead honest, it doesn’t matter what you’re wearing. Aunt Peggy won’t know who you are, let alone what you got on. Seriously, dude, I’m not kidding.”

			Any imagined sense of kinship she might have felt for this boy was lost at that moment. “Dude? Do I look a dude to you?”

			Peyton looked confused. “No. I think you, like, misunderstood me. It’s just, like, a word. You know, like…’hey.’” 

			“Can’t you throw another ‘like’ in that sentence. I don’t think you’ve exhausted the word enough.”

			“Are you, like, a school teacher?”

			This was growing tedious. “No, dude, like I’m not.” 

			Peyton caught the sarcasm and let out a stifled laugh. He looked at the elaborately wrapped box in Betty’s hand. “What’s that?”

			“A box of chocolates.”

			“Oh, yeah? Where from?”

			Betty let out a tired breath. “Behind the preposition.”

			Peyton cogitated briefly. “Huh?”

			“Never mind. I made them.”

			“No shit? Are they any good?”

			“What?” She turned to him, irritated and appalled. “Who in the hell raised you?”

			“She did.” He pointed to Peggy. “My mother – her sister – wasn’t really invested in my emotional, physical or spiritual development.”

			Betty colored with embarrassment. “Sorry. I didn’t know you were Peggy’s nephew.” 

			Peyton visibly pondered that statement. “So, it would make a difference if what I just told you wasn’t so?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Well, are you sorry because there’s suddenly a family connection here and I’m not just some ass-wipe hangin’ out, or are you sorry because you think that’s the ‘proper’ thing to say?”

			She turned to Peyton, unable to fathom how the exchange degenerated to this level. “I can’t have this conversation with you right now.”

			“Oh, dude, hang on! I know who you are! Yeah, my aunt talks about you a lot. You had that whoopty-whoop chocolate store that went belly up, right? And you got the big, fancy garden with all the prize winning shit in it.”

			“All the prize winning shit? They’re called flowers, dear.”

			“Dude, I didn’t mean any offense. ‘Shit’ is just an all-encompassing word that means a group of stuff. It’s like the word, dude. You can be a dude. I can be a dude. The dog can be a dude. It’s just a word.”

			“Thank you for the clarification.”

			Peyton leaned a little closer to Betty. “Hey, you wanna know something? I’m a gardener too, just like you.”

			Betty smoothed the fabric on her dress and checked to see that the hem on the sleeve of her sweater was still turned under. “Oh, I seriously doubt that.”

			“That I’m a gardener or that I’m as good as you?”

			“Yes.”

			He waited, watching Betty observe his aunt who was still fighting to get comfortable. “So, are you gonna go sit with her or just stare at her from this doorjamb?” Peyton waited but Betty remained reticent. He regarded her with more intensity. “Hey, I’m sorry. This is really hard for you, isn’t it? I can see that.”

			“Oh, please, don’t be ridiculous. I just don’t want to…she looks preoccupied. I’d hoped the chocolates would lift her spirits.”

			“As much as she loves your chocolates, she won’t eat them. She can’t hold anything down. Fuckin’ chemo.” Betty turned to him with admonishment. “Hey, it is fuckin’ chemo. It’s fuckin’ poison, too. You know, you don’t die of the cancer anymore. You die of their ‘cure.’ She can’t even connect to anybody. All she can do is just lay there and moan until it’s time for another happy dose of morphine. And then she’s out until she wakes up and the nightmare starts all over again.” He traced the lines in the carpet with his foot, obviously distressed. “It’s tough, you know? All I want to do is to be able to look into her eyes and have her recognize me, even for just a second, before she dies.” 

			Betty softened. “I understand. Truly I do.” She called up a phrase she’d used many times in the past few years. “Remember, Peyton, this too shall pass.”

			He shook his head. “God, I hate that saying. Want to know why? I hear that from a lot of people who play the victim game. And when they whine, ‘this too shall pass,’ what I really hear is ‘this too shall pass so the next miserable event can move in to take its place.”

			Betty felt indignation worm closer. “I didn’t mean it that way. I simply meant that this will pass.”

			“And so will my Aunt Peggy. Sooner rather than later. I can handle her death, but I can’t handle her suffering. Hell, I offered to bring a vaporizer over here but Nurse Ratched isn’t cool with it.”

			“A vaporizer? To help her breathe?”

			“No. A vaporizer. To inhale some medical grade cannabis. It’s a million times cleaner than smoking a blunt.”

			Betty’s soft stance and gentility ceased. She stiffened, moving a few inches away from Peyton. “Get away from me.”

			“Huh?”

			“This conversation is over.” Her tone was succinct and unforgiving.

			Peyton stared at Betty, trying to rationalize what just occurred. The doorbell rang, affording Peyton an opportunity to make a reasonable exit. He answered the door, and Betty heard Renée’s strident inflection. 

			“Betty?”

			Betty edged closer to the doorjamb. “Hello, Renée.”

			“How’s she doing?” Renée asked with her characteristically vociferous voice.

			“Not well.” Betty clutched at the chocolates, feeling terribly awkward. 

			Renée checked behind her and then turned back. “God, did you see that nephew of hers? Peyton? He absolutely reeks of pot!”

			So that was the peculiar odor Betty noted on the boy. “Really?”

			“Oh, honey, trust me. The smell of Mary Jane is burned into my brain cells! Peggy must be devastated by how he turned out!”

			“Apparently, Peggy’s not devastated by much of anything right now. She’s not really all there.”

			“Let the morphine kick in and she’ll be fine.”

			Betty watched Peggy continue to struggle. “Yes. Right. She’ll be wonderful.” She handed the box of chocolates to Renée. “Would you leave these for her on the side table?”

			Renée took the box. “Oh, Betty. It’s too soon for you, isn’t it? Frank Sr.’s demise is still too fresh. I can see it in your eyes. You can’t deny it.”

			Betty had no clue what Renée was seeing in her eyes, but it sure as hell had nothing remotely to do with Frank. “Yes,” Betty replied with fabricated sadness. “Still too fresh.” She patted Renée on the shoulder and started down the hallway when a thought crossed her mind. “Do you have any idea why they named our town Paradox?”

			Renée furrowed her brow. “What are you talking about?”

			“I don’t know. When you think about it, it’s an odd name for a town, isn’t it?”

			Renée looked at Betty with slight concern. “What’s so odd about it?” she sighed. “Oh, Betty, Betty, Betty. This whole thing with Peggy is really doing a number on you.”

			Betty wasn’t sure what one thing had to do with another but she ignored it. It was time to get home and see if Buddy was still there. He’d be hungry and she couldn’t bear the thought of him forced to eat some fast food tripe. There were plenty of leftovers from the get together the day before. She’d previously introduced him to gazpacho soup, and now she could invite him to enjoy a cucumber sandwich with a hearty dollop of homemade guacamole on the side. Buddy was like her own little outreach program. 

			The car started up a little throaty, but it ran quite well for about five miles before it started sputtering whenever she slowed at a red light. Her jaw clenched. She needed to put off this expense as long as possible, since she knew the aging vehicle would need a massive overhaul. Pulling into a parking spot on the side of the street, she turned off the engine. Glancing at the name of the store two doors down, she smiled. It was the “Hippie Dippie Health Food Store” Judi had raved about exclusively stocking “Mama’s Muscle Mojo” salve. While Betty didn’t usually enter establishments with the word “Hippie” or “Dippie” on their signage, she figured she had to give the Taurus at least twenty minutes to cool down. Maybe a fresh orange juice from the juice bar would lift her blood sugar just enough to get her through until lunch. 

			The store was not what she expected. It was actually quite lovely. The clean, pine panels and high ceilings gave it a light, airy feel. The place smelled inviting with a cheerful citrus bouquet. A large skylight in the center of the store held eleven crystals that twirled and swayed with the breeze, creating an intoxicating, prismatic ballet of color. In the back of the store was the juice and food bar Judi had raved about. A banner shouted, “We Put the Life Back In Your Juice!” On a large blackboard, the menu included clever names for the blends, including “The Triple-B Blaster,” “Hiker’s Helper” and “Calcium Kicker.” 

			The aisles were wide and neatly filled with locally produced products as well as established national brands. In the background, soothing classical music played. There was no dust or grime or the sense that one was visiting a questionable establishment. Surely, Betty surmised, the owner could have come up with a more fitting name than the “Hippie Dippie Health Food Store.” You know, something more elegant that reflected the ambiance Betty was truly enjoying. Just as that thought crossed her mind, she heard a familiar voice behind her. 

			“Are you following me?”

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			







              
          
  







              
          
  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   







OEBPS/images/vook_credits.png
Voo

Created with Vook

Visit vook.com









OEBPS/images/cover_3180.png





OEBPS/images/ch1_img1.jpg
Betty’s

(Little Basement) Garden

By Laurel Dewey

Y

T
ST0Rf PANT






OEBPS/images/Book-Promo-ShotBetty.jpeg








OEBPS/images/REDEMPTION-front-cover-small.jpg
REDEMPTION

S =
TAUREL DEVEY





OEBPS/images/Promissory-Payback-front-cover.jpg
PROMISSORY
PAIBACK

LAUREL DEWEY





OEBPS/images/Unfinished-Death-front-cover.jpg
DEATH
L3

TAUREL DENEY





OEBPS/images/Protector-front-cover.jpg
NDATLOTAD






OEBPS/images/Revelations-front-cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Unrevealed-front-cover.jpg
LAUREL DEWEY





