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1944

The sound of a child crying in the distance prompted Mavis Lee Baverstock to stop drying the plate in her hand. She cocked her head to the side. Not again, she thought. She set the plate on the counter, tossed her drying towel next to it and swiftly exited the kitchen through the screened back door of her house. 

“Dorothy? Dorothy? Where are you?” she called from the covered back porch, her southern accent thick. 

The crying continued. 

Hands on her hips, Mavis Lee hollered louder, “Dorothy Clare! Dorothy Clare!  You best not be in that field again...” 

“Momma! Momma!” Dorothy sobbed from what Mavis Lee thought might be the center of the adjoining property.

“Dorothy Clare, come here this minute!” Mavis Lee demanded sternly as she scanned the two-acre, well-manicured backyard and beyond, to the open field of another two hundred acres of tall grass and weeds.

“Momma... I’m lost,” Dorothy wailed from the midst of thick, towering vegetation. Her entire body shook with fright.

The twenty-seven year-old Mavis Lee took the three wooden steps down to the lawn and walked with purpose toward the sound of Dorothy’s voice, and called out, “Dorothy! Dorothy! Come here! Come to my voice, child.”

“Momma!”

“Dorothy!”

“Momma! I don’t... I... I...” Not yet six-years-old, surrounded by a wall of tall grass and weeds, Dorothy spun around in a fright, searching in vain for the direction of her mother’s voice, confused. Frantic, her chest tightened as she gulped air, desperate to breathe, sending her into a panicked state. Spinning down to the ground, the last thing she remembered before the darkness enveloped her was blue sky and the fading sound of her mother’s voice.

“Dorothy!” 

––––––––
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A FOLDED WET WASHRAG laid across her forehead, Dorothy opened her eyes to see her mother’s face, filled with concern, staring down at her. Lying on her own bed with Mavis Lee sitting on its edge and safe in her bedroom, the little girl cried with relief.

“Are you all right, child?” Mavis Lee asked with as much compassion as she allowed herself to show.

“Yes, Momma,” Dorothy sniffed, wondering why she didn’t remember getting to her bedroom from the field. It wasn’t the first time.

“What in blazes were you doing out there again?” Mavis Lee demanded. “Why, Dorothy?”

Dorothy shrugged.

“You don’t know.” Mavis Lee scoffed. “How many times have I told you not to go beyond our yard? Haven’t I told you? I told you, didn’t I,” Mavis Lee stated, not wanting her daughter to know how upset she was about Dorothy’s latest spell. “You’re getting too big for me to carry back home every time I turn around. This is the last time I’ll tell you, child—stay out of them weeds.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Dorothy whimpered.

“Lord have mercy—stop your crying, Dorothy. There’s nothin’ a’tall to cry for.”

Dorothy attempted to stop her free-flowing tears, ashamed, but couldn’t.

“Dorothy Clare Baverstock, you are well aware Baverstocks do not cry,” Mavis Lee admonished. “You hear me? Baverstocks do not cry! Crying is a weakness, and Baverstocks are not weak. Dry those tears and hush up, now. How many times shall I tell you? When people see you cry, they think you’re meek, and they’re gonna take advantage of you. And, I don’t care none what the Bible says—the meek don’t inherit anything. You hear me? You do not want people to think they can walk all over you—because if they think that, then they will. Every time. Understand me?”

Dorothy nodded as tears continued to roll down her cheeks.

“Stop it. Right now,” Mavis Lee demanded with a firm tone, afraid for her only child. With her husband, Dorn, overseas in the middle of the world war, there was no telling when or if he’d ever come back; and, if he did, whether there’d be siblings for Dorothy. Mavis Lee needed Dorothy to grow up strong, independent and capable. Worried Dorothy’s hysterics and fainting spells were evidence she had inherited Mavis Lees’ own weakness, it frightened her. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Dorothy sniveled, brushing the tears from her face. “I’m... I’m sorry, Momma.”

“Mmhmm. Okay. And, for the last time, stay out of them weeds,” Mavis Lee added gently, patting Dorothy’s arm. She stood up and smoothed her cream-colored cotton housedress. “Now, wash your face and come help me with supper.” Mavis Lee turned and headed out the door.

“Yes, Momma.”

Mavis Lee stopped in the doorway and spoke over her shoulder. “And, we’ll keep your spell to ourselves—like always. Y’hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dorothy whispered. The shame of what she didn’t understand was motivation enough to keep it to herself without her mother reminding her. 

“All righty, then,” Mavis Lee said, disappearing down the hallway. “Hurry up, now.”
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1996

Dinner Party

Soft music playing from inside the house intermingled with sounds of a gurgling water fountain and late afternoon desert life as the four friends relaxed outside on Dot Baverstock’s covered veranda. 

“It’s gonna be perfect weather for our little dinner party,” Dot, the matriarch of the Palm Springs home proclaimed, with just a hint of a southern accent. “Late October, November... It’s always like this. Nineties or more, but once the sun sets, we’ll get right down into the low Seventies. Perfect.” 

“Loving it right now,” Eve Magnussen replied with a content smile. “It is stunningly perfect.”

Her lover and partner of nearly three years, Mackenna “Em” Martín, added cheerfully, “I concur.”

Camille Barton, Em and Eve’s friend and agent, chimed in, beaming, “Ditto for me.”

Dot grinned, pleased by their replies.

“So, Dottie...” Em began. 

“Yes...?”

“We put out fourteen place settings as directed...”

“Thank you, darlin’,” Dot replied with a warm smile, appreciating the lovely vision of her girls, Em and Eve, sitting on the sofa to her left. Em with her long, dark curls, streaked with grey, piled messily on her head, wearing a mid-calf, green, strapless sundress that illuminated her sea-green eyes; and Eve, sporting white Capri pants with a taupe cotton tunic. With her tousled, short curly blonde and silver-highlighted hair, though in her early forties, Eve evoked the look of a youthful girl-next-door. Dot loved them individually as if they were her very own, but more so as a couple. They, and her adopted son, Waverly, were key members of her extended family and constant reminders of how fortunate she was to have them in her life.

“But, we’re dying to know... who all’s coming to your shindig?” Em asked, settling back into the sofa, leaning affectionately into Eve.

“Time to let the cat out of the bag,” Eve added.

Dot took a long drink of her sweet ice tea, then smacked her lips for comic effect. “Might could,” she replied, chuckling softly at the girls’ reaction to her Southern jargon. “Alrighty, then... It’ll be us four and Wave.” She smiled. “Obviously.” She mindlessly pet her black and tan long-haired Chihuahua, Sweet Pea, who appeared thoroughly engaged in the conversation, perched attentively on Dot’s lap.

“Obviously,” Em agreed with amusement.

“Jilli will be here, naturally,” Dot continued, referring to Waverly’s long-time girl friend, Jillian Hitchens, a teacher at a local private academy.

“Natch.” Eve smirked. 

“And...” she shrugged, “... the rest? My neighbors. I don’t believe you’ve met.” 

“No. You’ve mentioned them,” Em answered, “but no, we’ve not met. Right, babe?”

“I haven’t,” Eve agreed. 

“Me, neither.” Camille added with a chuckle, stating the obvious. She’d only been out to Dot’s a few times over the years, initially with Em, and the last few years with both Em and Eve. Attired in white linen shorts and a pale blue linen blouse, Camille slipped her sandals off and pulled her legs up onto her chair, tucking them underneath her as she settled in for Dot’s guest rundown.

“We’re not that social,” Dot admitted. “We only see each other when we’re out walking our dogs, or at our monthly dinner parties.”

“Monthly dinner parties—fun,” Camille remarked. “I love a good dinner party.”

“They are a hoot. We rotate—this is our month,” Dot said with a satisfied smile. “We’re always trying to outdo each other. It’s a friendly little competition. ’Course, since I’ve got Wave on my team, I win hands-down every time,” she said with a laugh.

Eve absentmindedly plumped her short soft curls. “In all the years I’ve been coming out here, I’ve never seen another soul in the neighborhood,” she said.

“Neither have I,” Em agreed. “Well, except for Wish,” she added, referring to Dot’s late neighbor.

“Right,” Eve said. “He’s the only one, though.”

Reminded of her beloved friend and neighbor, Aloysius St. Cloud, Dot grinned wistfully. He was her angel, her best friend, and she missed him. 

“Well, way back when,” she explained, “when the Movie Colony was first built—back in its heyday—I’m told it was all about privacy. So, by design, you’re not meant to see anyone. Although, if you girls got up when I do, with the sun, you’d see the whole dadgum neighborhood out. It’s the way of life here in the desert, even when the weather changes. In the hot months ya gotta get up early to beat the heat. When it cools down a tad,” she shrugged, “up with the sun is a habit.”

Eve and Em nodded, understanding the logic in it, though neither were early risers. Seeing neighbors out and about wouldn’t be enough to get them to change their habit.

“Ha! Don’t even try to call these two before nine or ten,” Camille commented. With a wicked smile, she arched one eyebrow toward Em and Eve. “By the time they’re functional, the entire world’s been operating for hours!” She laughed with glee.

“Not everyone was designed to get up with the roosters, or...” Eve smiled.

“Chickens,” Em added, finishing Eve’s sentence.

“True,” Camille admitted. “And, not everyone rolls out of bed looking gorgeous like you two do. Some of us need hours to look this good,” she said, striking a pose.

The three younger women laughed as this had been a topic of conversation between them many times.

“Oh, I’ve seen you without makeup, Cami,” Em said. “You’re stunning, and you know it.”

Camille rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. I look like an adolescent boy.”

“Stop,” Em laughed. “Four or five more inches and you know you would have had a killer modeling career. And, for the record, you do not look like a boy.”

“So, you’re saying I’m short.”

“Yes!” Em and Eve exclaimed with laugh.

“Anyway,” Em continued, “it’s unnatural to go to bed at nine o’clock,” she scoffed with a smirk. “Y’know, contrary to your assertion, Cami, amazing things do happen while you early birds are sleeping.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, Mackie... keep trying,” Camille retorted to Em, then muttered, “Short...”

“Anywho...” Dot interrupted with force.

“Sorry, Dottie, so sorry... sorry...” the three women answered in concert, realizing they had hijacked Dot’s story.

“No problem. As entertaining as y’all are...” Dot beamed. “As I was saying...”

“Go ahead, Dottie. We’ll shush,” Eve said, stifling giggles with the other women. 

Dot shook her head and grinned. Oh, how she loved her girls. She smoothed the top of her mostly grey hair back as she leaned forward to pull her long, single braid around to the front of her right shoulder. She checked the popped collar on her peach-colored polo shirt before settling back into her chair, crossing her long, tan legs.

“My next-door neighbors on the one side of us, Curtis Lott and John Brecht, and Nick Ho from the other side are coming. The Canadians from across the street, Amaline and Bastien Robichaud, they’re coming. They’re bringing their daughter—I believe Madeleine is her name.” Dot thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yep, it is—it’s Madeleine. Not Madeline with an ‘i,’ but Madeleeen with an e.” Dot smiled. “Don’t make that mistake, or you’ll hear it from Amy. Madaleeeen. Madaleeeen is visiting from Toronto. Um... who else? Let me think now... 

“Ah, the widow Becky Banks on the corner is coming. Super nice gal. And... hmmm...” Dot tapped her index finger against her thin lips. “Oh, and of course, Eric Close. He lives catty corner from Becky—I saw him walking his ginormous dog Eugene this morning—he’s absolutely coming. What is that dog of his? I can never remember. Um... something... African.” She shrugged. “Big ol’ thing. You’ll love him. Eric, that is, not the dog, though Eugene is pretty doggone cute. Giant as all hell—he must weigh a hundred pounds—but cute.

“Anywho, Eric’s an old geezer who’s lived a hundred lives. He’s been a model, set builder, best boy—whatever the hell that is—a cameraman, writer, producer, director... Well, he’s been just about everything it’s possible to be in Hollywood. He’s eccentric, gorgeous, and interestin’ as all git out. And... hmmhmmhmm...”

Dot looked to the ceiling again, counting in her head. “I believe... yep, that’s it. A few of our other neighbors are in absentia—they’re snowbirds. They won’t be back from the Northwest, where they all go, until sometime after Thanksgiving. Some don’t come back until January.”

“That’s quite an eclectic group,” Em mused, her green eyes flashing. “What can you tell us about them that might help conversation-wise?” In what she liked to call a perpetual state of the observant writer mode, Em preferred knowing something about people beforehand to help frame her experience.

Camille remained quiet, curious to learn more about Dot’s dinner guests. Like Em and Eve, she was also an astute observer, but her motives were far different from theirs. They were the creators—she was the procurer of creators. A literary agent for most of her career, Camille had expanded her interest into other areas in the entertainment field, always on the prowl for lucrative talent. Em and Eve weren’t just her best friends, they were also her best clients. Though neither needed to work another day in their lives, they both loved their work and rarely turned down quality projects. After meeting Em at a Hollywood cocktail party years before, Camille signed her soon afterwards. Em was a great find in myriad ways—not only as a great friend, but she was also extraordinarily talented and worked hard. Camille considered Eve as a bonus client, signing on with her not long after Em and Eve coupled. 

“Yeah,” Eve agreed, knowing Em’s modus operandi which was not much different from her own. “I like knowing a little something about people before I meet them, too. Got any dirt, Dottie?” 

Eve laughed as Em gave her a friendly jab with her elbow.

“Now, now... No dirt, but I can give you a little rundown on each of ’em if you’d like.”

“Yes, please!” Eve replied, eagerly nodding, her sable brown eyes gleaming.

Dot tittered at Eve’s enthusiasm. “Well, alrighty then. You know about Eric. You girls’ll have a lot to talk about with him,” she said to Em and Eve. “He’s got enough Hollywood stories to talk your ears off for a year—and by golly he will, given the opportunity.” Dot snickered at the image. Dot preferred talking to Eric if she knew she had at least an hour or two to spare, or a handy way out. “You’ll wanna give me some kind of signal if you want me to rescue you, because the man can talk... and talk, and talk, and... talk!” She laughed. “You’ll see.”

“He’s retired?” Camille inquired, her professional sixth sense buzzing.

“Semi?” Dot replied. “Like I said, Eric is a geezer—he might have ten or more years on me.” She chuckled. “I’ve known him... oh, let’s see now... twenty some odd years, I’d say? Give or take. Seems to me he’s always working on something or other. Sometimes he consults, he writes, pitches scripts... I know that for a fact because he practices his pitches on me all the time,” Dot said with pride.

Camille nodded, her interest piqued.

“Okay. He sounds pretty interesting,” Em said. “What about the others?”

“All right, let’s see...” Dot looked up to the ceiling again as she combed her memory. “Um, John and Curtis are a gay couple. Both are retired and have been for several years. Must’ve done something right—they’re both in their late forties.”

“That’s pretty young to retire,” Em said.

Eve nodded.

Dot continued. “Curtis manufactured... oh, something or other. Or was he in sales? I’m embarrassed to say I’m not exactly sure. And, John... I want to say he was a senior VP at some bank downtown, Los Angeles. There was some kind of downsizing thingy and, as I recall, they offered him a pot of gold to go away. Their house, by the way, is Wish’s old house. Well, it was Wish’s house, now it’s our house—mine and Wave’s. Curtis and John lease from us.”

“Wish left it to you in his will, right?” Eve asked.

“Yes, he did. Incredibly generous. As you know, I had no idea a’tall he was planning to do that. He didn’t have anyone but us—his family disowned him when he came out in his twenties, and—”

“Just terrible,” Eve interrupted. “How can people do that to their kids?”

“Beats me,” Dot answered. “It’s unthinkable, but they do it every damned day.” She shook her head with disgust. “Anywho, Wish’s business wasn’t any of mine, so even though we knew he was dying, I never asked what his hereafter plans were, and he never volunteered. When his lawyer handed over the deed to his house, why, you coulda knocked me over with a feather. 

“I couldn’t figure out what to do with it at first,” she continued, mostly for Camille’s sake since Eve and Em were aware of the circumstances. “I considered selling, but then... because he left it to both of us, me and Wave, I just kept it, realizing if Wave ever wanted to, he could live there, raise a family, or... if not...” she shrugged, “we’d sell it—someday.

“It sat empty for about six months,” she continued, “until I ended up renting it out to John and Curtis. It was kismet. They were interested in the neighborhood and after asking around, ended up at my front door asking to lease the property. They were in their ‘transition phase’ as they used to call it and weren’t sure how long they’d stay out here. After a couple years of being a landlord, I got tired of the never-ending maintenance, so one day I just up and said, ‘Make us an offer.’ The next day they made us a fantastic offer for a five-year lease, and I said, ‘Hell yes!’”

“I remember how relieved you were,” Em said.

“You can’t imagine,” Dot concurred.

“Odd they offered a lease instead of buying,” Camille observed.

“I thought the same thing,” Dot replied. “In some ways, I had my hopes set on them buying it, because... well, it’s hard enough keeping up with this place, even with Wave’s help. Maintaining two properties was getting to be too much. And, that house... Lordy,” Dot exclaimed, shaking her head. “Wish wasn’t able to keep up with it and let it go to pot his last few years. As a consequence, almost every day something went on the blink and needed replaced or repaired. 

“By the time I’d had enough, John, Curtis, and I had become good friends—they’re like uncles to Wave. I hated to think of them moving or buying a house someplace else. So, we came to a meeting of minds. I agreed to lease it for a lower than market price, and they would maintain and even remodel it if they had a mind to. Thankfully, they had a mind to. The boys almost renovated it entirely, which I would’ve never done. Doesn’t even look like the same house, which is alrighty fine by me,” she said with a sigh. “No, it’s beautiful inside and out. Wish would have loved it, so... it’s all good.”

“Excellent move, Dot,” Camille chimed in. “So many financial advisors say property is the best way to grow your portfolio, but they rarely mention all the required maintenance and how much that costs. Looks like you’ve figured out how to get the best of both worlds.”

“What I never understood is, why didn’t theyjust buy it?” Eve asked.

Dot shrugged. “But, it’s none of my never mind. When their lease is up we’ll see what they decide to do. Until then, as long as it’s kept up and the rent’s paid...”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Em said, nodding, though all of the extensive property investments she inherited from her parents were handled by financial advisors, never directly affecting her. 

Dot sighed again thinking about her long-departed neighbor. “Anywho...” She pushed the memories of Aloysius from her head and continued. “I honestly can’t say how they managed to retire so young, but I say kudos, right?”

“Right,” Em and Eve enthusiastically agreed in unison, with Camille nodding.

“Maybe one of them got an inheritance?” Em suggested. “From my experience, what I inherited from my parents sure made the otherwise financially implausible a reality.”

“Hmmm... could be,” Dot replied. “I just don’t know. They haven’t said, and I ain’t askin’. Now, Curtis, he’s the chatty one. He’s real personable, but not real attractive—at least not to me,” she added, then snickered. “Not that I’m the best judge of men’s looks, but I’m just gonna say, he ain’t no model, and... I’ll just leave it at that,” Dot said, camping up her Southern drawl for effect.

“John? He’s quiet as a church mouse. Nice, and I believe I would be safe in saying he’s a rather handsome fella. His family moved here from Brazil when he was just a baby. Brazilian mother, Italian father. Pretty, pretty little wallflower, he is.” Dot chuckled. “The boys are avid bicyclists and ride a hundred miles, or some ungodly amount, every single day, weather be damned.”

The women laughed. 

“So that’s them. Let’s see... who am I forgetting?”

“The Canadians?” Em suggested. 

“Oh, right, right—Amaline and Bastien. Amy and Bas are retired university professors from Calgary. Bas is from Montréal, and Amy, I believe, was born and raised in Québec. Her father was a petroleum engineer, and that’s how she ended up in Calgary. Bas still has a heavy French accent, or would you call that a Canadian accent?” Dot shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll just call him a French-speaking Canadian. Um... anywho... I seem to remember Amy taught math, and Bas taught... biology? Or... hold on... might be the other way around. Oh, I can’t recall off-hand. Coupla eggheads, either way. Lovely couple. I’ve not met their daughter, Madeleine,” Dot said with emphasis and a chuckle, “but she sells for some big mucky muck pharmaceutical company in Toronto. For a young’un, she’s doing pretty well.” 

Dot pondered for a moment before continuing.

“Amy and Bas are extremely... active. They golf, they hike, they dance, they bike, they play cards, garden, they run every mornin’... They even have matching Harleys they ride every Sunday. Whooie! They’re go, go, go all the time. Almost like they’ve got ants in their pants.” Dot chuckled. “Truth be told? They exhaust me! Nice, nice people though; and even though they’re Canucks, they’ve got that all American look going for ’em,” she chuckled. “Oh, and whatever you do, I beg you, do not bring up politics with them. I implore you! Lord have mercy. They about had a collective cow when the Labor Party won... when that, what’s his name? Funny name... Oh, that Chrétien fella became Prime Minister. Do not go there!” Dot became animated, acting out craziness, making the three women laugh at her comical antics.

“Fair warnin’. Now, as for my other neighbor, Nick Ho... he’s in his early fifties and divorced. Don’t ask him about Don Ho—he doesn’t know.” Dot winked and smiled, waiting for a reaction from her audience. 

“I got it,” Camille said with a chuckle.

Dot laughed at Eve and Em’s puzzled looks. “Never mind. Inside joke, right Camille?”

“Absolutely!”

“Nick was born in O’ahu, but raised in San Francisco. He’s a part-timer, and only comes out from LA on the weekends, holidays and vacations. He’s got two kids, both in their twenties. One’s just finishing college, and the other graduated a couple years ago. Cynthia and Charlie. Nice, nice youngsters. Very polite. They’ve come out to the desert a few times, and we’ve had ’em over for dinner. Um, let’s see... Nick’s in Business Development for a bank in Los Angeles. I wanna say Union Bank? But that might be where John’s retired from.” Dot laughed. “Oh, lordy, too many cotton-pickin’ bankers and people from LA around here. Can’t keep track of ’em!”

Em and Eve smiled at Dot, fully enjoying her thumbnail sketches. “What about that widow lady, um... Betty?” Eve asked. “What’s her story?”

“Becky,” Dot stated. “Becky’s terribly sweet, mid-sixties. Her husband, Fred, owned a factory in Pittsburgh making some special part for cruise liners.” She shrugged. “They told me what it was years and years ago, but now I’ve forgotten. What I do remember is, he and Becky’s cousin invented the special part in their basement, and they went on to make a fortune manufacturing it and other inventions. 

“No kids. Fred died about ten years ago, and Becky plumb cashed out—sold their house, the business, everything in Pittsburgh, and moved out here. They’d bought this house here together, oh, maybe twenty years ago? Never used it. Rarely saw ’em, in fact. Becky says Fred was a triple A personality workaholic, which seems plausible. Died of a massive heart attack at the office. On a Sunday—his sixtieth birthday, if you can believe it. Ugh.” Dot shook her head. “Can you even imagine that?”

“No,” Em, Eve and Camille said in unison. 

“Terrible.” Dot shivered. “I don’t think they were particularly close. She’s never seemed especially grievous over him dyin’, so unexpectedly, neither. She’s more... I’d say, matter-of-fact about it. ‘Oh, yeah, he died, what can you do?’” Dot chuckled. “Now, Becky... she’s involved in a lot of local organizations, charities and such. Busy, busy lady, but I’m telling you, she’s got nothing on Amy and Bas. You’ll like her. She didn’t have any young’uns, but she comes off real motherly.”

“They all sound so interesting,” Eve said. “I can’t wait!”

Dot looked at her wristwatch. It was a quarter to four. “It won’t be long, now. I said hors d’oeuvres at five—about an hour from now—dinner at six.” She winked. “We’ll see who follows instructions,” Dot cackled.

“And, the menu?” Em asked.

“Good golly! Y’all are always tryin’ to test my memory!” Dot laughed.

“There’s nothing wrong with your memory, Dottie,” Eve teased.

“Fine. Where do I begin? Hmmm... First off, Wave wanted to do a Fall theme.” Dot made air quotes around Fall. “As you are well aware from past meals, the boy loves his themes. Okay, so... The main course is a bleu cheese and mushroom stuffed beef tenderloin, with some kind of roasted butternut squash. There’s a cranberry pilaf, with sautéed asparagus, and a green salad.”

“Wow,” Em said. “Well, at least now I can tell what it is smells so good. Yummy!”

“Oh, my god,” Eve said, laughing, holding her belly. “Did you hear that?”

“I did!” Camille exclaimed, feigning terror. “You better go grab a snack, darling, or something before you bring down the house!”

“Cut it out...” Eve replied, grinning.

“As ever, it sounds amazing, Dot. Wait... you forgot...” Eve said, looking at Em.

“Dessert!” Em proclaimed, verbalizing Eve’s thought.

“Exactly.” Eve winked at Em.

“Haha, I knew you wouldn’t let me slip by without telling you about the good part. You’re gonna love it, ’cause, if I say so myself, it’s pretty damned delicious. Wave’s made it for me before, so I can say with some authority you’ll love it. Now, imagine...” Dot began, her eyes twinkling. “You ready?”

“Yes!” the three women said in unison. 

“Ginger spiced cake, with... drumroll... homemade... pumpkin... ice cream.” Dot grinned.

Both Em and Eve groaned with feigned ecstasy.

“Oh, my god,” Camille groaned. “I’m going to gain twenty pounds before I leave here!”

“Hell’s bells,” Dot concurred. “That boy knows how to challenge a girl’s figure. It’s his own menu, and once again, he’s outdone himself. Sometimes, I think we ought to open a restaurant, he’s that dadgummed good.” 

“I agree. Sounds delish,” Eve commented, hoping she could last until dinner without a snack.

“Oh, yeah, and here’s the kicker... He’s whipped up some kind of an after dinner infusion liquor... something.” Dot shook her head, not quite remembering what Waverly called it. “Ah, hell... it’s a bunch of Autumny flavors he’s had soaking in vodka for three weeks. That’s what it is.” Dot nodded, thankful she no longer needed to drink, and it was rare for her to drink any more than one or two cocktails at special events. 

Em caught Dot’s eye, nodding in solidarity as they shared a general aversion for alcoholic spirits. 

“As for the guests, well, we’ll see how everything goes...” Dot chuckled, knowing dinner parties, neighbors and alcohol were a recipe for any number of outcomes. She gave up predicting them years before, always hoping for the best, expecting the worst; and if she was lucky, she’d end up with something somewhere in-between.

Dot glanced at her watch again. “We’d best get at it. They’ll be here in less than an hour. I don’t know about y’all, but it’ll take me that long to get myself presentable.” She grinned. Dot held Sweet Pea with one arm as she lifted herself from her chair.

“And, the attire is...?” Eve asked as she, Em and Camille stood.

“Oh, just... let’s call it high casual, desert style; but, I wouldn’t worry about it. Y’all are lovely as you are. Anything beyond that will be splendid.” Dot smiled, winking, then headed into the house, followed by Em, Eve and Camille, rolling their eyes.
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AT FIVE O’CLOCK, WHILE Em, Eve and Camille remained upstairs getting ready, Waverly and Jillian hurriedly put finishing touches on the hors d’oeuvres. The aroma of tantalizing Fall-themed dishes filled the air. French doors surrounding the perimeter of the house stood open, and the perfect lighting lit as Dot finished igniting the last of the veranda Citronella torches.

At one minute past five, the invited guests arrived en masse with Eric Close—bottle of wine and flowers in hand—leading the way with confidence.

“Helloooo... anybody home?” Eric called out as he entered Dot’s unlocked front door, not bothering to wait to be let in. Their own array of bottles and flowers in hand, the arriving guests took Eric’s lead and casually entered the house behind him.

Sweet Pea, running in circles, barked her greeting to the neighbors with exuberance.

“Sweet Pea! Shush!” Dot admonished her. “No barking, little girl,” she gently scolded, shaking her index finger at Sweet Pea who stopped barking and sat down. “Good girl. You’re such a good girl,” Dot cooed.

Wearing pressed khaki shorts, a light blue long-sleeved, button-down polo shirt with the collar popped and tan loafers sans socks, Dot briskly headed toward the entrance of her home, arriving at the front door as the last guest, Nick Ho entered the house. The rest of her guests gathered at the edge of the foyer waiting for acknowledgement.

Nick’s slicked back, straight black hair was tinged with thin white streaks. He wore a white muslin shirt, white cotton slacks and taupe leather sandals. When he saw Dot, he beamed.

“Good evening, Nick...” Dot said, bending her tall, lanky body down and gave him a casual hug, then kissed him on the cheek. She inhaled the scent of his Aramis cologne. “Mmmm, you smell mighty nice.”

“Thank you, Dottie,” Nick said with a self-conscious chuckle. “Thank you for the invite,” he said, returning her kiss. “The place looks great, as always. And, man, whatever Wave’s cooking? Smells incredible!” 

“Thank you, darlin’.” 

Unfazed by the casual and unsupervised entrance into her home, Dot greeted each guest personally as they made their way into the house. 

“Becky!” Dot enthused, greeting her widowed neighbor as she stooped to give her a peck on the cheek. “You’re looking particularly lovely tonight. What a pretty dress! I adore the floral pattern.”

“Thank you, Dottie,” Becky replied with a broad smile. “You look lovely yourself!”

“Thank you! Come on in, Beck. John, John... precious, how are you? Mwah!” Dot planted a loud kiss on John’s smooth-shaven cheek. An instant blush appeared in his cheeks, despite his dark skin. “Ah, now, that was easy,” Dot chided with a smile.

“Now, now,” Curtis chuckled. “Stop flirting with my guy, Dottie!” He gave her a quick hug and light kiss on her cheek.

“Curtis—love the shirt,” Dot said, smiling. When running into each other at Sak’s Fifth Avenue months earlier, they ended up buying identical Hawaiian shirts. “Glad I decided not to wear mine tonight.”

“What can I say?” Curtis replied. “We’ve both got stunning taste—in shirts and men!” he said with a guffaw, then lifted his nose toward the kitchen, “Mmmm, smells good!”

Dot smiled, then turned her attention to Amaline and Bastien, waiting their turn. She gave each of them a kiss on their cheeks, then turned to who she assumed was their daughter. “Amy, Bas! Is this your daughter?”

“Yes, it is!” Amy and Bastien replied in unison, then laughed at themselves. 

“Madeleine,” Amy said to her daughter, “This is Dot.”

Dot reached her hand out to their daughter, an attractive woman in her mid-twenties, who towered over her parents. Her shoulder-length, light auburn hair framed a classic, beautiful face. 

“Hello, Madeleine,” Dot said. “Welcome to my home. So glad you’re able to join us. Except for the hair color, and your height, I can certainly see the family resemblance!”

“She gets her red hair from my mother, and the height from Bas’ grandfather,” Amy said. “I promise, it wasn’t the milkman,” she said with a chuckle as she winked at Bastien.

“My, my,” Dot said to Madeleine who wasn’t nearly as tall as her. “Then, aren’t you special,” she added with sincerity.

“Thank you,” Madeleine blushed. “And, thank you so much for having me,” she answered as she shook Dot’s strong, deeply tanned hand. 

“Come on in, make yourselves at home. Hello, Eric, sweetie,” Dot cooed. 

Dot gave Eric Close a bear hug, reaching up to give him a boisterous kiss on each cheek. At over six feet tall, Eric was the tallest of the gathering that evening. “Thank you so much for coming.”

“It’s my pleasure, Dottie.” Eric replied with his deep and resonant voice, bowing at the waist. “Always.”

“I can’t wait for y’all to meet the girls and their dear friend, Camille. They’ll all be down any minute. Come on in, come on. I can’t believe y’all haven’t met before now, but... Come on everyone, into the kitchen,” Dot said, gesturing for her guests to follow her. “Wave’s got some deeelicious horsey durvey’s just waitin’ for y’all. You all remember Jillian... And... y’know what? Rather than me tryin’ to juggle it all, why don’t I have y’all just put the wine and flowers in the kitchen—wherever you can find a place.” 

From the corner of her eye, Dot noticed Em, Eve and Camille descending the stairs. Each, in their own way, epitomized desert high casual. 

Em wore a black and faded yellow flowered midi sundress with straps, buttoned up the front, and black flat sandals. Her long, black, curly hair with wisps of grey fell loose around her shoulders. Eve’s ensemble perfectly coordinated with Em’s dress. Cream-colored capris pants, a knit linen, short-sleeve v-neck sweater with wide horizontal dark grey and creme stripes, and matching ballerina flats complimented her own blonde and silver hair. Camille, donned in her de rigueur black cocktail jumpsuit, with silver Manolo Blahnik high heel shoes, her signature salt and pepper short spiked hair newly spiked, followed them down the stairs.

“Oh, here come the girls, everyone. Em, Eve, Camille...” Dot announced as the three women approached her, “come on down, gals, and meet my real live neighbors,” she chuckled. “See? And, here y’all thought they didn’t exist.”
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“GOOD NIGHT, NICK,” Dot said to the last of her neighbors to depart the dinner party. She waited until he was out of sight before closing the front door, then joined Em and Eve in the family room, followed closely by Sweet Pea. 

“And... that’s that. Whew!” she exclaimed, flopping down onto the short section of her L-shaped sectional sofa. Sweet Pea leapt up onto Dot’s lap and promptly curled herself into a ball. “You girls have a good time?”

Em and Eve answered affirmatively in tandem, then laughed.

“Camille told me she had a marvelous time before she went up to bed,” Dot remarked. “She wasn’t kidding about being an early bird.”

“I haven’t seen her awake past nine in forever,” Em joked. “But, she has to leave here at four in the morning to make an eight o’clock breakfast meeting in LA. She hated leaving the party, Dottie. She absolutely loved it.”

“I also think Camille’s still a little down about Gracie,” Eve added. “She seemed a little subdued to me all night. I guess you can only put on a brave face for so long before it’s time to say goodnight.”

“Aw, I know that feeling,” Dot concurred, then shook her head. “I thought Gracie was a cutie patootie. Damned shame they broke up.”

“Yeah, well...” Eve interjected. “I don’t think Gracie’s new girlfriend would agree, and I’m fairly confident Camille isn’t interested in a ménage à trois. Or in being a... what do they call it?”

“A throuple?” Em suggested

“A trouple?” Dot asked, puzzled. “What the hell is that? Some kind of dessert?”

Eve laughed. “No, Dottie. Not trouple, throuple. It’s when there are three people in a romantic relationship—together.”

“Together?” Dot wrinkled her nose. “People do that?” 

Em groaned. “They do. And no, that’s definitely not Camille,” Em agreed, shaking her head with disbelief. “It’s just... I would never have imagined Gracie would, um... step out on Camille. She never struck me as—”

“A cheater?” Dot asked, interrupting.

“Er, um... right,” Em replied with reluctance. “Terribly... um... disappointing.”

“Well, I hate to be a grumpy old cynic,” Dot began, “but, you give certain people the opportunity, and they will disappoint you every dadgummed time. Honestly? I feel sorry for Gracie’s new girlfriend.”

“Her?” Em asked, shocked. “Why?”

“She’ll find out soon enough—once a cheater, always a cheater,” Dot proclaimed.

“Oh, well...” Em sputtered, “I don’t know... about that...”

“I kinda believe that,” Eve added. 

“You do?” Em asked, her stomach flipping. “Really?”

“Maybe not in every case, but I know I’d be a little wary dating someone I knew had cheated before. Don’t you agree, Dottie?”

“Oh, I agree, wholeheartedly, though I actually wouldn’t date anyone if I knew they’d cheated before—for that very reason.”

“Huh,” Em mumbled. “Well... anyway...” she began, hoping to change the subject, “even though she was a little down, Camille loved the party and your neighbors, Dottie. She and Eric were really yukking it up for a while there.”

“Ah, that’s good to hear,” Dot said. “Actually, I know for a fact they all loved you girls. Every last one of ’em told me I have a wonderful, amazing, family.” Her eyes misted. “Of course... I had to agree.”

“Aw, that’s nice to hear,” Eve said, touched by Dot’s vulnerability. 

“You definitely give a great dinner party,” Em said, grinning. “And, your neighbors are quite the interesting group of people. I talked to each of them, and I’d say the entire spectrum from quirky to straight-laced was properly represented here tonight. What do you think, babe?” Em asked Eve.

“Oh, most definitely,” Eve concurred. “The intelligence quotient was super high—off the charts. I’ll tell you what, they sure kept me on my toes!”

“Oh, that’s right! Speaking of high...” Em smirked.

“I know!” Eve exclaimed.

“What?” Dot asked, lost.

“Don’t you remember the rousing conversation—rather, debate—about recreational drugs?”

“Hmm?” Dot replied, seemingly puzzled.

“Honey, I don’t think Dottie was there during that little brouhaha,” Em noted. 

“Oh, yeah, yeah... that,” Dot scoffed. “It comes up every single dadgummed time we all get together. It’s been Eric’s cause célèbre for the past decade—decriminalizing all drugs. If it’s not drugs, it’s something else. Last year it was saving the wild mustangs, the year before it was something about package labeling. He’s always trying to get a consensus on his way of thinking—which he never does. But drugs... That’s been his number one cause since I’ve known him.”

“Interesting,” Em said.

“When they start in,” Dot began, “I just go and find something else to do.”

“I must say, it was quite an interesting debate, and highly entertaining,” Eve said. “The diversity in opinion was pretty... um... diverse?” she added with a groan.

“It was,” Em agreed. “There was everything from the death penalty to legalizing every drug ever invented.” She laughed.

“Becky was easily the most draconian—I thought so, anyway,” Eve said, amused. “She wants the death penalty for pushers and life in prison for anyone caught using, or buying! And, man, was she ever adamant about it! What do you think about it, Dottie?”

“Me?” Dot answered. “Oh... I, uh... I don’t really have an opinion.” She shrugged. “I don’t give it any never mind.”

“You’re... kidding... right?” Em asked, searching Dot’s face, waiting for the inevitable break in character to reveal her true feelings.

Dot shrugged. “Nope.”

“Huh. That’s so interesting,” Em replied. “Well, I guess I’m somewhere in the middle. Maybe. Evie?”

“Oh, yeah. Me, too. Smack dab in the middle. Except on the hard stuff, like... um, cocaine? Heroin?”

“Mmmm...” Em began, thinking for a moment. “Honestly, I’m probably more, um, libertarian on it. I mean, alcohol’s legal, right? It can be pretty dangerous when misused. I mean...” Em looked to Dot, also a victim of a drunk driver. 

“Prohibition was a failure,” she continued, “and I think you could say the same for the war on drugs, can’t you? I’d rather there were stiff penalties if something bad happens while you’re high, because you can’t really stop it, can you? I mean, you can’t really stop people abusing drugs and alcohol.” 

Dot shrugged. 

Eve and Em’s eyes met, confused by Dot’s ambivalence. It was so unlike her.

The conversation stalled as Em and Eve tried to reconcile Dot’s detached attitude. 

After an extended awkward pause, Eve broke the silence. “Oh, Dottie... we were wondering... has Eric always been single? Is he gay, or...?”

Dot snorted, relieved by the change of subject. “That, my girls, is the sixty-four thousand dollar question.”

Em cocked her head. “Meaning?”

“Nobody knows. He never talks about previous significant others, nor does he ever talk about anyone he’s attracted to, or been attracted to. As long as I’ve known him, he’s been an avowed bachelor. Matter-of-fact... I don’t think he’s ever even dated anyone since I’ve been here. Not that I know of, anyway. As well you know, privacy is king around here, so he could have a different date each and every night and I’d never know it.”

“No one’s ever asked him?” Em asked.

“Never. We’ve all wondered, of course, but... he seems content to be alone, so...” Dot shrugged again. “It appears to be working for him.”

“Interesting,” Em said. They were all three silent for several moments until Em looked at Dot. “What about you?”

Dot furrowed her brow. “What? What about me?”

“Is it... is it working for you?”

Startled by the question, Dot reared back somewhat. “Why, I... Wait... Wait just a cottonpickin’ minute... Please... Tell me you are not trying to pair me up with Eric.” She guffawed. “’Cause that just ain’t gonna happen—not in this life or... any life.”

Em and Eve laughed heartily at the thought of the odd pairing.

“What?” Eve exclaimed, “You don’t think he’s handsome, Dottie? A catch?” She chortled.

Dot groaned.

“Evie, stop,” Em giggled, then quietly said to Dot, “No, of course not. It’s just... I guess we just want you to be as happy as possible.”

“I am happy. I just...” Dot shrugged. “You know, it... I guess it is what it is, right? It’s been a lot of years since I lost Ivey, but...” Dot sighed. “When I allow myself to consider the possibility of someone new, I... I can’t begin to imagine who on earth could ever take Ivey’s place, and then I think... I don’t want anyone to take her place. Not ever.”

Em and Eve nodded. 

“What we had, Ivey and me, was a...” Dot sighed. “It was a once in a lifetime thing, and you know how I feel... I just think any other woman would fall short, and... that’s just not fair—not to the other woman. She would never... could never live up to Ivey.”

“I don’t think a new love can take the place of...” Em paused, thinking of her previous lovers and how subsequent lovers found their own place in her life. “I guess I believe new love finds its own place in your heart. At least that’s been my experience.” Em looked to Eve and smiled.

“So I’ve heard,” Dot replied, smiling at the lovers. “I just don’t have a mind to go looking for anything new. I’m content, or leastways, I’m used to my current state of affairs. I’ve met a few women here in Palm Springs, but we...” Dot shook her head. “There wasn’t a spark. Nothing.” Dot smiled at Em and Eve, then sighed. “Ah well, bless you girls for worryin’ about me.” She stifled a yawn. “Oh, boy... I think I’d best hit the sack—I’m plumb tuckered out. I’m glad you girls had fun, and that you managed to behave yourselves,” she snickered as she lifted herself off the sofa. “I only heard good things about you.” She winked. “Now, don’t mess with that disaster in the kitchen,” she warned. “Wave and I’ll clean up in the mornin’.”

Em and Eve began to protest. 

“I mean it. Do not touch it,” Dot implored. “Promise?”

The women giggled as they both stood up. 

“It’ll probably kill us not to, but—” Em began.

“We’ll ignore it,” Eve said, finishing Em’s sentence.

“Alrighty, then.” Dot opened her arms to the women. “Come give me some sugar so I can get these old bones up to my cold, empty bed.”

Just about the same height, Em and Eve embraced Dot from each side and let her kiss them on their cheeks.

“Thank you for all your help making my little bash a rousing success; and most of all, for impressing the hell out of my neighbors.” She chuckled. “They never believed me when I told ’em how amazing ya’ll are.”

“Aw... I don’t know about that, but you do have super neighbors.” Eve said, kissing Dot’s cheek. “Emmy and I had a great time, Dottie.”

“We did,” Em added. “We love you!” Em said, kissing Dot’s other cheek. “Mwah!”

“Mmmm... mmmm... mmmm...” Dot responded, grinning, then bent down and picked up Sweet Pea, kissing the top of her head as she righted herself, folding her little dog into the crook of her arm. “Come on, little girl. Time for nighty-nights. ’Night girls,” Dot said as she headed for the stairs and her room.

“Good night,” Em and Eve chorused. “We’ll be up in a bit,” Em added. They stood watching as Dot left the room. When she was out of earshot, they sat back down on the sofa.

“Huh. Is it just me, or is Dot not having an opinion on anything unusual?” Eve asked. “You know what I’m talking about—the whole drug thing.”

“I know. Highly unusual,” Em replied, then giggled.

“You did it again,” Eve said with a smile.

“I know, and now all this high talk makes me want to get high.”

“No, you don’t,” Eve chuckled, then reconsidered. “Becky will send you to prison, right?”

Em giggled. “You’re right. I don’t want to get stoned. I’m just being silly. Seems like forever since we’ve gotten high.”

“Nonsense. I’m always high whenever you’re around, baby,” Eve said, wrapping her arms around Em, kissing her on the neck. “You give me a contact high.” Eve breathed in Em’s scent, and moaned.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Em admonished with a sly grin, leaning away from Eve. “Absolutely not!”

“What?” Eve asked, her face the picture of innocence. 

“We are not getting it on down here. Come to bed, you horny little vixen,” Em said as she stood up, then teased Eve. “We’re not animals, for goodness sake! Come on, lover.” Em pulled Eve up off the sofa and into her arms. “But we have to hurry. We have to get up extra early tomorrow if we plan on getting home by a reasonable hour.”

“You sure you don’t wanna knock it out down here?” Eve asked, lifting her eyebrows.

“Yes, baby, I’m sure. I’ve missed you, and I don’t want to waste a second, but not down here.” Em drew Eve closer and kissed her mouth with passion. “Upstairs,” she whispered, her lips not quite disengaged from Eve’s.

Eve groaned with pleasure. She pulled away from Em, took her by the hand, and headed for the stairs, with Em in tow. “You’re trying to kill me, woman. Let’s get upstairs before I take you right here in the middle of the family room!”

The lovers giggled softly as they made their way up the stairs and into the privacy of their room.
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“SAD WE MISSED WAVE,” Eve said to Dot as she loaded the last piece of luggage into their late model green Range Rover. She pulled down the back hatch and closed it before walking around to the passenger door where Dot stood waiting.

“I know, but...” Dot hugged Eve, careful not to crush Sweet Pea who she held in one arm. “He told me to hug you for him, so...” She chuckled. “I got up to make sure he was up, and found him and Camille having coffee together—at four-thirty in the damned morning! It’s a shame they both had early meetings in LA.”

“Ick,” Eve said, shuddering at the thought of getting up so early. “Thanks for everything, Dottie. As usual, our visit was perfect, perfect. Even breakfast this morning was great. Surprisingly so, considering Wave didn’t make it.” Eve snickered. 

“Ah, you’re so adorable,” Dot replied, scrunching her face with mock disapproval. “I may not match Wave’s skill in the kitchen, but I’m still no slouch in an apron.”

“You’re a wonderful cook, Dottie. Don’t listen to Evie,” Em said, approaching them as she exited the house, winking at Eve. “She’s just being mean,” Em quipped as she joined the two women standing by the SUV. “That was a spectacular evening. Memorable. I’ve said it before, but it bears repeating—you throw the best dinner parties, Dottie. And, I got some terrific material...”

“Yeah, yeah, you and your stories...” Dot chuckled. “Just make sure you change the names to protect the innocent—like me!” She took in the sight of Em and Eve, her eyes filled with love as she sighed. “Ah, I hate sayin’ good-bye to you girls,” she admitted, fighting back threatening tears. 

Eve bent to kiss Sweet Pea on the top of her head, but was met with a darting pink tongue between her lips. Eve laughed as she swiftly withdrew from Sweet Pea’s reach. She made a face of disgust as she wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Ewwww, Sweet Pea! You got me again, you little bugger!”

“Hey, she knows what’s good,” Dot said with a wink.

“Dottie...” Eve chuckled, shaking her head. “You’re incorrigible!”

“How about so long?” Em suggested, hugging Dot, then kissed her on the cheek. Pulling Dot close as she pressed her cheek against Dot’s, Em added, “It’s never good-bye with us, right?”

“Righty-o.” Dot sighed. “Dadgummit... I love you girls so much. I love it when you’re here, hate it when you’re not. Seems like forever ’til y’all come back again.”

“We’ll be back before you know it,” Eve promised. “After the New Year, okay?”

“Sure, sure.”

“But when it starts getting hot again?” Em warned, “You’re coming to us, lady. It’s like living in an oven out here! I don’t get how you people do it. No matter what you say next year, Dottie, I am not getting sucked in by your sweet talk again—no more! If it’s over eighty out here, you’re coming to us—and that’s final!” 

They laughed as the three came together for one last group hug.

“Fine, fine,” Dot agreed. “You’re both a coupla wusses, but despite it, I still love ya.”

Em rounded the SUV to the drivers’ side as Eve climbed into the passenger seat. Dot closed the passenger door. “Y’all drive safe, now. Don’t make me worry.”

“Oh, Dottie,” Eve said, taking Dot’s hand in hers, “you know Em’s the best driver. We’ll call you on the way, and then as soon as we get home. Okay?” Eve gave Dot’s hand a squeeze before she let go.

“Don’t worry,” Em added, starting the car. “Oh, I almost forgot—I washed our sheets and towels—ours and Camille’s. They’re in the dryer. I already remade our beds, too, so don’t...”

“Emmy,” Dot said shaking her head. “You don’t have to do that, but...” She beamed. “Thank you, precious girl. I love you!”

“We love you!”

As the Range Rover trundled off the property, Em and Eve’s arms waving out the windows to answer her wave, Dot heard the house phone ringing. 

“G’bye!” Dot hollered after the car as it exited through the open iron gates. “Well, now... who could that be, Sweet Pea?” Dot asked, setting Sweet Pea on the ground. “We better go try and catch it. C’mon little girl!” she turned and hurried into the house, with Sweet Pea barking encouraging circles around her along the way. By the sixth ring, Dot reached the portable phone and snatched it up off the counter, pressing the green “TALK” button.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Ma,” Waverly answered.

“Hi, sweetie,” Dot replied, pleased to hear her son’s voice. “The girls left already—just now. Missed ’em by less than a minute. They were so sad they missed you.”

“Aw...”

“Is everything all right, son?”

“Yeah, no, it’s all good, Ma. I’m about to leave LA. Gotta fill the truck up first. So... The meeting with Renney went... okay.”

“Oh? Was he disappointed? I bet he was.”

“Oh, yeah,” Waverly nodded, remembering. “He was not at all happy about our decision. Didn’t want to accept it; but, in the end, I think he understood. Doesn’t matter what he thinks though, anyway—we made our decision, and it was ours to make.”

“Right.”

“So... I was wondering, Ma...”

“Yes, son?” 

“You want me to cook tonight, or do you wanna to go out? If you want me to make dinner, I can stop and pick up some—”

“Let’s go out,” Dot said with decisiveness. “You deserve a break after working so hard on the party. How’s Melvyn’s sound?”

“Perfect. We haven’t been in a while.”

“I’ll make the reservation. And, bring Jilli?”

“Yeah, sure. Absolutely. Say... rez for three at five-thirty?”

“How about seven? That way we don’t have to eat with all the drunken happy hour blue hairs,” Dot giggled to herself.

“Oh, my god, Ma!” Waverly laughed. “You are such an ageist!”

“Hey,” Dot said with a smirk, “I may be a geezer myself, but that doesn’t mean I want ’em in my face, reminding me.”

Laughing, he replied, “You’re not a geezer—not even close. Okay, Ma. See you in a couple hours.”

“Yep, I’ll be here. Drive safe, honey.”

“I will.”

“Mwah!”
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SOOTHING SOUNDS OF desert life she loved so much surrounded her as Dot sat relaxing on the veranda, waiting for Waverly to return from Los Angeles. With Sweet Pea curled up on her lap and a sweet iced tea in her hand, Dot thought about what Em said to her earlier about being alone.

It had been a long time since Ivey. So long, in fact, Dot had stopped noting how long it had been. For the first several years, she made a point of remembering their last day together, mourning the loss again. Over time, she didn’t want to relive it again and again, choosing instead to live in a state of limbo. One where Ivey had been, but was no longer. It was a strange place for Dot to find herself, but it worked for her—until Em suggested it might not be working as well as she imagined. She took a sip of her tea, leaned her head back against the chair and sighed. If only she could go back in time...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

[image: ]


1997

Downfall

Twenty-four-year-old Waverly Baverstock pulled his white F-150 Ford pickup onto the property and parked just inside the iron security gate. Dressed in cotton khaki shorts, a white t-shirt and tan leather sandals, he exited the vehicle’s cab and bounded up the entry steps to the main house. His uncombed sandy-colored hair and scruffy, day-old beard were clear signs of a before dawn departure.

“Hey, Ma!” he called out as he walked through the house to the veranda. “I’m home!” He glanced around the downstairs and continued out to the veranda looking for his mother, but she wasn’t there. 

“My last supply run’s over and done! Where are you? Ma?” he inquired as he proceeded out to the Olympic-sized swimming pool, though he could already see from the outer edge of the veranda she wasn’t there.

“Hmmm...” 

Waverly debated whether he should run upstairs and check her room, or go out to the wine cellar first. He couldn’t recall her saying she was planning to go anywhere when he left that morning, but it was a possibility. He decided to verify whether her car was in the garage before continuing his search.

Noting her SUV parked in the garage, Waverly returned to the house to look in her room. He took the stairs two at a time to the second floor, strode down the hall and entered Dot’s bedroom, disappointed to find it empty. As was her habit, her bed was made and the room itself was neat and tidy. 

“What the hell?” he muttered to himself, frustrated. “Damn. Must have gone down to the cellar,” he said aloud as he exited the room. There was no reason for her to go down there, but aside from her having gone somewhere with someone else, it was the most likely place she’d be.

On the way to his one-bedroom guest house across the two-acre property, Waverly met Sweet Pea. The little dog was frantic, yapping and running in circles. Fearing something was wrong, Waverly scooped the small dog into his arms and noticed her mouth and neck were soaked with slobber, causing the small hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end. 

“Sweet Pea...” he said, his voice filled with worry, as he broke into a run, “where’s Ma, sweetie? Did something happen?”

“Ma!” Waverly hollered as he entered the guesthouse. He made a beeline to his bedroom closet to find the hidden door to the cellar standing open. As he peered down into the cellar, he couldn’t see beyond the first few steps for the pitch black darkness. 

“Ma?” he inquired as he descended the steep cement stairs, still holding Sweet Pea. As they neared the bottom of the staircase, the little dog squirmed and whimpered. Upon reaching the last step, Waverly could see his mother in a crumpled heap at the foot of the stairs. Even in the darkened room, it was obvious she had sustained serious injuries.

“Oh, my god! Ma!” he exclaimed as he cautiously stepped over her. He fell to his knees beside her. “Oh, Ma... Momma... Oh, Momma, please don’t be dead,” he pleaded as he tried to feel for a pulse on the wrist of her left arm. Sweet Pea ran to Dot’s face, licking her, trying to wake her. 

“Sweet Pea,” Waverly whispered, “don’t do that, puppy. Come here, little girl,” he said, patting his thigh. Sweet Pea stopped licking Dot, looked at Waverly, then at Dot before obeying his command. She sat next to him and whimpered as he tried, in vain, to find a pulse.

Unable at first try to detect any sign of life, fear rushed in. Dot was his whole world—his rock, friend and sole surviving parent. He hadn’t had to consider not having her in his world for a long time, and the possibility of it now was unthinkable. She could not be dead!

“Momma... Momma... Momma... please...” Waverly cried as he tried checking her wrist again, gasping as he detected the barest hint of a pulse. “Oh, thank god. Okay... okay... Ma, I’m gonna call an ambulance. Okay? Please... please hang on, Momma. It’s gonna be okay, Ma. Please, Ma... I love you. Hang in there,” he whispered. “I’ll be right back,” he said, kissing his unconscious mother on her forehead before dashing upstairs to the phone by his bed.
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WAITING FOR THE PARAMEDICS to arrive, Waverly examined the cellar to make sure there was nothing that might expose their wine cellar ruse. The passage to the other side was closed and secure, the decoy wine bottles were properly displayed. The only thing that might seem out of place to the paramedics and arouse suspicion was the running heat pump. 

Waverly reached under a narrow shelf and slid the latch holding the faux wall closed. He pushed against the wall, swinging it open to reveal another room. He stepped through the entryway long enough to flip the switch on the wall directly to his left, shutting off the air conditioner. It wheezed for a moment before shutting off completely, leaving the space eerily quiet.

After pulling the swinging door behind him, and securing it, Waverly grabbed the aerosol can of air freshener he kept stashed in one of the wine cubby holes. He sprayed the air, hoping to mask the pungent aroma that had likely escaped into the decoy room from the other side. Confident there was nothing else that might expose them, Waverly directed his focus back to his mother, who remained unconscious.

Torn between leaving Dot by herself while he waited for the emergency responders up by the front gate, ensuring they found the property, Waverly decided he’d wait with her until he heard the siren. They weren’t too far from Desert Regional hospital, but if the EMTs came from Eisenhower Medical Center, it might be a longer wait. He couldn’t
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