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August 9, 1970 – Ten years, one month, fourteen days
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Ten-year-old Beth rode in silent protest; arms folded tightly across her chest. It was eight-thirty Sunday morning, the last day of summer vacation. Right now, most kids her age lay sprawled in bed fast asleep under cozy cotton sheets. They would savor their final day of freedom sleeping till noon, splashing in the public pool, then catching fireflies after family picnics in the park.

Summer had ended much too quickly and most of Beth’s had been spent at her grandmother’s side organizing and selling old, dead people’s shit.

Marjorie Rafferty gave her defiant passenger a sideways glance. “I’m sure this won’t take long today, Beth. Second days tend to go much more quickly. You know that.”

Beth stared out the window. “Yeah, right,” she muttered under her breath.

Even at this hour it was a steamy, sticky eighty-four degrees in Eureka Springs, yet the chill between the two was undeniable.

Marjorie Rafferty, in fact, did nothing quickly. At seventy-eight, she moved sloth-like from room to room. She made a living holding estate sales and enjoyed nothing more than engaging customers in long-winded, glowing conversations about the newly departed and the treasures left behind.

Beth knew there was little hope that any remnant of summertime fun would be salvaged. This day would be spent like so many others, in yet another hot, airless, dank-smelling living room while vultures savagely picked over the remains of the deceased.

An only child, Beth was raised by her paternal grandmother. Her mother had died shortly after she was born and her father, who she did not remember, was killed in an automobile accident when she was two. Beth felt sharp pangs of jealousy whenever she saw kids playing catch with their dads, or pretty young moms engaged in lighthearted conversation over freshly squeezed lemonades.

Marjorie Rafferty preferred to keep to herself, spending afternoons listening to soaps on the radio and evenings reading and often rereading her archaic Lord Peter Wimsey novels.

Most of Beth’s belongings had been items that had gone unsold at sales. Families were only too happy to give her grandmother any remaining junk so they wouldn’t have to haul it to the dump. Among Beth’s possessions were a music box that didn’t play, and board games missing cards and various pieces. She slept in a bed with mismatched sheets. Even her clothes were from estate sales, and she much preferred boy’s dungarees and plaid shirts to the dated dresses with petticoats her grandmother wanted her to wear.

Every morning her grandmother would open the newspaper, scanning the obituaries looking for leads. It was in fact the only thing she did quickly. Her church groups provided more potential clients. Every church basement funeral luncheon was an opportunity to sympathize with the bereaved and sell her services. Death—at least, not her own—wasn’t something to be feared; it was a way to make ends meet.

Marjorie steered her enormous old boat of a car into the driveway of the sad, vacant house now overgrown with dead or dying shrubbery. A few elderly women were already in line, and she greeted them with a cheerful “good morning” and a reassuring “the sale will commence shortly.”

Will commence shortly. The words bounced around Beth’s brain. Everything about the woman was ancient, even the way she spoke.

Beth walked through the home turning on the lights. Many of the rooms were nearly empty. She went to the kitchen to boil some water and took a stale donut from the box her grandmother always bought on the first day of the sale. Beth took a bite; the sugary glaze cracked and fell to the floor. Eating the cold donut would undoubtedly be the highlight of Beth’s day and she tried to enjoy the treat in small bites, making it last as long as possible. She took two cups of Sanka, hers mostly milk and sugar, into the living room where her grandmother sat counting money, double-checking the total against her log of items sold.

“Seven hundred and seventy-five dollars so far, a respectable sum I should think. The family will be delighted.”

“How much of that do we get?” Beth asked.

“Fifteen percent. You tell me how much that is.”

“I don’t know, we haven’t taken percentages yet.” This wasn’t true, but Beth hated math and was too lazy to work out the answer.

“Well then, good thing school starts tomorrow,” her grandmother chuckled. “It’s one hundred sixteen dollars. And since you earn two percent, right now your pay is two and a half dollars. But we still have all day today, so you might earn even more.”

“But we sold almost everything,” insisted Beth, dramatically collapsing back onto the cold metal folding chair.

“Nevertheless, it’s time to get to work. I’m going to open the door, and we’ll officially be open for business. Why don’t you look around and see if there’s anything you might like to have if it doesn’t sell.”

Beth had already poked around the house and found nothing of interest to a ten-year-old. The home had belonged to a long-time widow and contained the usual collection of crap: old-timey figurines, a few poorly painted landscapes, faded lace doilies, and boxes and boxes of costume jewelry.

The hours passed slowly with few customers, just as Beth had expected on a day when most families were enjoying backyard barbecues and each other’s company. Marjorie spent the afternoon rereading “Busman’s Honeymoon” for the umpteenth time and Beth noticed how her grandmother made an annoying, barely audible whistling sound as she breathed.

It was nearing three o’clock when a young woman brought a heavy wooden crate of records to her grandmother.

“Oh, you found the seventy-eights—aren’t they wonderful?” Marjorie Rafferty chimed. “I had so hoped someone would appreciate them. They’re collectible, you know.”

Beth sighed, thrusting her head into her hands, fully expecting her grandmother to launch into some tall tale about the performers and prepared for the inevitable, “they just don’t make music like that anymore” speech.

“Actually, I’m just interested in the box. My husband and son are building a racer for the soap box derby, and this would be perfect.”

“Oh, I see,” her grandmother replied, obviously disappointed. “Just the box, then? Well, let me think.”

“I have a dollar if you think that will do” the young woman offered.

“Yes, I believe that’s fair. Beth, please assist the customer with removing the recordings and place them on the table by the fireplace.”

The woman retreated to her car with the soon-to-be soap box racer and Beth plopped herself down once again at her grandmother’s side.

“There isn’t much left. Can we please go now?”

Her grandmother stared out the window watching the young woman load the crate into her shiny green station wagon. “I can’t believe she didn’t want the seventy-eights. Such wonderful music.”

“Nobody listens to that stuff,” said Beth, an entire summer of animosity surging to the surface and turning her face red. “You can’t even play those stupid things anymore. They’re useless!”

“Well, some items, while old and useless, hold sentimental value. Not everything needs to have a purpose, Beth. Some things are just nice to have around to help us remember.”

“Face it, Grandma, nearly everything we sell is junk!” Beth yelled. “Why would anyone want any of it? Old furniture, old knickknacks, old everything, most of it broken or not working!”

Her grandmother shook her head and gave her young granddaughter a pitiful laugh and a look that said, someday you’ll understand.

Beth studied the old woman; rhinestone glasses perched on her overly powdered nose, her campy costume-jewelry bracelets drawing attention to a myriad of age spots looking like islands floating on the semi-transparent sea of her bare forearms.

She thought about her grandmother’s words: “Some things are just nice to have around to help us remember.”

Beth glared at the old woman and thought adamantly to herself: There’s absolutely nothing of this life I want to remember.

––––––––
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AP – POLITICS

June 8, 2028

After a Decade of Tall Trees, What Have We Learned?

Washington, D.C. – It’s been ten years since senior Americans have been given the option to choose death and leave their heirs a small fortune. What was once considered a highly controversial proposal has gained popular support across most demographics. Bioethicists, theologians, and politicians recently met at Georgetown University to discuss the impact of the legislation on society, family values, and the economy. The conversation was led by...
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June 11, 2028 – Sixty-seven years, eleven months, sixteen days
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“Thirty seconds” the floor director announced, “Standby.”

The TV host smiled at Beth and fiddled with his earpiece. “I’m sure this is old hat for you. Thanks for joining me today.”

Beth nodded politely, crossed her legs, and smoothed her skirt. It had been several years since she’d left congress, and she had purposely done few interviews. Still, the scene felt familiar, and although she was asked to speak on the anniversary of her bill becoming law and its unanticipated success, she always had her guard up. She knew all too well that journalists love nothing better than to stir the pot.

“Of course, it’s my pleasure,” she replied.

Pointing to the center camera, the floor director counted loudly, “Four...three...two...”

“Hello and welcome to the Washington Insider. I’m Finn Carver. Today marks an important anniversary. It’s been ten years since the passage of what’s become known as the Tall Trees Act and my guest today is the author and champion of that legislation, the former senator from Arkansas, Elizabeth Langsford.” 

The host turned from the center camera to address Beth. “Senator Langsford, welcome to the show. To say the Tall Trees Act has changed life in America would be a huge understatement. When you served in the Senate and wrote the bill you were in your late fifties. Now, as you’re getting older, as we all are,” the host smiled at Beth, “are you having any second thoughts?”

“Thank you for having me here today, Finn. Second thoughts? No. Over the last decade this bill has been a godsend to millions of young families and created opportunities they wouldn’t have had otherwise.”

“That’s true, but I don’t think anyone anticipated the popularity of the bill. It was considered quite controversial when it was introduced.”

“Yes, it was. That was a terrifying time for me and my family, the harassment, the death threats. But once people understood...these are very different times we’re living in, challenging times...between the use of artificial intelligence and robotics, jobs are scarce. We tried UBI, Universal Basic Income, and it was a complete failure.”

“I think the imagery you created, this idea of a forest.”

“Calling it the Tall Trees Act, yes, I think that helped people understand. For a tree to grow strong it needs to be pruned. And as it’s thinned it creates sunlight, fresh air, and resources for the seedlings that grow beneath its canopy.”

“And it’s the resources you alluded to,” the host explained, “that have made the law so popular. Let’s review what’s become known euphemistically as the Exit Strategy.”

The floor director cued the host to a monitor with a graphic and the financial details of the legislation.

“If an individual chooses to Exit, that is voluntarily end their life at age seventy, the children each receive two hundred fifty thousand dollars. If they choose to Exit at seventy-five, they receive only ten thousand dollars. But just one day over seventy-five and the children receive nothing.”

Beth nodded, “Exactly. And of course, the program is completely voluntary. No one is forcing anyone to make that decision. But let’s look at why it’s become so popular,” said Beth, “The Social Security program had been in trouble for years and with a dwindling workforce it wasn’t going to last much longer.”

“Politicians had known the fund was in trouble for decades but did nothing” Finn Carver agreed.

“Right. But with so many now choosing to do the right thing, that is, to prioritize the future of their children and grandchildren, the fund has grown healthy again. Not to mention the mediation of the pressures put on Medicare, Medicaid, and the healthcare system as a whole.”

“Two hundred fifty thousand dollars per child is a significant amount of money, and many still wonder if it makes economic sense.”

“Well, let’s look at what’s happened to the size of the American family since my bill was passed. We went from 1.2 kids per family to what? I think the last report I saw said the average family size had increased to three children.” Beth smiled at the host, “Mind you, that’s three whole children.”

“It’s been remarkably rapid growth,” Carver acknowledged, “and a lot of experts are forecasting that number to steadily increase. A return to family sizes we haven’t seen since the sixties.”

“Of course. Because parents aren
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