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“And the winner is…” A long pause from a man with an envelope fiddled with the results followed by the hopes and dreams of young women honing in on the announcer. “Susie Lockhart!”

Jacquelyn’s jade orbs flew open, her mind flustered from the dream, or perhaps the nightmare? Her alarm screeched moments later causing her hand to slam down on the slender device, silencing it immediately. She rose slowly, sitting on the edge of her bed, running her fingers through her ruby hair. With a heavy sigh she ambled toward her bathroom. Stopping in front of her mirror visions of the contestants laughing in her face resurfaced.

Jacquelyn Bellman relied heavily on her looks to help her win the most prestigious pageant in Georgia, The Miss Georgia Peach. When she was younger her body was svelte and sought after by many new contestants. Her name was a common household chant back in the day. She won consecutively year after year. Her beauty meant everything to her.

It wasn’t until several years prior to now she began noticing odd changes, some even embarrassing, with her body and looks. Initially, it began with a few hairs surfacing on her face, something the tweezers could easily take care of. After a while the odd facial hair or two grew to a routine of shaving to hide the beard she produced on a daily basis. She started by going to have it waxed, however it grew so embarrassing for her she stopped and shaved her face in the privacy of her own home. Her skin went from smooth and taut, to razor burned and prickly. This wasn’t the only issue she quietly dealt with.

The longer it continued the greater the hardships developed for Jacquelyn. No matter how much she cared for her body, it grew in size. She watched her caloric intake, even cutting it down several hundred calories. She tried everything she could to get back what she had. Every plan she made she failed miserably. Her once voluminous ruby locks were the envy of young women now slowly fading, thinning out and receding in a not so graceful way. She thought hair extensions would work, unfortunately, her hair became so thin the bands to the hair extensions were noticeable.

Her skin changed, developing swollen and painful acne in the weirdest of places, her back and shoulders. To combat the repulsive sight, she invested in body foundation to continue on with the swimsuit event in the pageant. In her personal life, she refrained from wearing anything backless, afraid of the words people would hurl at her. Everything she had, she lost. She no longer thought of herself as beautiful. She no longer held confidence or held self esteem. Whatever was happening to her was tearing her down and ruining her life. She convinced herself to visit a doctor, hoping they would give her answer and cure her. She wasn’t prepared for what the diagnosis would be.

“With the further testing done the results show elevated testosterone levels and significantly low estrogen and progestin levels. This indicates what you’re experiencing is an ongoing condition called Poly Cystic Ovarian Syndrome. With the symptoms you described and the test results, we can definitively say this is what the problem is. Going over the pelvic ultrasound also showed several strings of cysts on each ovary. The normal follicle amount per ovary is ten, you are producing one-hundred. You have such an advanced case of PCOS a hysterectomy is well within the future.”

One year ago was her last pageant. She was ousted by the women who entered and by the pageantry committee. Her plump figure garnered eye rolls and gagging gestures. The words stung her profoundly as they coursed through her ears.

“You’re no longer beautiful enough. I think it’s time to quit.”

The tears streamed down her face as she gazed at her reflection in the mirror. She swiped the mountain of makeup away, not in any mood to look remotely presentable. Jacquelyn tossed her hair into a loose bun, thin strands hanging down to frame her plump face. Along the length of her left arm small, raised bumps adorned her skin in tanned hues. From the consistent shaving on her arms, these bumps were easily irritated and cut causing tiny scabs along their edges.

She applied a special cream onto her left arm designed to soft the feel of skin tags. A few spots stung from the fresh cuts on the skin tags as she smoothed the cream onto her flesh. She hissed at the temporary pain and washed her hands thoroughly afterwards. She trailed toward her closet where a multitude of outfits hung waiting to be picked. She grasped a sunny colored dress with a high waist to draw attention to her full breasts and not her full waist. She retrieved a pair of white flats, matte in tone and smooth in texture.

The way the sun shone through the windows and the breeze playing with the leaves of the American Yellowwoods told Jacquelyn the day would be splendid. Before leaving home for a daily excursion, she disappeared into the kitchen. Beside the coffee maker a conga line of prescription medicines were flush against the wall. The first medicine she reached for, labeled as Levothroxine, indicated PCOS was not the only ailment in her life. Shortly after being diagnosed with PCOS results later showed she developed Hashimoto disease.

Of course one would have a difficult time coping with the many medical problems happening within, one would develop depression as a result. After seeking help for her depression, she fought her doctors as they wanted to medicate her for the depression. Being afraid she’d become a zombie while on antidepressants, it took every ounce of her being to convince herself it was necessary. Antidepressants became a new thing added to the medical pool of pills prescribed to her. After swallowing her Levothroxine and antidepressant, she pulled forward another prescription. A slim, caramel colored packet containing pink and green pills, yet another thing to take to maintain, rested in the palm of her hand.

Not much was known of PCOS or how to properly treat it. Based on the insignificant amounts of female hormones, birth control in high doses were recommended to her though the positive side effects were still not visible after years being on it. However, she didn’t know much herself about her own condition, so why argue?

She gathered her purse, slinging it onto her shoulder and bounding down the porch stairs of her home. The wood styled exterior blended nicely with the surrounding trees. The air, thick with earthy aromas, tickled her nose. Jacquelyn clicked her keyless entry fob, turning the engine on. With a press of a button the doors unlocked allowing her to climb inside. The air rushed through the vents, pushing her hair back. She adjusted the speed of the air, setting it to a lower pace. She backed out, swinging the rear of the car to the right.

Amid the drive to downtown Cherry Log, she planned her visit well. She needed a few things at the local grocer and possibly indulge in some impulse buying. She was very fond of impulse buying. Once off the main highway connecting Cherry Log to its sister locations, Ellijay, Blue Ridge, and White Path, the roads turned to dirt and gravel, slowly shifting from multiple lanes to a single lane. The single, narrow lane lead up a mountainside with a sheer drop off. At the base of the mountain, a creek winding eloquently with a light flow stayed steady within its earthy confines.

As a result of a single lane, it is best to know and expect to throw a vehicle in reverse to let others pass. Jacquelyn was a natural at this and even planned her days when traffic was lightest. Working the engine up the mountain, she leveled off as she entered Cherry Log. The log cabin town, nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains, came alive with the vibrant Red Maples, Sugar Maples, and Sugarberry trees.

Being a small town, Cherry Log offered the minimum to its community, but it was plenty for the people. Home to three churches, a local BBQ joint, a lovely flower shop, and a postal station the size of a public restroom, Cherry Log is the perfect settling ground for nature enthusiasts.

As she drove past the flower shop, Azalea Meadows, she couldn’t help but become entranced with the brilliant shades of various flowers displayed outside its doors. The corner of her mouth lifted from the slight spike in happiness from the delicate sight. She pondered her plans from before and decided perhaps a trip to the flower shop was in order. A little color was definitely needed in her life to brighten her mood.

She rounded the corner, pulling into the small parking lot big enough to fit maybe seven cars at a time. She jogged briskly toward the entrance of the grocer and scampered down the spices aisle. Her jade eyes scanned the shelves looking for something specific. With a sudden exhale, widened eyes and mouth gaped a tad, she extended her hand toward a bag of ground flaxseed and whisked it away to checkout. Much to her satisfaction, a thorough investigation of holistic health offered her insight to the benefits of flaxseed. Desperate to alleviate the symptoms of PCOS she was willing to try everything within her means.

“Did you find everything you needed today?” The cashier spoke with a thick southern drawl.

“Yes, thank you.” Jacquelyn responded.

With a delicate hand, Jacquelyn retrieved the receipt from the cashier after payment for the item. Shaking her head quickly, she denied the item to be bagged and grasped the flaxseed in her hand, a gentle smile forming across her lips.

“Have a nice day.” The cashier waved with a flick of her wrist.

Jacquelyn meandered toward her vehicle, swinging her arms freely while gripping the flaxseed tightly in one hand. She slid inside the car, engine purring as she fiddled with her key. With great caution, she backed out of the spot, pivoting the wheel and positioning the car toward the exit. Her graceful fingers lifted her turn signal as she inched forward.

The breeze caressed the playful flowers outside of Azalea Meadows, greeting Jacquelyn with a flurry of colorful hues. Upon ceasing at the shop, her nose picked up on the sweetest of scents. The fragrance caused her to drift off and remember the days of her youth. A jingle of bells collected in the canals of her ears causing her to divert her attention to the man tending to the flowers. Feeling eyes sizing him up, he rotated his head, looking at Jacquelyn. A sweet grin appeared inviting her to return the gesture.

“You run this shop?” She inquired as she stepped outside.

“Yes. I took over not long ago. My mother hasn’t been feelin’ well.” He explained. “Oh, how rude of me.” He brushed the soil off his hands, extending them for a shake. “My name is Eugene.”

“Jacquelyn.” She met with his rough skin, not surprised because of his occupation.

“I reckon you’re here to buy flowers?” A sudden wince in his tone reflected the idiotic comment.

“Perhaps.” She chuckled.

“We grow them ourselves and harvest too.” Eugene offered insight to the shop.

“Oh, that’s wonderful.”

Jacquelyn leaned close to a bouquet of enchanting flowers all rich in aroma and color. Her nose nestled into the crevices of the flowers tempting Eugene to linger. Trying to hide his increasing interest, the tiny gesture of his head sparked Jacquelyn to catch a glimpse from the corner of her eyes, witnessing something that felt foreign to her.

“I’m fixin’ to put more bouquets together. If you’d like you can stay awhile and…”

“Sure.” She was quick to reply.

“Oh.” Caught off guard by her
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