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I hate to start out this way,
but before we get to the reason I'm standing on this stool with a
fez on my head, in the middle of the night, in front of a
double-cal-king bed in a furniture store—which, yes, Officer, I
swear I'll confess I broke into illegally—before we get to any of
that, there's something I have to tell you. I know it's awful,
evil, and just plain wrong, but there's no way around it, and you
won't understand anything else unless I say this right up front, so
here goes:

Stephen was stoned.

And when I say “stoned” I mean
he'd eaten enough brownies and smoked enough pot to put the
economies of five or six minor countries into a severe, long-term
deficit crisis.

It was okay. It helped him cope
with the chemo. Mellowed him out. We didn't have to fight over who
got to hold the remote. He was better in bed too—not as neurotic.
Didn't complain about my mustache when I kissed him. Suits me right
for shacking up with a clean freak.

The weed was my revenge—well,
the fact that the weed made it possible for him to eat. We had to
grow our own—only way we could afford it, though I swear we
probably spent as much on the electricity as we would have on the
bud. Not a great climate for it, not in the winter.

So, the revenge part—that would
be his appetite. When he smoked, it came back. It was the only time
it came back. And there were only two things he could handle:

Brownies.

And chicken noodle soup. The
really rancid stuff that came in a red and white can.

I swear, by all that's good and
holy and a bowl of Ex-Lax besides, that was all he could eat. And
he hated chocolate almost as much as he
hated the soup. Feeding him the soup and brownies was my revenge on
him for getting sick in the first place.

Not that I
blamed him about the soup. A hundred forty years after it was
invented, that stuff still smelled like salted famine and disease
glopping out of the can.

But after Stephen lost all his
hair, for the third time, I got to love that smell. Not because it
smelled any better, but because every time I smelled it I knew he'd
be around at least long enough to eat it. Sometimes, a little bit
of hope is all you need to keep going. When your life is filled
with words like “pancreatic,” “stage four,” and “terminal,” you
learn to live with what you can get.

So we smoked like chimneys,
screwed like carpenters, sang like sailors, and gambled like
day-traders. I didn't give much of a damn that the money wouldn't
last much longer than him.

But he just. Kept. Lasting. He
didn't want to let me go any more than I wanted to let him go.

First it was the money. Then it
was the house. Then it was the car. But it didn't matter. As long
as I could keep growing the green, and opening those red and white
cans.
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