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Chapter 1 

Terry & Javier 



I began 2014 by continuing to recuperate from having been shot through my chest in December, 2013, into January. I did so from my favorite place, my chaise on the small patio of the small pool in the middle of the parking lot at the Homefires Motel in Santa Fe, Mew Mexico. Linden spent the first couple of weeks looking after me and then took a job with the city’s animal services department. It was the one Jaime Washington left when he took Luz and Jose Juan to Honey Bunches of Oats after the lezzie assassins kidnapped the sister and brother. As Chuck Murray, Linden presented a resume to the city that featured jobs in the hospitality industry, primarily hotel management. Say what you want about that cheeky cobbler from Philadelphia who renamed my husband and me Charlie and Charlie, our identities, which included verifiable work histories, were solid. 



The most delightful thing about my convalescence was watching area drug lord Charlie St. Cloud’s enforcer, Ty Grant, court Homefires’ housekeeper, Shannon Gros. Extremely tall and pleasant Shannon and her nearly-as-tall and way pretty daughter Violet shared a room at the motel. Humble and chock full of character, Shannon enjoyed an above market salary for cleaning the rooms at the motel and, so, wouldn’t take the two rooms its owners, Sonny Finn and Anne Tentier offered. She wouldn’t take ‘em, that is, until Ty asked her out for the first time. “Rooms with a shared door?” Anne asked. 



“Hmmmm,” the very happy and very much in love Shannon mused, “How about you 

give us rooms with an empty one between us.” Anne later told me she asked her friend and employee how much noise she and Ty expected to make. 



Shannon found me later at the pool. I was with, as always, The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. Linden was at work. “Hey Christian,” she said, having stopped calling me Charlie when we were alone. 



“Hey,” I replied, and indicated Linden’s chaise for her. She sat down and stretched her six foot something body the length of it. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked, because something was on her mind. I thought I knew what it was but waited patiently for her to say: 



“I think Ty was a criminal.” Uh-huh. “I think he hurt innocent people.” Yup. “Drugs destroy people’s lives, and families. They make people steal. People overdose and die.” 



“Yes,” I said. 



“He’s not working for St. Cloud anymore.” Yes. “He’s a good guy, to me. He’s kind and thoughtful.” He was. “Violet also likes him.” 



“That’s no small thing.” Shannon paused and then said: 



“And he’s my height.” 
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“That’s no small thing, either,” I said again, and we both laughed, though more to ease the tension. Shannon paused again so I said: 



“You want to know if you’re safe dating someone with a criminal past. Like someone he hurt or a family member might come after him seeking revenge.” 



“Oh, Christian,” Shannon gasped, “I didn’t even think of that.” I thought of it right away, especially as she had once asked me if she and Violet were safe hanging out with me and the rest of the Sea Grass Book Club. “Oh, I didn’t think of that.” 



“So, what were you going to ask me?” I asked her, gently. 



“I was going to ask if you thought it was moral for me to be with Ty.” Another valid question. 



“Yes,” I said. “I think it is. So long as he’s not pushing drugs, or protecting the guy in charge of a drug pushing operation.” My friend the motel housekeeper looked at me, needing more. “You’ve reformed him, Shannon. That’s no small thing.” She smiled. It was what she was looking for and all she needed. Shannon sat up, leaned over and kissed me, waking up the two dozing beagles. “Now you’ve done it. The Whore of Babylon’s going to need some lovin’ now.” 



“That’s OK,” my friend said, and went to work on the old girl’s belly. 



Stephen Fairwind vacated his room when his parents moved to Santa Fe and he joined them in the 3/2 adobe ranch they bought. Yes, bought. Stephen advised them if he were to reconcile they would have to live in the city permanently. They agreed. Stephen Sr. got a job quickly as city manager, replacing a hundred year-old coot that had been planning to retire for thirty-five years and, conveniently, had a fatal stroke the day Stephen and Alice Butler Fairwind closed on the first house they had owned since their son was born. 

Alice remained a housewife so addicted to the internet she had to hire a full time housekeeper, cook and gardener to maintain their modest home. She did, however, make an effort to pay some attention to her son. Indeed, she no longer set up her computer in the living room than she said, “Stephen, what social media network are you on? I’m going to ‘friend’ you.” Stephen had a profile on more than one site but immediately deleted all of them, claiming not to know what social media was. 



“Be careful what you wish for,” I said to him during a weekday visit he made to the motel to collect a couple of things he left in the room now occupied by Ephraim and Jay, who would shortly become Anne and Sonny’s legal sons. 



Stephen returned a few days later, on a Sunday, with his parents, and I was less interested in meeting them than any other person on the planet. They had insisted. Stephen later told me the family counselor they had engaged had recommended Stephen Sr. and Alice meet and thank those people who looked after their son when he took off. So aggravating. 
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I got up as the Fairwind family came through the pool gate. Linden was with me and got up, too. Ditto The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, who knew, liked and missed Stephen. 

They went straight to him for love and didn’t give a look or sniff to his folks, bless their hearts. “Mom, Dad, this is Charlie and Chuck.” We all shook hands and pretended to be happy to meet each other, which none of us were, though Linden and I were less happy than they. I mean, they were embarrassed whereas my husband and I were angry. Yeah, we were enjoying the visit less than Stephen Sr. and Alice, that is, until Stephen said, 

“They’re the ones sponsoring the Miss Southwest Teen Transgender pageant I entered.” 

Linden said: 



“Hah,” before he could stop himself, though I don’t think either of our friend’s parents heard it or any other thing because they were too busy being shocked out of their shoes. I sported a gigantic Cheshire Cat smile and looked from the close to sixteen year old boy to his mother and then father and said, with confidence: 



“It’s going to be the first in the country, and what a coup to have as a contestant someone with all of your daugh…I mean, son’s titles. Why Miss Denver Dumpling 2006 AND 

2008!” Linden took my arm and said, as girlie as he could: 



“We’re so blessed.” Mr. and Mrs. Fairwind smiled, too, as they choked back rage, vomit and nails. 



“It’s going to be in June,” I explained, “and already we have, what, two dozen entries?” I looked at Linden for confirmation. 



“Twenty-nine,” he said, “though I’m still working on Cufe and Cheole.” To the 

Fairwinds, he continued, “They’re these twins, Stephen’s age, who are covered in hideous burn scars. So sad.” He shook his head. 



“So sad,” I shook mine too and then added, “One of them will place, just out of pity, you know. Probably Cufe, who doesn’t have a nose, ears or lips.” 



“But he can still whistle like I’ve never heard,” Linden said, which made me break character and laugh. He and Stephen laughed, too, to cover me. Our young friend asked: 



“How does he do it?” My husband and I shrugged our shoulders because neither of us knew. 



After the Fairwind family left, Linden said to me, “He’s not reconciling with them. He’s punishing them.” 



“I know,” I said. “Isn’t it grand?” My husband agreed it was. 



To my knowledge, Stephen continued seeing Krista, the girlfriend with whom he had all kinds of sex while he was staying at Homefires. She was probably his parents’ only 4 

comfort. I didn’t know the girl well, but she seemed not to suffer fools. I don’t imagine she gave them the time of day. Still, their cross-dressing dumpling was straight, and that was something. 



Let’s see, who else to catch up on… 



Oh, Terry Carmichael. The fat old girl got a boyfriend. A twenty-five year-old Mexican version of me, my cousin Kitty said in a phone call that advised me three of them would be visiting. When they arrived two days later I was stunned by the resemblance. It reminded me of when Samia showed me the picture she discovered of Terrence Nguyen, who looked like an Asian Gallagher and turned out to be my later sister Rose’s son. 

Terry’s fella could have been a nephew, too. Even more so. They all stepped out of the van or mini-van or whatever they had and approached me. Kitty hugged me first, whispering, “Close your mouth.” I didn’t realize my shock was that obvious and so I immediately assumed a sweet, welcome expression. 



“Hello, Terry, and this is…” Terry proudly introduced me to: 



“Javi,” which is short for Javier. Neither my friend, the big fat wealthy nurse nor his gold-digging, I was sure, boyfriend mentioned the resemblance between Javier and me. 

Perhaps they couldn’t see it. I mean, with a couple of exceptions, I couldn’t see the resemblance my siblings and I enjoyed…not like others did. I hugged Terry and Javi and Terry and Kitty asked to see my bullet wound because they were nurses and it was the first time they had seen me since that lezzie assassin shot me. 



We went to the pool where I had arranged a catered lunch from one of the city’s vegan restaurants. Linden was working but arranged a long break so he could join us. “He’ll be here soon,” I said. Gladys was all about seeing Kitty again and The Whore of Babylon was all about giving Javi the opportunity to love on her. 



Linden arrived within thirty minutes. He hugged all around and then whispered to me, 

“Another nephew?” I smiled a response. My husband made a plate of salad, bread and spaghetti and vegan meatballs and sat down. As soon as he did, Terry said: 



“I have an announcement to make.” He took Javi’s hand and continued, “Javi and I are getting married tomorrow at the courthouse, and we want all of you to be there for us.” 

Linden and I took hands, more to steady each other than out of affection, and because it was our way of making wary eye contact without doing so. Kitty smiled from Terry and Javi to Linden and me and said: 



“Isn’t it great?” 



“Yes!” I said, my volume making up for my insincerity. Linden just nodded, really hard. 

“Congratulations,” I added, more softly but no more sincerely. “Of course we’ll be there.” Kitty: 
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“Wouldn’t it be wiser, Terry, to have a notary come here. You know, because…” she stopped there as Terry shook his head at her, hard. OMG, I thought, he hasn’t told Javi he’s a fugitive. O.M.G. He replied, quickly: 



“I don’t know a notary. Do you?” I did. It was Marjorie Rawlings. Logan, Cufe and Cheole’s talkative foster mother. I told them this. Terry and Kitty looked at each other, wondering if it was worth it as they both had suffered at least one conversation with her. 

The alternative was being identified by law enforcement and thrown in prison. They thought and thought, to themselves as the twenty-five year-old bridegroom, who had known Terry only six weeks, had no idea his fiancé and his fiance’s friends were all escaped convicts. Linden said: 



“Let’s do Marjorie. There will be a lot of us and we can take turns indulging her.” Terry looked at Javier, who nodded, and then said: 



“OK.” I looked from Terry, to Javier, who was working on The Whore of Babylon, to Kitty, who was working on Gladys, to Linden and said: 



“We have less than twenty-four hours to plan a wedding at Homefires Motel!” Then I burst out laughing. 



“Uh-oh,” Kitty said to Terry, who laughed, too. Javier laughed and hugged Terry, interrupting The Whore of Babylon’s rubbies. This aggravated her and so she pawed him until he continued, which he was glad to do. 



The first thing I did was call the restaurant that catered our lunch and asked them to cater a dinner featuring the same food for the following night. “For twenty.” It was last minute so they charged extra and I was glad to pay it. 



Then Linden and I put together an invite list, in front of Terry, his husband-to-be and my cousin. “Grady and his family?” I asked, meaning his brother, parents, wife and their son. 

Terry shook his head and said: 



“We don’t want to leave the chateau empty, ever.” I understood they had guards and everything, protecting them and their wealth, though it was all in banks and they owned nothing material but the building and some medical supplies. “The guards can be bought off. I don’t think they would. They know how little we have of value, but even the vet meds can be resold. It’s better someone is always there.” Welcome to Mexico. 



No Manns, but there would be Marjorie, Logan, Cufe, Cheole, Ephraim, Jay, Shannon, Violet, Sonny, Anne, Phil, his girlfriend Nadine… “Majel and her dad?” Violet’s lesbian friend and Alex Redfeather, her scifi author father. Terry met them once and so didn’t know them either, but he still nodded. “Diz and his wife and mistress?” Terry had only heard of them but he nodded his head again. “Ty,” I told them about Shannon’s 

boyfriend. “Stan Holloway?” I told them about the gun-running family. Terry agreed to him, too. 
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“That’s twenty-four,” Linden said. 



“Stephen and his parents?” Terry knew Stephen but not his parents. 



“He can sing,” Kitty offered. 



“That would be great,” Terry said to us. To Javi he explained, “He’s the boy who dresses as a girl for the pageants.” Javier nodded and said: 



“He has a beautiful voice.” 



“What would you like him to sing?” I asked 



“‘The Theme from Ice Castles,’” Terry said right away. Hearing that movie made me think of the porno version we were going to make of it at Superior Bodies back in the day. That made me think of Samia, which also made me think of her compatriots, Jacob and Joshua. I wanted them to come to the wedding, too, but didn’t know how to reach them. I never knew how to reach them but they were always there for me when I needed them. 



“That’s twenty-seven,” said Linden. He called the restaurant and increased the catering order while I called Stephen Fairwind and invited him and his parents to Terry and Javier’s wedding, which would occur in the parking lot of Homefires Motel, right behind the pool area, and how pitiful would that have been had we all not been so cool, thus making it grand! 



Stephen was in and asked if he could bring Krista, his girlfriend. “Of course,” I said, and then mouthed “Twenty-eight” to Linden, who said the same to the woman from the restaurant he was speaking to at the same time. I called Marjorie next. She agreed right away and then talked and talked and talked so much that I put my phone down, borrowed my husband’s phone, and called Stan. 



Food, flowers and guests were all set within thirty minutes. I had a call into the Santa Fe Symphony Orchestra, and there was one, to ask if they could come over and accompany Stephen. The woman in the box office knew exactly who he was and how great his voice was and was very excited for the opportunity. “Let me contact the director and see who we can round up.” She assured me there would be enough musicians, but would call back with a firm number. 



“They’re all going to need to eat,” Linden said. “And drink.” 



“Booze,” I said, slapping my forehead. 



“I’m on it,” said my husband, who got up and left the patio so he could concentrate. Kitty spotted my phone, which was still on, on the ground in front of my chaise and picked it 7 

up. She listened and then nodded at me, confirming Marjorie was still talking. She handed my phone to me and I said, into it: 



“Thank you, Marjorie. We’ll see you tomorrow at five p.m.” Then I hung up. I don’t generally hang up on people, but really, I let her talk for thirty minutes about her weddings and divorces and whatever else she mentioned. That was nice of me to make her think she had my attention that long. You know? 



We spent the rest of the evening and into the night at the pool making preparations for the big wedding and it was the most fun I had had since the first softball game between the Homefires Hairdos and Alden Raiders. The only guests I invited who couldn’t make it were Majel and her father, both of whom claimed to be sick. I think Alex would have come had Majel wanted to, but we saw less and less of her at Homefires, as she came to terms with Violet being straight and not loving her, ever. 



Stephen was extremely excited about the opportunity to bring his parents to our little freak show, an event they might not have minded had their son not become close to us after running away from them. It’s easy for people to be open-minded about things that don’t touch them directly. Stephen had lived with all of us, though. He had played softball with us, in wigs. He played with foster children and a young lesbian named after Nurse Chapel on the original “Star Trek.” And Mexican orphans who were there one day and gone the next. “And they love that you were shot, Christian,” he said to me. “They just love it!” That made me laugh. “Please wear a white shirt and have your wound somehow get reopened, so blood and pus can seep through.” 



“Ewwww,” I said, and then laughed harder. After our phone conversation I wondered how badly Stephen Sr. and Alice Butler Fairwind wished they didn’t contact the runaway son that had become an internet sensation, singing “The Star Spangled Banner,” as he did during that first ball game. I wondered how badly they couldn’t wait for him to be eighteen and hit the road. 



Food, liquor, flowers and the entire Santa Fe Symphony orchestra confirmed, I got down to asking Terry and Javier how they met. “I was turning tricks downtown,” the younger man said. “Terry and Grady were picking up strays. One of them ran away from them and I caught him. He bit me, but not bad. They took me, and the dog, back to the chateau, and then I never left.” I told them that was very sweet and didn’t mean a word of it. Javier could be a very nice person or he could be a user. Linden felt the same way. I could tell with a look. When his husband-to-be excused himself to use the bathroom in the office, I said to Terry, in front of Anne, Sonny and Kitty: 



“Are you sure he’s not marrying you for money? You’ve only known him four weeks.” 

Terry had anticipated the question and took no offense. He made no excuses, either. He wasn’t deluded. After having been sent to jail by his late friend and former employer’s family on a baseless charge, he had no illusions about people. 
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“Maybe he is, Christian. I’m fat and old. No one else will have me. So he’s a trophy husband. We have a good time and he doesn’t seem repulsed by me.” 



“He doesn’t seem repulsed by me.” Wow. Wow. There’s a reason to marry someone half his age, a quarter of his weight and ten times as pretty! Whatever, it was his gig. I wasn’t going to say anything further. Sonny, however, said: 



“Terry, this marriage, it’s going to be legal and binding. It’s legal in New Mexico, right?” 



“It just became legal,” he said. 



“So your marriage is covered by the same laws as mine and Anne’s?” 



“I guess so.” 



“Have you thought about getting a pre-nup?” I would have asked, but after my one inquiry, and Terry’s response, I wasn’t going to go any further. Still, I was anxious to hear our friend’s answer. Terry looked from Sonny to Anne and asked: 



“Did you get one?” They hadn’t. They had known each other for decades, though. 

Neither of them said that. Neither said, or asked, anything else. 



Javier returned and Sonny and Anne said goodnight and retired to their room. Phil showed up, havng closed the gym that evening. I had already told him about the wedding so that he could arrange to have the following evening off. He was very glad to see Terry and happy to meet Javier. He expressed no concern to them and none to me or Linden or, to my knowledge, anyone else about their brief courtship or Javier’s motives. I was surprised and wasn’t. For his general obtuseness, our young friend could be very insightful. He was also devoted to Terry, not the least for the older man’s generosity to everyone in the Book Club. In his young life, Phil had experienced many things, though. 

A privileged childhood, hardcore activism that included arson. Prison. Rape. Escape. A new identity. He was still in his twenties and he often broadcasted a teenage naïveté. He was older than his years, though. And wiser, as he sometimes demonstrated. With Terry and his young bride, Phil said nothing but how happy he was. Live and let live. Interfere, as Sonny and I had done, albeit with brief, valid inquiries, and be stopped with brief answers that brooked no follow up. 



What was lovely about our concern for Terry was that he had already distributed much of the money he inherited from Tess Ragland. The rest of the Book Club was all set, thanks to his generosity and our own resources, specifically Anne, Grady’s parents and Linden and me. Phil had a job and would be OK should Javier liquidate Terry’s assets on their honeymoon and fly to South America. We cared about our friend for our friend’s sake. 

No one was concerned about being left penniless by his quick and ill-advised marriage. 



Later that night I asked Linden if he thought Terry might be sick. “He’s obese and in his fifties. He could have cancer, heart disease, diabetes or all three. He could be marrying 9 

this man as payment for him being with him for what time he has left.” Linden leaned across The Whore of Babylon and Gladys and said: 



“Don’t suggest this to anyone else, Christian.” 



“What?” I said, annoyed that he could so dismiss my suggestion. 



“Just let it go,” he said. “Let it happen and let Terry be happy. Don’t think about it further than that.” I sighed heavily, leaned over The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, so close to my husband that our noses touched, and replied: 



“What kind of a day would it be if I didn’t pry into someone’s personal business?” 

Linden responded by rubbing our noses together, something we did with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. “It’s how Eskimos kiss,” I would tell them. 



“It’s how Eskimos kiss,” Linden said to me, then we continued kissing that way with each other and then the beagles. Gladys seemed to like it, however The Whore of Babylon found it annoying and swatted us with her front left paw. 



The next day was a Wednesday, I think. There wasn’t a whole lot of set up as there were only a couple of dozen attendees. The best part of the day, the morning, that is, was when Linden and I took Ephraim, Jay, Logan, Cufe and Cheole to a discount men’s clothing warehouse and I said to the staff, “We all have a wedding to go to tonight. No wool or leather. Only cotton and polyester.” I thought we were more likely to find synthetic fibers and shoes made of petroleum than at a higher-end place. A weekday morning, we were the only people there and the staff had a grand time hooking us up. Slacks, ties, vests, blazers…unless the vest was enough. Jackets over shirts made not to support ties. A Mao suit similar to one I wore someplace. 



I chose a three-piece bright green and blue plaid suit whose jacket and lapels were long and wide. It was clearly a number manufactured for the black market but it hadn’t sold so I got it for forty-nine ninety-five. It fit well except for the pants, which were too wide and too long. I asked a young woman, Charisse, I think, if there was a tailor on duty. She looked at me as if I were nuts. I asked if she knew one and she shook her head. I asked if she had a mother or grandmother who could alter the pants for me right then and she said, 

“Yeah, my grandmother. Want her to come over?” 



“Yes,” I said. “I’ll pay her a hundred bucks an hour if she’ll come now and fix these pants and make any other changes.” 



“OK,” she said. “She’s got to take the bus, though.” Hmmmm. 



“How did you get here today?” I asked the young woman. 



“My boyfriend dropped me off.” 
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“Tell your boyfriend I’ll give him fifty bucks to go get your grandma and bring her here now.” 



“OK,” said Charisse, who really was nice just not quick-witted. 



Grandma came and she was so delightful I completely forgot about her dull 

granddaughter. She had the best time shortening and taking in my pants. She shortened pants for Linden, too. Cufe and Cheole got matching khaki trousers, navy blue jackets, white shirts and red, white and blue ties. “My God,” I said, “you need to go to some prep school.” They looked very adorable. Logan got black pants, a gold vest, white shirt and a black and gold tie. We could have found him a jacket, but the vest looked so awesome neither of us wanted anything to cover it up. Ephraim found a burgundy suit, similar in cut to mine. We hooked Jay up in a sailor suit, like for an infant or toddler. He was six years old but his body was that of a child half his age. He looked awesome, though he didn’t realize it. Still, he liked to be touched and loved on and dressing him up gave his brothers the opportunity to be all on him. 



We had gotten to the store when it opened at ten a.m. We finished buying our clothing by noon and then tried everything on for Charisse’s grandmother, whom we just called Grandma. She used pins to indicate what needed to be altered and then let us go, indicating she would do the work in time for the ceremony which, we decided, would be at six, so she didn’t feel rushed. “I’ll have C.J. take me over to the motel by five at the latest,” Grandma said. 



“Thank you,” I told her. “I’ll have five hundred in cash for you and a hundred for C.J. 

And dinner if you want to stay for the wedding.” 



I paid a couple of thousand, I think, for the clothing and then drove Logan and the twins back to Marjorie’s house and Ephraim and Jay back to the motel. I advised everyone to do some reading or homework for the few hours between our shopping trip and the wedding. “We pulled you out of school and got you cool clothes. You owe us three hours of reading and arithmetic.” The boys all agreed to study as payment. 



Back at the motel, Ephraim carried Jay to the first floor room they shared. Linden and I expected to go to our room, to let the beagles out. Before we got to the concrete stairs closest to our room, Shannon approached us wearing an expression more anxious than I have seen on anyone. “What?” Linden and I said at the same time. 



“Please come to the office,” was all she said, and so we followed her there. Generally a slow walker due, I am sure, to her long legs covering more ground than others’, she walked super fast to the office. Indeed, Linden and I nearly had to run to keep up with her. Inside Sonny and Anne looked anxious, but not as much. Again Linden and I said, at the same time: 



“What?” Anne looked at Sonny, nodded, and said: 
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“Shannon was collecting chairs and tables from the empty first floor rooms, for the wedding and the orchestra.” I chuckled then, imagining wedding guests and musicians sitting on the shopworn motel chairs set up in some section of the grubby parking lot of Homefires. 



“Christian,” Sonny warned. 



“What?” I said, annoyed. “What’s wrong?” 



“I found a dead body in one-thirteen!” Shannon kind of shouted. Then she burst into tears. She covered her face with her hands and cried as I said: 



“Oh,” and Linden said: 



“Really.” Anne reached up to pat Shannon’s shoulder and Sonny said: 



“In the bathtub.” 



“A guest?” Linden asked. Sonny shook his head. 



“Never saw him before. Looked about fifty. Heavy, bald. Wearing a navy blue polo and white pants. And deck shoes. 



“Any I.D.?” I asked. Sonny nodded. 



“Randolph Batton. Lives downtown. I searched for his name on the web. He owns that gallery, Art Unlimited.” I hadn’t heard about it. “In that building that used to be a factory. 

You said it reminded you of the youth shelter in Manhattan.” I remembered. “His address is the second floor.” 



“Did you call the police, Sonny?” 



“Hell no,” he said. Anne shook her head, in league with her husband. Shannon looked up at them and then to us. 



“Who was the last person to occupy one thirteen?” I asked. Then Linden said: 



“Aren’t Ephraim and Jay in one fourteen?” Anne said: 



“No one’s been in one thirteen since the boys moved here. There’s a door between them. 

We told Ephraim he could use both rooms, but he said one was enough for them.” I remembered their offering and him turning them down. Anne continued, “We didn’t want anyone staying next to them with the adjoining door, even thought it’s locked.” I understood. I looked from Sonny to Anne to Linden, who said: 



“Where’s the body?” Sonny: 
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“Still in the tub.” 



“Cause of death?” Linden asked. 



“Blunt force trauma, to the left temple.” 



“Signs of a struggle?” Linden asked. Sonny and Anne shook their heads. 



“Was the door, either of them, locked?” I asked. Sonny and Anne nodded their heads. 

The five of us were silent for a moment. Then I said: 



“When are we dumping the body?” Shannon began crying again. Poor thing. She wasn’t used to murder and corpses. Sonny: 



“Tonight. After the party. In an alley near the gallery.” Linden: 



“Will you leave his I.D.?” Sonny and Anne shook their heads. Anne said: 



“We’ll make it look like a robbery.” Linden nodded and so did I. After another silent moment I said what we were all thinking: 



“We won’t have any police bothering us, which is fine, but the fact remains we found a strange man in a locked room in our motel. Murdered by someone in the room, or put there.” Shannon buried her face in her hands again. Linden said: 



“He had to have been murdered in the room. Who would kill him elsewhere and go to the trouble of bringing a body here, finding a vacant room, picking a lock, putting him in the tub and then leaving.” 



“And with all the rooms to use, why one next to one that’s occupied?” I asked. “What if Ephraim heard something and investigated, or got one of you.” Sonny and Anne’s expressions indicated they had thought of everything we brought up. Shannon stopped crying and looked up at me. 



“Did Ephraim seem odd today at the store? Was anything off about him?” Linden and I didn’t even have to consult and both said: 



“No,” at the same time. Sonny and Anne nodded. Shannon looked from me to Sonny and Anne and said: 



“Do you think it’s Ty? Do you think the guy…Randolph, knew him or was junkie and maybe confronted him here?” It seemed the three of them had tossed around the idea of Ty Grant being involved already. Neither Sonny nor Anne had an answer. Linden did, though it was more a suggestion. He said: 
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“Why don’t you ask him when he arrives for the wedding?” 



Long story short, the wedding went perfectly and was beautiful. Grandma, Charisse and C.J. showed up at four forty-five with our tailored clothing. They wore their Sunday best and stayed for the wedding and dinner, which I found adorable. The musicians…God there were a zillion of them, also showed up, though not until six p.m., which caused us to kill time drinking from the open bar Linden had arranged. The male musicians wore tuxedos and the women, formal black dresses. The conductor found me and explained that they were schedule to rehearse that evening, so everyone was already available. “The opportunity to accompany that talented young man from your baseball team…” Stephen Fairwind’s voice got us a free orchestra for Terry and Javier’s wedding. Did anything better ever happen??? 



“Can I pay you?” I asked the conductor, whose name, as usual, I can’t remember, but who looked Like Rocky Carroll, the actor who plays Director Vance on “NCIS.” He shook his head but asked, sort of timidly: 



“May we enjoy the bar?” 



“Yes!” I said. Linden approached us and added: 



“And I’ve increased the amount of food, too, so I hope you and your friends will have dinner with us, too.” The Director Vance-looking guy said: 



“Why thank you! Thank you!!!” and excused himself to tell the orchestra. 



We set up chairs in the parking lot behind the pool. Linden rented a trellis, or whatever they’re called, from the florist, under which an uncharacteristically brief Marjorie officially and legally married Terry and Javier. The orchestra brought their own folding chairs and music stands and set up on the other side of the trellis. They played “Through The Eyes of Love,” which Stephen, in a navy blue jacket and khaki pants, like the twins, sang beautifully. The orchestra also played “The Wedding March” and some other pieces they were working on including “The Last Rose of Summer.” I guess they had an Irish-themed concert coming up and that, and other songs, were traditional Irish jobs. No 

“Danny Boy,” though, which was a mercy, though Stephen would have wailed on it, I’m sure. 



The wedding would have been more enjoyable and I would be going on about it more had I not spent it worried about the murder that occurred at the motel, probably the night before while everyone, including Ephraim and Jay, were asleep. The food was great, Grandma and Charisse and C.J. were lovely and grateful for the invite and the work. 

Stephen’s parents were kind of delightful, which annoyed me, because I wanted them to be consistent assholes, you know? Ty looked handsome in a dark suit. Ditto Shannon and Violet in dresses Anne bought them, against their will, that day. 
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And the musicians…they were all lovely, gracious and grateful. I would have loved to meet and hang out with them exclusively, but the murder put me in a mood and I didn’t want to approach them and not be my most charming. Linden felt the same way, ‘cause he told me, and so we stuck to our circle of friends; that is, except for Phil and his girlfriend Nadine. I met her for the first time that night and immediately didn’t like or trust her. I didn’t want her reading my face and asking about the dead body that turned up that Sonny and I were planning on dumping later on. OK, I was a little paranoid, more for the safety of Ephraim, Jay and my friends than that I felt personally threatened. Yikes, a body in the room next to those two boys…I held my chest whenever I thought about their being so close to a murder. 



I rallied enough to make a toast for Terry and Javier. I danced with Kitty, who had also attended the Lillian Langford School of Ballroom Dancing in Rowaneck, though she grew up in the unincorporated section of town. I also danced with Terry, who had a few drinks and made some suggestions about Javier looking like me. I wasn’t interested, and wouldn’t have been even if no body had been discovered earlier that day. I love Terry, but I wasn’t enduring any unrequited love drama from him that evening or at any other time. Someone at the motel or familiar with it murdered someone in room one thirteen, and I could think of few other things. 



I rallied again to say goodbye to everyone: Grandma, Director Vance and Marjorie, who I discovered had been warned by Logan not to go on and on. “He told me about all the anti-psychotics Javier is on and how dangerous he is, so I made it really short and then avoided him the whole night.” Go Logan. 



After everyone had left and all the motel residents returned to their rooms, Linden and I changed into the dark clothing we had worn to set the abandoned flea market on fire and met Sonny and, to my surprise, Ty, in room one thirteen. “I don’t know anything about this guy,” he had explained to Shannon, Sonny and Anne earlier that evening, “but I do know about moving bodies, and I’ll be glad to help.” 



And so we moved a body. 
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Chapter 2 

Nadine 




As much time as I spent at the Homefires pool since Linden and I moved to Santa Fe, I rarely went in. I really started missing swimming laps, as I did for years at Superior Bodies. There was no way I could do it at the piece of shit postage sized pool at Homefires. I would have taken three strokes and then had to do a flip turn, and then another three strokes and another flip turn. It hadn’t happened in the first six months I lived at the motel and wouldn’t ever. Terry said he would pay to have the pool lengthened, or build a separate lap pool elsewhere on the property for me. I thanked him but said his money would be better spent feeding and clothing the poor of Mexico City. 

He insisted until I advised him Linden and I would buy a membership at LA Fitness, where Phil, and his girlfriend Nadine worked, and swim there. “OK,” my big fat rich married friend said, “but you need to pay for the membership out of your recreation account.” The one he set up for me. 



“It’s a deal.” 



OK, I can’t say I didn’t join the health club only to swim, ‘cause I could have done that a any time. I was there to learn more about Nadine White-Whitman, and that really was her last name. She also trained at Santa Fe’s one LA Fitness. And she was trouble waiting to happen. 



Phil Gentry was a handsome and, more importantly, kind and generous young man 

committed to animal rights. He was decent, brave and loyal to his friends. Still, in spite of rare flares of brilliance, generally dim. Nadine, was as pretty but smart, ambitious, selfish and, OK, evil. 



Nadine White-Whitman was white on her Home Depot clerk father’s side and American Indian on her grocery store clerk mother’s side. Her surname was a combination of her father’s last name, Whitman, and her paternal grandmother’s maiden name, White. Of mixed race, she was all about being totally white, so much so that her father’s last name wasn’t enough for her and she had to hyphenate it with another name that included its first four letters. Darker skinned than, say, Olivier Korstanje, she avoided the sun entirely and lightened her dark hair as much as she could get away with. 



Nadine was half Cherokee, I think, and not happy about it. Her parents were also poor, and she didn’t like that, either. She was smart and determined to rise above her socio-economic station. To that end she worked hard in school, worked hard at after school jobs, and paid her own way through a community and then local state college where she studied occupational therapy but also took pre-med classes. And she hooked up with Phil Gentry. 



Phil didn’t enjoy a great salary at LA Fitness, but he always had money to spend thanks to Terry’s having set him up with his own bank account. This led Nadine to believe her coworker came from a rich family, which was actually true, and he was just stupid and working at the gym to stay busy. The little gold-digger latched onto my friend right away, 16 

but was smart enough to take their relationship slowly. Had she gotten pregnant immediately or suggested marriage after knowing him for just a few months, her motives would have been suspect, perhaps not by Phil, but by his friends Anne, Sonny, Chuck and me, Charlie. A stupid girl would have gotten herself knocked up right away. Nadine wasn’t stupid, and she didn’t want a kid, either. 



Nadine White-Whitman lived with her parents, whom she loathed for being poor and, in her mother’s case, American Indian. Moving out would have meant paying for housing instead of tuition, something that would have delayed her education and ultimate escape from her lower-middle class origins. Because she couldn’t bear to be around her mother or father, and didn’t want to risk losing her wealthy boyfriend on the chance that he become turned off by their humble standard of living, she rarely had him over and never overnight. When they spent the night together it was always at Homefires, which was at least as humble a place as her parents’ home. I know this ‘cause Linden and I found out where the Whites lived and drove by one evening after dark. Phil told us they were nice and had no complaints about their house or manners. 



Phil was such a good guy and Nadine was such a barracuda. I wanted to break them up. 

Linden did, too. And Anne and Sonny and Ephraim and, I’m sure, Jay, if he weren’t challenged, and maybe he also wanted to but couldn’t articulate it. Nadine was lovely at the wedding. She was nicely dressed in a cheap but pretty red number she probably picked up that afternoon at Wal-Mart. Her gold earrings, necklace, bracelet and rings were as cheap, but as pretty. Nadine had an eye for fashion and accessories, that was immediately clear. “What she could do with a budget,” I told Linden, who agreed. She stayed over that night and joined us and the beagles at the pool the following morning. It wasn’t the first time she had spent the night with Phil, but she had always left quickly and without saying hello to any of us. This, I thought, was probably because she considered us as trashy as her folks, living at piece-of-shit Homefires as we did. 



Something about Terry’s wedding changed her mind about her boyfriend’s motel resident friends, and it should have. Actually, Phil’s assistant-coaching the Homefires Hairdos should have been enough for her to realize we weren’t your standard low-lifes. A thoughtful girl with long-term goals, Nadine clearly needed more evidence. The formally-attired Santa Fe Symphony Orchestra accompanying internet darling Stephen Fairwind’s “Through the Eyes of Love,” was it. 



Linden, Sonny and I were up late moving that corpse Shannon found and then we 

couldn’t get back to sleep. Restless in our room, my husband, the beagles and I hit the patio while it was still dark, he with his laptop and I with a book. Imagine our surprise when Nadine joined us, wearing a pair of Phil’s shorts and an LA Fitness collared shirt. 

“Good morning,” she said, opening the small gate and entering the patio. 



“Good morning, Nadine,” Linden said. 



“Good morning,” I said. 
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“GRRRRRRR,” said The Whore of Babylon and Gladys at the same time. 



“Don’t mind them, they’re like that with everyone,” I lied. 



“Do they bite?” Nadine asked, genuinely scared, and she should have been. I nearly asked her to define bite as I recalled our old girl killing and eating Vivian Lane, but I resisted. Linden patted the girls and said: 



“Now…” Then he invited her to take the chair next to his chaise. She did, saying: 



“I made a pot of coffee and will go back when it’s ready. Can I bring you some?” Linden and I had made coffee but our cups were nearly empty. 



“That would be nice,” I said. Nadine nodded, sat and crossed her beautiful, hairless brown legs. 



“That was quite a party last night,” she said. 



“It sure was,” said Linden. 



“Your friends looked so happy. Everyone did. And that young man. The boy who 

sang…Wow!” My husband and I nodded our agreement. “I had seen him online, of 

course, last fall. Someone at work brought it up on the computer. I had only been there a couple of months, and only part-time, so I didn’t know Phil yet. He told all of us that was the baseball team at the motel where he lived. I guess that’s how we met, talking about the team, and his…Stephen’s National Anthem.” Linden and I were kind of bored but were still happy to get a closer look at this young woman and so we nodded 

encouragement. “I was so glad to come last night and see him live, and meet some of the other ball players.” She stopped there and neither Linden nor I picked up the conversation right away. Then he said: 



“Well, they were down to six for a while. Two of them, the brother and sister, moved away and one of the girls stopped playing. There are some other kids in the neighborhood who joined, though, so Sonny and Phil always have enough for a game.” He was so polite. 



“I would love to come to one of them,” Nadine said. 



“They’re a lot of fun.” 



“Do they still wear the wigs?” 



“Of course.” 



“And who do they play?” 
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“Local teams, from schools. Some adult teams, too.” 



“That’s interesting.” EEEEK, the conversation was so not interesting. I would have to jump in, or dive in the shallow end of the pool and break my neck. I said: 



“You looked amazing last night,” I said to our guest. 



“Thank you,” she said. 



“Red is a really good color for you, though I imagine you could wear anything.” It was true. She was a looker. 



“That’s kind of you to say,” Nadine said. “I thought everyone looked good, right down to that sweet handicapped boy in the sailor suit.” Neither Linden nor I liked that way she described Jay, however accurate it was. It was something about her tone, or the unnecessary use of the word handicapped. It’s like, we know he’s handicapped. She could have just said that boy in the sailor suit. Yeah, that, and everything else about Nadine, annoyed us. 



There was another lull in the conversation, and then Nadine asked, “How long have you known Phil?” It was an awkward question, because it required a lie we hadn’t prepared to tell. I mean, what if Phil had said one thing to her and then we said another. Linden and I communicated this to each other with an innocent look, and he said: 



“I don’t know. It seems like all our lives.” Hah! It was a good one. Sadly, it didn’t satisfy bitch Nadine. 



“How long have you lived at Homefires?” she thought she’d take another tack. 



“Since last summer,” I said. An easy answer. 



“And Phil?” Linden and I looked at each other again, innocently, and he said: 



“I don’t know.” Nadine smiled at us and chose, wisely, to drop it. 



“Well,” she began, “I think he’s got the nicest friends here. Coaching unfortunate children and putting together that great wedding last night. He said it was very last minute.” Neither Linden nor I responded, even with a nod. We didn’t feel like being polite anymore. An awkward moment and she continued, “He’s very popular at the gym, too. Everybody loves him. Staff and members. And he’s very knowledgeable about weight training. I’ve studied sports medicine and taken some pre-med classes, should I ever decide to be a doctor. It gives me an advantage over the rest of the staff, but most of them really know they’re stuff. Physiology, nutrition…everything.” I nodded. Linden nodded, too, and said: 
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“You really have to know your stuff when you’re guiding people through exercises that could, potentially, injure them if done improperly.” How that mega-trite observation must have choked in his throat. Encouraged, Nadine nodded and said: 



“Phil really knows his stuff. And he doesn’t put on airs, either. If the janitor is out or something menial needs doing and there’s no one to do it, he’ll roll up his sleeves and do it.” 



“Oh?” I said, annoyed at her use of the word menial. Annoyed with every word she said. 



“Oh, yes. He’s cleaned toilets! Or so I’ve heard. He did so in the men’s room once. More than once, I think, when Alonzo, the janitor, was out.” She paused for us to react with awe, which neither Linden nor I did, having cleaned toilets ourselves, when the motel was busy or Shannon was off. “Someone from his background…” There she went again, asking questions about our boy’s origins. I was going to have to stop it. I was going to have to cut her off, or beg fatigue and leave. Or set the beagles on her. But Phil showed up with the hot pot of fresh coffee and two empty mugs. He looked very happy that his girlfriend was visiting with his friends, and it made me sad as she clearly wasn’t the one for him and I would have to break them up, quickly. Still, I smiled brightly and said: 



“Just in time…to refill my cup!” Our young friend entered the patio smiling harder than anyone ever has. He freshened my coffee, the Linden’s, very carefully as The Whore of Babylon and Gladys were all over him. 



“You better let me take that,” Nadine said and took the mugs and then, carefully, the pot from him. “They sure love you,” she said, the subtext of which was clearly that they didn’t love her. Linden said: 



“They like the straight boys and are jealous of their girlfriends.” I would have said something similar had my husband not beaten me to it. Coming from him it sounded truer, I think. Nadine, and Phil, thought so too as both smiled, as much at the explanation as Linden’s having referred to her as his girlfriend. 



For Phil’s sake, Linden and I chose to enjoy the rest of our visit, chatting first about the beagles, and then about the Hairdos. “You have to wear a wig if you want to see them play,” I said. “Even though you have plenty of hair.” 



“OK,” she agreed with a big fake smile. We spoke about the wedding and how great Stephen was and Phil explained that he won kiddie beauty pageants dressed as a girl. 

“Oh,” Nadine said, clearly finding it odd. 



“You explain,” Phil said to me, disappointed that Nadine didn’t find Stephen’s titles and tiaras funny or cool. He assumed it was his delivery, which it wasn’t, because he was so enthusiastic as he described the boy’s efforts. Nadine realized she had made a mistake by not approving of it and so I gave her the opportunity to rally by relating the same information, differently, and adding some details I made up to further distinguish my 20 

story from my friend’s. Nadine got smart, rallied, and fake laughed through the list of pageant wins I provided, most of them made up on the spot. Phil got happy again and Nadine said to him, by way of apology: 



“My coffee’s finally kicking in.” Phil forgave all. Linden and I wanted her head and The Whore of Babylon, the rest of her. 



Stephen’s story exhausted, Nadine brought up my gunshot wound. “May I take a closer look? It’s the pre-med in me.” EEEK! 



“Of course,” I said, and jerked my head in a way that invited her over. Her approach annoyed the beagles, causing Phil to love on them further by way of distraction. Nadine took a close look at the fresh scar above my right nipple. 



“Oh, Charlie,” she said, with a genuine sympathy I found jarring, given what a fraud she truly was. Perhaps she really wanted to be a doctor, and heal. Still, Phil wasn’t going to be paying for her education. She would have to find another meal ticket—a truly repulsive sugar daddy like all the other gold-diggers. 



Like Javier, I thought, guiltily. 



“It’s OK,” I said. “It is.” She shook her head, imagining it. Then she looked at me and said with a sincerity that was as jarring: 



“I’m so sorry.” 



“You’re sweet,” I said, and took her hands in mine, without realizing what I was doing. I squeezed them and she squeezed back. We let go of each other at the same time and she returned to the chair beside Linden and her coffee. 



Yikes, we had a moment. Nadine White-Whitman and I had a genuine, nice moment. 

What would I do, I asked myself. I smiled from her to Linden, whose face was non-committal, to Phil, who glowed. Then Nadine ruined it by saying, “I saw your press conference, at the hospital.” A beat that was long enough for me to hate her completely again. “That wasn’t you.” Nadine wanted answers. She wanted them the whole visit. I had one prepared and said, without a beat: 



“That was my friend Mark, bless his heart,” I began. “The press and everybody wanted an interview…they wanted juice for the evening news. We were afraid if we didn’t give it to them they would bother Ephraim and make a spectacle out of Jay.” Nadine nodded, without comment or expression. Did she buy it? I didn’t think so and didn’t think she thought I did, if that makes sense. Did Phil think she bought it? Yes, and that was all that mattered to her. Linden and I, but mostly I, was a player in her effort. She was taking my measure, determining what influence I had over her boy, and strategizing. “I don’t know why more people couldn’t figure it out, though what point of reference did viewers have?” I nearly added a Hah! as I wondered how many people who saw Mark’s press 21 

appearance were fans of “Winter Key” and “An Elite Force.” “We couldn’t have pulled it off if my face hadn’t been bandaged. I would have done it myself but I didn’t have the strength so soon after surgery.” I remembered how weak I was, how difficult it was to flee the hospital and how close to dying I came in the backseat of Grady’s car. 



Yeah, dying, because I saw Mark’s face as he worked on me. Whatever, I survived and it was all good. 



“Are you working today?” Linden asked Nadine and Phil, specifically to change the subject. 



“No,” Nadine said, looking at her boyfriend, giving him a smile that made me want to assault her. 



“We’re having a date night…and day,” he said, glowing as hard as he had before. So obtuse he was, unable to see through her interest in my getting shot and Mark Mann’s news appearance, as me. 



“Well,” I said, a little quicker than I should have, “don’t let us keep you.” Nadine raised her eyebrows at me and said: 



“You sound like you want to get rid of us.” 



“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t mean to.” 



“We didn’t get a lot of sleep last night,” Linden offered, though didn’t explain it was because we were moving a body. I further excused myself by saying: 



“I used to work at a gym and know how tough it is for any two employees to get the same day off.” 



“Oh?” Nadine was going to ask me where. “Where?” 



“Norway,” I said. “A suburb of Oslo. It was right after I graduated from Wellesley.” 



“Wellesley?” she said. “Isn’t that a girl’s college?” 



“It sure is,” I said with a Cheshire cat smile. Phil, Linden and Nadine herself knew it was time for them to go and so we all said quick goodbyes and they left. When they were out of earshot Linden smiled, snorted a laugh, which he never did, and said: 



“Wellesley.” He snorted again, which made me laugh, and then copy his snort. “That was fantastic.” We exchanged snorts and Linden said, “If she didn’t think you were her enemy before, she does so now.” 
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“I couldn’t help it,” I said. Linden’s silent smile of love and approval said he knew I couldn’t. 



“So what’s your plan?” he asked, knowing what it would be even before I did. 



“What do you mean?” I asked. 



“You have a gym membership and Nadine and Phil are off today. And their coworkers probably have an opinion of their relationship.” I was mortified I hadn’t thought about collecting some gossip from their colleagues, at least as quickly as Linden had. After a moment of excitement I said: 



“What would it matter? I’ve already decided I’m going to split them up, if I have to kill her to do it.” 



“I know,” said Linden, “but you might get some better idea as to how.” I nodded. “Or, you might find someone else to do it for you.” I nodded again and then said: 



“Screw that. That job’s mine.” We finished our coffee and then I left my husband and our babies at the pool. 



I arrived at LA Fitness at nine a.m. I usually wore whatever I had on as I would be changing into a swim suit. That day I had shorts and a t-shirt, white socks and Chuck Taylor knock-offs, available at Wal-Mart for twelve dollars. I ran through a lot of them since adopting Gladys. Ahhhh, puppies. 



The place was large, almost as large as Superior Bodies Sherwood, in that trendy gay area of Bismarck, North Dakota. It’s the club next to which I measure all others, it being ginormous in that reconverted Woolworth’s. There were a lot more people at LA Fitness, though, and none of them there to arrange the sale and transport of infant organs. 



God, why did I have to go there? I always do, more than I reveal. 



A horrible world… 



OK, to more important stuff: getting gossip about Nadine White-Whitman. I put my suit and goggles in a locker and took myself and my towel to the gym floor. I found space on a mat in front of a mirror and kicked off my fake Chucks. I sat cross legged in front of the mirror and then began a thorough stretching routine. Normally when I was in front of a mirror I would be looking right at myself, being vain, but also examining the scars and fake cheekbone from my myriad injuries. That morning I looked at the reflection of the goings-on at the open front area and, next to it, the desks at which folks bought memberships. 



I had never studied the staff at the gym before. The few times I had been there since buying a membership in…early December, I think, I always said hi to Phil if he was there 23 

and not with a client. Nadine checked me in a couple of times when not with a client and before we formally met. I think it was a couple of days before I got shot. She was pleasant. She made no impression on me then, or maybe she did and I didn’t like her right away and then I got shot and forgot about every other thing. 



Greeting members was a young man, early twenties, with green eyes, freckles and pretty much the map of Ireland across his face. He wore the LA Fitness shirt and khakis. Next to the check-in computer was an open textbook. He was studying. He was of no use to me. Giving a tour was a very short, very built man of about thirty. White, dark hair, Italian maybe. He had “trainer” written on his shirt, but he was occupied and also useless. 

At a desk on the phone was a big American Indian who appeared to be the manager. As the fella in charge I didn’t think he would tell me shit about Nadine and so I kept looking and found…a skinny black chick with a big fake bust and a bigger 70s exploitation movie afro. She had big eyes and big fake eyelashes and big white teeth and she was bouncing around the front and the cardio and the free weights and the juice stand and the aerobics room and every other place in her spandex tights and LA Fitness shirt that also said 

“trainer.” “Bingo,” I said out loud. I waited until she buzzed my way, saying: 



“Hay,” to this member and, “Look at you!” To that one. 



“Hay,” I said to her in as happy and friendly a way as she had everyone else. 



“Haaaaaaay!” she said back and approached me. I stood up and held out my hand. 



“I’m Charlie.” I considered that I had just been touching my toes and the mat with my hand and withdrew it. “I should use the anti-bacterial before touching another person.” 



“Well, then we can do this!” she said, and gave me a big hug. I returned it and loved her right away. 



“Anyway, I’m new to the gym…” 



“You’re Phil’s friend.” I nodded. “I’m Latrice.” 



“Hi Latrice,” I said. “I’m pretty new here and I usually just swim.” She nodded, so happy and with such a big smile, like nothing made her happier than listening to me telling her how I was new and usually just swam. “But my doctor thinks I should work some chest, arm and shoulder-strengthening exercises into my workout.” She nodded and got serious. 

She touched that part of her chest that corresponded with my wound and said: 



“Because of when you got shot.” I blushed, in spite of myself, and nodded my head. Still serious, but no less excited, Latrice continued, “I just want you to know how brave I think you were, protecting those boys.” That wasn’t the story Mark, as me, told the press. 

Latrice read that in my face and said: 
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“Phil told us what you told the reporters was made up, to protect the boys.” I was reeling, so said: 



“It’s true.” What was true I wondered and wanted to ask Latrice, however she found herself and said: 



“Well, I would be glad to show you some of the machines or, if you want, some free weight exercises for your left arm.” 



“Thank you,” I said, really wanting to know what story Phil had told his friends about two-timing Charlie Cash and the reason he got shot in the Albuquerquer movie theater parking lot on December 23, 2013. I was seriously annoyed he didn’t let me in on it and then figured when I got my membership his coworkers would determine I was gay and didn’t two-time the women and what was the real story, Phil? 



And then I thought he probably swore them to secrecy and here Latrice was, betraying that secret right to my face seconds after we met. And then I said, to myself, again, Bingo. 



So…Latrice showed me all these exercises and she was actually really good at what she did and really patient. More imortantly, she had a big mouth to go with the big tits, teeth and hair. Indeed, no sooner did I ask, “What do you think of Phil’s girlfriend Nadine?” 

she said: 



“I hate her. I hate her so much. We all hate her. I don’t hate anyone but I hate her.” 

YAAAAY! I thought. I wanted to jump for joy and hug Latrice, again, but instead I assumed a concerned expression, knitted eyebrows and everything. She said, “My I use profanity?” 



“Uh-huh,” I replied, wondering if anyone I had ever met asked me that question before using it. I didn’t have time to think about it as Latrice launched into such a tirade against Nadine. At a lower volume than I thought she ever said anything, my happy friend raged: 



“I hate that fucking bitch. I really hate her. She’s fucking fake and fucking phony and everybody knows it. Even Syd, the head injun.” She indicated the big American Indian manager with a jerk of her head. “There’s nothing we can do about it, though. We all want to get rid of her but we don’t have cause. She’s a good employee. Really good. And she knows about training. More than all of us. Her clients love her. She’s patient and really good with them, but with the rest of us she’s full of shit. She’s all about herself and her goals. She pretends to like all of us. She asks us questions like she cares about us and our lives. Then she doesn’t listen. She says all the right stuff, but she’s not into anyone but herself.” Latrice was angry. I wonder if some of it was that she was black and Nadine was half American Indian but claimed to be all white, like there was something wrong with not being all white. Then she said, “She’s half Native American. Cherokee, I think. 

She pretends to be all white, though. That pisses me off. Also, her Dad works at Home Depot and her mother’s a cashier somewhere, maybe there. She’s the Indian. But she 25 

walks around like she’s just here working until she becomes a brain surgeon, like she’s trolling. She never says it, but it’s clear. It’s clear to everyone but the members, but they’re not around her so much. And then there’s Phil.” 



“He doesn’t see it, either,” was all I had to say to keep Latrice going, and I probably didn’t have to say that. 



“I love Phil. Everyone loves Phil. He loves everyone, even fucking bitch Nadine. I tried to tell him about her, but he listened and then said he thought she was nice and that people need to get to know her. He’s so nice. He’s so stupid, though. Do you mind if I say that?” I nodded that it was OK and she went on, “He’s super nice and so generous. 

He always buys lunch and springs for pizza and snacks. He lent me money once when I had to get my car fixed. I paid it right back as soon as I could. It was over a thousand dollars, and he just gave it to me in cash. I complained about the bill but not because I thought he had it. Like, I wasn’t trying to get him to loan me the money. I didn’t think he had it. No one here has any money. But he gave it to me in cash later that day.” 



“And Nadine saw.” Latrice nodded, hard. So hard her left false eyelashes fell off, though she didn’t realize it. She was too worked up. Oh, and her big afro was wiggling the whole time she went on about hating that fucking bitch Nadine. 



“She saw all right. She figured he had money and he probably has, but it’s not my business.” I didn’t think she thought anything was not her business. “Nadine was all up his ass right after that. Flirting. She asked him for help moving equipment that didn’t need moving. She said a toilet in the ladies room was stuck and could he fix it.” Hmmm. 

“She probably stuck it up herself with her cunt rags.” Latrice stopped dead and covered her mouth with both hands. “I’m sorry I said that.” 



“It’s OK,” I assured her. “You asked if you could say bad words and I said OK.” 



“Yeah, but cunt is different.” 



“Not to me,” I said. “Go on. When did they start going out officially?” Latrice thought about it, but only for a second, and said: 



“More than a week after my car thing but less than two weeks.” She thought about it again, and then nodded to confirm what she had said. She looked at me for additional questions. I looked around the large, busy gym with lots of attractive women and said: 



“Why Nadine?” Latrice also looked around, at the large number of attractive women, even for a Thursday morning, and knew what I meant. 



“We love Phil, but he’s like a puppy dog.” I laughed. “He’s very handsome, but he’s a boy, really. He’s got a sexy body and he’s so cute. If I didn’t know him I’d fuck him ‘til dawn. But when you know him you know he’s so nice and innocent. He loves animals and he’s vegan. He’s so sweet. I went vegan because he asked me to and he was so cute 26 

about it, like a cute teddy bear, I couldn’t say no.” Wow, I thought. Would that I only had to ask someone. Go Phil, the adorable teddy bear. “They should make a doll of Phil. I said so to Syd and Gawain.” Gawain? I thought he was probably the front desk guy who was all Celtic. “They think so, too. I think I’m gonna do it.” 



“I think you should,” I said to Latrice as she corrected a tricep curl I was doing. 



“Charlie, we love Phil and we hate that he’s with Nadine. We each tried telling him, but he won’t listen, and we don’t want to push it or hurt his feelings, like saying she’s using him cause he can produce a grand in cash with an hour’s notice.” I sighed and put the barbell I held back on the rack, saying: 



“I’m sorry, Latrice, I couldn’t give a shit about free weights. I just wanted to talk to you about Phil.” 



“Oh, you dirty bitch!” she said, louder than she should have, but maybe not. Then she hugged me, laughed a bit and asked, “What are we going to do?” Before I could tell her I didn’t know, she said, “We can get Ephraim and Jay’s mother and her lover to shoot him.” Ephraim and Jay’s mother? “I’m sorry,” Latrice said. “I shouldn’t say that, but if anyone needs shooting, it’s bitch Nadine.” Phil told the staff the women who shot me were Ephraim and Jay’s mother and her lover. Trying to kidnap the boys back after they were taken from her for abuse. “No,” she corrected herself. “That mother and her fucking bitch cunt lover need to die first, for what they did to that sweet little boy,” Jay, whom I understand was born with the disability that prevented him from learning and growing as he should. “Yeah, those cunts are first. Then that cunt, Nadine.” Sweet Phil. Bitch…OK, cunt Nadine. And sweet, wonderful Latrice. 



“Thank you for your time, Latrice,” I said, half an apology. “I’m going to go swimming now.” 



“You go brother. You sweet man. Are you sure you’re gay?” I blushed, though not as hard as I pretended to. Then I nodded. “If you ever want to take that half Indian bitch out, you let me know and I’ll give you an alibi.” 



“Back at you,” I said, and we gave each other a gigantic hug. “I’ll see you soon,” I said, and hit the men’s room and the pool. 



Later, at the motel’s much smaller and totally pitiful pool, Linden asked, “How many times did she say cunt?” I said: 



“Forty-three,” though it really wasn’t that many. It kind of seemed so. In fact, I think our conversation was longer, though it may be because I took all the actual free weight instruction that happened out of it. 



“What will we do, Christian?” Linden asked. I had no answer. 
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Phil loved us and loved Nadine and wanted us to love Nadine and wanted Nadine to love us, too. She said and did all the right things, that morning after Terry and Javier’s wedding and every other time we saw her, and her visits became more frequent. She suggested we all go out to eat together and helped us redecorate a room. She asked us about ourselves and laughed at our jokes and carried Jay into the pool, but her interest was always spectacularly insincere and her smiles never, ever reached her eyes. Nadine was acting, all the time, 24/7, with everyone, at work and with Phil and with us at the motel, and I wondered how it didn’t exhaust her. 



I would rather have hung out with Marjorie Rawlings, who still fostered Logan, Cufe and Cheole, than Nadine White-Whitman. For all her boring chit-chat and descriptions of her failed relationships and health issues, she sincerely loved her boys and had no designs on anyone. Nadine was truly selfish and self-centered. A user who would tear Phil up and throw him away if she had something to gain by it. 



Late one afternoon while Linden was at work and The Whore of Babylon and Gladys were in our room I helped Sonny paint one of the upstairs rooms, which really meant I kept him company while he did it by himself. I claimed my gunshot prevented me from holding a brush, in either hand, or helping in any other way. Even if it didn’t I still wouldn’t have painted. I didn’t enjoy it and could have hired someone, or an army of people, to do it and every other room in the motel and not missed the money. As I sat on a stepstool I said to Sonny, “Do we need to tell Phil Nadine’s a fuckin’ bitch and not to take her into his confidence?” My friend stopped rolling a second coat of off white, 

‘cause we were all done with the cool colors, and said: 



“I was just about to say something about that.” 



“She’s clearly using him, or plans to. Does she know his money comes from a fund that former private nurse and convicted murderess Terry Carmichael set up for him, and not from his family. Though the Gentrys are loaded.” 



“They are,” Sonny agreed, “but he’s not in touch with them.” None of us were in touch with anyone from our families or lives. “I don’t think he’s been disowned or 

disinherited,” Sonny put the roller down and took a bottle of beer out of cooler on which he then sat. “His father paid all kinds of protection money to the gangs, so he was concerned about him, even after he went in. I don’t think Gentry’s sorry his boy escaped. 

He’s probably been looking for him this whole time.” I disagreed and said: 



“With his resources? If Gentry had wanted to find his son he would have done so by now. 

No, I think he’s glad Phil’s not in jail and probably waiting for him to make contact.” 

Sonny considered this. 



“Could be,” he said, and sipped his beer. 



“The issue is what plans that gold-digging social climber has for him and if and when he comes to his senses about her.” Sonny nodded, also aware that Phil was capable of 28 

infrequent bits of depth and insight. “I think we should warn him not to take her into his confidence.” I looked at Sonny, anxious for his opinion. 



“Anne and I’ve talked about it, too. We think someone needs to say something to him, for his sake and ours. If he tells this woman who he is and she turns on him we all go down.” 



“Who do you think should do it?” I asked, thinking Linden would be good. The two men liked each other but weren’t close. 



“Linden,” Sonny agreed, and so, apparently, did Anne. “We figured they’re friends and all, but not close friends. Your boy’s…distant enough to be objective.” I nodded and then held my left arm out for Sonny to give me a beer because he seemed really to be enjoying it. He sucked down the rest of his, got up and pulled two out of the cooler, handing me one. I didn’t take it, saying: 



“You need to open it for me,” and indicated my weak gunshot wound arm or whatever. 



“You’re a piece of work, Christian.” He twisted the cap off and handed it to me again. I took it, thanked him, and sipped it slowly as I wondered what would be the right time and setting for Linden to tell Phil to break up with Nadine. Everything, for me, came back to the pool as it was comfortable and shaded. And open. Inviting Phil into our room or approaching him in his might seem too formal. I shared my thoughts with Sonny and he agreed. No two people have ever agreed on so many things as the two of us that afternoon. 



“I’ll ask Linden when he gets home tonight.” Sonny sucked down the rest of his beer and went back to work. I continued to keep him company, only, until my phone rang. It was Linden, who said: 



“I need us to move another body.” 



“Nadine?” I said, hopefully. 



“No, Christian,” he said, gravely, and then told me who and why. 
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Chapter 3 

Diamonds 




“I need you to bring everyone you can and their cars. Sonny, Phil, Ty, Laurie,” high school coach Diz Davidson’s hooker, who worked out of the motel, “Marjorie,” it was serious. “Nadine.” Shit. “Call them all on your way over. Get Stan Holloway’s truck, too. 

You get here first, though.” Hmmm. “And call Grady Mann and tell him we need him. 

Now.” 



Linden had investigated a dog hoarder who lived in a lower-end neighborhood of poorly kept ranches. The woman’s name was Donna Marsh and she lived alone with fifty living dogs and seventeen dead ones, most of them puppies who died either during birth or shortly after from malnutrition. She put their bodies in her bathtub. The dead puppies and other dead dogs. And she kept the door open. She never let any of the living dogs out to defecate or urinate. When the feces in the cages or on the floor got too high she would shovel it into one of several big plastic trash cans she had throughout the house and cover it. She thought they would get heartworm if she let them out. She had litter boxes scattered throughout the house, in the big living/family room and two of the bedrooms. 

She thought she could teach the dogs to go in them, as if they were cats. She herself slept alone on a rear screen porch. Her air worked intermittently. She kept the windows and shades drawn because she didn’t want her neighbors knowing her business. 



Oh, and Linden killed her. 



Donna Marsh gave Linden a tour of her small house during which he said he had to struggle to breathe and stay conscious. The crazy woman appeared to think there was nothing wrong with having to wade through shit to get from one room to another. The dogs…I’ll spare you. I will. More, I’ll spare myself having to relive it in the retelling. 

Linden said Donna spoke and carried herself like a member of the Larchmont Ladies Association. Asking him if he wanted iced tea and to what did she owe the pleasure of the visit and the like. She had no idea dogs were suffering and dying in her eight hundred square foot toilet. 



Finally, when he saw everything, he insisted they go onto the screen porch to speak. It was there he told her she was ill, a hoarder, and that he was calling his office. “They will send trucks to take the dogs to the shelter and you will likely be arrested for cruelty.” I asked my husband why he was so candid with her and he said, “I was holding back. I wanted to tell her what she would endure in prison and that the dogs would all be gassed to death and it was her fault but I didn’t.” Well, what he said was enough to make Donna cry. She excused herself to go inside and get a handkerchief and returned pointing a rifle at Linden’s head. 



Quicker than someone who suffered the lingering effects of Guillian-Barre Syndrome could, he deflected the barrel, grabbed it with both hands, wrenched it out of hers, spun around and smacked her on the side of the head with it, killing Donna Marsh with more mercy than she deserved. 
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Then he called me. 



Sonny got Anne and got into the Homefire’s van. Before they left I told them Linden had asked me to get there first, and why. They understood and said they would take care of hiding Marsh’s body before anyone else showed up. Excellent. 



I found Shannon laundering sheets and asked her to help. I asked because entering a house where someone has hoarded animals and many were dead isn’t something 

everyone is capable of doing. I didn’t want to pressure her or make her feel bad if she couldn’t do it. She agreed instantly, bless her heart, called Ty and told him to meet her at the house. I called Phil at the gym and he said he and Nadine would leave work and go there, too. I called Marjorie and, before she could even say hello, said, “I need you and the boys to go to,” the address. “There are dogs being hoarded and we need to rescue them.” She replied: 



“OK,” and hung up the phone. Go Marjorie. 



The last thing I did before getting into Linden’s boring sedan was knock on the door of the room where Laurie generally entertained clients. We had become that familiar. She answered in a robe and I asked her if Diz was with her. “He’s not, Charlie. What do you need?” 



“It’s OK,” I said. “I’m sorry.” I turned around and she stopped me. 



“What do you need?” I told her as briefly as I had Marjorie and, before she could agree, which she did, a naked young man I recognized as one of Diz’ ball players, appeared behind her and said: 



“Let’s go.” 



Though I left while Laurie and Cameron were still dressing, they arrived at the house before I did, in his four-door Wrangler. Ditto everyone else, including Marjorie, Cufe and Cheole who were off of school as it was a teacher conference day, Ty in his Lincoln, Shannon in her old Volvo and, are you sitting down? Stan Halliday and his evil daughter Marion. 



The barebones of our visit to Donna Marsh’s house was this: Sonny and Anne went straight for the bodies, and I want to weep with gratitude and awe whenever I think of those two formidable and good good people bagging up puppies and adult dogs. I do. I’m weeping now as I think of it and so to Marjorie, who burst into tears immediately and so unwound a hose in the front yard, assuming the duty of doggie washer because it was all she could bear and I love her doing it and going at all. And I continue crying as I remember her cooing at a toothless old Pomeranian matted with urine and feces, gently soaping him up and rinsing him off as many times as she had to to get him clean. Poms, Shi ‘Tzus, four beagle puppies of what had been a litter of eight, their mother, a pair of 31 

boxers, an Australian Shepherd, an old labradoodle, a bull mastiff…God, I could go on for pages. Marjorie and then Shannon, bathed them all, though Shannon mostly cut out the mats from their hair with a scissors she had found someplace. 



Cufe and Cheole removed the shit-filled trash cans from the house. They removed the ridiculous cat litter boxes, too. Then they shoveled the shit, some of it too hard to scoop up, from the floors, all of which, mercifully, were linoleum. They cried and threw up and then got it together and threw up again. I patted them on the back and thanked them. We all encouraged each other. 



Linden and I determined which dogs needed immediate vet care, and there were seven. 

Phil and Nadine drove them to two separate vets, Phil in his car and Nadine in Linden’s. 

Three of them survived. 



Ty and Cameron handled the ferocious dogs, kind of. There were three of them: a totally unsocialized beagle, a Jack Russell and a Rotweiler, of whom Ty said, “Mine.” They were ankle and knee deep in their own shit in cages the two had to pick up and carry out of the house because the dogs were too aggressive to be released. In the front yard, Marjorie gently hosed the shit and piss from the bottom of their crates as carefully and gently as she could, and she did a fine job of it, talking softly to each one even as each one barked hate and profanities at her. She truly stepped up and was extraordinary, our Marjorie. I would never look at her the same way again. 



Elsewhere, and while everyone was busy doing other things, Linden and Marion Halliday wrapped up Donna Marsh’s body and put it in the bed of her truck. “We’ll take care of it,” said Stan, and they left. 



When Sonny and Anne finished bagging the bodies and putting them at the curb, Linden approached them and said, “If I take these dogs to the shelter…” Before he could finish, Sonny said: 



“We’re taking them to the motel. Even the vicious ones.” And I’m weeping again. 



Linden returned to the city’s shelter with a report that said, essentially, Donna Marsh ran when he rang. He and some volunteers he rounded up disposed of the dead dogs, brought sick ones to the vet and the surviving ones would be fostered at Homefires. The shelter director was perfectly fine with not having to hassle with any of it and so said, simply, 

“Thanks.” 



Marjorie Rawlings took four of the dogs to her house. Heinz 57s. She had no knowledge of what Cufe and Cheole did to her cat Madeline and I didn’t tell her. Before they left with the four freshly bathed, relieved, happy but malnourished dogs, Cufe and Cheole found me and the former said, softly, “We’re not going to hurt them, Christian.” I smiled at the twins and said: 



“I know, but thank you for telling me anyway.” 
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Ty Grant said of the aggressive Rotweiler. “He needs love and training.” He noticed his testes, “and neutering. I’ll take care of it.” I was confident he would. He wasn’t taking him in his town car, though, as he wasn’t yet prepared to let him out of his crate. 

Cameron volunteered to deliver the dog anywhere he needed and they lifted the boy, in his crate, into the back of his Wrangler. It was awkward but worked. Traveling with Ty, in a smaller crate, was the vicious Jack Russel. Said Cam to me and Ty, “He’s mine.” 

When Cam and Ty took off with each other’s vicious new pets, I asked Linden if the ferocious beagle could be ours and he said: 



“Yes. And the old Pom.” 



“Right on,” I said to him, and then kissed him. 



Laurie took a weathered old female terrier with goopy eyes, skin and ear infections, nails so long they overlapped each other, and a lump on her left hip. She said, “Mine.” 



Shannon didn’t claim a dog, though she said to me and Linden, “Violet’s wanted one since she met The Whore of Babylon and Gladys.” Awesome. “She used to be scared of dogs,” a beat, “and so did I. Not anymore, though.” 



“As species go,” my husband said, “they really are pretty cool.” Shannon and I agreed and she said: 



“One-twenty-six through one-thirty for kennels?” Four rooms, two sets of connecting doors, on the hooker/transient side. They were good choices. 



“We push the mattresses, or remove the beds entirely, and set up crates,” I suggested. 

Shannon nodded. Linden then left to report to his supervisor. Shannon stayed to clean and bleach crates in the front yard. I went back to the motel and enlisted Ephraim to help me move beds in the four doggie rooms. Logan joined us. He would have gone to Marsh’s house with us but he was at city hall securing a permit for us to demonstrate against a traveling circus scheduled to perform in a local park the following weekend. The permit wasn’t for the demo itself, as that’s a first amendment right and everything. He needed one to use a loudspeaker. He called Cheole after he got it, learned what everyone else was doing, and then called me to find out how he could help. I asked him to help set up the rooms and he got on his bike. 



As Logan rode over, he called Stephen and told him about the raid on Donna Marsh’s house. Though several years apart and both alphas, the boys had become friends. Each was formidable and each had his role and circle of control, and they didn’t overlap. It was great fun to watch their dynamic. Whatever, it was for me, and Linden, too. Stephen had spent the day with Krista hitting a matinee and hanging out at a mall or something. Logan knew his friend would want to help. Stephen asked what we needed and he said he, Ephraim and I had the kennel setup covered but that Shannon was alone at the house cleaning crates and to go there. And so they did. 
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Stephen, Krista, Shannon, and a couple of Donna Marsh’s neighbors, one of whom had suspected hoarding and called, cleaned crates and salvaged what supplies they could from the foul, filthy house. Marjorie, Cufe and Cheole introduced John, Paul, George and Ringo, their four new, male doggies, to their house. Phil and Nadine spent the rest of the day at two separate vets authorizing life-saving procedures on the dogs they had brought, and authorizing euthanasia on those that could not be saved. Ty spent his afternoon and evening at his condo sitting patiently with Boa, short for Rocky Balboa, as the frightened Rottie raged at him. At his father’s house in Albuquerque, Cameron let Killer, the killer Jack Russell, out of his crate and exhausted himself laughing as the pissed off dog chased him around the house with the intention of killing him. Laurie brought Promise right to the doggie beauty parlor where a retired hooker colleague of hers worked and the two of them gave her such a makeover I didn’t recognize her a week later when she showed up at the pool to show her off to me. 



Linden and some of the shelter workers and volunteers returned to Donna Marsh’s house with a couple of city vehicles and transported the dogs that we would foster at Homefires to the motel. 



Stephen told Linden he would keep a very pregnant Heinz 57 and foster her puppies when they arrived. “Should you ask your parents?” he asked. 



“Are you kidding? I do anything I want at that house.” Linden told me he raised any eyebrow, which caused Stephen to continue, “They’re selfish but simple. They don’t get me, Linden, and that scares them. I’m taking advantage of that fear. It’s weird but not bad. For me.” My husband raised another eyebrow, and he continued, “They need to learn to take care of others. They failed with me, so they’re going to learn with her.” 

Linden nodded as Stephen picked up the pregnant girl and gave her several kisses on her neck. 



Sonny and Anne took the dogs they had put in trash bags back to the motel; that is, the baseball field on the other side of it. In a section of the empty, neglected property on which Terry Carmichael had an offer pending, they dug a very big hole. During a break from their work, Sonny called Phil and suggested he and Nadine bring them the dogs that didn’t survive. They did, and the four of them completed what was a deep, long hole in which all of the puppies and dogs Donna Marsh killed would rest, in peace. 



I’m telling you, I surround myself with superior people. I do. Linden, first among them. 



OK, so, while everyone was busy and Jay was watching Ephram, Logan and me arrange furniture in the four rooms, Violet was watching the motel office; this, because she was too afraid to go to the Marsh house with us and I didn’t blame her a bit. Bless her heart, the girl checked in and out a couple of hookers, let a few homeless people use a shower and laundry machines, and even checked in a couple of new long term residents. A mother and daughter whose names were Felda and Angela Vogel. 
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I mention these two women now because the mother, Felda, an extremely skinny, 

wrinkled and toothless old crone from Munich, was a psychic, who asked her what was going on. “What do you mean?” Violet said, looking around at the empty office, empty patio and activity-less motel property. 



“There are some animals in trouble. Your friends have left you to save them.” Alarmed but always polite, Violet told Shannon who told me she said: 



“You’re right,” and then started crying because she felt bad for the animals and ashamed of herself for not having the strength to go, too.” Felda responded by telling her: 



“You’re a good girl. You’ll have your challenges and you will meet them with strength and bravery.” This made Violet cry more, and she continued to do so while assigning a pair of adjoining rooms to the new guests. Before they left the office Felda said, “Please ask your mother if we may join you later for the burial.” She looked at her daughter and then back at Violet, who had stopped crying because she was again stunned. “We have lost pets, and loved ones, and would like to pay our respects.” The girl said: 



“I’m sure it would be fine.” Then she began to say, “I’ll let you know…” when and where, but figured the older woman would know. Felda replied: 



“I only know what the Universe and my clients’ spirits tell me. Broad things. Please let us know when and where you will pay homage to the babies.” 



“I will,” Violet said, and the psychic and her adult daughter, who had said nothing but who Violet told her mother who told me appeared impatient, left the office with the keys to the rooms that would be their home for an indefinite period of time. 



That evening all of us, including Stephen’s parents, who were really trying, though I still hated them for leaving Denver before finding him, a handful of Linden’s coworkers at the city shelter, and Felda Vogel and her daughter Angela, stood over the large grave. Next to it were the bodies of the puppies and dogs that died because of Donna Marsh’s neglect and abuse. Sonny climbed into the hole and Anne picked up each dog, one by one, and handed him to her husband. 



There were a lot of bodies, relative to the size of the hole. My friends had underestimated the size or number. They laid the puppies on top of each other which was OK because it looked like they were snuggling. Is that creepy? When they were finished they stripped off the gloves Shannon had provided from her laundry stash. Anne took one of the shovels they had used to dig the hole that afternoon, and shoveled a spade full of dirt onto the corpses. Then she handed the shovel to Sonny, who did the same. Then Shannon, then Violet. Then…the rest of us, including Cameron, who had driven back from Albuquerque for the vigil and who stood with Laurie. 



There were so many of us that the hole was almost completely covered when Felda and Angela finished. Few of us knew who they were and no one asked. Everyone was 
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respectful and happy that all who attended did. After we finished, Phil, Nadine and Ephraim stayed behind to smooth over the hole. Those visitors, like the Fairwinds and the animal services folks, left. The rest of us gathered on the patio for a drink and to unwind before going to bed. 



As we walked through the breezeway to the parking lot and pool, we noticed a Santa Fe police car and, next to it, an unmarked car I assumed belonged to a detective. Linden and I approached Officers Rojas and Bartholomew and Detective Karen Rivera. We 

introduced ourselves to the visitors and Rivera asked Linden to write a statement about what he found when he responded to the complaint a neighbor had made about Donna Marsh’s house. He brought the clipboard the detective had given him to one of the tables on the patio and quietly wrote a thorough description of the events of the day, including Donna Marsh’s having opened the door to him, excused herself and jumping her 

property’s rear privacy fence. 



While Linden worked on his statement, I remained chatting with the law enforcement officers. One of them, Rojas, asked me if I was the fella that got shot outside the movie theater and I said that I was. “By those women? Your girlfriends?” He was incredulous, seeing what a screaming queen I was in person. Rivera, who appeared to think it was more complex but let it go, said: 



“Leave it alone, Rojas.” I looked at the sky but in my peripheral vision saw Karen Rivera look at me, and so I gave her a discreet nod of thanks. Shannon brought me a Scotch, cuz that’s what they were having, and offered bottled waters to the police and Rivera. She and Bartholomew declined, but Rojas said: 



“Sure, I’ll take one. Thanks!” Linden returned with his statement and handed it quietly to the detective. 



“Thank you, Mr. Murray,” she said. He nodded and she said to her colleagues: 



“Let’s go.” 



“I didn’t get my water yet,” Rojas said, earning a slap on the back of his head from his partner. 



“If we need more information, we’ll be in touch,” Karen Rivera said to Linden, and then stole a look at me. The subtext and her final look told us the police and city were satisfied with Linden’s version of Donna Marsh’s escape and that the file on her and the hoarding was closed. 



As the law enforcement vehicles drove away, Shannon returned with a bottled water, which Linden accepted. “Violet’s going to sleep and Ty and I are going to check on the dogs,” in the four rooms that were now the kennels. “Then he and I are going to his place to be with Boa.” I loved that. I loved the name and I loved that they were going to go stay 36 

with him, even though he was a maniac, so he wouldn’t be alone his first night in a new setting. 



“Thank you, Shannon,” Linden said. 



“No, Linden. Thank you,” she responded, and then leaned over, far, because of the big difference in their heights, and hugged him. 



We said goodnight to Sonny and Anne, the other heroes of the day, and then Marjorie, who left with the three Rawlings boys. Linden and I hugged her because we were so grateful to her for washing all the dogs and being patient and loving with them. It was the first time either of us had done so, and if she was surprised she didn’t show it. I said, 

“Say goodnight to John, Paul…Ringo and…” At once, Cufe, Cheole and Logan said: 



“George.” 



“Yes,” Linden said, smiling hard because the boys were more familiar with The Beatles than I. 



Basically, everyone left or went to bed but Felda and Angela, who remained sitting on the patio. Linden and I entered and poured ourselves fresh glasses of Scotch. “Another for you ladies?” I asked the new residents I had met, briefly, shortly before the burial. 



“Yes, please,” said Felda. I filled her and her daughter’s glasses and said: 



“I’m glad you were there tonight.” 



“It was a great thing you and your friends did today. Rescuing the animals you could.” 



“Thank you,” I said. Felda looked at Angela, who appeared tired and uncomfortable, and she said: 



“Yeah. It was really good you getting the dogs. You know, that lived.” Hmmm, I thought, if I hadn’t already taken a total dislike to Angela Vogel because of the facial expressions and body language that screamed she didn’t want to be at the vigil or cocktail hour, I would have done so then. She must have realized how she came off because she said: 



“I’m sorry. It’s just been stressful moving to the city and coming here with all this going on.”’ 



“We understand,” Linden said, the height of good manners. “We’re glad you joined us this evening.” I nodded my agreement. “If Charlie or I can do anything for you or you need anything, please let us know.” Both women said: 
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“Thank you,” and we chit-chatted about nothing until we finished our drinks. Felda and Angela said goodnight and we stood up for them when they left the patio. When they were out of earshot I said: 



“I like the mother but not the daughter.” 



“Me, too,” Linden said. “There’s a story there, and if I weren’t so tired I’d speculate about it.” 



“We’ll find out about them soon enough,” I said with confidence. I took another sip of Scotch, right from the bottle Sonny or someone had produced, and handed it to Linden. 

He also took a swig and said: 



“We should let The Whore of Babylon and Gladys out.” I nodded. 



“How about Harley?” I asked, though we hadn’t named him that yet. “Should we let him out of his crate in front of them?” We had let him out when the rest of the fosters were settled in to the kennel rooms. We carried his crate onto a small grassy area behind the building. We had a lasso ready for him when he stepped out to pee-pee and poo-poo, and carefully guided him back in when he was finished. He hadn’t attacked us but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t go after The Whore of Baylon or Gladys, or so I thought at the time. 



And wasn’t Harley surprised when he came barreling out of the crate, and again into a waiting leash, and his new sisters barked at him so loud and hard he turned right around and ran back in. 







Everyone helped with the rescued pups and cats in the four kennel rooms, at first. When the drama wore off Linden said to me, “You need to run Diamonds in the Ruff.” We had just gotten up, I think, two days after the raid on Donna Marsh’s house. 



“Me?” I said, incredulous. 



“Yes, you, Christian.” 



“I don’t have time to take care of all those dogs.” Even as I said it I realized it sounded stupid. I had nothing but time. I just didn’t want to do it. I was close to fifty and had financial resources up the wazoo. Yeah, I wasn’t cleaning crates. No way. 



“You need to at least be in charge,” my husband said making coffee. 



“You need to at least be in charge,” I told him, playfully but not completely. 



“I have a job,” he reminded me. 
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“Oh, right,” busting hoarders for the city. “What about Shannon?” I asked. “She did a really good job doing PR for the Hairdos.” 



“She’s not our servant,” Linden said. “We can’t just put her in charge of a pet rescue. She has no experience. She may not be interested.” He paused. “Oh, and she also has a job.” 

Hmmmm. 



“Anne? Sonny? Phil?” Linden looked at me like I was nuts. “Maybe we can get Jaime Washington to come back.” 



“Oh yeah,” Linden laughed, “I’m sure he’ll be glad to leave the luxury of Honey Bunches of Oats to come back to Homefires and clean up feces and urine.” 



“We could hire someone,” I said. 



“You can hire someone,” replied my husband. “We have the money. You just have to manage it.” I didn’t want the responsibility. I just wanted to relax, play with pups, read, enjoy the company of cool people. I didn’t want to hire and manage a kennel staff. No way. 



Linden poured us coffee and said, “I have to go to work and you have to walk dogs.” I pouted, playfully, but still not completely. 



“I can’t do it alone.” 



“Then hire Logan, and the twins. Pay Ephraim. And Violet. Ten bucks an hour.” 



“That’s a good idea,” I said. “Can you talk to them before you go?” Now I was just being a pain. 



“No,” Linden said. “You talk to them. You run an ad and conduct interviews. At the pool if you want. I don’t care who walks dogs and cleans litter boxes, you or Marion Halliday. 

It’s up to you to get it done.” Linden was firmer than he was usually. I understood he was on his way to work as a cruelty investigator for the city of Santa Fe, something that would put the steadiest person in a bad mood. Still, I made one last excuse. I took a deep breath and said, as my husband took a large sip of coffee: 



“But I’ve been SHOT!” Linden spat his coffee out so hard and far, laughing as he did so, I had no choice but to laugh also. We continued laughing for several long, happy moments. Then he pulled himself together, indicated the mess he made, and said: 



“Clean that up, too.” Then he kissed me and hit the road. 



I ignored Linden’s mess and took our own dogs out to do their peeps and poops. I brought them inside, fed them and gave them water. Then I went downstairs to the kennel rooms. I banged out one, walking dogs, cleaning crates, giving food and water to all, and 39 

then Shannon joined me. I said, because I’m a prince, “You have a job already. I’ve got this.” 



“Christian,” she said, “you were shot.” Hah! I would rub that one in Linden’s face when he got home. 



“I’m going to hire some of the kids to look after the pups. Three times a day. Get their images online. Get ‘em adopted and maybe rescue some more.” 



“I think it’s a great idea. And we have the space.” We did. There was always a vacancy at Homefires. Anne and Sonny did not advertise. They didn’t have to. It was bought and paid for. The revenue they earned from guests and prostitution covered overhead and taxes. The kennel room would have been empty. 



“Jimmy would volunteer when he’s here,” Shannon said. Jimmy, who was Jimmy? Oh yeah, he was the junkie who sometimes stayed at Homefires. 



“I don’t mind doing mornings,” I said. “I’d like to have someone do midday and evening.” 



“The Rawlings Boys?” Shannon also suggested. I nodded. 



“And their friends. Stay-at-home moms who want to make extra money.” Shannon 

nodded. “Linden suggested ten bucks an hour.” 



“That’ very generous. I’ll ask Violet if she knows anyone at school. A couple of afternoons a week minimum.” It was good. 



Shannon and I put the word out among our young friends. They each took shifts, which were early morning, early afternoon and evening. I could handle weekday mornings alone, sometimes with Linden’s help, but we needed folks midday and evenings during the week and for all three shifts on weekends. Minimum two at a time. In addition to Violet, Logan, Cufe, Cheole and Ephraim, Diamonds employed six other people: four kids, two of whom were girls Violet knew, and two animal-loving housewives who did the five midday shifts during the week together. 



Diamonds in the Ruff was fully-staffed in a few days. I took care of medicine and adoption inquiries and Marjorie, bless her heart, took sick dogs and cats to the vet. Less than a week after my husband told me I was in charge of our new rescue, I had it humming. “If Grayson Abel could see me now!” I said to him the weekend after the raid. 



“If he could see anything,” Linden replied, cheekily. 



“That was mean,” I said. “I hate you for saying it first.” Linden smiled as we relaxed on the patio with our dogs and watched Violet and two of her bookwormy-wallflower friends walk six dogs out of one of the kennel rooms and around the building to the 40 

grassy baseball field. I followed them until they disappeared and then saw a red, high-end minivan enter the parking lot. “A family wants to look at the Russian Blue cat.” A favorite breed I learned, one not always available in rescue. 



“How did they know we had one?” Linden asked. 



“Krista got them all online two nights ago.” I smiled and got up to greet the potential adopters. “Off to work,” I said, leaned over my husband and gave him a kiss on the cheek. 



“I love you,” he said. 



“I love you, too,” I replied, and then left him with our babies. 
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Chapter 4 

Elena   




So there I was, with The Whore of Babylon, Gladys, Harley and Asa, at the pool, reading Christopher Fowler’s “Ten Second Staircase,” when Elena Dietrich, the European-by-way-of-Wisconsin madam shows up, in a cab. She wore a navy blue suit with a skirt and heels. A scarf, gold jewelry, sunglasses. Perfectly colored hair in a snoot. She was as pretty as my late sister Deirdre, and as evil as my late nemesis, and The Whore of Babylon’s favorite meal, Vivian Lane. 



I thought Elena would be back, and I was prepared for her. I am embarrassed to admit, though, that I was very nervous. I used it, though, playing to her ego and superiority and looking the fool. 



I stood up for Elena, as I would for a lady. She raised an eyebrow over her designer sunglasses at my chivalry and said, “You almost look happy to see me…Charlie.” She approached, took the hand I offered, raised her eyebrow higher and added, “No, you don’t look happy.” 



“I’m very glad to see you, Elena. Thank you for your visit.” The dogs naturally avoided her. I indicated the chair next to me. She sat down, crossed her legs and took off her sunglasses. 



“I’m surprised, after the way our last visit ended,” she said, gravely. 



“That’s in the past. I was new to the city and defensive. I apologize for how I acted.” I returned to my chaise. 



“Really?” She was unsure if I was sincere, and she should have been. She chose to give me the benefit of the doubt and said, “Well, all is forgiven.” 



“Thank you.” I took a breath and said, “Can I offer you something to drink? Water, iced tea? Lemonade?” 



“An iced tea would be lovely,” she said. “Unsweetened if you have it.” I nodded and called Anne on my cell. 



“Hey,” I said. “I have a guest. Could you bring her an unsweetened iced tea and a diet cola for me.” Anne agreed. I thanked her and hung up. To my guest I said, “What brings you to my humble home today?” 



“You have to ask?” she asked. Yeah, I thought but didn’t say. I didn’t say anything and waited for her to answer me. “Your operation.” My operation? It had been a couple of months since I got shot. She couldn’t be inquiring after that. She saw my confusion and said, “Please, Charlie, I know what’s going on here. I’m actually glad, because I think there’s an opportunity for both of us.” I didn’t know what she was talking about but remained quiet. “Charlie…” she was a little impatient and still I was quiet. “I’m actually 42 

excited for you, and I take full credit for having suggested you…contract out that beautiful blond boy.” Logan. She was talking about eleven or twelve year-old Logan and I was mortified. She thought I was pimping him out. She thought I was whoring him and I was sick in spite of caring so little about what she thought of me. I remained silent and she continued, lightly, “Busted.” I struggled to say: 



“Yes. I am,” and I even flushed red, albeit with anger. 



“You couldn’t leave your business behind,” the human trafficker said. “I completely understand. Especially with that sweet young product and the demand so high.” Anne arrived with our drinks. I introduced the women to each other. They exchanged polite greetings and Anne handed Elena her iced tea. “Thank you,” she said. 



“Excuse me,” said Anne, and left quickly. I watched her leave the patio and return to the office and remained as calm as I could. Elena said: 



“She’s awfully mousy for a prison warden.” She knew everything, didn’t she…She feigned remorse and covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. She’s a friend. I apologize, Charlie.” 

I didn’t acknowledge her remark or apology. Instead I asked: 



“What sort of proposal do you have for me…for us?” meaning Logan. Elena produced a clutch purse, opened it and took out a pack of European cigarettes, of course. 



“Do you mind?” she asked. 



“Not at all. May I have one?” I indulged on occasion, and I needed the strength. Elena held the pack to me and I took a cigarette. She took one, lit it and then lit mine. We took simultaneous drags and I said, “I almost feel like we should toast.” She nodded and smiled. She took another drag and said: 



“Your marketing. The boy’s profile. I know you think it’s all very cryptic, but it’s very obvious, and so low-end. And it’s going to get you caught.” Marketing? Profile? What was cryptic? What was going to get me caught? “Don’t be insulted, Charlie. You’re new to the area and just starting back up. And you’ve always worked with adults, am I right?” 

Oh, Jesus. I couldn’t speak and just nodded. And smoked. Hard. “There are better ways of reaching clients. More subtle and…classier.” Oh fuck. Oh, Jesus. “Logan’s too pretty for such an amateur profile. And you could be getting so much more for him.” OK, who was pimping Logan. Who??? Marjorie? I didn’t think so. But who else? “You’re angry,” 

Elena noticed, though she didn’t realize why. “Please don’t be. I’m trying to help you.” 



“Yes,” I said, and took an enormous drag. She sipped her iced tea. She had taken a couple of sips. It gave me no comfort. In fact it alarmed me. I wanted answers before the poison worked. Still, I didn’t know what to say or ask. I was afraid to say anything and so I didn’t. 
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“One hundred dollars? Charlie, you cheapen your product by pricing it that low.” Oh, Jesus. “You could make a thousand a night. Five thousand for an overnight and 

considerably more for travel.” 



“Oh.” 



“Yes,” Elena said, enjoying her role as…mentor? She looked around and said, “In-calls, only? Here???” I grimaced so hard I thought she would throw up, or maybe I was just projecting. As nervous, concerned…alarmed, anxious…everything as I was, I had to get as much information from her as I could in the time she had, so I said: 



“What do you recommend? How should I proceed? Is there a website? An online group? 

Where are your clients? The ones who like boys? Do they come here? Do they meet in hotels in the city?” Elena loved my inquiries. They fed her superiority. She looked forward to ushering me through the business of selling children for sex. She enjoyed having influence and power over the wacky former Superior Bodies madam who had insulted her during her last visit. She said: 



“Questions, questions…” She took another sip and I nearly knocked the drink out of her hand. She had ashed her cigarette on the concrete and was ready to put it out. I indicated the ground next to her and she dropped her butt, disdainfully. Then she pulled some kind of electronic gadget, an organizer or tablet or whatever they are, from her clutch purse and said, “All the answers are in here, but first I want to meet the boy. I need to get to know him, his abilities…his skills. What he does and what he needs to learn.” I had the answer I needed and so I stood up, took a step toward my guest, grabbed her head with my left hand and put out the cigarette she had given me in her left eye. 



And she screamed. 



She dropped her device, brought that hand to her eye and pulled a pistol out of her purse with the other. I knocked it out of her hand and instead of retrieving it brought that hand to her eye, too, the pain was so bad. “I am connected!” she shouted. “I AM 

CONNECTED!” As if I would be punished by the powerful men who paid her to have sex with kids. 



“You’re dead, Elena. The iced tea is poisoned with a drug that will make it appear as if you had a stroke. You’re dead and I have your electronic…thingy.” Thingy. Yeah. I said that. I stepped back. She withdrew her right hand from her face and looked around the ground for her…thingy. 



“You’re bluffing you little fuck,” she said. 



“Ask me if I’m bluffing in another five minutes, Elena,” I said, and then realized that she hadn’t used her fake Euro accent with me, nor did she speak like a Wisconsin…person. It wasn’t germane but kind of interesting. Elena stood up to find her device I kicked her into the pool. Still alive and, you know, conscious, she flailed about, screaming as the 44 

chlorine irritated her burnt eye. In my peripheral vision I saw some motel guests checking out the action in the pool and so I shouted: “Elena, darling!” and jumped in as if to save her. She fought me and continued screaming. “Don’t be scared. I’ve got you!” I hollered, grabbing her torso and wrenching her left and right. Anne appeared with Sonny and so I shouted, “Call 911!” They hesitated until I said, “Now!” Then they booked back to the office. 



I took my time struggling with Elena, trying to appear to viewers as if I was indeed trying to save her when really I was killing time until the poison what’s her face had used on what’s her face back at Superior Bodies Orlando worked. As I dragged her, slowly and with as much drama as possible, up the concrete stairs at the corner of the pool Elena ran out of steam. “It’s working,” I said. 



“You little faggot,” she said to me. Snarled actually. Softly, because she didn’t have the energy to scream anymore. 



“Shut up, you worthless old whore,” was my kind reply. “I’ll see you in Hell.” Elena tried to respond but, you know, died. 



Suddenly gentle, I actually picked her up, in spite of her being dripping wet, totally dead weight, and carefully carried her the few steps to my chaise. I laid her out and then pretended to try to revive her. I breathed into her mouth and pounded her chest and shrieked, “Live, damn you!!!” I only did that once, though, because I found my delivery so hilarious I laughed right after. Anne and Sonny returned to the patio and I said, loud enough for the handful of strangers who had gathered to hear and appreciate, “She tripped over her heels and fell in. She didn’t hit her head, though, and she couldn’t have drowned. But I think she’s dead.” 



“Oh my God!!!” Anne said, exaggerating a bit. Sonny and she came inside the gate and approached Elena’s corpse. He checked her wrist and neck for a pulse. Then he pretended to check her head for a bump. “Maybe she broke her neck falling in?” Anne offered. I responded with a look that told her not to say anything else, and she didn’t. 



“We’ll just wait for the ambulance to come and they can take a look at her,” Sonny said. 

Then he addressed the guests who had gathered to check out the drama and said, 

“Nothing to see here, folks. Please go about your business and enjoy your day.” The six or seven people watching ignored him and, indeed, tried to look past him. While Anne joined her husband, addressing the crowd and assuring them all was well and did anyone need fresh towels, I secured Elena’s blackberry and then looked at the four pups who had watched the entire show without saying a word or moving or barking or 

anything. 



“Wow,” I said, out loud. “You’ve been some good babies, haven’t you?” The Whore of Babylon, Gladys, Harley and Asa had known something was up, that something 

important was playing out in front of them, and just watched it happen. I thought about the paramedics and, likely, police, and said to the pups, “Time to go inside.” Funny, I 45 

used to leash The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, but with four of them, and because they were so well behaved, I just clapped my hands and they followed me without incident. I clapped my hands then and led them past Anne and Sonny, through the increasingly number of onlookers, and across the parking lot. Slowly and steadily the five of us walked in single file, up the concrete stairs and into Linden and my room. 



Once we were all inside I shut the door gently, picked up a pillow and screamed into it. 

For about five minutes. 



Detective Karen Rivera responded to the scene at the same time Linden came home from work or the gym, I can’t remember. I had just enough time to give him a description of Elena’s visit, and the murder we all had planned of her should she return, when Rivera knocked on our door. I opened it and she said, “Mr. Cash.” 



“Detective Rivera,” I replied and joined her on the second floor balcony. 



“Can we talk?” 



“Of course,” I said, and suggested we hit the patio. Linden joined us. As we approached it I saw two police officers, different from the ones who visited after the puppy burial, taped off the patio. “Detective?” I asked, calmly. The three of us stopped outside the low patio fence. 



“We’re treating this as a crime scene,” she stated the obvious. “Are either of you aware that Ms. Dietrich is suspected of trafficking prostitutes, including children?” At once, my husband and I said: 



“No.” Then I asked, quickly: 



“What made her collapse, into the pool?” Slowly, Rivera said: 



“We’re not sure. The medical examiner will do an autopsy to find out what killed her.” 

Neither Linden nor I responded. “We looked for a phone in her purse and didn’t find one. 

Did she have one while she was here?” 



“If she did she didn’t use it. She neither made nor received calls.” Rivera nodded. She didn’t believe me. I knew it and she knew I knew she didn’t believe me and that I had it. 

She said, flatly: 



“Mr. Cash, if you give us the phone I’ll forget she was even here.” Linden and I shared a look, though, through our peripheral visions. Then I said: 



“Should I find Ms. Dietrich’s phone, I will get it to the proper authorities,” I said, acknowledging I had it but I was giving it to Special Agent Jones, whom I knew better and trusted, not the least because he brought Linden and me that tremendous Christmas video of our kids and our friends. 



46 



“Thank you, Mr. Cash.” She nodded to me. “Mr. Murray,” she nodded to Linden. Then Detective Rivera left us. 



She didn’t ask me why Dietrich was there. She didn’t ask who had removed the ice tea glass, but she may not have been aware of them. She didn’t identify me as Christian and demand the blackberry I took. She knew the score, had known it all along, and had just wanted to confirm that the device on which Elena Dietrich had all kinds of information would go to someone who would use it to stop her associates in the industry. 



That over, I said to Linden, “We need to find Logan.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed him. 



“Charlie,” he said, because the government listened in on every call and read every email. 



“Logan.” I tried to sound casual, but my voice screamed a concern. 



“Why don’t I come over there,” he said. 



“We’ll have dinner,” I suggested. “Do you want to bring the twins?” 



“No,” he said, implying it would be easier if he explained by himself. 



“See you when you get here, Logan.” 



“Bye, Charlie.” 



We ordered portabella mushroom sandwiches for three from some vegan place 

somewhere. Logan took so long to bike over we stuck it in the fridge. He took so much longer I called him. Then I heard his phone ring on the other side of the door. I opened it to find him carrying a large knapsack that appeared to contain something heavy. I confirmed this when he handed it to me. I put it on the table while the boy said hello to the pups and Linden got us drinks. Logan sat at the table and so did I. Linden sat on the floor, his hands going back and forth among the three beagles and Pom. I said, “So, Logan, what have you been up to?” I thought I knew. Linden did, too, though we didn’t speculate to each other. We said nothing about our little friend’s activities, even to acknowledge that he was engaged in anything; that is, beyond telling him why Elena had visited. 



“Killing pedophiles,” said our guest as casually as if he had told us he had just come from soccer practice. 



“I see.” Logan sipped a soda I had ordered with the sandwiches. Something odd and organic. 



“This is good,” he said. 
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“How long have you and…Cufe and Cheole?” Linden asked. Logan nodded. “How long have you been doing this?” 



“That guy you found at Terry and Javier’s wedding was the first.” He took another sip and then read the label. 



“And how many have you done since then?” I asked, also curious about the ingredients and examining my own bottle. 



“Six,” said Logan. “We’ve killed six men. Eight bad guys if you include the lezzies.” The lezzie assassins who had put a bullet through my chest. 



“Is that what inspired you?” Linden asked, rubbing on Asa and Harley but being pawed by Gladys and The Whore of Babylon. Logan put his soda down and picked up our old beagle. 



“Yes,” Logan said, more grave than matter-of-fact. “They got to kill their parents, in effigy. It was my turn to kill mine, and every man and woman they let touch me.” 



I knew Cufe and Cheole’s history but I hadn’t learned Logan’s. It had never come up and, nosy as I am, I didn’t ask him or Marjorie. Maybe I knew it was as horrible as the twins’. 

It wasn’t because I was being polite. Maybe Cufe and Cheole was all I could handle at the time. 



I didn’t ask Logan for details or any more information. If he wanted to provide them…if he felt a need, Linden and I would listen. I did say: 



“Elena Dietrich,” he nodded, remembering her from her first visit and aware she had died at the pool earlier, “told me about a website you created to lure men.” Logan nodded. 

“She thought I was in charge of it and she wanted a cut in exchange for upgrading your marketing, clientele and revenue.” Logan grimaced, even as he worked on The Whore of Babylon, who laid across his lap in ecstasy. 



“Thanks for taking her out.” I nodded. Linden and I looked at each other, directly. We were in awe of the eleven year-old. Even more powerful that Stephen, whose strange childhood revealed a great strength. Logan looked from me to Linden to me and then said, “You wanna hear about it.” 



“Sure,” I said, because he wanted to tell us. About luring pedophiles. 



“Cufe and I set up profiles for me all kinds of places and then made our own webpage. In the library.” I nodded. Linden did, too. “And we waited for people to send us messages, you know, friend requests. Asking us what we liked and if we wanted to see a movie or hang around the mall.” It’s how I would have done it, I thought but didn’t say. “No one recognized me from the Hairdos, because I wasn’t wearing the pig tail wig,” the one he 48 

ditched after shooting at the retreating murderous lesbian kidnappers. “They didn’t connect me with the motel at all, even when I told them let’s go back to it.” 



“The room next to Ephraim.” Logan nodded. “Don’t be mad at him.” 



“We’re not mad at anyone,” I said. My husband shook his head in agreement. “OK, I am,” I continued, tongue-in-cheek. “I’m mad you didn’t let me participate.” Logan smiled and kissed The Whore of Babylon’s neck. 



“Me and whoever met in a public place. We pretended not to know each other. We whispered a price and I told him where to meet me.” Simple. Good. “I got there first and waited. Cufe and Cheole were in the closet with a baseball bat.” 



“Love it,” I said. My husband nodded because he loved it, too. 



“The men arrived thirty minutes later.” Logan then knocked out a morse code S.O.S. on the table. 



“That was your secret knock?” Linden said, continuing to spread two hands among three pups. 



“I know,” Logan said. “Red flag???” I looked at him loving on The Whore of Babylon and something occurred to me. 



“You asked them if they had pets.” The boy looked at me and nodded. “And after you killed them…Cufe?” Logan nodded again. 



“He’s got the better grip on the bat. Cheole was always back up.” Linden and I shared a direct look. We both sighed heavily. I remembered something else and said: 



“You put their bodies in their cars, drove them to their homes and got their pets.” Logan nodded. 



“And computer hard drives.” Logan nodded again and said: 



“We’ve got some of their laptops, too, back at Marjorie’s. I couldn’t bring everything over at once.” 



“And you’re giving them to us…” 



“So you can give them to the people who set you up, here, Christian.” 



“And you didn’t do so immediately…” 



“Because we didn’t know if you would let us continue doing it.” 
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“So you’re not done?” 



“No Christian, Linden, we’re not,” Logan said more seriously than anyone has ever said anything. It was chilling. Linden, who was generally live and let live, or live and let die as it were, said: 



“It’s too dangerous, Logan. You’re eleven.” He didn’t respond. 



“You could get hurt. You could get caught. Elena Dietrich knew what you were doing.” 

Nothing. 



“What if one of these men is packing? What if he kills you and the twins?” 



“Or kidnaps you? And sells you?” 



“Some mild-mannered looking john could bring friends. You could show up to a park and get jumped.” 



“Detective Rivera knows a lot more than she says. She knows what’s going on and she’ll stop it, eventually.” 



“You need to leave this to the police, Logan. Or to us.” 



“You’re playing a dangerous game.” OK, neither of us said, “You’re playing a dangerous game.” Linden and I said the other stuff, not necessarily in this order. I’m remembering and paraphrasing and, OK, filling in blanks. But in retrospect, neither my husband nor I would ever say something as trite as, “You’re playing a dangerous game.” 



Logan waited for us to finish, and we went on more than I indicate here. After we wrapped up and were staring at him and Gladys, Harley and Asa were staring at him and The Whore of Babylon was staring at him wondering why he had paused in his rubbies, Logan said, “I sucked my first dick when I was two.” Had I not been sitting down I would have collapsed. “My parents took pictures of me and sold them. They took pictures of me naked with themselves, but with their heads cut out so viewers could imagine it was themselves getting fellatio or cunnilingus from me.” Nothing has ever shocked me more. The information, the cold, steady delivery. And how old an eleven year old could look. “I was born in San Antonio, to two pretty blond people. Both of them worked in the sex industry in that city and throughout Texas. They were both very pretty and very insane.” That sounds like my voice saying it. This part I’m not paraphrasing, though. I remember every word. “They were in their twenties. Dancing and hooking. Men, women, on the street, in high-end hotels. They traveled to see clients and clients traveled to see them. They even traveled internationally. They worked separately and in pairs. The woman got pregnant several times and had a series of abortions. Then, as they 

approached their thirties they got concerned that she would lose her looks and marketability. So they had me. Deliberately. They knew I’d be pretty because they were. 

It didn’t matter if I was a boy or a girl. There were markets for toddlers of both sexes.” 
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The images from Ben Maitland’s phone ran through my head. I fought them and focused on Logan. Then I imagined him doing those things and burst into tears. Linden sat where he was, stone-faced. Logan continued, “They recorded my birth and sold the video of it.” 

I grabbed my stomach and Linden, who never cried, or rarely did, did so then. “I’m sorry. 

I’ll stop.” 



“No,” Linden said between faint sobs. Logan wouldn’t be telling us this information if he didn’t need to. 



“My parents were careful about my body and didn’t let anyone fuck me until I was seven. 

And then, only very gently.” How do you gently fuck a seven year-old, I considered asking, and then remembered Ben Maitland’s pics. Logan said, “I wasn’t some  Mexican or Chinese orphan that could get raped and thrown away the same day because there was a cheap and steady supply. It’s actually more economical to rape and kill them. They you don’t have to sew them back up or take care of them. The cost…” 



“OK,” Linden said, a second before I did. 



“I’m sorry,” I said. “We’re sorry.” Linden nodded, still crying. Logan nodded and forgave us with his eyes. No one said anything. Linden went back to rubbing on the babies. Logan took a final sip of soda and then returned his attention to The Whore of Babylon. I leaned over as if I were going to vomit and just sort of rocked myself. After a few minutes Logan said: 



“So you see why I’m not going to stop.” Neither Linden nor I responded. “Without a market there’s no kiddie porn. The fewer patrons the fewer rapes and murders. I don’t know anyone else who could do what I do, as effectively. The twins and I make a good team. I’ll be a pretty minor for another seven years, and I can probably work this sting beyond that if I’m careful and don’t have a big growth spurt.” Jesus. Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. 



We were again silent. All three of us. I got up and got a glass of water, just to have a reason to move. Linden finally said, “When’s your next appointment?” 



“Some guy’s flying in tonight. With his lover.” I groaned. “They said they would come here but they don’t want to do it here. They want to take me to a nice hotel and pretend they’re my uncles or something. They think they’re being nice by offering the desperate, young boy a couple of days vacation at a nice resort. Like getting banged by them in the presidential suite of some hotel is any less horrible than doing it here.” 



“Oh, Logan,” Linden said. He shook his head. 



“I’m sorry, Linden. Christian. I’m OK with this. I’m comfortable with it. It makes me feel good.” He was comfortable with it. Jesus… “Every one of these men or women we kill means one less kid has to get raped. It’s never consensual. Kids can’t give consent. 

No kid would. Ever.” 
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He didn’t have to tell Linden. 



A  few moments of silence later I said, “How can we help you?” This made Logan smile for the first time since he arrived. 



“I love you guys,” he said, not condescending or irritating. Just sincere. And happy. “You are gold.” Linden asked: 



“How are you able to set up meetings and trips? Online?” Logan nodded and explained: 



“There’s a code for the experienced. Those new to the game are obvious in the questions they ask and stuff. Krista,” Stephen’s girlfriend! “sets up an encrypted exchange.” 



“Holy Fuck,” I said. “Stephen’s involved?” Logan sighed dramatically and said, as if to an imbecile: 



“Yes, Christian. We’ve been working on this since you got shot.” 



“Really?” Linden asked, louder than he usually asked stuff. Logan pretended to be even more impatient. 



“Yes,” he scoffed. “You think you’re the only crafty people on the planet?” I think I paraphrased that. Logan didn’t say crafty. I forget what word he used, but you get it. “She removed all images and references to me on these drives,” he continued, indicating his backpack. “That way the FBI won’t know about our operation.” 



“And they can’t stop it,” I finished. Logan nodded. Linden sighed again and then shook his head involuntarily. Something occurred to me and I said: 



“The stray dogs and cats you’ve brought to us?” 



“Theirs,” our little friend said. “I always asked. I didn’t want them to starve to death when their owners didn’t come home.” 



“The two tonight,” Linden began, “are from out of town.” 



“Milwaukee,” said Logan. 



“Do they have pets?” The boy nodded. 



“Shi ‘tzus. They’re bringing them.” My husband nodded, mentally determining in which kennel they would go. Then he said: 



“We’ll adopt them out together. It should be easy.” 
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It was all too much. It truly was. I had to pinch myself to remind me this conversation was really happening. Logan saw it and said, “It’s OK. This is good. It’s healthy.” 

Healthy! Hah! 



“How long will you do this, Logan?” Linden asked, though he had already told us. 



“Until I don’t look like a minor anymore,” he said matter-of-factly. Linden sighed, then nodded, then shook his head involuntarily again. 



“Oh, Logan,” I said. 



“It’s OK Christian, Linden.” I wanted to hug him but I didn’t. I was an adult and he had been touched by adults in awful ways his whole short life. I just nodded, and then felt silly about it. “What’s for dinner?” our guest asked. “And do you have anymore of this soda?” 



Later, after dinner, Logan went downstairs to the room where he would meet, and the twins would kill, his clients. After he left Linden and I sat at the table on which sat the scraps of our dinner. I asked him, “What does he say to them when they come in the room? Do they pay him first? Do they determine what they’re going to do?” He didn’t answer and I didn’t expect him to. “Do they undress? When does he ask them about their pets? Do they have drinks first? Get to know each other?” Linden remained quietly staring. “How far do they go before the boys bust out of the closet with the baseball bats? 

And what does Logan do? Does he run into the bathroom? Does he get dressed in the corner? Does he watch?” Linden just stared. “And how has it gone on without us knowing about it? Shannon cleans the room, doesn’t she?” She didn’t. She was unaware it was used. Linden was still staring, and so I followed his eyes to the backpack which contained the hard drives which contained… 



“When Krista removed the images of Logan, and the email correspondence, she had to see the other stuff. Other kids…” I was suddenly nauseous. I shouldn’t have eaten. I only did because Logan did and I didn’t want him to do so alone. I wanted us to have a pleasant meal together, right after he told me about the hookups and murders and right before a hookup and murder…double murder. I booked to the bathroom and threw up my Portobello mushroom sandwich, not even tasting the vomit as it came up I was so alarmed, so traumatized by what I had heard, and what was going on elsewhere in the motel. 



Then someone knocked on our door and I hurled again, from fear. The dogs barked and Linden shushed them. Before I could tell him not to answer, for no rational reason, he opened it and said, loud enough for me to hear, “Special Agent Jones!” I heaved one more time and then took my time cleaning the sink and my mouth and nose. I squirted some toothpaste in my mouth, gargled and spit it out. I dried my face and stepped into the room to see Everett Jones being forced by The Whore of Babylon to love on her. 



“She doesn’t give you a choice,” I said in a friendly way. 
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“No, Christian, she doesn’t,” said our visitor. He took a seat at the table while Linden cleared it. The Whore of Babylon pawed at him until he lifted her onto his lap. I took the other seat and said: 



“Elena Dietrich died, which you know.” Jones looked at me and nodded, then returned his attention to the old beagle. “I have her,” I knew blackberry wasn’t the word and so I said, “i-phone,” without confidence. He stole another look at me and nodded once. I took a breath and said, “I have a knapsack full of computer hard drives belonging to pedophiles who are now dead.” He looked at me a third time and nodded. I would have been stunned by how relaxed he was by that final bit of information if anything was able to stun me ever again in my life. I said nothing. Linden sat on the floor, again among the other pups, and said: 



“We didn’t put them up to it. We only learned this evening.” Jones looked at my husband, then at me, his fingers still scratching The Whore of Babylon, and said: 



“I didn’t think you would.” That was a great relief and I nearly cried. I didn’t ask him how he knew about Logan, Cufe and Cheole’s efforts. If Elena did and he was keeping an eye on us, and the motel, he did, too. He continued scratching and rubbing and Linden scratched and rubbed the others and I sat on the chair and watched the two of them. Then I said to the special agent: 



“Logan’s OK with this. Are you?” Everett Jones looked at me and then Linden, who looked at him. He sighed and said: 



“No, but I’m not going to stop it.” I was both glad and alarmed, though more glad. I nearly asked if it was Federal Bureau of Investigation policy to let boys lure pedophiles to assignations and then kill them, but I didn’t. I still was curious if his colleagues knew about Logan’s crusade and approved, reluctantly, or if it was just him. Without looking at me, Jones said: 



“I only know.” That stunned me, but not a lot. My face always revealed what I was thinking. My next expression asked why, and though my erstwhile friend didn’t look at it, directly, he answered, “You guys have taught me that some justice is better left in the hands of laypeople.” 



Wow. 



Just, wow. 



Linden agreed, and spoke for both of us when he said, so out of character, “Well, slap my ass and call me Mary.” 



Everett Jones spent ten more minutes loving on The Whore of Babylon. I offered him one of those yummy sodas Logan had liked so much but he declined. Finally he kissed the old 54 

beagle and said goodbye, taking the blackberry and knapsack. When I was satisfied he had time to get into his car and drive away I called Logan who, to my surprise, answered. 

I had planned to leave him a message offering our help in disposing of his clients’ bodies, unsure of what point in their…visit he was. “Come down,” he said, and then hung up. I looked at Linden and said: 



“Ready?” He shook his head, deliberately, and then nodded once. 



Linden…had killed the superintendent of the building in which he had spent his childhood after years of being molested by him. He had participated in nearly every murder and body disposal I had, and there were plenty. And still, he had to pull himself together. And so did I. 



We went downstairs and approached the room. I knocked and Logan, fully dressed, thank God, opened it slightly. Confident it was us and not Anne, Sonny or anyone else, he opened it enough to let us in. I went first and saw, behind him, Cufe and Cheole each wrapping a body in a sheet. I said, “So what’s up?” and the twins smiled. Cufe said: 



“Business as usual,” in a way I admired. Logan said: 



“Their car’s a rental and has GPS. Stephen’s going to remove it and Krista will scramble it. 



“Oh?” 



“We’ve done it before. We’ll return the car to the rental place and leave it and the keys. 

They’ll just think they went back to Wisconsin earlier.” 



“Where are the dogs?” I asked. 



“In the bathroom,” Cheole said. “We put some tranqs in their water.” They thought of everything. 



As it was the boys’ practice to return the pedophiles’ bodies to their homes, in the trunks of their cars, we determined we would bury the two out-of-towners in the baseball field, as we had the pups from Donna Marsh’s house. Cufe and Linden carried one and Cheole and I carried the other. Logan led the way, making sure no guests or our other friends were about. 



Logan led the way through the breezeway under the motel balcony and across the street, making sure, first, there were no cars. We carried the corpses quickly, disappearing among the trees that lined one end of the property. We chose a location separate from the puppies’ grave but as little trod. As we approached it, as quietly as the five of us could, Logan, and then the rest of us, saw a figure, with a spade and, more curiously, another body wrapped in another motel sheet, disappear behind a tree. 
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Though I had no idea who the person was, I wasn’t concerned about being seen. I mean, the guy also burying a body was…well…also burying a body, and so had nothing on us we didn’t have on him. Exhausted from the stress of the day and carrying half the dead weight of one of the Milwaukee fucks, I was feeling silly and so, shouted, “You might as well come out, ‘cause we’ll figure out who you are by identifying your victim.” That the unknown figure could have a gun and kill the five of us didn’t occur to me. It occurred to everyone else, though, Cufe and Cheole dropped their burdens and joined Logan in ducking for cover. Linden grabbed me and dragged me, still clinging to my half of my body, deeper into the small area of trees and bushes on the perimeter of the baseball field. 



We each found cover and stayed as silent as we could. This made it easy for us to hear approaching footsteps and a familiar voice whisper, “Christian?” 



“Phil?” I said, stunned. I stood up and took several steps toward him. He said: 



“Christian, what are you doing here?” 



“Burying a couple of more bodies,” I said, giddy with fatigue and surprise. “Child molesters. It’s a long story.” A beat. “Who are you burying?” Phil hesitated, sobbed once, and gargled: 



“Nadine.” Nadine the bitch, whom everyone hated but him. It was just too, too, too much and I burst out laughing and said: 



“YAY!” 
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Chapter 5 

Phil, and Bill 



We buried the three bodies and then had a pow-wow over the unmarked graves. I said, “I will return the rental car. Linden will return Nadine’s car to the LA Fitness parking lot.” 



“Really?” said Phil, who was initially horrified by the joy with which I responded to news of his girlfriend’s death and then got stone-faced as six of us dug three graves. 



“Yes,” I said. “We don’t want to go near her parents’ house and when the car is found abandoned it will be in a place where she might have parked it, so it doesn’t 

appear…well…super suspicious.” Phil wasn’t convinced, so Linden said: 



“If it’s found in the desert there will be an investigation. If it’s found where she parked it when she went to work there will be one, when someone reports her missing, but it will take longer. The desert screams foul play.” I continued: 



“The desert screams foul play. The parking lot could be spun like she met the man of her dreams at the gym and they took off together forever.” It was a stretch and Phil’s face said so, but we didn’t have a lot of options. “No one’s going to miss her at the club,” I said with confidence. Phil opened his mouth to object but then didn’t say anything. 

“Everyone hates her there, Phil, except for you.” I left out, the man who murdered her. I didn’t know the details of her death, yet, so I didn’t go there. It would have been mean and Phil Gentry was a good guy so I didn’t want to hurt him. 



“Where’s her cell phone?” Linden asked. Phil took it out of his pocket and handed it to him. My husband opened it, removed the sim card and crushed it. 



“Now,” he said, all business God love him, “What do we tell Anne and Sonny?” No one said anything and so I offered: 



“Nothing.” No one still said anything and so I looked at Logan and said, “They won’t let you continue what you’re doing.” I deliberately didn’t say what Logan and the twins were doing because I didn’t want to freak Phil out any more than he was. I looked at Linden to see if he agreed and he nodded his head. “There’s no reason for them to know about Nadine, either,” I added, looking at Phil. “They don’t like her and won’t miss her. 

You don’t bring her up unless they ask, and then you say she didn’t show up for work and didn’t answer her phone, so you figured she left town and what’s new with you, Sonny?” 



“Where are her car keys?” Linden asked. Phil produced them and handed them over. To me, my husband said, “I’ll get us gloves from the laundry room.” And he left ahead of us. 

I said to the three boys: 



“Bike home.” They nodded and followed Linden. To Phil, “Follow me to Stephen’s house. I’ve got to drop off a car. Then we’ll get Linden at your club.” Phil didn’t ask about Stephen. He just nodded and followed the others. 
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An hour later Phil pulled into the Homefires parking lot with me riding shotgun and Linden in the back of his…I can’t remember what he drove. We got out and he looked at us for further direction. I said, “Help us walk the pups and then you can tell us what happened.” He looked relieved that I didn’t send him to his room. He had to tell us what happened and we had to know. 



Thirty minutes later we cleared space on the floor of our motel room. Linden poured large glasses of Scotch and distributed them. The three of us joined the four dogs on the floor and I said to our current guest, “OK, go ahead.” 



Phil burst into tears, which I understood and forgave, though it also annoyed me. 

Something in my face told him to suck it up and get going, though I said nothing. I never have to! “I bought an engagement ring for her.” 



“Hah!” I said and then covered my mouth, mortified. 



“I know you don’t like her. Didn’t.” He fought fresh tears. “I did. I loved her. She was good for me. We were good for each other.” I said nothing and made my face a mask, to the extent that I could. Linden’s was a mask. I tried to copy it. “I saved up. My salary from the gym. Five thousand dollars.” I was very close to asking Phil why he didn’t use money Terry gave him. As my mask had failed, he looked at my face and answered, “I wanted it to be my own money. Something from me.” That he lived rent free at the motel thanks to Terry made the 5K easier to save, but neither my mouth nor my face, 

mercifully, said so. “I was going to ask her to marry me tonight. I did. I…” His mind was reeling. He took a sip of Scotch and smiled at Asa, who sat in his lap, and whom he was rubbing. “The plan was to ask her to marry me and then she would move in here and go to medical school while I supported us.” While Terry supported you, I thought and Phil said, “While Terry supported us.” Foiled again! “She would go to school full time in Albuquerque and I’d work and we’d live here until she got her degree. Then we would move to wherever she got a residency.” Oh Phil. He had real long-term plans with horrible Nadine. It was heartbreaking. “I’d go back to school. To be a nurse. An LPN, at least. I couldn’t be a doctor but I could be a nurse. Or a paramedic.” 



“Who told you you couldn’t be a doctor?” I couldn’t resist asking and, really, my expression would have posed the question anyway. Phil didn’t answer, so Linden did. 



“Nadine.” Under my husband’s very effective mask he was as annoyed with the woman as I. 



“Don’t,” our friend said sadly. “She knew my limits. She knew my strengths and weaknesses.” 



“Did you know hers, Phil? Did you?” I asked. 
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“Did she?” Linden was super annoyed. Then he asked, “How did she die?” Phil 

grimaced, pulled it together, took a drink and a breath and said: 



“I thought before I asked her to marry me I needed to tell her about me,” and who didn’t know that was coming? I should have warned him not to take her into his confidence. I should have, Sonny should have, Terry should have, Grady and all of us, though mostly the Book Club North. To advise her who he is is to advise her who all of us are. That the Rawlings boys knew I was Christian Gallagher and called me Christian must have encouraged Phil. But they were special. They were Hairdos and Pink Pistols members. I was shot and three of them executed the women who shot me and kidnapped Luz and Jose Juan. We were connected. Partners in crime. We liked and trusted Logan, Cufe, Cheole, Ephraim and Jay. And Stephen. Phil did, too. But we hated Nadine, and Phil knew it. He shouldn’t have said anything. He should have known he shouldn’t have said anything and that there was a difference. 



Curiously, Phil didn’t defend himself or bring up the “you told the boys” argument. He said, and this moved me like few things did, “I had to tell her I was raped.” Linden and I, who were tag teaming the beagles, stopped our cuddling and at least I stopped breathing. 

I looked from Phil to the floor to my drink, which I finished. “In order to tell her I had to tell her I went to prison. I didn’t tell her about anyone else, Christian…Linden. I just said I was in jail in Florida and I had another name and now I was here and my real name is Phil Gentry.” I’ve never run the gamut between moved and pissed off faster, as I said: 



“Which she would have searched for online and found was among the prisoners who escaped Sea Grass with Sonny Finn, Anne Tentier and everyone else. Linden cut through all of that and again asked: 



“How did she die?” Phil took a few quick breaths and said: 



“She freaked out on me. Badly. She went nuts. She was so angry. She was like a different person.” I didn’t say no, she was like herself, and Phil was too worked up to see it written on my face. “She was so mad. She started yelling at me. She said I was a liar and a fake. 

She said I was trash. I told her I wasn’t, that I one of the Gainesville Gentry’s and that my father could buy and sell the entire state.” That annoyed me, as if money equaled breeding, but I let it go because our boy was desperate, and stupid. “She said where was the money and why was I in the motel using a fake name. I told her I escaped and I was living under the radar. She asked if I had access to money and I said no, because I didn’t want to bring up Terry. I showed her the ring then. I told her I paid five thousand dollars for it out of my own money that I saved.” It was awful. Just sickening. “I told her my past didn’t matter, but she had to know the truth. We could be married and she could go to medical school. And then we could move.” 



“And how did she die?” Linden asked, a third time, impatient with Phil’s weakness and poor judgment and wanting to move it along. 
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“She told me I was lying trash. And that I was weak because I went to jail for animals, and that I was weak for letting someone fuck me in jail.” Linden went red and I felt myself go red. And if Nadine White-Whitman were alive and in front of us we would have punched her. Phil should have then, but didn’t. It wasn’t until she said, according to Phil: 



“You’re a tree-hugging fag and a dumbass. No money. God! No fucking money and 

convict. And your friends. You didn’t just make them, did you? That fag Charlie’s been on TV. I looked him up. And that other Charlie. They kidnapped a baby. And the owners, Sonny and Anne. They’re wanted, too. You’re all trash and you’re all going down. I’m through with fucking trash. There’s a reward for all of you. There’s got to be. I don’t need you or your free rent at this piece-of-shit motel. I don’t need your cheap ring. I need money to get out of this town and you don’t have it. Well, there’s got to be a reward to turn all of your asses in. There has to be, and I’m going to get it. I’m going to get it now.” 

Our boy Phil said this word for word. He was another person as he said it. The entire thing. Word for word. So creepy. It was like he was possessed. Not by her, but by another part of himself he had to summon to say what Nadine had said and threatened. Then he added, “And those kids. Those burned kids and that blond little fag…they’re up to something, too, and they’re also going down.” I balled my hands into fists and felt my blood pressure rise, further. Linden took my left hand in his right, to steady me, and himself. And Phil came back to himself. He didn’t continue immediately. Not until my husband asked. 



“Is that when she died?” 



“No,” the young man said, gravely. Slowly. Defeated. “She went to leave the room and I blocked her way. I told her she shouldn’t go, that we were all innocent and that we’d pay her to be quiet.” My face said I would have killed her before giving her a dime, and I nodded an exclamation point. “She laughed at me. I told her I’d stop her from going to the police. I’d kidnap her or kill her if I had to and she laughed harder. And said…” 



“Something about your getting raped.” Linden offered. Phil nodded. He went for his Scotch and found it empty. Linden had some left in his glass and handed it to him. Our guest sucked it down and said, completely dry-eyed, finally: 



“I grabbed her shirt with my left hand,” he held it out as if to demonstrate, “and raised my right.” He made a fist and raised it, to strike. “And she laughed and said she wasn’t afraid of someone who took a dick up his ass.” 



“What’s her issue with gays, all of a sudden?” I asked, just to kind of lighten things up. 

Linden said, all calm: 



“It’s just something to call all of us, because she was disappointed Phil didn’t have access to family money for her.” I nodded and we looked back at our guest, who still held his arms out and up. “Is that when you killed her?” Linden asked, as calm. 
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“Yes,” Phil said, his arms still up. “With one punch.” 



“A pity she didn’t suffer,” I said, ‘cause it was on my face anyway. 



“It would have been for her to die slowly,” Linden suggested, “knowing she was a goner. 

That would have been nice.” His arms still up, Phil looked from one of us to the other. 

Then Asa pawed him for love and he went back to rubbing him. He was calm, too. A little confused, but not sad or upset. It was nice. He rubbed Asa while Linden got up and collected our empty glasses. He filled each one again, but not so high, and then distributed them. He sat back down next to me and between Gladys and Harley and said, 

“You did what you had to do, Phil. Nadine asked for it. If she was a quality person she would have heard you out and understood.” 



“She was a gold digger,” I said and then sipped my fresh drink. “She was miserable. That coworker of yours,” It was Latrice but I couldn’t think of her name right then, “the black chick with the big hair and personality. She confirmed it.” 



“People like that won’t ever be happy,” Linden said and then sipped his. 



“She would have been a good doctor, though,” I conceded. “Her interest was genuine.” 



“I could tell that when she looked at your bullet hole,” my husband said. 



“You saw that, too?” I asked. 



“Yes,” he nodded. “It was the only time I liked her.” 



“Me, too,” I said, and raised my glass to him, for her. Linden struck his against mine and we both drank again. Then we looked at Phil, who was smiling but really confused. He raised his glass and my husband and I leaned over and clinked ours against his and we all drank together. 



Our silly light exchange had calmed down our boy. The alcohol did, too, but I think our effort was more effective. Oh, and loving on the dogs, especially sweet old happy Asa, was ultra-calming, and fun. Phil was in an altogether better state. Still, Linden said, “She drove you to hit her, Phil. You warned her and she wouldn’t listen. It’s not your fault.” It was his fault, of course, but someone dumb enough to fall for evil Nadine was dumb enough to believe he was completely innocent, especially when told by Linden and confirmed by me. 



Satisfied Nadine’s death wasn’t his fault and was really a good thing…Hah! Phil said, 

“She was right about Logan and the twins. And Ephraim? Who were those men we also buried tonight?” So funny but he hadn’t asked. Not while we were laying their bodies beside Nadine’s and throwing dirt over all three of them. Linden had to hit the head and nodded to me to explain, which I did, briefly and as lightly as Linden and I had told our 61 

friend the girlfriend he murdered was no loss. When Linden returned Phil said, “What happens when the police question us? What do I say?” 



“Who’s going to report her missing?” Linden asked. Phil had no answer. 



“Anyone from work?” I asked. He thought about it and shook his head. 



“Her parents?” Linden asked and added, “or would they think she had moved out without a word.” Phil thought again and said: 



“The way she talks…talked about them. She really didn’t like them.” 



“And I bet they’re lovely people,” I said, without knowing a thing about them. “Will they report her missing?” I asked. Phil shrugged. 



“The police will trace her abandoned car to that address,” Linden said. “They’ll ask them.” 



“Do they know she was dating you?” I asked. Without having to think Phil shook his head. 



“She didn’t tell them anything about her life. She said they reached out to her but that they were low class and she avoided them.” Awful girl. Awful, awful. “I said I wanted to meet them but she refused. She said they embarrassed her.” 



“Because they had blue collar jobs,” I said, shaking my head. 



“And she was half Indian,” Linden added. 



“Terrible girl,” I said. 



“Dreadful. Awful and horrible,” Linden poured it on a bit, which he seldom does. It was fun to hear. 



“Ignominious,” I said, making my husband laugh. “They’re better off without her,” I assured Phil. “She probably made them feel bad about themselves. Now they can live in peace.” 



“Yeah,” Linden said, clearly tipsy, or at least buzzed. 



For someone as obtuse as he was, Phil determined it was time for him to go. He gave Asa a kiss goodbye and released him from his lap. He stood up and so did Linden and me. He hugged both of us and said, “Thank you. 



“Good,” I said. “Have a good night and we’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Phil said goodnight to us and our dogs and kind of stood there. He knew he should go but couldn’t. He had 62 

told us about what happened between him and Nadine. How he killed her but didn’t mean to. He had gotten it off his chest but it wasn’t enough to give him peace. Of course, I saw that then. A grown man, Phil Gentry was still only in his twenties. And he had endured so much for someone so young, and privileged. Criminal but heroic efforts to save and protect animals. Incarceration. Rape. Living as a fugitive. Sure, Linden and I all endured the same, but I was pushing fifty by the time I went on the run, and my husband was only a handful of years younger. Further, while I had been arrested by that asshole Detective Manion for murdering Bina Dunkle when it was really because my English class, my Coven, and I had executed Chris Grace, with whom Manion was in love, I spent only one night at 33rd Street in Orlando. Phil had a lot of things happen in a shorter amount of time and, to my knowledge his parents were not as formidable as William and Joan Gallagher or Jacob Midwinter and Margaret Toomey. 



Linden and I exchanged a look that revealed we were thinking the same thing, about our young friend and about our parents being super awesome. He nodded and I said to our guest, “Phil.” He looked at me with hopeful eyes. “Do you want to sleep with Mommy and Daddy tonight?” He smiled, blushed and teared-up, all at once. 



We each took care of our evening ablutions and then got into bed: Linden on his side, me on my side and our son-for-the-night Phil between us. Well, imagine if you can The Whore of Babylon seeing that! Hah! She loved Phil as much as she did anyone who gave her love, but the space she held between her Daddy and Daddy was hers alone. That anyone, however young and cute, would try to usurp it was an outrage she would not tolerate. The old girl stood on her hind legs, her front paws on the foot of the mattress and barked and howled as if she were on fire. Phil got it right away, bless his heart, and opened his arms to her. “Come on, girl,” he said, and she jumped onto the bed with more agility than she had demonstrated in years, and threw herself into his arms. 



So, there we were, all lying down, tired and tipsy, ready and anxious to fall asleep after all of our drama. And none of us did, except The Whore of Babylon. A tight fit, we moved as little as we could in order to find comfortable positions in which we were more likely to nod off. And none of us did. I got up to use the bathroom. Linden got up to use the bathroom. Phil got up to use the bathroom. And each of us remained totally awake. 

Finally, Phil put on a total little boy voice, bless his cheeky little heart, and said, “Tell me a story.” 



I mentally searched my library for stories I had that Phil had not heard. Then I searched them for stories that Linden had not heard, and came up with only a few. I chose the one in which our Rowaneck neighbors, the Haigneys, upgraded the boat they moored at the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club and offered my parents their bluejay. “What’s a 

bluejay?” Phil asked. 



“It’s just a boat. No cabin or anything. Just a small boat with a mast and sail.” Though the Gentrys had money, they weren’t seafarers, so Phil knew even less about sailing than I did. Linden, bless his heart, knew as little. He did know my folks hadn’t belonged to the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club, at least by the time I was born, and so asked: 
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“Where would you launch it from?” 



“We lived four blocks from Long Island Sound. There was a place at the end of Beach Avenue that was sort of public. People could bring boats down there and launch them, sail around the sound, and then come back. 



“And that’s what you did?” my husband asked. 



“Well, kind of. I guess.” A beat. “We didn’t have the boat for very long.” 



“What did you do?” Phil asked, giving semi-awake The Whore of Babylon an Eskimo kiss. 



I was in ninth grade when the Haigneys offered us their old boat. My older siblings had enjoyed sailing with their friends who belonged to Rowaneck Beach and Yacht and other clubs in the area. Indeed, Deidre used to sail on the very boat with Sheila Haigney and Sheila’s boyfriends or other friends. It’s primarily why, I think, Mr. and Mrs. Haigney thought of our family. Though we belonged to no place where we could moor the boat, we could pull it on its trailer the four blocks to the end of Beach Ave. where we could launch it. 



One Sunday evening toward the end of my freshman high school year my father 

asked…well, just Matthew and me, I think, because Thomas was at Boston College and everyone else was…also not there. Dad told my brother and me about the boat and asked if either of us were interested in learning how to sail. Matthew said, “No,” even before my father finished his sentence. I reminded him that I had the paper route, and would have it all summer and when would I learn and from whom. Mother answered: 



“Mrs. Haigney said one of the harbor employees at the club gave private lessons.” Private lessons? To sail a boat? Did my parents not know me? I looked from one to the other, my face creased in a fierce grimace. Mother continued, “Christian, delivering papers in the afternoon prevents you from doing a lot of things. Activities, like other boys your age…” 



“Hah!” I exclaimed, which caused both my parents’ faces to crease in grimaces, though not so fierce as mine. I didn’t care and continued, “Without the route I would still just sit around reading and doing laps at Manor Beach.” 



“Yes,” Mother said, “and since you won’t join the swim team, your father and I thought there was another activity that would interest you.” My parents, bless their hearts, knew I was a loner, but for my siblings, and evil. Did they think learning to sail a boat would make me friends, or make me nice? I would have laughed at them, hard, if I didn’t love them as much as I did. Poor things, they just wanted me to have a hobby, or something. I don’t know. I said: 



“No thanks.” 
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“Just think about,” said Mother. I didn’t comment, out of respect. Said Dad: 



“Yes, Christian. Think about it. I wish I had learned to sail a boat.” 



“Hah!” I exclaimed, because I couldn’t help it. “No you don’t.” My father blushed, the old sweetie. Matthew asked: 



“Who’s the guy at the club Mrs. Haigney said would give lessons?” My mother said: 



“Bill Chisholm,” and I said: 



“I’m in!” 



Bill Chisholm had been a classmate of Thomas, or Sean. Sean, I think. While his family lived in the unincorporated section of Rowaneck, his good looks and popularity put him on everyone’s A-list. He was blond, classically handsome, and had a swimmers body, having been on the Rowaneck High swim and diving team. After graduating in ’79 or 

’80, he went into modeling and did commercials, all of which were shot in New York City. When he wasn’t posing for catalogs, walking a runway or selling fast food in thirty-second TV ads, Bill worked at the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club, first as a life guard, and then on their dock, transporting members to and from their boats, and doing other dock-related sailing work, I guessed. 



Bill Chisholm…Bill Chisholm…Bill, Bill, Bill…yes, I would take private sailing lessons from yummy Bill Chisholm. So excited about it was I, so immediately did I imagine dragging the bluejay down Beach Ave. to the sound, where he waited for me in cut off demin shorts and a tight t-shirt I didn’t hear Matthew guffawing over how obvious my sudden interest in sailing was. My parents ignored him, confident, I was sure, that they both thought I would develop an interest in sailing after a lesson or two. How wrong they were. How wrong they were to think any of us believed in Santa Claus, how wrong they were with so many of the things their children did… 



Through Dottie Haigney, my mother arranged twice-weekly private sailing lessons from Bill Chisholm. They would be Tuesdays and Fridays after I was finished delivering 

“Rowaneck Registers,” while it was still light out. The days would change based on his schedule at the Beach and Yacht Club and when he had a gig in the city. 



My first Tuesday evening less was in late June, 1981. I ran through the papers quickly, showered, and put on khaki cut offs, a polo and leather topsiders my mother had bought me. Whatever. I dragged the bluejay, which the Haigneys had named, stupidly, “Family Affair,” the four blocks to the beach where hot sexy handsome popular beautiful model Bill waited for me. As I imagined, he wore demin cutoffs and a tight red t-shirt. He didn’t do the topsiders, instead sporting camoulflage flip flops on his handsome beautiful model hot sexy feet, and I’m getting irritating. 
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Bill and I knew of each other, through my brothers and because Rowaneck was small. 

We had never met or spoken, though. Still I knew about him and he knew about me, well enough to say, “I’ll just sail us around while you read. Deal?” 



“Deal,” I said, indicating with a look a hardcover copy of “Vanity Fair” I had thrown into the boat before hitting the road. “Though one of these evenings we’re going to have to paint a new name on this boat.” 



“You don’t like ‘Family Affair?’” Bill asked. I forgave him the inquiry because he was gorgeous and so didn’t ridicule his approval of the pitiful name. 



“I prefer ‘Vampira, Daughter of Darkness.’” Bill nodded politely, again because he knew of me. 



That night Bill sailed us around the sound for a over an hour while I tried to concentrate on Becky Sharpe, the main character in “Vanity Fair” and my personal hero. I got through more pages than I thought, considering how unsteady the small boat was, zooming around the sound as it did, and, more, how distracting Bill was. 



We didn’t talk much, Bill and I. During our lesson he asked about Sean and Thomas and, of course, Deirdre. I gave him brief replies and complimented him on a commercial I had seen featuring him diving off a board into an indoor pool. I can’t remember what the commercial was selling, only that he wore a navy blue Speedo in it. 



Bill could have spent our visit teasing the homo. Instead, he just sailed. He made a few requests of me: pull this rope, shift to the other side of the boat, and that sort of thing. I obeyed, quietly, and concentrated on my book. 



When we were through and paddled the bluejay back to shore, Bill asked if he could bring a girl he was seeing to our next lesson. “Sure,” I said. I didn’t imagine I was great company for him, a bookworm and homo four years his junior. “Yeah, whatever you want.” 



That evening when I got home with the bluejay my parents greeted me on the 

driveway…so irritating. “How was the lesson?” my mother asked. 



“It was good,” I said. “I’m really interested in sailing.” From behind the back porch’s screen door Matthew and Thomas, who was home for the summer and waiting tables at Orienta Beach Club, said, in unison: 



“Hah!” 



The next lesson was that Friday. I delivered my newspapers a little slower, as I collected the fee for the paper and delivery from customers on Thursdays and Fridays. Saturday I paid the bill for the cost of the papers and kept the rest, a small sum from the “Rowaneck 66 

Register” and whatever tips I also earned. Still, I was done in plenty of time for another sail around the sound. 



Imagine my surprise when, wearing the same topsiders and khaki shorts, but a different collared short-sleeved shirt, I showed up with ‘Vampira, Mistress of the Underworld’ to find Bill had brought a girl. “You said it was OK,” he told me when he read my expression. Then I remembered and got all Larchmont Ladies Association. 



“Of course it’s OK. What’s your friend’s name?” 



“I’m Jennifer,” said a short bottle blonde with an infinite number of freckles, a gap-toothed smile like Lauren Hutton and a rack too large to be implants. 



“I’m Christian,” I said. 



“I know,” said Jennifer. “I know Colin.” Of course she did. 



Bill, Jennifer and I launched Vampira from the small public beach and sailed directly to Fort Slocum. It’s an island in the middle of Long Island Sound that used to be a military base. It was all crumbling, though. Abandoned decades before, the buildings, which included barracks, offices, a multi-use gym/theater, roads, private houses and the like, were all condemned, or would have been had they been on the mainland. 



“Fort Slocum?” Linden asked. “In the middle of Long Island Sound?” 



“Yes,” I said. 



“Are you sure?” 



“No, I’m making it all up,” I said, kind of annoyed. 



“It just seems a strange place to have a fort.” I agreed. I thought so when I was a kid, too. 

I always told myself I would investigate the fort and never did. I still may, but probably not. 



I had heard of classmates with boats going to Fort Slocum to explore. There were no signs indicating the island was off limits. Still, it was clear from the condition of every single building, vehicle, road and overgrown lawn it wasn’t safe for human habitation or exploration. This, of course, made it a great adventure for teenagers who wanted to look around and, as with Bill and Jennifer, fuck. 



Bill no sooner pulled Vampira onto the rocky shore of Fort Slocum Island than he said, 

“Why don’t you read here, Christian, while Jennifer and I look around.” 



“Hmmmm,” was as polite as I could be, being talked to like I was four. 
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“We’ll be back soon,” said Jennifer. 



“Hmmmm,” I said again, and they disappeared. 



I read for thirty minutes that seemed like five. Or maybe it was five and Bill just came prematurely. No, it was thirty, because the sun had moved thirty minutes worth. Maybe it was six-thirty, or seven. Bill and Jennifer appeared, out of breath and disheveled, and he said, “Ready?” 



“Hmmmm.” That was me again. 



The following Tuesday Bill also brought Jennifer. Friday we canceled because of rain. 

The Tuesday after that he brought Angie, a hot Italian chick from Mamaroneck. Friday was Arleen, from the Bronx. I thought she might be someone’s maid and then she said, “I clean houses for the Jensens and the Sullivans.” 



“The Sullivans are on my paper route.” 



“I know,” Arleen said. “I’ve paid you a couple of times.” I looked at her again. “They make me wear a uniform and no makeup.” 



“I recognize you!” I said. That was a bit interesting, but only a bit. Bill, Arleen and I sailed to Fort Slocum and they disappeared and fucked and I read. 



Arleen, Alice, Pam, Sandy, Sandy and Liz, Angie again, Sandy alone, Sandy and Liz again, then Jennifer…I got a lot of reading done in a couple of months and learned not a bit about sailing. Indeed, one Sunday night when some combination of us were having a barbecue on the porch my mother said, “When are you going to take us sailing, 

Christian.” I laughed so hard I spat the contents of my mouth across the table at Thomas, who laughed so hard it made me laugh harder. 



Two evenings later Bill showed up with Haley. She was a blue blood Beach and Yacht Club member whose family went to St. Sebastian’s and who put on airs and then put on additional airs because her uncle was in President Reagan’s cabinet. She lived with her folks and didn’t work. I later learned she got married a year after she graduated from Brown and got divorced six months later. Then she lived at home and did PR for a company in New York City in which her father had connections, stock or partial ownership. A do-nothing job. She was Deirdre’s age and significantly less attractive than my sister, but then, so was everybody. 



“Hi,” Haley said to me, reluctantly. 



“Hmmmm,” I replied. 



“Bill…” she whined. 
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“Look, if you guys just want to sail out to the fort and fuck I’ll kill time here,” I indicated the copy of “Mommie Dearest” I had thrown into Vampira. 



“You’re reading ‘Mommie Dearest?’” Haley’s inquiry was dripping with disgust. 



“For the third time,” I said with a big bold smile. She rolled her eyes. Bill whispered to her, loudly enough for me to hear: 



“It’s the only time I can see you this week, and I’m not going to piss off his parents getting caught sailing their boat without him.” Haley knew my folks and so knew I was going with them. She was also super horny. Enough to ignore me, or endure my sitting on the beach reading my campy little book while she got banged four ways to Sunday. 



“OK,” she said. And we set sail. 



We got to Fort Slocum Island quickly because it was unusually windy. Sunny, still, and warm, but windy. I laid a towel down on the rough sand and opened the book while Bill and Haley went wherever. 



Thirty minutes later, they hadn’t returned. That would have been OK, because sometimes Bill took up to an hour, especially when he was with two girls. The thing was, the sky got overcast and the clouds were dark. I thought we had better get back before it rained. For this reason I went looking for Bill the hottie and Haley the fuckin’ bitch. 



OK, this is important. Not once did I spy on Bill or any of the girls he brought to the island, and I could have. Sandy and Liz asked me to join them and Bill said it was OK 

but I said no. “I’m only fourteen,” I said. 



“And such a young cutie pie. Please???” Sandy almost begged. 



“No, but not because you and Liz,”or Pam or two other girls who also invited me to join them but whose names I can’t remember, “aren’t beautiful.” 



“You’re so sweet,” said Liz. “Do you want to watch us?” I refused again. I didn’t participate and I didn’t watch, even though I was tempted to. A lot. Every time, actually. 

I just didn’t want to be one of those gay guys who spies on his older brother’s friend getting it on with some chick. No way. I was a horn dog but I was raised right. 



Of course that didn’t stop me from fantasizing and getting off. Every lesson. Every day, sometimes three or four times. But I never spied. 



That said, I went looking for Bill and Haley, and I found them, in the middle of what had been the fort’s town square. Fucking in the middle of the road. Doggie style, Bill was drilling the older, but not much older, though much older than me, woman in her anus. 

Spanking her, talking dirty to her. She was talking dirty, too, saying stuff like, “Fuck me 69 

in my ass in front of everyone in Rowaneck!!!” It was a spectacle. It was. Alarming, too. 

So much. It was a alarming spectacle and, to me, not sexy or anything good. 



Haley saw me first, and was so shocked she shit herself, causing Bill to say, “Fuck, Haley, you said you cleaned yourself.” He looked from his feces-covered, instantly soft penis to Haley to where Haley was looking. At me. A beat and I said: 



“It looks like rain.” A beat, and Haley covered herself with her t-shirt and shorts. A third and she began shrieking, to Bill: 



“Get him! Get that filthy little pervert. Get that filthy little cocksucker. Kill him!!!” Bill was confused, and angry, but more at the circumstances, and her, really, for pooping on him. Still, he stood, ran his briefs over his winkie, discarded them, and put on his cutoffs. 

During the two seconds it took him to do this, Haley continued raging at him to “get” me for spying on them. By “get” I imagined she meant “beat the fuck out of.” Still, I stood where I was, because neither of them scared me. 



Bill approached me as Haley continued to shout, “Get that little cocksucker! Get that fucking little faggot!!!” He walked slowly down the ruined, pot-hole marked road to where I stood, my eyes never leaving his. 



“Relax,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 



“I am relaxed, Bill, because I know you wouldn’t raise a hand to me.” My confidence irritated him, enough to say: 



“Oh yeah?” 



“Yeah,” I said, “because if you did my mother would snap your spine and tear out your tongue and eyes; that is, unless my brothers beat her to it.” Bill sighed, knowing they would. He led me around a corner, out of sight of Haley, who quit yelling but stayed busy beating the ground with her fists. 



“Christian, I know you were just coming to tell us about the rain and you weren’t spying. 

I appreciate that. I admire you for being cool.” He paused, expecting me to be all excited about his approval. I wasn’t. He continued, “I have to do something. I have to…pretend to do something to you, you know, to save face with Haley.” 



“Why?” I asked. “Is she the only girl who’ll have you?” I was piece of work, even then. 



“No,” Bill said, blushing. “Her parents are influential at the club.” 



“And mine would just kill you,” I reminded him. 



“Please???” he whined. It was sad. He was sad. Still as physically handsome, though not attractive to me anymore. 
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“OK,” I said. “I have an idea.” He knew I was clever and his eyes brightened. 



“Let me go back to the beach.” Bill nodded. “You tell Haley you chased back and I ran into the water, determined to escape you by swimming back to shore,” something I could do with my eyes closed and no more effort than it took to pour coffee. “You hang out here and clean up and give me a good half hour. Then you come after me. I’ll pretend to be near death from downing and all that and you’ll save me. You will be a hero and Haley can laugh at me while I cough up water and sob for having come so close to death.” As Bill imagined it his eyes brightened further. 



“That’s a great idea!” 



“I know,” I said, before I could stop myself. 



“You’re OK, Little G.” It was the first time he called me “Little G,” a term my siblings friends called me. Bill was no Gallagher’s friend. Still, for the sake of my real plan I smiled all dopey happy. 



“Thirty minutes,” I said. “Stay here the whole time.” 



“Believe me,” he said, “I will.” 



I ran back to the beach, took off my shirt and topsiders and discarded them, grabbed a rope from inside the boat, and pushed Vampira into the water. I put the rope around my chest and breast-stroked away from the little island. I did so slowly, though I was nervous Haley wouldn’t want to wait, not the least because the fort had no running water and she had to wash, her ass specifically. 



I looked behind me a couple of times and saw neither Bill nor Haley on the shore. Then I looked at the sky and saw rain. I giggled hard. So hard I swallowed water. It made me giggle harder. Fifteen or so minutes into my swim I let the bluejay go. She drifted away from me, but not toward Fort Slocum. She just went away. “Godspeed, Vampira,” I said and then laughed and then swallowed more water. Then I focused on the tiny beach, or at least where I thought it was since I was still far away and in the water and it had gotten very dark very fast. 



The swim to shore was a challenge, but I steadied myself, took more frequent breaths than I generally did, and remained calm. That was hard to do, but not because of the wind, rain and waves. It was because the whole time I kept thinking of Bill and Haley being stuck on Fort Slocum Island in their soiled clothing with no water or food. In a storm. Overnight. And I kept laughing, hard but in my head only. 



Curiously, I overshot the Beach Avenue beach and found myself swimming into the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club’s harbor. As it was raining super hard by this time 71 

there was no launch, no activity and no one in his boat. That meant I had to swim all the way to the dock. A challenge, exhausting, but within my abilities. 



Well, imagine, if you can, enjoying an evening meal at the club, enjoying the dark, windy rainstorm from one of the tons of gigantic dining room windows facing the sound, and then seeing one of the heavy-eyebrowed, gorgeous-eyed Gallagher boys—‘cuz everyone knew us even though we weren’t members anymore—attempting to pull himself onto the dock. A weary, super skinny, near death fourteen year old boy trying, and failing, and trying again, and failing again, to pull himself out of the rough water. 



As soon as I saw people coming out of the clubhouse to my rescue, I deliberately scraped my left temple on the sharpest barnacle on the dock, and boy did it bleed. Harder than I thought it would, but I would have done it again. I feigned semi-consciousness, because I didn’t trust myself to feign complete unconsciousness. A waiter and one of my parents’ 

friends…Mr…Ooooo I can’t think of his name, but I can picture him, in his bright green golf pants and white polo, jumped into the water and grabbed me as I deliberately sunk beneath the surface. They held my head above the water, and then sort of pushed me up into the arms of a couple of other male club members. Mr. Rickett was one of them, but not the guy who jumped in. That was…I still can’t remember and it’s really annoying me. 



“Did you tell them about Bill and Haley?” Phil asked, super anxious and totally into the story. I looked from him to Linden, whose face made it clear he was as eager to know. I laughed at his being as excited as our guest. He understood the cause of my laughter and laughed, too. Phil said, “Did you???” 



“Not right away,” I answered, and then added, “Please save all questions to the end.” 

Then I laughed. Then I told them that the men brought me into the clubhouse and upstairs to one of the guest rooms. I was shivering, because it was really cold in the super air-conditioned building. I was tired, too. Exhausted. Mr. Rickett asked me what had happened. I told him I took “Vamp…Family Affair” out for a sail and capsized because I really didn’t know how to sail her. Rickett, the green golf pants guy, two other club members including green golf pants guy’s wife…Mrs. Gabriel. Mr. Gabriel was the guy who jumped in! Yay, I remember his name! 



OK, so everyone knew the Haigneys and that they got a new boat and some knew they gave my family their bluejay, and everyone was totally concerned because my head wound was totally severe. The club manager got a first aid kit and Mrs. Gabriel, who had trained to be a nurse and who had kids of her own to patch up, patched me up. The other adults dried me off and a waiter brought me hot tea and it the whole thing was so screamingly funny I thought my chest would explode from holding back all the laughter. 



Someone called my parents, and both of them zoomed over to the club in our big blue Dodge van that could seat thirteen. They booked up the stairs and into the guest room where I continued to shiver under the covers, but not because of the air-conditioning, because I wanted to guffaw and couldn’t without giving myself up. “Christian,” my parents said in unison as they entered the room. Seeing their concerned faces made me 72 

not want to laugh anymore, at all. That was a good thing because I was able, finally, to speak clearly. I said: 



“I capsized Family Affair.” Mother sat on the right side of the bed. “Then I couldn’t find her. So I swam to shore.” Dad sat on the left. Neither appeared to care about the boat, and probably never did.  To the manager, who stood at the door to the room with the Gabriels and Mr. Rickett, I added, “I’m sorry to come here. I didn’t mean to trespass.” 



“You’re not trespassing, son,” the man said. 



“Not at all,” Mr. Gabriel confirmed as he toweled himself off. I looked at him said: 



“I’m sorry you had to jump in after me.” 



“Don’t say another word,” said Mrs. Gabriel. “We’re so glad you made it and you’re safe.” My mother touched my bandaged head and then gave me a hug, which was not something we Gallaghers usually did. It made me even more determined to maintain my story, because if she ever learned the whole drama was nonsense, she would snap my spine and tear out my eyes and tongue. 



“Where is the Chisholm boy?” my father asked. 



“On the island,” I said, as if it wasn’t the first time I had done so. 



“Bill Chisholm?” the manager asked, reminding me he was a club employee. A club employee that was about to be fired. Hmmmm, I didn’t intend to go that far, but there was no turning around. 



“Yeah,” I said sitting up, pretending to be dizzy, and collapsing back onto a pillow. 



“We should call a doctor,” Rickett said. 



“I’m fine,” I told him, the first true thing I had said since washing up. “Oh my God,” I sort of cried, as if I had just remembered. “Bill’s on Fort Slocum…with Haley!” 



“Haley Brewster?” Mrs. Gabriel asked. 



“Yeah, she came with us for my sailing lesson. We sailed to the island and then they told me to hang out on the beach while they went exploring.” I took a moment to feign further dizziness, as I was sure I would bust a gut if I saw the expressions of disgust and disapproval on everyone’s face. I heard all the tsking and scoffing, though. “I got bored and so I thought I’d take out Family Affair by myself. But then it got really windy and I couldn’t control her. Then it started to rain and the waves got really big.” 



“That bastard,” Rickett said. Or maybe it was Gabriel. I remember, it was Rickett, then Mr. Gabriel, then Mrs. Gabriel, in rapid succession. 



73 



“It wasn’t his fault,” I said, all brave. “I took the boat out myself. I should have realized I didn’t have enough experience.” 



“Don’t you feel a bit bad about that, son,” Mr. Gabriel, who really was such a nice man and who I kind of felt bad deceiving, said. 



“They’re on the island. They don’t have a way to get back.” 



“Well then maybe that’s where they need to stay,” Mrs. Gabriel suggested. Her husband and Mr. Rickett agreed. “Christian, I bet you could use a hot meal. Joan, William, would you be our guests?” 



“Oh, no,” my mother said. 



“That’s not necessary,” said Dad. “We’ll just take our son home.” 



“Please,” said the manager, whose name I didn’t forget because I never heard it. He was nice, too. “I’ll have the wait staff bring up a buffet.” 



“That would be lovely,” said Mrs. Gabriel. “And put it on our account.” My parents continued to protest but the Gabriels weren’t having it. When the manager excused himself to arrange for our meal, Mr. Rickett said: 



“You should put it on the Brewsters’ account.” This made the Gabriels laugh. My parents appreciated the remark but didn’t find it funny. The others excused themselves to find clothing for Mr. Gabriel and get themselves fresh cocktails. When my parents and I were alone I sat up and said to them: 



“I’m sorry I lost the boat.” 



“No you’re not,” my mother said. 



“And when we get home you need to tell us what really happened,” said Dad. 



“OK.” I should have known they would see through me. “But you can’t cripple and blind Bill…or Haley. Or, you know, me.” I laughed and they grimaced, fiercely. Then I tried to be big about everything and added, “Bill and Haley have suffered enough. Especially when this story burns through Rowaneck.” 



“Oh, I’m sure Mrs. Gabriel’s on the lobby phone right now telling…everyone,” Mother said. Dad’s grimace softened into something I couldn’t read. 



“What?” I said. My father, bless his heart for not suffocating me with a pillow, then or at any other point in my life, gave me a look of unconditional love and said: 
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“There’s just no fixing you, Christian, is there?” 



“No sir,” I agreed, matching his expression and looking from him to mother, and said, 

“No, there’s not.” 



Linden and Phil clapped for me, and told me it was my best story. Then we all got up and had drinks, listened to music, and fell asleep on the floor. 
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Chapter 6 

Marcus and Jimmy 




But for the fantastic video of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia Everett Jones gave Linden and me on Christmas, I had no information and no contact with my family or friends in Orlando and elsewhere. This changed one February(?) morning of 2014 when I opened the door motel room 212 to find my nephew Marcus raising his hand to knock on it. 

“AAAAAYYYYY,” I hollered and then threw my arms around him. He returned my hug and made some exclamation of his own that I can’t spell with confidence and so won’t try. I think it might have been muffled by the strength of my own embrace so it’s mostly my fault his greeting was incomprehensible. 



Marcus was a homeless black teenager who wound up apprenticing with Winston and then living with him and my sister and Winston in Yelm. It’s a longer story, one I’ll get to. 



I released Joan and Winston’s son, who was around twenty-five at that time, I think, just long enough to get Linden’s attention as he made the bed …yes, my husband made our bed every morning. “Linden, it’s Marcus!” Then I noticed a young woman standing with him. She was short, had a pretty face and a thick blonde bob that appeared not to be her original color but was probably close. “And…” I looked from her to Marcus for an explanation and he said: 



“My fiancee, Melanie.” She smiled at me with so much happiness I was even happier and more excited and embraced her as hard. 



“Christian, you’re suffocating her,” Marcus said to me, only half joking. I ignored him 

‘cuz Melanie wasn’t complaining so it was all fine with me. Linden approached us, hugged Marcus and then tapped me on the shoulder, a clever way of saving Melanie’s life, and said: 



“May I cut in?” I let her go so my husband could hug her like a normal person, while I threw my arms back around my nephew. 



 Marcus was a homeless black teenager who wound up apprenticing with Winston and then living with him and my sister and Winston in Yelm. It’s a longer story, one I’ll get to. 



Marcus. Marcus Knox, by the way. Gallagher-Knox. Knox is Winston’s last name. I get around to sharing this information fourteen years after first mentioning him. And I get around to explaining who Marcus is and how he came to live with Joan and Winston ten years after he joined his parents in Orlando at the time I was arrested for running a whorehouse. I could have given his story then but didn’t. The poor fella had to compete for my attention with too many other things: my arrest and (first) facial injury, falling in love with and marrying Linden, Deirdre’s murder, and then killing lots of people. Yeah, Marcus Evans Gallagher Knox’ story is an interesting one, but easily buried under all that other drama. 
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Joan moved to Washington and met Winston Knox, a handyman who discovered a talent for restoring furniture, after her husband, Stanley Regis, killed himself in their New York City apartment. Wow, that’s going back… She joined the Ramtha School of 

Enlightenment in Yelm, or thereabouts, and met him at a retreat or service or séance or something. She made quilts and did sewing and he fixed Louis XIV chairs, and by that I mean chairs that had actually been sat on my Louis XIV. 



Marcus Evans was born in 1988, I think, in Montreal Canada. His father was a lifelong crook and violent offender and murdered someone when my nephew was five and then disappeared. His mother was a thief who shoplifted and wrote bad checks and was in and out of jail and on probation. When that happened Marcus stayed with her mother, a kind but stupid woman who was terrified of her daughter but loved her grandson. One day when Marcus was eight, a city social worker dropped him off at his grandmother’s house and advised them his mother stole a car she didn’t know how to drive properly and committed vehicular homicide. “You’ll be an adult by the time she gets out,” she advised the woman’s mother and son. 



Four years later Marcus woke up to find his grandmother was dead. He didn’t know why and didn’t stick around to find out. He was familiar enough with the criminal justice and foster care systems in Montreal to know he’d go to a foster or group home and be miserable or he could bury his grandmother in the back yard of the modest house in the modest neighborhood where he lived and cash her monthly support checks for as long as he could get away with it. 



When Joan told me about her adopted son’s burying his grandmother and continuing to live in her house, pretending she was alive I said I thought it was a very brave thing for him to do. My sister replied, “People die and their children and grandchildren bury them, Christian. His experience was different, but it was no harder than our burying Mom and Dad.” She had a point, except, I told her, that she and I didn’t have to dig their graves and handle their bodies. “I would have liked, too,” Joan said. “Ashes are a waste.” I recalled she had thrown out her late husband’s ashes in a trash can at 12 Cherrywood and thought it better just to agree with her. 



Curiously, I later learned, from Marcus, that he planted a tree over his grandmother’s body and it grew to be big and healthy. “Ashes are a waste,” I quoted my sister to him. 

His face told me he agreed. 



Marcus lived alone in his grandmother’s house, pretending she was alive, for a year and a half. I think I neighbor got suspicious, or a relative. It might have been a school administrator, because the boy continued to go to school. Middle school? I don’t know how they do it in Canada. The thing is, the same social worker that had dropped him off at the house, apparently permanently, five and a half years before, came by for a follow up visit. When Marcus couldn’t produce his grandmother, she got suspicious. She asked if the old lady was dead and Marcus said no, that she was at the hairdresser. Then she asked her to have grandma call her in twenty four hours or she would return with police. 
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Marcus filled a backpack with essentials, including some pieces of jewelry he would pawn, and got on a bus that evening to Vancouver. 



OK, this is interesting, and I say that with no disrespect for Marcus’ losses or challenges. 

I just don’t know why I didn’t share it before. Perhaps because my nephew’s been part of our family for so long I just figured I had covered it. 



Marcus arrived in that city, which I understand is gloomy and rainy for most of the year(?), in the late spring of…some year. He lived on the streets with other homeless kids, sometimes panhandling enough to get a motel room for the night, sometimes squatting in abandoned houses or buildings. My nephew never turned tricks for money because he wasn’t a pretty kid. Black and unremarkable. Crooked teeth. No john was going to pay him for sex, not with pretty white girls and boys working the streets. 



One of the young people with whom Marcus had become friends advised him of a city suburb that contained gigantic houses owned by wealthy retirees who spent their winters in West Palm or Miami. He suggested they go shack up at one of these houses for a few months. Marcus didn’t trust him or any of the other street kids he had come to know to be discreet enough to get away with a several-month squat, and so found a house on his own. 



The house he happened to find, curiously, was one that contained a lot of old, expensive furniture Winston had been contracted to restore while its owners spent the winter in their Angelasota condo. 



Marcus moved in before Winston arrived. He obtained what supplies he needed to survive from downtown Vancouver convenience stores and food pantries. He would take only shelter from the home he had chosen to bust into, and only until its owners returned in the spring, of…again, who knows? He was fourteen, I think. 2002? Marcus moved in and lived in an interior room of the house or mansion, though compared to his current digs at Honey Bunches of Oats, I’m sure it was a shack. He did this so he could use a flashlight at night to read the books he stole from stores and the library. Marcus liked history. Non-fiction. American, Asian, African history. Anthropology. Ancient cultures throughout the world. He had a lot of books and spent a lot of time alone in that big empty house reading about all sorts of tribes and cultures. 



Then Winston pulled up, in a van with tools, food and household supplies. He had been contracted over the phone and provided with instructions and everything via fax by the couple who owned the house and its worn but valuable antiques. They mailed him a check and a key. My brother-in-law showed up and determined immediately he wasn’t alone in the house. He also determined immediately his housemate was a scared kid he was going to help. 



Winston spent a full week working on the pieces in the house, keeping an ear out for Marcus, who could have beat it but didn’t. My nephew later told us it was because Winston seemed like a nice guy and he found the work he was doing interesting. He 78 

thought my brother-in-law knew he was there and was unconcerned. Finding another house would be risky. 



Seven days after Winston arrived at the Marcus’ house he said, out loud, “I’m making some coffee. You want some?” No response. “And scrambled eggs and toast. You 

hungry?” No response. “And I could use some help with the desk set in the study.” This last invitation caused Marcus to ask, from wherever he was hiding at the time: 



“You won’t call child services?” a question to which Winston responded: 



“I don’t know their number.” 



And so Marcus became Winston’s apprentice, foster son and legal son, though he was weeks away from eighteen when that went down. Though I refer to Wintston as my brother-in-law, he and my sister never formally got married, and so my nephew is Winston’s legal son only. Blah, blah, blah, technicalities. 



Hugs over, Linden and I invited our guests into our motel room and made a pot of coffee. 

Before they sat down around our table I asked, “Did Jamie, Luz and Jose Juan make it to Kingdom Come?” 



“Oh, yeah,” Marcus said. “George loves them. Christian, he loves all three of them. He was also so touched that you felt confident enough in your friendship with him, and his kindness, that you could just give them directions and say, ‘Go, he’ll take care of you.’” I was so touched and got a little choked up at my friends’ happy ending. “Jamie told us about your baseball team,” my nephew continued, “as if we hadn’t already figured out you were behind it.” That made me laugh, really hard and for a full minute. “I mean, come on, ‘Homefires Hairdos?’” I laughed and so did Linden and so did Melanie. “That rag tag team you put together? That boy who sang the National Anthem was all over the net. We saw it first and figured out fast you were behind all of it.” I quit laughing enough to say: 



“And Linden, and Sonny.” Marcus nodded. 



“Jamie told us all about the Book Club. And all your new names and identities.” Melanie said: 



“My father’s name is Charlie.” Then she realized how silly she sounded and laughed at herself. This made me love her more that I already instantly did. 



“And he told us about your getting shot.” I stopped laughing. Linden poured coffee and said: 



“We have dog duty this morning.” 



“Superior Mutts?” Marcus asked. 
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“Diamonds in the Ruff,” I answered. 



“That’s a great name,” he and his fiancee said at the same time. 



“Can we join you?” she asked. 



“Of course,” said Linden. “We’ll take our babies out first, and then hit the doggie wing.” 



I leashed up our dogs, who had slept through our guests’ arrival, but had gotten up and now were excited about their new friends. Marcus took The Whore of Babylon, though she really didn’t give him a choice as she was all over him. Melanie took Asa; Linden, Harley and I walked Gladys. When they finished with their poops and peeps we hit the rooms that were the Diamonds’ kennel. 



The four of us spent the next two hours walking, cleaning up after and feeding the thirty or so dogs and cats we fostered at Homefires. As we worked my nephew gave my 

husband and me an update on everyone in our family. “Joan and Winston are moving back to Washington. They love George and Honey Bunches of Oats but Yelm is their home.” I understood. “Janet Bollinger,” the ninety-ish actress who had played Deacon Ducette’s mother in “Blue,” “moved in permanently. She and George are in love. It’s great.” 



“I think it’s great, too,” I said. 



“Mr. and Mrs. Aiello have also moved in.” 



“I thought that might happen.” There aren’t a lot of folks around who are in their nineties. 

The Aiellos found two in that mansion in Kingdom Come, Maine, and they were very happy to stay, enjoying the company of their peers. And the comfort of the gigantic mansion. “William Jr. and Susan are buying their condo in Boca and moving there.” 



“That works out nicely.” My brother and his wife were only in their mid-fifties. Or maybe late. 



“They’re going to get some low-end, no-stress jobs and enjoy a semi-retirement.” I nodded my approval. Marcus continued, “Colin and Deborah are fostering. A couple of girls. Sisters. Abused by their father and his friends. They’re very damaged.” So many kids. So many people… “It’s rough going but they’re going to stick it out.” Rough going for us meant something really bad. Like violence or setting fires. I didn’t ask for details and my nephew said, “Maureen,” Sean and Brigid’s daughter, “is a social worker. She went to some convention in Chicago and saw Terrence,” Rose’s son, who didn’t keep in touch but about whom I will always enjoy hearing news. “Christian,” Marcus said, knowingly. 
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“They hooked up!” I said, so excited I scared the Chihuahua siblings I was walking at the time. “I thought she was a lesbian,” I said, calmer. Marcus thought about it and said: 



“I didn’t hear that. Maybe. Maybe she’s bi, or she was just experimenting.” I nodded, thought about my niece and nephew getting it on and burst out laughing with joy. 



“I love Gallagher incest. I really do!” Marcus and Melanie, who was cleaning the aforementioned Chihuahuas’ crate, said, just as adorable as she could be: 



“There’s a lot of it, isn’t there?” I would have hugged her again but we both had our hands full. 



“Thomas?” I asked. 



“Dating a stripper,” Marcus said with mock shock. “Half his age,” he added, then did the math and said, “Less than half his age.” Anyone else would have said Thomas was the old lonely victim of a sexy young gold digging predator. I knew better and so said: 



“How marvelous. Is he online?” 



“Probably,” Marcus said. 



“Oh, he is,” Melanie confirmed, lasciviously. I loved her more with every remark she made. “Which reminds me,” she said to her husband-to-be, “there’s a routine I need him to teach you.” More and more! 



“And Matthew and Rosalie?” 



“Still raising those boys.” No one liked Chris and whatever the other one’s name is. Hah! 

My brother’s adopted children and I didn’t care for them and couldn’t recall both their names. Selfish and shallow they were. Maybe it was genetic. Who knows. We all waited until they grew up and moved away, though we would tolerate them with grace if they stuck around. “Rosalie’s pregnant, too. In her third trimester.” Linden, who was cleaning litter boxes, said: 



“That’s great. When is she due?” 



“She’ll have Wilma later this month.” 



“Named after my father?” I knew but still asked. Marcus nodded. 



“It was Wilma, Willa or Wilhelmina.” 



“That’s not much of a choice,” I said. “She might have a hard time.” Marcus took a breath, exchanged a look with Melanie and said: 
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“She has Down Syndrome.” It wasn’t a surprise, having been conceived so late in my sister-in-law’s life. 



“OK,” I said, because it wasn’t bad news. It was just news. Marcus smiled and so did Melanie. She said: 



“She’ll be a pretty girl,” and I said: 



“Oh yes, she will be stunning.” 



I was thrilled with seeing Marcus, meeting Melanie and getting the great updates about everyone, Wilma first among the news and Maureen and Terrence’s having gotten their groove on a close second. And Colin and Susan opening their home to some hardcore troubled girls…that’s who we are. 



That’s who we are. It’s who all of William and Joan’s children are. It’s strange how my parents raising a child conceived when my mother was raped affected, in so superior a way, the choices more than half of us made about the children we would have. Rose, William Jr., Sean and Thomas didn’t adopt, but they were in the minority of the Gallagher children. And they embraced the rest of our kids, including irritating Chris and Billy’s other brother, as their own blood. 



Marcus and Melanie’s surprise visit had me so jazzed I could have jumped for joy. That he was there, in Santa Fe helping me feed and walk the dogs, most of whom we rescued from crazy Donna Marsh, was surreal, and so grand. His family news, and his confirming Jaime, Luz and Jose Juan made it to Kingdom Come made me happier than I can say. 



And then Violet found me and said, sobbing, “Jimmy’s dead. Mom’s with him. I’m worried about her.” I excused myself from Marcus, Melanie and Linden and followed her to room 126. I opened it to find the bed and room empty. “They’re in the bathroom.” I looked at Violet, who didn’t want to see her mother as she was then, and said: 



“Take off. I’ll take care of this.” The girl nodded a thanks and I crossed the room and looked into the bathroom where I found Shannon holding the body of a naked young American Indian man who had slashed his wrists…entire forearms, really, and bled out quickly. Shannon’s face was red, wet with tears and twisted in pain, though she made no sound. I wondered for a moment how Violet found her, and then dismissed it as 

unimportant. 



Shannon held and rocked the body of the young drug addict who lived at the motel when he wasn’t in jail. For another brief moment, as I watched my friend, I thought of discovering Joelle in Terrence’s bathroom in Atlanta eight years before. Then I dismissed it as unimportant, at that time. 



It took Shannon a moment to notice I was there. When she did she looked at me with the saddest eyes I had seen in eight years and mouthed, because she couldn’t speak, “He was 82 

my friend,” over and over. I didn’t know Jimmy well. I had seen him only a handful of times since moving into the motel nine months before. I knew Anne and Sonny let him stay in room 126, charging his parents, whose means were modest, next to nothing. I knew Shannon looked after him, which meant changing his sheets and cleaning his room, but also sometimes bathing him and getting him food to make sure he didn’t die of malnutrition. 



Jimmy was a pretty American Indian man. I didn’t know to what tribe he belonged, though I remember Shannon saying his mother, a seamstress who took in work, was Cherokee and his father, who painted houses, something else. Again, I could just be making this up. His family lived in a modest part of Albuquerque. It wasn’t middle class but not gross. He was their only child, born to them when they were in their late thirties. 

His childhood was routine. He was an average student. He enjoyed sports. He liked video games. Then in high school he discovered pot, alcohol, cocaine and heroin. His grades fell, he often didn’t come home at night, and he dropped out of school in the beginning of eleventh grade. He lived with his dealer who was also his girlfriend. Ten years his senior, she was Mexican, voluptuous, and loved her pretty young Indian lover. They got busted. 

She went to jail and he went into rehab. Then he went home. He tried to get clean and failed. For four years he bounced from jail to this rehab to home to jail to that rehab to home. His parents finally determined he would never get clean and, because they couldn’t bear to watch him poison himself slowly, they arranged to move him into Homefires and provided him with enough money to buy food and marijuana only. “Why can’t you just do that?” His mother asked. “I don’t know,” he told his parents. “I’m sorry. 

I love you.” 



Shannon kept an eye on Jimmy for the two years that he lived at the motel, in room 126. 

Sometimes he left, for no more than a few weeks, having hooked up with a girl, usually a prostitute. These brief romances always ended with the girl dumping him or going to jail or being beaten to death, and Jimmy returned to 126. Shannon became his older sister, seeing that he was clean and fed and communicating with his parents. She encouraged them to visit and they always refused, albeit asking their son’s friend to tell him they loved him. 



Shannon did her best and Jimmy’s parents did their best but the young man’s early death was inevitable. Drugs had ruined Jimmy’s life and health. They aged him, though he looked like a pretty forty year-old instead of a pretty twenty-six year-old. His body and mind were ruined but he hung on until he had to perform oral sex on a man in order to secure a fix. That was it for him and shortly after his client left, he ignored the money he had earned, found a knife, stepped into room 126’s shower and sliced his arms deeper, harder and longer than was necessary to end his life. So horrified was he by what he had been reduced to, and so desperate was he to get it hisdeath over with, he cut and cut until he passed out with his left hand still trying to drive a paring knife up his right arm from wrist to elbow. 



Jimmy was long dead when Shannon entered his room to clean it up and she had held her friend for a long time when Violet found her. Shannon wasn’t ready to release Jimmy’s 83 

body when I arrived, and I didn’t want to leave her alone with it, and so I sat at the entrance to the bathroom and watched her hold and rock him for close to an hour. 



When she was ready, Shannon shook her head as if to clear it, looked directly at me and said, “I suppose we should call an ambulance or the police.” Among the things I had thought about as I watched my friend hold hers was Marcus, my nephew and my guest, whom Linden was keeping busy someplace so I could be where I was. I imagined him coming in upon his grandmother as Shannon had Jimmy. I thought of the boy burying his grandmother, in order to stay in her house and out of the foster care system, but also because, like Joan said, people die and their children and grandchildren bury them. And sometimes their parents bury them. 



Marcus had been off the grid. Linden and I were off the grid. Jimmy had a record but no law enforcement or government authority had seen or heard from him in two years. I said to Shannon, “Let’s clean him up and bring him to his parents.” She looked at me strangely, but not in a bad way. She just wanted more information. I said, “Do you think the medical examiner or a funeral parlor director would let them hold him as close and for as long as you have?” Shannon looked down at the man in her arms and said: 



“We must bring him to them quickly.” I agreed and approached her. She released her arms from her friend’s body, but only so that I could take half the burden. I considered the shower, which was a stall and not part of a tub and said: 



“This’ll do.” I held the right part of Jimmy’s torso with one hand and turned on the water with the other. I looked at the puddle of blood that had partially dried on the shower tiles, and what Shannon wore on her clothing and arms. There was more beneath where she sat, between the shower and toilet. Jimmy’s body had very little blood, in spite of the severity of the cuts he had made, and how much and how quickly it had spilled before his heart stopped. The wounds on his arms were deep, wide and blue. Hideous. They would have to be cleaned and covered with bandages, to spare his parents the sight of them. 

There was nothing either Shannon or I could do about a face that was whiter than any American Indian I’ve seen. 



I looked all around the bathroom, at blood, at the corpse and at my still shell-shocked friend, and I wondered where to begin. At that moment Linden entered the room and bathroom and said, “How can I help?” Behind him were Marcus and Melanie, who said: 



“I’m a nurse, Christian. I do pediatric hospice.” I looked behind my husband and nephew at her. She wore a serious expression and nodded once. “Let me help you,” she said to me and Shannon. 



Linden took Shannon up and out of the room because she needed to shower and change. 

Melanie stepped over me into the shower and Marcus took Jimmy under his left armpit. 

“We’ll hold him under the water while Mel washes him.” It made sense, I guess, as there was no way to lay him down. 





84 

“I’ll be fast,” the young nurse said, and she was. In two minutes she washed Jimmy’s entire body, which was slight but felt heavy to me, though I only held half of it. 



“Let’s lift him onto the bed.” She led us there and then examined it. 



“No,” she shook her head. “They need to be fresh.” And then Linden appeared, holding clean sheets he had picked up on the cleaning trolley outside the room. “Excellent,” 

Melanie said to him. “Please fold over the bedspread and then spread both sheets on top of it.” My husband did both, quickly and quietly, as Marcus and I continued to hold Jimmy’s body upright. When he was finished Linden stepped out of the way. Melanie gestured for us to lift the corpse and lay it down on its back, which we did. She ran her right hand along the narrow torso through which ribs glared and said, “Towels,” as a surgeon would say, “Clamp.” Linden had also brought towels. Two. He handed one to Melanie and then joined her in drying the body, gently and thoroughly. 



Shannon returned as they finished. Then, as if reading our minds, Melanie said to her and me, “You want to bring him back to his parents.” It was a statement, but her tone required confirmation. I nodded for both of us. Melanie also did and then said, to Shannon and me, 

“Please find a vehicle large enough to transport him and lay down a blanket or bedcover.” 

To Linden, who might have been a couple of inches shorter than Jimmy when he was alive and healthy, but was about the size of his body, she said, “I need khaki pants and a button down shirt.” He nodded and the three of us left. 



Thirty minutes later Jimmy was clean, dry, dressed and groomed. He lay neatly in a clean motel bedspread across the rear bench in the motel’s van. Shannon changed again, from the clean jeans and t-shirt she had put on after washing her friend’s blood off her, to a light, sleeveless black blouse and long print skirt. I also wore khakis and a sports shirt because Shannon had asked me to go with her to Jimmy’s parents’ home. She, my 

husband, my nephew, his fiancée and I stood outside the van, ready to go but not knowing what to say to each other. Shannon opened her mouth a couple of times and tried to say thank you to Melanie and Marcus. The third time she tried she nodded with her eyes and Marcus said: 



“You’re welcome.” I said to Linden: 



“We’ll see you this evening.” Then I kissed him, thanked our guests with a nod and got into the driver’s seat. Shannon took the front passenger seat and I started the engine. She locked her door, put on her seatbelt and burst into sad, loud tears, while I pulled onto Addison Street toward Albuquerque. 



Earlier, as I got dressed, Linden suggested he go instead, since Marcus was here and would rather hang out with me. Even as he said it he blushed, slightly, and shook his head. Though he got it, I still said, “I don’t see or know Marcus any more than you. 

We’re all family.” My husband nodded once. Then I said, “Shannon really should go with Ty. He’s her boyfriend.” Linden looked at me strangely and then I blushed, deeper, 85 

and shook my head. “He spent years protecting a man who sold drugs to people, like JIMMY!” I startled Linden shouting his name. 



“How is she going to square that?” Linden asked. 



“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m sure it’s occurred to her.” Linden nodded and inspected the chinos and patterned dress shirt I rarely wore but he always made sure was ironed and ready. 



“With the short hair you look like a nice boy from Rowaneck.” I didn’t respond, nor did I check my appearance in a mirror. I just looked at my husband and, for the millionth time, wondered what I did to deserve to wake up next to so great a person every morning. 



Linden asked me how Shannon was going to square dating, seriously, a man who worked for a drug dealer whose product ruined and ended the life of someone else she loved. It was a question that was on my mind as I drove. And it was a question my friend surprised me by answering quickly. Three blocks away from Homefires she said, “Pull over.” I obeyed, quietly. I began to ask her if she forgot something, but her expression told me she hadn’t. It wasn’t sad or angry, but resolute. She said, “Ty really should go with me.” I didn’t want to go there with her unless she took me. Still, there was a silence I couldn’t bear and so filled with this observation: 



“He is your boyfriend.” Shannon ignored me, or forgave me. She didn’t acknowledge my insipid remark. Instead she said: 



“He’s got some penance to do.” Wow. “I won’t ask him to confess being a drug dealer’s bodyguard. I wouldn’t put Jimmy’s parents through it.” Wow. “He’s carrying the body, though. He’s going to feel its weight.” Wow. So profound. I refused to say anything in response. I considered turning the van around or stepping out of it and walking the three blocks back to the motel so she could drive herself to Ty’s and pick him up. Shannon needed me to stay, though. She wasn’t done squaring it. She said, “I could have stopped him, too. I was his friend and I enabled him. Or indulged him. I was too scared to try. 

And too lazy. ‘I don’t know him that well,’ ‘I have a daughter to worry about,’ ‘What could I do that no one has already tried?’” I asked: 



“What could you have done that no one already tried?” Shannon said, flatly, but not unkindly: 



“Locked him in a basement, like your sister did.” Shannon called me Christian and Linden, Linden, but no one ever asked about our lives, and no one ever mentioned Deirdre. I looked at Shannon, nodded, left the car for her to drive to Ty’s and to Jimmy’s parents’ house, and walked back to the motel looking like the nicest, kindest boy in Rowaneck and Santa Fe. 



I spent those three blocks, and the rest of the day and evening, thinking about the kid who turned tricks at one of the Superior Bodies. When was that? 2009, I think. David was his 86 

name. His was a body I also moved after he OD’ed. He was someone I could have saved if, like Shannon, I had really wanted to. 



I was out of sorts over Jimmy’s death and, five years after, David’s death, again. Marcus and Melanie found something to do by themselves in the city that night, leaving me alone with Linden. I told him about how Shannon said she could have locked Jimmy in a basement and that made me think of David and how I could have, too. My husband could tell how it was eating me up and so said, gently, “You can’t lock everyone up in a basement, Christian. We do as much as we can without losing our minds.” It was a good response, one that would make me feel better as I considered it further. A better one was his second. “With the exception of you, me and that old Texas lady who busted us out of the Tell Tale Jail, who is even enjoying his life?” 



Wow. 
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Chapter 7: Miss Teen Transgender 

I was getting sick of moving bodies and needed something to take my mind off all the death I had endured in the last couple of months. OK, that’s a lie. Shannon needed something to distract her from obsessing about Jimmy’s death, what she could have done to prevent it and having a boyfriend whose salary was likely paid for, in part, with money Jimmy…obtained, to get his fixes. 



Yeah, I would have liked to say I was weary of death but I really wasn’t. It was exciting actually. Indeed, but for Jimmy’s suicide. Nadine White-Whitman was no loss. Ditto the freaks Logan solicited. Donna Marsh was another good death. We were serving up prairie justice at Homefires and no one was loving it more than me. 



Returning Jimmy’s body to his parents was difficult for Shannon. It was difficult for Ty, too. They remained sweethearts but something was off. I hoped they would survive it. I wanted her to be happy and I wanted Ty to remain not working for Charlie St. Cloud. 

They had such a lovely thing going before Jimmy died. I wanted Shannon to forgive Ty. I would have had an intervention with them—the two of them and me—during which I would tell them to forgive themselves and each other and blah, blah, blah, but the whole thing was too serious for me to stick my nose in. 



I needed to give Shannon a project, similar to the one that sort of fell to her last fall when the Homefires Hairdos were media darlings and the team needed an adult face that didn’t belong to a fugitive. One night in bed I said to Linden, over The Whore of Babylon, “We need something for her to do instead of cleaning rooms, Jimmy’s among them, and hanging out with a man she’s torn up about.” My husband said: 



“Didn’t Stephen tell his parents we were going to have a pageant here?” 



“YES!” I said, super loud and excited and sitting up so fast I startled Linden and The Whore of Babylon and the three other babies sleeping at our feet. I realized how grand my reaction was and so forced myself to calm down as I said, again, “Yes.” Linden smiled and sat up, too. “We need to have a big transgender beauty pageant for teens. 

Specifically for teens. Miss Teen Transgender Santa Fe.” I was in the city for almost a year and still felt odd saying its name. Orlando would always be my home I supposed. Or maybe I should just give it more time. 



“Are there enough transgender teens, whose parents would sign their permission slips, in the city to fill the show?” 



“Miss Teen Transgender New Mexico?” I was in New Mexico. Yikes. 



“Southwest? West of the Mississippi?” Linden didn’t say yes. “Miss Teen Transgender America???” I thought it was too broad. Linden didn’t. 



“Are there any transgender teen competitions anywhere in the United States?” he asked. 
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“I doubt it. I don’t know. Maybe in New York or San Francisco.” I thought about those two cities and said, “I doubt there are even there.” 



“I think it’s a great idea, Christian. I don’t think you should assign a region to it. Put it out and invite people to apply, from anywhere. Boys thirteen to seventeen are eligible. 

They need to submit pictures, an application, a copy of their birth certificate, and a notarized permission slip signed by a legal guardian.” 



“I agree,” I said. “Especially about the notary. I think we should verify them anyway. We can’t be getting our asses sued by parents whose kids forge shit.” 



“I think we’ll be overwhelmed with applications.” 



“I think so, too.” I laid back down but Linden remained seated. He said: 



“You’re not going to be able to sleep now.” I chuckled. 



“No, I won’t.” He got out of bed. 



“Then let me get a notebook and a couple of drinks.” 



“And a calendar.” Linden poured us some Scotches and returned to bed with them and his laptop. I sat back up and we faced each other, sitting cross-legged on the bed. The Whore of Babylon was annoyed by the disruption, but quickly went back to sleep. Gladys and Asa curled up in a balls in Linden and my laps and Harley stretched out at the end of the bed. 



Linden and I determined the pageant that would distract Shannon from her grief and anxiety would be called “Miss Teen Transgender, Third Millennia.” It was Linden’s idea, and I have never been happier giving him credit for it. Not only did he suggest not limiting the show to a region, he thought “2014” was also limiting. How deliciously outrageous would it be for the winner to hold the title for the next nine hundred eighty-six years, you know? “What a responsibility!” I said, when I wasn’t choking on laughter. 



Linden and I were in charge, of course, though Shannon Gros would be the face of the event. She had represented Hairdos very effectively in the fall of 2013, even and especially when the documentary crew came to shoot the game between our peeps and the team from India. “When do you think that’s going to come out?” I asked my husband, thinking it might be good to schedule the pageant around its premiere. 



“It could be another year,” he said, shaking his head. I shook mine, too. 



“No way.” It was March, I think. “End of June, at the latest.” I never was one to drag things out. 
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We chose a date in June and cast Stephen Fairwind as the MC because he had experience and it was his suggestion. People would remember him from the “Star Spangled Banner” 

he did at the first Hairdo game, and there was video out of him singing with the Santa Fe Symphony at Terry’s wedding. Krista would create a website on which people could send applications, photos and a simple form. Separately they would have to send an original document giving parental approval. We would call the parent and the notary and make sure everything was OK and there wouldn’t be any scandal or drama from pissed off parents. I thought how nice for Krista to work on something that didn’t involve setting up fatal pedophile dates and examining the kiddie porn-filled computers of the men Cufe and Cheole killed. I thought it and said it out loud and Linden and I brooded about her role in Logan’s operation for a minute, which is a long time. Then Asa pawed me and we continued our brainstorming. “We should get everyone involved,” I said. 



“How long is Marcus staying?” Linden asked. I shrugged. My husband took a deep breath and said, “If we’re going to have this here at Homefires, contestants and their families are going to have to stay here.” I saw where he was going. “We can’t have this be Sochi, Russia.” I nodded. “Everything has to work in this motel and be nice.” 



“We need to remodel,” I said. “Or give it an upgrade.” 



“Sonny’s already tackling some of the rooms.” He was. I helped him…or, at least, kept him company while he worked on one of them. 



“We’ll pitch the pageant to Terry and suggest some sprucing up. We’ll pay for it. 

Reimburse ourselves if it makes any money.” 



“How would it make money?” Linden asked. 



“Bentley could send a crew and broadcast it.” I realized even before finishing that sentence our friend’s participation would as much as reveal our whereabouts. “Well, we can find someone else. As much stuff as is shot everywhere and shown everywhere…” 

Linden agreed. 



We would put out a call for entries everywhere, including and especially Facebook. Our Homefires Hairdo success would give the pageant the credibility it needed. We’d charge twenty-five dollars to enter, and the money would go to a drug rehab and education program in the city. “If Shannon doesn’t agree to run the show, at least as far as the public is concerned, that will change her mind,” I said, and Linden didn’t disagree. 



We would accept twenty-five applications. There would be three categories: talent, interview and evening gown, only. No swimsuits. We were dealing with adolescent boys with penises and secondary sex characteristics. No one needed to be shaving or securing his genitals up and into his ass crack. It would be fun and not sexual at all. From the twenty-five we would have ten semi-finalists, five finalists, and a winner and two runners 

–up. “Judges?” my husband asked. 
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“I want to say Isabel and Deacon and George Mayne,” I said, shaking my head sadly. 

Like Bentley, their participation would reveal our identities and Everett Jones would be forced to capture us and if he didn’t that assfuck whose little girl we rescued would come and kill us. Yeah, our friends were out of the question. 



“Local drag queens?” my husband offered. I nodded, without enthusiasm, though I would later be glad to give the city’s drag personalities the opportunity and publicity. 



“What else?” I asked. Linden looked around the room. Our tile was nice…much better than the carpet. The table and chairs were still icky, as were the tired drapes and mediocre art. 



“Let’s send Marcus to junk shops to find new furniture.” 



“Ooooo, that’s the best idea yet.” It really was. 



“We’ll hire the twins and Logan to paint the place. Ephraim and any other kid in the neighborhood who wants to make a buck.” 



“Contact local artists and invite them for a cocktail reception during which they can pitch their art to us” 



“Oooooo, that’s the best idea yet,” Linden said, though I think his tasking Marcus with finding cool furniture was better. 



“The place could use some landscaping, too,” I said, and then thought of Ted Nieves, that loser county commissioner back at Superior Bodies who fell in love with what’s-her-face who got murdered by what’s-her-face and thought I did it and tried to kill me but then Deacon killed him to save my life. “It’s too bad Ted Nieves is all dead. He did a good job with the club.” 



“He did,” Linden said, making no further comment about the dead loser noone on the county commission or anywhere else on the planet missed. 



“We should put all the Diamonds in the Ruff on the page, too.” Linden wrote that down under “find a gardener.” He reviewed the list and said: 



“We should also give Ty a role. He’s not working, is he?” I didn’t think he was. I wondered what sort of assets he had and if he had to, but I didn’t say it out loud. 



“Security,” I offered. “Some people might want to make a fuss or graffiti the place.” 



“You’re right,” Linden said, writing it down, too. “That’s a good idea.” 



“Let’s get the Santa Fe Symphony to perform again, too.” 





91 

“You think they will?” my husband asked. “Terry’s wedding was an anomaly.” 



“Yes, but we’ll pay them, and they’ll get worldwide exposure.” Linden laughed and I said, “You don’t think this is going to be seen around the world.” Linden stopped laughing but continued to smile, looking at me hard and long. Then he said, seriously: 



“I think this is going to change the course of history,” a remark that made me laugh so hard I woke up The Whore of Babylon and, they told me later, Sonny, Anne, Shannon, Ty, Violet and a half dozen guests. Oh, and all the Diamonds started barking, too. 



The following day we had a larger discussion about the event, around the pool. Linden, me, our pups, Anne, Sonny, Shannon, Stephen and Krista. Everyone was immediately on board, of course, though more than one of our friends expressed misgivings about legal issues regarding working with minors who cross-dressed. “I’ll contact Matthew. He’ll hook us up with someone who can provide copy we can attached to all of our 

correspondence and collateral,” meaning signs, brochures, advertisements and the like. 



“How?” Krista asked, knowing it would be surreptitiously. I listed a string of folks, all of whom I were confident would forward our legal needs to my little brother. Among them were Tim Flynn’s second wife, the one who divorced him because he couldn’t get over my late sister, one of the fake Anils who went out on Superior Bodies vigilante patrol in…well, some city, Tupac, from the Satellite High School swim team, and one of Fiona’s kids, though I can’t recall whom but am confident I knew then. Krista listened to me with all kinds of patience, and when I was done said: 



“Just give me his e-mail, I’ll bounce it off as many servers as you have hairs on your head.” I was intrigued, but asked: 



“Won’t that take as long?” 



“Less than one second,” the girl said with confidence, but not bitchy, which was wise. 



“You’re on.” Anne said: 



“You’re going to get a lot of applications…and letters, from kids in crisis.” 



“I know,” I said. “I already have.” I told them about Tupac, mentioned twice in one conversation and I bet no one thought he was a white pediatrician who lived in Raleigh with his wife and their twin daughters and belonged to The Tea Party. “He and his friends harassed this gay kid named…” 



“Devon,” Linden said. 



“With the coach’s approval.” Linden and I shared a look in which I assured him I wasn’t going to mention how he beat the fuck out of the coach and broke his arm and nearly drowned him. My husband was grateful but not ashamed of what he did and so said: 92 



“I beat the fuck out of the coach and broke his arm and nearly drowned him.” As nothing surprised our friends about anything Linden and I said or did, they just nodded as if he had told them the weather forecast. Which reminds me that Sonny said: 



“It’s going to be hot in June.” Shannon had already thought of this. 



“We’ll get a tent and stick it up on Hairdo field.” Then she looked at us, concerned she had overstepped, the costs not coming out of her pocket. 



“That’s a good idea,” Linden said. “It beats the parking lot.” Stephen, who had the most experience with beauty pageants, said: 



“It’s got to be high, like a circus tent.” Hmmmm. “You’re going to need a stage, and if one of the contestants twirls a baton or does gymnastics…” 



“That’s a good idea,” Linden said, again. 



“We just need to find a traveling circus to put out of business.” Again, as nothing surprised our friends, they nodded, fully confident that I could do it as easily as I poured coffee. 



“We’re going to get hate mail,” Sonny said, recalling some of the correspondence we got when the Hairdos got so much attention. He and Anne received all of it with other motel mail. I told them to show me anything that was clever, whether positive or negative. They advised me nothing met my standards and threw all of it in the dumpster. “Kids playing baseball in wigs was still kids playing baseball,” Sonny continued. 



“And most figured out it began with Cufe,” said his wife. 



“Boys dressing up as girls and wearing high heels. Singing. Twirling batons…” Sonny shook his head. “We’re gonna get it.” 



“Bring it on,” Stephen said. “Invite them. They can take it up with Ty,” he winked at Shannon, who smiled, though not brightly. She was still mourning Jimmy and 

considering her beau’s role in his death, however indirectly. I said: 



“Krista, can we send the info to my brother Thomas so he can create promotional material?” 



“Yes,” she said. 



“Let’s put it together, then,” I said, and we came up with the date, June 1, time, event program, catering, award and all other details. Stephen totally rocked with his knowledge and suggestions, so much that I wound up just writing down whatever he said. 
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“We need an opening number that introduces everyone. Then a five or six minute video montage with highlights of everyone’s talent, shot the day before and edited.” I suggested a fashion show featuring cruelty free outfits. 



“No fur, leather or wool.” Sonny began to sigh but then swallowed it with a glance from me. 



“Excellent,” Stephen said. “Then the ten semi-finalists, all of whom will perform their talent. Then five finalists, who will do the interview. Then third runner-up, second runner-up and…” We all said, together, a cacophonous jumble of: 



“Miss Teen Transgender Pre-Op Transsexual Santa Fe Universe 2014 Millenia World Hairdo,” and a dozen other things.” We all laughed and then I said: 



“OK, I just want to do one thing, if you’ll indulge me.” Sonny took his life in his hands when he said: 



“The cruelty free fashion show was one thing,” Anne took his hand, a gesture that advised him to shut up. 



“I want to sing the theme song to ‘The $1.98 Beauty Show,’ at the end.” With the exception of Linden, who had never seen that late 70s half-hour “Gong Show”-inspired beauty pageant parody but had heard me sing its final runway song hundreds of times over the years when I was cleaning or walking dogs or seducing him—HAH!—no one had heard of it. I spent the next twenty minutes, during which Anne took both of her husband’s hands and held them tight, telling the group about the thirty-minute beauty competition hosted by Rip Taylor and judged by people like Phyllis Diller, Dr. Joyce Brothers and Jamie Farr. 



“He played Klinger on ‘MASH,’” Anne said, encouragingly. 



“YES!!!” I laughed and everyone laughed. At me. 







The opportunity to communicate with family members was very exciting for me, but in the end, I left it to Krista to do. This is because, in spite of my confidence in her ability to keep our electronic messages safe, I didn’t feel like I’d be able to be myself or let loose in messages. It was one thing for me to be on the run from the law and another for my siblings to be implicated as knowing my whereabouts and not revealing it. I felt like this would further prevent me from engaging in the kind of correspondence I would under other circumstances. It would be stilted, tainted with fear and unsatisfying. I wouldn’t be able to, or feel comfortable inquiring after Thomas’ new young stripper boyfriend. I’d feel the need to keep it to business, and how is that any fun. I don’t know if I’m making sense here. The thing is, if I wasn’t going in for a pound, I wasn’t going in for a penny. 
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That left Stephen and Krista to arrange legal with Matthew and graphics/collateral with Thomas. 



Later, after my young computer genius friend had made contact with both siblings, she said, “I’ve advised them not to talk to each other or anyone else in your family about the event.” Of course, that made sense. “I can mask our conversations but not any they have with each other. I told Matthew to submit legal copy to me and I would send it to Thomas to include on marketing material,” Krista further explained. 



“Thank you, so much,” I said to her. We were at the pool. Of course. After school. I wanted to ask her about Bentley, but felt awkward. She said: 



“What?” Stephen was there, too. I said to them: 



“I want to call Bentley, or skype him or something. Can you get a message to him via encrypted email and have him get a burner phone and call me on a burner phone?” The young lovers exchanged a look that kind of mortified me. 



“Yes,” Krista said, not asking for an explanation. Still, for all the effort she and Stephen were making, regarding the pageant and the pedophile business, which was huge, I felt I had to give them one. 



“Bentley and I have a…father-son relationship.” I felt stupid the minute I said it. “His mother, Rona, went to a sperm bank. He didn’t know his father until years later when the donor, a model who was also a jerk, contacted them and wanted money. It was 

devastating for him. He…” I felt stupider and stupider. Krista and Stephen looked at me with more patience than I deserved. And kindness. He said: 



“You don’t have to explain to us, Christian.” She smiled. Stephen added, “Whatever you want us to do…” As always, I know how to pick ‘em. 



“Thank you,” I said, looking from Stephen to Krista. 



The following day I was, AT THE POOL, with Linden, the four pups, Ephraim, Jay and Violet. She was reading and the boys were swimming. I was trying to read some 

combination of political articles I had printed from the internet but I couldn’t concentrate because Bentley was going to call. I had told Linden about his visit to Orlando, when he, Rona and I went to the “Blue” location and spent the night. He knew why Bentley had come and what he said about my being a father of sorts to him. My husband understood my restlessness and was as patient as always. 



The disposable phone finally rang. I picked it up and said, “Bentley?” 



“Christian?” he said. I laughed and he laughed and in the pool, Jay laughed because he heard me laughing and other people’s laughter always made him laugh. “So, what are you up to now?” Bentley asked. 
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“Well, I go by Charlie now. And Linden is Chuck.” 



“I got that from your press conference,” he said. 



“Oh?” 



“Well, Dr. Mann’s. Grady’s brother.” 



“Well done,” I said. “And thank you for the PSA’s. About Todd Becket. It meant a lot to me and Linden that you went to bat like that for us.” 



“I was hoping to make him mad enough to strike at me, or someone. Reveal himself. He hasn’t done it.” 



“Smart man,” I said. 



“I can’t think of any other way to exonerate you and Linden.” Bentley was very frustrated. Acquitting me of Ellie’s kidnapping was important to him. He said, “I could have Becket murdered…mother suggested it more than once, but that wouldn’t help you.” I laughed again, and so did Jay and, because he was so adorable, everyone else at the pool. 



“I appreciate it, Bentley. So much. We’re good, though. And we have an opportunity for you.” I explained about the pageant and why we were doing it and Bentley told me he had seen Stephen’s “Star Spangled Banner” online and I said, “This should be broadcast, properly. There’s a market and there’s a cable network. For all the effort we’re putting into it,” I paused, “and to give the boys an opportunity to perform for a wider audience than just what we can assemble in Santa Fe.” 



“I think it’s a great idea. I could broker something with a producer. I wouldn’t attach my name and, so, there would be no connection. Mother could sell it for you in seconds. 

You’d have a proper crew and a director. It wouldn’t be tough. So much production is streamlined. Things are simpler and there’s so much content available. I’ll get with her and we’ll make some calls. Who’s the contact there?” I gave him Shannon’s name and phone number. “She was the coach of the Hairdos,” Bentley said. 



“She was the face of the Hairdos,” I said, smiling. “She actually the motel’s 

housekeeper.” 



“No…” 



“Yes,” I said. “She’s wasted doing that. We’ll figure something out for her. Event planning or something.” 



“She’s our girl.” 



96 



“Yes,” I said, and then noticed Laurie the hooker cross the parking lot toward the pool. 

Linden saw her, too. She appeared to need something from us and so Linden got up and met her at the patio gate so I could continue talking to Bentley, who said: 



“I go to Orlando sometimes to see Gray and Blinka, and Little Samia and Little Jacob.” 

Bentley used the full word, “Little,” when referencing them. It’s interesting. OK, not really. “They’re so happy Christian. Gray and Blink are doing such a good job looking after them. Olivier and Kristin are always there for them, but their primary caregivers, really, are Grayson and Blinka.” Bless his heart for not saying their primary parents, though I would have understood. I wanted to thank him for visiting them and his reassurance, but I was too choked up and couldn’t speak. Bentley figured that and said, 

“Keep this phone handy, Christian. I’ll check in once a month.” 



“OK,” I managed to say. “Goodbye Bentley.” God, I was as sad to say goodbye to him as I was to think about Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. Yeah, he was my son… 



Bentley hung up and, fighting a sob, I looked over to Linden and Laurie, both of whom looked back at me with grave expressions. I knew something was up and it was very serious and, so, pulled myself together instantly. “What?” I asked, clear as a bell. Laurie said: 



“My trick is dead.” Was that all, I thought. “Christian, it’s serious,” Laurie said, causing me to smile and then laugh. “It is,” she said and then smiled and laughed. Linden only smiled, which was the equivalent of ten normal people laughing. 



“Piece of cake,” I said, gathering up my stuff and our pups. Linden and I brought the babies back to our room and then met Laurie in the one she uses to have sexual intercourse with strangers for money. Naked on the bed was an obese dead man with a sweaty, hairy body and blue face. “I hope you charged a lot for him,” I said. Then I noticed the smell and then sight of piss and shit, something our bodies do when we die. 

“Shannon’s gonna be soooooo mad at you!” 



“I need to get him back to his house before his lover comes home.” 



“Lover?” Linden said. 



“His gay lover,” Laurie explained. 



“Really?” The fat, soiled man’s death became a little interesting, but only a little. 



“Vaughn is mostly gay, but on occasion he likes getting it on with women.” I nodded. 

Linden nodded. Laurie nodded, just because we were nodding. Then she said, “He would be mortified to know he died here. Gavin would be so hurt if he knew Vaughn had cheated on him with a woman.” I really didn’t care about Vaughn and Gavin and their dead bodies and feelings. Linden’s subtle nudge told me he didn’t care, either. We both 97 

liked Laurie, though, not the least because she interrupted a prior date to help us with the dogs at Donna Marsh’s house and then she adopted one. 



“This isn’t going to be a fun adventure, is it?” was my rhetorical question. 



“No,” Linden answered anyway. We both sighed and looked at Laurie, whose stricken face suggested she thought we’d bail on her. 



“We’re not going to bail on you, Laurie,” I assured her while Linden got a towel from the bathroom and wrapped it around his head. “Linden?” 



“No way can we lift him out of here, so we’re going to have to drag him down the stairs in that sheet. I don’t want him banging his head on the concrete and suffering post mortem marks a coroner would find suspicious.” Laurie and I stared at him. “I watch a lot of police procedurals.” 



“Where’s Gavin now?” I asked Laurie. 



“At a flower show in Albuquerque. He’s a florist. Vaughn does…did data entry.” 



“Hmmm,” I said, just to be polite. “Well,” I continued, “let’s go.” 



Linden, Laurie and I wrapped Vaughn up and dragged him off the bed, out the door, down the stairs and into the Homefires van. Halfway down the stairs we took a break during which I said to my husband, “Remember what happened the last time I moved the body of someone who happened to die at a whorehouse I ran…” He smiled and said: 



“I’m sober and I’ll drive.” We continued, making no effort to conceal what we were doing from a handful of motel guests that were coming or going. We nodded to those that passed and they nodded back. No one had any illusions about what went on in the motel; indeed, everyone seemed to think it perfectly normal a hooker and two fugitive homos should be moving the body of a four hundred pound gay guy who did data entry and liked the occasional woman. 



As we lifted Vaughn into the van, Anne pulled into the parking lot with Ephraim and Jay, whose doctor they had just visited for a routine check up. She pulled in next to us, and she and Ephraim got out and helped us lift/pull/push/shove the gigantic corpse over and between the first two benches. “Thank you,” I said, all Ladies Larchmont Association. 

“Thank you,” Linden said, all Larchmont Ladies Association, too. “Thank you,” Laurie said, because it was fun and even thought she had never been to or heard of Larchmont. 



“Anytime,” Anne said, returning to the car to get Jay. 



“Can I go?” Ephraim asked his mother. 



“No, honey. They get pulled over and you go back into foster care.” 
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“Sorry,” I said to the boy. Laurie gave him ten bucks for his help. Ephraim tried to refuse but I said: 



“Take it. Get you and Jay some yummy snack to share.” 



“Thanks,” Ephraim said first and then added, a protracted Larchmont Ladies Association, 

“Thank youuuuuuu,” that made the rest of us laugh. 



We got Vaughn to his one-story 3/2 ranch and into the shower off the master bedroom. 

We sat him against the rear tile wall and turned on the water. Linden gathered up the sheet and towel as Laurie threw his clothes on the bathroom floor. Thought it wasn’t necessary, she said, “He had a heart attack taking a shower and died.” I nodded. Linden nodded. We left the house and went home. 



Vaughn’s body was the hardest, because of his size, and easiest, because of the circumstances, to move. No real drama or tension. No clandestine burial. No fun, like I said. Laurie offered to pay us for our help and we both refused, of course. 



As Linden pulled the van back into the Homefires parking lot we all saw Shannon sitting at one of the patio tables crying. “She saw the room,” I said, because I’m a smart ass. 



“Oh,” Laurie said, “please tell her I’ll clean it.” She was so worried. Mortified. “I feel terrible.” 



“She’s not crying because of the room,” Linden said, and then Laurie and I also noticed large envelopes and correspondence on the table at which she sat. “Miss Teen 

Transgender.” I said to Laurie: 



“You go back to work, or take care of what you need to upstairs. Linden and I will check this out.” She nodded, thanked us both again, and went back to her room. Linden and I approached the patio from where we had parked the car. Violet also approached it, with drinks she had gotten from the office. When the girl was close enough I said, “Some of the applicants?” Another rhetorical question. Violet nodded. 



“Christian, Linden,” she NEVER used our real names, although by then everyone else did, “some of these boys, and girls, too. They want to come and be in the show. They want to come and live with us. This one…Luscious. Lucius. From Los Angeles…” I opened the gate and she and Linden went through. Shannon looked at us and began to pull herself together, drying her eyes and straightening the correspondence. Violet handed her a lemonade and I asked, rhetorically: 



“It wasn’t such a great idea, Stephen had, was it?” Shannon opened her mouth, coughed, took a sip of her drink, too a breath and said: 
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“It was a good idea, Christian. It is so good. We’re getting lots of applications from boys out to their parents. We are. Parental permission documents are signed and notarized. 

And the talent!” Thomas had suggested requiring videotape of a potential contestant’s talent as part of the application package, something I should have thought of. I was doing it for Shannon, though, to help her get over Jimmy’s death, and so it didn’t have my full attention. “But some of the letters…” She held up one, started to read it, and failed. It and other letters from teenage boys and girls were filled with descriptions of abuse and loneliness. They begged for us to let them be in the pageant without their parents’ 

knowledge. Violet picked up the one her mother had tried to read. It was from a boy named Lucius, from Los Angeles. He dreamed of growing up and becoming Luscious, leaving his home in some piece of shit neighborhood and opening a clothing boutique that became a cabaret at night. 



Violet read the very long letter, steadily, though it took some effort. Shannon cried softly as the boy, Lucius, described his life as an effeminate black boy in south L.A. His wasn’t unlike Succulence’s life: ridicule and abuse at home and at school. Beatings and shame. It was tough to listen to. As I did I looked at Shannon, and thought how awfully ironic it was that a project that was supposed to cheer her up made her as sad as she was when Jimmy died. I dreaded what my response would be. Would have to be. When Violet finished reading the three-page handwritten letter in which Lucius pleaded with us to let him be in the show, if only so he could be around other boys like him and have a small bit of joy, Linden let me off the hook by saying: 



“We have to send him that letter that the attorney created.” It was as tough for him to say as the letter was for Violet to read and us all to hear. 



“There’s nothing we can do for him?” Shannon asked. “Can we go rescue him?” Violet said nothing, though her eyes echoed her mother’s inquiries. “Stephen was in that kind of situation when he ran away and came to stay here.” It was true. Linden opened his mouth to say, again, that we should send Lucius/Luscious the same, carefully worded letter one of Matthew’s attorney friends gave us for just this kind of thing. I took his arm and he hesitated. Then he said, to all of us: 



“We have to protect ourselves.” It was true. He was right. Reaching out to Lucius, communicating an invite to be in the show in writing, would be extremely foolish. The boy would get busted and we’d go down with him. I knew this. Shannon and Violet knew it, too. Shannon also knew us. Linden and me. She knew what we had done and what we were capable of. She knew to what lengths we would go to rescue someone like Lucius. 

She opened her mouth to say all of this and but didn’t, because I said: 



“After the show we make a road trip to LA and kidnap him.” It wasn’t a question, even a rhetorical one. It was a statement, and Shannon, Linden and Violet responded to it with three serious, and relieved, nods. 
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Chapter 8 

Felda, Angela and Kim 



I spent the spring of 2014 as I had spent the prior fall and winter, hanging out under the awning at the Homefires pool facing Addison Street. Often with Linden, reading, loving on the pups, and holding court among visitors welcome and, less often, unwelcome. Yes, and sometimes murdering them: Elena Dietrich, specifically, whose real name by the way turned out to be Alison Redding from Wisconsin. 



The day Linden summoned everyone to Donna Marsh’ house to rescue her dogs and cats, psychic Felda Vogel moved in to the motel with her daughter Angela, who turned out to be a prostitute. I had no problems with either Felda’s clairvoyance or Angela’s hooking. 

The thing that bugged me about them was that they, too, decided the pool and patio would be their domain, too. 



At first I didn’t mind when Felda showed up with her wrinkled face, missing teeth and no-name cigarettes. Like me, she was a reader, albeit of romance novels. Again, fine, as I was sure many were well-written and their covered featured images of attractive, bare-chested men. Anne or Sonny sometimes brought us drinks from the office and Felda was always lovely and grateful. She even shared an occasional cig with me. And she even offered not to smoke at the pool in order not to tempt me. I told her I didn’t mind, that I enjoyed the occasional cig, and every so often paid her back for them by buying her an A-list pack. Felda never smoked when Ephraim took Jay swimming or there were other kids around. 



Yeah, Felda alone was OK and even welcome, though, strangely, The Whore of Babylon nor her siblings ever approached her for rubbies or scratchies. This was odd as the older woman appeared to be nice. Something about her repelled them, but it wasn’t bad or serious enough for them to bark their outrage. 



Angela Vogel was another story. Rub-whore The Whore of Babylon not only didn’t approach Felda’s hooker daughter, but she shrank from her, and my old beagle didn’t shrink from anyone. Something about the woman really repelled The Whore of Babylon and, curiously, the old girl always arranged to be between Angela and Gladys, Harley and Asa, as if she was protecting them. Linden noticed it, too, and said to me, privately, “That one’s trouble.” I agreed. “The mother, too.” I agreed with that, too. 



Felda and Angela were new to Santa Fe, though I never found out from where because I didn’t care and, so, didn’t ask. They didn’t offer. Felda read, shared cigs and engaged only in polite small talk. On occasion she excused herself to see a client in her motel room. How she found them I wanted to know but not enough to ask. One evening before bed Linden searched for her online and found a profile of her posted to several different psychic referral sites. It was sloppily made by someone with limited graphic arts skills. 

“This would have been an impressive online ad thirty years ago,” Linden said, nailing it. 

Its headline read “Now in Santa Fe, New Mexico” as if the nearly toothless old crone was known worldwide. The ad contained her cell phone number and a color image of her face that was so heavily, and poorly, airbrushed she appeared not to have a nose or chin. 
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“Good grief,” I said, and then asked my husband to find her daughter. “Angela Vogel,” I said. He queried her name and didn’t came up with some Angela Vogels that weren’t her. 



“I don’t suppose she advertises the same way,” he said. 



“No,” I agreed. “Plus, no amount of airbrushing could make the round face with its tiny, pointed features pretty.” She wasn’t a looker, our Angela. Her mother may have been as a young woman, but not Angela Vogel. 



“She’s got a great set of legs, though,” Linden offered. 



“That she does,” I agreed, because I had determined the first time I saw her that they were the only thing attractive about her. 



Angela was busier than her mother, which was good because it meant I didn’t have to endure her as often. On those occasions she joined Felda at the pool she brought women’s glamour magazines, or she just relaxed in the sunshine. She never asked to take the chaise next to me as it was understood it was Linden’s. A pity she didn’t understand that the pool itself was Linden’s and mine only. 



One weekday afternoon while Linden was at the shelter and the pups and I were at the pool, by ourselves, Angela appeared by herself. I could stand Felda and even enjoyed her. 

I could tolerate Felda and Angela, but I didn’t think I could stand the young woman by herself. Still, I was raised right, and said, “Hey.” 



“Hey,” she said back to me and then sat down. This briefest of greetings was all I wanted to say but, again, good manners won the day and I asked: 



“What’s new?” And didn’t I regret it! 



“Mom and I are really busy today. She’s got back to back clients and I’ve gotten fucked four times so far.” Yeah. How ‘bout that. “Twice I had to take it in the ass, and that’s just not a good time. I get more for it, but there’s so much preparation, you know?” I did but didn’t feel like talking about it, specifically with her. Still, I nodded, again, because I was raised in Rowaneck. “I don’t know how you gay guys do it all the time. Cleaning my cooch is tough enough between pissing and menstruating and, you know, sweat. 

Infections, too.” She looked at me, expecting another nod. I gave one to her. “But assholes are a whole different thing. You have to clean out your whole ass and rectum or whatever it’s called. Colon? Large intestine? And when you think you have more shit comes down the tube. I can’t keep up with my eating and, you know, digestion. I never know when someone’s going to call and what hold he wants.” I would have found 

Angela’s choice of conversation interesting and even amusing were it coming from anyone but her. Laurie, any of the Superior Bodies hustlers/hookers…anyone but her. 

She went on, “I’ve never shit on a client, though a couple of times I thought I would. I’ve farted while getting ass fucked, though. And a couple of times when a guy pulls out 102 

there’s shit and blood on the condom. I tear it off before he notices, though. I’m good at that.” I nodded again, imagining this unattractive, but more because of her negative aura than even her face, woman getting penetrated in her anus. It was dreadful. I wanted to be anywhere but at the pool with her, listening to her. I would have preferred to be in federal prison. Or an Egyptian jail. She continued, “The problem is all these porno movies guys watch. They all featuring ass fucking. No pussy fucking. Not so much. One of my clients told me pornos don’t get good until the chick gets it in her ass. Like, regular cunt…” she stopped and I looked at her wondering why. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t usually use that word.” I didn’t believe that for a minute. “OK, I do, but not with people I don’t know really well.” But she’ll say everything else, though! I was frozen in shock at her sudden, strange modesty. It made me think, also, of Latrice from LA Fitness, whom I knew for a far shorter time when she used it to describe Phil’s late girlfriend Nadine. She also apologized for using the “c” word. She was so adorable, though, I wanted to give her a hug. I wanted to give Angela a knife, in her stomach, but instead forced a gracious smile and said: 



“I don’t mind.” 



“Good,” said Angela. “I didn’t want to be gross.” Yikes! If she really didn’t want to be gross she wouldn’t continue to breathe. “Mom told me you and Chuck used to be pimps.” 

Who’s Chuck, I asked myself for a moment, because it had been months since any of our friends had called Linden that. Then I thought about Felda knowing about Superior Bodies Orlando and elsewhere. The older woman didn’t seem a threat so I dismissed it. I wanted to go back to reading. I wanted to be buried, dead or alive, in the baseball field…anything to escape Angela Jolly. “So, like I was saying, regular cunt fucking doesn’t do it for guys anymore. It’s ass fucking or nothing.” She sighed, wearily. “Of course my pussy’s not very tight. Not anymore, but the way things are going my ass isn’t going to be tight anymore, either.” 



“When’s your next appointment?” I asked, all friendly, hoping she would say twenty minutes before and then go back in time to take it, which would make her never there telling me about her ass-fucking. 



“I have to do a chick in front of her husband at four and then I have an outcall at the nursing home... somewhere.” 



“Oh.” 



“That’s going to be easy. The old turd can’t get it up, even with drug or a pump. I just have to fuck myself with a dildo in front of him. It’s all he wants. And he pays well.” 



“Good,” I said, and then looked up to find Anne approaching. Sadly, she wasn’t carrying an ice tea that contained the same poison that killed Elena Dietrich for Angela, or me at that point. She greeted both of us and then said, to me: 
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“Sonny needs you to supervise a couple of the boys in 217. They’re slacking off and being really sloppy.” Sonny and Anne had engaged the Rawlings boys and a bunch of their friends and other kids to paint the motel rooms different colors in preparation for the beauty pageant and all the contestants and their chaperones, among others. 



“So what do you want me to do?” I asked, so that my friend’s effort to free me from Angela’s foul company would be as believable as possible. 



“Straighten them out instead of sitting here on your ass all day.” That was good, I thought. Just enough. I stood up and said to Angela: 



“Excuse me.” She nodded. I gathered my things and led the four babies past the disgusting whore without noticing each of them gave her a wide radius. Anne told me that later and it was all she could do not to bust a gut about it. Back in our room, I gave the dogs fresh water and treats. Then I folded some laundry. When I was finished someone knocked on the door. I answered it to find Anne, to whom I said: 



“Thank you so much.” 



“For what?” she asked. 



“For the ruse. Getting me away from that awful girl.” 



“What ruse?” I didn’t understand the question. “What, do you think I brought up the slackers just to get you away from her?” 



“Didn’t you?” 



“No,” Anne said, firmly. “You’re a big boy, Christian. If you don’t want to speak to someone you don’t have to.” 



“But…” It hadn’t fully kicked in that Anne really wanted me to monitor the kids’ 

painting effort. 



“Room 217,” she said, “and be glad we don’t put a paintbrush in your hand.” I was embarrassed, and kind of mad. Enough to say: 



“I’d like to see you try.” Anne laughed and then told me about the doggies avoiding Angela as much as they could when they passed her on the patio. That made me laugh super hard. I kissed them all and told them I had to go make kids work. Anne led me to the room and then returned to the office. I went in to find a couple of teenage boys hitting a bong while the pale blue room which they were supposed to paint four shades of green and one of lavender, remained pale blue. I considered the color choices first and said, to myself mostly, “Wow, they are sure eclecting this place up.” The verb form of the word eclectic was something I made up on the spot, but the boys seemed to understand, either because they were as cool as I was or the marijuana had opened their minds sufficiently. 
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“Yeah,” said one, who had curly brown hair and wore a large yellow basketball tank over a rail-thin torso.” 



“Right on,” said his friend, whose features were as chiseled as Linden’s but whose teeth were as crooked as they could be and still work. 



“Pass it over here,” I said of the bong. Crooked teeth nodded his approval at the cool forty-seven year old who was getting baked with them and handed me the big red plastic doo-dad. Instead of having a toke I walked out of the room onto the balcony, shouted, 

“Incoming!!!” and hurled it over the railing into the middle of the parking lot. 



“Oh, man!” said Rail-Thin Torso, “that was not cool.” 



“That was some expensive shit,” said Crooked Teeth. I sniffed the air and said: 



“Expensive my ass.” The boys shook their heads at the waste…at the tragedy. “Now,” I continued, “if you lazy fucks want some good stuff, you’ll get off your asses and paint these goddamn walls.” They looked at me skeptically. “You don’t think I’ve got access?” 

They continued to look at me, but it was just because they were high and too stupid to do anything else. “Get to work, fuckfaces or I’ll call Karen Rivera and she’ll put your lazy asses in an adult jail where they’ll get the attention they need.” 



“OK, man. OK,” said Rail-Thin, getting up. Crooked Teeth got up, too, or made to and then fell over. I gave him a hand and when he got to his feet I noticed he was very tall and had a decent physique for a stoner. I said to him: 



“You do a good job for me and I’ll straighten your teeth. Then you can model. Or just get laid more frequently.” 



“Mean it?” he asked. 



“Yup,” I said. 



“What about me?” asked Rail-Thin. 



“I’ll get you that good stuff I told you about. My friends grow it in Mexico.” My cousin Kitty and the Book Club South members, to treat patients with cancer and glaucoma. 



“You’re on,” he said. The boys picked up brushes and opened cans and tried to maintain their balance and I thought I better stick around and, EEEEK, give them a hand in order for it to be done right. 



A couple of hours later my friends were sober and the four walls of room 216 were: dark green, blue green, light green and pale lavender. And the bathroom was all dark green. 
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“It’s like a garden at night,” Rail-Thin, whose name I learned but I like calling him Rail-Thin, said. 



“Uh-huh,” agreed Crooked Teeth, who added, “You get some dark wood furniture in here. A wood floor, some iron…” His description reminded me of Linden’s house, which I discovered had Medieval décor when I first saw it and, kind of, remained Mediveal-ish over the years. I thought I’d show it to him and suggest we pain our room similarly. 



“It needs plants, too,” said Rail-Thin. 



“Vines,” suggested Crooked Teeth. 



“Something with a blue flower.” 



“Dim lighting. Always.” 



“A dark garden.” 



“Yeah.” 



“OK,” I said, “I’m getting a drink in the office. You can come with me or stay here and queer off on each other in your dark garden.” They laughed and we left the room to find a gigantic eighteen-wheeler pulling into the parking lot. It wasn’t the first one that had as truckers often spent the night at Homefires. What made this one different was that it was driven by Melanie, Marcus’ fiancée. Behind it, in a rental car they had secured when they landed in Albuquerque weeks before, was my nephew. “Oooooo,” I said, “You fellas want to check out the new furniture? Pick out stuff for this room?” 



“Sure,” said Rail-Thin, or Crooked Teeth. I can’t remember. 



“OK,” said the one who didn’t say “Sure.” 



“Nothing goes down on this floor before the carpet comes up and we lay down wood.” 

Crooked Teeth said this. I knew because I thought his laying a new floor and helping Marcus and Sonny in similar ways would be a nice way for him to pay for his straight teeth. 



“Right on,” I said, and we descended the stairs and descended on the truck. Anne came from the office and Sonny, from another room. Violet came out of her room and 

Shannon, from the room she was cleaning. Felda and Angela saw us all approach the truck, wondered what was going on, though psychic Felda should have known, and they also got up. 



Melanie turned the truck engine off and opened the door to get out. She hesitated, leaned back in and grabbed the horn honker. She hit it twice, summoning additional people, 106 

including Phil and a pretty woman, both of whom exited his room adjusting their LA Fitness clothing as if my nephew and his fiancé’s arrival had interrupted their sex. 



“Haaaaaaaaaaaay!” I said to Melanie, whom I hugged. “What’s all this?” Marcus parked and joined us at the front of the truck as she said: 



“We drove all around, hit every city and antique shop,” 



“And junk shop,” he added. 



“And garage sale,” she added. 



“And trash heap,” it was Marcus’ turn. 



“And…” Melanie was stumped. 



“And you got enough cool furniture to fill the place?” I suggested. The young couple looked at each other and he said: 



“Probably not. Maybe half the place. Or a little less than half.” Melanie nodded to me and Linden, who were closest to them. 



“Well, let’s see,” Anne said. All jazzed, Marcus and Melanie went to the back of the truck and she unlocked the gate. He opened it revealing piles and piles of carefully packed tables, chairs, mirrors and bedframes. And end tables. And one really cool lamp. 

Or maybe two but I only thought one was really cool. Some paintings, too. And bolts of fabric. 



“Hmmmm,” Anne spoke for all of us as we examined their purchases from the rear of the truck. Marcus seemed to have anticipated our reaction and said: 



“Trust us.” 



“I do,” I said, without conviction. Though I really did. I’ve seen his work. And all the time he spent with Michael Rosetti, the fella who decorated Honey Bunches of Oats over and over. Yeah, he could be trusted. I looked from him to Melanie to Linden and all was good. Then I looked behind me at the others, including naysayer Sonny and, behind him, the chick Phil had been banging. Who was she, fist of all, and what right did she have grimacing at my talented nephew’s purchases. Oooooo, I didn’t like her. Not a bit. As pretty as the last one…the dead one, Nadine. Long dark hair and blue eyes. Probably Scottish. I little older, maybe? Thirty, thirty-five. Linden caught me staring, he later told me, and said: 



“Why don’t we set everything up in the parking lot as if by room?” Marcus and Melanie though it was the greatest suggestion ever. He climbed into the truck and helped her in. 

Sonny and Linden pulled out the metal ramp. Shannon and Violet looked around the 107 

parking lot to determine where best to begin setting up all the stuff. Anne excused herself to get us drinks, and Phil and his pickup approached me. 



“Charlie, this is Kim.” I forced interest, ‘cause I was raised right, and extended my hand. 

Kim took it and said: 



“I’m so glad to meet you.” She wasn’t. Not a bit. 



“I am, too,” I said. “How do you know Phil?” 



“I just started at the club.” 



“Excellent.” There was an awkward pause during which neither of us had any additional thing to say to each other. Linden again rescued me by handing me a rug Melanie had handed him. “Excuse me,” I said to Kim and Phil, “I’ve got to set up a room.” I looked around at adjacent empty parking spaces and carried the rug to it. 



There was plenty of room in the parking lot for the close to twenty rooms worth of furniture and accessories. Only two were completely furnished. They had furniture, a rug and paintings with a southwestern theme. A good southwestern theme, not something you’d find in a low-rent motel, like Homefires. Other themes included, children’s, Victorian, art deco, 70s, for which Marcus advised me we would have to secure a shag carpet, Cape Cod, Key West, antebellum and others. I got most excited for the metal garden furniture with a couple of metal framed chaises. Not exactly beds, but they would kick ass in the dark garden I had just painted with…and then I looked around for Rail-Thin and Crooked-Teeth. I looked, too, for the bong I had thrown into the parking lot and it was also missing. “Anyone see a couple of teenage boys getting baked?” I said, loudly. 

Violet pointed upstairs to the room we had just painted. I went up the stairs and inside to find them sitting cross-legged on the soon-to-be-removed low-end light brown carpet giggling. “Hay, asswipes, come look at the furniture going into your garden.” They both got up as fast as two severely high teenagers could. Then they followed me out to the second floor balcony and surveyed all the “rooms” set up across the parking lot. They identified their furniture right away and got so excited I thought they would leap over the railing. Instead they found the stairs, though it took a moment, booked down them and past this and that room to theirs. Rail-Thin took a seat on the garden chair while Crooked Teeth threw himself onto the bare metal chaise. If it hurt or was uncomfortable he either didn’t feel it or wasn’t saying. I remained upstairs surveying our work…Marcus and Melanie’s work, and nodded my extreme approval. Then I saw Kim and Phil resting on matching wing chairs in what would be a hunting room thanks, I’m sick to mention, to a couple of stuffed deers that leaned against the back of them. “Fucking Marcus,” I found myself whispering out loud. I forgave him right away, or at least stopped thinking about the hunting motif he also chose, because I noticed Felda, reclining on a day bed in what would be the Versailles room, watching the back of Kim’s head and shaking her own. 

“She doesn’t like her, either,” I found myself also whispering out loud. I wondered what the weathered old psychic saw when she looked at her. 
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After unloading and setting up all the furniture I and everyone else was exhausted. And hungry, especially Rail and Crooked. I called a vegan place that made subs and ordered a ton, to be delivered. “Forty-five minutes ‘til dinner arrives,” I said to everyone. “Why don’t we put some of this away.” Everyone agreed. Sonny determined in what rooms we would store the items and chose a half dozen, including the garden one, that were empty and either painted or about to be painted. As we all got back to work dismantling our fake rooms, Marjorie Rawlings pulled up with Cufe, Cheole and Logan. I considered the day, which was a weekend, and time, which was late afternoon, and determined it was the boys’ kennel shift. Before it began they and their foster mother checked out the loot and chose their favorite rooms. Marjorie met Marcus and Melanie, Felda and Angela…and Kim. She appeared to like everyone, including unlikable Angela and less likable Kim. So funny that I like Phil’s latest squeeze so much less than Angela, even though, like the unattractive and profane whore, hadn’t spent the afternoon describing her anal sex in foul detail. 



“Christian,” Linden whispered to me as I stared at Kim from not ten feet, “You’re staring at her again.” 



“Why don’t I like her?” I asked my husband. Linden looked from Kim to Marjorie and said: 



“You couldn’t stand Marjorie at first,” he reminded me. 



“Yeah, but I enjoyed not liking her. This Kim I just want to go away.” Linden had no explanation. Instead, he indicated the love seat in front of which we were standing and said: 



“Take that end.” I looked from Kim to him to it and said: 



“I can’t lift that,” though I could, alone, probably. “I’ve been shot!” Linden responded by rubbing my hair and head, drawing me into a quick kiss, and then pushing me into the loveseat. I was so tickled by his rare public display of affection, I would have lifted anything for him. 



Linden and the others, including Felda, Angela and Kim, moved furniture. The Rawlings boys, including Ephraim, walked dogs. I administered doggie medicine—eye drops, anti-biotics, skin lotions and flea-repellant—while Marjorie trimmed nails. The food arrived and we set it up on the patio tables. Everyone helped himself to a sub and salad, served in gigantic aluminum trays. From a separate place I ordered vegan cookies and cupcakes. 

That restaurant didn’t deliver, generally, but twenty-five bucks to bring two large trays across town was enough to warrant a house call. 



Angela ate quickly and then excused herself to get fucked in the ass by some strange man who pulled into the lot. Felda also excused herself, thanking us for the meal. “Thank you, for the help,” Marcus said. While her daughter had just sort of ate and ran, the old hag said goodbye to everyone by name, Kim, lastly. Linden and I noticed it and shared a look. 
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Neither of us knew what Felda thought of her, beyond a disapproval. We wondered why and I made a mental note to ask her the following day. Mercifully, she said her goodbyes next. 



“I’m training a client at her home,” she said. 



“I hope you’ll come back,” Anne suggested, to my horror. Phil smiled at his former jailer, happy she had invited his new girlfriend to return to our little party. 



“Yeah,” he said. “We’ll play music, and have some drinks.” Phil was so excited about being with another woman. It was so sad I would have to break them up, for no reason I could articulate. 



“Walk me to my car?” she asked, playfully. Phil brightened even more and would have wagged his tail if he had one. Kim said a final goodbye and our boy excused himself to follow her to her car. The moment they were out of earshot I said: 



“I don’t like her a bit.” 



“Christian,” said Sonny. 



“She’s lovely,” said Anne. 



“She’s a hot piece of ass,” said Rail, who joined Crooked in finishing off every sandwich and cupcake. Neither Marcus nor Melanie offered an opinion, though I’m confident if they did it would be that they hated her, too. Great minds and all… 



“Let’s play video games in your room,” Logan said to Ephraim, who nodded and got up. 

Cufe and Cheole, on whose lap Jay sat eating, also got up and the five boys also said their goodbyes. 



“Thanks for the grub, boss,” Logan said. 



“Anytime,” I said, and wondered if, instead, the boys were preparing for a pedophile murder. Playing video games vs. murdering child molesters was such a gamut…I thought about it, sighed and said to Linden and our remaining friends, “I could use a drink.” Anne and Sonny excused themselves to get the booze while Shannon and Violet began cleaning up. Melanie offered to help them but they encouraged her to sit and enjoy my and Linden’s company. Bless her heart, she appreciated how little contact I had with my family and so wanted me to enjoy as much of their company as I could. 



“I’m going to call Ty if you don’t mind,” Shannon said as she cleared plates. I looked at the now empty tables and said: 



“We should have saved him something.” I looked at Crooked and Rail licking their fingers and laughed, in spite of myself. 
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“Oh, I did,” Shannon assured me, looking from me to our stuffed friends, and back at me. 



“Good thinking.” She and Violet continued to clean as Anne and Sonny returned with bottles of beer, one of Scotch and some other stuff. 



“Right on,” said Crooked. 



“All right,” said Rail 



“You boys are staying the night,” Anne said. “Do I need to call your parents?” 



“We don’t have parents,” Crooked said. “We’re at the Glendale Ranch.” A home for boys. Anne went red with embarrassment. 



“It’s OK,” said Rail. “Mine sucked. Junkies who wouldn’t change my diaper, or so I heard.” 



“My mom left me at a fire station,” said Crooked. Anne’s head began to shake with disapproval and sadness. Sonny looked grave. Marcus and Melanie continued to say nothing, and neither did Linden. I looked at the boys, who were either at peace with their pasts or too doped up to care. Crooked gathered crumbs off his shirt and lap while Rail rubbed his tummy. To break the tension I said: 



“I know the wood floor’s not set up yet, but why don’t we set up your room and you guys can stay in it tonight.” Rail and Crooked, whose real names I had already learned but won’t use because I prefer my nicknames, got more excited than anyone so far had that day. Indeed they shot to their feet and Crooked actually jumped for joy. 



“Yeah!” Rail said. 



“Right on!” said Crooked. 



“Why don’t you set the place up,” Sonny suggested. “You boys know where the garden furniture is.” They both nodded and took off. Watching them go, Sonny said, “The last thing they need is alcohol.” Then he noticed how mortified Anne still was and put his arm around her. “It’s OK. They’re OK.” She nodded, sniffed once and pulled herself together. She said to me, Linden, my nephew and his fiancé…the only ones left of our afternoon adventure, and asked: 



“Who wants what?” We all chose Scotch and toasted Marcus and Melanie for their work. 

After one drink we all agreed we were tired and would turn in. Before we did Marcus said, “I want to go to Mexico City to see the Book Club South.” 



“Oh?” I spoke for Linden, Anne, Sonny and myself. 
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“I want to see the clinic,” said Melanie. I didn’t blame her. It was awesome the combination vet and people clinic the Mann family, Terry Carmichael and my cousin Kitty had created. 



“And there’s got to be some treasures in the city, and everywhere.” 



“That’s a good idea,” I said, and then everyone echoed. The six of us had one more small drink and then went to our rooms. Linden leashed up our pups, even though they really didn’t need to be, just to be safe, and we took them out to do their peeps and poops before turning in for the night. 



Though it was dark outside it was only about nine p.m. Still, my husband and I were early risers and we enjoyed reading or watching TV with the pups in our bed before actually falling asleep. That evening we continued to watch “CSI New York” and pine over Gary Sinese as Detective Mac Taylor. After two episodes from season…I don’t remember, Linden fell asleep. And The Whore of Babylon between us and the three others at the foot of the bed. I remained awake, though. I was too tired to sleep and also too excited. 

Marcus and Melanie’s visit and the stuff they had secured were great. That they would visit Kitty, Terry and the three doctor Manns and their family was also very exciting. 



I also remained awake thinking of the Rawlings boys in the room adjacent to Ephraim’s, luring in a man and, one time, a woman expecting sex with Logan and then killing them. 

Was it going on that night or were the boys really enjoying playing video games. I didn’t know. I tried not to think about it and go to bed but I couldn’t. I became restless and got up, slowly and carefully so as not to wake anyone else up. Then I went outside. 



The parking lot had only cars…no furniture or accessories. The patio was empty of people, food and debris. I didn’t recognize any strange cars that might belong to a doomed perv. That made me feel better, I guess, though if they weren’t taking someone out that night, they had the prior night and would so the following. It was routine for them. Hah! How does something like that become routine for young boys? 



I went to the patio, just to move. I took the seat next to the chaise lounge on which I generally sat. I looked around at the quiet motel and its grounds. At Addison Street, which never had much traffic and had none that evening. I wished someone would keep me company, even Felda, but not Angela. OK, not even Felda. Though she didn’t bother me like her uncouth daughter did, whenever I was with her I thought she might be reading me. My mind. It made me uncomfortable. 



I wished Anne had left a bottle of…anything. 



I spent five more minutes hanging out on the patio and then saw a car pull in. I first thought it might be a perv but then noticed it was Kim, Phil’s new gal. She parked and got out of her two door Mustang, I think. Maybe it was classic. Red, I remember. She was still in her LA Fitness outfit, having come right back to the motel from her personal training appointment, I supposed. She looked around, spotted me before I could hide 112 

behind the awning, and then approached the patio. Ugh, I thought. I would have to make small talk with her. I said hello first, so I would appear really to be glad to see her. She said hello back and then, “The party’s over, I guess.” 



“Yeah, after we ate and had a cocktail, we all realized how tired we were from moving all that stuff.” She entered the patio through the low gate and took a seat on my chaise. 



“I’m kind of beat, too,” she said. 



“It’s kind of late to see a client. On a weekend?” Kim nodded. 



“The guy travels a lot. He’s free when he’s free and if I also am, I see him.” I nodded. 

“It’s worth it,” she added, implying she earned a generous rate. 



“Where’s Phil?” I asked. “Did you call him on your way back?” It was just to say something. 



“I tried,” she said, “but he didn’t pick up. He might be sleeping, too.” 



“You should wake him up,” I said a bit too obviously. I tried to cover myself with, “I’m sure he’d be very glad to see you,” implying something amorous. 



“I will,” Kim said. “It just nice to sit here, though, and enjoy the evening for a bit.” 

EEEEK. Good breeding meant I had to sit there with her. I really wanted to scoot. I wanted to try again to sleep. Or paint another room. Or descend straight into Hell. 

Anything not to be there with this woman for whom I did not care. “Linden asleep?” she asked. I nodded. “Everyone asleep?” she asked. I nodded again. Then we said nothing. 

Then, behind me, I heard a noise like a crash. I turned my head and saw it was the door to Felda’s room. Or Angela’s. I can’t remember. One of them had flung it open so hard it nearly came off its hinges. Then both women booked, and I mean RAN, out of the room toward me. Angela was in front, being younger and having great legs. For her age and heavy smoking habit, Felda nearly kept up with her daughter, pumping hard and 

pounding toward me. I couldn’t image what was up. Maybe there was a fire in their room. Maybe Angela’s client had gone too far and she killed him. Something terrible was going on by the expression on both women’s faces. I meant to turn back to Kim to see what she made of it but didn’t as Angela shouted, high and loud: 



“DUCK!!!” It was what I had told my siblings and Aunt Fiona years before in the fifth floor walk-up in Baltimore because our sister’s killer Darien Davis was standing behind them, holding two gigantic guns and ready to take us all out. I shouted for everyone to duck as I bounded toward and out the window onto the fire escape, off of which I pushed the guy, to his death. 



The Baltimore thing occurred to me in a split second during which I thought it best to listen to Angela, not the least because my family had listened to me, and survived because of it. Without looking behind me I threw myself off the patio chair and landed on 113 

my stomach on the concrete. I moved my head to the side and saw, out of the corner of my left eye, two figures, Angela and Felda, flying over the gate and over my chair and striking a third figure, Kim, who had stood over me holding two knives which, with a simple wrist flip, she pointed from me to them. I rolled over in time to see Felda grab Kim’s left hand and Angela, her right. They held her hands and her knives and brought her crashing down on the concrete between the chaise and the pool. Mother and daughter landed hard, but they were prepared and Kim’s arms provided a bit of cushion. Kim landed on her back, hard and flat. She got the wind knocked out of her, for sure, but remained conscious, in spite of having also hit her head. In a second I went from lying on the ground beside the three women to sitting on Kim’s chest. I said, softly, “Who sent you?” 



“None of your fuckin’ business,” snarled the woman who had just tried to kill me. 



“Answer me or not, you’re still going to die.” With an effort, Kim lifted her head and spat at me. She didn’t have strength enough to send her saliva all the way to my face and it wound up falling back on hers in a stringy glob. True to my word, I took the knife Kim still held in her right hand, which Angela was holding with both of hers, and slashed her throat, fast and furious. And wouldn’t you know Kim’s face went from anger and menace to complete surprise, all super fast. She didn’t think I would cut her throat. She really didn’t think I would, the stupid woman. Who was Todd Beckett hiring? How much, or little, did she pay this woman to kill me? It couldn’t have been much though, to be fair, had Felda not seen it coming and, with her daughter, run to my rescue, I would have died with two blades in my back. 



As blood spurted out of Kim’s neck, Felda said, “Oh, let’s put her in the pool so it doesn’t stain the surface. 



“Good idea,” I said, and the three of us pushed the dying assassin, rather awkwardly and making a great mess, into the small pool. We knelt on the edge and watch Kim release the knife in her right hand and bring both to her neck. She thrashed around a bit, holding her neck, and then lost consciousness. Then she totally died and was completely, totally dead. I took two heavily breaths, sat back on my ass and said to my new friends, “Thank you.” Felda and Angela also sat back on their asses and said, in unison: 



“You’re welcome.” Then, sensing someone was there the three of us looked behind us and saw Phil standing just outside the gate, with his mouth open and eyes wild. 



“Todd Beckett hired her to take me out,” was my brief explanation. Phil held his stunned expression and then his face collapsed. His legs also collapsed. He grabbed the low metal fence to steady himself and failed, and wound up on his ass, also. The four of us sat there quietly for thirty seconds or a minute. We would have sat for longer than that had Linden not appeared holding a bucket containing brushes and cleanser in his left hand and a shovel in his right. 
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“What number does she make?” he asked, and then we got up. When I was on my feet Sonny approached, not having heard the commotion, which he observed and then 

shrugged off. He said: 



“Charley, phone.” I was confused and, OK, shocked by how close I had come to death. 

“You have a phone call, in the office.” I shook some sense into my head and asked: 



“So late?” I shook my head again and asked, “Who is it?” Sonny smiled and said: 



“Ann Richards,” the retired dean of University of Texas at Tell Tale. “She said she needs you to move a body.” This brought me back to earth, having given me the opportunity to reply: 



“Who doesn’t?” 
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Chapter 9: 

Ann Richards 




Shannon and Ty wound up dumping Kim, or whatever her name was, someplace. They could have buried her, with Phil’s other girlfriend and everyone else, in the field, but in determining a spot that didn’t already have a body under it, we risked exposing our other body-moving efforts to our new friends. 



Of course, as talented a psychic as Felda clearly was, she already knew about everything. 



Phil…what to say about him? He took Nadine’s death hard, mostly because he killed her, albeit accidentally. He was prepared to marry her, something that still makes me shiver when I think of it. He hadn’t known Kim a fraction of the time and so hadn’t that level of motion invested in her. Still, he had liked her, they had enjoyed intercourse, more than once, and she had only been with him to get to me. She was a killer and she was dead. 

Yeah, Phil wasn’t having a good few months. He would survive, though. I knew this because he had survived worse. 



Ann Richards needed a body moved and needed Linden and me to do it. When I realized who she was and what she needed I got Linden to join me in the office and I put her on speaker. She explained how she was arrested when she returned to Tell Tale, after busting us out of the college’s police station and driving us to meet our friends. She was confident that at her age, with her resources and connections, she would be get probation. 

Hah, I thought but didn’t say when she told us this. I looked at Linden, who felt the same way. Reading our minds she said, “It’s Texas, and I come from an old family.” 



“Ann,” I said, “you drew a big fat Texan gun on how many people? You aided and abetted Linden and me, who kidnapped a baby from her father and handed her off to a network of folks and don’t know her location. And Kitty, who killed her daughter when the drugs she took to kill herself weren’t enough.” 



“Uh-huh,” said the old lady. 



“Hah!” I couldn’t hold back. Linden smiled and shook his head. 



“The state attorney turned out to be a bleeding heart liberal and a Tell Tale alum whose ass I once suspended for doing a naked animal rights demonstration on campus.” 



“Uh-oh,” I said. 



“I was getting no mercy from him. The press was bad for you, Christian. Especially in Texas. ‘Homos steal baby girl from widower’ and all that. I got the best criminal defense lawyer in the state, contacted everyone who owed me a favor, and I got a choice: Go to jail, go to an asylum or go home under house arrest, with an ankle bracelet, for five years.” Hmmmm. “I’m going bats living at home. I can’t leave the yard or the sheriff sends a deputy to find me. I can’t go to the store or the cinema. The library. Campus events. Nothing.” 
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“That must be maddening,” I said. I didn’t say the alternatives were far worse. I agreed with everything she said because she had gotten herself into trouble to save me, Linden and Kitty. 



“It is. And I’m going to die in this house, far sooner than I would, if I can’t leave it.” I looked at Linden, who was, as usual, ahead of me. 



“Ann,” he said, “whose body do you need us to move?” She explained how her friend Valerie was a regular visitor and her age, and that she was dying of cancer. 



“She said she was going to take herself out when it got too bad. She offered to do it at my house…” 



“Which you could then set on fire and escape and everyone would think her body was yours.” I said it really fast. I was so excited to have gotten it. Neither Ann nor Linden responded because I continued, as fast, “But she died in her house, or so you think, and you need us to go there, collect her body and bring over to yours so you can set it on fire and escape.” Neither Ann nor Linden responded to that, either, because I continued, even faster, “That’s perfect. My nephew and his fiancée are in Santa Fe. They’re going to take a big truck to Mexico City to see Kitty and our friends and buy a bunch of antiques. They can hide you in the truck, easily. Who would think some black guy and his white girlfriend would be trafficking an grand ol Texas dame???” Ann still said nothing, as she wasn’t sure if I was going to spit out further information. Linden said: 



“Are you done? 



“Give me a break here,” I said, “Someone tried to kill me tonight.” 



“And you’ve been shot, too, don’t forget.” That Linden was something… 



“Who tried to kill you?” Ann asked. “And where is he now?” 



“Some chick Todd Becket hired. She visited the motel and hung out with me at the pool just now. This psychic resident had a vision of her stabbing the fuck out me and so she and her prostitute daughter tackled her ass and held her down while I cut her throat.” My earlier rudeness forgiven, Ann said: 



“Yeeeehawww!!!” This made me and Linden bust out laughing. When we were done 

Ann told us where her friend lived. “I’m on a disposable phone,” she added. “Valerie got me a few. Let me know when you get here. I’ve got a bag packed and ready.” Linden said: 



“What about the ankle bracelet?” 
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“I’ll shoot it off and put it around Valerie’s foot. It’ll melt in the heat. She’ll be wearing a set of my dentures, too.” 



“Ooooo, that’s thinking,” I said. 



“Won’t people suspect?” Linden asked. 



“Oh, I’m sure they will. My scandal’s blown over, though. And those PSAs your 

Hollywood friends did changed public opinion.” She paused, but I felt she had something to add. Then she said, “And that video of your friends, that brave veteran you hired to run the pet rescue,” she paused again, “and your beautiful children…” The one where Grayson and Blinka held Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who beat reporters with Gray’s fake leg and fake arm. “Christian, Linden, I’m losing my home, which is nothing. You lost your family.” She stopped then because she choked. I did, too and Linden, always less emotional, came close. When I could I said: 



“We’re not going to get to sleep tonight. We’ll leave right away.” 



“Thank you,” said Ann, and hung up. 



We found Anne and Sonny outside the office. She told us Shannon and Ty took Kim’s body somewhere, that Felda went to her room and Angela invited Phil to hers. 

“Ewwww,” I said. “Did he go?” 



“Christian,” said my husband, “she just saved your life.” 



“Oh, right.” I guess I had to like her now. Linden advised our friends we would be leaving, but would take The Whore of Babylon with us for the adventure. I added: 



“Tell Marcus to stick around until we get back with Ann, so he can smuggle her across the border.” Anne hugged us and Sonny wished us luck. Then they went to their room. 

Linden and I crossed the parking lot to ours and found Logan, Cufe and Cheole lifting a dead pedophile into the trunk of his car. “Moving bodies…” I whispered to Linden. To the boys I said, “Keep up the good work.” Logan and Cufe gave me thumbs ups. Cheole just nodded ‘cuz he had no thumbs, and what an evil little bitch am I to say that… 



I forget when we left, but I recall we arrived in the Tell Tale, near Dallas, area, while it was still light. No way were we going to attempt to move Valerie’s body in broad daylight, so we found a motel that wasn’t Superior Bodies’, and took a nap. Linden, The Whore of Babylon, and me. It was nice. 



We woke up to darkness and so drove directly to Valerie’s house, which was a 2/1 

cottage in a historical suburb of Dallas. Linden unscrewed the lamp over his rear license tag so no one could read it. In the dark his boring sedan could have been any color from gray to blue to beige. It was the perfect vehicle for the job. 
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We pulled into Valerie’s driveway and entered through the back door. That required busting out a pane in the door and unlatching it. We did it quickly and without alerting her neighbors. Inside the house we smelled our hostess’ corpse before we saw it. The dead old woman was sitting in front of her TV in a house coat watching a game show channel, more specifically a 70s episode of “Tattletales.” “Oh my God,” I said to Linden. 

“I remember this show.” My husband took no interest in the TV and scooped the corpse up easily. 



“Let’s go,” he said. We left quickly and we left no fingerprints. Linden laid the corpse in his backseat. We pulled out of her driveway and drove away slowly. We stopped at the first gas station we found so Linden could screw back in the license tag bulb, while I called Ann. 



“We’ll be there in twenty minutes,” I said, reading the distance off Linden’s GPS. 



“I’ll be ready,” she replied, and we both hung up. 



We directly to Ann’s townhouse. As we approached it I was surprised to discover it was connected to other townhouses on either side. “Uh-oh,” I said. “Does she plan to burn all three of them down?” 



“Hmmmm,” Linden mused. “She has to have thought it out. Maybe they’re empty.” 

There were no lights in either, which gave me hope. We parked in front of the middle one, Ann’s, and got out. She opened the door as we approached it and handed us each a piece of luggage on rollers. Silently, we put them in the trunk. Then I lifted Valerie’s body out of the back seat and carried it inside. None of us said a word, including The Whore of Babylon, who would have wondered why the old lady who shared the back with her hadn’t petted her if she wasn’t so used to being around dead bodies. 



I put Valerie on a chair in front of a TV in Ann’s sitting room and said, “She likes the game show network. Classic ‘Tattletales’ and ‘Match Game.’” A witless remark, but I felt the need to say something. 



“And ‘Password,’” Ann said. 



“Who could forget?” She smiled at me and lifted her leg onto the arm of the chair, revealing the tracking thing on her ankle. 



“How are we going to get that from your foot to hers?” Ann smiled harder and said: 



“LeShawn showed me how. She’s working for the Dallas Police Department.” 



“Excellent,” I said of the friend we had made when Jacob and Joshua Kelly and I first visited Tell Tale. 
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“She’s a lieutenant,” Ann said, undoing the device and returning her foot to the floor. She got on her knees, slowly, in front of her friend and stuck it on her ankle. “And done.” I helped her up and she said, “Please open her mouth and put in these.” Ann produced a spare set of dentures from her pocket. I did what she asked. It was tough, in spite of all the experience I had with murder and corpses and everything. I got it done and then said: 



“What now?” 



“Linden,” she said to my husband, “Would you bring me the red gasoline can from the garage?” She indicated a door to an attached garage in the rear, off the kitchen. He did so. 

Ann then showed me a note she had written that said, “I’m done with this. With love to LeShawn and my other friends. Ann Richards b. 1934, d. 2014.” 



“You and LeShawn got close,” I said. Ann nodded. 



“She became a daughter to me. I never had children, if you don’t count all the students I taught over the years. My siblings had children and grandchildren. We remain a formidable family in Dallas and this area of the state. It’s why I was able to serve my sentence here.” I nodded as Linden returned with the gas can. 



“The other townhouses are empty?” he asked. Ann nodded. 



“One was occupied when I broke you and your cousin out. A friend of mine, older than me, who moved in with her family. No one has expressed an interest in either since I was sentenced. This development contains six buildings, each with three connected two-story townhouses.” Linden nodded. Ann took the can of gasoline and removed the top. She stood behind the chair on which her friend sat and sort of leaned or wrapped her right arm around it. Before she poured its contents over the body, she kissed the top of Valerie’s head and said, “Thank you.” When she covered as much of the body as she could with her limited reach, she handed the can back to Linden and produced a lighter out of the same pocket that had contained the note and her dentures. I said: 



“Let me do it,” as much because I didn’t want the last memory of her friendship with Valerie be her lighting her on fire, though covering her with gasoline wasn’t so great, either. Ann stood up, turned to me and handed me the lighter. 



“Thank you,” she said. She turned back to her friend, gave her another kiss, this time on her right cheek. She stroked her hair, kissed her a final time and then said, “I’ll be in the car.” Linden stayed with me while I lit the body. It caught quickly, thanks to the accelerant, and was almost immediately covered in flames. I dropped the lighter next to the body, satisfied my prints would be destroyed when it exploded. Then I followed Linden out of the house. 



As I walked through the door I checked her mailbox as I thought it was where Ann had left her note. I was right. It was clothes pinned to the box where it could be seen easily. 

My husband and I hurried to the car and got in to find Ann already working on The 120 

Whore of Babylon. “I’m so glad you brought her,” our passenger said sincerely, though, I think, trying to remain distracted by the loss of her home and possessions. As we pulled away she said, choking on a sob, “It’s only things…” 



I wanted to see my aunt Bonnie, because we were in Texas and only a few hours or so away from her. OK, maybe more, but still in the same state. I didn’t suggest it because of the stress I knew Ann was enduring: losing her friend and her home. Thirty minutes into our ride, however, she said, “Don’t you have an aunt in Texas?” I smiled and thought, not for the first time, what a class act Ann Richards was. 



“Yes. She’s in Corpus Christie.” 



“Why don’t we see her while you’re here?” I looked at Linden, who was driving, and he said: 



“I’ll put her address into the GPS.” I press a button or something, revealing to me he already had but just waiting for Ann and me to bring it up. The first thing it did was advise us to turn around, which we did at the nearest rest stop. 



The trip from wherever our turning point was to Aunt Bonnie’s house went quickly, at least for me. This is because I spent the first half telling Ann about the all the people Linden and I killed or, at least, buried since moving to Santa Fe. “The first guy Cufe or Cheole killed, the day of big Terry’s big gay wedding to gold-digging Javier,” “Donna Marsh, the hoarder bitch,” “This plastic old Midwestern human trafficker Elena Dietrich whom I’d been prepared to murder if she ever paid me another visit,” “two more pedophiles and Phil’s evil girlfriend Nadine,” “a troubled and drug addicted resident named Jimmy” whose death I took no pleasure in describing, and “Phil’s other evil girlfriend Kim, an assassin whose throat I cut in ice cold blood.” 



“My goodness,” Ann said. “This is on top of that ugly little man who murdered 

LeShawn’s friend and those other gay men.” 



“Oh, yeah.” 



“And Vivian Lane, that other dreadful woman.” I had told Ann about both of them, Chris Grace, the Jeffcoats and others when she drove Kitty, Linden and me away from Tell Tale the summer before. 



“The Whore of Babylon took Vivian Lane out,” I reminded her. 



“Oh, yes,” she said, giving the old beagle on whom she was loving a fat kiss in the nose. 



“So tell us, Ann,” Linden said, from behind the wheel, “How many notches are on your gun belt?” She laughed, deep and hearty, and said: 
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“You’re going to be disappointed.” We both looked at her, Linden through the rear view mirror, and I said: 



“Somehow I don’t think so.” Our friend smiled, shook her head a bit and said: 



“Just one.” 



“Really?” I asked, only feigning disappointment. 



“Just one,” she confirmed, “though I’ve enjoyed plenty of battles.” 



“OK, who was he?” I asked. Ann hesitated and Linden said: 



“It’s OK if it’s private,” and then, “Christian can tell you about getting shot. He likes to tell people about it.” 



“I saw your press conference; that is, the one your friend gave.” She hesitated again and said, “I killed Valerie’s first husband.” She was in love with her. The way Ann handled her body, touched the rings, kissed her, twice, told me there was something more than friendship there. “He was abusing her. He was powerful. She was afraid.” 



“You got away with it?” I asked. 



“No body, no crime,” Ann said, and then read my mind, “It was all very ‘Fried Green Tomatoes,’” the movie based on the book where Mary Stuart Masterson’s in love with Mary Louise Parker, whose husband abuses her. Though in that story, Cicely Tyson kills him with a frying pan. Still, there was no body. “Though the women in that story lived happily ever after. Valerie remarried. A nice man, whom I liked. I was prepared to endure speculation, ridicule and even ostracism. Valerie couldn’t. So we both spent the better parts of our lives in Dallas, her with her husband and their one child, who died a young man, and me living alone, teaching and then joining the faculty at U of T.” 



“I’m sorry, Ann,” I said. She smiled at me and at Linden, through the rear-view mirror.” 



“I’m so glad for you boys. You have each other. It’s what led me to bust you and your cousin out last year, though I would have done so anyway, for the peace you gave LeShawn and the families of those dead men.” I nodded but said nothing, until Ann said, 

“Those boys…Logan and the twins…?” 



“Cufe and Cheole.” 



“What happens when you find out one of their victims told someone where he’s going?” 

Linden nodded, apparently having thought of it. 



“Like, a fellow pedophile. Like, ‘Hey Burt, I’m going to meet this hot blonde boy at this motel. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know if he’s worth it.’” 
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“Yes,” Ann said. I thought about it and answered: 



“I don’t know.” Linden, who apparently had thought about it, offered: 



“What’s Burt going to do, call the police?” Ann nodded. “Avenge his friend’s death? 

Men, and women,” because one of Logan’s “clients” was a woman, “who solicit kids don’t have the character it takes to avenge their friends.” 



“No, Linden, I don’t imagine they do.” 







We got to Corpus Christie late that afternoon, and forgive me for almost entirely giving up on providing dates or days of the week. Truly, I’m lucky if I get the month, season or year stuff happened correctly. As I didn’t have my aunt’s phone number I couldn’t let her know we were coming. I was confident she would be glad to see us, and so she was. 



Bonnie. 



And so were her and her late husband’s last adopted children. 



Sawyer and Clarissa. 



Sawyer answered the door. He recognized and remembered Linden and me, which I 

thought was awesome. “It’s cousin Christian and cousin Linden,” he shouted. Clarissa and Bonnie appeared, from the kitchen I think, and greeted us. 



“Christian! Linden!” my tiny old aunt said, throwing her arms around both of us. “And you brought a friend!” she added with as much joy. I didn’t think Ann was much of a hugger, but she accepted a big one from Bonnie with apparent pleasure. She enjoyed additional hugs from Sawyer and Clarissa. “What a lovely surprise,” Bonnie said, encouraging us to come inside. “What in heavens bring you to Corpus Christie?” she asked. 



“It’s kind of an interesting story,” I said. 



“I have no doubt about that,” said my aunt, who asked her children to lead us to a back patio and ask us what we wanted to drink. We all hit the powder room to freshen up and then received personal escorts, from Sawyer and Clarissa, to the back. The kids—my cousins were not much younger than I, but I still called them kids, not the least because their sexes and races matched my own kids—took drink orders and brought them back to us, happy to have guests and important host duties. 



Ann told Bonnie about her rescue of us the prior year and her sentence. “I heard about that,” my aunt said. 
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“It was great fun to do. Completely worth it. And your nephew and his friend stopped a serial killer working out of one of their clubs in Tell Tale who had taken out several of my students. I owed it to them.” That, of course, required me to tell Bonnie about Superior Bodies Tell Tale and the experimental drug he had obtained. That story led to the Vivian Lane story, as we had used Seth’s body to set the old organ trafficker up. 



“And what happened to Lane?” Bonnie asked. I looked at Sawyer and Clarissa, who were playing with The Whore of Babylon in the backyard, and said: 



“She ate her.” 



I then told Bonnie, and Ann, about Lane and Stefan visiting my house to kill me and how Isabel Lamb, “Iris Jones!” both old ladies said at once, set The Whore of Babylon and our other dogs on her. As exciting as it was to imagine the pups tearing Vivian Lane to pieces and everything, Ann and Bonnie’s favorite part of that and every other story anyone said that night was when Lane said to Isabel, “I learned a thing or two during my brief incarceration,” and Isabel replied, “I’m sure you did, but cunnilingus isn’t going to help you now.” 



Yeah, they both roared so hard they shook the earth. 



In spite of our fatigue from driving and, you know, mine from talking, we stayed up very late with Bonnie. My cousins ran out of steam first. Sawyer asked if The Whore of Babylon, on whom they gave hours of attention and tons of love, could sleep with them. 

Bonnie looked at me and said, “Do you think it would be safe?” I didn’t understand and she added, “Would she eat them like she did that old whore?” I laughed and nodded that it would be OK. Bonnie told her kids to set up the TV room, in the basement, for a slumber party and that The Whore of Babylon could sleep with them. Before they left us they said goodnight to each of us by name and then they each kissed their mother. 



“They’re lovely,” Ann said when Sawyer and Clarissa went inside with The Whore of Babylon who, of course, didn’t give me or Linden a backward glance she was so happy with how her new friends worshiped her. 



“Thank you,” Bonnie said, and then asked us if we were hungry. We moved into the kitchen and then talked more as we ate assorted things Bonnie had in her refrigerator. 

Linden and I ran out of steam moments after we ate and Bonnie suggested a guest room on the second floor that was made up. We said goodnight to her and Ann and went to bed. 



As late as it was when Linden and I hit the sheets, we were both up at dawn. We always were; it’s just how our bodies worked. We put back on the clothes we had worn the day before and went downstairs to make coffee for everyone and discovered Bonnie and Ann listening to old jazz CDs and looking through photo albums. 
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“Have you been to sleep?” I asked both o them. They looked at each other and Bonnie said: 



“We took turns dozing off.” Ann confirmed this with a nod and then said: 



“When you get to be our age you don’t sleep as much.” Bonnie confirmed this with a nod and then asked: 



“How long can you stay?” Linden and I looked at each other and shrugged. 



“We have no place to go,” Linden said, in spite of his job investigating animal cruelty for the city of Santa Fe. I mentioned it and he said, “I’ve been training Marjorie, who can cover for me.” 



“You have?” I asked, shocked. “Really?” My husband nodded. “How come you didn’t tell me?” This made Linden laugh really hard, which tough to do. When he could find his voice he said: 



“She has. Two or three times. Our at the pool and walking diamonds,” which is what we call our fosters, our Diamonds in the Ruff. That made me laugh, too. 



OK, long story short, because so many very interesting and significant things happened when Linden, The Whore of Babylon and I returned to Santa Fe that I’m too anxious to get to them to spend any time describing the blossoming romance between Ann Richards, a clear and confirmed lesbian, and my Aunt Bonnie Gallagher Crenshaw, who said to me when we left four days later, “You’re never too old to be seduced into lesbianism, you know!” It was a line that made me laugh more than once on the long drive back to New Mexico, less for its content than the happy, silly way my tiny, darling aunt said it. 



I was glad to leave Ann with Bonnie, Sawyer and Clarissa. I was sure I would see them again, soon, and if I didn’t, the image I have of them standing on the driveway waving goodbye to me, Linden and The Whore of Babylon was a lovely final one to have. 



Oooooo, that was abrupt. 



You’ll forgive me. 



You will. 
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Chapter 10:  Showtime 

Where do I begin? Where. Do. I. Begin? The show…the day, was that big a deal. It was that extraordinary, and like Linden said, it changed the course of history. 



OK, so, things began hopping early with Darren Mulroney, the old friend from Orlando who made a couple of videos for me at Superior Bodies. I contacted him, via Krista, to help with the pageant and he agreed right away, flying right before, with the contestants. 

Darren, who worked on low-end commercial jobs in Florida, never achieved the fame his talent warranted. No better example of his ability was the edited six-and-a-half minute montage of the twenty-five participants doing this and that to some sort of music or lots of music. I was fully confident in his effort and felt no need to review it. I thanked him for his effort, which took all night but which he claimed to enjoy, and walked him to his room so he could sleep. 



I handed the tape to one of the TV producers from the entertainment cable network that had landed the opportunity to broadcast the event. Bentley had received three bids and chose the one who made the best offer, though it wasn’t the most popular channel and not available everywhere. He said to me, a week or two before, “They’re up and coming. I thought we’d give ‘em a hand.” I liked that and said so. The crew and producers had shown up the night before and had asked that the tents, chairs and stage be erected the day before so they could establish their camera locations, I guess, and otherwise prepare. 

It wasn’t happening and they just had to deal. 



It was lovely that others were taking care of everything, including and especially Violet’s band teacher, who directed the show and handled all the contestants. Dealing with two dozen teenage drag queens and their parents would have driven me to suicide in twenty minutes. Further, it gave me the opportunity to enjoy the day and maintain my 

anonymity, such as it was. Linden joined me with the pups. We sat on our chaise lounges under the awning and watched everyone arrive and bustle about. The circus people pulled up a truck containing the tent and the carnies or roustabouts or whatever they’re called erected it quickly, or so someone said, because it was on the other side of the two-story motel. A separate tent under which a smaller Symphony Orchestra of Santa Fe would perform also went up. Ditto a third for the catering. 



Blah, blah, blah, everything came together, including huge fans that ran with surprising silence. Adolescent drag queens, their families, production crew, musicians and assorted other people buzzed around me, Linden and our pups and it was great fun to watch. Most fun, during set up, was determining which problems were legitimate and which were manufactured so their participants could enjoy the drama. Curiously, there was little of the latter, both that we saw and heard about. A new event, I think people were genuinely concerned about its success and, perhaps, just getting through it without embarrassing themselves. That, and Shannon was genuinely well liked and the Hairdo baseball team had given the motel, its owners and staff, lots of goodwill. Finally, teenage boys were putting themselves out there as gay and in drag. The opportunity to do so so young, denied to so many gays of my and older generations, was grand for all of us to see. 
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So, the curtain went up and Stephen, as Stephanie, read cue cards and then introduced the opening. It was a lip-synched “There’s No Business Like Show Business,” with simple choreography that introduced all the girls. The thing is, the song was recorded the week before by Stephen’s high school choir. One less thing for the kids to do when they arrived. 



Stephen wrote his own copy and, with loose but smart direction from the…director the cable company had hired, it moved swiftly and flawlessly. It was really something to watch Stephanie do her thing. She was in her element. Her years of experience were very apparent. Our boy was perfectly comfortable, and made everyone perfectly comfortable. 

That was the first highlight of the show. 



Some girls were vixens, some were elegant, some were fat and funny. No single look or costume was extraordinary, at least not for me, someone who has seen drag shows and done drag and hired Enchantra-in-Perpetuity to appear in that “Ice Castles” porn we did at Superior Bodies Orlando and who later appeared in, and stole, an episode of “Stable Boy.” Yeah, a costume really had to be something to wow me, and none did. 



The video Darren did was excellent and much enjoyed by the live audience and 

musicians. All the girls had a moment. And in only six-and-a-half-minutes, you got the idea that you knew all of them. Seriously. Darren is that good. 



After the video Stephanie introduced the three judges. First was the mayor of Santa Fe, a fella we chose for political reasons and because he really wanted to do it. Mayor Moss was his name. Amos, I think? He was a big old black man with a big old black wife and a bunch of big, truly obese children, all of whom also attended. The Moss family showed up that morning in gym wear to help set up and Shannon and the grateful TV crew made good use of them. They were delightful and having a grand time. In a tuxedo, Mayor Moss sat behind the judges table wearing a smile so wide and consistent I thought it had to be a mask. It was real. It was awesome and so was he. 



The two other judges were local drag queens. One of them was Miss Taken Identity, whose shtick was that she never wore the same dress, wig or makeup twice, nor did she ever repeat a number. There was a running gag at the club where she performed that whoever identified her prior to the show had his drinks covered for the night. It was confusing, I suppose, but it worked for her. 



The third judge Stephanie introduced was supposed to be Afro-dite, a black drag queen whose trademark was a gigantic afro and, like Aphrodite in that famous painting by Bottecelli(?), little else. Well the judge who sat in her seat wore a veil over her head. As I studied it I said to Linden, “There’s no afro under that veil.” He agreed as Stephen said: 



“All the way from Orlando, Florida, please welcome Mrs. Eleanor van der Walls!” My heart stopped beating and my knees gave out even before Mrs. van der Walls removed 127 

her veil to reveal the same wig, tiara, make up and broken scepter my late Aunt Fiona wore to that hearing a decade before. 



Linden caught me and steadied me as Eleanor stood up, revealing the dress my aunt had also worn. At the same time, my husband and I said, “It’s Sean,” because it was. 



I found my feet, took a deep, steadying breath, and then roared louder than I ever had in my life. Across the audience and the entire length of the gargantuan circus tent Sean heard me, found me and winked at me. He nodded to the rest of the audience, blew a kiss to Stephanie and sat down. 



Yeah. Yeah. 



Sean Gallagher. And as surprised…shocked as I was, thirty seconds later I said to my husband, “Of course.” Linden nodded and said back to me: 



“Of course.” 



And that wasn’t even the greatest thing that happened that evening, just so you know. 



The talent part came next. Someone did ballet, on point or whatever, like, on her tippy-toes. Skinny, hair in a bun. White tutu. Flawless. I forget the music. It wasn’t “Swan Lake” but something familiar that I couldn’t name then or now. A couple of singers. 

Someone tapped. Some fat chick did magic tricks, all of which she fucked up in so funny a way we all laughed hard. Then this girl gets up there with her hair in a French twist and she’s looking like a stewardess and wearing glasses and she’s got these navy pumps and she invites the audience to give her math problems, like long division, and she solves them in her head. “What’s two-thousand four hundred sixty-seven point zero three four divided by seventeen?” asked an audience member. In two seconds she replied: 



“One hundred forty-five point…” to twenty-nine decimal places, and I’m not kidding. 



Nearly as interesting was the next contestant, who was similarly conservatively dressed. 

She asked Stephanie to describe her day. The hostess said, “I woke up at seven a.m., had coffee and then ironed my dress…” She paused on occasion, finding it strange that the drag queen wanted this info. 



“Go on,” she said, and Stephanie went on, giving a ninety-second description of her day, which is long under those circumstances. She was so lovely and the audience was so curious about what the drag queen was going to do with the information, we were all very patient. Finally, our girl said: 



“And then I started the show.” The contestant nodded and then began: 
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“Show the started I then and,” and repeated Stephanie’s entire story backwards, ending with, “Dress my ironed then and coffee had m. a. seven at up woke I.” And everyone went nuts clapping for her strange but cool talent. Linden whispered to me: 



“I wonder if there’s some kind of practical use for that skill.” I just shrugged and continued clapping. 



Then came Mercilessa, who dressed in a skimpy black dress, fishnet stockings and a Betty Page wig. She asked everyone to snap a beat and we all did. Then she sang “Steam Heat” from “The Pajama Game,” a play I had been grossly miscast in in high school. The male lead…what were they thinking? Mercilessa, whose name was one of only two I can recall, sang it like Peggy Lee did “Fever,” and so the drummer and bassist from the orchestra began accompanying her with the same arrangement, just ‘cause. We stopped snapping and they finished the song to hearty applause, meant as much for the two musicians as Mercilessa. She curtsied, approached the two fellas, kissed them both and then went backstage. 



The next girl dressed as Suzanne Sugarbaker, Delta Burke’s character from “Designing Women.” She twirled a baton, that was on fire, to the famous remixed monologue her sister Julia Sugarbaker did in that one episode where she tells off the current Miss Georgia World. I could try and describe it further but I couldn’t do actress Dixie Carter justice so it’s better to Google it and enjoy the actual scene. 



The ninth contestant’s talent was this girl who dressed up like Sandra Bullock did in 

“Miss Congeniality” during the talent competition in that movie. She wore the whole German peasant girl outfit Bullock wore and recreated, with the aid of Mayor Moss, who continued to have the time of his life, the self-defense skills the actress’ character did with that hot actor who played her love interest. That was marvelous, and the way the two of them played off each other was delight to watch. “This is my favorite act,” Linden said. 



“Mine, too,” I said. 



And then came Cassandra, whose name I remember because…well…how do I begin…? 



Cassandra. 



Wow. 



You think Sean’s appearance was something? My brother has Eleanor van der Walls had nothing on this girl. 



Cassandra was a psychic, like mythical Cassandra, who saw the future and told everyone in her ancient Greek or Roman village or whatever but was cursed because no one would believe her even though what she said was accurate. It was an obvious name for someone 129 

whose talent was reading people in the audience and I thought she was going to be vague and insipid but she actually was genuinely good. Like, Joan good. 



The final semi-finalist introduced herself to us and said, “I’m going to be revealing a bunch of all of your secrets right now, communicating some messages from the dead, and maybe even serving as a host for a spirit should one want to come through.” I was very skeptical and even felt my face go red with embarrassment for her even before she started. I said to Linden, “They’re ending with this?” 



“Shannon saw her talent yesterday and thought it was good enough,” Linden reminded me. I nodded and gave Cassandra my attention as she scanned the audience and then wound up looking at Stephanie. 



“Your girlfriend’s pregnant. Congratulations.” 



“Huh?” I said, annoyed. Linden and I shared a look, looked back at Cassandra and then Stephanie, whose knees went as weak as mine had when Sean revealed himself. She found, who was not far from us, and asked: 



“Am I right?” 



“Yes you are,” Stephen’s girlfriend said. She looked at her boyfriend, in his long dress and simple brown wig and smiled brightly. Then she asked Cassandra, “Will it be a boy or girl.” 



“Girl,” the psychic transgender teenager said. Stephen clasped his hands together with happiness. Krista threw her arms out and our boy left the stage, booked down an aisle and into them. People clapped, but without enthusiasm, including me and Linden, until Cassandra said: 



“So you know, I also knew they’d both be thrilled, or I wouldn’t have brought it up.” 

Linden and I led the audience in heartier applause. Cassandra looked at the mayor and said: 



“This is kind of obvious, but nevertheless you need to know that if you don’t stop eating like a warthog, you won’t finish your term.” Mayor Moss lost his broad consistent smile for the first time. He wasn’t angry but just surprised. Cassandra was pushing the envelope. She was pushing buttons and I admired her for it. “Your mother tells me she regrets having raised you on soul food. Pigs feet?” The mayor blushed. I could tell even though he was black. “It’s your favorite, isn’t it? Your wife makes them and you like the way she prepares them, but they can’t compete with your mother’s.” The mayor held his hands over his face in shock. “You’ve had your last one. Understood?” He looked a little off put until she added, quoting it appeared, “‘Mother’s orders.’” 



“‘Mother’s orders,’” he said, shaking his head. 
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Cassandra hit a couple more people, including a lighting tech to whom she just said, 

“Don’t do it.” His jaw hit the floor he was so stunned. “Don’t,” she repeated. He didn’t reply. Couldn’t. “Tell me now you won’t do it.” He opened his mouth to respond and found he couldn’t. “It won’t end well if you do. Let it go.” He finally nodded and she nodded once back. 



Then she looked at me. And she kept looking. And her eyebrows furrowed. And she studied me. And everyone else looked at me, too. And I put my head down. Cassandra said, “You…” This fifteen year old boy dressed as a woman was studying me. “You…” 

She shook her head. “I could spend days on you.” 



“Maybe we should go,” Linden whispered to me, and though Cassandra couldn’t possibly have heard him, she said, “No, don’t go.” Pause. “There’s someone trying to contact you.” She looked around at nothing, apparently communicating with some dead person. 

Maybe Eleanor van der Walls wanting to compliment a second person on his impression of her. Maybe Aunt Fiona, or Lorraine LeMieux. Or maybe Deirdre, who spoke to me the evening we raided the Acme Puppy Store or whatever it was called and saved all those dogs from Barbara Loomisssccchhhh. The girl…boy…contestant…Cassandra looked at the orchestra and said, “‘Defying Gravity.’” It wasn’t Deirdre, as she always had to be coaxed and blackmailed into singing. The musicians picked up their instruments and the conductor, a different guy than was at Terry’s wedding, though that’s not important, got busy with his baton. Cassandra got busy singing the Witch of the West’s signature song from the Broadway musical “Wicked.” 



Cassandra, or whoever was possessing her, probably Fiona, was incredible. As good as the original Elfaba (the witch). Her voice was strong and she sang from the heart. Arms and passion and a full confident voice that was pitch perfect and powerful. The orchestra was also incredible. Twenty instruments sounded like fifty and they all accompanied Cassandra as flawlessly as if they had practiced for years. She was killing us all with her performance. She and the orchestra. People got to their feet at different points during the song and everyone was standing by the bridge. The other contestants, all twenty-four, came out to watch and listen. Ditto the catering staff. Ditto every motel guest who wasn’t already there. And when Cassandra sang, the “Take a message back from me,” part toward the end, all twenty musicians also got to their feet. Oh my God, it was unbelievably rousing and exciting. I got goose pimples watching it then and I have them now as I recall it. Cassandra held the final note long and effortlessly. I didn’t know when she finally let it go as everyone under the tent and within a five mile radius of the ball field, including the people my peeps and I had buried there, went berserk with applause and shouts, jumping up and down and shrieking their praise. Linden and I applauded wildly. Amos Moss, Miss Taken Identity and Sean climbed up onto the judges’ table and applauded, too. It was fantastic and stunning. I was stunned. When I could speak I said to Linden, “That Fiona nailed it huh?” Linden, always quicker than I, looked at me and smiled. “Who else could it be?” 



Then, as if she, and I don’t mean Cassandra, had heard my question, my other deceased sister said, simply, “Second Hand Rose,” and there went my knees again. I dropped 131 

completely to the ground this time, in spite of Linden’s attempt to catch me. Rose said, “I love you Christian. I always did. Thank you for finding Terrence.” She then approached our brother, whose knees had also given way and who fell off the table. She leaned over him, I’m told, surveyed the outfit and shook her head, smiling beatifically, and said, just, 

“Sean.” She kissed him, said, “Hug Joan and the others for me.” And then our sister Rose Gallagher left, leaving Cassandra kneeling in front of Sean, smiling as beautifully, and stroking his hair as he cried. 



OK, so, there was Sean and there was Rose and still, the surprises weren’t over. I couldn’t be under the tent watching the pageant anymore. I was too…I don’t know how to describe it. I took Linden’s hand and then his shoulder and he led me away from the tent, across the little street and toward the motel. We had made it to the breezeway between the two halves of the building when we noticed two adults and two small children approaching us, apparently headed for the show. All were in total, and really good drag. I wondered who they were and why they were late and what their role in the pageant was. Linden stopped, having determined who they were right away. I recognized one of the adults first, by the way he walked with his fake leg, and then squealed as I realized who the children were. Linden took my hand and we both ran toward Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, scooped them up and hugged the stuffing out of them while Grayson and Blinka cried so hard their mascara ran down their faces. 







It was great and got greater and greater and greater. And then it went to Hell. 



The babies were six. It had been less than a year since Linden and I had seen them, yet they appeared to have grown tremendously. They were as excited to see us as we were to see them and we hugged and hugged and hugged, the four of us. And laughed. And hugged some more. I told Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia how much I missed them and so did Linden and they told us how much they missed us but they loved Grayson and Blinka, Olivier and Kristen and Elio…Elio! How I missed him. And a dozen other people 

including Isabel Lamb, whom they called Grandma, and Deacon Ducette, whom they called Grandpa. 



We went back to our room so they could see The Whore of Babylon and meet the other new babies. The Whore of Babylon wagged her tail a bit at the babies, but was happier to see Grayson, in whose lap she jumped. Then she ignored everyone else in the room. That was fine as Gladys, Asa and Harley were all thrilled to meet the others. 



We had drinks and told stories and caught up. We sang. We hugged. We caught up more and then hugged more. And then Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who were exhausted from their flight and the excitement, fell asleep in Linden’s and my laps. As he and I were sitting on the tile leaning against the bed, we had only to stand up, lie down next to each other, and put the babies face down on our chests, our favorite naptime position. Lil’ 

Jacob slept on my torso and his sister on her other Daddy’s. It was good. All was good. 
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All was great. “Thank you for making that video,” Linden said, referring to the one Special Agent Jones dropped off at Christmas. 



“It was fun to make,” he said. 



“It was lots of fun,” Blinka agreed. “It was Agent Jones’ idea, you know.” 



“Bless his heart,” I said. A beat, and Linden looked from the children to our friends and said: 



“Everything OK?” 



“It was tough when you left,” Gray said. “They acted out. They act out.” 



“We were as patient as could be with them,” Blinka didn’t have to say, because I knew it. 

“We give them limits. We’re consistent. We encourage appropriate behavior.” EEEK, I thought. I never gave them any limits and encouraged whatever I thought was cute. 



“They’re always going to have challenges,” Gray said in a tone that made me wonder what challenges he meant, specifically. Before I could Linden asked: 



“What do you mean, specifically?” Our friends shared a look and Blinka nodded to Gray, who said: 



“We’ve had to stop them from hitting and kicking the mutts.” I gasped so hard Lil’ Jacob almost woke up. Beside me, Linden nodded. We expected it. Even from a kid who didn’t have fetal alcohol syndrome. Kids get angry and take it out on animals. Linden and I has always considered that Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia would try and harm the dogs and so we kept an eye on them and advised them about being kind to people and animals at all times. 



“They never drew blood,” Blinka said. “And we stopped it. They’re never alone with the dogs.” 



“Except for Romulus,” he looked at Lil’ Jacob, “and Remus,” Lil’ Samia. “They love on them. Those boys are their protectors and they dote on each other.” They always had, and I was glad to know they still did. 



Sean joined us after the show was over. We didn’t mention Rose’s possession of young Cassandra, because it was too much. Instead, my brother was unusually quiet, satisfied with enjoying a couple of stiff drinks and listening to Blinka and Grayson talked about the club, which was business as usual but for this or that anecdote, none of which could compete with my late sister Rose performing “Defying Gravity” so well the video of it someone uploaded had gotten five hundred thousand hits before our kids nodded off. 

Blinka appeared on this or that TV show and in this or that movie. She had opportunities to audition for pilots but turned them down because she didn’t want to leave Grayson for 133 

Los Angeles, New York or Vancouver. Bentley Howard advised his writing staff to find reasons for her character, Blinka, to visit Winter Key, and he hooked her up in other projects. “You know I’m playing Deacon’s daughter in another movie.” 



“Hadn’t you?” I asked. Blinka shook her head and referenced some cop procedural show in which she appeared as the long lost daughter of a main character. 



“Blue referenced his children in the first movie, but they didn’t come up in the second. 

I’m playing Violet in the third.” Linden smiled that her character’s name would also be a color. I laughed. 



“Who came up with that?” I asked. Neither Blinka nor Grayson knew. And then our Violet threw open the door. She began to shout, saw our babies lying on our torsos, and stage whispered: 



“Luscious hung himself downstairs. He’s dead.” 



As carefully as she could, Blinka picked Lil’ Jacob off me and handed him to Grayson, and Lil’ Samia off Linden and held her. Both kids mumbled a bit, but neither woke up completely. My husband and I followed Violet to the room her mother had given the boy. 



Walking into a room finding Shannon cradling the body of her friend Jimmy months before was difficult. She was so busted up over him and I was as sad for her as I was for the man, whom I only knew casually. That night as Linden and I walked into the same room, actually, that Jimmy had occupied, to find our friend cradling the body of a scared desperate boy who had changed his name from Louis to Luscious was so heartbreaking I had to turn around for a moment to gather my wits. 



Linden, whose father killed himself when he was sixteen, in front of him, holding him, was made of tougher stuff even than me, and so approached our friend and the boy and put his arms around both. When I could I returned to the room to find the three of them in an embrace, Linden resting his head against both Shannon and Luscious, Shannon sobbing, Luscious gone…and I turned around again. 



I sat outside the room, on the ground, and Violet sat beside me. She put her arm around me and leaned her head against mine. She said, “There’s a sequel to ‘Miss Peregrine.’” 



“Have you read it?” I asked. 



“I’m halfway through,” she said. “I’ll give it to you when I’m done.” A beat, and I said: 



“Tell me about it now.” And my young friend told me as much of the story as she could. 



Linden and Shannon washed Luscious’ body, dried it, and wrapped it in a clean sheet. 

Blinka and I helped them carry it to the baseball field, now empty of people, but still 134 

covered by the gigantic circus tent under which the beauty pageant the boy whose corpse we were carrying had wanted to compete. 



Linden and I dug a grave into which we would bury Luscious. According to the boy, his parents wanted nothing to do with him, and treated him nearly as badly as Succulence’s family had treated her. They wouldn’t look for him, and we didn’t think anyone else would, either. No one puts out Amber alerts for fifteen year-olds, especially when they’re effeminate black boys. 



No one would look for Lucius. As far as we knew, he told no one in his South Los Angeles neighborhood he was going to Santa Fe to be in our show. No one missed him and no one knew where he had gone. To call the local police, Detective Karen Rivera or her colleagues, and present them with the boy’s body would be unnecessary and would only bring trouble to the motel and the fugitives who ran it. Rivera had so far indulged us. 

If she didn’t know specifically who we were, she suspected it. She liked us, I guess, and let us live in peace. She ignored our fake identities and most recently gave Linden the benefit of the doubt by accepting that Donna Marsh ran away when he discovered her house of horrors. I didn’t know how much more she would let us get away with and so didn’t call her and didn’t suggest it. No one else, including Blinka and Grayson, suggested it, either. 



Good God, if the media discovered a gay fifteen year-old had run away from home to appear in our teen Transgender beauty pageant and then hung himself rather than go back to his parents it would be international news in minutes. There would be no surviving it as Charlie and Chuck. We would have to relocate. Ditto Sonny, Anne and Phil. The Book Club South would be OK, and we could probably join them, but maybe not. Luscious’ 

death might also be too much for Special Agent Jones, our erstwhile protector. We would have to leave and that meant leaving Logan, Cufe and Cheole, whose pedophile sting operation they seemed to have under control but really needed our oversight. 



God, listen to me! Good God what all are we involved with??? 



It would also mean the Diamonds in the Ruff would go to the pound and be euthanized, and that, alone, made our decision to bury Luscious privately. 



Linden and I chose a spot between the first row of chairs and the stage, all of which would be disassembled and taken away the following day by the rental company. 

Unspoken, because it wasn’t necessary, and because it was a little pat, was that he would be onstage for a few hours. Blinka and Shannon sat next to each other on the stage with the boy’s body across them. Blinka held his hands under the sheet and Shannon stroked his face, which was open and which rested on her lap. They held him and watched us dig. 

We were all quiet until Shannon began humming. “Defying Gravity.” Linden and I looked at each other and then rested a moment. I said to our friends, “That’s what Cassandra sang.” Blinka knew of Rose, I think. Maybe. Shannon didn’t. Explaining to them that the clairvoyant young drag queen had channeled my late sister, who then 135 

Wow’ed my brother and me would have been too complicated. We were all about 

Luscious, about whom Shannon said: 



“It was what he was going to sing, for the talent competition.” I gasped, again, and my knees got weak, again. I leaned on my shovel and looked at Linden, who asked: 



“Was he at the show? Luscious?” Shannon continued to stroke his face as she said: 



“I don’t know. I didn’t see him.” Blinka: 



“You could hear that number for blocks, Linden. If he was inside that room, he heard it.” 

I found a chair, in the front row, and sat down. Linden remained standing, leaning on his shovel, his face very serious. Our friends looked at us and Shannon said: 



“Do you think it what drove him over the edge? Hearing his song done so well?” Done by my sister. It was too much. The day, everything. Luscious’ death. Rose’s death. 

Billy’s death, Jacob Midwinter’s death. Being separated from our children, who would return to Orlando shortly. Whose mothers drank during their pregnancies and were possibly dead, too. I busted into tears which became sobs, which became sobs so severe it was tough to breathe. Linden let go of his shovel and sat next to me. He put his arms around me and rocked us both. The girls got up, gently laying Luscious on the stage, and took our shovels. They dug the rest of the grave as I bawled and Linden held me. 



Blinka and Shannon finished and waited for me to before they laid Luscious to rest. 

Finally, I sucked it up and even said, “Drama, drama, drama!” to mock myself. It didn’t do any good and so I just swallowed and joined my husband and friends in lifting the boy and gently placing him in his grave. It was so deep that Linden and Blinka had to get into it to receive him. After they placed him comfortably, Shannon and I held our arms out and helped them up. The four of us stood in a circle…square? around our young…friend? 

Yeah. I faced my husband and, behind him the stage. On my left Blinka said, “I think we should sing that song…” 



“‘Defying Gravity,’” Shannon said. Then she shook her head. “I don’t know it.” 



“I don’t, either,” said Blinka. “Not really.” Linden didn’t know it, either and so looked at me. I knew more of it than the others, but I didn’t know it all, and while I could handle simple songs, complicated melodies that require powerful voices were beyond me. Still, I began: 



“‘Something has changed within me…something is not the same…’” 



And then I wailed on it, not as Rose had earlier that day but as Luscious would have had she been in the show. And as I wailed on it I knew perfectly that the boy whose body lay in the grave the four of us had just dug was inside me, singing through me, grateful and happy to have an audience, however small. He sang as powerfully and stirringly, which is a word by the way, as I recall Jennifer Holliday singing “And I Am Telling You.” It’s the 136 

most accurate comparison I can make. Through me, Luscious was all arms and attitude, growls and glamour, passion and pipes, and though we weren’t miked, as Rose and Cassandra had been, we reached as far. I know this because when I was done and Luscious left me, I looked at Linden who, with his eyes indicated the rows of chairs behind me. 



I turned around and saw Grayson standing between Violet, who held Lil’ Jacob, and Sean, who held Lil’ Samia. Next to them were Sonny, Anne and Phil. And next to them were the teen Transgender contestants, and their parents, who were staying the extra night. There were others, too. Maybe forty people in all. That psychic, Felda and her daughter. Other guests. Ephraim and Jay, even. 



I stood watching the others. The other mourners, because I knew every single person knew what had happened and what we were doing, and I said, softly, “Luscious, you need to take a bow.” She returned and we took a long, grateful and gracious bow as everyone, including Linden, Shannon and Blinka, clapped wildly, hollered and jumped up and down, making as much noise as if they were an audience of thousands. 
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Chapter 11:  Isaac Goldfarb 

The drama surrounding the pageant, specifically Sean’s appearance, my late sister’s performance, our children’s appearance and Luscious’ death made me forget that Logan, Cufe and Cheole were still operating their pedophile sting in the room adjacent to Ephraim and Jay’s. I got the mother-of-all reminders of this when, the night before Grayson and Blinka would take Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia back to Orlando, I saw a young man, a teenager, burst out of the door of the motel room where my young friends had murdered over ten pedophiles in the last few months. 



It was the night of the June 6, 2014, after dark. The babies were in bed and Grayson and Blinka were getting their groove on. Linden was at LA Fitness. While he was never the same as a gymnast or athlete after he had Guillian Barre Syndrome, he still kept in shape. 

And it was his alone time, I think. I was enjoying some alone time, too, even from him and even the pups. 



I’m stalling. 



Sean left. We had a nice visit generally. Rose’s appearance in the show freaked us out of bit and would have made us sad but he’s so spirited and the kids were fun and… 



OK. 



OK. 



The kid came bursting out of the room and ran directly to his car. A Ford Fiesta or something as forgettable. He threw himself inside as Logan ran out after him. He was trying to stop the guy, whose head apparently missed one of the twins’ baseball bat. 

“CHRISTIAN!” he shouted to me, indicating the older, but not much, kid who was starting his engine. I figured everything out already, though if I hadn’t, Logan’s volume and his use of my real name would have explained everything. 



I shot out of the chaise, jumped over the fence and also ran to the car. I didn’t reach it in time, and helplessly watched it peel out of the lot and head for the highway that connected the city with Albuquerque. Then I saw Blinka zooming down the motel stairs and across the lot, holding the keys to my Miata. I held my hand up for them but she shook her head, indicating she was driving, the cheeky monkey. I booked over to the passenger side of my car and got in as she threw herself into the drivers seat. “How did you…?” I began to ask. 



“He shouted your real name,” she said. I figured she had heard and again began to ask her how she knew of the sting and that a john was getting away. “Anne told us that night when you went to bed early.” I opened my mouth to ask Blinka how Anne knew but then closed it. “They’re having a date night tonight so she asked me to be back up in case something like this happened.” 
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“Why you?” I could finally ask a complete question. 



“Because you’ve been shot, Christian. You’ve been in danger and you’ve killed. You just saw your dead sister give the performance of a life…deathtime, and later that day you channeled that poor kid. You’ve seen and done enough. You don’t have to be responsible for everything.” I was so struck by what my friend said I didn’t realize she was going one hundred miles an hour; that is until I looked from her face to the speedometer. 



“Oh my God, Blink!” 



“Do you want to catch him or not?” she asked as we gained on the Fiesta. “He gets away and it’s all over. For you, for the boys.” 



“I don’t know,” I said, calmly, even as the tiny car broke the sound barrier. “You saw him. He’s a kid, too.” I was being irritating. 



“Yes,” Blinka said calmly. I tried to appear calm but I was freaking out because I was sure we were going to crash and die. “People don’t just become pedophile’s when they’re forty. Everyone’s a teenager at some point.” Blinka didn’t respond as she was gaining on the kid. She handed me a gun that was even smaller than Linden’s. 



“Shoot out the tire. Or something. Disable the car.” She took her right hand off the steering wheel and hit the button that opened my window. I looked from the gun in my hand to her very serious face and determined it would be wise to obey her. I doubled checked that my door was locked and then loosened my seatbelt. I leaned out of the car and shot the back of the Fiesta. I hit the trunk and then the license plate. Then the right tail light. It was enough to scare him off the road, his car doing a donut slide or whatever it’s called and ultimately pointing south again. Blinka slowed down as steadily and safely and then did a U-turn while the kid was still getting his bearings. As he geared up to get back on the road going south she floored the accelerator, took her gun back, opened her window and shot out his right rear tire. This caused the boy to skid back off the road. She pulled the Miata up to the Fiesta on its right side and told me to, “Get him.” I released my seatbelt, unlocked the door and darted out of the car before the kid could get out of his. I opened his driver door and, I’m embarrassed to admit this, thought I still had Blinka’s gun and, so, pointed my index finger at the only mildly scared kid and said: 



“Freeze, Bitch.” He looked from my face to my finger and started laughing. I put my finger down but not soon enough as, approaching us with a real gun Blinka said: 



“That should stop him.” The kid stopped laughing, more afraid of her than me, and not because she had the gun, either. Blinka was all grave and military that night, something I’ve only seen in her roles on “Winter Key” and other shows. “Get out,” she said to the boy, holding her tiny gun in her left hand and pointing it at the dirt while she pointed the index finger of her right hand at the kid. That made me laugh because, really, it was funny. The kid got out of his car silently. “Open the trunk,” Blinka said to me of my Miata. 
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“He’s not gonna fit in there.” 



“Then he’ll be crushed to death,” she replied flatly. 



“OK.” I did what my partner said as she transferred her gun back to her right hand and pointed it at the boy’s head. 



“What’s your name?” she asked. “Not the one you gave Logan.” As Logan didn’t use his real name for his stings, the kid didn’t immediately know whom she meant. He figured it out when she added, “The blond boy you were going to fuck.” 



“My name is Isaac and I wasn’t going to fuck him,” Isaac said. 



“No, I don’t think you were,” Blinka followed him to the back of my car. “Take out the dog food,” she said of the forty pound bag I had forgotten was in there. I lifted it out but there was still not enough room for our prisoner. “Take out the spare tire and the jack.” It was only a donut, but its removal provided just enough room to fit the kid. I put the food in the boy’s car without wiping my prints because I knew Blinka was going to shoot out the gas tank, setting it on fire. I was proud of myself for knowing that. HAH! I wasn’t used to being a sidekick and, so, was all jazzed when she did what I expected. As it burst into flames Isaac shrugged and said: 



“I stole it,” as if it wasn’t a loss to him. Neither Blinka nor I cared and so didn’t respond. 

She gestured her pistol for the kid to get into the trunk. He sighed and did. I would have given him the opportunity to get comfortable before closing it, but I was just the sidekick and Blinka slapped it down hard and fast, causing Isaac to cry out. It didn’t catch right away so she slammed it down a few times, causing several more shouts of pain, before it closed properly. I said to my friend: 



“Samia’s dead and you’re channeling her.” Herself again, Blinka smiled and said: 



“No, Christian. Just a combination of the bad girls I’ve played.” On “Criminal Minds,” 

“CSI,” Hawaii 5-0,” and a handful of B-action movies. She got serious and said, “This isn’t going to be fun. It’s not going to end well, either.” Given the opportunity to stand back and think about us having a teenage boy who claims not have responded to Logan’s online pedophile ad to fuck him, arriving in a stolen car and, you know, being just a few years older than our friend…No, it wasn’t  going to be fun. I wasn’t sure it was going to end badly, though. I mean, he was just a kid. 



Blinka drove us back to Santa Fe, but not to the hotel. That made sense, of course. 

Instead she drove to the baseball field that had more recently was the setting for the Teen Transvestite Competition. And cemetery. 



We got out of the car and I opened the trunk to find our hostage’s face, arms and hands scraped up, likely from Blinka’s effort to shut it, but also the general lack of space. Isaac 140 

said nothing, though. Blinka held the gun on him and said, “Get out.” As I figured it would be tough, I offered the boy my hand. He regarded it with disdain and climbed out, awkwardly, himself. She noticed some leashes in the trunk and said to me, “You can tie his hands with those.” I took two out and followed her as she pushed him into the same clump of trees and bushes in which a handful of us had hidden when Phil showed up with Nadine’s body. 



I tied Isaac’s hands behind his back. Blinka forced him into a sitting position and then I leaned him against a tree so he could sit up while I tied his feet. When that was done my friend and I sat comfortably next to each other facing him. Blinka said, flatly, “Tell us about Isaac.” The boy looked at her with a combination of anger and disgust. Then he looked at me and his expression changed to one I couldn’t identify in the dark, and maybe not at all. He said: 



“Well, for starters I didn’t come here to fuck that kid.” 



“Yes,” Blinka said. “So, why did you visit Homefires Motel this evening?” 



“I was undercover,” Isaac said…no, spat, as if expecting us to laugh at him. Neither of us did. He paused, looked at me, hard, and continued, “I’ve been watching you. I’ve been investigating you.” 



“Oh, good grief!” I said. 



“I recognized you last fall when we played the Hairdos.” 



“You’re one of the Alden Raiders?” I asked. “Diz’ team.” Isaac scoffed and said: 



“Diz. What a stupid nickname.” I liked Diz and I liked the name. Short for David Davidson, which was stupid. “He’s an asshole. A total fuck. Cheating on his dying wife with a whore, right in front of her.” Blinka knew about the Haridos but not about Diz or his wife and lover. She didn’t ask for an explanation because it wasn’t important. “I recognized you from TV. From those shows and from ‘The View.’” “Winter Key,” “An Elite Force,” and even “The Maitlands of Montverde” I believed, but “The View?” 



“I was on there ten years ago. What were you, six?” 



“My mother watched it. She was all into that drama. The drag queen disappearing. You getting arrested. Your sister on all the news shows.” I stole a look at Blinka, who had already determined Isaac’s booking an appointment with Logan had been more about me. 

However, she appeared as surprised as I that Isaac’s interest went back as far as it did. 

“She was all impressed with your sister. Deirdre. She taped all her interviews and then grew her hair to be like hers. She got clothes that matched what she wore. She started acting like her and talking like her.” 
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“Oh, my…” I said without realizing it. I recall Deirdre having been a media darling that summer…2003? I didn’t think she had crazy, obsessive fans, though. 



“She taught me to read so I could read all the interview transcripts with her. I was Bill O’Reilly and Phil Donohue, and she was Dierdre. I was all the bitches on ‘The View’ and those assholes on ‘Fox and Friends.’” 



This took a few moments for me to absorb it was so alarming. 



“It was pitiful. I thought so even then,” Isaac said. “She was ugly, my mother. Dumpy. 

She made her hair like your sister’s and got her clothes and lost weight, but she was still ugly. She went around thinking she was pretty like,” the words choked in his throat, 

“Deirdre Gallagher Flynn. But her face was still ugly and she made a fool of herself.” I looked at Isaac’s face, in the dark, more closely than I so far had. “Yeah, I’m ugly, too, though it’s not as bad on a boy.” I wouldn’t have described him as ugly. Just plain. 

Blinka asked: 



“And when Deirdre died.” Isaac said: 



“HAH!” and then laughed so bitterly I shuddered. “She cried and cried. She cried for days. She wouldn’t get out of bed. It was like she lost her kid instead of some celebrity she didn’t know. Someone who wouldn’t have spoken to her on the street.” I opened my mouth to say my sister Deirdre would have spoken to anyone on the street, but I didn’t get a chance. Anticipating my remark, Isaac said, “Whatever,” and I said nothing. “She followed your family, your aunt, when she was on all those TV shows. She found out your sister kidnapped the pregnant junkie and kept the kid. This made her worship her more. And mourn her more. She was always a loser, my mother, but to go into a 

depression over your sister was fucking pathetic.” I didn’t take offense. I would have thought it was, too. My siblings, and I, fell apart, each in our own way, but we were her family. 



“Your father?” Blinka asked. 



“Also a loser,” Isaac spat, harder than he had his being undercover. Blinka and I watched him pause, take a breath, and add, “The dumpy girls have to settle for the losers.” My stomach ached listening to the boy say this. He noticed my reaction and said, “It’s true, isn’t it?” I said nothing. Blinka asked: 



“When did your mother die?” Isaac looked at her and raised an eyebrow, impressed, thought not unduly. 



“After your nephew died.” He shook his head, as if in surrender. As if he didn’t have the strength to acknowledge how pitiful it was. “She behaved like she lost a child.” 



“Oh, Isaac…” I said before I could stop myself. 
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“Oh, shut up,” he said to me. “My mother was a loser and fucking insane. She went crazy when your sister died and then she OD’ed when Cory died. How fucked up is that? It wasn’t her kid. It wasn’t her family. She didn’t know any of you.” I wanted to say something, in spite of his anger at me. I wanted to express some kind of sympathy but didn’t, verbally. Isaac read my expression, even in the dark, and said, “Save it. She was no loss,” and I shuddered, harder. 



“So you followed Christian’s career,” Blinka offered. 



“No,” he said. “My father did, for me.” EEEK. “He’d tell me every time you made news. 

When you taught at that school and your student died. That’s when it started. Then you were on that show about the pit bulls and then some other show at the same college. All of you went to Boca Raton or something and stripped in front of a rodeo. My dad liked that guy’s show, ‘Pagan.’ He was a sci-fi loser. Then he saw where the actor had a reality show and you were in it. He told me all about it and I even saw that episode. Then he watched that show about that boy band from the eighties. He said he remembered that song from when he was in high school. ‘Oh, and Christian Gallagher’s a producer.’ God, like I ever wanted to hear your name again, or your family’s name.” That all this was going on, I thought. Again, Isaac read my face and said, “Yeah, you had no idea the drama you were causing at my house.” 



“It wasn’t his fault,” Blinka said. “Or his sister’s.” 



“No kidding,” Isaac said to her. “I can still hate them, though.” Blinka and I shared a look that said, Oh, he is troubled… “Yes, I am,” Isaac confirmed, and then again said, 

“Whatever.” Neither Blinka nor I said anything, to him or, silently, to ourselves. Our new friend was silent, too, and then finally continued, “Dad watched ‘Winter Key’ and that other show about the elite force. He was a fan. Not like my mother was with your sister. 

He didn’t worship you but he liked your shows. He knew you produced them and wrote them. He liked it when they got all sci-fi, like with the vampires. When they attacked the restaurant. He made me watch that one with him.” Blinka was getting tired of Isaac’s self-pity and anger and so said: 



“You recognized Christian last fall.” 



“Oh, yeah, I thought I was done with him when he and his boyfriend stole that kid. I thought he was over, but my Dad went all Mom on me about him. ‘Christian Gallagher had everything going for him: a career, money, a family, and he gave it all up to save that baby girl.’” Isaac paused. Then his face twisted into a grimace I found especially chilling. 

“After that he bought all your shows. Even the ones where you weren’t in them but you produced them. All of them. He didn’t watch them all the time. But he made a special place for them in the TV room. It’s gross. So stupid. He is such a loser.” 



“You recognized Christian last fall,” Blinka said again. 
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“Yeah. Even in the wig. God, what did I do to deserve that? Playing a baseball game against a team he put together. Like I hadn’t suffered enough.” 



“And you decided to expose him.” 



“Uh-huh,” Isaac nodded, smiling. 



“You were going to take him out,” Blinka continued. 



“Uh-huh,” Isaac nodded, smiling harder. 



“He was going to jail, for kidnapping. For opening another whorehouse, at the motel where he was living undercover.” 



“Oh, yes,” Isaac said. “And for helping the warden and those prisoners escape.” 



“Oooooo,” Blinka said. “Well done.” Isaac scoffed. 



“That was so obvious. The minute my father told me you were there during the 

breakout,” Isaac said with more contempt than he had so far demonstrated, which was a lot. Blinka said, sort of commiserating:  



“When you saw him at that game you decided to make it your mission to expose 

Christian Gallagher, to law enforcement, to the world, to his fans as the kidnapping pimp fraud he was.” 



“Yes. Yes. It was what I was going to do. It’s what I’m still going to do when I get out of here. You’re going down, Gallagher,” Isaac looked daggers at me. “You’re going down, 

‘Charlie.’” A beat, and Blinka said: 



“It sounds, Isaac, like you’re as obsessive about Christian Gallagher as your mother was about his sister.” He looked from me to Blinka, shouted a rage and fought his restraints in order to throw himself at her. The leash tying his ankles held, but he managed to get his arms free and he flailed them in her direction. Blinka responded by shrugging, getting up, approaching him and clocking him in the jaw. He held it with both hands, whimpered from the pain and then began crying. Blinka sat back down next to me and we watched the boy, Isaac, who hated his parents, particularly his mother, for wanting to be pretty and articulate like my late sister. 



“Is this really happening?” I asked Blinka after taking this brief stock. 



“I’m afraid it is.” Isaac heard this above his own sobs and it caused him to rally, instantly. 

He wiped his face and glared at us, hating himself even more for having lashed out at Blinka so ineffectively, and then crying in front of us when she struck him. She gave him a few moments and then asked, “So, honestly, where do we go from here, Isaac?” He continued to glare, just at her, and made no suggestion. She said, “You’re not going to 144 

expose Christian Gallagher or his friends. That’s not an option.” She took a breath, a shallow one because it was all she needed to say, “I will kill you before I let that happen. 

I will remain in this city and follow you and when you approach the press or law enforcement—” I cut her off: 



“Who, by the way, is already aware of who I am. Both the Santa Fe police and the FBI.” 

Blinka didn’t know this and looked at me for confirmation. “Oh, yeah,” I said to her, casually. “The agent who brought us the videotape you made of the babies at Christmas. 

He knows everything.” I was looking at my friend but still noticed how interested Isaac was in this revelation. 



“He does?” Blinka asked. I nodded. “I knew he knew you and Linden saved that baby, but he knows about everything else?” 



“Starting with Darien Davis.” I knew Isaac knew that name, thanks to his mother’s interest in my sister’s life, and death. Still, I didn’t look at him directly. 



“Really?” Blinka was genuinely surprised, but saw the opportunity our exchange gave us to advise our hostage and my nemesis how connected, and protected, I was. “And those three hillbillies?” 



“Just two of them. I took out the father and one of the sons.” To Isaac I said, “Long story, but they owned the property that became the Lady Lake Doggie Refuge.” Too amazed, and interested, to be angry, the boy just nodded once. 



“Chris Grace?” Blinka asked. 



“The Montverde police officer,” Isaac said. 



“Yeah,” I answered in kind of a friendly way. “But that was a group effort.” Isaac nodded as he imagined the coven taking him out. 



“Seth?” 



“That I did by myself,” I said. “And the agent,” whose name I chose not to reveal to Isaac, “knows about him, too.” 



“Who’s Seth?” the boy asked. 



“He ran a Superior Bodies in Texas. He drugged, raped and killed a bunch of men so I strangled him while I shut my eyes and hummed, ‘On the Street Where You Live.’” Isaac didn’t know what to say to that and so stared at me with his injured jaw hanging open. 



“Billy’s father,” was next. 



“Another group effort, though Matthew’s wife stabbed him fatally.” 
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“And your second grade teacher’s abusive husband?” 



“Boyd Graham,” I said to Blinka, and Isaac. “I only stabbed him in the nuts. Colin finished him off, though I think he would have bled out and then I could have taken credit for it. But he would have killed me with the fireplace thingy first and I couldn’t have enjoyed it,” a beat, “you know?” Blinka nodded her head. Isaac continued to try and keep up. 



“And that vampire. The one that turned to dust in…which cubicle?” I laughed and said: 



“That was fake, Blinka. I made that up.” To Isaac, “There’s no such thing as vampires.” 

Blinka and I laughed like schoolgirls and then she got serious and said to Isaac: 



“The FBI knows what Christian has done.” Before she continued, I said: 



“I also killed one of the guys at Sea Grass.” She looked at me, a little annoyed that I interrupted her change in tone and direction. “What?” I was all fake hurt. She continued: 



“Isaac, Christian Gallagher isn’t going down. He’s too connected. That leaves you with one choice. That is, to get over him. To move on. Leave your father. Leave Santa Fe. Get therapy or at least a prescription for something that won’t make you so concerned about him and his sister.” Isaac looked at her and listened without expression. He looked at me and then at his lap. “Your mother was ill and you don’t like your father. You’re their son but you don’t have to be like them. You can choose who you want to be and what you want to do. You can continue to be angry at them and take it out on Christian.” Well, didn’t that just sum everything up? “Or, you can go to the police and the press and make me kill you.” Blinka could have gone on but she had made her point and stopped. She looked at me, saying nothing, back at Isaac, remained silent, and then stared the ground in front of her. I folded my arms across my chest and rocked, also apparently staring at the ground in front of me but focused on the boy in my peripheral vision. 



After several long moments of silence, Isaac said, to both of us, “You wouldn’t kill me, would you? Even if I did go to the cops or the press.” Blinka said, immediately: 



“I don’t think Christian would, though he would want to. I don’t think he would find killing you worth the effort. He and his husband haven’t been in Santa Fe a year and so would have no problem moving again. They have the resources and they can stay in touch with their friends and family, as they have, in front of the FBI, for as long as they’ve been here.” A beat. “No, Christian wouldn’t kill you. I would, though. And you know why? To put you out of your own misery.” 



After several longer moments of silence, Isaac said, to both of us, “OK, we’ll do it your way.” I sighed in relief and Blinka appeared to. I got to my knees, scooted over to our hostage and untied the leash around his feet. I got up and Blinka got up and Isaac got up awkwardly, but without our aid, because it was too soon for any kind of gesture. 
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The three of us stood looking at each other for a moment. Then Blinka said, “Christian will get you cash and you can call a cab to take you back to Albuquerque.” Isaac nodded, briefly, and then opened his mouth to speak. He closed it and opened it again. He kept it open but didn’t say anything as Blinka and I watched him, patiently. Finally, he said: 



“I’m sorry.” A beat, and then I nodded, but just a bit. Blinka did, too, and then held her arm out toward the motel, indicating we all walk back there together. Isaac nodded and then took a few steps in that direction. He stopped and then made a show of looking at his feet, indicating a sneaker that was untied. He bent down, tied it, and came up holding a rock he would have struck me with had Blinka not knocked it out of his hands with her right hand, and then smashed his nose with the palm of hers. 



Yeah. 



Yup. 



It all took a second. Less than a second. Indeed, it happened so fast I had to stand over Isaac’s body, because Blinka had killed him, and study it, long and hard, before I believed what had happened. How badly it had ended. 



“You stay here,” she said, as if everything had gone down as she expected. “I’ll get Gray and Linden.” 



“Someone’s got to stay with the kids,” I said. 



“Right.” She paused. “Anne and Sonny should be back.” 



Anne and Sonny, who knew all along what Logan, Cufe and Cheole were doing and 

didn’t say anything. What was there to say, I thought. And did they know Linden and I knew? They had to have. Then why not let us know they knew, and did it matter? 



“The less said…” Blinka offered, having read the questions on my face. It didn’t matter, then. I said: 



“Yeah, let them know what went down. I could stand for Linden to be here.” Blinka nodded and made to go. “Thank you, by the way.” She looked at me, not smiling, but with soft eyes. “I wouldn’t have been able to do it. I would have left town. And I don’t want to.” She nodded. “You saved my life. And you’re raising our children. That’s huge Blinka.” 



“Grayson and I love you and Linden and your children, Christian.” She smiled but stood where she was. She had Isaac’s blood on her left palm. “You’ll get ‘em back one day.” I nodded and she blinked a hug. Then she left. 
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I stood over Isaac…I didn’t even know his last name, and still don’t. I looked at him and was both alarmed and comforted by how little I cared that he was dead. Indeed, I even said to myself, out loud, “I gave him too much time. I should have choked him to death on the highway,” because I wouldn’t have to have known about him watching his mother obsess, to death, over Deirdre. I shook my head as I recalled him describing that. And then his imbecile father enjoying my work, rubbing it in without realizing it. Later, I said to Linden, “For your mother to be more concerned with someone she had never met and would never know than her own son. To give up on life because Deirdre lost hers and her disabled son died naturally shortly after…” He shook his head, vaguely familiar with having a mother who wasn’t interested in him. 



Blinka returned with Grayson and Linden, both of whom carried shovels. She clearly had explained what had happened to them and they had told her what had gone on after we drove after the boy. Linden said to me, “He came with mace. He was going to gather evidence against you. He didn’t have any cash, or enough. When he got what he needed from Logan…an admission that he was hustling for some combination of you, Anne and Sonny, he was going to take off. If, as he suspected, Logan had muscle monitoring his rendezvous, he would mace him in order to get away.” 



“Which twin got it?” I asked. 



“Cufe,” Linden said. “It was his turn at bat. Isaac was prepared and got him first. Then he ran while Cheole took his brother to the bathroom and put him under the shower.” 



“Where are they all now?” 



“With Anne and Sonny, in the room next to ours. 



“I brought Logan upstairs after you went after the kid,” Grayson said. “The twins came, too. Then Anne and Sonny came back from their date and Logan left the room to tell them.” 



“And we watched ‘Tank Girl,’” Linden mentioned one of my favorite movies. “Everyone loved it.” 



“So it turned out to be a good night,” I said, tongue-in-cheek. “Isaac didn’t expose all of us and everyone else watched a cool movie.” 



Linden and I carried Isaac to what had become our very busy cemetery. Carrying the shovels, Blinka followed, Grayson holding her left elbow. 



Linden and I dug Isaac’s grave. We worked quickly, having recently built up the proper muscles and having learned the most effective way to dig. Before we rolled his body in I checked his pockets. He had one hundred dollars in cash, not enough for a tryst with Logan, but all he could find and enough to get him an audience with the boy. Isaac had no driver’s license or ID, of course. He either left them at home or in the stolen car that 148 

was, by then, a big twisted piece of metal and ash. We all felt confident his death wouldn’t find its way back to us, though later I remembered how much Special Agent Jones knew of our goings-on. My husband said, “Isaac was a seventeen year-old pervert who wanted to have sex with a pre-pubescent boy. He’s as dead as all the other pedophiles Logan and the twins set up. It’s our story.” It was a good one. One we never had to use as it never came up. 



To my knowledge, and I checked, Isaac’s father, Isaac Goldfarb, Sr., never reported him missing. I said to Linden, “He probably figures his son ran away.” He replied: 



“What a loser.” 
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Chapter 12:  The Whore of Babylon 

Sean flew home a changed person, in a small way, having seen our late sister Rose possess the adolescent drag queen Cassandra and wail on that song from “Wicked,” and then having seen Luscious, the adolescent drag queen who hung himself possess me and wail on the same song. And then there was his learning that Logan, Cufe and Cheole were setting up pedophiles and murdering them. Having been the one who discovered child porn images on Ben Maitland’s phone years ago outside the Boca rodeo, he was OK 

with it morally. It was just one more crazy thing that occurred during his brief visit to Santa Fe and, as wacky as he’s always been, even Sean has his limit. “Oh Christian,” he said to me in the Homefires Motel parking lot the day he left. 



“I know,” I said, and then added, “To those to whom much is given, much is expected.” I don’t know if I got that quote correctly, but it was clear and, to both of us, made sense. 



“You’ve been given a lot,” was a rare serious thing my brother said to me. 



“You and I both.” We hugged me and then Linden and got into the Homefires van. 

Grayson and Blinka approached, holding Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. My husband and I hugged the children we shared with our friends and we told them we loved them. They told us they loved us and then Gray and Blinka joined our embrace and we all said we loved each other until we laughed out how silly we all were. More hugs and kisses and they joined Sean in the van. Shannon closed the door and got in the front passenger seat as Ty started the engine. Then they drove away. 



Linden and I looked at each other and exchanged sad smiles. Then he said, “We’ve got dog duty.” We crossed the parking lot to the four-room kennels and walked dogs, cleaned crates and refilled water bowls. Violet took care of the handful of cats we kept in the small dog room and so we didn’t have to clean litter boxes or anything. Still, it was a big, long job, one we did in silence. Finally, my husband said, “I thought doing this would distract us from their leaving.” 



“I know,” I said. 



“It hasn’t.” 



“I know,” I said, and we continued our work. 



When we finished we noticed neither Felda nor Angela were at the pool and so I suggested we spend the rest of the day there. We gathered our pups and a bottle of Scotch and hit the patio. Anne visited briefly and then Sonny joined her. Phil came by and told us about another woman he was seeing. Linden and I said we were thrilled and anxious to meet her. None of us mentioned Nadine or suggested the new girlfriend needed vetting. 

That’s mostly because it was understood. 
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Ty and Shannon visited. They had enjoyed a high-end Chinese dinner on the way back from the Albuquerque Airport and brought us take out. Linden and I were super grateful and ate it right away. As with all our meals, we shared with the pups, especially The Whore of Babylon, who was a food whore like no dog I’ve ever known. 



The Whore of Babylon. My old beagle, and I say mine because, as long as Linden and I have been together, I got her, from Rhoda’s son, before he moved in and, so, always thought of her as mine. What I didn’t realize that day, because I was so concerned with my own sadness saying goodbye to our kids, my brother and our friends, was that she, too, was saying goodbye. She did this by giving everyone, starting early that morning with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, the opportunity to give her love rubbie treatment a final time. The kids, Grayson and Blinka, Sean. Anne, Sonny, Phil, Shannon and Ty. Violet joined her mother as we finished our meal and also gave The Whore of Babylon, the dog she was initially scared of but turned out to love quickly, a final tummy rub. 



That night Linden and I binge-watched “CSI: New York,” a show we didn’t realize we would like until we ran out of others. We laid on our bed with Harley, Gladys and Asa at our feet and, as always, The Whore of Babylon between us. Then we fell asleep. 



The next morning I woke up facing the old baby, whom I noticed was getting a back rub from Linden, who was crying silently. I knew immediately she was gone and cried the hardest I have since losing Drucilla. I hugged her and him and sobbed so hard and for so long I thought I might not stop. After a while I scared myself with my grief, but I kept crying because I couldn’t stop. 



The Whore of Babylon, whom I got with her brother Herod as puppies, is the dog I’ve had the longest. She was selfish, a food hog, a rubbie whore and concerned only with receiving attention and love for herself. 



And she also led the charge against Vivian Lane when she was seconds from killing me and Isabel Lamb. 



And, when human traffikers got their hands on me and Linden, she picked up the very slow puppy Gladys and got away. “And then she found Jacob and Joshua,” I said to Linden, realizing suddenly I was reviewing The Whore of Babylon’s greatest hits as he and I continued to hug her cold, peaceful body. 



“She had no interest in keeping a vigil in front of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia’s cradles,” as did Herod, Romulus and Remus, “but she wouldn’t have eaten anyone who tried to hurt them.” 



“Amen,” I said. 



Linden and I stayed in bed with The Whore of Babylon for a good two hours crying and talking about her and loving on her as hard as if she were alive and demanding it. God love ‘em our three other babies gave us space, doing their morning winkies and a couple 151 

of poo-poos on the bathroom floor. When I was ready I sat up and said, “We have to bury her but I’m not ready. Can we sit with her by the pool for a little bit?” Linden nodded and sat up, too. 



Linden offered to clean the bathroom while I gave Gladys, Harley and Asa proper walks. 

When we returned I saw that he had wrapped The Whore of Babylon in a towel we often took to the patio for her to lie on. He sweet face was sticking out of one end and she looked happy and like she was sleeping. I busted into a fresh set of tears and then pulled myself together. My husband and I showered, got dressed, made coffee and then left our room with The Whore of Babylon in my arms and Linden holding the other babies on their leashes. 



Felda and Angela were at the pool and I said, “Fuck.” The day I most needed to be there and wanted to see them the least. 



“It’s OK, we’ll go to the field,” Linden offered. 



“But I’m not ready to bury her,” I said. 



“We’ll just sit there in the shade.” He indicated our three other babies and added, 

“They’ll have a ball smelling everything.” It was a good idea and I followed him and Gladys, Harley and Asa down the concrete steps and through the space between the motel’s two halves. 



Across the narrow road that separated Homefires from the large lot that had hosted a flea market, baseball field, beauty pageant and was also a cemetery, but don’t tell anyone, Linden and I saw our friends Logan, Stephen, Cufe and Cheole, Ephraim and Krista playing running bases with a handful of other kids. Some of them we recognized from school events or visits they had made to the motel with Ephraim and Stephen, when he was living there. Also hanging out but not playing were Violet and Majel, whom I hadn’t seen in a while. The big girl sat on the ground holding Jay in her lap while her former crush and current friend was braiding wildflowers into her thick hair. 



Violet saw us first and knew right away what had happened. She smiled sadly and gestured for us to come over. We did, and sat beside them. I held The Whore of Babylon in my lap and Asa found his way into Linden’s. Gladys and Harley were more interested in all the running around the others were doing and barked their interest in joining the fun. Stephen said to Linden, “Let ‘em go,” and my husband did. “We got two more players,” he said to the others, and the beagles were welcomed with joy. 



When Violet finished with Majel’s hair, Majel wove wildflowers into hers, and she did a really good job. When she was finished she said, “Would you like us to make a grave for her?” I thought it was a lovely thing to offer and said: 



“Yes.” Violet gave Jay to Linden, who put him in his lap. Then Asa got in Jay’s lap and that made Jay smile. She and Majel helped each other up and then went to the burial area, 152 

in which we kept a shovel because it was easier then bringing one back and forth all the time. Violet chose a space where she knew no one else was enjoying his Heavenly, or Helly, rest and got to work. 



The image of those two young ladies, looking as different as they did but both with fresh flowers in their beautiful hair, taking turns digging a grave for my old baby took my breath away. When they were done they came back to us and Violet picked up Jay. The other kids approached us behind them and Cufe took Asa from Linden. Logan said, “I’m hot as Hell, let’s go jump in the pool.” Everyone agreed and then Logan indicated for me to stand up, still holding The Whore of Babylon in my arms. Then, one by one, kids gave The Whore of Babylon a kiss and head scratch. It was so stunning and awesome, because I was in awe watching it. One by one they paid a final homage to this selfish old love as if she had been a head of state. Even the kids I didn’t know so well filed by and gave her a brief bit of love. Linden and I nodded our thanks to each, and then they were gone. 



And then Linden, the love of my life, buried The Whore of Babylon, another love of my life. We gave her final kisses and laid her in the neat, deep hole our friends had dug and said we loved her. As I covered her with the dirt Violet and Majel had carefully piled I imagined her in Heaven, getting rubbies from Rose, Herod and the third love of my life, The Whore of Babylon’s older sister, Drucilla. 
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