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Chapter 1 

Sultan Springs 




I spent the last four months of 2007 wrapped up in Montverde and the Lady Lake Doggie Refuge. I spent the first few of 2008 focused on Abigail Adams’ death, finding and punishing her killer, and processing all of it, because, like Jesusa Carter said, killing someone is a burden, even for me. I paid little attention to politics and less to the looming recession. The wealthy students at Montverde seemed unaffected by the housing bubble bursting. I mean, their families might lose half their worth but one billion instead of two billion is still a lot of money. Linden handled our investments, some of which were in real estate. We would ride it out, though, knowing the markets would recover. 

Superior Bodies’ attendance held steady. Superior Mutts’ donations slowed down but the Lady Lake Doggie Refuge fund kept it and other rescues in puppy chow. Adoptions slowed down and the numbers of people contacting us to surrender dogs increased. Rhoda handled that, though, leaving me to focus on teaching and mourning my student. 



Anyone else would also have needed to recover from executing Abigail’s killer. Not I. Indeed, it gave me comfort. 



Imagine my surprise, then, when my brother Matthew e-mailed to suggest a telephone conference call with Crawford Welch, the Superior Bodies’ rep at Hassler. It’s the company to whom he sold the brand and which opened clubs all over the country and Canada. The three of us spoke the morning of the last Monday in April. “What’s up?” I said to Welch, who had just joined Hassler and was tasked with increasing revenues at the weaker Superior Bodies. 



“We need you to do a publicity tour of the clubs this summer,” he said. 



“Oh?” was my brief reply. Matthew said: 



“I know you’re only contracted to go to openings, but you missed several…many, while Linden was sick and…” I cut off my brother: 



“So I owe Hassler.” Matthew and Welch said, at the same time: 



“Yes.” It was reasonable, so I said: 



“OK.” Welch sighed with what sounded like relief, then explained: 



“We need you to see eight clubs. My assistant’s alerted the general managers of each that you’ll be visiting and to reserve a cubicle for you.” 



“I’ll be staying in cubicles?” I asked. 



“Well…” Welch found me intimidating. Matthew took up the reins and said: 



“Hassler’s going to rent you a car and you’re going to spend two months driving around the country to eight clubs. You’re going to arrive on a weekday, spend a few days observing the operation, and then attend a publicity party the Saturday night you’re there.” 



“OK.” It actually sounded like it could be fun. 
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“We want Linden to go with you,” My brother added. It was a good idea as I was more a figurehead and he was a manager. 



“I’ll ask him. I don’t know if he’ll go, though. Superior Bodies needs supervision and Rhoda needs help with the mutts. We’ve got our own dogs and fosters at our house.” 



“Can Dondi look after them?” I thought about it and said: 



“He’s taking summer classes, and they made him a seasonal supervisor at the nursery.” The more I thought about it, the less I thought Linden would be going. 



“How about those twins?” asked Welch. Matthew sighed in frustration. I said, slowly: 



“What twins?” 



“Matthew?” Welch said. Having dropped the bomb he wanted my brother to clean up the mess. 



“What twins, Matthew?” I asked, knowing exactly whom he meant. 



“Joshua and Jacob.” I felt my heart rate increase and balled my left hand into a fist. My brother hesitated and I asked: 



“Why?” He knew I was fucking with him, but he knew he deserved it. He hesitated one more moment and said: 



“We would rather you go with them, if they’re free and interested. They’ll be paid, of course.” He took a breath and continued, “You all got a lot of publicity this year, Christian. The twins are icons in the gay community.” I was as blissfully unaware of that as I had been the housing market collapse, though I had no doubt it was true. God bless Matthew for saying, “Hassler wants to cash in on their notoriety. Handsome gay twins who have sex with each other is very interesting. You show up to each club on their arms and there’s going to be press.” My brother was ballsy and I generally respected him. I understood his suggestion but was annoyed. I said: 



“So, you want Superior Bodies to cash in on the wave of publicity generated by Abigail Adams’ 

murder and the boys’ having been suspects and their ‘Coven’ profile revealing that they’re lovers.” 



“Yes, Christian,” he said. Welch was so stupid he thought it was a good time to jump in. 



“I don’t need to remind you you’re under contract to make appearances. You get quarterly checks from Hassler that are in direct proportion to revenue earned by the clubs.” I could feel Matthew flinch as I opened my mouth to say: 



“Shut up you piece of shit. That girl was strangled and her week-old corpse was hung naked from a tree for people to photograph. Do you want me to e-mail you the images?” Stupid Welch responded: 



“I’m not saying that it wasn’t sad…” he went on and on justifying everything and talking about benefits outweighing the tastelessness and other stuff I think. I ignored him and so did Matthew, 3 



who said, over him: 



“Christian, these clubs are on the chopping block. They close in this economy and their employees are going to have a hard time getting work elsewhere.” He was right, and he read my mind when he added, “They’re all gay men and all their resumes are going to say they worked at a bathhouse.” It would be hard under the best of circumstances for gay guys, like Elio, to get a job somewhere else. I thought also about Stevie, who had died of AIDS years before and who would have died years before that had he not enjoyed the health insurance Superior Bodies provided. 



“Of course you’re right, Matthew,” I said. “And of course I’ll do it.” There was silence, which gave me an opportunity to say, “You really should have called me directly and pitched this.” Welch gasped. “I’m renting a Hummer, by the way.” Welch gasped again and said: 



“My assistant has arranged for you to drive a hybrid vehicle.” I burst out laughing, calmed down enough to say: 



“Send me the itinerary,” and continued laughing as I hung up on Matthew and Hassler’s Superior Bodies rep and my contact, Crawford Welch. 







Linden agreed a tour of Superior Bodies would be a fun adventure. He agreed the club, rescue and our own pups needed him to remain. He also agreed the Kelly brothers would make excellent traveling companions, and not just because they were handsome gay lovers who would attract attention. “The three of you will be safer than one or two of you. You’ll be driving on some lonely highways.” I hadn’t thought of that. “You can share the driving and go right from one city to the next.” We invited Joshua and Jacob out to Houlihan’s for dinner and brought Dondi, just ‘cause he was around and not busy. I pitched it to them. 



“Eight weeks. Five hundred cash, each, a week plus expenses.” I had told Dondi about it before so he could get over his envy at not having been offered. He did so quickly. That he had begun dating a Montverde student helped. The twins looked from me to each other. Dondi asked: 



“Have you made plans for the summer?” Joshua said: 



“We were going to tour Asian capitals.” Jacob said: 



“Seoul, Pyongyang, Beijing, Bangkok, and Saigon.” Dondi looked from them to me and shook his head. Linden looked from them to me and didn’t shake his head. Still, both of their expressions suggested I should ask someone else. Jacob looked at his brother and then me and said: 



“Would you excuse us?” They both got up from our table and went from the dining room to the bar. 

Dondi shook his head again and said: 



“Asian capitals…” Linden said nothing but nodded. I said: 



“They can go to Asian capitals any day of the week. When will they have the opportunity to road trip around the country visiting the suckiest Superior Bodies so they can be ogled at and sleep in 4 



tiny sex cubicles?” 



“And to do it all with you?” Dondi said, sarcastically. “Except the sleeping part,” he added, unnecessarily. We ate our dinner, stealing occasional glances at the bar where our friends talked and made phone calls, to their parents I was sure. Ten minutes later they returned, smiling. Joshua said: 



“We can visit Asian cities anytime.” It was not quite what I said, but close enough. As close was Jacob’s: 



“When will we have the chance to drive around the country visiting Superior Bodies and sleeping in those tiny cubicles?” I smiled at Dondi and squeezed Linden’s knee under the table. Together, the twins asked:  



“When do we leave?” 







We didn’t rent a Hummer, nor did we get a hybrid. We agreed on a PT Cruiser. I searched online not for the best price or color, but for one with a standard transmission. “Red or black?” I texted them. Jacob wrote back: 



“Red.” Red it was. 



Montverde had exams the first and second week in May. When Joshua and Jacob finished theirs they drove Hildie to their parents’ house in North Carolina. They spent a week there and then flew to Hong Kong for a week, just ‘cause they felt like it and they were rich. They flew back to Orlando and spent the night in our guest room. We hit the road the first Monday in June, around ten a.m. I agreed we would take Honey Bunches of Oats with us, for company. The twins, who would miss Hildie, were glad to have a canine traveling companion, and Linden took the opportunity to foster another superior mutt at our house. He said goodbye to me and Honey Bunches of Oats next to the blood red PT Cruiser, “I’ll see you this weekend.” We kissed and then Linden kissed the pup. She and I got in the back seat and Joshua pulled out of the driveway, his brother riding shotgun. 



As Joshua pulled onto Interstate 4 heading west toward the turnpike, I put Crawford Welch on speaker phone and said, “OK, who’s idea was it to open a Superior Bodies Sultan Springs?” 



“I’m glad you asked,” he said. “It gives me an opportunity to give you some background about that particular club.” 



“Get to the point,” I said, nastily. I hadn’t forgiven Welch and the other fucks at Hassler for using the twins and me to cash in on Abigail’s death. It made great business sense, but it was beyond yukky. Joshua and Jacob, who figured it out before I told them about it, agreed. Welch coughed, paused quietly, and said: 



“Our research indicated Sultan Springs used to be a favorite vacation spot for gay men…” 



“Then how come I haven’t heard about it?” I interrupted, as nastily. “ANSWER ME!!!” I shouted before he had an opportunity to do so. Then I started laughing really hard. Welch was stunned, 5 



indicating how not well he knew me. 



“Go ahead Mr. Welch,” said Jacob. “Christian’s just had too much caffeine.” He continued: 



“It was a popular spot for gay vacationers in the fifties and sixties, especially among spring breakers.” 



“What?” I said, frustrated, but less nasty. Welch chuckled a bit. 



“What I mean to say is, when Connie Francis was singing ‘Where the Boys Are,’ she meant Sultan Springs.” Jacob hit mute on my phone and said: 



“Christian…” before I could scream WHAT THE FUCK? Welch went on: 



“So we thought that between its history and its proximity to Tallahassee and Pensacola it would draw gay men from those cities and all over.” I was speechless. Joshua spoke for me when he unmuted the phone and said: 



“Mr. Welch, you opened that club based on fifty year-old research?” He didn’t respond immediately, giving Jacob an opportunity to ask: 



“What are the gay populations of Pensacola and Tallahassee?” Welch remained silent and I asked: 



“And isn’t Pensacola a military town? You’re certainly not expecting Air Force people to come to a gay bathhouse.” Still no Welch, so I lifted Honey Bunches of Oats to the phone and did the ventriloquist thing, having her ask: 



“Just who did this research and when was he fired?” Welch sighed audibly and said: 



“The former Superior Bodies rep did the research, convinced the executives to open Sultan Springs,” he sighed again and added, “and was fired a few months ago.” 



“Thanks,” I said in the high-pitched doggie voice I used for the last question. Then I hung up the phone with the blind old Peke’s right front paw. 



The twins and I spent the next six hours listening to music, chatting and stopping to stretch, urinate and pick up snacks. As we passed the Museum of Drag Racing, Silver Springs and We Bare All, I described my visit to each of them with Samia years before. They already knew her from the stories I told the night of Hurricane Harriett. “When do we get to meet her?” Joshua asked. 



“I don’t know,” I said, wistfully. I hadn’t meant to be wistful, ‘cause it’s an irritating thing to be, but it’s what I was. 



It rained as we passed by Tallahassee, the capital of Florida and a city I had never visited. The rain stopped when we arrived in Sultan Springs. Jacob was driving. I was riding shotgun and Joshua was in the back cuddling with Ms. Oats. The PT Cruiser had a GPS that took us directly to Superior Bodies Sultan Springs, which I was tickled to realize had once been, are you sitting down? A church. “It’s a church,” Joshua observed as his brother pulled into the parking lot. 
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“It’s white,” Jacob said, parking and turning off the engine. “It’s got stained glass, and a steeple.” I looked around the lot and saw only one lone van. 



“Not many parishioners, though.” It was a wet. On a wet Monday night there were still plenty of people at Superior Bodies Orlando. We got out of the car and Joshua put Honey Bunches of Oats down so she could winkie. When she was done we approached the church, I mean club. We walked up three brick steps and opened the large white double doors that led into what was once the lobby but was now the sharp-looking block glass and black tile reception area. There was no one behind the high front desk to greet us and we looked around the small space. There was a bulletin board with notices for roommates, cars and houses for sale and business cards. There were a couple of magazine racks featuring statewide gay rags. Vending machines sold soda and snacks. Both were well stocked and maintained. The place was clean, too, which is always a good thing. We looked around for about thirty seconds when the door to the church itself opened and a handsome man, perhaps thirty or thirty-five and sporting a long thick brown ponytail pushed himself into reception in a wheelchair. 



“Hello!” he said, revealing teeth wrapped in braces. “You must be Christian and Jacob and Joshua. 

Joshua indicated the blind old ball of Pekingese fluff in his arm and said: 



“And Honey Bunches of Oats.” The man nodded and said: 



“So nice to meet you, Honey Bunch, my name’s Yancy.” 



“Hello Yancy,” I said, shaking his hand. “I’m Christian and these are Jacob,” beauty mark, “and Joshua,” eyebrow scar. He shook both their hands. “And Honey Bunches of Oats prefers to be called by her full name,” I added, playfully. In truth, Honey Bunches of Oats didn’t care. It was I, a Gallagher, who preferred full names. 



“Then Honey Bunches of Oats it will be.” Joshua leaned over so Yancy could shake her paw. 

“Welcome to Superior Bodies Sultan Springs.” 



“Thank you.” Yancy turned his wheelchair around as easily as the rest of us take a breath and said: 



“Please come in.” He opened the door as easily and the four of us followed him into what was once a church but was then a combination TV lounge, gym and locker room. All in the one space, though there were a couple of steps and a narrow ramp, leading from the gym up to the partially-screened locker area. It was all very casual, like someone’s large loft apartment. Also separating one area from the other was the black carpeted floor of the lounge, black matted floor of the gym and black tiled floor of the locker area. Everything was laid out nicely and worked. 



“This is cool,” Joshua said, taking it all in. 



“It is,” Yancy agreed, wheeling himself past couches, exercise equipment and up the ramp, settling between a couple of wooden benches. Jacob chuckled and said: 



“The altar is the changing area.” 
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“They could have put the locker room in there,” Yancy indicated a door on the left side of the large room between mat and tile. “but that’s where the cubicles are, and the bathrooms.” Joshua asked: 



“How many cubicles do you have?” Yancy turned his wheelchair around as effortlessly as they rest of us blinked, and as quickly, and rolled it back down the ramp, toward and through the door. We followed him as he said: 



“There were four offices when this was a church. The Hassler designer turned them into eight cubicles.” More carpet led to the small rooms on our left. In front of us were what were once a men’s and women’s room. To the right was a door that led outside. Yancy spun around and led us out. “Let me show you the pool and the showers.” Outside was a standard concrete patio with two tables, chairs, and a dozen chaise-lounges, all surrounded by an eight-foot privacy fence. The pool was a small one, the size you find in the middle of low-end motels. On its near side, indeed directly in front of us, was a long wooden lean-to, also partially-screened, with four shower heads. 



“There aren’t any showers inside,” Joshua said, a question. Yancy shook his head. 



“They were installed out here for practicality, and cost savings.” I was sure. “They and the lockers can provide voyeurs with a feast.” Yes, but of whom? 



“No one here tonight?” I asked, rhetorically. 



“We close early on weeknights,” Yancy paused and added, “and on weekends. And the rain…” He didn’t finish his sentence. There weren’t a lot of club members I presumed, and not much of a single day market I also presumed. I didn’t feel like getting into it so I said: 



“Where are we taking you to dinner, Yancy?” He smiled but shook his head. 



“You don’t have to do that. I just need to close up and I’m on my way home.” 



“We insist,” Jacob said. Yancy shook his head again. 



“My cat…” 



“We’ll do seafood and you can bring her home something special.” Yancy still didn’t agree. Indeed, he was totally shy. I said: 



“Look, don’t make me flip you out of that chair and drag you with us.” The threat was all it took. 

That is, I think, my acknowledgment of his being in a wheelchair, ‘cause he said: 



“It can be awkward. Not every place is handicapped accessible. It’s sometimes difficult.” 



“We can handle it. We’re pretty worldly,” Jacob said. I considered the near year I had known him and his brother and agreed they were. Yancy smiled, very glad, and said: 



“Let me just hit the men’s room and then lock up.” While he did that, all with impressive ease and speed, the twins and I brought in our suitcases and secured cubicles. We left out the back door, went through a gate in the patio fence, and approached the van. Yancy opened the rear doors and 8 



triggered a mechanism that lifted him, still in his wheelchair, into the back. He then rolled up to the drivers seat, which was missing, locked in his chair, and started the engine. The twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I followed him inside. I rode shotgun and the others sat on the van’s floor. 

“You don’t mind?” he asked them. “You could follow me in your car.” Joshua and Jacob shook their heads, and the latter shook Honey Bunches of Oats’.  Yancy pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road. A few minutes later we were at a Crab Shack. I know…EEEK! We secured a table on its patio. Everyone ordered fish dinners while I had a salad. As we ate I indicated Yancy’s chair and said: 



“So, what’s all this?” He smiled. He smiled a lot, revealing his thick, heavy braces. I suppose next to being in a wheelchair, braces weren’t a big deal. Yancy took a sip of club soda and said: 



“Training accident, at Pensacola. I was in the Air Force. I got an honorable discharge and a pension.” He took another bite of his dinner. I wasn’t satisfied. The twins knew it and smiled at me, amused. 



“When did it happen?” 



“Four years ago.” 



“What have you been doing since then?” 



“I was a cashier at a Big Lots.” 



“Locally?” 



“In Pensacola. Closer to the base.” 



“You get services there?” 



“Yeah, and I have friends there.” 



“How did you end up with the SBSS gig?” 



“A friend of mine told me it was opening. A former officer. You’ll meet him. He comes every day.” 



“Are you gay?” 



“No.” 



“And you have a place in Pensacola, still?” 



“No. Here.” 



“Why don’t you stay in Sultan Springs, or at the club? I could arrange for you to be a live-in manager.” Yancy thought about it and said: 



“I appreciate that. It would make things easier. Would I be able to bring my cat?” I thought about 9 



bringing Drucilla to Superior Bodies Orlando nearly every day and said: 



“Fuck, yeah.” I had all the information I needed, for the moment. I would later ask him about girlfriends and his sex life. Having only known him for an hour, I thought it was too soon, then. 

Jacob asked: 



“Your friend, the officer, he’s a member?” Having just taken a bite of something, Yancy nodded. 

Joshua: 



“How many members are there?” He swallowed and said: 



“Not a lot, and they’re mostly older guys.” The twins and I exchanged glances and I said: 



“’Where the Boys Are.’” 



“Or were,” Jacob corrected me. Yancy understood the reference. 



“Yeah, Ray and the others told me this was a big gay mecca when they were young. Easier to reach than Key West.” I thought of the drive down Route 1, a trip I had never taken. “We still see a decent group of college students, some gay, mostly those who didn’t book Ft. Lauderdale and Daytona Beach quickly enough and who can’t afford the Keys. We stay open twenty-four hours from mid-February to mid-April.” 



“How far to the beach?” Joshua asked. Yancy gestured behind him to his left. 



“A mile that way. It’s pretty. I’ll take you there if you want.” We agreed it would be nice. After dinner we drove by the beach. It was indeed pretty, though no more than any other Florida beach. It was busy, too. “People are waiting for the sunset,“ Yancy explained. “Would you like to stay and see it?” 



“Not tonight,” I said. “We’re keeping you from your cat. We’ll check it out another time.” Yancy drove us back to the club and took a spare key off his ring. 



“What time do you open?” 



“Six a.m.” 



“And do you have anyone else on staff?” 



“On weekends,” said Yancy. “And a cleaning crew comes in twice a week.” His days were long. I said: 



“Well, you can sleep late tomorrow. Or take the day off if you like. You must have some things you need to do. Banking, a doctor visit?” I considered his braces, “an orthodontist appointment?” Yancy smiled, again displaying a mouthful of metal. 



“Thanks,” he said, “I will come in later, if that’s OK.” Getting out of the van I said: 10 



“We’ll see you when we see you.” The twins and I said goodnight to the Superior Bodies Sultan Springs manager and went inside the bathhouse/former church. 



I let Honey Bunches of Oats take care of business in a grassy patch next to the patio while the twins showered. I took a quick one, dug a bottle of Dewar’s out of my suitcase and joined them on a couch in front of the TV. Jacob said, “He’s a nice guy.” I said: 



“He’s lonely.” Joshua: 



“He likes this place.” Me: 



“Yeah, he seemed to like the idea of moving in.” Jacob: 



“We need to make sure it isn’t shut down.” Joshua: 



“What do you suppose attendance is like?” Me: 



“A handful of gay retirees and an occasional day visitor.” Jacob: 



“A couple of privates getting it on away from the base once in a while.” Joshua: 



“There’s spring break…” His brother and I nodded. I looked around at the nicely laid out lounge, state of the art exercise equipment, including weights, treadmills and stationery bicycles, and beyond them to the locker area. 



“The altar is the locker room,” I said. The twins studied it with me and laughed. 



“It works,” Joshua said. Jacob and I agreed it did. 



“It’s a nice place,” I said. “We have to keep it going.” 







Tuesday morning Honey Bunches of Oats and I were up at 5:30 a.m. I wanted some coffee and to let her out before opening the door. When I did I was greeted by a half dozen young professionals, members, who regularly worked out before going to work. I checked them in, assigned keys and handed each a towel. One of them was obviously gay. Two others could be. The remaining three were straight, I was sure, and probably just found the club a convenient place to exercise. I was certain Yancy made them feel welcome and comfortable. As challenging would be the gay guys trying not to ogle the straight hotties as they stripped off their workout clothes and soaped up outside. Yeah, Superior Bodies Sultan Springs was curiously laid out. 



Between seven and nine a.m. a dozen older members arrived, five of them to exercise, four to watch the morning news in the lounge, and three to read the paper by the pool.  Among them were three hardcore regulars the twins and I would get to know. They were Ray, the retired Air Force officer who had recommended Yancy look into managing the club when it opened; John, a retired banker from a wealthy family in Manassas, Virginia; and Joe, a retired priest who had come out the year before, on his seventy-fifth birthday. Of the close to thirty older gay male regulars, these three spent 11 



the most time at the club and they were all friends of each other and of Yancy. 



That first morning I was there Joe watched “Good Morning America,” Ray took a brisk walk on the treadmill and John read “The Wall Street Journal” on the patio. Though I introduced myself to them and everyone else when he arrived, Yancy formally introduced me to his three pals when he showed up, with his cat, Butler, at ten-thirty. Joe and Ray had joined John on the patio by that time, and I hesitated to leave reception unattended, but the morning exercisers had long since gone and Yancy advised me there was a sensor indicating when the front door opened. Joshua and Jacob had met Joe in front of the TV and followed him outside. 



The seven of us and Honey Bunches of Oats hung out at the patio for the rest of the morning. Yancy excused himself several times to check in a member, also older. Every time he did the twins or I would insist he stay where he was, offering to go ourselves. He wouldn’t have it. One time I said, “I have authority over you, you know,” half-seriously. That met with a hearty laugh from everyone. 



Ray, John and Joe were great company, not the least because they were completely interested in getting to know me. As with a lot of people I meet, the fellas were familiar with the Eleanor van der Walls disappearance and its drama and my sister’s murder. To their credit, my three new friends only said how sorry they were about the latter. They made inquiries about Superior Bodies Orlando, which led to my telling them about Superior Mutts, about which they were very interested. Indeed, John said, “You turned the cubicles into kennels?” I nodded. “That must have disappointed a lot of members.” 



“Yes,” I confirmed, “but no one was sadder than Elio, our horny front desk clerk.” I described having met Joshua and Jacob at Montverde, which led them to say how sorry they were about Abigail’s death. Ray said to the twins: 



“You are very beautiful, which I’m sure you know.” They responded by blushing. “May I photograph you, clothed, while you’re here?” They responded by nodding slightly. “I’ve taken pictures all my life and I got my first digital camera two weeks ago. It’s still in the box. I’m afraid to use it!” Joshua said: 



“Bring it in tomorrow and I’ll help you figure it out.” 



“How will you spend your week here in Sultan?” asked Joe. I wasn’t sure and said: 



“I’m not sure.” 



“Well,” said Joe, “I hope you’ll be here around dinner time. We have dinner and a movie most weekdays and tonight we’re going to watch ‘A Summer Place.’” 



“I love that movie!” I said. “Troy Donahue was so adorable. And Sandra Dee.” Neither Joshua nor Jacob had heard about it, so I said, “It’s the,” I couldn’t think of a comparable current teen romance so I said, “current teen romance of the early sixties.” Ray, John and Joe, confirmed this. In their seventies, they were not quite my parents’ Depression-raised generation, nor were they my sister Joan’s baby-boom generation. Still, having been raised at 12 Cherrywood I was familiar with the pop culture of both eras and could speak to them about movies, books, politics and most other things twentieth century. I did so for the rest of the morning and into the afternoon. But for his 12 



occasional trips to the front, Yancy hung out with us. Joshua and Jacob did, too, though they left briefly to make a lunch run to Subway. “What’s everyone having?” the latter asked? Our friends placed lunch orders with them on the condition they also take their money. I said: 



“It’s a corporate expense,” as many times as it took them to relent. When the twins returned Joe pulled a bottle of Glenlivet out of somewhere and poured some for himself, Ray and me. Our near day-long patio visit was interrupted briefly by a standard Florida afternoon rainstorm that sent us inside. John did a free weight workout, Joe, the twins and some other club members watched “Judge Judy,” and I drove Ray, who took a bus from his modest studio apartment to and from the club, home so he could get his new camera. 



That evening at six, fifteen other older men joined us for a brown bag dinner in front of “A Summer Place.” So many were we the twins and I watched from where we sat on gym equipment. The members offered us space on the couches and chairs or the floor in front of the TV where two of them sat, but we assured them we were comfortable and the TV screen was very large. 



The movie was sweet and campy and most of the men mooned over Troy Donahue. Funny was that, like Yancy, some of them were straight. John identified them to me, explaining that they knew the gay members from the handful of area retirement communities, and through them wound up visiting, and becoming members of Superior Bodies. Yeah, most of the men loved Troy Donahue, and a couple commented on what a hottie Richard Egan, who played Sandra Dee’s father, was. One of the straight men said he had enjoyed a life-long crush on Sandra Dee, even after she retired from movies and went nuts. The two others, who were in their late eighties, expressed a fondness for Dorothy Maguire, who played Donahue’s mother. 



Watching the movie with these terrific old men was great fun. So much so that I was very sorry when it was over. I asked the group, “What’s playing tomorrow night?” Joe said: 



“’The Marriage Go Round,’” in a tone that suggested he thought I was unfamiliar with the movie and was about to describe it to me. Before he could I said to him and the others: 



“I LOVE James Mason, and what gay man doesn’t like Susan Hayward AND Julie Newmar?” One of the Dorothy Maguire admirers said: 



“There are a few us straight guys who also like Susan Hayward and Julie Newmar.” This made everyone laugh, The men spent the next half hour packing up and heading home. Yancy, who lived in the same apartment complex as Ray, offered to drive him home, but I said: 



“You have your cat here. Stay and hang out with me and the twins. I’ll drive him.” Yancy agreed. I dropped Ray off and picked up an action movie at a Blockbuster on my way back. The four of us watched it, Honey Bunches of Oats asleep on my lap and Butler asleep on Yancy’s. When it was over Yancy locked up and we all went to bed. 







Wednesday was almost completely the same as Tuesday in that the twins and I hung out with Ray, John and Joe and, when not checking someone in or handling some other issue, Yancy. A cleaning crew came through early in the day, a husband and wife team that gave the place a thorough once 13 



over Wednesdays and Sundays. What tidying needed to happen between their visits was usually something Yancy could handle or was left to the weekend part-timers he employed. 



Joshua examined Ray’s very sophisticated digital camera, which the amateur photographer later used to take pictures of the twins. I figured he would use the pool as a setting. Instead he had them pose, fully clothed in jeans and white t-shirts Jacob picked up that morning, around the front of the building, which, but for the Superior Bodies Sultan Springs sign, appeared still to be a church. Ray took a zillion pictures of Joshua, a zillion more of Jacob and a third zillion of both of them. They posed on the building’s front steps, lying on the front lawn. On the side, in the back. On the curb with the building and its steeple behind them, peering through the stained glass windows and many other ways. The images were a study of these two beautiful gay twin lovers being excluded from Christianity, though, bless his heart, Ray was very subtle in his suggestion of their romantic relationship. In the past, Ray had taken his film to a local photo place to have it developed. When he was finished with Joshua and Jacob, the former helped him download them onto the lobby computer. 



While all this was going on I was enjoying more Glenlivet with Joe, John and a handful of members who came and went. On that second day Joe felt more comfortable about bringing up Abigail’s death and the “Coven”-inspired rumors that had reached him. “Who do you think did it?” he asked. 



“I don’t know,” I said, making no attempt to be sincere. I didn’t want to mislead my new friends, but I wasn’t prepared to take them into my confidence, either. They respected that and we discussed favorite old actresses instead. Joe’s was Ava Gardner; John, Garbo; me, Stanwyck, of course. 

Yancy, who was in our company for that subject, said he really liked Julie Christie. “She gets better looking with age,” he remarked. The rest of us agreed she did. 



I picked up lunch that day. I got assorted sushi rolls at some local place. Salad, soup, saki for me and Joe. It was a big hit, especially for Ray, who was always afraid of sushi but discovered he really liked it. Later that afternoon he and Joshua printed eight of the images he took, albeit in black and white and on printer paper, and they came out really good. In fact, they were extraordinary, more so for being printed so simply. “Wow!” I said as I examined them. “These really look like you guys are angels that have been banished from the church for desiring mortal love or something,” I deliberately did not add, “with each other,” though it was understood. John, Joe and Yancy agreed. 

John said: 



“You could have a show of these, Ray,” something that made him beam. 



“You could,” Joe agreed. “I’ve got some friends in Chicago I could send them to who would find them very interesting.” John had friends in Richmond, Baltimore and New York to whom he wanted to send them. A high school friend of Yancy’s had a gallery in Miami where he thought they could be displayed. I said: 



“My brother Thomas could get you a show in Boston in a minute.” Ray was thrilled. Joshua and Jacob, who had posed to indulge him and were generally not vain, were also excited. We chatted about the work and marketing and sales opportunities for another thirty minutes. Then Ray asked me if I would pose for him the following day. I answered, in one word: 



“Letmethinkaboutityeah.” 
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That evening most of the same men who had attended Tuesday’s dinner and a movie returned for 

“The Marriage Go Round.” It was so fun watching it with people who had seen it when it first came out. Their comments gave me a perspective on the gay scene circa 1960 and I was pleased to learn how active most of them had been prior to the sexual revolution and, more specifically, the 1968 

Stonewall riots that began the modern gay movement. As fun was watching the movie through Joshua and Jacob’s eyes. The story was OK, kind of sitcommy. More interesting was their introduction to Susan Hayward, whose dramatic roles in “With A Song In My Heart” and “I Want To Live” are the stuff of gay legend, and Julie Newmar, who they didn’t realize had been catwoman decades before Michelle Pfeiffer and what’s-her-name. “You must have seen her in ’To Wong Foo,’” Joe said. The twins asked what that was. “Tomorrow night’s film,” he answered and then asked the group, “What Julie Newmar film should we see on Friday?” Several fellas offered suggestions, for Friday’s and Saturday’s movies. Ultimately, everyone agreed Friday’s would be 

“Lil’ Abner” and Saturday’s would be “Streetwalkin’,” a low-budget 1986 job in which the actress had a meaty role as an aging hooker. OK, it was my suggestion. OK, no one had ever heard of it. 

OK, I insisted as the Superior Bodies executive we were going to fucking watch “Streetwalkin’” 

and that was all there was to it. 



“Won’t there be a party here on Saturday?” John asked Yancy, having been told of the twins’ and my visit in advance and its purpose. He said: 



“Yes, but that won’t start until later. Ten o’clock, probably.” A moan swept over the group as the older men whined about the late hour and their being in bed. Ray said: 



“I’m sure the youngsters don’t expect any of us old folk to be here.” 



“Then who’s coming?” Joe asked. We all looked at Yancy, who said: 



“Hassler ran a couple of ads in the gay publications.” I had seen it in one of the lobby magazines. 

The display ads were large and well laid out. The problem was, the mags were distributed throughout the state and no one was traveling from Miami, Tampa or Orlando to party in Sultan Springs. No one said anything, but all the glances everyone was exchanging told me no one, including Yancy, expected the event to be successful. Joshua said: 



“Aren’t there clubs in Tallahassee?” Joe said: 



“There’s one called Uncle Hoy’s in Tallahassee and Tanks in Pensacola.” One of the members whose name I can’t remember asked: 



“What about Paradise?” to which John responded: 



“It closed last November.” 



“No,” Ray corrected him. “That was Harvey’s. Paradise got a new owner.” I looked at the twins, who sat next to each other on a weight bench. 



“Should we hit Uncle Hoy’s after the movie? See if we can’t lure some party-goers with our good looks?” They both nodded and Joe, who had heard me, suggested printing flyers to distribute. 
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“You can use one of the pictures Ray took earlier.” It was a good idea, though I was unsure what Uncle Hoy would think about our leaving a stack on his bar. I expressed this concern and John suggested sticking them under windshields in the parking lot. It was tacky, but I had no other plans. 

Joshua excused himself to make a quick flyer on the Superior Bodies computer. Thirty minutes later he returned with one as well composed as any my brother Thomas or any other graphic artist could do. It contained an image of the two of them sitting on the front steps, Joshua leaning on Jacob’s shoulder, the former with his eyes closed while the latter looks at the sky. It read “God’s loneliest angels invite you to show them a party at SBSS…” Again, the black and white on plain white paper worked. Several of the members took copies of it when they left after the movie. Yancy printed up a hundred more and gave them to me. 



“Good luck,” he said, hopefully. I didn’t think our efforts would amount to much, but it was something to do and I was interested to see what a gay bar in the state capital was like. 



An hour later I knew what a gay bar in the state capital was like: A one-story dirty stucco stand alone in the industrial section of town inside of which were two black rooms: one with a bar, the other with a pool table and darts. There were some cheaply framed posters of bare-chested men, images I remembered from the eighties. There was a single bathroom with a urinal and toilet, both of which needed cleaning. Two very young, very skinny men walked around wearing sneakers and thongs. One of them had a standard body. The other one looked malnourished and had a flat ass that should have been hidden rather than emphasized. “They must be the hostesses,” I told the twins. At nine-thirty on a Wednesday night there were fourteen people in the bar. “There has to be another gay bar in this city. This can’t be it.” We knew of no other. “Should we leave or should we have a drink?” I asked. 



“Let’s stay for a drink,” Jacob said. “We can ask about the club and see what people have to say about it.” It was a good idea, so we secured three stools and ordered a round of bottled waters. I paid for them immediately because I knew we wouldn’t be staying for seconds. I asked the bartender, a heavy man with a round face and a week-old beard he either needed to trim or shave entirely: 



“Have you heard of a place called Superior Bodies Sultan Springs?” The man burst out laughing, said: 



“You mean Old Bodies Sultan Springs!” and laughed harder. I was livid but remained calm and I might have smiled politely. Jacob asked: 



“Old Bodies? I don’t get it. I heard it was a bathhouse and sex club.” He was clearly feeding the man, who laughed still harder and shouted to the other patrons: 



“Hey guys, is Old Bodies Sultan Springs a bathhouse and sex club?” There was scattered laughter but generally little interest. The bartender said, “Uncle Hoy’s may be a dive, but at least we all can get it up, can’t we guys?” A few people laughed and two of them made forgettable remarks. Joshua said: 



“I heard there’s a big party going on there on Saturday night.” The bartender laughed again, though it wasn’t as genuine. 
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“I don’t know about a party. Maybe a funeral or a wake.” OK, we got the point. I asked, because I was curious, though not really curious: 



“Who’s Uncle Hoy?” The bartender said: 



“That would be me, and this is my place.” He then began an explanation of the origin of the Uncle Hoy term. It interested the twins and me in no way. Five seconds into it we stood up, turned around and walked out the door. “Hey!” I heard Uncle Hoy shout after us, “I was talking to you!” I cracked a smile. We leafleted the windshields of every car in the small, gravel lot and then got back in the PT Cruiser. 



“Pensacola?” Joshua suggested. I considered the length of the drive. Jacob did, too, and he said: 



“Let’s go there tomorrow. By the time we got there…” He was right, and it was a Wednesday night. 

We drove back to Sultan Springs. Yancy, Butler and Honey Bunches of Oats were awake when we arrived, the former reading on a couch in the lounge, the latter two relaxing with each other on his lap. 



“How did it go?” he asked. 



“Uncle Hoy is horrible and so is his bar,” I answered. Joshua asked: 



“Have you ever been there?” Yancy shook his head. 



“Ray took me to the one in Pensacola, Paradise, while I was still on my feet. It was the size of this lounge. They had beer and wine. People went there to hook up and leave.” 



“Air Force guys?” 



“Some. And people from out of town who wanted to meet other guys. And guys driving through.” It sounded worse than Uncle Hoy’s. “They kept it really dark. Or did. Maybe things are better now.” 

Maybe. Jacob asked: 



“Should we even go?” I thought about it and said: 



“Why not?” Yancy put down his book and handed Honey Bunches of Oats to me. He transferred himself and Butler to his chair and they said goodnight. As they headed to the cubicles I turned on the TV. The twins and I watched something for a little while and then also went to bed. 



Thursday morning I called Linden from the patio where I sat drinking coffee across the pool from the others. I told him about the club, its clientele and the horrible Tallahassee bar. He said, “It sounds like Uncle Hoy had a point.” I reluctantly agreed. “Is there a real threat of it closing?” 



“Without examining the books, I would think so. It’s not so much a gym and bathhouse as it is a club house for retired homos. There’s a regular bunch of guys who use the equipment, but no one’s rented a cubicle since I’ve been here.” 
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“Where does everyone live?” Linden asked. “The older guys.” 



“Ray’s in a small apartment in the same complex Yancy has a place. John’s in a condo and I think Joe is, too. I don’t know about the others.” Linden didn’t immediately reply, when he did it was to say: 



“So turn the place into a retirement home for gay guys.” The thought had been coalescing in my mind for two days, but it took my husband to articulate it. 



“OK…” I said, considering the idea. 



“How many cubicles are there?” Linden asked. 



“Eight. And they’d make very small bedrooms.” 



“So?” 



“And the gym and locker area…and the showers are outside…I don’t know.” 



“I’ll drive up tomorrow and check it out. A clever architect can redesign the space. Call your brother and ask him what he thinks. Ask him how close Hassler is to closing the place down. In this economy, Yancy could buy it for nothing. Invite the regulars to move in, charge them less than they’re paying in rent some other place…” They were good ideas. 



“OK.” 



“What are you going to do today?” asked my husband. 



“Hang out, watch a Julie Newmar movie over dinner, and then check out Paradise in Pensacola.” 

My tone suggested I wasn’t looking forward to it because Linden said: 



“What?” I thought again about Uncle Hoy and his remarks and said: 



“Gay guys today have no idea how hard it was. Twenty, forty, fifty years ago.  We’ve got all these gay celebrities now and our own cable stations. You can get married in Massachusetts and other states. Vermont or whatever. AIDS isn’t a death sentence anymore. I’m sure it still sucks in West Virginia but it doesn’t suck in Florida. Not in Tallahassee, and for Uncle Hoy and his patrons to disparage these wonderful old men who grew up too terrified to hook up or fall in love…” I didn’t finish the thought. I knew Linden was feeling me. He didn’t respond immediately but then said: 



“What do you want to do to Uncle Hoy?” I didn’t respond immediately, but then said: 



“I want Uncle Hoy’s patrons to have no other place to party Saturday night but Superior Bodies Sultan Springs.” Linden didn’t respond immediately, but then said: 



“Should I bring two, just in case Uncle Paradise is as awful?” Right away I said: 



“Yes.” 
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I spent the rest of the day posing for Ray. He asked the twins to pose with me, again in their jeans and white t-shirts. I wore the same. He pretty much continued the angels banished from church or Heaven or whatever theme from the day before, working me in as an older, more tragic angel. The problem with that, of course, was that while I had twenty-three years on Joshua and Jacob, you couldn‘t really tell, in real life and, even less, in the photos. This tickled me, though I said nothing. 

Later, when Joshua printed up the best of the day’s pics and passed them around, John said, “You all look the same age.” I said nothing and my expression was humble but I could my eyes dancing. 

Joe said: 



“You need to include these in your show.” John said:  



“You should have it here. A permanent collection on the walls, and then display them elsewhere.” It was a good idea. I asked Joshua to e-mail them to Thomas and Malachi, whom I would call later. 

Between the photo shoot and “Lil’ Abner,” I called Matthew and asked him about the Sultan Springs Gay Retirement home. He said: 



“Your timing’s good. I just got off the phone with Hassler.” 



“Welch?” I asked, shuddering. 



“Yeah, and a finance guy. Your visit would have been the club’s swan song.” That hit me in the stomach as I surveyed the group of friends, including Yancy, on the patio. What would they have done? Sure, John, Ray and Joe had retirement incomes. But what about Yancy? He got something from the Air Force but I wasn’t sure if it was enough to support him. He could try and be a cashier again but with so many people out of work and professionals and everyone else applying for cashier jobs, people who were ambulatory, what chance did he have? I was sick about it. I was sick about how close the SBSS posse had come to being without a club and Yancy without work. If the twins and I hadn’t been there to meet and know them and know their situation I wouldn’t have given the club’s closing a thought. I asked my brother: 



“Would they be interested in operating it as a retirement residence?” 



“I don’t know,” Matthew said. “I doubt it. We tossed around ideas about how to make it work, to save their investment. I think they just want to cut their losses.” 



“Would you get back on the phone with them and ask them about selling the building to Yancy?” 



“Sure. It won’t be quick, though, and they’re not going to give it away. They’ll have taken a loss. 

The equipment, the refurbishment…” I wasn’t in the mood to weep for Hassler and responded: 



“Is someone you know anxious to buy a church that’s been made into a gay sex club? Is the real estate market in Sultan Springs so hot?” Matthew didn’t respond, indicating my point was made. 



“I’ll call you later.” We said goodbye and I joined the others in the lounge for the next installment in the Julie Newmar Film Festival. It was as fun as the other movies we enjoyed. When it was over 19 



and the members went home, I asked Yancy if he wanted to go to Paradise with the twins and me. 



“I don’t know….” he said. 



“Look,” I began, “Who else around here are you ever going clubbing with? Joshua, Jacob and I are really good company and we’re leaving Sunday. When will you have an opportunity to paint Pensacola red with three such cool guys again?” He laughed and agreed to come with us. I took Honey Bunches of Oats out to do her business and then put her on the couch in the lounge where she cuddled with Butler and watched the TV I left on. 



I suggested driving to the bar in the PT Cruiser. Yancy rode shotgun, the twins folding up his chair and sticking it in the back. The drive to Pensacola was a short one, made shorter by some interesting stories Yancy had about his time at the base. They were so enjoyable I was sorry when we pulled into the citgy and the Paradise parking lot. “This is it?” Joshua asked regarding a building not much larger than a toll booth. 



“This is Paradise,” Yancy said. 



“For whom?” Jacob asked. The twins and I got out of the car and Joshua opened the back, however before he and his brother hauled out Yancy’s chair I noticed there were a couple of steps up to the bar’s door and no ramp. 



“I guess we need to carry you in,” I said to our friend. Yancy checked out the steps and sighed. 



“On whose back do you want to make your entrance?” asked Jacob. Yancy looked us over, rested his eyes on me and said: 



“The old angel.” I chuckled and said: 



“You ask the patrons at Ray’s gallery opening who the old angel in his pics is and let me know how long they ponder before giving up.” That said, I turned my back to him and squatted so he could put his arms around me. I stood up carefully, he settled himself on my back, and I walked slowly and steadily to the front door. 



Joshua held the door for me and I maneuvered inside. The bar was larger than it appeared on the outside, but still smaller than Uncle Hoy’s. It was cleaner and better decorated, but very dark. The bar, which still only served beer and wine, was too small to have any stools. There were four round tables and four times as many chairs. I carried Yancy over to one of the empty ones and lowered him carefully onto a chair. Though smaller in size and in a smaller city, Paradise was busier than Uncle Hoy’s had been. Most of the patrons stood along the walls, their drinks resting on chest-high shelves? counters? that ran the length of them. A back door led to a nicely landscaped and better lit rock garden the square footage of which was larger than the bar. I peeked out a window and saw a group of men smoking just outside the door and a handful of others on the far end of the garden apparently getting blown by someone on his knees. “Good times,” I said out loud. As my eyes adjusted to the interior of the bar I noticed it had a rock garden theme. The walls were a dark pink/orange and featured paintings of deserts. The floor was faux slate, but a nice faux slate. The bar itself was a deliberately weathered metal job with signs stolen from Texaco, Mobil and BP 

stations. It all worked. Joshua asked what we wanted and Jacob said, “To know how they can 20 



decorate this place so nicely and not have a friggin’ ramp.” 



“Isn’t it a law?” Joshua asked. Yancy nodded, though he wasn’t as worked up as the twins. He was probably used to it and maybe just wanted to enjoy his evening. Joshua got him a water, while he and his brother drank beer and I had a glass of Merlot. Their wine was really good and I finished it quickly and ordered another. Yancy told us more stories about his military career, all of which were interesting then but don’t bear repeating now. I hung a buzz quickly and wanted a cigarette, so I excused myself and went outside to bum one off someone. One of them, a fella named Michael, recognized me from something and we all got to chatting. I accepted a cig from him and steered the conversation away from me by asking about the bar. 



“I’ve owned it for a couple of years now,” Michael said. 



“Oh. It’s really nice. The desert theme works. And the garden is really cool.” Sensing Michael was interested in me, the other fellas with whom he had been smoking moved away from us. He thanked me for my compliments and said: 



“It cost a fortune. I’m making it back, though. The place has picked up recently. It used to be a dark hole where closet Air Force guys came to get blown by out-of-towners.” I indicated the goings-on in the far end of the garden. “OK, that still goes on, but I’m trying to class the place up. It’ll happen. 

I’m close to getting a full liquor license. It hasn’t been easy. They’re really strict, probably owing to it being so close to the base.” I finished my cig and Michael offered me another. “You own Superior Bodies, right?” 



“Yes and no,” I said and then explained about Hassler owning the brand. “I’m visiting Sultan Springs. There’s not a big market. It’s probably going to close.” I likely wouldn’t have been so forthcoming had I not had a couple of drinks. Still, it wasn’t really news. Michael said: 



“That’s too bad. I went there once, just to check it out. It looks like they’re some retirees who go there. Older gay men. It’s good for them.” I agreed it was. I liked Michael. He gave me cigs, served good wine and had a nice place where trashy guys could still get head from strangers. I said: 



“Have you thought of making Paradise handicap-accessible? 



“I did. I thought about it, but as tough as the city is about a liquor license, they don’t seem to care about the ADA,” Americans with Disabilities Act. “After redecorating and installing the garden, I just don’t want to spend any more money right away.” I nodded and said: 



“A ramp wouldn’t be so much, though, would it?” Michael shrugged and said: 



“Not really, but I’d have to do one in front and back here. And then the john…That’s where it would really get pricy. I’d have to bust out walls and stuff like that. Forget it.” I nodded again. 

Michael continued, “The place is still really small. A wheelchair would take a lot of space and a handicapped guy would have a hard time getting around the tables. It’s just too small right now, and I figure no access, no wheelchair, no one complaining about the john…” He shrugged again and I came close to putting my cigarette out in his left eye. 



“Thanks for the smoke,” I said, dropping it but not stepping on it. I walked past Michael and went 21 



back inside where I noticed Joshua and Jacob carrying a sweaty and clearly uncomfortable Yancy out of a door I determined was the unhandicap-accessible bathroom. When they got nearer I noticed Yancy had wet himself. I said, “Let’s go.” No one objected. 



Outside the twins put Yancy in the front seat and then joined me in putting flyers on the windshields of every car in the parking lot and on adjacent streets. We did this without enthusiasm. Then we got in the car and I drove us back to Sultan Springs. To lighten the mood I said to Yancy, “So, you missed the toilet, huh?” 



“I shouldn’t have come out,” he said, despondently. I felt bad for him, but I wasn’t having any of that. 



“I spoke to my brother today about turning the club into a retirement home for elderly gay men.” No one responded, not knowing if I was making another attempt to lighten the mood. “I’m serious.” 

Still nothing. “He told me it’s on Hassler’s chopping block. Not enough revenue.” Yancy sighed softly, no happier. “Would you consider buying it and running it as a residential community?” 



“Me?” he said, a little brighter. 



“Yes.” 



“That’s a great idea,” said Joshua. 



“It is,” echoed his brother. A beat, and Yancy said: 



“I don’t know. I don’t know how to run a business. I don’t have anything to put down.” 



“How’s your credit?” I asked. 



“I don’t owe anyone anything,” Yancy said. “I have a credit card but I never use it. 



“Have you ever owned property?” 



“No.” 



“What about that van?” 



“I got it through a program. I paid a thousand dollars for it, but it’s worth more.” I tried to think of what other credit he might have established and came up with nothing. Yancy continued, “I don’t know anything about running a business.” Jacob said: 



“You’ve only run Superior Bodies Sultan Springs for…two years?” 



“I only manage it,” Yancy explained. “The Hassler accountant pays the mortgage and the bills. I check people in and make sure they wipe down the machines after they use them.” 



“My brother will come up with a business plan and budget and that kind of thing. He’ll find you an accountant. Hassler wants to unload the place and you’re their best option. They’ll all make it 22 



work.” Yancy’s mind was going a mile a minute. I couldn’t see him in the dark as I drove carefully through the unfamiliar streets, but I could feel it. Jacob asked: 



“How many residents?” Joshua counted the cubicles and answered: 



“Eight to start with.” 



“They’re not that big,” observed his brother, to which I replied: 



“They’ll do while we move out the gym equipment and build standard size bedrooms.” I was thinking out loud. “And we won’t need the locker area. The altar will become a kitchen. We’ll put showers where the cubicles are…we’ll fix it up.” Yancy’s mind continued to reel as Jacob said: 



“That could work,” and his brother said: 



“It could.” We all were silent for a moment. Then Yancy said: 



“Thank you.” I appreciated his gratitude, but was not having much of it and replied: 



“It makes sense.” A beat, and Yancy said: 



“No it doesn’t. Not to a regular person. Crawford Welch would have shut the place down and I would have scrambled. John, Ray and everyone would have lost their…place. They might have still hung out together, but it wouldn’t have been the same.” I really wasn’t having it and said: 



“You don’t know if they’ll move in.” Yancy said, with confidence: 



“I think we’ll find eight residents pretty fast.” 







Linden drove up from Orlando very early Friday morning. He would have left at a reasonable time, but I told him how much the twins and I enjoyed spending the day hanging out with our new friends on the patio and he left super early, arriving by eleven a.m. No sooner had I introduced him to everyone than Ray suggested he pose for what John had suggested he call his “Fallen Angel” series. 

In spite of his chiseled cheekbones, jaw and chin, Linden was the least vain person I knew. Still, he agreed and we made a quick trip to Wal-Mart to secure him jeans and a white t-shirt. On the way back he examined his face in the PT Cruiser’s visor mirror and said, “My eyes…I look tired,” to which I replied, simply: 



“Photoshop.” 



The twins and I hung out with John, Joe and some of the other regulars on the patio while Ray shot Linden in front of and around the former church. They were done by four and Joshua printed what he thought were the best shots immediately. We examined them and Joe said, “It would be nice to have these on the walls for tomorrow’s party.” The Saturday party. The big party for which Welch had placed ads in two Florida bar rags and the twins and I had placed flyers on the windshields of a few more than two dozen vehicles in the parking lots of two small bars. I thought about the rockin’ 
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parties I had arranged at Superior Bodies Orlando and then compared them to what I expected SBSS’s would be like and said, with enthusiasm: 



“Drop the best ten off at a framing shop and tell the staff to put a rush on them. No standard eight by ten jobs, either. I want them matted and in ornate gold frames by tomorrow at three, even if they have to work all night. Pay them anything.” The group of us could have spent hours determining which ten to choose, so I said, “Ray, you pick  your favorite.” He did, quickly. Joshua said: 



“It’s too bad we don’t have a better printer and photographic paper,” to which John replied: 



“Colonial Photo and Hobby does framing.” Joshua nodded, found a disc and burned the images onto it. He and Ray took off in the PT Cruiser while John called the shop and told them they were on their way. Shortly after they left the gang gathered in the lounge with brown-bagged dinners and watched “To Wong Foo,” because “Streetwalkin’” wouldn’t arrive from Netflix until the following day. Before it began I got everyone’s attention and said: 



“Long story short, I’m turning Superior Bodies Sultan Springs into a retirement residence in a couple of weeks. It can accommodate seven residents initially, because Yancy here will own it and run the place and will be occupying one of the cubicles while renovations are done. Think about whether you want to move in. Those of you who maintain your current residences will still have a place to hang out.” Then I hit play and took Honey Bunches of Oats outside to go wee-wee. Linden hung out to see how the members would react and then joined me outside. 



“They’re buzzing about it. Everyone’s excited. No one’s watching the movie.” It was what I expected. John and Joe came outside a few minutes later and the former said: 



“You sure know how to drop a bomb.” I smiled. 



“Either of you moving in?” Joe said: 



“It’s kind of sudden, but I’m thinking about it.” John, the former banker said: 



“I’ve got too many things, and I couldn’t sell my condo for what it’s worth. Not now.” I had an idea Joe and Ray would move in but John would remain a visitor. He continued, “I didn’t think the place would survive, but I didn’t expect it to become an old gay folks home. You’ve done well.” I didn’t respond, but I kind of thought I had done well, too. 



Joshua and Ray returned extremely excited about the pictures and the framing. So excited were the rest of us we shut off the movie and listened to them carry on about how excited the staff of Colonial Photo & Hobby in Sultan Springs, Florida, were about the opportunity to frame images for a real and very important gallery show featuring handsome celebrities. “Their work is good,” 

Joshua assured everyone. Ray nodded and said: 



“They made some very good suggestions about four of them: two of the boys and two of you, Christian. I gave them carte blanche for the rest.” Carte blanche, blank check, doing what they love to do. Colonial Photo & Hobby had a fun and busy night. 
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the old gay geezers and then bade them all goodnight. Yancy again cuddled with Butler and Honey Bunches of Oats on a couch and read while the twins and Linden and I went to our cubicles to get our respective grooves on. The four of us slept until one a.m., at which time four cell phones went off at once. Silly us, one would have been enough and we wound up waking up Yancy, too. He stuck his head out of his cubicle as the rest of us left ours. “What’s going on?” he asked. A quicker thinker than the rest of us, Linden said: 



“We’re visiting Colonial Photo & Hobby.” 



“Yeah,” I said. “We want to make sure they don’t fuck up our images.” Always a lady! Yancy was satisfied, or too tired to care, or thought he was dreaming, and went back to bed while the rest of us got into the PT Cruiser and Jacob drove us to Tallahassee. We got there quickly as whatever highway we took there, Route 10? was deserted. Jacob parked a few blocks from Uncle Hoy’s, looked at me in the rear view mirror and said: 



“We’re here.” I looked at Linden and he looked back at me. Then I said to the twins: 



“Which one of you wants to do it?” Their faces lit up the dark interior of the car they were so jazzed. At once, they said: 



“Me!” I laughed. 



“Jacob was kind enough to drive so he gets to do this one.” They agreed. Linden handed him the large hooded sweatshirt he had brought with him from our house, something I stole from some sibling during some visit, and handed it to Jacob. He put it on and then took one of two stink bombs Kevin had told Linden how to make. My husband said: 



“Throw a rock through a window, and then pull this and throw it in after.” It wouldn’t do any real damage, just make the bar intolerable for a day or two. Jacob took the bomb, got out of the car, and ran off into the night. Joshua moved into the driver’s seat. His brother returned less than two minutes later, still carrying the bomb. Joshua rolled down his window and Jacob said: 



“The guy’s still in there. Uncle Hoy.” 



“So late?” Joshua said. 



“What’s he doing?” I asked. 



“Drinking and getting blown by someone at the bar.” 



“Good,” I said. “Hurry back and throw the bomb before he comes.” 



“OK,” Jacob said and ran off into the night again. He returned less than a minute later and maybe less than thirty seconds. He was huffing and puffing. Joshua started the car as his brother opened the passenger door and threw himself inside. 



“STEP ON IT!” I shouted, more for kicks than that I thought we needed to make a quick getaway. 

Linden laughed and said: 
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“How did it go?” Jacob breathed heavily a few times, pushed the hood back from his head and said, excitedly: 



“It went great. I found a brick and threw it in and then I shouted, ‘Suck this, assholes!’ and threw in the stink bomb.” The three of us laughed and Joshua asked: 



“Did you see their reaction?” 



“No. I ran too fast. I was afraid they’d see me or run after me or something.” I didn’t think Uncle Hoy was going to be running after anyone, even if his pants weren’t at his ankles. 



“Nice work,” I said. Linden and Joshua congratulated Jacob, too. 



“Next stop, Paradise,” Joshua said, driving very quickly. 



“Slow down, big man. If we get pulled over for speeding and a cop finds out someone bombed Uncle Hoy’s, they’re going to realize it was us.” 



“Right,” he said, slowing down to within the speed limit. He was busting with excitement about bombing Paradise. Jacob was busting with excitement about having bombed Uncle Hoy’s. 

Indulging him, and enjoying his joy, I said: 



“OK Jacob, start from the beginning and tell us again about throwing the bomb.” Jacob smirked at me for a second, then decided he wanted to retell his story and so he did, several times because Joshua, Linden and I kept asking him stuff like: 



“What did Uncle Hoy do when you busted the window?” and “How close did the bomb actually get to Uncle Hoy when you threw it?” and “How close to orgasm was Uncle Hoy and was the guy going at him working on himself?” Reviewing the very brief very minor crime was great fun and made the longer-than-I-thought trip from Tallahassee to Pensacola go faster. When we finally pulled over a couple of blocks from Paradise, Joshua took the sweatshirt from his brother and the second stink bomb from Linden and said: 



“See ya!” He got out of the car, put the sweatshirt on and ran off into the night. I moved to the drivers seat. Joshua returned as quickly as his brother had the second time, and as excited. He opened a back door and threw himself into the car, huffing and puffing. Before he could say how his mission went I asked: 



“Was that guy Michael there getting a blow job?” Joshua laughed as he pushed the hood back off his head and said, still breathing hard: 



“No, he wasn’t.” 



“Rats,” I started the car and pulled away from the curb. 



“Rats nothing,” Joshua said, “Uncle Hoy’s a dump, but Paradise is nice. That guy Michael’s going to be pissed off. I just wish we could damage the garden, too. 
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“It is a nice garden,” I told my husband. 



“Did you also bring an acetylene torch?” Jacob asked him. Linden smiled and shook his head. We all congratulated Joshua. Then we interrogated him with the same kinds of questions we had Jacob. 



“No, there was no one getting a blow job in the bar!” Joshua said after I asked him, for the third time, if he was sure someone wasn’t getting Michael off. Fed up with the questions…OK, me specifically, he recommended we actually stop by Colonial Photo & Hobby and gave me directions to it. 



The sky was getting light when I pulled into the shop’s parking lot. It was in an old building. It’s own. Pale mint green colored. Very old Florida. The four of us got out of the car and approached the front door. The store was dark but we saw a light through a door that led to the back. I knocked gently and then harder. A young man came out of the back, walked through the shop and opened the door, as excited as Jacob and Joshua had been earlier. Combined. “You’re the models!” he fairly shouted. “Please come in, come in!!” We did and he shook all our hands as we did. “I’m Jonathan De Valle,” he said, and then shouted toward the back, “Dad, the guys from the pictures are here!” 

An older man came out of the back and said: 



“Yes, they are!” He also introduced himself as Jonathan De Valle and shook our hands. “Well isn’t this a nice surprise. Johnny and I have been up all night working on your pieces, and we’ve been having the time of our lives.” That made six of us staying up all night having the time of our lives. 

“Please, come in the back and let us show you what we’ve done.” The Jonathan De Valles led us into their workshop where we saw they were assembling the final two of the ten photos. The first eight they had hung around their workshop. The four of us regarded the finished pieces in equal and total awe. 



“Oh my God,” the twins said, together. Linden and I were too amazed to say anything. The pieces were…well, they’re hard to describe they were each so beautiful, so different and as much a tribute to the fellas’ skill as framers as they were Ray’s talent as a photographer and our beauty. In each photograph they saw colors, textures and designs they brought out in the mats and frames they chose, and their choices ranged from simple white mats and black frames to colored mats of different materials including linen and suede and frames of colored metal and wood. All of this done with black and white digital pictures they printed on two different kinds of photographic paper. One image of the twins was framed tightly in a weathered natural wooden frame that could have been dug out of an attic, while one of Linden was matted in a dark orange and framed in black and gold, while one of me had a double mat of white and sky blue in a silver/blue metal frame. 

Again, it’s hard to describe. Linden said: 



“You are very gifted.” None of us said anything else, because he spoke for all of us. Father and son were proud of their work and extremely glad for the opportunity to show it to us. They followed us as we examined each piece, explaining what inspired them to make the choices they did. All of which made sense and demonstrated an artistic ability they shared. We were nice looking, the photographs were terrific and the finished work was art. 



After De Valle senior finished describing the eighth finished piece De Valle junior asked us if we wanted coffee. “Thank you, no,” I said. “We’ll let you get back to work.” We thanked them for their 27 



efforts and said goodbye. They showed us out the back door, however before we left I said, “I hope you’ll come to the party tonight.” 



“We will,” De Valle senior said. “We’ll just drop everything off and get some sleep.” I thanked them again and left. In the car the four of us gushed about how talented the framers were. Linden said to me: 



“You need to take pictures of each one and e-mail them to Thomas. He’ll want them shipped to Boston. He’ll sell them.” Wired by fatigue, his successful bombing of Uncle Hoy as he enjoyed receiving fellatio and being featured so well, an unusually profane Jacob said: 



“Fuck that, you should donate them to a museum. The fucking Boston Museum of Fine Fucking Art.” He then realized he dropped three “f” bombs and began laughing. Joshua did, too. Linden and I listened to them and exchanged a look of concern. I drove us back to the club quickly and suggested they go to bed, or take a pill or something. They disappeared into their cubicle while Linden and I found Yancy on the patio with Honey Bunches of Oats. 



“OK,” he said, “Where did you go?” I told him about Jonathan and Jonathan and what an amazing job they were doing. I didn’t go into detail, though, because I wanted to see his face when they arrived. “OK,” he said, “Where else did you go?” Linden said, matter-of-factly: 



“We threw stink bombs in Uncle Hoy’s and Paradise.” A beat, and Yancy said: 



“Oh,” in a tone that was equal parts approval and fear. As matter-of-factly, I said: 



“Is there coffee?” Yancy nodded and Linden excused himself to get some for him and me. Before he returned Yancy said to me: 



“You do this sort of thing a lot, don’t you?” I smiled and said: 



“Yes, Yancy. We do.” 







Saturday was a busy one for everyone. Yancy brought in his cleaning crew and nearly everyone assisted them in their efforts. John and Joe concentrated on the walls, wiping them all down in anticipation of the framed photos arriving. They showed up at ten-thirty and awed every single person in the club including Honey Bunches of Oats and Butler. Ray joined John and Joe in determining places for them along the walls of the gym and lounge, a task which they enjoyed tremendously and one that kept them occupied for several hours. 



One of the cleaners cut the grass while the other pressure-washed the patio and steps, both front and back. The twins did laundry. Linden and someone dusted every surface in the place. I vacuumed. 

Yancy fished leaves and other stuff out of the pool. Other people cleaned the windows, both clear and stained glass. Everyone was busy. No one exercised or used the pool. Indeed, when those few members who worked out at SBSS showed up to lift weights, run or bike, they wound up cleaning the weights, stationery bicycles and treadmills. It was silly and fun. Scotch flowed freely. Yancy played classic disco. The day went fast. 
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At six p.m. we rewarded ourselves with a catered meal from a local Italian restaurant. Everyone was prepared to brown bag his dinner for the evening’s Julie Newmar flick, but John thought we deserved something special and so arranged a very large spread featuring an enormous appetizer sampler, six different entrees, a flood of red wine and a bakery of desserts. It was a feast, one we enjoyed as we watched 1986’s “Streetwalkin’,” starring Melissa Leo, Randall Batinkoff, Khandi Alexander and the legendary Miss Julie Newmar. 



Tuesday through Friday of that week, the end of the evening‘s movie signaled the end of the evening. Not so Saturday. Our friends knew that it was the twins, Linden and my last night and they were as reluctant to say goodbye to us as we were to them. More significantly, we had a party to enjoy, the reception for which Crawford Welch had sent Yancy funds. After the exciting ending of 

“Streetwalkin’,” everyone moved to the patio for drinks and conversation, about the movie, the yummy dinner, the great gallery of framed photos and the fires nearly everyone heard had occurred at both Uncle Hoy’s and Paradise. “Fires?” Joshua, Jacob, Linden, Yancy and I said a dozen times to twice as many people. In reality, neither club had burned. In reality, neither club suffered damage beyond a little smoke and an awful smell. Stories will spread and grow, though, and according to everyone, including John, Joe and Ray, both places had burned to the ground. “Were there any fatalities?” I asked, hopefully. 



“No,” an ugly old bear said, “but Uncle Hoy’s got third degree burns over ninety percent of his body!” I couldn’t resist and burst out laughing. 



As we drank and visited on the patio, a DJ arrived, followed by a couple of bartenders and a bunch of booze, followed by three hunky male dancers Yancy found…someplace. In spite of the devastating infernos that left the gay communities of Tallahassee and Pensacola with no place to hang out and enjoy anonymous blow jobs, no one thought Superior Bodies Sultan Springs would see any new faces. To a man, dog and cat, we were wrong. The place, while not packed, got very busy with close to a hundred people Yancy and the regulars claimed never to have seen before. 

Uncle Hoy was not among them but that guy Michael was. “I heard about the fire!” I screamed when I saw him come out the back door and down the ramp to the patio. “Were you hurt?” That guy Michael assured me he was fine, I think. I’m unsure because I deliberately turned my attention elsewhere as he opened his mouth to respond. 



The party had no cover, but Yancy charged for the cubicles, which filled up quickly. The DJ played in the locker area and assorted partygoers moved the gym equipment to accommodate dancing. One of the bartenders served from the lounge while the other set up on the patio. The hired dancers performed next to the DJ, on the coffee table in front of the TV and next to the pool. 



Everyone spent lots of time admiring Ray’s framed photos. Everyone sought out and complimented the twins, Linden and me. The classier folk sought out and complimented Ray. The really classy folk, the intelligencia, the sensitive and enlightened, sought out and complimented Big and Little Jonathan De Valle, whose work made the photographs and their subjects as magnificent as they could be. 



Everyone complimented an additional photograph that had found its way into the show. It was a simple one of Yancy, also black and white, also taken in front of the building. I asked Ray about it and he said, “Yancy would never pose for me. I took it of him in January. I was walking down the 29 



block from the bus and saw him sitting on the step. It was cold and clear. He was enjoying the sun on his face. I couldn’t help it. He didn’t know I took it. Until tonight.” It was beautiful. An eight by ten, simply framed in something I’m sure Ray picked up at Wal-Mart. It was beautiful and belonged in the collection. 



“Has Yancy said anything about it?” Ray shook his head. 



“He probably won’t. He’s that way.” I studied the photo. In the context of Ray’s fallen angel theme, Yancy appeared to be one who longed for the warmth and light of Heaven. As I continued to look at it, I realized the pics Ray had taken of the twins, Linden and me, and the gallery we later suggested he make of them…a suggestion I am sure he would have made had someone else not done so, were his clever way of getting that beautiful pic of his friend on the wall. Go Ray. 



The cubicles filled immediately and stayed filled. Yancy took a waiting list but only one turned over. That forced drunk, high and horny guests to get themselves and each other off in the bathrooms, parking lot, front yard, in and around the pool and under the showers. Yancy asked me and Linden if he should stop or discourage the public sex. I said, “It’s a one time thing. Let them have their fun.” He nodded and I added, “How lovely that news of this event will spread, to Uncle Hoy and others.” 



“Everyone will want to come back,” Linden said. 



“And it will all be over,” Yancy said, not sadly. I disagreed. 



“It will just be starting. You’ll have a business here. And a home, You’ll be surrounded by friends.” 

I was getting schmaltzy so I finished with, “And cool pictures.” He smiled, broadly, revealing those braces of which he was so proud. Then he got serious for a moment and said: 



“Thanks Christian.” I smiled broadly, revealing the teeth that had shifted because I didn’t wear my retainer. Then I got serious for a moment and said: 



“You’re welcome, Yancy.” 



I threw everyone out at three a.m. The cubicles were filthy so the twins, Linden and I slept on couches. Yancy drove Ray back to their apartment complex, slept at his apartment, and then returned the next morning. The cleaning couple returned and worked even harder cleaning up after the SBSS blowout than they had preparing for it. Linden said goodbye to everyone and I walked him outside to his car. We hugged, hard and long, told each other we loved each other, and then he got in my Miata and drove back to Orlando. Harder was saying goodbye to John, Joe, Ray, a few other of the regulars and Yancy. Hugs, tears, etc. etc., and thank yous. “I appreciate the show,” Ray said. “The one here and in Boston.” 



“Thomas will find other venues,” I said. “Your photos, in those frames, are going to do more traveling than all of us combined.” 



“Thanks for saving the club…or the retirement home,” said Joe. “I came out so late. Having this place is important to me.” I gave him a hug and a kiss. Then I wondered if he had ever been laid. I made a mental note to send Elio up to fuck him and everyone else before it went from club to 30 



residence. 



“You burned down those bars, Christian,” John said. 



“They didn’t burn down, John,” said I. 



“You are a special person,” he said. 



“I know,” was my immodest reply. “So are you.” 



More hugs, tears, etc. and then Yancy walked us, or rolled us, or he rolled and we walked, out to the parking lot. “Thank you again Joshua, Jacob, Christian, and Honey Bunches of Oats.” 



“Put me on your Christmas card list, Yancy,” I said bending over to give him a hug and kiss on the cheek. 



The twins, blind old Peke and I got into the PT Cruiser, waved a final goodbye to our friend Yancy, whose private sexual life I never investigated and whose name I finally determined was odd but cool, and drove away. 
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Chapter 2: 

Wayward 




I put Crawford Welch on speaker phone and said, “OK, who’s idea was it to open a Superior Bodies Wayward?” I was driving. Joshua was riding shotgun and Jacob was lying across the backseat with Honey Bunches of Oats reading the very simple copy on the Wayward, Mississippi, website on his cell phone. 



“Well,” he began, awkwardly. Then he stopped. 



“Population seventeen thousand, “Jacob said. “Seventeen thousand.” 



“Welch?” I prompted. 



“Oh, that’s easy,” he began. “Hassler bought up a bunch of property along the gulf coast after Katrina. We’re waiting for the area to make a comeback and then we’ll either develop it or sell it. 



“It’s been three years,” I said. “Anything come back?” 



“Some areas,” said Welch. “Not Wayward. Not yet.” 



“So why is there a Superior Bodies there?” Joshua asked. 



“One of the properties we bought that still had a building was Wayward’s police station. It leant itself to a club, structurally.” 



“Sure, but seventeen thousand’s not a lot of people,” Jacob said, “and if any of them are gay, they might not be out.” I agreed and added: 



“Mississippi.” 



“There were seventeen thousand people in Wayward before the hurricane,” Welch advised us. “But there was a lot of traffic between Florida and New Orleans. Gulfport, Wayward, Biloxi. People went to gamble for a night and keep going.” 



“And is there still a lot of traffic?” Jacob asked. 



“No,” Welch said. “Buying the property was a risk. Opening the club was a smaller risk. Neither has paid off,  but we’d lose more if we sold it and there’s a chance the city might buy back the building if we keep it up.” 



“Where’re the police now?” Joshua asked. 



“All the city services were assumed by the county. There’s no real city of Wayward anymore.” 

Joshua and I shared glances with each other and, through the rear view mirror, Jacob.” 



“How many people are in Wayward now?” I asked, because the three of us wanted to know. Welch hesitated and said: 
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“Seven hundred…ish.” 



“Ish?” I didn’t believe him. 



“Five hundred, I think,” he corrected himself. I wondered if it were even half that. 



“OK, well, we’ll say hello to each one of them for you,” I said and hung up. I looked at my friends and said, “Five hundred. If Elio were here he could fuck them all.” Jacob added: 



“In an afternoon.” 







The trip from Sultan Springs to Wayward was just under five hundred miles. We listened to as much of “Scarlett,” the sequel to “Gone With The Wind,” as we could stand and then Jacob threw it out a window. Dixie Carter, its narrator, was a pleasure to listen to, but the story was dreadful. 

There are some stories you don’t touch. “Gone With The Wind” is one of them. 



“You know what a really good book is?” I asked the twins. “’Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Café.’” They had heard of the movie, which I saw and dismissed. “I’ll order the tape and have it sent to Wayward.” Joshua took care of it for me, on the internet connection on his cell phone. He was finishing up the transaction as we pulled into Wayward, which looked like a hurricane had swept through it, the day before. 



“What’s up with this place?” Joshua asked, observing the empty downtown shops that had no windows or roofs.  “It’s been four years. Why hasn’t it…reopened?” I saw an operational 7-11 and pointed it out to the twins. 



“Civilization,” Jacob said. 



“That’s being generous,” I cracked, indicating the trashiness of the people entering and leaving the store. The area was truly a ghost town. There were only a few storefronts behind which were operating businesses. They included a diner, grocery store and bar. Others were empty but still stood, albeit without windows or roofs. More than that were empty spaces where shops or whole buildings had been but were no more. 



Joshua noticed the GPS and said, “Up there, on the left. Past the church.” 



Next to a building that looked a lot like Superior Bodies Sultan Springs was a flat one-story cinderblock building that had been the Wayward Police Station but was now Superior Bodies Wayward. I loved the name. It was the best Superior Bodies name on the list.  I pulled into its parking lot and the three of us and Honey Bunches of Oats got out. We stretched and looked around. It was a sunny, hot and muggy afternoon. The town, though all but abandoned, was still pretty. The trees were mature and plentiful and the grass was green and thick, especially where it took over empty lots. The thick air got to us quickly and we escaped into the building. 



Inside the front door was a long counter, which I imagined a desk sergeant sat behind in the past, and a TV lounge, which I imagined had been the waiting room. The door had no sooner closed 33 



behind us than a tall young man, under thirty, skinny, with light brown wavy hair and a bright smile came through a door that led to the gym, which I imagined had been the area out of which the police officers and detectives worked.  “Hello!” the man said with genuine enthusiasm. “I’m Wesley Chapel. Welcome to Wayward.” Wesley leapt over the counter with an ease that suggested he did it all the time. He extended his hand to us and we each took it and introduced himself. “It’s nice to meet you, finally.” he looked at Honey Bunches of Oats, whom Jacob held. “And it’s nice to meet you, too, my little friend.” He held his hand next to her face. She sniffed it and then licked it. 



“Thank you for hosting us,” I said to the Superior Bodies Wayward general manager. 



“We’re glad to do so,” he smiled like he meant it. “Stephen, our operations manager and, OK, my lover, is in the back. I’ll introduce you to him and show you around, but first can I get you something to drink? Some water for…” 



“Honey Bunches of Oats,” Jacob said. 



“Cool,” said our host. 



“Thanks,” I said. “We brought some dog food with us. I’d love a diet soda, or water. Whatever you have. Wesley lifted the counter over which he had slid a moment before and gestured for us to follow him into the gym area. I was glad to walk through the counter but determined to learn how to slide over it before I left. The gym, which was completely empty, was indeed the space out of which the Wayward police had worked. As with all Superior Bodies, it had terrific equipment. As with most of them, the gym area was modest. A room on the far end of the space that had been the captain’s office, I imagined, was a kitchen. Wesley led us to it and we secured beverages out of a refrigerator that was filled with baloney, jelly, milk, those snack packs you send to school with your kids, and other staples. I found it odd but figured the manager spent a lot of time at the club and there were no places to eat nearby. 



As we drank we were joined by Stephen Feldman, an extremely handsome light-skinned black man with a shaved head and a well developed body. He wore a tank top and basketball shorts. He was sweaty from something. The twins and I offered our hands to him and he declined, saying, good-naturedly: 



“I better not. I’ve been cleaning the bathrooms.” 



“Prove it,” said his lover. We followed Stephen through the gym and a door that led into a short hallway. On the left were restrooms for men and women, each with a single toilet. On the far left was a locker room. On the right were two interrogation rooms that were, after a fashion, cubicles. 

Another door led to the cell area. There had been four. Plywood, nails and a clever imagination had transformed them into eight comfortable cubicles without having to remove the original bars. 



“This is cool,” Jacob said. It was. 



Another door led to a storage and laundry area, and the back door. “There you are,” said Stephen. 



“Thank you,” I said. Wesley asked: 





34 



“Would you like to stay in the ‘interrogation’ cubicles or in the ‘jail’ cubicles?” The twins looked at each other and then at me. They wanted to stay in the jail. I did, too. 



“Jail all around,” I said. Wesley and Stephen smiled. “Besides, don’t your hookers work out of the 

‘interrogation’ rooms?” Wesley shrugged and said: 



“When we had them. There was some interest when we opened, but there just wasn’t a market.” 

Stephen continued: 



“If an occasional visitor really wants to get off with someone and doesn’t mind me,” I didn’t think many people minded Stephen, “or Wesley,” who was attractive in his own skinny, willowy way, 

“we’ll take care of him.” Bless their hearts. 



“Are you hungry?” Wesley asked. “There’s a restaurant in the hotel and a diner downtown. We can get groceries downtown, too, if you prefer.” 



“We’ll go to the diner,” I said without asking Joshua or Jacob, ‘cause I knew they wouldn’t care, 

“but only if you’ll go with us.” Stephen said to Wesley: 



“Go ahead, I’ll stay here and watch the place.” I considered that there was no one in the place and said to Stephen: 



“It’s Sunday afternoon and there’s no one here. Please come with us.” He looked at his lover, who looked from him to me and back to him and said: 



“Mr. Gallagher’s the boss.” 



We put Honey Bunches of Oats on a blanket next to a fresh bowl of water on the floor of the cubicle cell in which I would be staying and locked up the building. The diner, which we had passed driving through downtown, was doing a brisk business. Wesley said: “Their Sunday night pot roast is very popular.” Our new friends ordered it from a waitress who knew them personally but who wasn’t very warm to them, or us. 



“What’s wrong with her?” I asked. Wesley said: 



“We used to date, in high school.” 



“You grew up here?” Wesley nodded. How cool. 



“I was born in Doctor Perry’s office. It’s gone now. Katrina. He retired to…one of the Keys.” I nodded, encouraging him. “I grew up in Wayward and then went to Tulane. I studied social sciences. Then I worked in New Orleans as a social worker. It’s where I met Stephen.” His lover continued: 



“I grew up in New Orleans. No college. I dropped out of high school and got into drugs and other stuff. My parents beat the crap out of me until I stopped. Then I got a job at a Boys & Girls Club. I was a janitor. Cleaning bathrooms,” he said and chuckled at having been cleaning bathrooms when we arrived. Wesley said: 
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“We met through a friend and began dating right away.” They smiled at each other. They were in love. The genuine article. “We stayed through the hurricane.” 



“You stayed, in the city?” Jacob asked. They nodded. 



“I evacuated the hospitals where some of my elderly clients were. Stephen…” Stephen looked embarrassed and said nothing. “Stephen stole a school bus and loaded it with as many kids as he could find.” 



“I heard about you,” Joshua said. Stephen looked more embarrassed. Wesley shook his head and said: 



“You heard about the guy who stole the bus and got caught. My man got away.” Wesley laughed and rubbed and kissed Stephen’s scalp. The waitress announced her return to the table by plunking down plates haphazardly. She looked at the twins and me, harder than she had when she took our orders. 



“You’re from that place. Montverde.” She pronounced it incorrectly. It doesn’t matter how. “Your friend,” she paused and found her manners. “I’m sorry.” I liked her for saying so, and in spite of her animosity toward Wesley and Stephen, or perhaps because of it. Spiteful people could be cool. She examined the twins and said, “You really are beautiful.” They blushed. She looked at me and said, 

“You, too.” I didn’t blush, ‘cause I was used to hearing it. She looked at her old boyfriend and his boyfriend and grunted her disdain. I grunted a laugh. Stephen shook his head wearily as Wesley smiled his amusement. 



We ate and returned to the club. It was still light but I was tired. The twins were, too. Wesley and Stephen thanked us for dinner and gave me a spare key. “We’re in a house five blocks away,” 

Stephen said as Wesley wrote their cell numbers down on a sticky note. “I’m just going to put some things away and then we’ll take off. Joshua and Jacob went to their cubicles, the former to play on his laptop, the latter to read. I took Honey Bunches of Oats out to take care of business. The area was empty. No people, cars or traffic. It was like an episode of “The Twilight Zone” in which my dog and I step out of a building to find everyone on the planet has disappeared. It was eerie. 



My blind old girl and I were enjoying our eerie little walk when we heard a bark. A block away I saw a beautiful black pit bull. An un-neutered male, he had a collar and looked healthy. I figured he belonged to someone who let him get away. I liked Wayward and the three residents I had so far met, but the dog was strange and could be aggressive. I picked up Honey Bunches of Oats before she could bark back at him. I didn’t want her provoking him or encouraging him to come closer to us. He did anyway. I took a breath, prepared to assert my dominance with a “No!” I hoped would make him stop where he was when Wesley appeared at my side. 



“Hey Ralph,” he said, squatting down and opening his arms. Ralph wagged his tail hard, ran to Wesley and knocked him over, something that wasn’t hard to do to my skinny Superior Bodies colleague. He licked Wesley’s face passionately until Stephen appeared carrying a leash. 



“Ralph!” he said. The dog leapt from Wesley to Stephen, whom he wasn’t able to knock over. He clipped a leash on him and said, “He belongs to a neighbor. We’ll take him home.” He helped 36 



Wesley up and we said our goodbyes. I brought Honey Bunches of Oats back into the building and put her to sleep on the blanket in my cubicle. Then I hit the shower. The place was spotless. Stephen did a nice job. I wondered if it was always this clean or if the lovers had put in an extra effort because of our visit. It truly was perfect, down to the completely filled soap dispensers. 



My shower was a long, relaxing one. After I finished I went to the front lounge to see what was on television. I was tired but didn’t think I’d be able to sleep. Further, I wanted to give the twins some space to get it on. I flipped channels and found one that featured a “Beastmaster: The Series” 

marathon. It’s that TV show based on the Marc Singer movies, but stars that hot blonde Australian actor. “Cool,” I said out loud and got comfortable on a sofa. I watched three full episodes, I think, before falling asleep. 







The next morning Joshua, Jacob and I enjoyed coffee in the lounge and discussed our plans for the week. Stephen had arrived to open the club. Four men arrived behind him to work out. It was seven a.m. I said, “I honestly don’t know what kind of operational advice we can give this place. It’s clear these fellas are just keeping the building warm until the town grows and the property gains some value.” Joshua shook his head and said: 



“I don’t see that happening soon.” His brother and I agreed. Jacob said: 



“I don’t think there’s going to be that big a party here Saturday night, either.” His brother and I agreed. Joshua said: 



“What are we going to do here for a week?” As if he had heard us, Wesley appeared and said: 



“There’s not much to do in Wayward itself, unless you’re interested in gambling, in which case I can take you to the hotel. There’s plenty of day trips you can take, though. There’s lots of stuff to do in Biloxi and Gulfport and everywhere in between.” He sat with us and opened a folder containing pages he had printed from the internet. “You could gamble, here or anywhere along the coast, charter a boat to see the Gulf or an airboat to see alligators. You could go parasailing,” the twins’ 

eyes lit up. Wesley handed them a page about that. “There are plenty of museums, too: a plantation, a Confederate museum, a Katrina memorial, a couple of historic lighthouses. Art galleries, even.” 

The four of us examined the information Wesley brought and came up with a loose schedule. That day we would visit the hotel, which Wesley told us was owned by a large corporation that had other properties, all of which were in Atlantic City. “The Wayward hotel’s their only out-of-state one and it’s mostly forgotten.” Kind of like Superior Bodies Wayward, I figured. “Karl Lewis, the general manager, runs the place like he owns it. He may as well for all the attention it gets from corporate. 

He just sends a monthly check to New Jersey and that satisfies them.” I said: 



“You seem to know a lot about the operation.” Wesley smiled and nodded. 



“Everyone knows everyone’s business here.” I didn’t doubt it. I said to the twins: 



“Are you fellas ready to lose some money?” They said they were. We showered, put on fresh clothes, left Honey Bunches of Oats with Stephen and let Wesley drive us to the casino in the PT 

Cruiser. On the way he said: 
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“I don’t generally say stuff about others, but Lewis is kind of a…” he looked for a polite way to say: 



“Dick?” asked the twins and me at once. 



“Yes,” Wesley smiled. 



“No problem,” I said. “What kind of a day would it be if I didn’t spend it trashing someone behind his back?” Joshua and Jacob nodded their full agreement. Wesley continued to smile, though warily. 

He pulled the car into what clearly had been built as a Holiday Inn and had been made the Wayward Inn. It was a long, L-shaped building, three stories high, with an elevator on either end of the L. It was well maintained, either having survived the hurricane or having enjoyed the repairs so many other area buildings had not. Wesley said: 



“This place was an Economy Inn during the hurricane. The manager invited people who didn’t evacuate to stay here. A lot of them did. He saved their lives.” Wesley looked angry and continued, 

“He got fired for his efforts. He might not have but he let people stay afterward, until their homes got fixed or they moved. No one else was staying. There were no guests after the storm. He got fired and Economy sold the property to the New Jersey outfit. They added gambling and a complimentary breakfast and have been busy since.” Wesley was right. The Wayward Inn was busy. The parking lot was full. “People come here on their way to New Orleans or Florida. They could stop in one of the bigger cities and gamble, but the rates here are cheap. They make all their money in the casino. Taxes are low, labor’s cheap.” 



“Lewis doesn’t pay well?” I asked as we got out of the car. 



“He doesn’t have to, so he doesn’t,” Wesley explained. “He doesn’t do anything he doesn’t have to, or doesn’t want to.” 



“He’s a dick,” the twins confirmed, together. 



“He’s a dick,” Wesley said, smiling. 



The four of us entered the hotel and were horrified to find Karl Lewis, at the front desk berating an employee. More horrifying was that he didn’t stop when he saw us. “You screw up again and you’re fired,” he said to a miserable, defeated young man. “And then where are you going to get a job? No one’s hiring. No one’s hiring and no one’s ever going to hire you.” The four of us looked at each other and screamed, silently: 



“DICK!” Lewis looked at us, recognized Wesley and then me and the twins. He came around the front desk and extended his hand to us. A slimy middle-aged creep with lots of jewelry, an expensive suit and oily hair, I wanted to turn around and leave. Instead I shook his hand firmly but briefly. 



“You must be the Superior Bodies executives,” he said. 



“I am,” I said. “Joshua and Jacob are traveling with me.” Lewis looked at them hard and said: 38 



“Oh yes, the twin lovers, from that college.” DICK, DICK, DICK. “Did they ever find out who killed that girl?” he asked. Without missing a beat I spread my hands out, palms up, and said: 



“Am I in prison?” As Lewis’ jaw dropped I asked, “Where’s the continental breakfast? I’d kill…again…for a croissant!” The hotel manager remained frozen in shock as Wesley led us to the restaurant and lounge. As we filled our plates, Jacob said: 



“I’ve heard you say a lot of funny things, Christian, but that’s…” he couldn’t think of what it was. 

Joshua said: 



“My last thought this side of the grave will be of you shutting that dick up asking if you’re in prison.” Wesley said nothing. I looked at him but he didn’t, and maybe wouldn’t, make eye contact. 

Jacob noticed this and said: 



“Christian’s a good time, Wesley. The kindest and bravest man Joshua and I will ever know.” 

Wesley looked from him to me and blushed. We found a table and ordered coffee from a waitress who was friendly but whose smile didn’t reach her eyes. Wesley said: 



“Everyone’s unhappy here. It’s Lewis. He doesn’t break any labor laws, but comes close. He’s mean. To everyone. There’re no other jobs around here, though, and the place stays busy.” It did indeed. Monday morning and the dining room was filled. The casino beyond it, several of whose tables and slot machines I could see, was also busy. 



Wesley asked about our trip. We told him about Sultan Springs and having turned it into a retirement home for gay men. “And didn’t you turn the Orlando club into a rescue?” he asked. I nodded and told him about Superior Mutts. 



“We still have the gym, the pool and hot tub. People come and hang out there and in the lounge if they don’t want to work out. We’ve got a steam room and sauna, too, so guys can still get off.” 



“Wow,” Wesley said. “We’ve got the cubicles, but we don’t rent them very often. When we do it’s usually to a homeless person whose scraped up enough for a decent bed to sleep in.” 



“That’s nice,” I said. “But please don’t charge them. Not if they’re destitute and just want a safe place to sleep and clean up.” Wesley looked at me as intensely as Karl Lewis had. His expression wasn’t one of shock, though I didn’t know how to describe it. Jacob said: 



“Oh yeah, Christian’s brought homeless guys into the club. He used to let them sleep while he cleaned their clothes...” 



“Jacob,” I shook my head modestly, something I demonstrated on occasion, and he didn’t continue. 

“Let’s just say, if there are homeless and someone needs a shower, clean clothes and a safe place to sleep—and you’re not busy,” I winked at Wesley, who maintained the same intense expression, “let him use the place. Or her. Or them.” Wesley continued staring at me, his face unreadable, until I said, “Wesley?” He snapped out of it and said: 



“I’m sorry. I was just thinking about…the hurricane. We sure could have used you then.” 
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“I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” I said and looked from Wesley to Joshua and Jacob and added, “We would have stolen some school buses, too.” The twins nodded. Then we got second helpings of the breakfast buffet. When we finally finished our meals I looked at the casino and asked the twins: 



“How much of your parents’ money are you guys going to lose today?” They looked at each other, communicated as only twins can, and then looked at me and Wesley. Joshua said: 



“We’re not going to play. Not here. We don’t want our money going into Lewis’ pocket.” Wesley and I both nodded, satisfied with their explanation. I said: 



“I’m guessing we have to pay for our breakfast if we don’t gamble?” Wesley nodded and pulled out his wallet. Jacob said: 



“We got this,” and pulled out his. He left two one hundred dollar bills on the table. Wesley gasped. 

“We figured we’d lose a thousand today,” he pointed to the casino. 



“Each,” Joshua clarified. Then he and his brother stood up and began leaving one hundred dollar bills on the empty tables that hadn’t been cleared. When they returned to the table, Joshua said: 



“We’ll lay a couple of bills on that desk clerk on our way out.” Wesley gasped again. Getting up, I said: 



“Joshua and Jacob are among a legion of brave and kind people I know, right boys?” I said, kissing Joshua on his left cheek and Jacob in his right. I had never kissed them that way, or at all, but something about the moment begged it. They smiled, agreeing my unusual display of affection was warranted and welcome. Wesley got up, speechless but not staring as hard as he had. “Let’s go back to the club and make some other plans.” Finding his voice, Wesley said: 



“No.” The twins and I looked at him, waiting for more. “I thought I’d take you around Wayward and then there’s an artists colony about forty-five minutes away, on a former plantation. They’ve got about six or eight artists in residence there this summer. A sculptor, a novelist and some others. 

I know the guy who runs it and he said to bring you there if you’re interested. I was going to suggest it for later in the week, but we could go today.” I was totally interested and ready to go right then. I thought it was a great idea. The best and worth the trip to Wayward.  I looked at the twins. 

They smiled, tickled at how excited I was. 



“An artists colony is so cool,” I said to Wesley. “Losers,” I said to Joshua and Jacob. Wesley looked relieved, that I was glad about his plan I assumed. “An artists colony,” I went on as we passed the front desk and Joshua gave the clerk two hundred dollars. “OK, there’s a sculptor and a writer. Who else?” Wesley continued to tell me about it as we got in the car. 



“My friend recommended we wait until the afternoon, when everyone was up. Most of the artists-in-residents are night owls. I can show you more of Wayward, and then we can head up there. It’s in a private mansion.” I was so excited I found myself clapping. Then I realized how I looked and said, 

“Remember Abigail would clap like this?” The brothers nodded and smiled with happiness at the memory. Wesley said: 



“Abigail. That’s the girl who died.” How much different was his reference to her than icky Karl 40 



Lewis’. 



“Yes,” I said, recalling the image of her clapping as my English class tried on the great outfits she and her friend had created for us the year before. Wesley said: 



“That’s lovely. It’s lovely that you remember her that way.” It was lovely, and he was sweet to say so. 











Wesley drove the twins and me around Wayward. He described what it was like when he grew up there, and how the hurricane had changed it. He talked about this store and that school and this barber shop and that theater, most of which were gone. Wayward used to be a town. A city even. 

Then it was a large depressed neighborhood maintained by the county, an area that might be annexed by a surrounding city but would never be its own again. Wesley spoke with pride of how Wayward was. He had truly loved the place and only left for school and because New Orleans needed him more. “Why did you come back?” I asked. 



“My father was sick and my mother couldn’t take care of him by herself. I had been laid off by the city…New Orleans, after the storm, though I would have come back anyway. Dad held on for almost a year. I worked at the 7-11. When he died Mom went to live with her cousin in Pompano Beach. I stayed, first at the 7-11 and then Superior Bodies.” 



“And Stephen?” I asked, ‘cause I’m nosy. 



“He lost his job, too. Everyone left the city. He got hired by the police department, though. It was tough but they needed him. He got trained on the job. It was a mess. Everything was a mess. No direction. No leadership. He stuck it out for two years. We saw each other on our days off. I’d drive there or he’d come here. My parents loved him. I was lucky.” I thought he was very lucky. I liked Wesley a lot, and I got the feeling Joshua and Jacob did, too. “That’s what’s left of Wayward,” he said. “I’ll take us to the colony now.” The twins feigned excitement and clapped their hands like me, and Abigail. 



The artist’s colony was amazing. Its seven artists earned grants to spend the summer in an old plantation house that had been restored by some rich family. There was a sculptor and novelist. 

There was also a painter, performance artist, someone who made scrap metal into art, a concert pianist and poet. All were American but the poet, who was from Indonesia. Wesley knew the guy who managed the place, but he wasn’t there that day. I wondered why we went then rather than another day when the friend was there. Everyone was aware of Wesley, as he had visited before. 

They were more aware of me and the twins, however, even the woman from Indonesia. Only one of them referenced Montverde, though, and no one mentioned Abigail’s death. 



The metal guy and painter showed us around. Each artist demonstrated his work for us, as if we were visiting royalty who had been given a private show. They were all gracious and happy to have an unexpected, intelligent and appreciate audience. None indicated he was showing us his work in order to make a sale. Indeed, I think it might have been against the rules of the grant. Still, Joshua 41 



was taken with an enormous metal piece that would take pages to describe, so he bought it and arranged to have it shipped to Montverde. Jacob bought a piece of sculpture he thought his parents would like and arranged to have it shipped to them. The performance artist put on a show, the pianist played an original piece, the novelist printed the first draft of the story he was working on for us to read during the trip and the poet read her work to us, in Indonesian, or whatever language they speak there. I appreciated all the art but not enough to buy anything. I could tell Wesley was impressed with a landscape the painter had done of the Gulf Coast on a bright calm night. It was very beautiful and peaceful. I bought it for him. He was very moved and even got choked up. He said, “This is Wayward. Calm and beautiful. Always, to me.” The painter was thrilled and hugged us both. We had dinner and drinks, listened to the pianist again and then, after hugs and promises to visit websites and return later in the week, we left. 



It was midnight when we got back to the club. Stephen had gone to sleep with Honey Bunches of Oats on the couch in the lounge where I had slept the night before. He woke up when we arrived and asked about our visit to the colony. Wesley and I told him about it as the twins held up the painting. “Christian bought it for us,” Wesley told his lover. 



“Wow,” Stephen said. “It’s so beautiful. I could get lost in it…go to sleep in it.” It was well said. 



“I’ll keep it here for the length of your visit,” Wesley suggested, “and then take it home.” It was a thoughtful idea. We said our goodnights and our friends left. I took Honey Bunches of Oats out to go wee-wee and then took a shower. Joshua and Jacob had taken quick ones and gone to their cubicles. When I took mine I noticed the soap dispenser that had been full the night before was nearly empty. There were two of them and I checked the level in the second one. It had more in it but not much. I wondered who had used so much soap that day. I mean, there were four men in the gym when I got up. There could have been others during the day but from what I had seen and learned about the operation, SB Wayward would’ve been lucky to have eight total. I finished my shower and then went to bed. 



Tuesday Wesley took us to a nature preserve in the morning, parasailing in the afternoon—the twins did it while he and I watched—and on an airboat ride in the evening. 



Wednesday Wesley took us to a Katrina memorial in the morning, Confederate museum in the afternoon and historic lighthouse in the evening. 



Wesley had planned to take us to a water park on Thursday, but when we woke up it was raining horribly. “I could stand to hang out here today,” I said, exhausted from everything we had so far done in Wayward and its environs. As anxious as Joshua and Jacob had been to visit the water park, they, too, were tired. Wesley said: 



“Why don’t you come to Stephen and my house. It’s very comfortable. I’m sure I have something you can read and we’ve got DVDs and CDs you could listen to.” I would have been satisfied hanging out at the club, but our host appeared to want us to see his house, so we agreed. Wesley suggested we drive there because of the rain. I said: 



“No thanks. I want to walk in the Mississippi rain.” Joshua and Jacob did, too, so the four of us did. 

It was sweet. We were soaked in half a block. We played in puddles, tasted the rain and laughed at the handful of people who drove by us. It was a short walk, but it was a good one. When we arrived 42 



at the cottage, we took off our shoes, pants and shirts on the porch and entered only after Wesley gave us towels. We dried ourselves, wrapped the towels around our waists and went inside. The house was small but neat and nicely decorated with a shell and beach motif. I said, “That painting’s going to look amazing in here.” Wesley beamed and agreed: 



“It is. I’m so grateful to have it.” He made us coffee and put our clothes in the dryer while I checked out the bookshelf, Joshua checked out the DVDs and Jacob checked out the CDs. We hung out for over two hours sipping coffee and talking about books, movies and music. At one point around eleven-thirty the rain let up enough for me to suggest we get dressed and make a run for it back to the club. Wesley looked outside and said, “It’s still so wet, and I’m so comfortable. Why don’t I order Chinese and we can watch one of the movies.” We could have made it back to the club easily and relatively dry, but Wesley seemed to want us to stay and so we did. We watched “Con Air,” 

which the twins had seen and I hadn’t, and “Bagdad Café,” which I had seen but the twins hadn’t. It was almost five when the second movie ended. And it was raining like a monsoon. 



“We should get back to the club,” I said. “The movies were great. It was just what I needed after seeing all the great tourist stuff the last few days.” Joshua and Jacob agreed. 



“Are you kidding?” Wesley said, “it’s raining harder than ever. You need to stay here overnight.” 



“Are you kidding?” I said, “it’s five blocks, and I was planning to shower when I got back. You’re sweet but we’ll be fine.” Joshua and Jacob agreed. Wesley looked out of sorts. Frustrated. I said: 



“Is everything OK?” 



“Yeah,” he said. “Fine. Everything’s fine. Let me call Stephen and tell him to get some towels ready for you.” I thought it was an odd thing to say as there would be plenty of dry towels waiting for us under the front counter. Wesley dialed his cell phone and said to his lover, “It’s me. We’ll be back in ten minutes…OK.” He hung up, having said nothing about the towels. It was unnecessary, of course, but weird. Wesley got our dry clothes and said, “Let me put these in bags for you, so they’ll stay dry.” 



“And we can run back in our underwear,” Jacob said. “Cool.” It was five in the afternoon but so dark it could have been midnight. 



“I don’t think anyone’ll see us,” I said. Wesley took his time finding plastic bags for each of us and then insisted on folding our clothing neatly and putting it in the bags carefully and tying the bags carefully so the clothes wouldn’t get wet. 



“I think we should double bag the clothes,” he said. 



“It’s fine,” said Jacob. “They’re perfect.” 



“I don’t know,” Wesley said, suddenly being really odd. “I think you should wait before you go back, at least until it stops raining so hard. We could watch another movie.” A little annoyed, I said: 



“Wesley, we’re going back to the club now. I appreciate your hospitality. The clothes are dry and we’ll be fine.” We gave him our towels. He nodded and put them away someplace as we secured 43 



our clothes under our arms and went out onto his front porch. Wesley followed us and examined the sky. He was truly beside himself about the weather, or something. 



“Why don’t I take you to dinner at the hotel. They have an amazing dinner menu. You could get dressed and I’ll drive us over in Stephen’s SUV. I’m sure it won’t be busy. We could go now.” 



“Wesley,” I said, “What’s wrong?” 



“Nothing,” he said, and then saw Ralph approach, barking. 



“It’s your neighbor’s dog,” I said. “Come here Ralph,” I encouraged him to join us on the porch, and even prepared to be barreled over. He ignored me and kept barking. He stood in the pouring rain, drenched to the bone and barked angrily at Wesley, who got more anxious with every bark. 



“Wesley, are there some pills you need to take?” I said, because it looked as if he would burst into tears. Then he did. He started crying, and the rain kept pouring and Ralph kept barking at him. I looked at Joshua and Jacob. We all looked at Wesley. Wesley looked from us to Ralph and back to us. He sobbed twice and then rallied enough to say: 



“I’m fine, but there are people in the woods in the rain.” OK. There were people in the woods in the rain. What did that mean? “There are homeless people in the woods. They’re in the rain. They don’t have shelter. The kids’ll come here tonight. They have every night this week, but the men and women, and Ralph and two other dogs…they’re staying in the woods, which would be OK if it weren’t so wet.” I figured it out. The twins did, too. I said: 



“Wesley, are there homeless people staying at Superior Bodies?” 



“Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry. Yes, there are.” He fought back tears and anger and said, “But they’re gone now. Stephen sent them out.” 



“Why?” I asked, knowing the answer. Wesley shook his head, fighting back tears. “Is it because we’re here and you don’t want us to know you’ve turned the club into a homeless shelter.” 



“Yes,” he said. “Yes. I’m sorry. I had to. There are so many. So many families. Always. Even before Katrina. There’s no work. They don’t have skills. They’re scared and they have nothing. No one was using the cubicles. No one ever did. Not once since we opened. People use the gym and I send the money to Hassler, but there’s no other revenue. The space was empty and people had no place to live.” Wesley had been talking quickly, almost babbling. I shook my head in frustration. 

Jacob, who was as frustrated said: 



“Why didn’t you tell us?” 



“Yeah,” Joshua said, “That first day, in the hotel, we told you Christian took in homeless in Orlando.” Wesley shook his head and shrugged. “Wesley?” Joshua wanted a response. 



“I didn’t know if you were making that up. I didn’t know you. I only knew what I read online. 

It’s…it’s…” 
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“It’s not flattering, is it?” I asked, rhetorically. Wesley didn’t answer, but he was calming down. I was doing my best to control my anger at the situation. I wasn’t angry at Wesley. He did his best to shelter the homeless and avoid discovery from a Superior Bodies “exec” he knew only from online gossip that suggested I was criminally insane, which of course, was accurate. Jacob said: 



“We’ve got to get those people, before they get too far.” I took a breath and relaxed. The four of us got dressed in clothes that had gotten soaked, been dried and were about to get soaked again. 

Wesley got a leash, stepped off the porch into the teeming rain and clipped it on Ralph. 



“The camp’s in the woods on the other side of the club. We’ll get Stephen and then find them.” 



“Lead the way,” I said. Wesley and Ralph took off running back to SB Wayward. The twins and I ran after them. We arrived at the club in minutes. Stephen saw us approach and met us at the front door.  Wesley said to him: 



“Call Arnie and tell him to bring everyone back.” Stephen looked from his lover to me. “It’s OK 

with him.” Stephen dialed his cell phone and waited. 



“He’s not picking up.” Not ever one to hesitate I said: 



“Which direction did they go?” Stephen pointed to the back of the building. I looked at the twins and said, “Let’s go, bitches.” We ran around the building. Wesley, Stephen and Ralph were at our heels. “They couldn’t have gotten far,” I said, winded though I was. “They only had a few minutes lead.” We ran past several empty storefronts, through a park that needed landscaping, bad, and toward some woods. I looked behind me to make sure I was going the right way. Stephen, who was gaining on me, nodded. I burst through bushes and undergrowth and ran past gorgeous old Mississippi willows and oaks dripping Spanish moss and other regional, beautiful trees. Then I saw a family of four. Mother, father and two boys about nine and ten. They were covered in layers of clothing and held Superior Bodies towels over their heads. They were soaked. The towels were soaked. “Hay!” I said. “Come back.” The four of them turned around to look at me and ran, away. 

“Fuck!” I said loud enough for them to hear, regrettably. The family caught up to the other homeless folks in front of them and encouraged them to run, too, as if I were FBI, INS, Family Services or some other threat. I slowed down and allowed Stephen and Wesley to pass me. “Sorry,” 

I said to both of them as they did. Neither responded as they were too bent on stopping and reassuring their friends. 



“It’s OK!” Wesley shouted. 



“It’s Stephen and Wesley,” Stephen shouted. One by one the group of homeless stopped and turned around. Ralph thrust himself forward and Stephen lost his grip on the leash. The dog bounded toward one of the homeless men, who lowered his center of gravity and took his dog’s charge head on. They embraced and Ralph began licking his owner’s face as if he hadn’t seen him in a year. The twins and I caught up to the group and stopped, catching our breath. Catching theirs first, Stephen and Wesley explained to the group of sixteen men, women and children that Joshua, Jacob and I were the Superior Bodies people and it was OK that they stayed at the club. A wave of relieved sighs swept over the group. 



“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I had no idea you were staying at the club. Please come back and get dry.” 
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Stephen and Wesley led everyone back while the twins and I introduced ourselves to everyone. In addition to the family of four and Ralph’s owner, there were two older men, an older woman, a young woman who was nuts and told the twins and me that she had met Jesus several times and would we like an introduction, a single mother of two young girls whom Wesley and Stephen were carrying on their shoulders, a nineteen year-old man and his seventeen year-old brother who had Down syndrome, and a pregnant Hispanic woman and her boyfriend who Wesley and Stephen hadn’t seen before but who were in the woods and whom we invited back to the club with us. 



We entered the club from the rear door, stepping into the storage/laundry room. “Give me your things,” said Stephen, which meant jackets and shirts. He indicated a large trunk against a wall between a stepladder and utility closet. “Get dry clothes and change and bring me the rest of your wet things.” Everyone obeyed. The families with children went first, then the pregnant couple, then the old woman and crazy young one who was going to introduce me to Jesus, then the brothers and then the single men.” But for the new couple, they all knew what clothing to take and what order to go in. They had a routine. They had been there a while and had spent their days at the club while Wesley was keeping me and Joshua and Jacob away from it. 



I found Honey Bunches of Oats in what had been my cubicle but would be used by the children and took her outside on the building’s front stoop. Wesley followed me. “I’m sorry,” I said, and then burst into tears. “I had no idea.” All the people escaping me. ME! Into woods in the horrible rain…It was too much. The women and children…everyone. I bawled. I did. Wesley put his arm around my shoulder and said: 



“It’s OK, Christian. They’re safe now.” I continued to cry I felt so horrible, for the day’s rain, my ignorance and their circumstances. “I should have trusted you.” This shut me up and I shook my head. 



“No, you shouldn’t have. Not after what you read. A visit from corporate? No, you shouldn’t have trusted me.” Wesley said: 



“I should have believed Joshua and Jacob about your taking in homeless when they began distributing those hundred dollar bills.” I smiled and said: 



“Yeah, that’s not something that happens every day.” 



“People have been generous with us, as much as they can.” I didn’t know who he meant. He said, 

“The town. What’s left of it. Everyone knows I take in people here.” 



“Really?” 



“Uh-huh. From day one. When Hassler hired me and Stephen and we had a grand opening and nobody came I knew the cubicles would never be rented to gay guys. I knew it before. The Hassler rep…I forget his name…didn’t think so either. He explained the company was stuck with the property and the area wasn’t improving and just to make what we could. I don’t think we ever even covered our salaries.” I didn’t think he did, either. “It was a shame to waste the space. I let in one guy first and he was nice and didn’t cause trouble. Then I let in others. Men mostly, at first. Then women and their children. And families. People stay only as long as they need to. They know there’s always someone else who needs shelter. Stephen and I do our best to hook them up with jobs 46 



and housing. It’s tough. It’s really tough now.” I started crying again as I imagined the two men doing what they could for the poor and homeless of the area. I sobbed as I imagined them gathering the kids from the woods and taking them back to their house while their parents spent the night under tarps or whatever shelter had been set up in the woods. Jacob poked his head outside and said: 



“Joshua and I are going to 7-11 and buying everything they have. We’re going to have a party. 

Johnice. It’s her eight birthday.” Wesley smiled and said: 



“Her birthday’s next week.” Jacob smiled back and said: 



“I know, but we won’t be here.” 



Joshua and Jacob weren’t kidding about buying everything at 7-11. Sandwiches, soda, chips, ice cream, cigarettes, canned this and that, nuts, candy, cleaning supplies…you name it. They bought so much they had to call Stephen for him to come load it up in his SUV. When he arrived Joshua told him to pull up to a pump so he could fill his tank for him. Stephen let him. Neither he nor Wesley made much, and what discretionary income they had they used to feed and clothe the folks they took in. When they returned everyone was clean and dry. The children were watching a video while the adults were scattered throughout the club. Ralph and his owner and another man with a dog, hung out on the front stoop with the old woman smoking and watching their dogs play. The young man sat with his brother in the lounge watching cartoons with the kids. The pregnant couple took a nap on the full sized mattress in one of the interrogation rooms. The two mothers coordinated the dinner. The father helped Stephen with laundry. The crazy young woman wandered around talking to Jesus and the saints and seemed very happy to be doing so. 



Everyone got something to eat and crowded into the lounge so we could eat together. Wesley instructed everyone to wait until he or she had food and something to drink and then said, “Stephen and I are really glad you’re all here. We’re also really glad Christian, Joshua, Jacob and Honey Bunches of Oats are here, too. They’re happy for you to stay and they bought us this great dinner. 

Thank you, guys.” Everyone echoed his thanks and I burst into tears all over again. Everyone ate and then we distributed pints of ice cream and spoons and sang “Happy Birthday” to Johnice. The kids watched more TV and then went to bed in the cubicles they had been used to staying in. The old woman, young woman and single mother also went to bed. The couples hung out for another movie and then slept in the interrogation rooms. The men set up bedding on the floors of the gym and lounge in so routine a way it was clear they had done so for weeks. Wesley found me and said, 

“One of us always stays overnight in the office. Just in case something happens. Tonight’s my turn. 

Stephen’ll bring you back to our house.” I said: 



“The twins’ll stay at the hotel. I’ll stay here so you and Stephen can enjoy a night alone together,” 

and then something occurred to me. “You said everyone knows everyone’s business in Wayward.” 

Wesley nodded. “And Karl Lewis knew the twins and I were coming and that you’d have to clear out your residents.” He nodded again, knowing where I was going. “Did you ask him to shelter them for the week?” Reluctantly, Wesley said: 



“I asked him if he could help us if it rained.” I took a big angry breath and said: 



“And he said no.” Wesley nodded. “How come you didn’t bust into an abandoned building?” 
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“They’re not safe. Some are occupied by junkies who don’t want our help and…” 



“And what?” 



“Lewis said he’d call the sheriff if he found anyone, including families, squatting.” I considered this information. Then I considered Wesley and Stephen’s resources. Then I thought of Peter Polaski’s brother Richard and Freebird‘s girlfriend Sylvia. 



“I have an idea,” I said, and assumed the mother of all Cheshire cat smiles. 







I called Peter Polaski Friday morning. He got his brother on a three-way call and I said, “Richard, Christian Gallagher, I need your help.” I explained to him what he could do for me and he agreed immediately, saying: 



“I’ll bring Kendall. She’s better than all of us at this.” I wondered how difficult it would be to get one of his whiney sisters on board but was confident if he said he would, then he could. They arrived late Friday night and checked into the hotel as a couple. The twins and I stayed at Wesley and Stephen’s house so neither Karl Lewis nor anyone on his staff saw us together. Freebird and Sylvia arrived early Saturday morning, having left Miami in the middle of the night. They showed up in the Hummer with one of Will Bishop‘s henchman, who was kind enough to share the driving with them, bless his heart. 



Kendall Polaski ate a generous continental breakfast and hit the casino at eleven a.m. She won some and lost some and then won some more and lost some less. At noon Sylvia showed up to the hotel alone and demanded to see Karl Lewis. The front desk clerk advised her he was in Biloxi doing…something, and wouldn’t be back until that evening. She insisted he call him and tell him to come back right away. He asked her why and she said, “Because I just found out he’s my God damn father!” The clerk gasped and she added, “And I want money!” She caused scene enough to attract managers and security and kept them occupied so they wouldn’t notice how much Kendall was winning in the casino by “counting cards” or whatever the term is. To their credit, the dealers did their best to get security’s attention so Kendall would be thrown out. They were too caught up in the drama Sylvia was causing in the lobby in front of staff and guests. “Karl Lewis is my God damn father! My mother was poor and had to walk the boulevard to keep me fed. All the time he’s living like a king in this hotel!” she railed. “She got the clap and couldn’t afford antibiotics so I had to take over for her. I was fifteen when I turned my first trick. KARL LEWIS, MY FATHER, MADE ME 

A WHORE.” This was all caught on security tape and sent to me in Orlando later. I’ve watched it a hundred times and I still roar with laughter, especially at the part where the security guards attempt to lead her to an office where no one could see, or hear, her. “Getcha God damn hands off me!” she shrieked. “That’s assault, you know!” The day manager called Lewis’s cell from the front desk and handed the receiver to Sylvia. “Daddy!” she said, as happy as could be. 



“Who is this?” she told me he snapped. 



“It’s me you old turd. Penelope. You fucked my mother twenty years ago and out I popped!” 



“Look you little cunt,” Lewis snarled, ‘you get the fuck out of my hotel or I’ll have my boys kill 48 



you and feed your body to the alligators.” 



“Cunt? CUNT??? You old piece of shit, you fucking say that to my face you old turd!” Sylvia shouted at him. She was alone among the management and security staff of the hotel, but Freebird and the henchman were in the Hummer in the handicapped space in the parking lot a glass door away in case things got rough. Sylvia agreed to calm down but insisted on waiting for Lewis in the lobby. The guards watched her while Kendall won a gazillion dollars. At this point Sylvia was calm enough for a guard to enter the casino and throw Kendall out. She left the building, got into the Hummer and called her brother, who was in their room. He hit the casino and won some and lost some and then won some more and lost some less. He wasn’t as good as his sister but good enough to have secured half a gazillion by the time Lewis arrived. He entered the hotel through a back door so he could check out Sylvia on a security monitor before confronting her. He told the day manager to bring her back to his office. He did. She refused and began screaming again. “You tell that piece of shit to get his hemorrhoid-covered asshole out here and face me like a man!” She carried on like this for a full minute before Lewis came out into the lobby. 



“What’s this all about?” he said. 



“Daddy!” she shouted, as happy as could be again. Sylvia rushed Lewis and threw her arms around him. He broke free of her and began cursing her out, calling her a con artist and whore. They shouted profanities at each other until the sheriff showed up and hauled Sylvia away screaming. In the parking lot she was suddenly calm and said, “OK, I’ll leave. OK.” She indicated the Hummer and said. “This is my ride. I’ll leave and never come back. I promise.” The deputies didn’t feel like dealing with her and let her go. She got into the vehicle and the henchman drove her, Freebird and Kendall back to the club. 



Inside the casino the security guards, freshly free of Sylvia, approached Richard Polaski, whose winnings were close to the gazillion his sister had made, and invited him to leave, too. 







That evening we had the big party Hassler had sent the twins and me to attend. It was a lot different than what Welch had wanted, though probably what he expected, minus the homeless people. The same sixteen of them were there, Wesley and Stephen, the twins and me, Freebird, Sylvia and the henchman, and Richard and Kendall, who was coming out of her shell. The Polaski siblings gave their money to me and the twins and I gave it to Wesley and Stephen in their office. I said, “Hang onto this and invest it wisely,” I looked around, indicating the club, “Ride this Superior Bodies thing as long as you can and then open your own shelter, maybe in this building.” I was tempted to give Wesley advice on specific shelter residents, like the woman who was an intimate of Jesus, but figured social services was his gig and he knew the area and the opportunities. I would trust him and Stephen with the money and the SB Wayward operation. “Just keep doing what you’re doing,” I said. Jacob added: 



“If you ever get in trouble or need some emergency funds, give Joshua and me a call.” Wesley and Stephen thanked us. We all stood up and exchanged hugs and joined the party, which was a lot like the one two nights before except for the bottles of cheap bourbon Freebird and Sylvia were sharing with everyone, including Richard and Kendall. Richard and Kendall…I always knew he was better than his shy, irritating family, but I didn’t think she was. You should have seen her that night, 49 



regaling everyone with the details of her blackjack efforts: how subtle she was, winning and then losing and then winning more and losing less. 



“And a couple of guys hit on me. I was sure of it.” I had no doubt they did. Sylvia dolled her up in a little black dress and killer makeup in the parking lot that morning and she looked pretty good. That, plus her winning streak would have made her very attractive. Late that Saturday night, before they returned to the hotel, Richard thanked me for everything. 



“Me?” I said. “No way, Richard. Thank you!” He shook his head and said: 



“I don’t think Kendall ever had so much fun in her life. She went ‘undercover’ in a sexy dress in a casino, like a Bond girl. And she made money for the homeless shelter. And she met them and talked with them. It’s been a great experience for her, and me. Thank you for this opportunity, and being so good to my brother.” He gave me a hug and so did Kendall, who had taken a few sips of bourbon and was feelin’ groovy. Indeed, when she released me she leaned her forehead against mine, touched my lips with her index finger and said: 



“You know, if you were straight I would be all over you.” I gave her a quick kiss on the lips and thanked her again. 



Freebird and Sylvia stayed at Wesley and Stephen’s house, ‘cause they really couldn’t go to the hotel. The henchman went to the hotel for the night. Johnnice and her sister and the young brothers doubled up in their cubicles so the adult males could each have cubicles. The twins and I made up beds of the floor of the lounge. Everyone went to sleep happy, safe and comfortable. 



The following morning we said goodbye to Wesley, Stephen and the shelter residents. We all cried and hugged and then we took off quickly. I would keep in touch with the general and operational managers of Superior Bodies Wayward. Those superior men joined the legion of brave and kind people I know We didn’t drive right to Tell-Tale, though. Instead, Freebird, Sylvia, Richard, Kendall and the henchman followed me and the twins to the artists’ colony. We spent the day hanging out with them and being entertained and everything. We all went out to dinner someplace on Freebird’s father’s dime. Then we all went back to the mansion and found plenty of vacant guest rooms to stay in overnight. It was a totally cool way to spend the day and night. The following morning we said quick goodbyes again because I hated goodbyes and it was five hundred fifty miles to Tell-Tale, Texas. 
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Chapter 3: 

Tell-Tale 




I put Crawford Welch on speaker phone and said, “OK, who’s idea was it to open Superior Bodies Tell-Tale?” I was driving. Jacob was riding shotgun and Joshua was lying across the backseat with Honey Bunches of Oats reading the very simple copy on the Tell-Tale, Texas website on his cell phone. 



“Well,” he began, awkwardly. Then he stopped. 



“Population thirteen thousand,” Jacob said. “Thirteen thousand.” 



“Welch?” I prompted. 



“Oh, yeah, well, it’s a long story.” 



“Jacob?” I asked him, as he was sitting in the navigator seat. 



“We’ve got five hundred sixty-seven miles to listen to the story.” 



“Well, they did some research,” whatever, “and it seems there was a large gay population in Tell-Tale for a long time in the early part of the last century.” Oh. My. God. The research was even older than Sultan Springs! Welch stopped again and Joshua asked: 



“Are they still there?” 



“Well…” 



“Welch if you say ‘well’ one more time I’m going to throw you down one,” I said. It was a good line, I thought, and still do. 



“The thing is, the hospital closed in 1986.” 



“The hospital?” the three of us asked at once. I knew he wasn’t referring to a regular hospital, but I wanted to hear him say so, so I asked, “Are you referring to a regular hospital?” 



“Ummm, not really.” 



“The mental hospital closed in 1986,” confirmed Jacob, who had only a little more patience than I. 



“And it had a lot of gay patients,” confirmed Joshua, who had only a little more patience than Jacob. 



“Yes,” confirmed Welch, who I determined was terrified of the three of us and thrilled he hadn’t been sent around the country with us. 



“More,” I ordered. 



“We…” He caught himself, “Years ago all the gay men arrested in Dallas were given the chance to go to jail or enter a mental hospital. The Malcolm J. Tindall Memorial Hospital opened in Tuttle, 51 



Texas, thirty-six miles west of Dallas, in 1909. Doctor Tindall was an early researcher of sexual behavior and abnormality. He was born in the late-nineteenth century in Delaware and went to school in Baltimore and Washington, D.C. He became a general physician in the capital. Having come from an old family of means, he treated politicians and other powerful people. He developed an interest in human sexuality, an area of research that wasn’t popular in the medical community. 

He studied his powerful patients and published papers about them, papers that focused on their sexual desires, venereal diseases and other intimate things he learned about them. He always used pseudonyms, but the greater Washington community were a shrewd lot and they figured out who was whom. Dr. Tindall was all but driven out of town. He moved to Texas, specifically Dallas, and his practice became less about treating patients generally and almost exclusively about studying abnormal sexual behavior.” I know, he sounds like me. I’m paraphrasing him, I guess. 



“Lovely,” I said. 



“Tindall used family money and state and local funding to build his hospital in Tuttle. It was close enough to a large city to draw patients and subjects, and far enough away to spare Dallas the stigma of being home to so notorious a place. At its height, Tindall Memorial had close to three hundred patients. Most of them were gay and lesbian, and they came from all over the country. It was a nice place. I’ve seen pictures. It was very beautiful and the patients…residents, really, were treated very well.” Jacob said: 



“Tindall was where the rich sent their gay relatives.” 



“Essentially,” said Welch. 



“So now it’s Superior Bodies…Tell-Tale?” asked Joshua. Welch explained: 



“Sometime in the fifties, or maybe earlier, Tuttle combined with Tindall and became Tell-Tale. Or something.” Or something, indeed. “Everyone knew research into deviant sexual behavior…” 

Welch paused, as if something finally occurred to him, and said, “I’m not implying your behavior is deviant, you know…” Neither the twins nor I responded and he continued, “Everyone knew what Tindall was all about, but no one said anything. It was a well-known secret.” Tell-Tale. “Ultimately, Tuttle changed its name to Tell-Tale.” 



“Really?” I said. 



“It was a company town. Everyone worked at the hospital or was related to someone who did.” 

Jacob asked: 



“What happened after it closed and before it became a Superior Bodies?” 



“Oh,” Welch said, “it’s not a club. The state bought the building. Tell-Tale’s part of the Texas State University system.” Joshua said: 



“I read that on their website. So, where’s the club?” 



“It’s in a motel a couple of miles from the school,” Welch said. “It was one of the places people stayed when they visited their relatives at the hospital. It was built by a family that worked there in 52 



maintenance and housekeeping. Mother, father and son all worked at Tindall. The son quit when the motel was built on their property and he worked there.” I imagined it and said: 



“So basically Superior Bodies Tell-Tale is the Bates Motel.” 



“No, Christian,” Welch said. “It’s a nice place,” he paused. “OK, it’s a decent place. The grandson lives in the house. He’s gay. He heard of the clubs going up and contacted us. We ran the numbers and determined that between the university and nearby Dallas, there was a large enough market to support a club in that town.” I thought what a relief it was they weren’t relying on population data from when the hospital housed three hundred mostly gay men and women. How fun that both Kellys opened their mouths at the same time, but Jacob said first: 



“What a relief Hassler wasn’t relying on data from when the hospital was filled with three hundred homosexuals.” 



“Ja- Jo- Ja-” Welch couldn’t figure out who had made the crack. I said: 



“Jacob beat his brother to that one,” and hung up the phone. I asked Jacob, “How many miles to the Bates Motel?” Jacob checked the GPS and said: 



“Five hundred sixty-two.” 



“What should we do?” Joshua said: 



“Let’s tell each other our most deviant fantasies,  you know, as a tribute to the patients.” We did, and I didn’t think a human being, and his twin brother, could blush so hard. 



We skirted Dallas, which we agreed we’d visit during the week, and arrived in Tell-Tale, Texas, Monday evening around six p.m. There was no missing the university and former hospital. It was on a hundred acres in the middle of the small town. We did, however, miss the club, which had a P.O. 

Box but no specific street address. It seems people just knew where it was, and where it was was seven miles east of town. Joshua was driving when we arrived and he asked a gas station attendant for directions. He said, and I’m not making this up, “It’s on the old highway, that way.” As we went 

“that way,” I said: 



“Bates Motel.” The twins, neither of whom had seen “Psycho,” ‘cause they were only twenty and had so many competing films to enjoy in their short lives, didn’t need me to draw a picture of that movie’s famous motel. They imagined a three-story Victorian house with a front porch perched on a small hill above a one-story  L-shaped structure containing an office and fourteen rooms. “That would be it,” I confirmed. I needn’t have as we pulled up to just such a place as soon as I finished the sentence. Funny, in a bad way, that as much as I carried on about the Bates Motel, I truly didn’t think Superior Bodies Tell-Tale would be anything like it. The reality was it could have been its model. 



Joshua pulled into the parking lot and the four of us got out. While it was early evening, the temperature was still ninety degrees. Mercifully, there was no humidity. Still, a small breeze made me remember when I had last used a blow-dryer. “This is creepy,” said Jacob. 





53 



“This is cool,” said his brother. I agreed with Jacob, but said nothing. Honey Bunches of Oats sniffed around, urinated, and offered no opinion of her own. I picked her up and looked from the house on the hill to the motel and saw a sign indicating the office. I cocked my head toward it and said: 



“Let’s say hello.” The four of us crossed the dry, dusty parking lot and entered the cool, dry office. 

Though one small room, it was decorated with the black tile and block glass that were Superior Bodies’ signature. Behind a front counter were two desks, with two state of the art computers, an espresso machine, a large flat-screen TV and, are ready for this? several rows of room keys on a rack at the end of the counter, just like in the film. The three of us looked around and Honey Bunches of Oats sniffed around but none of us found anyone. As I opened my mouth to call out a greeting a door I imagined led into an adjacent motel room opened and a red-headed, red-bearded animatronic gnome wearing short black pants and a tiny black Superior Bodies polo walked through it. My mouth remained opened, forming the words “Oh my God,” and I would actually have said them had Joshua and Jacob, who stood on either side of me, not nudged me to be quiet at exactly the same time. 



“Hello!” the gnome said to us, “I’m Seth Parker. You must be Christian,” he looked from me to the twins, and then back and forth between them a few times. “Hmmm, I know you’re Jacob and Joshua but I don’t know who is who.” Seth chuckled a bit and nodded a bit more. The twins and I gave him courtesy smiles. Honey Bunches of Oats smelled something she didn’t like and shuddered. Jacob and Joshua identified themselves and we all exchanged pleasant greetings. “Can I get you something to drink?” our host asked, indicating a small refrigerator under the counter. “I’ve got water and soda. We also sell candy and snacks. And I’ve got a freezer with frozen treats in the next room. Let me know what you’d like and I’ll write it out of stock.” The twins chose lemon-lime sodas and I had a diet cola. Honey Bunches of Oats stuck to water. Seth said, “My father and grandparents contacted vending companies over the years but they don’t want to come out here.” I opened my mouth to suggest it was because the place was creepy and so was he, but Joshua and Jacob nudged me again and I closed it. “You were going to say?” Seth asked, indicating a row of chips, packaged cookies, candy and gum. 



“I was going to say,” I said, “vending machines are so common. I prefer the set up you have.” Seth smiled and nodded hard, looking quite like a bobble-headed doll. 



“I agree.” I kind of felt bad thinking he was a character out of “Legend,“ because he was being very nice, but I couldn’t help it. If the place wasn’t isolated and frightening, or wasn’t located in a town that had been built around a mental hospital, or he wasn’t so short and unattractive, I would have been nicer, but the combination of the three brought out the worst in me. How glad was I Joshua and Jacob were there to nudge me quiet. Seth stopped nodding and said: 



“Would you like me to show you around? Or I could show you to your rooms?” Jacob said: 



“We’ve been sitting for a long time and I feel like walking around. How about a tour?” Joshua and I nodded like humans while Seth bobbled his head and said: 



“OK, let’s start here, with the office.” He spread his short arms and bobbled his head to the left and right. “It’s pretty high-tech, thanks to Hassler. If my father and grandparents could see it…well, they’d be very proud.” I said, before the twins could nudge me to be quiet: 
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“Your grandparents opened the motel?” Seth nodded toward me. He nodded a lot. 



“Oh yes. In the sixties. They worked at the hospital. So did my father. People came to visit patients. 

They had guest rooms at the hospital, but they were expensive. Not everyone could afford to stay there. My grandparents had this house and they saved their money so they built this motel. It was very popular.” Neither Joshua nor Jacob trusted me to say two non-insulting things in a row and so nudged me a third time. Seth continued, “When Tindall closed in the eighties we didn’t get much business. Then the state opened a campus here and things picked up. There was a lot of development in the nineties, though, including motel chains closer to town. People stopped coming here. Then I heard about Superior Bodies.” Seth’s tone grew conspiratal and his head bobbed a quick three times. “I’m gay, too.” Nudge. The hardest two yet. Jacob said: 



“Do you get a lot of students from the university?” More bobbling…I’m getting tired of writing it. 

Assume Seth’s  head bobbles every time he speaks, and every time he doesn’t. 



“Yes. On weekends mostly.” Seth led us out the office door and down a row of rooms. “They stay here or up in the house in one of the luxury suites.” I took a quick step back and the twins would up nudging each other so hard they both said: 



“Ouch!” 



“Are you all right?” Seth asked them. 



“Yeah,” I said. “What’s wrong fellas?” They answered me with glares. Seth said: 



“All the rooms down here have a queen size bed and a private bathroom and shower. Sometimes during the week we still rent them out to regular people. Also, if there’s a big event at the university, like parents’ weekend or graduation we’re usually full down here.” Bobble, bobble, bobble. “Let’s go up to the main house.” We followed Seth. The house was white and had long vertical windows, some stained glass, an assortment of different style shingles, a second floor balcony and a widow’s walk. Really, it reminded me of a house you’d find on Cape Cod next to a lighthouse rather than a dusty Texas motel. The twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I followed Seth up the small hill to the house that had been his family home but was now a gay gym and sex club. 

We ascended the porch stairs and went inside. Directly in front of us was a straight staircase leading up to the second floor. To the left, in what was once the living room, was gym equipment. Ditto the former dining room on the right. Past the dining room was a working kitchen members were welcome to use. Past the living room was a lounge with another flat screen TV. I don’t know how the house had been decorated, but as a Superior Bodies, it was the standard black tile and block glass. The walls were mirrored. There was some black carpet and a couple of black runners over the wood floor in the hallway that led from the foyer past the stairs into a laundry room and to the back door. Joshua asked: 



“Do you do all the laundry up here?” Seth nodded…right. 



“Yes. We always have. Well, not me. Well, not me anymore. We have a couple of housekeepers. 

Consuela and Concepcion. They’re cousins, but they look like sisters. I think they were raised as sisters. They have a room on the third floor.” 
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“And where do you stay?” asked Jacob. Seth said: 



“My room is off the office. I used to live on the third floor when my grandparents and my father were alive. I liked it up there.” Wistful bobble. “Let me show you the luxury suites.” Seth led us up the stairs. “The master bedroom has its own bathroom. The two others have to share one.” Seth showed us each of the rooms. They were decorated with quilts and gingham. Cross stitch, needlepoint and old American furniture. Aged mirrors, vintage wallpaper and claw-footed tubs. 

Nothing was new, but everything appeared to be in good shape. It wasn’t a palace but it was comfortable and kind of comforting. Each bedroom had an air conditioning unit. I didn’t see any on the first floor and figured Hassler put in central air, somewhere, when they installed the block glass, weights and treadmills. It was smart to stop there. The more I thought of the old traditional second floor bedrooms, the more I liked them. They kind of reminded me of the bedrooms at 12 

Cherrywood. In fact, I came very close to requesting Seth put me up in one of them. 



After checking out the third bedroom two women, mid-fifties, came down the narrow flight of steps that led up to the third floor. They both had dark hair streaked with gray. One wore thick glasses. 

Both had on black slacks and black polos with the Superior Bodies logo. The uniform looked odd on them. It looked odd in this old Texas house that looked like it had been transported from Provincetown. Seth introduced the women as Consuela and Concepcion. He spoke to them in Spanish, apparently explaining that Joshua and Jacob were twins, but that he didn’t know who was who. The twins, both of whom spoke Spanish, each said his name and shook hands with them. I shook their hands, too and said hello in English. Jacob also introduced Honey Bunches of Oats, over whom the women cooed. 



The five Spanish speakers prattled on a bit about stuff I couldn’t understand. I just kind of rocked Honey Bunches of Oats and waited for the tour to continue or end. I was hungry and wanted a shower. Reading my mind, or my expression, Consuela, who looked a bit older and had the glasses, suggested dinner. This I was able to figure out when Jacob said, “Consuela suggested dinner.” Seth led us downstairs and into the kitchen where the women served salad, fried eggplant, baked potatoes and fresh fruit cocktail. It was a super yummy meal, especially the eggplant. The cousins waited on the twins, me, Honey Bunches of Oats and Seth. We praised the meal sincerely and they beamed. 

After it was through Joshua and Jacob offered to clean up. They refused and insisted we relax by the pool or go to sleep. 



We thanked the ladies for dinner and followed Seth back down to the motel. Coming down the hill I noticed the small pool in the back of the motel. It was no larger than the house’s master bedroom, but it and the concrete patio surrounding it were clean. “Would you like to take a swim before you go to bed.” It was about eight-thirty and the sun was setting. “We have patio lights behind the office you can turn on if you want.” 



“That would be nice,” I said. 



“No one’s staying here tonight,” said Seth, “so if you want to swim nude you can.” EEEK! The yummy meal suddenly felt gross in my stomach. Seth’s company and head-bobbing had been tolerable over dinner because the cousins were so cute and the food so good. His lecherous suggestion made me nauseous, though. 
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“I’ll just settle myself into a room and see how I feel,” I said. “I may just go right to bed.” Seth looked at the twins. 



“You want one room, right?” EEEK! There he went again. It was common knowledge, nationwide, that Joshua and Jacob were lovers, thanks to the Coven newsletter that swept the world earlier that year. Still, it was rude to wink, leer and bobble over it. To their credit, neither responded and Seth dropped it. Back in the office I helped myself to the key to room one and handed the brothers the key to room two. 



“Thank you so much for hosting us and showing us around,” I said to the lecherous little gnome. 

“This place is really nice.” He beamed and said: 



“It is. The girls keep it really clean. It’s much busier on the weekends. That’s when we get kids from the college and people from Dallas.” 



“Do you have any escorts working out of here?” Joshua asked, ‘cause he wanted to know. Bobble bobble bobble. 



“Oh yes! On the weekends. Friday, Saturday and Sunday. Also sometimes on Thursday. They mostly use the luxury suites.” I said nothing but chuckled at his having referred to the standard American bedrooms as luxurious. The twins seemed to think a chuckle wasn’t worth a nudge, so they kept their elbows at their sides. Seth continued, “Two of them live in Dallas and come here with clients because its away from the city. Most of them are students, though. There’s new ones every year. They do it for extra money for school. It works out really well for them. They’ll meet clients on the internet and then make reservations to meet them here.” It was a good plan and I nodded, briefly, like a normal person. 



The three of us thanked Seth again and left the office with our room keys. We got our luggage out of the car and found our rooms. We each looked in each one. They were decorated similarly: beige carpet, beige green and maroon patterned bedspread, dresser, lamps, television, bad art. They looked like each other and every other small town motel on the planet. They were clean, though. 

The carpets were worn but recently vacuumed. The towels were also not new, but they were crisp and carefully folded. There were packets of fresh soap and shampoo. I said to the twins, “Consuela and Concepcion do a nice job.” They agreed. 



We settled into our rooms and then the sun went down. Honey Bunches of Oats did her thing and then I put her to bed and joined the twins at the pool. None of us swam. We all just relaxed on chaise lounges and looked up at the clear Texas sky. It was nice until Seth joined us. He brought a bottle of Crown Royal and four cups which, like the yummy dinner, made him tolerable. “I thought you might like a nightcap,” he said, pouring us each a double. We thanked him and we all toasted Crawford Welch, because he was the only person all four of us knew. “He sent me some funds for a party on Saturday,” Seth explained. “I ran an ad in Dallas’ gay paper and hired a caterer and dancers from the city.” 



“That sounds good,” I said. “I appreciate your taking care of it.” 



“You’re VIPs,” Seth bobbled…sorry, I know I wasn’t going to say that word anymore. “How does it feel to be world famous?” he asked. At once, each of us took a final drink and bid our new friend 57 



a good night. “Don’t you want to swim?” he asked, a little desperate. 



“I’m really tired,” Jacob said and looked at his brother and me. I nodded and Joshua said: 



“Yeah.” 



“We’ll go tomorrow,” I promised the horny little creature. 



“OK,” he said, nodding like a maniac in spite of his disappointment. What emotion didn’t warrant the head bob? Did he suffer from Parkinson’s? Or a mental illness of which I was unaware? The twins and I thanked Seth for his  hospitality and retired to our rooms. I called Linden and told him about SBTT. He caught me up on the goings-on at our house and SBO. A couple of the dogs we were fostering got adopted, including Lily, an older hound mix I was certain we would have forever. 



“She’s perfect for this older lady,” he said, his excitement mixed with the disappointment he and I both felt knowing we would never see Lily again. “How are you going to spend the week?” Linden switched subjects. 



“We’ll go see the hospital…school, now, I guess.” I wasn’t that excited about Tell-Tale, though I thought visiting Dallas later in the week could be fun. 



“Pretend you’re their father and you’re on a campus visit.” Linden’s suggestion was a good one, turning what I expected to be a time-killer into a game. 



“I know I’m old enough, but could I pass for their father?” I asked him. 



“They’re, what, Irish and Israeli?” They were. “I think so.” I thought so, too. My husband and I told each other we loved each other and said goodnight. 







The next morning Consuela served the four of us coffee, fruit, toast and kibble by the pool. “Thank you,” we all said, and I added, “You really shouldn’t have gone to this trouble.” Consuela told the twins, in Spanish, she was glad to have such nice visitors to serve, especially during the slow weekdays. 



“’It’s good to be busy,’” Joshua told me she said to them. I agreed and said to the twins: 



“Speaking of which, Linden suggested we go to Tindall…or the university, and pretend I’m your Dad taking you on a visit.” Joshua and Jacob thought it was a great idea. The latter said: 



“And it might discourage inquires.” 



“Inquiries?” 



“We were big news in the spring,” Jacob reminded me. 
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“Yeah,” I said, “but we’re in Texas. Tell-Tale, Texas. It’s like a different country.” 



“Wireless internet,” Joshua said. “Cell phone computers.” EEEK, he was right. He continued, 

“People are going to think we’ve lost interest in Montverde and want to fuck with another school.” 



“No,” I said, shaking my head. Jacob: 



“An unsolved campus murder. ‘The Coven.’ Handsome gay twin brothers and their handsome teacher traveling together. Do the math.” Joshua: 



“It’s a fun idea, and hopefully will prevent people from giving us a hard time.” When did Joshua and Jacob get so wise? I mean, I can be obtuse, but it should have occurred to Linden…Maybe it had. 



We thanked Consuela again for breakfast and Joshua asked her if she and Concepcion would look after Honey Bunches of Oats while we checked out the school. She agreed, happy for the opportunity to play with her. The twins and I showered, dressed in slacks and short sleeved shirts as befitting a campus visit, and they started the car. I found Seth in the motel, er, club office and told him we were going to the university and he, well, you-know-what as he said, “Have fun!” 



The drive to the Texas State University at Tell-Tale was a quick one. A couple of miles on a two-lane highway. A couple more on a four-lane highway and we were there. Tuttle…Tell-Tale, had a historic downtown of shops and a city hall surrounded by chains: 7-11, McDonalds, Cumberland Farms, etc. Beyond that were older homes, built on or around the time Tindall built his hospital. 

Beyond them were more recent subdivisions. The school was north of downtown, its main building, the gigantic, four-story classic brick number that used to be Tindall Memorial, was visible from nearly everywhere in the small town. 



The twins and I secured iced coffees at a convenience store, entered the campus and parked in the visitor section. Though we were in dry, dusty Texas, the university grounds were covered in lush green grass and mature trees. Except for the extreme dry heat we could have been in New England. 

“This is nice,” Joshua observed. His brother and I agreed. Surrounding the main building were other smaller ones. Some were staff residences. One was a dorm. Another was a combination gym-recreation center-theater that appeared old enough to have been an original hospital building. Others were apparently new trailer/classrooms suggesting a recent growth in the number of students. We walked around the main building, finishing our coffees before going inside. Behind it was a beautifully landscaped garden so large and full it could have been transported from Versailles. In the middle of it was a lake so pristine and perfectly shaped it had to have been man made. On the far side of the garden were small, two story structures no more substantial than the new classrooms. 

“Additional housing?” I asked my friends. 



“Like a little village,” Joshua said. We sucked down the rest of our drinks and entered the main building, which we learned was called Tindall Hall, from the rear. The first floor had hard-polished marble floors, high ceilings  and textured walls from which paintings and photographs of university movers and shakers hung. I searched them for an image of Dr. Tindall and found a large oil job of him wearing a suit and standing in the garden. He looked like a nice old man. I hoped he was. 

“There’s Admissions,” Joshua led us into an office that was to the right of the front door. Inside was a large space that could have been in any office anywhere but for the marble floors, lower but still-59 



high ceiling, ornate crown molding and textured walls. The desks, computers and filing cabinets were all standard issue, though a granite-surfaced front counter must have been original. I approached it and got the attention of a plain looking young woman with very dark skin and very white teeth. 



“Good morning,” I said to her. “I’m Christopher O’Connell and these are my sons, Grant,” I indicated Jacob, “and Gregory,” Joshua. My sons nodded. “They’re high school seniors at Fordham Prep, but my wife and I are moving to Dallas, for business, and so I thought we’d visit surrounding colleges. Is there someone who can show us around?” The young woman looked at me without expression, looked at Grant and Gregory, also without expression, and then looked back at me, still, you know, without expression. Then she leaned across the granite counter and waved for the three of us to lean across it toward her. We did. She smirked just a bit and whispered: 



“You are Christian Gallagher and your sons are Jacob and Joshua Kelly,” she looked from one of them to the other, “though I don’t know which is which. Yet.” I stopped breathing while she continued, “Your friend was murdered last year at Montverde College. You and the rest of your English class were suspected in her death, which is officially unsolved.” Joshua and Jacob found my hands and held them, tightly. “You discovered the Montverde Police Chief did it and you killed him and hid his body, probably on the dog sanctuary property.” My heart stopped beating. I wasn’t breathing and my heart had stopped. I felt faint. It wasn’t funny. The woman wound up her greeting, 

“I’m just letting you know, so you don’t attempt to hide your identifies again. It just makes you look guiltier.” I spun around, my arms across my chest because my hands still held the twins’, and mouthed to them: 



“WHAT THE FUCK?” They looked at me with horrified expressions. I spun back around and we all looked at the woman for an explanation. She looked from us to her coworkers and said to them: 



“I’m going to show this family the campus.” It was summer, things were slow, no one cared. Our friend walked around the counter, held out her hand to me and said, “I’m LeShawn.” We each shook her hand, though none of us could speak. “Let’s go outside.” LeShawn led us out of the office and out of the building. On the front steps of the former mental hospital I asked: 



“How do you know all this?” and she replied: 



“I’m majoring in criminology. I followed your friend’s murder. I’m sorry for you and her family.” 

We would have nodded a thanks had we not been so stunned. “Mona Butcher’s publishing a fictionalized account of the murder.” She was the Lake County sheriff. “It hits bookstores in September, but she’s posted excerpts on her website. The buzz is she says Chris Grace did it and all of you kidnapped him from his house and killed him.” I had no idea about any of this. Neither Joshua nor Jacob did, either. I said: 



“Can she do that? I mean, and be sheriff?” 



“She resigned in May,” LeShawn said. “Word is she shopped her ‘fictionalized’ story to publishers and they got in a bidding war.” 



“How come we don’t know this?” Joshua asked. His brother beat me to saying: 
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“Because, we’ve been avoiding all references to the story.” We had. From the beginning. Except for 

‘The Coven,’ e-mails, which we really did have to read. LeShawn didn’t smile, but her eyes sparkled as she said to me: 



“She calls your character Christopher.” I smirked and said: 



“Great minds.” The four of us were silent for a moment. The twins and I were processing the news that our kidnap and murder of Chris Grace was, or at least would soon be, common knowledge, while LeShawn was screwing up the courage to say: 



“I’m glad you’re here. I need you to help me find another killer.” My breathing, heartbeat and, I think, brainwaves all stopped whatever each of them did, but only for a moment because LeShawn wasted no time. “My friend Larry disappeared two years ago. He was gay and very pretty. 

Glamorous, even. Eyes, cheekbones, hair.” She looked from one of us to the other. “Like the three of you.” She went on, “That was first semester of our freshman year. Fall of ‘06. Another pretty student, a senior, went home for Christmas, to Houston, but never made it. He left the campus fine. 

People saw him go. He just never made it home. Graduation weekend of ‘07 a student’s dad, a single gay man, also pretty, left Corpus Christi to come here for her graduation. He never made it, either.” That was three pretty men. “Then last fall, ‘07, two more, Jeb and Pal, went missing over Columbus Day weekend.” 



“Pretty young men?” I asked, knowing the answer. LeShawn nodded. 



“Roommates. Lovers. Childhood sweethearts, from Norman, Oklahoma.” 



“Anyone since?” Jacob asked. LeShawn shook her head and said: 



“Not from here. But I’ve checked the missing persons database from Dallas.” 



“How many?” Joshua asked. 



“Two in the last six months, that were pretty. One was a lawyer. The other worked at a Starbucks.” 



“Before that?” I asked. 



“None, that fit the profile. It’s like whoever was after the pretty boys, and men, stopped getting them from campus and moved to the city.” 



“Police?” Jacob. LeShawn shook her head. 



“Campus police is a joke. Tell-Tale’s no better.” LeShawn hesitated for the first time since she began. It was only for half a moment but it was significant. “The guys were gay. Larry wasn’t out but Clayton, the one from Houston, was. So was the Corpus Christi dad and so were Jeb and Pal.” 



“But their families…” Joshua. 



“Larry’s didn’t make a stink. He wasn’t out but he was the gayest of all of them. I think they were glad he was gone.” People suck. “Houston and Corpus Christi made a fuss, but nothing happened.” 
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“Jeb and Pal?” Me. 



“Like Larry’s family. They went through the motions, just so they wouldn’t appear callous. They agreed, both families, their sons ran off to San Francisco together and gave up quickly.” 



“So no FBI.” Jacob. 



“Yes, but no real effort. And then the unsub,” a term I had heard on a crime TV show that means unknown subject, “started hunting in Dallas.” 



“Yeah,” Joshua said, “but two missing in Dallas can’t be much considering its population.” 

LeShawn nodded once and said: 



“Two ‘reported’ missing. Pretty boys: eyes, cheekbones and hair. Mostly dark, but the Corpus Christie dad, Warren, was a blond.” She was going to add something, and then did. “I made inquiries in the gay community. Homeless, hustlers…” 



“How many?” I asked. 



“Three more. Same six months. Same looks.” Joshua said: 



“That’s ten.” LeShawn nodded. I said: 



“I assumed you made a fuss.” She nodded again. Jacob said: 



“And got nowhere.” She nodded a third time. 



“An unattractive black woman complaining about missing gay students and hustlers in small town Texas.” The twins and I didn’t respond, though they looked angry and I felt angry. I said to LeShawn: 



“What can we do?” For the first time she appeared unsure. She confirmed it by shrugging. Then she said: 



“First of all, you’re pretty and gay, so be careful while you’re here. Secondly, you’re famous, sort of. Your celebrity gives you clout. And I think you’re rich, too?” She was no-nonsense and the twins were, too. They both nodded. I said: 



“I do OK.” 



“People who wouldn’t listen to me will listen to you. They’ll talk to you.” She was right, of course. 

The twins continued to look angry while I asked: 



“To whom do we talk?” 
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I made an appointment with the dean of students for two p.m. and then LeShawn gave us the campus tour. It would have been more interesting had the twins and I not just discovered Sheriff Butcher, and likely tons of other people, had figured out Chris Grace killed Abigail Adams and Bosco and that her English class had kidnapped and killed him. Again, we had so trained ourselves to ignore media stories about our friend’s death and the investigation, we missed all news about Butcher’s “fictional” literary effort. I wondered if Linden had heard about it. No, he couldn’t have. 

He would have said something to me, to warn me the jig was up. 



LeShawn showed us the gardens, the gym/rec/theater center, temporary classrooms and those two story trailer-like houses I had noticed beyond the lake. It was uninteresting. It got more interesting when we returned to the main building where she indicated the labs that had become classrooms, patient rooms that had become single dorm rooms, and, on the fourth floor, lower-end hospital staff rooms that were double occupancy dorm rooms. The architects who had transformed the hospital to a school had done their best, but the one student’s bedroom we saw screamed early nineteenth century lunatic cell; this, thanks to an extremely high, extremely small single window, the bars over which LeShawn explained had been removed, and the original door that had the same tiny opening through which doctors and staff could observe the occupant. “Creepy,” Joshua said, speaking also for his brother and me. 



We hit the cafeteria, which was in the basement of the main building. “I’m not used to basements,” 

I said to LeShawn and the twins. Florida didn’t have them and neither did SB Wayward. For a basement, and a cafeteria, the one at the University of Texas Tell-Tale, was really nice. It contained the same marble floors, albeit of a lesser quality, and ornate crown moldings, albeit less so, as the first floor. The food, albeit the vegetarian selections I ate, was completely yummy, too. When we were finished I checked a clock on a wall and said, “Time to go see Ann Richards.” Ann Richards was not the name of the dean with whom Joshua, Jacob and I had an appointment. It’s the name of the former governor of Texas, of whom the dean reminded me. She could have been her twin. She could have been her reanimated corpse. So like her was the dean I referred to her, more than once during our visit, as Ms. Richards. She told me she didn’t mind, was used to it, and regarded it as a compliment. 



“What brings you boys to Tell-Tale?” she asked, taking my hand in her bony grip and shaking it hard. She indicated we take seats in front of her desk and sat down behind it. I said: 



“Joshua and Jacob developed an interest in criminology over the course of their the spring semester at Montverde.” Richards nodded gravely. 



“I’m sorry about your friend.” We each mumbled our thanks. “I admire you for taking out the cop who killed her.” Our jaws hit the floor. We looked at each other and silently agreed it was best just to move on. 



“My friends are interested in your criminology program. There’s nothing like it available at Montverde.” 



“There’s nothing much of anything available at Montverde,” Richards said, chuckling. 



“Except for my classes,” I chuckled back. 
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“My apologies,” said Richards, sincerely. I nodded with my eyelids. “My apologies, too, for saying your visit here has nothing to do with transferring.” Our jaws hit the floor again, but not as hard as when she identified us as Grace’s killers. “You’re checking out your clubs, Mr. Gallagher.” I attempted to respond, to tell her that the twins and I traveled together since there was a Superior Bodies in Tell-Tale and that their interest was real. Richards held up her hand, chuckling again. “If you fellas wanted to study criminology you wouldn’t come here. Not with your resources. If you can afford Montverde’s tuition you can afford any school in the country. We’re a state university, and a young one. We haven’t distinguished ourselves at all. The fact is, you ran into LeShawn Martin and she got you all worked up, so you used your clout,” she grunted, “to get an audience with me so you could ask a bunch of questions about the missing boys.” She stopped. I took a breath, looked at Joshua and Jacob, both of whom appeared to want nothing more than to get the hell out of the office and, perhaps, the state, and said: 



“Busted.” Richards regarded me and the twins, folded her hands on her desk and leaned forward. 



“I’m not interested in busting you, Mr. Gallagher, though I don’t appreciate being lied to. Still, I understand what you all have gone through with your friend and I understand your concern over the missing boys.” I really liked this woman. “The fact is, only one of them went missing from school property. That was Mr. Solmes…Larry, LeShawn’s friend. Everyone else, Clayton and those boys who were lovers, were seen leaving the campus alive, in good health and voluntarily. What happened to them after they left I can’t tell you. I can tell you their disappearances were investigated by the local and state police, and the FBI looked into Jeb and Pal, even after their families discouraged  them from doing so.” 



“Wow,” Joshua said, in spite of his fear of Ann Richards. 



“The state police also looked for Mr. Bennett, the father who went missing on his way to his daughter’s graduation last year. He never made it to campus. No one saw him arrive.” 



“And you’re satisfied with the effort they, and the FBI made?” I asked, because I respected her candor and knew she would respect mine. 



“Oh yes. I’ve seen the files.” I raised an eyebrow. “Whatever befell these boys did so off campus, but they were students and Lillian Bennett was a student. It was my duty to see that our students’ 

disappearances were investigated thoroughly.” The twins and I didn’t respond immediately. 

Richards continued, “Don’t believe what you see on TV, boys. Most murders don’t get solved.” 



“You think they were murdered?” Jacob asked. Richards nodded. “Why?” 



“For the crime of being too pretty in Texas.” Wow. 



“Not for being gay?” Joshua asked. Richards stood up, walked around her desk and sat on it, crossing her old but killer legs. She again leaned forward. 



“You boys come from wealthy, sophisticated places. In rural Texas if you’re a pretty man, you’re gay, and you’re dead.” It was hard to hear. Joshua said: 



“You don’t think Jeb and Pal ran off to San Francisco?” Richards’ response was sympathetic. 
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“Son, I wish they had, but they had friends here they would have contacted. Their cell phones were turned off and never turned back on. Their e-mails were never opened. Their credit cards were never used. Their bank accounts weren’t touched. Those boys would have had to get jobs wherever they went. They weren’t on the lam. No trace of them ever turned up, anywhere. They might not have contacted their families, but they would have contacted LeShawn and their other friends.” 



“LeShawn,” I said softly, to myself. 



“She was friends with Jeb and Pal, and Larry. She lost them all. I’m sorry for her, but there’s no convincing her everyone did everything we could to find them.” Richards sighed heavily. “We never found bodies. How much investigating can anyone do without a body?” She wasn’t in anguish, but I think she had been. “LeShawn’s got her prejudices. It’s not easy to be a woman, or black, or gay. She assumes no one cares about these boys. She’s wrong.” 



“Has she seen the files?” Jacob asked. 



“She’s seen everything I have,” Richards said. “I’m satisfied. She’s not. She thinks I don’t care. 

She’s wrong.” I looked at Ann Richards, hard, and I thought she cared quite a bit. 



“Thank you, Ms. Richards,” I said, and then realized I had called her by the late governor’s name for the third or fourth time. She shook our hands. We said our goodbyes. As we left her office Richards said: 



“Boys.” We stopped and looked at her. “You’re pretty. Be careful.” 



We met LeShawn by the lake. She said, “What did the old bitch say?” I was kind of annoyed she referred to Dean Richards as ‘the old bitch’ but didn’t say so. Instead, I explained what she said to us. LeShawn scoffed. 



“Same bullshit. Fuckin’ bitch. She doesn’t care.” Again, I didn’t respond and neither did the twins. 

LeShawn looked at us, hard. “You believe her.” Nothing. “You believe she looked into these crimes.” Nothing. She shook her head, despondent. “No one cares.” It was then I noticed she was holding a binder. 



“What’s that?” I asked.  She handed it to me. I opened it. There were pictures of Larry, Jeb, Pal, Clayton, Warren Bennett and the lawyer and Starbucks clerk from Dallas. They were all very pretty. 

Joshua and Jacob looked at the pictures with me. I looked from the binder to LeShawn and said, 

“We spoke to the dean. She gave us no information you don’t already have. What can we do?” She brightened and said: 



“You can take this to Dallas and show it around. I don’t have any pictures of the three hustlers, though. Still, you can see if anybody saw any of them or if anyone else who looks like them is missing.” I wanted to ask LeShawn when she last did a sweep of gay clubs with this binder, but couldn’t bring myself to. She hadn’t reconciled herself to losing her friends and never knowing what happened to them. I was sad for her. Jacob was sad for her, too, but not enough to stop from saying: 
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“When did you last do the rounds in Dallas with this?” LeShawn said: 



“Three weeks ago. But I don’t know if I got every place.” I thought she had. Before Jacob could say something discouraging I said: 



“We were going to hit the gay places tomorrow. We’ll take it with us.” The twins knew better than to contradict me. They didn’t say anything encouraging, though. Instead, we said goodbye and found our car. I opened the driver’s door, started the engine and blasted the A/C. It was too hot to get right in. Instead, we stood around waiting for the car to cool down. Jacob’s tone was sympathetic when he nevertheless said: 



“She’s wasting her time.” His brother didn’t disagree. “We’re encouraging her. Giving her false hope.” 



“I know, Jacob,” I said. He said nothing else about it. We got in the car and drove back to SB Tell-Tale. Seth greeted us in the motel parking lot when we arrived. 



“How was your day?” he asked. We told him it was very pleasant and then I showed him the binder. 



“Have you seen these men?” Seth took the binder from me and flipped through it. 



“Yes.” Mega-bob. A sad mega-bob. “That young lady…” 



“LeShawn” offered Joshua. 



“Yes, she came by with it about a month ago. She came by last year, too. One of them is her friend.” Seth flipped through the pages, his head going a mile-a-minute. “I don’t recognize any of them. I’m the only one here. I would have checked them in. It’s very sad.” 



“I know,” I said, thanking him and taking back the binder. 



“Concepcion prepared a special dinner for you,” Seth said, head-bob happy again. “It’s usually her day off. She takes Tuesday and Wednesday off and Consuela takes Wednesday and Thursday off. 

Tomorrow I’ll be all by myself!” I put the binder in the car and the twins and I followed Seth up to the house where we enjoyed a yummy meal of something I don’t recall except that it was vegan. 

After dinner Joshua, Jacob and Honey Bunches of Oats watched TV and I called Linden from the pool area. 



“Did you know Sheriff Butcher’s writing a book about Abigail’s murder?” I asked my husband. 



“Dondi told me over the weekend,” he said. 



“Have you gone to the publisher’s site?” 



“Yes.” 



“Are there excerpts?” 
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“Yes.” 



“Have you read them?” 



“Yes.” 



“Are they good?” 



“Yes.” 



“Do they suggest the class kidnapped and killed Grace?” 



“Not yet,” Linden said. 



“Huh?” 



“The excerpts are from the beginning of the book.” I absorbed that. 



“Do you think we need to be concerned?” 



“No.” 



“Why not?” 



“Because, it’s a fictionalized version of events. Everyone has a different name, though it’s obvious who’s who.” I absorbed that and said: 



“It doesn’t sound like it’s in the best taste.” 



“It’s not,” Linden agreed. “But the writing’s good. I think someone else is writing it and Butcher’s putting her name on it. Her role is large. Much larger than it was. I don’t think you need to worry about it.” I told him about LeShawn and the missing students, father, Dallas residents and hookers. 



“I don’t think there’s anything the twins or I can do. She’s brought the binder out here and showed Seth. Twice. I admire her for not giving up on her friends, but she needs to realize everything that could be done to find what happened to them has.” Linden and I were silent. Then he said: 



“I would never stop looking for you.” Without thinking I replied: 



“I would never stop looking for you, either.” 



After my phone call I walked up to the house and joined the twins and Honey Bunches of Oats in front of the TV. They were watching something on the Sci-Fi Channel. During a commercial break Jacob asked me how Linden was. Without hesitating I said, “He told me if I went missing he would never stop looking for me.” The twins were equally struck by this, having not thought about it in those terms. They looked at each other and communicated, non-verbally. I knew what they were saying before they put it in to words for me. “Yeah, I thought so.” Jacob said: 
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“We’ll hit all the gay places tomorrow.” I nodded. 



“Let’s find Seth. He can tell us where to go.” Joshua suggested. It was a good idea. We shut the TV 

off and went to the pool. We secured chaise-lounges and took off our shirts. Seth was on us in seconds. He offered more whiskey and we each took a shot.  I said: 



“I told LeShawn we would take her binder to all the gay clubs, gyms and…I don’t know, restaurants and shops. Can you tell me where they are?” You would have thought Seth was on crack his head began bobbing so ferociously. He said, as fast: 



“Oh yes. Of course. I’ll be glad to. Let me get a ’Gay Guide to Dallas.’” They update it quarterly. 

I’ll be right back. Don’t move. You can swim, though. But don’t leave. Let me get it and then I’ll tell you where you can go. I can make you a map. I can mapquest it. Yes. We’ll put it all together right now. Don’t move, except you can take a swim. You should because it’s so hot.” Seth disappeared around the building and into the motel office. I said to the twins: 



“Should we indulge him?” They agreed we should, but only after the sun went down and we had mapped out our plan thoroughly. He returned in seconds with one of those four-color publications of ads and coupons. It featured a listing of every gay club, gym, store, restaurant, park, hotel, dog groomer, etc. in Dallas. We endured thirty minutes of his telling us all about every gay club, gym, store, etc. It was very difficult. At one point I considered forgetting the whole thing and winging it. 

Jacob felt the same way. Thinking quicker than I was, he said: 



“Would you type up an itinerary with directions from place to place? It should start with the gyms, and then stores, restaurants and clubs.” Seth nodded like a maniac…sorry, as Jacob continued. 

“We’ll rest here while you do that and then in an hour or so, when you’re done I think we’ll probably take a nude swim.” Seth grabbed the guide and booked back to his office as fast as anyone has ever done anything. Indeed, for a moment I just thought he disappeared, like Barbara Eden blinking away in “I Dream of Jeannie.” “I’m sorry,” Jacob said to me and his brother. “I just couldn’t take it anymore.” 



“Will it be worth a naked swim show?” I asked. Jacob nodded and Joshua nodded frantically, like Seth. It was mean but funny. He said: 



“It‘s worth it, as long as we don’t have to touch him.” Jacob and I agreed it was. 







Wednesday morning we set out at nine a.m. We would have left sooner as there were plenty of places to visit, but we didn’t want to get stuck in traffic entering the city. We were only a little successful in avoiding heavy traffic, and wound up reaching our first stop, a gym in a mostly gay area of the city, close to ten-thirty. 



The twins and I wore jeans and t-shirts. We did a lot of driving and a lot of going from place to place and we wanted to be comfortable. Our looks and Jacob and Joshua being hot twins got us the attention of receptionists, clerks, trainers, managers and everyone we needed. That close to fourteen people recognized us from the internet and elsewhere also worked in our favor. 
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The staff of the gyms, larger stores and restaurants recognized the binder, having reviewed it three weeks before when LeShawn brought it in. Everyone agreed  to check it out again, to be nice, because they were genuinely concerned, and because they wanted us to like them. Several people recognized the attorney and the Starbucks guy, but no one knew where they were or what had happened to them. Once someone looked at each of the pics and gave us what information he or she could, we went to the next person or place. Many people tried to visit with us, sell us something or insist we stay for a meal. We turned everyone down. We were always friendly, but we had a lot of places to hit and everyone seemed to understand. 



Funny, we marched into every establishment and often interrupted people from their work. We got everyone’s attention even before they realized the noble reason for our visit. In that way, being attractive was very convenient. Indeed, after flying through the entire staff of the third restaurant in the primarily gay Oak Lawn district, the generally not vain Jacob said, “Good looks have their rewards,” to which his generally not vain but clever brother said: 



“What would you know about that?” It was a lovely line, one that I made a mental note to share with Linden later. A couple of the smaller shops and boutiques hadn’t been visited by LeShawn. 

One florist claimed to have slept with the attorney, something I didn’t believe since he was a troll and the attorney was not, but he couldn’t tell me where he was or even what his name was. He did, however, proposition us, saying, “I’m attracted to pretty men,” to which Jacob said, “So are we. 

Let’s go guys.” Love it! 



We hit the gyms first, then the stores, then the restaurants between the lunch and dinner hours, taking a late lunch/early dinner at one of them. We hit a few more stores afterwards and then stopped in at the city’s gay and lesbian community center. The volunteers there were very nice but, like everyone else, couldn’t tell us anything about anyone in the binder. One fella carried on about some guy who fucked him and then wouldn’t answer his phone the following day when he called. 

“He gave me the number but it didn’t work. I’m sure he was kidnapped, just like your friends.” I’m sure he gave him the wrong number and was safe and happy making it with someone else, but I didn’t say anything. Instead, I gave him the same quick thank you I did to everyone who wanted to engage the twins and me in useless conversation, and moved to the next person. After we were done with the center, Joshua suggested we hit Cactus, an upscale gay lounge where Consuela’s nephew Ramon worked as a bartender and occasional assistant manager. I checked my phone. It was just past seven-thirty. “I suppose happy hour’s over,” I said. 



“And the evening crowd hasn’t arrived,” Joshua added. 



“Let’s go,” Jacob said. We got in the car and consulted one of the maps Seth had made and printed for us the night before in anticipation of the naked twenty-minute swim the twins let him enjoy watching. 



“Say what you want about him, he put together a good itinerary.” The twins agreed. We found Cactus quickly. It was in a small, one-story dirty pink stucco building with no windows and nothing to identify it but a six-foot high neon cactus that spun around in front of it. We parked and entered. 

The bar was softly lit and decorated in a southwestern style. There was a large bar in the main room, pool and darts in another, a television showing videos in a third, and a patio in the back. Everything was clean and in working order, and the patrons were generally over thirty and nicely dressed. We looked around and I said, “This works.” A nice looking Hispanic guy in his early thirties and who 69 



sported big shoulders and arms under a loose black t-shirt raised one of them and waved us over. 

We approached the bar and he held out his hand to us. 



“You must be Christian, and Jacob and Joshua,” he said. “I’m Ramon.” We each shook his hand and told him how glad we were to meet him. 



“Your aunts are taking good care of us,” I said. He smiled, displaying straight white teeth and said: 



“Well, I know they would. And so am I. Please, relax and tell me what I can get for you. The first round’s on me.” We sat and Ramon hooked us up with a regular iced tea (Jacob), cold draft (Joshua), and double Dewar’s followed by a diet cola (me). I showed him the binder. Like nearly every other person we had showed it to that day he recognized it. “It’s so sad. John used to come in sometimes and I met Danny once at a party. I don’t know the guys from the school, but we don’t generally get college age guys in here.” 



“Thanks for looking at it again,” I said. 



“Have you had any luck elsewhere?” Ramon asked. 



“Some people knew the lawyer…John, and Danny, but no one had seen them recently or knew where they were.” 



“And the hookers?” I shook my head. Jacob said: 



“We were going to show the pictures around the streets later.” Ramon shook his head. 



“Be prepared to pay for them to look at your book, and don’t believe anything they tell you.” The whole day seemed like a waste. Still, our meal was good and some of the people we spoke to were hot. It also was fun commanding so much instant attention from so many people. I wondered how well I would have done without my twenty year-old twin James Marsden look-a-likes. Not as, but still enough, I determined. Ramon excused himself to serve someone else and the three of us sipped our drinks in silence. When he returned I asked, just to be chatty: 



“Do you ever get out to Superior Bodies Tell-Tale?” Ramon laughed and shook his head firmly. 



“Ahhh…that’s really not my scene.” The three of us raised our left eyebrows at once. Ramon stopped laughing and looked at each of us closely. Then he asked, “When did you get here?” 



“Two days ago,” I said. He nodded, smiled and said: 



“Then you haven’t been out there for a weekend, yet.” 



“No, we haven’t,” I said, and then asked, playfully, “What are weekends like out there?” The three of us leaned toward Ramon, who noticed a couple walk in the door and excused himself to greet and serve them. 



“Dammit,” Jacob and Joshua said at once. 
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“I know,” I said, “What goes on there on the weekends?” Ramon served the newcomers and made fresh drinks for three other people. When he finally returned to us I said, again, “What goes on there on the weekends?” He laughed at my desperation. 



“What doesn’t go on?” he began. “Let’s see…drinking, sex, drugs, sex, rough sex, bondage, drugs, gang bangs, prostitution, more drinking, more drugs…” The twins and I were disappointed. 



“That goes on at all the clubs,” Joshua said, though he had only visited Orlando, once, and saw none of it, Sultan Springs once, and saw none of it, and Wayward, and totally saw none of it. 



“Not like out there,” Ramon assured us. “They do it everywhere but in the rooms. All over the first floor of the house. At the pool, on the steps leading up to the house. All over the grounds. In the parking lot on cars. On the roof.  Sucking, fucking, jerking off, paid sex. Smoking dope, snorting coke, shooting up. Buying and selling.” That explained why there was no revenue. 



“EEEK!” I planned only to think but wound up saying out loud. Ramon continued: 



“Guys from Dallas. Guys from the school. Hookers…almost all of them in the city go out there Friday night and stumble back Monday morning.” 



“Really?” Jacob asked. Ramon nodded. 



“People from all over, too. All over the state, and Oklahoma. It’s Sodom and Gomorrah out there from Friday afternoon to Monday morning.” 



“You’re kidding.” I said. Ramon shook his head that he wasn’t. Joshua asked: 



“Do you go out there?” Ramon shook his head again and then smiled. 



“A couple of times, when it first started getting a rep. I went out just to see if it was true.” The three of us raised our eyebrows, waiting for his answer. “Let me put it this way, Some young guy, from the school I think, pulled in the parking lot the same time as me, maybe nine o’clock on a Saturday, about a year ago. He got out of his car, dropped his pants and bent over the hood. Then he started oinking.” Ramon oinked a few times. It was funny and we laughed. Someone needed a drink and he left. Joshua imitated the oinking and his brother and I did, too, but he did it the best. Ramon came back and I ordered another round, though this time Jacob had a Long Island iced tea. As he made our drinks he said, “So the little piggy bends over and oinks and then tells everyone he can fuck him and keeps oinking, for like an hour.” 



“How many?” I asked. Ramon considered. 



“At its longest, there were thirty people on line, but he was going through them fast, so there’s no telling.” 



“This was in the parking lot. Right there for everyone to see,” Joshua asked. Ramon nodded. 



“In the parking lot, in the bushes, in the dirt, in the pool… everywhere but in a room.” The three of us shook our heads. “And the drugs. Everything. New, old, prescription, homemade. Stuff you 71 



smoke, stuff you snort, stuff you shoot, stuff you stick in your ass…” We kept shaking our heads. 

“And the hustlers make out big. Men from all over. Single, bi, married. Young and old. Ugly and fat. Some of them wear masks in case people recognize them. They park far away and walk to the club. There’s so many people there on the weekends you’re bound to see someone you know. It’s not anonymous at all.” 



“Well,” I said, sipping my second double Dewar’s, reflecting on Ramon’s description of the apparently creepy but really debaucherized Superior Bodies Tell-Tale. Jacob said: 



“Your aunts…” Ramon shrugged. 



“They work the weekends, but they keep a low profile. No one wants to be getting double penetrated on the front lawn while a couple of middle aged ladies sweep the walk. They tidy up in mornings, while people are sleeping or passed out…everywhere.” 



“How did they wind up there?” Joshua asked. Ramon looked kind of sheepish. 



“I heard the motel was going to be one of your clubs and I took them out there. They needed the work.” 



“And they don’t mind.” 



“They don’t like it,” Ramon admitted, reluctantly, “but Seth pays them well and they like him. And there’s nothing else for them.” I thought it was too bad for Consuela and Concepcion, both of whom were sweet and cooked delicious vegan meals and kept the place sparkling clean. My phone rang and I checked it. 



“It’s LeShawn,” I said to the twins. Ramon excused himself to serve others and I answered. 



“Have you found out anything?” she asked. I had actually found out quite a bit, but nothing she would find helpful. 



“No, I haven’t,” I said, and then listed the places the twins and I had covered. 



“Wow,” said LeShawn, “you covered everything.” 



“Yeah, and we’re so beat. We’re going to walk the streets a bit and then come back. We’ll do the other nightclubs tomorrow night.” LeShawn said: 



“I really appreciate this.” 



“We’re happy to do it, LeShawn. I just wish we could find out something.” 



“I know,” she said to me. “I know,” she said, softer, to herself. 



“All right, so, I’ll check in with you tomorrow.” We said our goodbyes and I hung up. Ramon appeared and said: 
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“Oh, I forgot to tell you about the theme parties…” The twins and I stuck around for another hour and listened to things that made me blush. 



I was totally exhausted and kind of drunk when Jacob, who had only half his Long Island iced tea, drove us back to Tell-Tale. On the way I got another call from LeShawn. She said, “I have an idea.” 

I asked her what it was and she said, “Why don’t you take your friends’ picture to the police tomorrow and say they’re missing, and see what they do.” Hmmm, I thought. “Then you can really see if they looked for the others.” Had I been sober and awake I would have dismissed the idea out of hand and probably stopped taking LeShawn’s calls. I mean, how would it help except to continue our useless effort to find out what happened to her friends. Like Jacob said, we were encouraging her and giving her false hope. I said, no, slurred: 



“That’s a great idea. I’ll do it tomorrow.” We said our goodbyes and hung up. The twins asked me about the great idea and I told them what it was. As drunk as I, Joshua agreed. All but completely sober, Jacob said: 



“I would be curious to see how they reacted, but I don’t think it’s going to help find out about those other guys.” We drove the rest of the way in silence. I imagined Jacob was wondering how the Dallas police would react to his and his brother’s disappearance. Joshua was probably wondering the same. I, however, imagined that guy bending over his car, oinking, and getting banged by thirty-plus men, some of them in masks. 







Concepcion served me coffee, fruit and toast and Honey Bunches of Oats dog food at the pool Thursday morning. It was hard looking at her knowing what she saw, and cleaned up after, every weekend. I wanted to apologize on behalf of all well-mannered gay men, and assure her there were lots of them. Before I could, Seth joined me at the pool. He asked me how we did the day before and I told him our efforts were for naught. I then told him about LeShawn’s idea, which I had all but decided not to do. Imagine my surprise when the little red-haired gnome bobbled his head…OK, that wasn’t a surprise, and said, “That’s a GREAT idea!” 



“Huh? I was stunned, not that he approved of the plan, but that he APPROVED of the plan! 



“I think you should do it. I think you should go right away, too. You know it takes twenty-four hours, or forty-eight hours, or something before they start looking for missing people. You should go now because the sooner you report them missing the sooner they’ll look for them. Then you can see if they really look for them, and you will know if they really looked for those other guys.” Seth was as excited as when he mapped out our visit to Dallas in anticipation of the twins’ nude swim. 

“Do you have a picture of them?” he asked, a wild man. Do you have one on your camera phone?” 

Strangely, I did. I had taken it the morning we left Orlando. One of them, Joshua I think, asked me if I had a camera on my phone. I told him I wasn’t sure and he examined it. He told me I did, told me how to take pictures, and then posed with his brother so I could. 



“It’s not a great shot,” I said, ‘cause it wasn’t. 



“That doesn’t matter,” Seth insisted, nodding harder than he so far had, and that was really, really hard. “You don’t want it to seem like you planned the whole thing.” He had a point, albeit, a mild 73 



one. “You go ahead and Concepcion and I will look after Honey Bunch.” 



“I think I’ll wait until they get up,” I said, referring to Joshua and Jacob. Seth looked at me, knowingly, and said: 



“Oh, I think they’re up…way up.” As if I hadn’t figured out what he meant, he leaned in to me and winked. 



“OK, OK,” I said. “Let me shower.” 



“No time,” Seth said. “Besides, if you show up dirty and smelly it’ll add to the reality of your urgency.” The reality of my urgency…it was a strange way of putting it, but Seth was strange. I smelled my underarms and asked: 



“Can I at least put on deodorant?” Seth nodded…sorry. Five minutes later my telephone camera and I were on the road to Dallas. As I drove I thought for a second, or third time, I guess, about LeShawn’s plan. Joshua thought it was a good one, but he was drunk when he said so. Seth thought it was good, but he was weird and a freaky gnome. Jacob only said he was interested in how the police would react, thus never formally approved it. I dialed Linden. I told him quickly about what I was doing and, as quickly, he talked me out of it. 



“By the time they start looking it’ll be time for you to go to the next club. You won’t be available for any follow up. The dean said the police did their best. Do you believe her?” I told him I did. 

“The last two students who disappeared did so almost a year ago, right?” I told him he was right. 

“The guys who disappeared in Dallas were two missing persons of how many in that city?” I told him I didn’t know. “Christian,” Linden said, solemnly “You need to tell LeShawn you’re sorry for her loss and let it go. What can you do? Sending the police looking for the twins when they’re not missing is a waste of their time and resources. If they find out you made it up they’re going to be pissed.” Ooooo, they would be. “They’ve got real crimes to investigate. You need to turn around.” 



“OK,” I said. “Thanks. I’ll call you later after I’ve spoken to LeShawn.” We said we loved each other, said goodbye, and hung up our phones. I did an illegal U-turn on whatever road it was that took me into Dallas and headed back to Tell-Tale. A short time later I pulled into the parking lot. I entered the motel office looking for Seth so I could tell him I had changed my mind. He wasn’t in it. 

I knocked on the door to the next room, where he slept. No one answered. I figured he was still at the pool, waiting for Joshua and Jacob to wake up. Honey Bunches of Oats was there by herself. I was kind of annoyed because Seth said he would look after her until the twins got up. She was old and blind and in an unfamiliar place near a pool in which she could drown. “Fucker,” I said to myself about him. Then I considered what the heat would have done to her and said, “Ugly, bobble-headed, red-pubed gnome fucker.“ I gathered up the old, blind ball of fluff and walked up the hill to the house. Concepcion was dusting the seldom-if-ever used workout equipment. I wished her a good morning in Spanish and said, “Seth?” She shook her head. “Jacob? Joshua?” she shook her head again. I smiled, nodded my thanks and returned to the motel, figuring my friends were still going at it. I passed outside their window and heard grunts coming from inside. I smiled as I recalled how horny I was at their age, and smiled harder as I considered I was still that horny. 

Before I walked back to the pool, I heard an unfamiliar voice coming from the twins’ room and I looked inside. 
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And then my world collapsed because inside I saw my beautiful sane friends Jacob and 

Joshua…engaging in…relations with that ugly, bobble-headed, red-pubed gnome fucker. 



I stifled a gasp and dropped to my knees. “Oh my God,” I said softly. “Oh my God,” I said softly, over and over again. “This isn’t happening.” I felt my body to see if I were awake. I’m serious. 

Then I felt the ground. I touched Honey Bunches of Oats all over to see if she were real. It sounds stupid and dramatic, but I did all of this. I was nuts with anxiety. The twins! Joshua and Jacob Kelly were having sex with Seth Parker. I said it out loud and then repeated it several times. Then I said, 

“They must be on crack.” Then I remembered Roman’s description of the goings-on at SBTT, specifically the drug abuse, and the broad range of drugs available. “They’re on drugs,” I said, standing up. I took Honey Bunches of Oats to the office and put her inside the air-conditioning. 

Then I booked over to the twins’ room and tried opening it. It was locked. I banged on it and shouted for them to open up. Jacob answered. He was naked and erect but I saw neither his body nor his penis. I looked at his eyes and they were glazed and bloodshot. I opened the door and barged in to find Joshua still working on Seth, who said: 



“Hey, Christian. You’re back soon. Why don’t you hop in?” I shuddered, violently. I looked around the room and saw two coffees, half drunk. 



“Stop,” I said to Joshua. He stopped long enough to say: 



“Heeeeeey Christian. Come over here and taste some of this.” Seth smiled broadly 

and…fuck…bobbed. It wasn’t funny, though, because he had drugged my friends and was 

essentially raping them. I looked at him hard and shouted: 



“GET OUT!” Seth held his hands up in a pleading gesture and said: 



“We’re having fun. Don’t spoil it. They invited me in. They wanted me.” 



“That is the biggest lie that has ever been told in the history of mankind you disgusting little freak. 

Now get out or I’ll kill you.” I had no sooner said that than Jacob approached me from behind, wrapped his arms around me and rubbed himself against me. I shook him off and threw myself at Seth, grabbing him by his red hair and dragging him off the bed and away from Joshua, who said: 



“Whaaaaat theeeee…?” Jacob tried grabbing me again, to prevent me from wrecking their three-way. I tried shaking him off and succeeded in releasing Seth, who realized the jig was up and ran, naked, out the door. I threw Jacob off, really hard, and ran after the hobbit, catching up to him as he reached the door to his office. In a rage, I took his head and smashed it into the glass, and yes, I know, someone had done it to me years before and I therefore knew how effective it would be. 

Blood spurted from Seth’s head and he collapsed, as unconscious as I had been. I left him on the ground and returned to the twins’ room. They were going at it with each other, which would have been fine were they not still fucked up on whatever it was they had ingested. 



I found my phone and called 911, because I knew what had happened to LeShawn’s friends and the other men. 



As I waited for an ambulance to come Concepcion came down from the house. I waved for her to follow me to where Seth lay. She screamed when she saw him unconscious and bleeding, though I 75 



was certain she had seen him naked before. I picked him up and nodded for her to open the door. 

She did. I nodded for her to her to open the door to his private room. She hesitated, and said something in Spanish to me that I thought was, like, I’m not allowed or something. I frowned and nodded for her to open it again. She looked from my angry face to Seth’s bleeding face and opened the door with her passkey. Inside was a bed and dresser and other standard bedroom stuff. There was also a freezer. I thought it was odd and then remembered Seth having offered the twins and me a frozen treat when we first arrived. I threw Seth down on the bed. Concepcion examined him while I tried to open the freezer to get some ice I figured would keep his face from swelling up. It was locked. I saw a ten pound dumbbell on the floor—Seth working out?—picked it up, and banged it against the lock until it broke. Then I looked inside and found the dead naked body of a pretty young man. 



Yup, I knew what had happened to LeShawn’s friends and the other men. 



I must have gasped, though I wasn’t entirely surprised by the corpse, because my reaction drew Concepcion to the freezer. She screamed. Really loud. So loud my left ear is still ringing. She screamed and I shut the freezer. Then she became hysterical. I grabbed her and tried to calm her down, but it was no use. She continued screaming and carrying on until we heard a siren. She relaxed. Actually, she froze. I stepped out of the room for a moment and yanked a handful of wires out of the back of one of the computers. I handed them to her and gestured for her to tie up Seth. 

She pulled herself together, nodded, and got to work. I gestured for her to remain in the room with Seth. She looked from him to the freezer and I thought she might start getting hysterical again. I gave her the dumbbell to use for protection and that seemed to satisfy her. 



I went outside to greet the ambulance from Tell-Tale. I led the paramedics’ attention away from the scattered glass and blood on the ground in front of the motel office and hurried them to the twins’ 

room. Before opening it I said, “My friends are on some kind of drug. I don’t know what it is, but they’re insane and they’re going at it.” One of the paramedics smirked and the other looked angry. I smiled to myself, in spite of the seriousness of the situation, and flung open the door to reveal to them the blood brothers who were engaging in anal intercourse. “Something is seriously wrong with them,” was all I had to say. Joshua and Jacob’s eyes, and, well, their behavior convinced the medics they were on some dangerous drugs. They pried them apart and fought off their awkward advances while they examined their eyes and vitals. The paramedic who had smirked read Joshua‘s blood pressure and said to his colleague: 



“We need to take them with us, now.” His friend read Jacob’s bp and said: 



“Fuck!” Both men stood their patients up, picked them up in fireman’s (firemen’s?) carries and hauled ass to the ambulance. They put my still-naked friends carefully inside the back of the ambulance in sitting positions with their heads between their knees. One sat between the twins while the other got out, shut the door and ran around to the driver’s door. He started the engine and peeled out of the parking lot without telling me where they were going or even saying a word to me. 

That was fine, though, because I had other stuff to do. 



I returned to the office and Seth’s room where I found Concepcion, God bless that brave woman, standing over his now semi-conscious body with the dumbbell. She was relieved to see me, and more relieved when I took the weapon from her hands and gestured for her to call “Ramon.” She understood, went past me to the office and picked up a phone. I put down the dumbbell and sat next 76 



to Seth, whose hands Concepcion had tied carefully and tightly. “She’s a gem,” I said of her to Seth, who responded: 



“What?” I stared at him and thought something was wrong. Then it occurred to me. For once he was not bobbing his goddamn head. 



“Where’d you get the drugs, Seth?” The jig was so up and in his near-conscious state, my bloody, lacerated host seemed to be at peace with it. 



“I found them cleaning out the attic for the girls.” This was interesting. 



“Were they something your father or grandparents took from the hospital?” 



“I think so.” 



“So you took one, just to see what would happen?” I could see Seth make an effort to nod and determine it was too painful. He answered: 



“Yes.” 



“And what happened?” 



“I thought Consuela was really hot.” Again, if I didn’t know Seth had given those drugs to pretty men, including my friends, who had later died of heart attacks, I would have laughed. Instead, I said: 



“What did you do with the bodies, Seth?” 



He told me and I nearly had a heart attack of my own. 







Ramon pulled up in a pick up truck within the hour. When I saw the vehicle I smiled, thinking how useful it would be when he, his aunt, her cousin and I dug the body bags containing Seth’s victims out from behind the walls and under the floors of his house and drove them into the desert to be found some months later by the state police. 



Yeah, Seth survived his experiment with the experimental aphrodisiac pills his grandfather had taken from a research lab at Tindall Memorial years earlier, never used but never threw out. Since he and Hassler turned his failing motel into a Superior Bodies several years before, Seth had slipped it into the drinks of club guests he had found attractive. Some of them survived and some of them didn’t. Those that died went into the freezer of frozen treats he had kept in the office but moved into his room when he started using it to store bodies. On Wednesdays, when both his employees were off,  he would put the bodies into bags he secured from…I don’t know, somewhere, and drag them up to the house and stuff behind the walls of first the first floor and then, after there was no more room, the second. 
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blood pressure to an alarming rate, but they hadn’t taken much of it before he jumped them. I guess the days of waiting to get them alone was too much for him to wait until they finished. His impatience may have saved their lives. The hospital staff examined them immediately and, I think, gave them something to lower their bp. I don’t know. I didn’t get the details. 



I hung out with Ramon long enough to explain what had happened and then asked him to keep Seth tied up while I went to the hospital. When I arrived I made an inquiry about my friends and then kept as low a profile as I could. Tell-Tale police officers arrived and found me, though. They asked me about what Joshua and Jacob had ingested or smoked or whatever and I said I didn’t know. 

When the twins had come off their trip, about six hours later, they remembered nothing about the coffee Seth had served them nor, mercifully, about the sex they had with the monstrous creature. 

The police pressed them and then asked if they could take blood and urine from them to have it examined. I would have refused but they agreed. Whatever the chemical was it left no trace, at least none anyone could find. 



Joshua and Jacob spent the night in the hospital hooked to machines that monitored their vitals. 

When we were alone I told them what had happened to them. They were very quiet as I explained Seth encouraging me to go to Dallas, my returning to discover him in the room with them getting it on next to nearly full cups of coffee, and their coming on to me. When I was done Jacob asked, 

“Where is he now?” I told them. Then I told them about his other victims and where they were. 

Jacob flew into a rage and Joshua wept softly. When both calmed down I said: 



“He has to die.” They agreed he did. “Do you want to do it?” At the same time Jacob said: 



“Yes,” Joshua said: 



“No.” 



“Just think about it,” I said. “Sleep on it, if you can, and let me know what you want to do. It’s your call.” I kissed each of them on the forehead and then wished them goodnight. Before I left Joshua said: 



“Thanks, Christian.” Jacob also said: 



“Thank you.” I nodded and left their room. 



When I returned to the club, I noticed Ramon had replaced the broken window. I entered and went through the office and tried to open Seth’s door. It was locked. I figured Ramon had locked him in and gone up to the house. As I headed toward it, I saw him with his aunts and Honey Bunches of Oats by the pool. They were all drinking. I approached them and told them the twins were OK. 

Consuela and Concepcion were very relieved and said a bunch of stuff in Spanish like “Thank God,” and that kind of thing. I had told Ramon about the bodies in the walls of the house and he had told his aunts. It was why they were outside and why they were drinking. I said to them: 



“Anyone want to kill Seth?” Ramon translated and the women got all worked up, carrying on in Spanish and shaking their fists toward the motel. It would have been funny if…OK, it was funny. It was really funny, actually. I wish I had videotaped it. Ramon said: 
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“They want to kill him, Christian, but I don’t think you should let them. I don’t want that to be part of their lives.” I considered what had already been part of their lives, specifically the debauchery they hid from and cleaned up after each weekend, and said: 



“You’re right. They’ve suffered enough.” I gave him a look that asked him if he was interested and he shook his head. He didn’t want murdering Seth, albeit completely justifiably, to be part of his life, either. I understood. I had been there. It was nothing to me. It was. Ramon poured me a drink and I sucked it down and he poured me another. I let the whiskey calm me and picked up Honey Bunches of Oats and held her in my lap. The five of us were silent for a long time. Twenty minutes maybe, pleasantly anesthetized and recovering from the day. Then my cell rang. It was Jacob. He said, with no emotion: 



“They’re releasing us tomorrow. Would you take care of it before we go back?” 



“Of course,” I said. Jacob thanked me and hung up the phone. I said to Ramon, “Please pour me another drink.” He refilled my glass and handed it to me. I handed Honey Bunches of Oats to him, stood up, and sucked down the liquor. “Nobody move,” I said. “I’m going to need you here when I’m done.” Everyone understood. 



I walked down the hill to the motel, entered the office, found the key to Seth’s room and opened it. 

Ramon had rebound him by the wrists and ankles and gagged him. He also bound him to the bed. 

He was under a sheet, which didn’t really matter as I had already seen him naked and…erect. 

EEEK! I may have to pour myself a drink as I write this. Be right back. OK, I’m back. Where was I? Oh, yeah, Seth was covered with a sheet. The place smelled of his excrement. He looked at me with wide, frightened eyes and pleaded for mercy. “Shut up,” was the last thing anyone said to him, because I found the computer wire Concepcion had bound him with, climbed on top of him, wrapped it around his neck and pulled hard. He did what little struggling he could in his bound and weakened state. I closed my eyes, pulled hard and sang “On The Street Where You Live,” which I sang as Freddy Eynsord Hill in my sixth grade production of “My Fair Lady.” I sang it three whole times to myself. When I opened my eyes, Seth was dead. When I released the cord, his head fell. 

No, it bobbed, one last time. 







Friday night, while the regular SBTT crowd was carrying on in the parking lot and every other area of the property, Ramon, Consuela, Concepcion the twins and I dug body-bagged bodies out of the house’s floors and walls and made a pile of them in the TV room. Seth’s corpse remained in his motel room in the freezer for later disposal. 



Saturday night, the six of us drove our two vehicles two hundred miles south of Tell-Tale and dumped them out of the bags into a ditch we found. Consuela and Concepcion asked if they could say a prayer for the seventeen men Seth Parker murdered and I said, “Please do.” 



We brought the bags back with us as Ramon recommended taking them into Dallas and depositing them in dumpsters around the city over the next couple of weeks. I thought it was a good way of getting rid of them. When we got back Consuela and Concepcion took all their personal things out of their third floor room and I set the house on fire. The six of us and Honey Bunches of Oats watched the who-knows-how-old Parker house burn to the ground from chaise-lounges around the 79 



pool. It was so exciting we didn’t notice the hundred plus naked, doped-up men find their clothes and get the fuck out of Dodge. 



My friends and I went to sleep in our chaise-lounges, lulled by the dying fire and…OK, a lot of tequila. I woke up first and called Crawford Welch. “Call the insurance company, the Tell-Tale club house burned down last night.” 



“How did it start?” Welch asked. 



“I don’t know. Old wiring, I think.” 



“Is the motel OK?” he asked. 



“Uh-huh.” Welch paused. “What?” He said: 



“I have to run the numbers and see if its worth rebuilding.” It was reasonable. I said: 



“Run the numbers while it operates as a motel with a pool. I think you might find its worth it to keep it going, even as you invest the insurance money elsewhere.” Welch said he would and I hung up on him. Ramon woke up and I said, “Would you and your aunts like to run this place as a motel where gay guys can escape from the city and horny young closet cases can get away from the university?” He said: 



“Yeah, we would.” 



The twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I were ready to take off by midday Sunday. We could have stayed another day but we were anxious to leave, even if it meant stopping overnight on our way to Gargamel. We said goodbye to Consuela, Concepcion and Ramon and Joshua drove us out of the parking lot and onto the dry Texas road that would take us out of Tell-Tale forever, or so we thought. Jacob rode shotgun and I sat in back with Honey Bunches of Oats. The motel was barely out of sight when I dialed LeShawn’s phone number. She answered and I said, “Just listen to me.” 

She did. “Your friends’ bodies will be discovered in a few weeks or maybe a few months. The man who killed them is dead. Get your degree and be a criminologist.” LeShawn said nothing, but I could hear her crying. I said, “Larry, Jeb and Pal were lucky to have a friend like you, who didn’t stop looking for them” LeShawn said a soft: 



“Thank you.” 



“You were the one who made us investigate. You did it, LeShawn. Goodbye and good luck.” I hung up the phone and turned my attention to loving on Honey Bunches of Oats. 
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Chapter 4: 

Gargamel 




I put Crawford Welch on speaker phone and said, “OK, who’s idea was it to open a Superior Bodies Gargamel?” I was driving. Joshua was riding shotgun and Jacob was lying across the backseat with Honey Bunches of Oats reading the very simple copy on the Gargamel, Wyoming, website on his cell phone. 



“Well,” he began, awkwardly. Then he stopped. 



“Population four thousand,” Jacob said. “Four thousand.” 



“That better be four thousand gay guys,” his brother said. 



“Welch?” I prompted. 



“The thing is,” he began again, as awkwardly, “one of Hassler’s investors was flying across the country, in his own plane. This was a few years ago.” 



“Yeah?” 



“He had some engine trouble. He was going to land in Wyoming in a city and have it looked at, but he didn’t make it that far.” A city, in Wyoming? “He had to land in a field, in the middle of nowhere.“ That sounded more like Gargamel, and maybe the whole state. “The closest thing to him was a huge barn. An industrial barn. It was abandoned when the land around it was bought by a large agriculture conglomerate.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“He radioed for help and then walked to the barn and stayed there until rescuers arrived.” 



“Yes…” 



“And when he was there he thought the barn would make a good site for a Superior Bodies.” Welch was done. I could tell from his tone he was flinching, probably expecting to be hit. I didn’t respond immediately. Neither did my friends. Honey Bunches of Oats scratched herself, and maybe farted. 

Then I said: 



“So this building, this barn, isn’t even in Gargamel?” 



“No,” Welch said. “It’s on the outskirts.” Jacob laughed and said: 



“Gargamel is on the outskirts.” 



“Of everywhere,” said his brother. Welch sighed. He sighed a lot. 



“He was one of our larger investors. He was sure it would make a good club. The board didn’t agree, so he put his own money up.” 
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“Really?” 



“I’ve seen pictures,” Welch said. “I think it’s very cool.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“Does anyone go to it?” Joshua asked. Welch answered: 



“They did. They do. Until recently” He offered no additional information so I asked: 



“Who did? Who does? And what happened recently?” 



“It’s become a men’s gym, and club,” he began. “There weren’t enough gay men to keep it in the black, in Gargamel, I mean,” or Wyoming, “Brokeback Mountain” notwithstanding, “So the manager, Jack Ravenwood, opened it up to men in general. People from the town, truckers, seasonal farm workers. The cubicles are used mostly as cheap hotel rooms, though young couples from town, people having affairs, and even lesbian couples, sometimes rent them.” 



“Interesting,” said Joshua. It was. 



“Things were good. Then people stopped renting cubicles. Gym attendance is OK, but no one’s staying overnight. Ravenwood can’t explain it. You need to look into it.” Welch’s tone suggested he was finishing up our call. 



“Wewillbye.” I hung up. Jacob said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats wants to know how many miles we’ve gone.” Joshua consulted the GPS. 



“One-fifty.” Jacob said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats wants to know how many more miles we have.” Joshua consulted the GPS. 



“Nine hundred.” 



“What do we have to listen to?” I asked Joshua, who began looking through a bag of items he picked up at a bookstore . 



“Language tapes,” he said. It was different. “What do you want to learn? I got Italian, Portuguese and Japanese.” I didn’t have a preference and said so. Jacob said: 



“Let’s do Portuguese. We can go to Rio for Christmas.” 



“Honey Bunches of Oats?” Joshua asked. Jacob answered: 



“She wants to learn Portuguese, too.” 



We had a rough knowledge of the language by the time we checked into a motel…somewhere…that 82 



night. We were speaking fluently the following day as we drove through downtown Gargamel. 

Sitting shotgun I said, in Portuguese, “This is a cute little place.” Jacob, who was driving, agreed, in Portuguese. From the back seat Joshua asked, in Portuguese: 



“Where’s Superior Bodies?” I consulted the GPS and shouted: 



“Holy Fuck, we’re still twenty-five miles away!” Though I knew all those words in Portuguese, I was too worked up by the distance we, and Gargamel residents, had to travel from the cute little town to the really cool barn that housed the club. “I can’t believe this. Who travels twenty-five miles to work out, or fuck? In Portuguese, Jacob said: 



“Christian, twenty-five miles to people out here is nothing. They drive their cars at one hundred miles an hour. It’s ten minutes away.” 



“I just don’t get it,” I said in English. “How did SB Gargamel last a day, much less years?” 



“Welch said that guy put his own money into it,” Jacob offered. “He probably got the barn for a song if the land had already been sold. He buys the equipment and builds the cubes and what’s left. 

Labor? Electricity?” 



“Electricity can’t be cheap,” Joshua said, “Cooling the place in the summer. Heating it in the winter? Wyoming has extreme temperatures. That’s got to be the biggest expense.” I didn’t disagree and said: 



“No marketing. Some labor. Seasonal, to handle the migrant workers. Small town. Regular visitors. 

One person could run it, with a part-timer or two.” Five minutes later we saw the huge industrial barn. Two minutes after that we were on top of it. Thirty seconds later Jacob noticed the solar panels on it’s roof. 



“There’s your heat and A/C,” he said, pointing it out to Joshua, me and Honey Bunches of Oats. 



“Nice,” Joshua said. It was. Jacob pulled into the club’s parking lot. Club seems a strange word to use for a gigantic metal barn, but that’s what it was. And it was busy, relative to the four thousand people who lived twenty-five miles away. I counted twelve cars and three motorcycles. I wondered how many were staff. Jacob parked next to a motorcycle and the four of us got out. It was hot. 

Ninety degrees, sunny and windy. We stretched. Honey Bunches of Oats went wee-wee. There was a basketball net on the far end of the parking lot and a baseball diamond behind the barn. I liked that they were there. It spoke to the club being a community center. I thought that was cool. 



We went inside and were greeted first with a blast of cold air coming from an A/C unit someplace and circulated by six large fans that hung from the ceiling. As powerful as the unit and fans had to be to cool the entire barn, they were surprisingly quiet. A late middle-aged American Indian wearing jeans, a Superior Bodies t-shirt and a cowboy hat greeted us at the door. “You must be Christian Gallagher,” he said to me, extending his hand. He smiled with his mouth, revealing missing teeth, and his eyes, revealing crows feet like I’ve never seen. I took his hand and said: 



“You must be Jack Ravenwood.” He nodded and we shook hands. “This is Jacob Kelly,” nodding to my left, “and Joshua Kelly,” nodding to my right, “and Honey Bunches of Oats, “ nodding to the 83 



little bundle of fur in Joshua’s arms. Ravenwood shook the twins’ hands and Honey Bunches of Oats’ paw. 



“Welcome to Superior Bodies Gargamel,” he said turning around and indicating the entire barn with a wave of his left hand. My friends and I took it all in and, together, said: 



“Cool.” The building was enormous and, except for the cubicles on the shorter, second floor was entirely open, like Sultan Springs. In front of us was a black desk surrounded by block glass that went up to the chest of my five-foot eight-inch frame. On the other side was a modest but nicely maintained gym featuring state of the art equipment. It was bordered on the far end by more block glass beyond which was an open locker room and shower heads on the left, and a lounge area with a large television and kitchenette on the right. On the far end of the barn were doors that led into a men’s room and storage area. Above the lockers, lounge and kitchen was a second floor, or loft, accessible by two metal ladders. It was half as large as the ground floor and contained four rows of five cubicles. Like SB Orlando, their walls didn’t go to the ceiling, except for two, I later noticed. 

They were rooms four and five in the far left corner. 



At five p.m., four men were working out: one on a nautilus machine, two bench pressing and one curling with a very heavy dumbbell.  Another man, whose shoulders and head I could see above the far block glass wall, was toweling off after a shower. Two older men were watching an action movie in the lounge area while another made microwave popcorn in the kitchenette. 



I counted eight men, and Ravenwood made nine. I figured the other vehicles belonged to fellas, or some combination of couples, that were upstairs. 



“You have to climb a ladder to get to the cubicles,” Joshua said. “No privacy there.” 



“It’s a small town,” his brother said. “I bet everyone knows everyone’s business.” Ravenwood nodded his head and said: 



“That would be true. Of course, we haven’t had much call for the cubicles recently. They were popular when we opened, but the appeal wore off quickly. It’s just as easy to mess around in a car or barn or some other place. Cheaper, too. They’re mostly used for truckers and farm workers. We had a writer come through last year.” 



“Really?” I said. Ravenwood nodded again. 



“He spent a couple of months here working on a novel. A couple of photographers spent a week here last winter, taking pictures of the countryside. I didn’t understand how come until they showed me the pictures. They were beautiful. They made me look at the landscape in a different way.” 



“That’s nice,” I said. “I would like to see them.” 



“They left a disc for me with my favorites. I’ve got them on the computer. I’ll show them to you later.” A young woman came out of the storage area carrying cleaning supplies. She was tiny, under five feet, and had a round white face and an enormous coil of hair pinned to the back of her head. 

Ravenwood said, “Amy, come meet Christian and his friends.” The woman put down a rag and spray cleaner on a table in the kitchenette and approached us. 
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“Hello,” she said, shaking our hands and patting Honey Bunches of Oats’ head. “We’re so glad to see you.” 



“Amy’s our only full-time employee,” Ravenwood explained, “’cept for me. We’ve got some part-timers that come in sometimes, but there’s mostly just the two of us. My brother’s got a place closer to town. I stay there sometimes when no one’s staying overnight, but mostly I’m upstairs. It makes opening and closing easier.” Amy said: 



“I’d show you around, but you can pretty much see everything from here.” It was true. To Ravenwood she said, “How about I show them to their cubicles?” He nodded and said: 



“Good idea. Why don’t you put them in eighteen, nineteen and twenty.” She nodded, excused herself, and got the keys out of the front desk. I asked Ravenwood to hold Honey Bunches of Oats and the three of us went outside to the car to get our suitcases. 



“What do you think?” I asked the boys as Jacob opened the back of the car. 



“I like it,” he said. 



“Me, too,” said his brother. I agreed. “It’s hardly as sex club. More like a rec center, and motel.” 



“What are we going to do here for a week?” Jacob asked. Joshua had no immediate answer. I did. 



“We write a novel and take photographs.” 



“Watch movies,” Jacob said. 



“Play basketball, and softball,” Joshua indicated the court and the field. His brother nodded toward the motorcycles and said: 



“Learn how to ride those.” Joshua: 



“Get a tan.” Jacob: 



“Learn Italian and Japanese.” 



“We have a lot to do, fellas,” I said, checking out the Wyoming tags on the other cars in the lot. 

“Wyoming’s a busy place.” As we dragged our luggage to the front door Jacob noticed two cars that had backed into spaces next to the building. Both of them were partially covered with tarps though one appeared to be a Saturn sedan and the other, a Mazda RX-7. He said: 



“These don’t have tags.” Joshua and I looked at them. I said: 



“They must be junk cars,” without studying them too closely. 



“They must be for sale,” Joshua offered and we went inside, forgetting the cars, for the time being. 
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That evening the three older fellas who were watching TV in the lounge, two of the men who had been exercising, Ravenwood, a half dozen high school age boys and the twins played a very long game of basketball in the parking lot. A couple of the boys brought several pizzas, soda and beer with them. Amy sat with me and Honey Bunches of Oats in the back of someone’s pickup truck watching the game. It was kind of nice. I said, “I’ve visited a lot of Superior Bodies in the last few years. Close to twenty.” I counted them on my fingers. “This is the twentieth.” 



“That’s a lot,” she said, sipping a Budweiser. 



“It is,” I agreed, sipping one, too. I rarely drank beer, but soda would have kept me up and I wanted to get into the spirit of things. “So far they’ve all been alike. I mean, the buildings are different. One in Tampa was a converted post office, actually.” 



“Really?” Amy said. 



“Yeah, it’s cool. This place is cool, too, but it’s different. It’s, like, a community place.” 



“It is,” Amy agreed. “I know the other places are for gay men. And there are some in Gargamel.” 



“Really?” I asked, seriously. Amy laughed and said: 



“Yes, there are. Lots, actually. I think there are lots of gay men and lesbians everywhere, not just in cities. People know who they are. We all do. And everyone’s OK with it.” Her attitude was matter-of-fact. “Being isolated makes us rely on each other more. It makes us closer. We don’t have any social services agencies or anything like that in Gargamel, or nearby. We have a sheriff and a couple of deputies. They look out for everyone. If someone’s in trouble or hungry, we feed them. 

No one’s on food stamps or anything. Kids don’t get taken away from their homes. We go in and fix them.” 



“Really,” I said, watching the game under bright, solar-power lights. 



“Yeah,” Amy said. “A couple of years ago some guy was hitting his wife. She wouldn’t say anything, but everyone knew. A couple of the neighbors roughed him up. They told him they’d rough him up again if he didn’t stop. He didn’t, so they packed his bags and told him to hit the road or they’d kill him. He left.” 



“What happened to the wife?” 



“She got a job cleaning a gay gym and bathhouse.” She smiled. I did, too. 



“Good for her.” 



The others played well past eleven, taking breaks, playing one-on-one and having free throw competitions. I kept drinking Bud after Bud and the twins did, too. Everyone was friendly and interesting and I was having a good time, but I was tired and suggested sleep. Joshua and Jacob agreed it was a good idea when Amy said: 
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“One more game,” and smiled mischievously. 



“What, Amy?” Nick, one of the older guys, asked, knowingly. 



“That strip thing,” she said, and then giggled. The men and boys shook their heads, laughed and groaned. “This is a gay place and we’ve got visitors to entertain,” she said. “Just down to your drawers.” Nick volunteered, as did the two guys—the only gay men we had so far met—that had been bench pressing when we arrived. All six boys said they would, too. Ravenwood climbed into the bed of the truck with me and Amy. Joshua and Jacob attempted to climb in, also. Amy swatted them off, saying, “Oh no, you’re playing, too.” They both looked at me for help and I pretended to ignore them. They gave up and joined the others. 



Forty-five minutes later the ten players stood in their briefs and boxers. The game had been playful and fun to watch. Joshua and Jacob were good sports throughout. I chuckled as I watched them hopping around in their BVDs. To my new friends I said, “A year ago the idea of doing this would have mortified those two.” Ravenwood said: 



“Give a guy enough beer and he’ll do just about anything.” I agreed with him, but knew Joshua and Jacob’s…playfulness, had less to do with beer and more with…I didn’t know. OK, it had to do with knowing me. And killing Chris Grace. And wearing Jessica’s funky clothes, being on TV, and having their relationship exposed in the national press. Yeah, next to all of that, taking off their shirts and jeans after missing a basket wasn’t really a big deal. But for losing Abigail, the brothers were better for their experiences. 



Neither Amy nor Ravenwood commented further on Joshua or Jacob. They must have sensed I was thinking and they didn’t interrupt. They didn’t mention Abigail’s murder, or the twins’ alleged love affair; indeed, they assigned them separate cubicles. I thought initially news of the murder, which, officially, remained unsolved, hadn’t reached Gargamel, but this was the twenty-first century and the club’s computer was as sophisticated as any my students owned. 



The basketball party broke up at twelve-thirty a.m. Nick and his friends Jay and Henry drove home on their motorcycles. The six boys climbed into two pickups, one of which I had spent the evening sitting in, and also took off. The gay couple also drove off and Amy did, too. Because I was buzzed, really buzzed, I assumed everyone else was, too. “We just had a few six packs,” Ravenwood said. 

“You and your friends drank most of them.” I looked at the twins as they gathered up their clothing, unsteadily, and determined they were as buzzed as I. Our host led us into the building and said, 

“Amy spread out some blankets and bedding for you in the lounge. I don’t think you boys should try climbing that ladder.” The three of us assured him we could but he wouldn’t hear of our trying. 

“You all are going to be hitting the boys room a few times tonight. Drunk and tired, if you don’t kill yourselves climbing down, you’ll kill yourselves climbing up. And Amy’ll kill you if you wet the beds.” He was right.  Joshua and Jacob hit the showers while I hit the boys room. I stumbled from it to the lounge where I threw myself on a sleeping bag and wrapped a blanket around me. 

Ravenwood approached me with Honey Bunches of Oats and deposited her next to me. I was asleep in seconds. 



Tuesday morning I was up first. No, I’m wrong. Ravenwood was up first.  He had coffee going and had already opened the place up to a couple of members who were getting their morning exercise on 87 



adjacent treadmills. I hadn’t gotten up to go wee-wee during the night and had to do so badly. 

Ravenwood saw me and offered to take Honey Bunches of Oats outside to do hers. I thanked him and hit the boys room fast. When I returned, Joshua and Jacob were also getting up. I poured the three of us coffee and then turned on the television. I flipped through cable channels and found nothing that interested me. I looked through the DVDs in the SBG library. They were action, mostly. Some thriller, two gay romances, two chick flicks and a bunch of Barney and that choo-choo train show. Thomas the Caboose or something? Between the two kiddie titles there were ten DVDs. I wondered who watched them. I mean, I understood the club was more a town recreation place than bathhouse, but I still couldn’t imagine bringing small children inside, especially when the locker room, shower and cubicles were so evident. 



I silently showed the DVDs to my friends. They, too, found it odd that they should be part of the library. 



The brothers got up and hit the boys room as Ravenwood returned with Honey Bunches of Oats. 

“Thanks for taking her out,” I said, pouring some water into a dish for her. I indicated the DVD 

collection and said, “You have as many Barney movies as you do adult. What’s up with that?” I wasn’t suggesting anything, but a cloud of fear washed briefly over Ravenwood’s face. He waited a beat before he said, confidently: 



“Oh, they were mixed in with a box of donated movies one of the members dropped off. I keep meaning to give them to someone with kids, but I keep forgetting.” It was a reasonable response and I thought no more about it, until he went to his desk to check someone in and I opened the DVD 

player to find one of the choo-choo train movies in it. Joshua and Jacob returned to see me pull it out and hold it up. 



“That’s weird,” said the latter. 



“Yeah,” the former agreed. 



“What were Nick and his friends watching when we came here yesterday?” I asked, half-

remembering an action movie. 



“One of the ‘Die Hards,’” Jacob said. 



“So who took that out and put this one in, and why?” I wasn’t so concerned, then. I just thought it was strange.  There were a lot of strange things about SBG, though: the location, that the whole town used it, that its cubicles were used more by truckers and transients than horny gay couples…I mean, the night before a group that included three aging hippies, six high school students, a gay couple and gay twin lovers played strip basketball on a Monday in bumfuck Wyoming. Why should I find a kid’s choo-choo train DVD curious? 



Joshua, Jacob and I showered and put on shorts & t-shirts. Amy arrived and Ravenwood offered to show us the scenery the photographers shot so we could compare them to the pictures. It sounded interesting and we had no other plans. We secured coffee and got in his Jeep Cherokee. We spent a couple of hours zooming around the countryside surrounding Gargamel. The scenery was beautiful but got repetitive quickly. He kept the conversation going with questions about Florida, Superior Bodies Orlando and Superior Mutts. “Yeah,” I said, “We dismantled the cubicles and turned the 88 



area into a kennel.” Ravenwood found that interesting. 



“Didn’t anyone complain?” he asked. 



“Oh, yeah, but Rhoda,” whom I had already described, “threw a stapler at him and that shut everyone up.” 



“I’d like to meet that Rhoda,” Ravenwood said, chuckling. 



“I think you’d like her,” I said. The twins agreed. 



Ravenwood took us to the Gargamel Diner for lunch. We sat ourselves in a large corner booth. No sooner had we gotten comfortable and picked up menus than several waitresses and a handful of patrons descended on us like prepubescents on whatever boy band was popular at the time. They all introduced themselves and asked us who was who and told us how glad they were we came to their town and how long would we be there and would we be their partners at the square dance Saturday night. “Square dance?” the three of us said at once to Ravenwood. Before he could respond our waitress, who shushed everyone else with a wave of her hand, said: 



“Yeah, the one in your honor, in the square.” The town square, I supposed. Being well bred and flexible and everything, I said: 



“That sounds like fun. Of course we’re going to be there and we’ll dance with anybody who asks.” 

To their credit, Joshua and Jacob didn’t object and even smiled, though not with any sincerity. Our fans didn’t care as they were too excited jumping up and down at the thought of doing a do-see-do or whatever with the closest thing their town would ever come to visiting celebrities. Ravenwood said: 



“You’ll see these fellas Saturday, ladies,” though two of the patrons who had approached us were male. “Please give us some space.” To our waitress, Cece, he said, “How ‘bout a pitcher of your iced tea?” She smiled and said: 



“Coming right up.” Everyone left us. Before either the twins or I could ask, Ravenwood said: 



“Mr. Welch said I needed to have a party for you while you were here.” Yeah, that was the plan. 

“I’m all about managing the club, but I don’t know much about throwing parties, so I left it to Amy.” OK. “She thought it’d be fun to do something closer to town, so everyone could come.” Uh-huh. “It being so close to the Fourth of July…” Ravenwood continued explaining as I considered the e-mail I would send to Matthew, my siblings, my students and the Superior Bodies Orlando posse. And Welch. A Fourth of July hoe-down! What would Samia think? I would e-mail them that evening and invite whoever wanted to attend to fly out, on Hassler’s dime. I would. It was too hilarious. All the openings I had attended were in mid to large cities had featured DJs playing techno music while sharply dressed gay guys drank and watched young hunks dance around in jock straps.  Not so in Gargamel. The closest thing we would get to that was the basketball competition of the night before. 



Yeah, an early Fourth of July event twenty-five miles away from the actual club and featuring maybe one or two gay couples, plus me and the twins, was really going to move the revenue needle. 
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Yeah, it’d make the “Gargamel Weekly” for sure, and maybe “E!” I wanted to laugh but held back. 

On either side of me, I could feel Joshua and Jacob holding back, too. Ravenwood shrugged, held his hands out, palms up, and said, “Go ahead. We deserve it.” The three of us roared. 



After lunch, Ravenwood said he had to run an errand while we were in town, and would we mind waiting for him in the gazebo in the middle of the town square around which was the diner, town hall, drug store, grocery store, mechanic, video store, barber, beauty parlor, ice cream shop and everything else. We agreed and he took off in his Cherokee, promising to be back in thirty minutes. 

An hour later, the three of us were wandering among the shops surrounding the square wondering where our host was. My cell rang. It wasn’t Ravenwood but the number was local. It was the gay couple who, I forgot to mention, were both named Shannon. Yeah, what are the chances—of their being a gay couple in Wyoming. “Christian,” Shannon said. Shannon One. 



“Yes.” 



“Jack had some car trouble and didn’t have your number. He’s at his brother’s house and can’t pick you up.” 



“Oh.” 



“Shannon,” Shannon Two, “and I are free and wonder if you and your friends would like to join us for dinner and a movie.” I asked Joshua and Jacob. They shrugged their agreement. Jacob said: 



“We may as well hang out with someone gay while we’re doing our tour of gay bathhouses.” I smiled and said to Shannon One: 



“We’d love to. We’re in the gazebo in the park.” 



“Great,” said Shannon One. “We’ll be right there.” 



Shannons One and Two picked us up at the gazebo thirty minutes later. I was glad to see them but annoyed we were stuck in town without transportation and I kind of wanted to see Honey Bunches of Oats and tool around the club a bit. Still, our new gay friends were as nice as could be. They had a big Lincoln SUV. One of them was a pilot. The other did day trading. They had a lot of money and a huge restored farmhouse six miles east of town on all kinds of manicured acres. Three story Victorian with a wraparound porch. Pool with a hot tub. Sauna in the basement. It could have been a Superior Bodies, or at least a kick-ass bed & breakfast. 



The Shannons invited us inside and gave us a tour of their beautifully decorated home. The first floor was all light wood, concrete ceilings from which exposed air ducts hung and ivory walls with limited art. It was kind of industrial and not what I expected. It worked, though not for a home. 

Whatever. What also worked was the gigantic TV screen that took up an entire wall in their living room. It was taller than me. I had never seen anything like it. It was the movie theater to which they had invited us. Shannon Two said, “How about ‘Transformers 2?’” The three of us agreed. The twins said they had enjoyed the first one. 



“I didn’t see it,” I admitted. 
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“Well then we must show it to you first.” Joshua and Jacob were happy to see it again. Shannon One got us drinks and snacks of cut vegetables and a yummy-looking dip. 



“It’s vegan,” he said of it. “We heard you were vegans.” I wondered who told them. Shannon Two said: 



“We’re making a tofu stir-fry for dinner. I hope you like it.” It sounded great and I said so. He put in the movie, dimmed the lights and pulled the drapes over large windows, some of which were beautiful stained glass. 



The movie was fun. The stir-fry, which we ate watching the sequel, was the best Asian food I had ever eaten. Dessert was a vegan chocolate cake which was also amazing. The Shannons had served saki with the stir fry, but I had just a few sips, preferring water. They had quite a bit, I noticed, and wondered throughout “Transformers 2” if they would be sober enough to drive us back to the club. 



They weren’t. We wound up staying overnight. 



The next morning we had coffee, thanked the Shannons for a lovely evening, and endured their apologies at having been too drunk to take us back to the Superior Bodies. We were grateful and gracious as we said goodbye to Shannon One at the door and Shannon Two at the club. As he drove away and we turned around to enter the building, I noticed that the Mazda that had no tag was gone and that there was a Mustang, also without plates and covered in a tarp, in the space it had occupied. 

It was weird but I was more interested in seeing Honey Bunches of Oats and taking a shower. 



The twins and I spent Wednesday riding on the back of Nick, Jay and Henry’s motorcycles. Joshua and Jacob had expressed an interest in them during the basketball game. The men were happy to give us rides and show the fellas how to drive them. It was very nice and lots of fun. When it came to the lesson part, we tooled around the parking lot of Henry’s used car lot. Later, instead of taking us back to the club, the men took us to a really cool swimming hole somewhere. We enjoyed a late afternoon swim and then Nick suggested hitting a Gargamel bar. We agreed and the three of them drove the three of us back to the town. They parked their motorcycles in a couple of spaces along the square and we went to a country-western bar, the only bar in town I learned. We had drinks, played pool and listened to karaoke sung by, among others, Cece from the diner. 



Everyone had fun and got drunk except for me and the twins. No one was sober enough to drive us back to the club and we got rooms at a motel. The three of us got one room with two double beds. 

The brothers fell into one and I sat on the side of the other and said, “Are we ever going to sleep in our cubicles?” The fellas looked at each other and at me. Jacob said: 



“We’re not spending a whole lot of time at the club.” Joshua said: 



“And did you notice the Mazda was gone and there’s a Mustang in its spot” Jacob and I had. 

“Maybe it got sold or maybe it’s weird.” Jacob and I chose weird. 



“I think they’re keeping us away from the club and the cubicles most of all.” It sounded stupid as I said it, but it was what I thought, and no one disagreed. 



“You think they’re also housing the homeless?” Jacob asked. 
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“No,” I said, answering for Joshua, too. “But whatever they’re doing, everyone’s in on it.” 







Thursday morning Amy picked us up in Ravenwood’s Cherokee and suggested a day trip to Thermopolis, a hundred miles away. “What’s there?” Jacob asked, not unpleasantly, but not pleasantly. 



“There’s a great regional museum!” Amy said, with more excitement than a regional museum anywhere would inspire. 



“I’m kind of missing Honey Bunches of Oats,” I said. 



“Oh, we can bring her,” said Amy. “I’ll take you back to the club so you can change and freshen up, and then we’ll go.” Each of us tried to beg off, but she wouldn’t have it and we wound up going to Thermopolis, which looked exactly like Gargamel, and enduring the museum, which took twenty minutes to see. On the way back Amy said she had to stop by Ravenwood’s brother Leo’s house to pick up something for Jack. When we got there Leo and his wife Laurie invited us to stay for dinner. “Homemade pasta and red sauce. No meat,” she said. It, and the salad she had also made, were delicious. The moonshine Leo made in the still in his barn was potent and fun to drink. The twins and I got buzzed and, guess what, wound up staying over. 



The following morning, Friday, Honey Bunches of Oats and I woke up lying between Jacob and Joshua on a fold out couch in Leo and Laurie Ravenwood’s living room. I had a splitting headache and my friends did, too. I said, “We’re going back to the club and spending the day and night there.” They did not object. They didn’t say anything or do anything but hold their aching heads. 

Leo drove us back to the club. “Thanks,” I said flatly as I stepped out of his car with Honey Bunches of Oats. The twins said nothing. Before entering the building I noticed the Mustang was still parked under a tarp but the Saturn was gone. I pointed at it and the twins acknowledged it with slow, careful nods of their still-aching heads. We went inside. 



Jack Ravenwood greeted us and asked us how we enjoyed his sister-in-law’s homemade pasta. “It was great,” I said. “We’re going back to bed.” Joshua, Jacob and I walked slowly in a beeline to the ladder that led up to our cubicles. Ravenwood continued speaking to us as we did, but the three of us ignored him, afraid he would suggest another activity that would take us away from Superior Bodies, likely for the night. We climbed slowly and carefully up the ladder, found our cubicles, and went to sleep. 



I woke up Friday afternoon to an empty club. I looked outside one of the gigantic but frosted barn windows and saw a bunch of people playing basketball, throwing a Frisbee and tailgating in the parking lot. Feeling better and grateful not being taken somewhere and liquored up, I showered, put on jeans and prepared to join the fun. Before I left the building, though, I checked the refrigerator to see if there was anything to drink. There were a lot of things in the fridge. Bottles of soda, juice and milk, bags containing lunches and leftovers. Some leftover beer I imagined was from Monday night. 

I moved items around searching for a diet cola and found something that made me gasp. It was a bottle of Enfamil. That’s the milk you give to babies who aren’t being breastfed. It was buried in the back of a lower shelf, its label turned around, but I found it and I was stunned. 
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I took a bottled water and closed the fridge. I went outside to find all the folks from Monday night’s basketball game—Nick and his pals, the six students, the Shannons, Ravenwood and Amy—and others, including Leo and Laurie Ravenwood, some high school girls, an older couple and many more. Jack Ravenwood approached me and said, “I’m glad you’re up, I want you to meet some people.” I was friendly but not warm and I met every new person to whom he introduced me. When we were done Joshua and Jacob joined us and met everyone, too. When they were done I took them aside and told them about the Enfamil. 



“It’s strange. What adult drinks it?” Neither could say. “The children’s DVDs, the strange cars, the keeping us away from the club, especially at night. What’s going on here?” Neither could say. “And what’s up with two of the cubicles having walls that go up to the ceiling? He says they’re for storage but who hauls stuff up that ladder to store?” Neither could say. Amy approached holding three cold Budweisers. “No thanks,” I said, more curtly than I wished I had. Her face fell. It fell further when Joshua and Jacob replied similarly. 



“OK,” she tried to be light. “There’s sodas in the cooler in the pickup if you want.” I came very close to expressing a desire for Enfamil and asking her if there were any in the cooler, too, but I resisted. If there was something wrong with Superior Bodies Gargamel, and there was, I wasn’t going to reveal my knowledge of it until I had a plan to get away, perhaps with a rescued infant. 



Oh my God, I thought. I said it to myself. I said there was an infant being held at the club, at a Superior Bodies. In Wyoming, something that I still couldn’t get my mind around. There were strange cars and no cubicle rentals and a concerted effort among staff, relatives and friends to keep me, Joshua and Jacob away from the cubicles. There were Barney DVDs and Enfamil. I looked at my friends. They read my expression and shared my suspicion. I said, softly, “Let’s go back inside. 

Slowly. One at a time.” They nodded, softly and slowly while I added, “Let’s see what’s in the first two cubicles.” 



The three of us chatted with Nick, the Shannons and others for a bit. Jacob broke away first. Five minutes later Joshua disappeared back inside. Ten minutes after that I told someone I had to use the bathroom and excused myself. When I entered I saw the twins on the second floor, waving spastically for me to join them. I ran though the gym area to the ladder on the left, the one that led to cubicles one through ten. I climbed it quickly but carefully. With three rungs left the twins each grabbed and hand and snatched me up the rest of the way. They dragged me down the short corridor as Joshua said: 



“We looked for the keys to four and five in the drawer but they were missing. So we opened it with a credit card.” Before I could ask them what they found Jacob said: 



“Christian, there are cribs in both rooms.” The doors to cubicles four and five were both open. The three of us stopped at number four and I saw a standard crib next to the regular bed. 



“Holy fuck,” I said, and then peeked into cubicle five. Same thing. “Oh my God,” I said. “They’re keeping kids here. Babies. They’re probably selling them. Trafficking.” 



“Are you sure?” Joshua said, more nervous than Jacob, who was still sufficiently freaked out. 
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“I think so,” I said. “I mean, if they were going to rent cubicles to families or something, why not tell us? It’s a community center and motel, for God’s sake.” We were all silent, thinking about what we had discovered. Then we heard voices. Ravenwood and Amy. We couldn’t hear what they were saying, but we recognized the voices. Jacob shut the door to cubicle four and we all went in to cubicle five and shut its door. We said nothing, hoping they would think we were in the bathroom throwing up or something and go back outside. We stayed quiet, listening as hard as we could and the voices stopped. We stayed quiet and waited. And waited. And waited. When we were satisfied they had left the building I suggested, non-verbally, that we go back outside. The brothers agreed and I turned the handle to the cubicle five door slowly and then pushed it open slowly. It wasn’t open a crack when someone on the other side stuck the barrel of a shotgun inside and pointed it at my forehead. I took two careful steps back and raised my arms. The twins raised their arms, too. 

The door opened the rest of the way, revealing Jack Ravenwood, who continued to aim his rifle at my forehead. No one said anything for a moment. Then Ravenwood said, innocently: 



“It’s not what you think.” I couldn’t help it, I laughed. Jacob hit me on the back to make me stop. 

Or maybe it was Joshua. I didn’t. I kept laughing at the sight of nice old Jack Ravenwood, surrounded by evidence of baby trafficking, pointing a rifle at my head in fucking Wyoming. I howled. I did. One of the brothers hit me again. I think it was Joshua. Amy stepped into the door frame and said: 



“Christian, we’re not selling babies.” I stopped laughing, abruptly, and said: 



“Oh, OK. Well, now that that’s cleared up, how ‘bout a game of strip softball?” Amy lowered Ravenwood’s rifle. 



“I know what it looks like, but nothing illegal…” she looked at Ravenwood, who kind of shrugged, and continued, “OK, it’s illegal, but it’s not bad.” That I could understand, so I said: 



“Explain it to me.” Amy nodded. She and Ravenwood stepped back and gestured for us to exit the cubicle. We did. She gestured for us toward the ladder. We climbed down it. At the bottom were Nick, Jay, Henry, the Shannons and Leo and Laurie. I surveyed the group and said, ‘cause I have no judgment or self control, “If this isn’t the strangest group of kidnappers I’ve ever seen. Never mind what state am I in, what planet am I on?” Jacob hit me. I’m sure it was him because he was standing to my right and I saw his face. Nick said: 



“Boys,” I liked being called a boy, because I hadn’t been one for twenty-three years, “why don’t you come sit down in the lounge.” We obeyed. No one was holding a shotgun to my forehead anymore, but the twins and I were outnumbered. We went to the lounge and sat down. Our Gargamel friends stood facing us. Nick said, “Amy?” Amy was the ringleader. I loved it. So tiny and everything, and totally in charge. I looked at her. She looked at each of us and said: 



“Christian, Jacob and Joshua,” she identified Jacob and Joshua accurately. It might just have been luck, but I thought she figured out how to tell them apart: eyebrow scar and beauty mark. “We’re not kidnappers. We’re not selling babies or holding anyone hostage,” except us, I considered mentioning. “The reason there are cribs in the cubicles is because we’re a way station, you could say, on an underground railroad of parents who have kidnapped their children to save them from danger.” Oh, I thought. Oh. I could see the twins exchanging glances and looking at me, but I didn’t look back. I was thinking about the underground railroad of parents and children. I was thinking 94 



maybe they were telling the truth but maybe they weren’t. I said: 



“I’ve heard of this.” I had. Years before. In an article in a doctor’s office. “’Redbook.’” I’m not trying to be funny. “I’ve heard of this,” I said again. 



“We’ve been doing it for…two years?” she looked at Ravenwood, who nodded and said: 



“About that long.” 



“I see,” I said, and then no one said anything for a few beats. “So the cars outside? The Mustang?” 

Amy said: 



“It belongs to a man who…” 



“A man?” I asked, surprised. Amy nodded slowly and continued: 



“A man from Washington State. He’s a recent widower. He married a woman whose parents are wealthy. She died of natural causes a few weeks after giving birth. Her parents used their money to get legal custody of their grandson. John’s a good man. We studied his background and found out.” 

John, a fake name I was sure. I wasn’t sure it was Amy and her friends who studied his background, though. There was a network. Amy was telling me as little as she could, and she was wise to do so. I said: 



“I get it.” Joshua said: 



“Christian?” He had doubts. I ignored him. Worst case scenario our suspicions were correct, the SBG posse were trafficking in infants and we had to yes them to death to get out alive. 



“How did you get started?” I asked. Amy exchanged looks with Laurie, and then looked back at me. 



“In the spring of 2006 someone we know was hurting her infant. Munchhausen’s Syndrome by Proxy. She came under suspicion. She blamed her husband. He was taken out of the home and the baby continued to be injured. The husband had to get the girl away from his wife fast or she might have died, or this woman might have moved away with her. We helped.” I thought of her husband beating her up and the other residents of Gargamel arranging for him to hit the road.” It was someone Laurie knew. She might have set the ball rolling. Superior Bodies was the obvious place to take the baby, initially. It was a great stop for their underground railroad. A gay club. Outside Gargamel, who would have thought?” I said: 



“He got away, and through your efforts you found this network, and joined it.” Amy nodded. I looked at the twins, but said to Amy, “And when we showed up, you had to get rid of whoever was here, or us.” Amy confirmed this, saying: 



“John was here with his son. His girlfriend got a new boyfriend and he was mistreating the boy. She wouldn’t stop seeing him so he had to get him away from them. They were here when you arrived.” 



“And someone else, too?” 
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“Right,” Amy said. “Jane and her son are gone.” Jacob asked: 



“Why didn’t they go to the motel, or one of your homes?” They all looked at each other. Shannon Two said: 



“We’re the only ones who know. Our families don’t know. Nobody outside playing ball knows. It’s that serious.” Laurie continued: 



“If we brought anyone any closer to Gargamel, even in the dead of night, it would be all over town by dawn.” Leo said: 



“It was safer to get you away than them.” 



“How do you explain the cars?” Jacob asked. Henry said: 



“My lot. I’m always selling and trading.” Right, Henry’s used cars. 



“You did a very good job keeping us away,” I said. 



“What did you drug us with?” Jacob asked Leo, who chuckled and said:  



“That was straight from the still,” No one said anything for an awkward moment during which I think we all wondered what was next. Then I had a question. 



“What happens when Hassler wants to sell the place or close it?” Ravenwood looked at his brother and then said to me: 



“We’ll buy it. We may even make an offer, what with the market so bad and interest rates so low.” 

It was worth considering. Another awkward moment later Joshua asked: 



“Where’s John now? The one here now?” Ravenwood said: 



“He and John Jr. are at the swimming hole you all went to. He took my Cherokee there. I was going to call him when we got rid of you.” Afraid I would cry, I said, quickly and lightly: 



“Well, you don’t need to. We know how to keep secrets. Call him. I haven’t played with a baby in years.” Ravenwood nodded at the others. 



“You best get everyone to go home.” His brother and sister-in-law, the Shannons and Nick and his friends nodded back, looked at me and twins and left the building. Ravenwood took the rifle he held at his side to the storage area. Amy sat down with me and the twins. 



“Thank you,” she said. 



“It’s OK,” I spoke for the three of us. “We admire what you’re doing.” Joshua and Jacob nodded. 

“We’ll stay for the hoe-down and then hit the road Sunday. We won’t mention any of this to anyone,” I said even as I was deciding whether I would call Linden immediately or the following day. Amy stood up again and kissed each of us on his cheek. 
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The twins and I hung out in the lounge the rest of the evening. “John” returned from the swimming hole with his son. I fought back tears again when he entered with his baby in his arms and approached me. He was a regular Joe. Early thirties. Curly brown hair, receding hairline, doughy face, mild tummy. Jeans and a sports shirt. The baby was in a t-shirt and diaper and had been lathered with sun block. “John” approached us and said, cheerfully, “I hear you fellas like babies.” 

Jacob said: 



“I do,” and looked at his brother. 



“I do, too,” Joshua said, adding, reluctantly, “but I’ve never held one and I’m kind of afraid to.” 

John said: 



“Hold your arms out.” Joshua did, and he handed his son to him. John Jr. appeared to like Joshua, because he smiled broadly and giggled. Then he looked from Joshua to Jacob to Joshua to Jacob. 



“Yes, little man, they’re twins,” I explained. “Eyebrow scar…beauty mark.” John Jr. might not have understood what I was saying, but he liked my voice, because he looked at me and giggled again. I smiled back, giggled back, and burst into tears. 



Joshua, Jacob, John, John Jr. and I hung out in the lounge for a couple of hours watching that choo-choo train show, chatting and having dinner. John offered no information about himself and we asked him nothing. I told him about how Superior Bodies got started and we told him edited stories of our visits to Sultan Springs, Wayward and Tell-Tale. 



It got dark and John Jr. fell asleep. His father produced a harness from somewhere, strapped his son to his chest, wished us a good night and a thank you that nearly set me off again, and climbed the ladder to his cubicle. Shortly after he went to bed Joshua, Jacob and I did, too. I found it hard to sleep as I had napped during the day. I tossed and turned for a while. Then I turned on the cubicle light and read. Then I tried to go back to sleep again and failed. Then I had to go to the bathroom. 



I climbed down the ladder closest to my cubicle and went to the boys’ room. When I was through I went to the kitchenette and looked for something to snack on in the fridge. Finding nothing that interested me I approached the TV, thinking I would turn it on and channel surf and maybe fall back asleep. Before I could I heard someone climbing down the far ladder. It was John and John Jr. They were leaving. I was suddenly really scared, and then remembered I was in on it. Still, I wished I was back in my cubicle or in the fold out couch in Leo and Laurie Ravenwood’s living room passed out drunk on poisonous bathtub gin. 



I didn’t want to scare John so I opened the fridge again, thinking a small noise and bit of light would gently reveal my being awake and downstairs. It worked. He approached the kitchen, his son in the harness and a duffle bag over his shoulder. “Good morning,” he said as cheerfully as he had greeted me the evening before. 



“Good morning to you, both,” I responded. “Heading out?” It was a stupid thing to say, but I could think of nothing else. John nodded. 



“Miles to go,” he said. I saw the fridge in my peripheral vision and asked: 
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“Do you have enough to eat? Snacks?” He nodded. “Do you want a language tape to play? We have Italian, Japanese and Portuguese. I could give you the Portuguese one ‘cause we learned it on the way here.” John laughed softly but genuinely and said: 



“No thank you, Christian. You and your friends have been generous enough.” I looked from John to his son to his knapsack and said: 



“No we haven’t. Wait here.” He nodded awkwardly and I flew up the ladder to my cubicle. I checked my wallet. I had three hundred twenty six dollars in cash. I woke up the twins, who were sleeping in separate cubicles. I asked them each for their wallets without explanation, because I knew they knew why. Joshua had six hundred and Jacob had one hundred. The latter said: 



“I wish I had known.” 



“One thousand’s good,” I said. The twins stayed upstairs because they didn’t want to make a big deal out of our giving John money. I hurried back down as he took a freshly warmed bottle of something out of the microwave. I held the money out to him. 



“No, Christian, I can’t take it. We’re fine. Thank you.” I held it out more. “Really, please. The network…I made arrangements…” I held it out even more. He shook his head, so I said: 



“Look, just take it. I don’t care if you use it or give it to the network or wipe your ass with it.” He still hesitated, so I brought out the big gun, which was, “You don’t take it and I blow the whistle on this whole operation.” John smiled the fakest most frightened smile I had ever seen on anyone’s face and took the money. I smiled, too, and said, “I always get my way.” 



“I’m sure you do, Christian,” he said. “I’m sure you do.” I looked at John Jr. and asked: 



“Can I give him a kiss on the cheek?” John said: 



“Only if you let me give you one.” I did and he did. Then he left quietly and I fucking cried again because John, or whatever his name was, loved his son so much. 







In twenty-five words or less: There was a hoe-down. The twins and I danced all night and drank poisonous gin and threw up. There were fireworks. We left Sunday. 
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Chapter 7: 

Sherwood 




I put Crawford Welch on speaker phone and said, “OK, who’s idea was it to open a Superior Bodies Sherwood?” I was driving. Joshua was riding shotgun and Jacob was lying across the backseat with Honey Bunches of Oats looking for information about Sherwood, North Dakota, on his cell phone internet. 



Oh, and it was Monday, June 30, 2008. We had left Gargamel on Sunday, but were so hung over and miserable from drinking all that moonshine we found a motel and crashed. 



“Well,” Welch began, awkwardly. 



“It doesn’t have a website,” Jacob said. 



“Why, Welch?” I asked. 



“It wouldn’t. Or maybe it would. It’s a separately incorporated neighborhood of Bismarck.” 



“The capital of North Dakota,” Joshua confirmed. 



“Yes,” Welch began, “It has a population of over one hundred thousand and has been the state capital since North Dakota gained statehood in 1889.” Oh my God. “The city’s on the bank of the Missouri River, directly across from Mandan, so really there are two cities that make up its metropolitan area.” Oh Jeez. “They’re in Burleigh County.” 



“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said. “Why did you open a Superior Bodies in Bismarck? Or ‘Sherwood,’ or North Dakota for God’s sake? ANSWERMEGODDAMMIT!!!” 



“Well,” Welch continued, “The mayor of Sherwood, Vivian Lane, lobbied Hassler to open one in a downtown storefront in the Sherwood neighborhood. It was once a Woolworth’s.” 



“I remember Woolworth’s,” I said, for no good reason. “There was one in…” I couldn’t remember, 

“There was one near Rowaneck. It had one of those picture booths. My sister Rose used to take me there and we’d get our pictures taken. Just for fun.” It was a good memory of Rose. That’s why I said it. Then I realized how useless the information was and mumbled, “Sorry. Go on.” 



“Mayor Lane wanted to develop downtown Sherwood into a trendy neighborhood with exclusive high-end shops and restaurants and to do that she…” I cut him off: 



“Had to attract gays.” 



“Are there any in North Dakota?” Joshua asked, seriously. 



“Yes, there are,” Welch said. “And her effort, which is ongoing, has been successful. Superior Bodies Sherwood had a strong opening and decent first year, attracting city and state residents and visitors to the capital. Mayor Lane and the Sherwood town council offered tax breaks and other incentives to gay entrepreneurs who opened clothing stores, gift shops, two fine dining restaurants, a coffee shop, an organic grocery store, a gay-leaning book store and the like.” 
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“Not bad,” said Jacob. 



“And how’s it doing?” asked his brother. Welch said: 



“To my knowledge the other businesses are doing well, but Superior Bodies isn’t. Well, it is in that Lane’s sending us the revenue we need, but the data her accountant submits with it indicates most of it’s her own money, or it’s coming from some other source.” Welch paused. The three of us raised our eyebrows, and maybe Honey Bunches of Oats did, too. It’s hard to tell under her fur. 

“Like I said, it got off to a good start and its membership is OK relative to the populations of Bismarck and Mandan.” Mandan? What’s Mandan? “But it hasn’t rented a cubicle in 2008 and its last paid escort served his final trick last fall.” We were all silent for a moment, then I said: 



“Mayor Lane was aware of Superior Bodies…being a gay sex club and whorehouse as well as a gym?” 



“Oh yes,” said Welch. “She had learned about it when…” He was reluctant to mention Eleanor Van Der Walls’ disappearance and my arrest. I spared him the reference by saying: 



“Yes, OK. Then how come they’re not renting cubicles and no one’s hustling? Is it a legal thing? 

Have there been arrests?” 



“Oh, no,” said Welch. “Vivian Lane is a powerful woman from an old North Dakota family. She owns most of the buildings in downtown Sherwood. The growth of the gay district is due entirely to her charging next to nothing in rent and requiring next to nothing in taxes from business owners.” 



“So basically Sherwood is just her gay toy village,” suggested Jacob. 



“You could say that,” Welch said. 



“And it really doesn’t matter if the club does well because it’s got no overhead…she’s subsidizing it.” suggested Joshua. 



“Yes,” Welch said. 



“So why are you making us go to North Dakota?” I asked. Welch hesitated…he was such a wimp, and said: 



“She insisted.” I took a large breath through my nose, but before I could complain about our visit to SB Sherwood being unnecessary as the club would operate whether it made revenue or not Welch continued, quickly, “We sent e-mails to all the managers advising them of your trip. Everyone wanted you to come but we limited it to eight based on time and logistics. We chose seven quickly, based on revenue, and wanted  to include Anchorage, because they could really use the publicity, but Lane insisted and…well…” 



“She bought our visit,” I said, flatly. 



“Yes,” Welch sort of whispered. 
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“Fuck her,” I said to Joshua. “Program Alaska into the GPS.” 



“No!” Welch shouted, taking the three of us, and Honey Bunches of Oats, aback. “You have to go.” 

I never appreciated people telling me what I had to do and only ever obeyed my parents when they spoke to me like that. I wasn’t having it from weasely Crawford Welch. I took a deep breath, intending to wail on him when he said, desperately, “We’ll send you to Alaska, at Christmas, or for New Year’s, or whenever. First class. All of you. Your dogs, too, if you want.” Joshua, Jacob, Honey Bunches of Oats and I exchanged glances, asking each other why he thought Welch was so frantic. Finally, I asked: 



“Why are you so frantic, Welch?” He pulled himself together, sort of, and said: 



“I’m not frantic. It’s just that it’s part of the schedule. We have an itinerary made and you never went to the opening, which you were contracted to.” It was while Linden was sick and I was depressed. “She didn’t mind then, because your boyfriend was in the hospital. You have to go now, though.” I supposed it was only fair, having missed the opening. Still, something about Welch’s tone…it was fear. 



“OK.” I hung up the phone. Then I said to the others, “Something about Welch’s tone…” Jacob said: 



“It was fear.” 



“It was,” Joshua agreed. Then Jacob said to Honey Bunches of Oats: 



“Did he sound scared?” Joshua mimicked the high doggie voice I provided for her earlier in our trip, answering: 



“Most definitely.” I was suddenly intrigued by Superior Bodies Sherwood and said: 



“I’m suddenly intrigued by Superior Bodies Sherwood.” The twins said they were, too, and so did the little ball of Pekingese fluff, thanks again to Joshua. “How long to Sherwood?” I asked him. He checked the GPS and said: 



“About six hundred twenty-three miles.” I paused and said: 



“We have seven hundred miles to figure out why Welch was so terrified we wouldn’t make our visit to Superior Bodies Sherwood.” 







We arrived in Sherwood on Monday evening, having failed to agree on what about Mayor Vivian Lane so terrified Crawford Welch. Actually, that’s wrong. We all decided she was a gangster. I suggested she distributed drugs and Jacob, murder-for-hire. Joshua said, at first, she was a Madam, which met with a response from his brother and me of, “Duh!” so he offered illegal organ trafficking instead. Honey Bunches of Oats said nothing we could understand, but Jacob said if she could have spoken he was sure she would have said: 
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“Are you nuts? It’s North Dakota!” 



“Not so,” I told him, and then described Samia’s visit to the city in Saskatchewan where she turned the economy around by muscling in on the Canadian mob’s market on prostitution, drugs and murder-for-hire. I considered describing the organ transplant and slavery her family engaged in in India but didn’t think it was my news to share. I also didn’t want to think about it. 



Bismarck, North Dakota, through which we drove in order to get to its Sherwood neighborhood, was completely quiet. Sherwood was still open at eight-thirty p.m., though. The three or four-blocks that made up its downtown were beautifully lit by what appeared to be old gas lamps. The main street, which was called Main Street, was wide and offered diagonal parking. The businesses Welch had described were in old buildings whose decorative architecture was either new or had been restored. The sidewalks were wide and featured ornate iron benches and small but healthy trees protected by equally ornate iron grilling. One coffee shop appeared to feature live music. A bookstore was also open. One building had a restaurant called Air on the ground floor and three upper floors I was certain were residential condos newly constructed. Though most of the buildings, including the former Woolworth’s, were one-story, several had second floors that appeared to be businesses: an attorney, chiropractor, therapist, etc. It was really a charming neighborhood, completely clean and nicely laid out. Immediately across from Woolworth’s, errr, Superior Bodies, was a park that was beautifully landscaped with mature trees, seasonal flowers and a fountain featuring a mermaid playing a flute or some similar instrument. “This is nice,” Joshua said. His brother and I agreed it was. 



Jacob pulled the PT Cruiser into one of the empty parking spaces in front of the club. Again, we only knew where we were because of the original Woolworth’s sign, which was completely lit up though the club appeared to be closed. Nothing identified it as a gym or anything but the former retail department store. I thought it was odd but kind of cool. Nostalgic building, comforting brand, Superior Bodies Sherwood kept a low-profile and therefore didn’t interfere with the sweet small-town thing. We got out of the car but before going inside crossed the street to the park to let Honey Bunches of Oats take care of business. She went wee-wee and poo-poo. I cleaned it up using a dark plastic bag conveniently available on the side of a large plastic trash can nestled in an iron structure similar in style to the benches and tree grilles. “Why, this is just lovely,” I said as I picked up her feces and dropped it in the can. Then I noticed a container of hand sanitizer hanging from it. I squirted some of the anti-bacterial liquid onto my hands and rubbed them clean. “Just lovely!” As we all crossed the street the club’s front door opened and an attractive older woman dressed in navy slacks and a silk cream blouse, accessorized by tasteful and expensive gold jewelry, stepped out onto the sidewalk and said: 



“Hello boys, welcome to Sherwood. I’m Vivian Lane.” 



“Hello,” said Jacob, as impressed with her as I was. “I’m Jacob Kelly and this is my brother, Joshua.” She shook both their hands and said: 



“I’m so glad to meet you. Thank you for coming to see us.” Vivian looked from them to me and said, “And you must be the famous Christian Gallagher!” I would have advised her I was infamous had she not been so obvious a lady. 
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“I am. And you are Mayor Lane. I’m happy to meet you.” 



“Mayor Lane!” she dismissed the title. “I’m Vivian to everyone, including your adorable doggie.” 

She held her right hand, which had a couple of gorgeous rings on it, to Honey Bunches of Oats’ 

nose and let her sniff. Typically, the blind old Peke followed such a greeting with a couple of friendly licks; however, she did not lick Mayor Lane…Vivian’s hand. Instead she grimaced and then sneezed. 



“She likes you,” I said, though I didn’t think she did and didn’t know why. 



“Well, I like her, too,” Vivian said. “Please come inside. You must be exhausted and hungry.” We were both, and we gladly followed her into the building. I looked around the very large space that had once been a very large store and said: 



“Wow.” 



“It’s huge,” said Jacob. 



“Wow,” said Joshua. Vivian smiled proudly as she surveyed the interior of the club. In front of us was the standard SB block glass front desk. Beyond it was a vast open space that contained three times as much gym equipment as, perhaps, all the Superior Bodies we had so far visited. Dozens of treadmills and bicycles, a zillion free weights and enough equipment to occupy everyone in the state at once. On the immediate right was a kitchen next to which were four offices. On the left was a large lounge containing plush black carpeting, leather chairs and four of the same kind of sidewalk cover tables I had in Orlando. 



“Smokin’,” I said. Vivian saw what I was looking at and said: 



“People love them. We have a contract with a Brooklyn manufacturer to distribute them nationwide.” I was stunned. Our hostess led us through the gym area to the rear left section of the building. “These are our ‘cubicles,’” she said. “There are ten.” The space was similar to the second floor cubicle area of Superior Bodies Boston in that it was less bathhouse and more hotel hallway. 

There was carpeting, ornate wall sconces, mirrors, fresh flowers and doors that required key cards to open them. One was open, in anticipation of our visit, I was sure. It was larger than a standard cubicle but still smaller than a hotel bedroom. The same rich black carpet that covered the lounge covered the floor. The full size bed had dark sheets and a beautiful dark paisley bedspread. It had a wall sconce similar to that in the hallway, a small wooden table with a vase a fresh flowers and an original painting of a field of black eyed susans. It smelled fresh and clean. It was very nice and I said so. “Thank you,” said Vivian, who then led us through a black tiled rest room that could have been copied from a luxury hotel. I mean, it had marble sinks and gold metal baskets that contained folded linen towels. And a dozen high-end colognes. 



“Is there an attendant?” Jacob asked, which made the rest of us laugh in a friendly way. 



“No,” Vivian said. “We didn’t go that far, though we had considered it.” On the other side of the bathroom, in the rear right of the space, was a locker room, all black tile block glass and dark wood benches. A rosewood sauna separated it from the black tile shower area. 
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“Beautiful,” I said. 



“Thank you,” Vivian said again. “We’re very proud of it.” I wondered who “we” were, but figured I would find out and didn’t ask. “Now, please follow me to the kitchen where I’ve got some sandwiches and other items for you to enjoy.” She led us back to the front and we entered a small kitchen that was the most modest area of the club. Still, it had a full size refrigerator, large microwave, coffee and espresso machines and another sidewalk over table around which there were four chairs. “Please sit down,” she said as she opened the fridge and pulled out a tray of antipasto, another of sandwiches and a bowl of salad. “What would you like to drink?” The twins chose mineral water. I had one, too, and asked also for a shot of the Chivas that was among several bottles on top of the refrigerator. “We’re very informal,” Vivian said of the collection of top shelf liquors. 

Informal, indeed. The spread was elaborate. “I ordered it from Air.” 



“We saw it,” I said. 



“Yes, it’s in the same building as the Superior Bodies condo where you’ll be staying.’ Joshua choked on a piece of salami and Joshua nearly spit out his mineral water when she said this. My mouth was empty, which afforded me the opportunity to say: 



“Condo?” 



“Yes,” said Vivian. “I can’t have you staying in a cubicle.” Good grief, I thought, everyone should be lucky enough to spend the night in an SB Sherwood cubicle. “Please, enjoy your dinner while I call the council.” Before she could excuse herself from the kitchen I said: 



“Council?” 



“Well,” began Vivian. “the council is too formal a word for my daughter Jessica and our friends, though they all make up the Sherwood Town Council. They manage the club. Jessica, my sister’s daughter Ursula and our friends Rae and Billie. We’re a combination council, chamber of commerce and Superior Bodies management.” 



“Really?” Joshua said. 



“And you work out of the club?” his brother asked. 



“We used to have offices in the capital building, but when we opened the club we moved them over here.” How bizarre. “You’ll meet everyone tomorrow, though I do want to let them know you arrived safely.” Vivian excused herself and left the room. Unsure of whether she was out of earshot, Jacob looked at me, Joshua and, enjoying a piece of cheese on my lap, Honey Bunches of Oats, and mouthed: 



“What the fuck?” Joshua shrugged. I shook my head and Honey Bunches of Oats continued enjoying her dinner. Vivian returned five minutes later with a tall blonde Adonis whom she introduced as Stefan. 



“He’s our operations manager.” The twins and I stood up and shook his hand. He nodded at each of us and mumbled three hellos. “Stefan will show you to the condo. I must get home as Jessica’s 104 



waiting for me to tell her all about you. She begged me to be here when you arrived but she’s very boisterous and I didn’t want her to overwhelm you.” As if anything could be more overwhelming than the infinite number of exercise machines, sumptuous cubicles, catered dinner and four Sherwood Town Council offices that lined the right wall. Oh, and the company condo. And Stefan! 

Vivian peered out the kitchen window to where a limousine pulled into the space next to the PT 

Cruiser. “There’s Hans,” she said. “I’m off.” The three of us stood up and shook her hand again. 

“Thank you again for coming. I’ve wanted to meet you for ages. Please join us for brunch tomorrow at ten…is that too early?” 



“That’s perfect,” I said. We said our goodbyes and she left. As we watched Hans step out of the limo and open the door for Mayor Vivian Lane, Stefan opened the refrigerator and pulled out a tray containing a sample of rich desserts. The twins and I looked from it to each other and said nothing, because we were speechless. 



After we finished dinner, Stefan walked us two blocks to the condo. It was on the floor immediately above the restaurant whose fare we had just enjoyed. It was furnished just like the club: black tile, block glass, expensive black carpet and bedding, original paintings, and a large dining room table made of the sidewalk cover material. “That really impressed her,” I said. The condo had one master bedroom and two smaller ones, three full bathrooms and a powder room, and a dark marble and steel kitchen with every appliance a kitchen could contain. “What a dump,” I said and laughed at myself. Neither Joshua or Jacob laughed, they were too stunned by the luxury, or maybe they just didn’t think my remark was funny. It was probably the latter as, being rich and all, they were used to gigantic expensively decorated condos containing enormous black leather chairs and an entertainment center with more components than the combined inventory of three Best Buys. 



“This is amazing,” Joshua said after Stefan excused himself and left. 



“Come on,” I said, to both of them, “Your home…homes, must be as nice.” 



“They are,” Jacob said, “but this is part of Superior Bodies. Compare it to the barn we just left.” His point was a good one. I looked around a bit more and then excused myself to take Honey Bunches of Oats out one more time before we hit the sheets. 



Outside I decided to walk the two blocks back to the park. Before I did, though, I peered inside Air, which was closed and whose staff was cleaning up. I noticed a couple of servers enjoying drinks at the bar while a couple of busboys swept and mopped. All wore black slacks, long-sleeved white shirts, black ties and full black aprons. One of the servers, thirty-ish, thin with brown curly hair, noticed me and gave me a brief, but significant look. I spent a moment wondering what it meant, if anything, and determined it didn’t mean anything beyond my being a forty-three year old ponytailed hottie carrying an elderly Peke who had just enjoyed half a plate of the antipasto they served. 

I carried Honey Bunches of Oats to the park, watched her sniff around and, eventually, go winkie, and then carried her back to the condo. 







Tuesday morning I woke up early and took Honey Bunches of Oats back to our new favorite place. 

The twins woke up shortly after I did and followed us, holding mugs of coffee and bringing one for me. It was about eight a.m. and the neighborhood was bustling with activity. People walked dogs, 105 



visited coffee shops for their morning Joe and drove up and down main street on their way to work. 

I asked the twins if we were any closer to determining why Crawford Welch was so afraid of Vivian Lane. Joshua shook his head but Jacob said, “She’s pretty formidable. Nice, but not someone I’d cross.” I said: 



“The town council operates out of a gay gym and bathhouse, and does so openly. What’s that about?” 



“Status?” Joshua suggested. He was warm, but I thought it was: 



“Intimidation.” The twins’ looks asked for more information. “It’s pretty ballsy to operate a bathhouse in a large city, or larger,” I thought of Orlando. “This is North Dakota. I can understand her wanting to gentrify the neighborhood, and create a gay community, but the bathhouse thing isn’t necessary to do that.” Jacob said: 



“She’s saying ‘I’m in charge.’” Joshua said: 



“’And I have so much power I’m opening a sex club and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.’” 

We were silent as we continued watching the early morning activity in the park and up and down Main Street. 



“She’s got to be losing money. I mean, I’m sure she has plenty. But all that space. All the equipment no one uses.” 



“There’s probably a good tax reason for her having the place,” Joshua suggested. “Maintaining council offices there could be a monetary thing…” 



“I still think it’s power,” Jacob said. “She could open a gym in twenty minutes and have her office in it. Throwing around ‘Superior Bodies’ is her way of saying she’s got balls.” 



“And status,” Joshua offered again. They were both right. Still there are plenty of other ways to make a point. We continued drinking our coffees and enjoyed the mild morning sunshine. Then we returned to the condo and took our time watching morning news and getting ready for brunch. I took Honey Bunches of Oats out one more time before we went to the club. 



The twins and I arrived at the club…Woolworth’s! precisely at ten a.m. and were greeted by Jessica Lane, all two hundred-seventy pounds of her. She was as sloppy as her mother was polished, and super excited to see us. Indeed she was so jazzed she drew each of us into big bear hugs. “I’m Jessica. I’m glad to see you. You’re Christian and you’re the twins. One of you is Jacob. How do I tell you apart? You’re all so handsome. I’m so glad you’re here.” She kept talking and talking and gave me a second hug before her mother came out of the farthest office and said, sweetly: 



“Jess, now that’s enough.” Jessica released me a second time and rocked back and forth on her chubby legs and wrung her hands with continued excitement. Extremely large, she was also extremely well dressed; that is, dressed in the same kind of high-end Talbot clothes her mother wore. She didn’t wear them well or neatly, though. Her navy jacket was sort of tight and the pearl brooch attached loosely. Her ivory blouse fit properly but appeared to have a recent stain, perhaps from drooling as she waited for us to arrive.  Jessica’s pleated navy skirt appeared to have been 106 



slept in, or wadded up into a ball and stuck under her mattress the night before. Her black shoes were the ortho jobs old ladies wore, and her thick bare shins needed a shaving, bad. “Good morning boys, I hope you slept well,” said Vivian, who sported a pale linen suit and a completely different set of jewelry, down to her rings. We wished Vivian a good morning and complimented the condo, to which she replied, playfully, “Only the best for Hassler executives.” Three other women approached from behind her. She stepped aside and introduced us to her niece Ursula Ashe, and their friends and co-council members Rae Main and Billie Snowcroft. We all shook hands and Vivian led us to the lounge where a large buffet brunch had been arranged. 



As I crossed the reception area I scanned the gym and counted five men: two old, one fat and two young and ugly. No hotties. I wondered where Stefan was. “Please,” Vivian said, indicating the spread. Politely, I said: 



“You ladies must go first.” Before her mother could say: 



“Nonsense, you’re our guests,” her daughter and niece, who was not quite as sloppy or heavy as her cousin but not nearly as polished as her aunt, found plates and began serving themselves scrambled eggs, fruit, bagels and muffins. Vivian shook her head wearily and gestured for us to follow the women, which we did. Jessica and Ursula took seats and began eating immediately. The twins and I waited for Vivian and the other women, who leaned toward polished, to sit before we began. Vivian ate very little, spending the meal making conversation and asking us about our experiences at the other clubs. We kept our remarks light; indeed, the twins said very little. I told the women mostly about Sultan Springs being converted from a club to a retirement home for its older members. It was safer than describing the Seth Parker reign of sexual depravity and murderous terror that came to an end when I strangled him with a computer cord. 



“How nice,” Billie said. 



“I’d love to see the photos,” said Rae. Joshua had the ten images from Ray’s gallery on his phone and showed them to the women. Everyone complimented them. Vivian asked who Linden was. 



“My husband,” I said. 



“He’s very handsome,” she said. The others agreed he was. 



“And why isn’t he making the rounds with you?” Vivian asked. I explained about the Orlando club and rescue and the dogs at our house. 



“He visited us at Sultan Springs and will so again in Michigan and Maine, I hope.” 



“Can he come here?” Jessica asked with food in her mouth, holding Joshua’s phone in fat fingers sticky with butter and jam. 



“I’ll give him a call,” I said, alternately wanting to see him and wanting to spare him the sight of Jessica Lane. “I had hoped he would visit each city each weekend, but it hasn’t turned out that way.” 



“Oh please can he come? He’s so handsome. I want to meet him,” Jessica asked both me and her 107 



mother. Vivian said: 



“Christian will call him, Jess. It’d be lovely to meet him but we’re so happy to have you handsome young men.” 



“You’re very kind, but between Stefan and Hans, I would say you’re already surrounded by handsome young men.” Jessica stuffed half a bagel in her mouth and said, immediately: 



“I’m in love with Stefan.” We continued to chit-chat, mostly about our drive and a little about Superior Bodies Orlando. Then, after finishing her second plate of food and failing to stifle a burp, Jessica said: 



“I saw Abigail’s pictures,” a remark that threw her mother into an instant rage she was just able to control. 



“Jessica, be quiet or I will take you home.” Jessica seemed unfazed by her mother’s anger but she took seriously the threat of having to go home. 



“OK,” she said, “I’m going to get more.” She went back to the buffet for a third helping of everything. 



“I apologize,” Vivian said. “Jessica’s challenged. She didn’t mean to be hurtful.” 



“We understand,” I said. 



“Those pictures were hard to miss,” Jacob added. They were. 



“I’m sorry for your loss,” said Rae. Billie nodded, Ursula chewed and Vivian said: 



“Have you any plans for the day? Stefan would be glad to show you around Bismarck and its environs.” 



“That’s kind of you,” I said. “I think we’ll explore Sherwood first. There are so many nice shops and restaurants. And Air has such good food, we’ll probably go back for dinner.” 



“Can I come?” Jessica asked as she sat down with a plate so full food was spilling over its sides. 



“No, Jessica.” her mother said. “We’ll have the boys over for dinner later in the week.” She turned to us, hopefully. 



“That would be very nice,” I said. The twins agreed it would. We spent fifteen more minutes chatting with the Sherwood, North Dakota, Town Council and then thanked them for the delicious brunch. As we took final sips of coffee, a couple of rough looking men entered the building and regarded our group. Vivian’s face morphed into the mother of all insincere smiles as she said: 



“Club members needing to check in.” She stood up, but before leaving us to greet them added, “I like to say hello to members if they arrive while I’m here.” 
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“I do the same thing,” I said as the twins and I rose, too. 



“Please, finish up, and enjoy your day. If you need Stefan, or anything, come back and let one of us know and we’ll arrange for him to be at your service.” The three of us thanked Vivian, who truly was the height of good manners and graciousness. We engaged in a few more bits of meaningless conversation with the other women as she led the two pieces of rough trade into the office adjacent to the kitchen. 



Club members my ass, I nearly said out loud. 







Joshua, Jacob and I returned to the condo to get Honey Bunches of Oats and then strolled up and down Main Street Sherwood visiting the shops. We spent most of our time exploring the bookstore but also hit a florist, gift shop and two clothing stores at which both of them made purchases. It was mid-afternoon when we returned to the park across from the club. We relaxed on a bench and people watched, paying subtle but close attention to who went in and out of the former Woolworth’s. Two people went in in thirty minutes. They were American Indians and looked as rough as the fellas who entered that morning. I said to the twins, “More members?” Both had earlier agreed they didn’t think the morning visitors were there to exercise or have sex. Both agreed the Indians were there for other reasons, too. Joshua said:’ 



“Those women are the town’s council. There might be a political meeting going on. Is there a reservation nearby?” Neither Jacob nor I knew. Jacob said: 



“They don’t look like nice people.” 



“No, they don’t,” I said. We continued watching the club silently, and then Joshua said: 



“What should we do now?” Neither Jacob nor I had a suggestion. “How about seeing the rest of the city, with Stefan.” 



“I suppose,” said his brother. 



“Maybe he’ll take us around in Vivian’s limousine,” I mused. 



“That would be cool,” Joshua said, and I agreed. We returned to the condo, left Honey Bunches of Oats and the twins’ purchases, and went back to the club. Vivian wasn’t there, nor, mercifully, was her challenged daughter. I asked Billie about Stefan and she called him immediately. In minutes he pulled into a space in front of the club in a large, black Hummer. 



“Yes!” I said, because I liked Hummers. I thanked Billie, greeted Stefan and climbed in to the front seat. The twins got in back and Stefan drove. He didn’t offer much in the way of information about the city, his remarks limited to: 



“That’s the University of St. Mary,” “That’s the Bell Mehus Auditorium,“ and “There’s the Missouri River.” Not to take away from the Bismarck, but the ride was the best thing about the tour. 

Joshua did ask Stefan to pull over at a skate park. 
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“Really?” I said. 



“It’ll be fun,” he said. I didn’t think it would but followed him and Jacob inside. Stefan said he would wait in the parking lot. There was no admission as the park was a free recreation center for the city’s youth, and there were plenty of youths enjoying it. The three of us got snacks and found a bench from which we watched the young skaters, most of them adolescent boys, zoom up and down the steep concrete ramps. I wound up really enjoying the place, though every thirty seconds I found myself gasping and grasping my chest. A couple of girls who were there watching their boyfriends, or boy-watching or something, approached us and said hi. The twins and I said hi back and the girls asked us where we were from. 



“North Carolina,” said Jacob in a friendly way. 



“Orlando,” I said. 



“What brings you to Bismarck?” one of them asked. 



“We’re visiting Superior Bodies, in Sherwood. Have you heard about it?” The twins and I watched both girls’ faces get serious. 



“What?” I asked. 



“Nothing,” said the one who had made the inquiry. Her friend said: 



“We have to go. Bye.” They booked away from us before I could say bye back. 



“What was that?” Jacob asked. 



“They probably know the club’s a bathhouse,” Joshua offered. 



“I don’t know,” I said. “Kids are pretty sophisticated, even, I imagine, in North Dakota. I don’t think they’d be that concerned.” 



“They were more than concerned,” Jacob said. He was right. We continued to watch the skating and watched the girls, our peripheral visions following them from kid to kid as they pointed us out and whispered gravely to their friends. 



“They think we’re gangsters,” Jacob said. 



“You’re right,” his brother agreed. 



“What’s going on at Superior Bodies Sherwood?” I asked both. Neither responded. 



We spent thirty more minutes watching the feats of skating skill and then returned to Stefan and the Hummer. He pointed out a few more landmarks including Patterson Place, a senior residence that had been built as a hotel a hundred years before. Again, unremarkable under the best circumstances. 

Completely boring as each of us reflected on the skate park girls and their near horror at our being 110 



associated with Superior Bodies. 



Stefan dropped us back at the condo. We thanked him and he said, briefly, “You’re welcome,” and drove away. I asked the twins if they wanted to go to Air for dinner. They were still full from their skate park snacks and suggested relaxing in front of the TV and getting something later. I thought it was a good idea, and while they channel surfed I carried Honey Bunches of Oats outside and called Linden. “What do you think’s going on there?” my husband asked. I considered the four clubs we had already visited and said: 



“There aren’t a lot of old gay club members, and there’s no evidence of homeless people living there.” Linden described Vivian and the other women back to me and said: 



“Do you really think they’re into something criminal?” I thought a moment and then responded: 



“Individually, no. But there’s something odd about them maintaining offices in a club that’s ten times bigger than is warranted by its clientele.” 



“Money laundering?” 



“It’s a good guess,” I said, “but for what? 



“Drugs is always a good answer,” Linden suggested. “Though there were other reasons someone would need to launder money.” 



“Yeah,” I said, “like international arms sales.” 



“Don’t be cute,” Linden said. “There’s no reason those women need to have that club there. Power and status, luring upscale gay-owned businesses to grow a neighborhood, starting a failing business for tax purposes…they’re all reasonable, but they don’t explain strange visits from shady looking people.” I felt like being silly and said, again: 



“International arms sales.” 



“I’ve got to go,” my husband threatened. 



“No,” I said quickly, and continued, “Jessica Lane, the fat daughter, saw your pic from Sultan. 

She’s got a thing for you. She wants you to visit, too.” Linden absorbed this and said: 



“Honestly, I was thinking about it, just to check out the club and its supposed members, but I’m not interested enough to meet her.” 



“Please,” I said. 



“Hmmm.” 



“Come on.” 



“Hmmm.” 
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“Don’t you miss me?” 



“Every day.” I gasped and grasped my chest for a final time that day, because it was a really sweet thing for my husband to say. “I’ll fly up there on Friday,” he said, and then asked if there was an airport. 



Before I went to bed that night I got a call from Vivian. “I apologize for calling so late, Christian. I wanted to know if you and your friends have any plans for tomorrow.” I told her we didn’t because, really, after having had the sites of Bismarck pointed out to us by Stefan, what more was there to do? “Every week we visit the crisis nurseries at the hospitals and rock the babies. Won’t you come with us tomorrow?” I thought it was the best idea any Superior Bodies manager so far had and I nearly jumped out of bed I was so excited. 



“Of course we will,” I said, certain the twins would be as glad to do it as I. 



“Wonderful,” said Vivian. “Why don’t you join us for breakfast again and then we’ll go right after.” 







Joshua and Jacob were indeed as excited as I was to visit a hospital nursery, and the three of us buzzed about it as we again sipped coffee with Honey Bunches of Oats in the park Wednesday morning. Though we had enjoyed the prior day’s catered brunch, Joshua asked, “Can we skip it and go right to the hospital?” 



“Yeah, I’d rather not eat than watch Jessica talk with her mouth full,” his brother agreed. To our relief, Jessica wasn’t there. Her mother likely kept her home so she wouldn’t demonstrate her bad table manners or bring up Abigail again, though, more likely, she didn’t trust her daughter not to eat one of the babies. Cousin Ursula’s manners were bad enough to gross us out, but we were still able to hold down our meal. 



“Are there many babies in crisis in Bismarck?” I asked Vivian. 



“Not as many as in a large city,” she said, “but a single baby born addicted is a crisis, and we have our drug problems here.” Billie said: 



“Bismarck’s hospitals are the best equipped in the state. Single women throughout the county and beyond come here to give birth.” Rae said: 



“Sadly, many of them register under false names and abandon their babies, returning to the towns and their drug use.” Ursula said: 



“The eggs are runny today. I love runny eggs.” When we were finished the same two ruffians who had arrived during Tuesday’s brunch entered the building. Vivian was visibly annoyed, though she excused herself as politely and met them at the front desk. I watched her speak to them out of the corner of my eye, and though I couldn’t hear her, I could tell she was berating them, albeit in a controlled way. They responded to her with mild belligerence and then left. Rather than returning to the table where she might feel compelled to offer an explanation as to why the club members she 112 



had greeted so warmly the day before just left in a huff, Vivian disappeared into her office for the fifteen minutes it took us to finish our coffee. I resisted exchanging glances with Joshua and Jacob, and think they did, too. Between the visitors and the girls’ reactions at the skate park, and of course the thriving club that had only a handful of actual members, something was clearly rotten. If Billie and Rae were not involved directly, they were aware of it, and I didn’t want us to reveal to them our suspicions. 



Hans showed up in a limousine at the moment Vivian returned to the lounge. “Are we ready?” she asked as I took a final swig of coffee. “You can bring some with you, though there is coffee available in the hospital cafeteria.” I assured her I was fine and we thanked her, again, for the lovely brunch. The twins and I followed Vivian, Billie and Ursula out of the building and into the limousine, leaving Rae to watch the few men who were using the gym. The limo was very comfortable and smelled new. 



The six of us entered the building and Vivian approached the reception desk. “Good morning Lois,” 

she said to one of the elderly greeters. “My new friends Christian, Jacob and Joshua will be joining me in the nursery today.” Lois was friendly but nervous, due maybe to her old age but maybe because she, too, was intimidated by, or just plain scared of, Vivian Lane. She gave us all visitor badges and Vivian thanked her and led us to an elevator we took to the maternity floor. 



“Jennifer,” Vivian said to a woman at the nurse’s station. “Six to suit up today.” We said more hellos to Jennifer and another nurse who secured hospital gowns for us. We all washed our hands thoroughly and then entered a lounge with two couches, two wing back chairs, and three rocking chairs. “Please sit down,” she said to me and the twins. I was too nervous to both hold a baby and rock my first time out, so I sat on one of the couches. Joshua and Jacob sat next to each other on the other. The women took the rocking chairs. Vivian said, “The nurses will bring us the babies.” 

Jennifer and the nurse who gave us our gowns made three trips with six babies. They were friendly and almost charming in their brief conversation. Their body language, however, screamed fear with a side order of loathing. I wondered if Vivian was aware of it. I was certain she was. I wondered if she cared and, really, if she were glad of it. 



I held a baby boy, an American Indian, I think, that was underweight and suffered from fetal alcohol syndrome. It was the saddest thing I had ever experienced and the most important thing I have ever done. I held him as carefully as I could, afraid I would drop or break him. I was also afraid he would die in my arms. I was. It was so strange but it occurred to me and I don’t know whether to be ashamed of it. I watched Joshua and Jacob hold their babies and wanted to weep at the gentle kindness both men expressed. 



Then I looked at Ursula, Billie and Vivian and got a chill. They were gentle, they rocked the babies they held and spoke to them and sang softly to them. They did everything right and I should have been as moved, but I wasn’t. I was creeped out. I hoped the babies they held weren’t creeped out by the three witches, for witches they were. Bad ones, I mean, and Vivian Lane was the baddest of them. I would compare her to Macbeth’s witches or Disney villainesses, but this was real life and they were holding vulnerable, damaged babies. I wanted to transfer mine to one arm and rescue the one Vivian held. The urge was powerful. I looked from her face, and Billie’s and Ursula’s smiling, terrible faces to the babies they held and satisfied myself they weren’t in immediate danger. Then I concentrated on mine. 
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I held the sick and unhappy baby boy for an hour, ten minutes into which I determined to ask Linden if we could take him home. Gay adoption was illegal in Florida and probably in North Dakota, but that never stopped me from doing anything. I had resources and I was a Gallagher. We did what we wanted. 



I held my baby…someone’s baby, or someone’s former baby, for an hour, and then Jennifer and her colleague returned to take them from us. Giving him back to the nurse was extremely hard and I had to fight back tears. Joshua and Jacob were similarly reluctant. The three evil women had no problem. Vivian recommended a quick walk before returning to hold others. I thought it was a good idea. Joshua suggested a soda and inquired about the cafeteria. “It’s on the ground floor,” Ursula said. “I’ll go with you.” I wanted to go with the twins, only, but I couldn’t not bring her along. I asked Vivian and Billie if they wanted anything and both thanked us no. 



We managed to lose Ursula, briefly, in the hospital’s very nice dining room. She got a tray and loaded it with food while the twins and I secured sodas and exchanged hushed remarks. 



“That was tough,” Joshua said. 



“I’m glad we did it,” Jacob said. 



“Vivian is evil,” I said. 



“Yes she is,” Jacob agreed, and then Ursula was on top of us. 



“I don’t have any money. Would you buy my food?” she asked. 



“Of course,” I said, as Larchmont Ladies Association as ever. After I paid for our items Ursula said, 

“I’m gong to eat here. You can’t bring food upstairs.” 



“Thank God,” I thought I only thought and then realized I said. Ursula appeared to understand me to mean I was glad the maternity floor was kept free of…I don’t know, food distractions or something. 

Or maybe she didn’t hear or care, being too excited about her midday meal. I had thought, initially, that she was better bred than her cousin, Vivian’s troll daughter Jessica, but I was less sure then. 

The twins and I excused ourselves from her and went outside to enjoy our drinks. I said: 



“Something’s going on here.” Jacob said: 



“And it’s not good, like Wayward, or Gargamel.” We sipped our drinks and then Joshua said: 



“I think we should be careful what we say when we’re in the condo.” His brother and I looked at him, hard. He looked embarrassed and began backpedaling. 



“No, no,” I said. “Now that you mention it I think we should.” Jacob looked grave but said nothing. 

None of us did for a few long moments. Then Joshua continued: 



“Christian, Vivian didn’t bring us here to study the operation and increase cubicle rentals.” No, she didn’t. “I think she came here to find out what Hassler knows about her operation, whatever it is.” I was sick. My soda felt sour in my stomach. Between the sweet sad baby I had held and Joshua’s 114 



suggestion, one with which I agreed immediately and completely, I was sick. I took three steps to my left and threw up into a low hedge of bushes. Then I heard Ursula’s voice behind us saying: 



“We have to go back up now.” No one has ever pulled himself together as quickly as I did then. I turned around in an instant, a smile of innocent happiness on my face, and said: 



“Ursula, there you are.” She responded by saying: 



“Come on.” 



The six of us spent another hour holding babies and then toured the hospital with one of the administrators, a man who appeared to be a close friend of Vivian’s and whom I thought was in league with her. He was the first person we met except, of course, for the ladies on the council, who seemed not to be afraid of her. I thought of Gargamel and how I thought they were trafficking babies. I looked from Vivian to the hospital guy and knew they were. I was more certain of it than I was of…anything. I was sick, angry and afraid inside and struggled to be the height of charm through the rest of the visit. I think I succeeded. I was smart and talented and had done improv comedy and porn. I don’t think Vivian suspected me of suspecting her of anything, and I thanked God it had occurred to Joshua to recommend we proceed as if the condo were bugged. 



It was with extreme relief that I said goodbye to Vivian and her friends and stepped out of the limousine in front of the condo. The twins and I thanked them and agreed to join them for brunch again on Thursday. I also said, “My husband Linden will be flying in Friday for the weekend.” 



“Wonderful!” said Vivian, the evil old horror. Joshua, Jacob and I entered the condo quietly. I scooped up Honey Bunches of Oats and the three of us took her back to the park. “What do we do now?” Joshua said. I didn’t know and said so. Jacob had no idea, either. We went back to the condo and watched some TV. We were careful about what we said, which amounted to no more than Jacob: 



“That was a great experience.” Me: 



“Those women are so amazing.” Joshua: 



“Yes, they are.” 



That evening we went to Air for dinner. A hostess sat us at a table and we examined menus that featured high-end cuisine. “Hello,” said a server, “I’m Todd and I’ll be helping you tonight.” I looked up and saw that Todd was the skinny, curly haired server with whom I had made eye contact through the window a couple of nights before. I introduced myself and the twins as I never refer to someone, even and especially in a position of service, by his first name without inviting him to address me similarly. “I’m a vegan,” I said. “What do you recommend?” The twins and I ordered drinks and, when Todd returned with them, dinner. We ate almost as quietly as we had hung out in the condo. When we finished I said: 



“You don’t mind if I tell Linden about Tell-Tale, do you?” Though I had spoken to him several times since that visit I hadn’t brought it up as it was too heavy to explain on the phone. 
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“No,” Joshua said. “I don’t mind.” Jacob only nodded. Both knew I would anyway, and I knew they knew I knew they knew, but I still felt compelled to secure their permission. We had coffee and the twins split a dessert. When Todd approached us with the check he dropped it, deliberately, at my feet. We both went down to pick it up and he said: 



“Meet me by the dumpster in ten minutes. It concerns Hassler.” I was stunned but maintained myself. Before he left the table I produced a credit card and handed it to him. I paid and we left the restaurant and went up to the condo. I took Honey Bunches of Oats out, alone, and went directly to the dumpster behind Air. Todd was waiting for me. 



“What?” I said, not impolitely. 



“Christian Gallagher my name is Everett Jones and I’m with the FBI.” What more drama could the day hold, I asked myself. “We’re investigating Vivian Lane and her friends and I think you suspect something is going on. I also think the apartment you’re staying in is bugged and advise you to be careful what you say.” 



“Well,” I said, lightly, “It’s nice to meet you Everett. This is Honey Bunches of Oats.” He said nothing and maintained a serious expression. I got serious, too, and said, “Baby trafficking.” 



“Among other things.” Everett took a breath and continued, “Drugs, primarily. An occasional hit. 

And organ trafficking.” I thought of Samia, describing her family as having done the same thing. I remembered feeling sad and helpless as I listened to her in that cemetery in Georgia after Joelle’s memorial. I said: 



“What can I do to help you?” 



“Nothing,” Everett said, knowingly. “I don’t want you to do anything.” I stared at him as I realized he knew a lot about me. I said, slowly: 



“What makes you think I will do something, Everett?” He raised an eyebrow and said: 



“Because you’ve done a lot.” My expression demanded specific information and he gave it to me. 

“Anthony Braithwaite died of natural causes in your club. You and your friend attempted to return him to his apartment and got into an accident which set his corpse on fire.” My knees had never gone weak. Or maybe they had but just not completely. Everett grabbed Honey Bunches of Oats as I collapsed, thinking as I did that if he knew that, he knew everything. He crouched down beside me while I adjusted myself into a seated position on the dirty concrete beside the dumpster and said: 



“What else?” Everett didn’t want to play this game but my eyes insisted. He said: 



“You and your family killed Dairen Davis.” 



“I killed him,” I said, because I did and if I were going down I wasn’t taking them with me. Everett nodded, indulgently and continued: 



“You and your friend Samia killed…” he couldn’t remember his name and, at that moment neither could I. 
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“Joelle’s father, and that was me alone.” The moment I said it it occurred to me how unnecessary it was for me to protect Samia. Everett nodded with the same indulgence and continued: 



“You and your lover killed the Jeffcoat family.” 



“That was me, again,” I said, when in fact it was me and Sayaka. “And I, alone, killed Chris Grace which, I think, wraps everything up.” 



“Except no one’s seen Seth Parker for a week…” Everett added. 



“Wow,” I said. “You fellas do know everything.” I was going to jail and I was going to jail forever. 

I took Honey Bunches of Oats out of Agent Everett Jones’ arms and hugged her because in seconds he was going to put me in handcuffs and I would never see her or the beagles again. I hugged her for several long moments and then put her in my lap. I offered Everett my hands and said: 



“Let’s get this over with.” He looked at me, confused, and then said: 



“We don’t care about all that.” I looked at him, incredulous. 



“What did you say?” 



“I said we don’t care about that.” I remained frozen in disbelief, my arms still extended toward him. 

He said nothing as I counted the killings and said: 



“That’s seven people,” though it was really only five. Only! 



“Christian, you and your…you, saved us from doing it and the taxpayers the expense of trials and incarcerations.” Yeah. “We have no interest in prosecuting you.” I pinched myself. I did. I didn’t believe what I was hearing. I didn’t believe I was sitting in a filthy alley in North Fucking Dakota listening to my waiter list my crimes and tell me the Federal Bureau of Investigation was glad for my effort. Everett waited patiently as I processed it all. Then I said: 



“So, you want me to take out Viv and her gang?” 



“No,” Everett said, firmly. “We want you to stay out of it. In fact, we would like you and your friends to leave the city tomorrow.” I opened my mouth to object and he said, “This is bigger than you, Christian.” I thought of the five people to whom I had been judge, jury and executioner and said: 



“Not much.” 



“Christian, if you don’t leave I will arrest you.” I thought about this and determined that maybe I should leave. Then I thought of the babies in the nursery, babies born addicted to drugs Vivian Lane’s people had sold their mothers, babies she would sell if they survived and got better, or whose organs she would sell. I thought of this and a rage like I rarely felt built inside me, causing me to say: 
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“I can help you bring her down. I know how to do it.” I didn’t. Not at that moment. But I sounded like I did, at least enough for Everett to ask: 



“How?” I didn’t answer immediately, which gave my waiter time to explain, “Three of us have been living in this city undercover for…six months for me.” I wondered who the two others and figured asking would buy me additional time to figure out how I could help them bring Vivian down. 



“Who are the others?” 



“That’s not important,” said Everett, really annoyed. 



“If I guess, will you tell me?” 



“No.” I said: 



“One of the guys I saw exercising in the club. One of the two uggos.” Everett sighed. 



“Felix is not gong to be pleased to hear you think he’s ugly.” 



“I love the name Felix!” I cried, ‘cause I did. Everett remained annoyed. “And the other one works at the hospital. Jennifer?” His eyes said it wasn’t Jennifer. “One of the other nurses? “ His eyes said it wasn’t any of them. I knew it wasn’t the administrator and the only other person I had met was, 

“Lois!” Everett’s eyes said Bingo. “Wow, she’s an old girl, isn’t she.” Everett nodded and said: 



“She helped nail Capone.” 



“You don’t say,” I said. “I didn’t think she was that old.” I didn’t. Then I said, “What did you have her on ice? You thaw her out for this assignment?” And then it occurred to me how I could help the FBI nail Vivian Lane. The second to last thing I said to Everett that night was, “How close are you to arresting her?” His answer was:  



“The way she’s covering her tracks? Who knows.” 



“We’ll leave tomorrow.” Everett helped me up and Honey Bunches of Oats and I returned to the condo. I found a pad and pen in the kitchen and wrote a note that said: Don’t say a word. Come with me to the park right now. I knocked on the twins’ door, interrupting their lovemaking I determined when Joshua said, out of breath: 



“Come in.” I turned on a light, approached the bed and said: 



“You’ve got to see the moon tonight,” and handed them the note, holding my finger over my lips to keep them quiet. 



“Let’s go,” said Jacob. I left them to get dressed, which they did in seconds. Then they followed me out of the building and to the park. When we got there I described, nearly word for word, my conversation with Everett. Then I said: 
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“We can leave tomorrow and never come back, hoping the Feds can nail her as she continues selling those babies and their organs, or we can…” I explained my plan. They hesitated for long enough for me to add, “Think of the babies we held today.” It was enough for them both to agree, together. They returned to the condo as I called Linden and said, “Fly to Dallas and take a cab to SB 

Tell-Tale. We’ll meet you there. 



Thursday at six a.m. we pulled out of Sherwood and Bismarck heading toward Texas. Before we left I called Ramon to confirm that the ice chest in Seth’s room was still occupied. It was. While Joshua set the GPS I sat in back with Honey Bunches of Oats and texted Vivian the following: 

“Something’s come up and we have to leave for a couple of days. We’ll be back for Saturday’s party.” Twenty minutes later I got a reply that said: Drive safely. See you Saturday. We got a book on tape to keep our minds distracted from our mission and the cause of it. Stephen King’s “The Green Mile.” I had read it in installments more than ten years before and enjoyed it. The twins enjoyed it, too. The drive, though extraordinarily long, went smoothly and, thanks to the great story, quickly. 



We arrived at Tell-Tale that night to find that the Parker house was being rebuilt. I called Matthew to ask him about it and he told me Hassler had really good insurance and it was worth it to have it rebuilt. “They still may sell it, but right now it’ll be a standard motel for school visitors.” I hoped Ramon and his aunts would get the place running successfully. The three of them greeted us when we arrived. Consuela and Concepcion had made us a yummy meal which we enjoyed on a table they set up by the pool. I asked them how things were and Ramon explained that weekends were no longer the Bacchanalian fests they had been. Visitors were required to rent rooms if they wanted to carry on, and they did. Early figures suggested the increased revenue might be sufficient to keep the place going, even if they saw no weekday business. I hoped so. 



Linden pulled up to the club in a cab at midnight. I introduced him to our hosts and brought him to our room where I told him what happened there a couple of weeks before. He listened without interruption and then said, “I wish I could have been here with you.” It would have been nice. It would have been nice to have him for the entire trip. I could have used him the day I garroted Seth Parker, but the twins, Ramon, his aunts, Honey Bunches of Oats and, especially, the liquor, was enough. 



OK, our discussion of this event took longer than my description suggests. I just didn’t want to dwell on it. Killing someone is a burden, like Jesusa said, in spite of my matter-of-fact tone. 



Concepcion was the only one able to sleep that night. Indeed, at two a.m. Linden and I left our room to hang out on the patio, which was lighted, to read magazines and, perhaps, swim. Joshua and Jacob were already there with Ramon and Consuela chatting away in Spanish. We had a few drinks, enjoyed some more conversation, and went back to bed, successfully, for a few hours. 



At six a.m. Friday morning we said goodbye to our Tell-Tale friends and pulled out of the club’s parking lot. I drove, Linden navigated and the twins loved on Honey Bunches of Oats behind us. 

Oh, and Seth Parker’s thawing corpse was stuck in a duffle bag underneath our luggage. We chatted the whole way back, or most of the way. We took turns driving, sleeping, choosing music, and telling stories. I repeated a couple of the twins’ favorites, including the one about the vampires visiting Superior Bodies Orlando. They also loved the one when I was in middle school and my art teacher, Mrs. Hunt, hung a landscape on the wall of our class and I cut out images of mental 119 



hospitals and witches covens from construction paper and pasted them onto it. That was their favorite favorite. 



At one point we put Honey Bunches of Oats in the way back. OK, I did. Joshua was driving and Linden was still navigating. Jacob and I watched her sniff over and around Seth’s corpse. It was hilarious watching her explore the small mound that was his body. Yeah, I need help. It was Jacob’s idea, though. OK, it was mine, but he didn’t discourage me. Indeed, he wound up giving a blow by blow of her exploration to the folks in front. Good times! 



I called Vivian that evening as we drove into Bismarck. “Christian!” she said, ecstatic. 



“Hello Vivian. We’re back.” 



“Whatever happened?” she asked, then added, “unless it’s not my business.” 



“No, it’s fine,” I began. “Linden’s parents live in Minneapolis and it looked like his father had a heart attack. It turned out to be a false alarm, though. We drove there yesterday and picked him up and then came back today.” 



“What a relief,” she said. “I’m so glad his father is OK, and I’m delighted he’s with you. Will you join us for our usual morning meal tomorrow?” 



“Yes, we would love to,” I said. “Is it OK that we go back to the condo?” I asked. “I still have the key.” 



“Well of course, dear! We’ll see you tomorrow. I know Jessica is anxious to meet your beau and I will make sure she’s on her best behavior.” Vivian chuckled and then bid me goodnight. I hung up wondering what her daughter’s best behavior was. I couldn’t believe it was very good. 



The four of us parked the car and left Seth in it. Then we took Honey Bunches of Oats back to her favorite park so she could winkie. The condo had been cleaned, which was no great feat as we hadn’t messed it up; OK, the twins hadn’t. The sheets were all changed and the toilet paper had been replaced. We, of course, warned Linden to be careful what he said. He complimented the place and then we went to bed. Sleeping was easier as my husband and I exhausted ourselves doing you-know-what. 



Saturday morning we did the park thing for our blind old girl, watched some morning television and then headed over to Superior Bodies Sherwood for brunch. The entire town council was there to greet us and meet Linden, whose hand they all shook. Introductions over, Vivian stood back and surveyed the four of us. “You are all so handsome,” she said. The twins blushed. I tried. Linden thanked her for the compliment. She invited us to the lounge for the usual buffet spread. As I crossed the reception area I looked around the gym to see if Felix the uggo FBI agent was there and was pissed off that I had come back. I only saw a fatty and an old man, though, and hoped that meant Everett would not be informed of our return. 



Jessica’s manners were only mildly better or, more accurately, mildly less bad. She ate just a bit less than she had the last time we shared a meal with her; this, because she was mooning over Linden. I counted on her interest. Linden counted on it, too, my heroic husband. 
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After breakfast Vivian and Rae gave Linden a tour of the place. Jessica asked if she could go with them and her mother said, “You’ll just be bored, darling. You stay here and have another Danish.“ 

Linden asked very pointed questions about the operation and the building, explaining that he all but ran SB Orlando. Among them was: 



“What kind of security cameras do you have and where are the monitors?” Vivian chuckled and said: 



“My dear, this is North Dakota. We don’t use cameras. There’s no crime.” The cunt. His second rehearsed question was: 



“What sort of event are you having here tonight?” Vivian explained that it was less a DJ/alcohol/stripper thing and more a dinner reception for the gay-owned business in Sherwood. 

“That’s very nice,” he said. 



“I know it’s not what you big city boys are used to but, like I said, it’s North Dakota.” 



“Do you think there will be a cubicle free for Christian and me to use? He and I have stayed in so many Superior Bodies. Yours is the nicest of all and I think it would be fun to spend a night here.” 

Linden told me the old barracuda gave him a mischievous look and said: 



“You want to christen our club?” Linden gave her a mischievous look back and she said, “Oh, my naughty mind. And we just met. Please forgive me.” Linden nodded and they finished the tour. 

When they returned to the lounge area Jessica said: 



“What are you guys going to do today?” Anticipating her question, I replied: 



“Stefan showed us the skate park earlier. We’d kind of like to go back and watch.” This got the cow all excited and she moo’ed: 



“Can I come? Can I come?” Without looking at her mother I cried: 



“Yes!” 



“Now Jessica,” Vivian said, “I’m sure the boys want to skate and…skate. They don’t need you tagging along.” Linden, God bless my gifted, spot-on husband, said: 



“We’d love to have her come with us.” This sent the fat horror into peals of ecstasy. 



“That’s very nice of you, Linden. I’ll just have Hans come get you.” We finished our meal and advised our council friends we would bring Jessica back by mid-afternoon. 



“That’ll give us time to get ready for the party,” I said. 



“Now, it’s a dinner party,” Vivian advised us. “It starts at six, though I don’t expect you to arrive then. Still, if you do it will give us a chance to show you off to the other Sherwood merchants. 
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Hans took the five of us to the skate park in the Hummer. The twins, Linden and I secured sodas and a ton of grubby snack food for Jessica and we found benches along the concrete ramps. 

Linden’s new girlfriend sat next to him and asked him all kinds of questions, her mouth stuffed with chips, French fries, ding-dongs and every other item the place sold. We weren’t there twenty minutes when Everett showed up. He signaled me from ten yards away to come over to him. I feigned happiness at seeing him and called him over, really loudly, to join us. “Hey guys, it’s our waiter from Air.” I could feel the heat from his boiling blood, as far away as he was. Finally, I excused myself and went over to him. Calmly, he said: 



“What are you doing here?” 



“Relax,” I said. “I couldn’t get Linden on his cell phone to stop him from flying out. We had to turn around to meet him. We’ll leave tomorrow.” Everett didn’t respond immediately. Instead his blood boiled hotter. 



“You’re up to something, Christian, and you better tell me what it is.” I pretended to get all mad and to try to control my rage and blah, blah, blah as I said, dramatically:  



“Look you fuck, don’t you think I know how serious this is? I’ve known death and loss before, but they were single people, adults, and avenging them was within my means. This woman…Lane…is on a whole other scale than what I’m used to. She’s got an operation. She’s got associates, and what she’s doing…” I couldn’t go on, or pretended I couldn’t. “I’m not touching this, Everett. I want to stab her as much as you do, but that won’t stop those babies from being sold. My head’s the size of a planet, but I’m staying out of this one. Make no mistake about it. You and your pals can get her because I can’t. I’m playing nice tonight for appearance’s sake. Tomorrow, my friends and I are gone.” 



He bought it, the fool. 



On the way back from the skate park Jacob said, “Hans, would you mind stopping by that clothing store, Body Wear? There’s a watch I saw earlier this week I want to get.” Hans did so. Jacob went into the store and came out two minutes later with a new, very expensive watch on his left wrist. 

Then he dropped us off at the condo. 



“I’ll see you tonight,” Jessica said to Linden, specifically. 



“I can’t wait,” he said and kissed her on the cheek. She glowed, and then farted, so hard poop came out. I know this because she said. 



“I farted so hard poop came out.” I shut the rear left Hummer door on her fat face. As we entered the building I said to my husband: 



“Your kisses always make me poop, too.” The twins laughed and so did Linden. I gestured for them to be quiet before opening the door to the condo. We relaxed, watched some TV and got dressed in slacks and collared shirts for the dinner reception. At six p.m. Linden and I took Honey Bunches of Oats out to the park to do her thing. We returned, dropped her off, and the four of us went to the club. Actually, the five of us went because Linden carried Seth, the dead dwarf, in a duffle bag over his shoulder. He was heavy—dead people generally are—but my man is strong. 
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We arrived to find Rae protecting the dinner buffet from Jessica and Ursula, Billie talking to the DJ 

they had hired to play pleasant music and Vivian ordering a cocktail from the bartender who had commandeered the front desk. When she secured her drink she turned around to greet us. “I didn’t think you’d arrive for another hour!” she said in an unusually lighthearted way that told us the drink she held had not been her first. I gave her a big hug and said: 



“The twins were hungry. I kept them away as long as I could.” 



“How lovely,” she said, returning my hug warmly. Linden put Seth down and hugged her next, and Vivian held him long and hard, apparently having the same taste in men as her daughter. Jacob was next, and when he embraced the old cunt he made a point of holding her head in his left hand. When he removed it he deliberately took some hair with it. “Ooch!” Vivian said, and then burped, and then giggled. 



“I am so sorry,” Jacob said, so sincerely even I believed him. “I just bought this from that great store and I caught it…” She didn’t let him finish, instead admiring the watch. 



“Oh, my dear, it’s exquisite.” She examined it as Jacob held onto what hairs he was able to pull from her head. 



“Oh, Jacob,” his brother said, “look what you did. Let me fix it.” Joshua began playing with Vivian’s hair. While he did so Linden took Seth to a cubicle and stuck him under the bed. 



“Oh no, it’s no bother,” she said. 



“Nonsense, I’m taking cosmetology and hair design at Montverde.” Joshua wasn’t, but not because it wasn’t offered. He grabbed what strands he could before I said: 



“Stop it you moron.” He looked hurt and let go. “Get a drink for God’s sake.” The twins skulked away as I said to Vivian, “I am so sorry.” 



“It’s no problem,” she said, holding her drink out for me to take. “If you will excuse me I’ll just go run a brush through it.”  Thinking faster than I ever had, I grabbed a cocktail napkin off the front desk and let her place the drink on it in my hand. As she turned around to go fix her hair in her office I nearly jumped for joy at my luck. 



The reception was lovely. We met a lot of merchants. The hospital administrator was there. 

Whatever. 



Around ten o’clock, people began leaving. Among them were Linden and Jessica, to whom he paid lots of attention and whom he asked to follow him out the rear door so he could have a smoke. She did, because she would have followed him into Hell. Outside, he lit up and suggested “a romantic walk” down Main Street. This got her extremely excited and she agreed, ’cause she would have followed him into Hell. They walked far and got lost. Back in the club, Vivian, who had stopped drinking at eight, looked for Jessica. “Good grief, where is she?” She said in front of me, Billie and Rae. 
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“That’s easy,” Rae said, playfully, “Where’s Linden?” 



“His mother called,” I said. “His father had another cardiac episode. He went back to the condo.” 



“Oh dear,” Vivian said, not yet alarmed at Jessica’s disappearance. I found the twins and told them to help me search the club. We entered Linden’s cubicle and pulled the duffle bag from under the bed. Joshua and Jacob removed completely thawed Seth out of it and put Vivian’s hairs in each of his hands. Then they pushed him under the bed. I threw the glass that had her fingerprints on it on the carpet and we left the room. I opened the back door and Joshua took the duffle bag outside and hid it in the alley. He picked up a stick on his way back and used it to prop the door open. We made some hay about searching the bathrooms and elsewhere and then returned to the lounge, where I called Linden. He answered the phone but kept it in his pocket while I said: 



“How’s your Dad?” I nodded and looked from Vivian to Rae to Billie. “Yeah, but that’s the second time this happened. There’s got to be something wrong with him.” I pretended to listen more and then said, “Well they’ll figure it out. Is Jessica with you?” I continued to listen to nothing. “I thought she might have followed you back to the condo. She’s not here.” I listened more and then said to Vivian, “I know this has occurred to you, but Linden asked if she carries a cell phone.” She shook her head and said: 



“She’s always losing them so I stopped buying them for her.” She probably ate them, I thought. Into the phone I said: 



“She doesn’t have one. Would you look around the building? I’ll be there in a minute.” I hung up and shook my head. “She’s not with him. I’m going to walk back there and see if she’s on the road.” 

To the twins I said, “Why don’t you get in the car and drive around the neighborhood, maybe pop into the ice cream shop or coffee place. She might just have wanted a snack.” I wasn’t trying to be funny, though later I would laugh at my suggestion. Vivian seemed to appreciate my direction and said: 



“I’ll have Hans drive me around, too. “ 



“Good,” I said. “Billie, Rae, why don’t you stay here in case she comes back.” They nodded and then I feigned embarrassment and said, “I’m so sorry. I have no business telling you what to do.” 



“Nonsense,” Vivian said. “It’s good advice. Thank you for it.” I nodded and we left. 



The twins drove around a bit, stopped to get an ice cream for themselves, drove around a bit more, stopped and got decaf espressos, and drove around a bit more. I returned to the condo, took Honey Bunches of Oats out to winkie and then played with her on the grass in the park. Linden and Jessica found a spot along the river where they couldn’t be seen from the road and talked and talked and talked. Then I called him and said, “Anytime.” 



“OK,” he said to me and hung up the phone. To Jessica he said, “Your mother’s looking for you. 

We better go back.” She was disappointed and begged him to stay with her. “I don’t want to get your mother angry, Jessica. We’ll go back and I’ll ask her if maybe you and I can have a sleepover at the club. There’s plenty of bedrooms there.” Linden told me she went berserk with joy at the suggestion and started running back. She got winded in half a block and they walked the rest of the 124 



way. Three minutes from the back entrance Linden complimented her on her scarf and asked her if he could have it as a memento of their “date.” She went berserk again and thrust it at him with extreme joy and would have given him anything and followed him to Hell. Linden took it, called me and hung up. I heard his ring and called Vivian. “I just heard one of the club members recognized Jessica on the street and is bringing her back.” 



“Thank God,” she said. “We’re heading there now.” I called Jacob and said, “Hans is bringing her back.” A minute later Hans pulled the limo into a space in front of the club. He opened her door and helped Vivian out. No sooner were they clear of the vehicle than Joshua crashed the PT Cruiser into it. Billie and Rae hurried outside to see if Vivian or anyone was hurt. As they did Linden brought Jessica in the back door and into our cubicle. 



“Now, you stay here and be really quiet while I go find your mother and make sure she’s not mad.” 



“Will you ask her about the sleepover?” Jessica asked, desperately. 



“Yes,” Linden said. “if you get under the covers, I’ll ask her about the sleepover. I’m sure she’ll say yes.” Jessica nodded and said she would. Linden shut the door and went to the reception area, where he hid behind the front desk and watched Jacob and the others, but particularly Jacob, as they examined the damaged vehicles. 



While that was going on I ran down the block with Honey Bunches of Oats, burst into Air and up to Everett, who was taking dessert orders from one of his tables. “Vivian caught someone fucking her daughter and strangled him. Come quickly.” I dragged him through and out of the restaurant. 

Outside he pulled a gun out of an ankle holster and we ran, neck and neck, back to the club. When Jacob saw us he brought his hands to his neck and bent over, as if in terrible pain. This was Linden’s signal to burst out of the front door and say to Vivian: 



“Some strange guy’s fucking your daughter in my cubicle!” Without a second’s hesitation to consider the absolute implausibility of anyone touching her daughter for any reason, ever, Vivian ran into the building, through the gym and into the cubicle where she found her daughter under the covers. 



“Where is he?” she screamed. 



“Linden went to find you,” Jessica said. 



“Where’s the man you’re fucking?” Vivian screamed. 



“I don’t know,” Jessica said, unsure what fucking was, but kind of thinking it was something bad. 

Vivian saw the glass on the carpet and looked from it to the bed—I know I’m just assuming this 

‘cause I wasn’t there. I did hear her scream twice at her daughter, though. Everyone in Sherwood and, probably, the state, heard that. I am sure Vivian looked under the bed, saw a man…a short man, and pulled him out. She began beating Seth, not realizing he was dead, and continued until Everett and I arrived. The FBI agent pulled her off the corpse and dragged her out of the cubicle. I ran in, still holding Honey Bunches of Oats, apparently to comfort a by then hysterical Jessica, but really to stick the scarf I had taken from Linden under Seth’s neck. That done, I said to her: 125 



“Come with me if you want to have chocolate cake.” 







Thirty minutes of confusion and drama later, the twins, Linden, the old ball of Peke fluff and I sat in Vivian’s office being questioned by Everett while Lois took notes. I said, “Seth kept bringing up Superior Bodies Sherwood all week long. He kept saying how much he admired Vivian’s 

‘operation.’ His tone made me think there was something more to the club than a gay gym, but when I asked him what he meant he wouldn’t say. It was weird.” Joshua said: 



“He even asked if he could come with us, not to Gargamel, but to Sherwood, when we got here.” 

Jacob: 



“It was weird.” 



“And you didn’t know why he was so interested?” Everett asked, knowing damn well Seth made no mention of Vivian or Sherwood and that he had been dead and frozen for two weeks. 



“No,” I said. “He was all cryptic, though. It was so weird.” Lois wrote furiously. Joshua added, though it wasn’t in our script: 



“He did say he liked fat chicks. Loved them. The fatter the better.” Cheeky monkey. Jacob cracked a smile. 



“How weird,” Everett said, not happily. He looked at Lois. “Would you excuse us, just a moment?” 

The old woman stood up and left the room. Ooooo, we were gonna get it. To us, me primarily, Everett said, “I was going to rail at you for lying to me and interfering, but I would be wasting my time.” I nodded. The others did not. “Are you aware of the holes there are in your plan?” 



“No,” I said. 



“For one thing, and this is a big one, do you know what happens to a body’s cells when it’s frozen?” 

I didn’t respond, though I figured there was some evidence of freezing. Joshua raised his hand. 

Everett began to form his name, was unsure of which Kelly he was, and then just nodded at him to speak. 



“The cells burst. I think. I saw it on TV.” 



“Yes, they do. And the coroner can tell if the cells of Seth’s body burst.” 



“That’s only if he’s looking for it,” I said. Everett frowned. He was frowning throughout our interview but he frowned more at that moment. 



“There’s also the problem of how Seth got from Texas to North Dakota. Did he drive? Did he fly? 

Hitchhike?” 



“Do you care?” I asked. 
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“Christian…” Everett began. 



“No, Everett, I’m not interested in getting into a pissing match with you over this. You can write a report that says what you need it to say. You can collect evidence that supports Vivian Lane’s having strangled her daughter’s seducer and a potential blackmail threat. Or, you can sit here and point out the holes in our plan to satisfy some need you have to take me down a few pegs. We’re on the same side.” 



“Yeah!” Joshua said, in the same cheeky tone he mentioned the fat chicks thing. Jacob again cracked a smile. 



“Vivian Lane says she never saw Seth Parker in her life. Her daughter says she never saw him either and that she spent the evening walking with Linden.” 



“There’s no evidence of that,” Linden said. 



“She says you were going to have a sleepover and that you asked her for her scarf.” 



“Her mother told her to lie, Everett,” I advised him, “Can we go now?” 



“It’s Linden’s word against hers, Christian.” 



“And what are Billie and Rae’s words, Everett? What’s Ursula telling your pal Felix with her mouth full?” He had no response. “You lean on them and they’ll turn on her.” He had no response. “What motive would a defense attorney think we had to set Vivian up?” He remained silent. “Vivian will make a deal to protect her daughter, and herself. She’ll give you her whole operation to keep herself in cashmere and silk. We’ve done the heavy lifting, Everett. You just write the right things down on pieces of paper and file them.” This was too much for Agent Everett Jones, who stood up and exploded: 



“You had no right!” I stood up, handed Honey Bunches of Oats to Linden, grabbed the long black Air apron he still wore and growled: 



“My friends and I saved twelve babies today you little twerp. How many did you save?” Silence, and fear. “Answer me you fuck!” I released him, calmed down a bit and said, “We’re on the same side. Take the credit. I just want to go.” Joshua, Jacob and Linden stood up and left the room in that order. I followed them. As I stepped through the door Everett said: 



“We’ll be watching you.” It was useless, so I said: 



“Good, then maybe you’ll learn something.” 







The five of us returned to the park and had a post-mortem. Joshua asked, “What do you suppose Hassler’s going to do?” His brother said: 
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generated when I got arrested for running a whorehouse and sued for wrongful death was what led Hassler to buy the Superior Bodies brand. 



“Do you think Vivian Lane will go down?” Joshua asked. I let Linden field that one. 



“I think everyone in this city knows she’s a crime boss,” he said. “I think her associates will get scared by her arrest and cut deals to testify against her before she can cut deals to testify against them.” Jacob nodded. 



“That hospital guy’s going to be the first in line.” I didn’t disagree. 



“What about Jessica?” Joshua said. 



“Group home? State hospital?” Jacob offered. I said: 



“As long as she’s fed, a lot, she’ll be happy.” No one disagreed. 



We returned to the condo, Linden checked flights from Bismarck to Orlando and made a reservation for the following day. It was for one p.m. Apparently finished with the FBI, we planned to drop him off at the airport and drive the five hundred or so miles to Assisi, Michigan, the next stop on our 2008 summer tour.  Air had a Sunday brunch that began at 10 a.m. We did the Honey Bunches of Oats park thing in the early morning, pissed around for two hours, and then took her there with us as there was sidewalk seating. The food was what we had eaten at our Superior Bodies brunches, and it was good, the restaurant having catered each of them. And they had a yummy tofu scramble I could eat in addition to the fruit. I had oatmeal, too, and plain grits. Grits, in North Dakota…at a fine dining restaurant. How much more exciting could our visit get? 



OK, so it got more exciting, very quickly, because Everett, the server the Air staff knew as Todd, entered the restaurant in a suit. A couple of his former colleagues approached him, apparently to ask why he left his station the night before and why wasn’t he in black slacks, white shirt and black apron? He didn’t look at them but flashed them his badge. He saw us at one of the sidewalk tables, walked out one of the French doors and approached us. “You clean up nice,” Joshua said, still in cheeky monkey mode. Everett ignored him and said to us: 



“Good morning.” Linden returned his greeting. Joshua did, too. I mumbled something. “May I join you?” Cheeky Jacob, who I then realized had had two mimosas, said: 



“Sure, but if you’re mean to us again you’re paying the check.” Everett took a chair from an adjacent table and pulled it between the twins’. 



“I’ll be glad to cover the check,” he said, “by way of apology.” Like I said, it got more exciting. 

“I’m sorry, gentlemen. I was difficult last night. We are on the same side, and I’m grateful…a lot of us are grateful to you for delivering Vivian Lane to us.” Joshua, Jacob and Linden were silent, deferring to me. I said: 



“Thanks, Everett,” and then, “have you ever had tofu scramble. It’s vegan scrambled eggs.” He smiled a bit and Linden said: 
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“They’re turning on each other, aren’t they?” The agent nodded. 



“I was up all night with Snowcroft and Main. And the cousin…Ursula. They’re all singing.” 



“The hospital guy?” Jacob asked. 



“Singing to Lois as we speak.” 



“Those dirt bags who visited the club?” Joshua asked. 



“Singing to Felix as we speak.” 



“You didn’t tell him I thought he was an uggo, did you?” I asked. Everett looked at me, amused, and shook his head.  Our server brought him coffee. He sipped it and said: 



“A lot of people are going down for this, gentlemen. More than we thought. Lane’s operation was bigger than the state, which we knew, but she’s got business in Wyoming, Idaho, South Dakota and Montana.” I nearly asked him what kind of business could possibly be going on in Wyoming, Idaho, South Dakota and Montana, but didn’t. Jacob, who was on his third mimosa asked: 



“What kind of business could possibly be going on in Wyoming, Idaho, South Dakota and Montana?” Everett didn’t answer, instead ordering the tofu scramble and everything else I was eating.” 



“Are you vegan, too?” I asked him. 



“I am today,” Christian Gallagher.” 







The twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I dropped Linden off at the airport. Two weeks later I learned he didn’t fly out immediately. His plane was delayed for some reason and he went to the hospital we had visited and asked Jennifer if he could see the Indian baby boy who was born with fetal alcohol syndrome. The boy I had rocked for an hour. 
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Chapter 6: Assisi 


I put Crawford Welch on speaker phone and said, “OK, who’s idea was it to open a Superior Bodies Assisi?” I was driving our replacement rental car. A PT Cruiser, but black. Jacob was riding shotgun and Joshua was lying across the backseat with Honey Bunches of Oats having failed to find a website for Assisi, Michigan. Welch’s response was the best so far. He described actual valid market research that included population, income, estimated gay population, and potential competition. Representatives actually had visited the city and its gay bars, bookstore and community center. They consulted with the editor of its gay paper, which was published twice a month. They found a location, also a former gym, in a good location that would require minimal alterations. With regard to SB Assisi, Hassler had done everything right. 



“Fabulous,” I said when Welch proudly finished his report. Then I hung up on him. “How many miles?” I asked Jacob, who said: 



“Ummm…six hundred more, I guess.” His and Joshua’s estimates were usually more confident. It satisfied me, though, and I asked, “How’re we gonna spend this trip?” Neither of my companions offered anything, so I said, “Good. We’ll listen to ‘Journey to the Center of the Earth.’” 



“Jules Verne,” Jacob said. “Cool.” 



“Classic,” said his brother. 



“And James Mason reads it,” I added. “Who doesn’t love listening to him?” We listened to James Mason read “Journey to the Center of the Earth” on tape once. And then we listened to it again, at Jacob and Joshua’s suggestion. 



“I like the way he talks,” they said at once after the first round. 



“I like the way he talks, too,” I said, in James Mason’s voice. 



The twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I drove into Assisi, Michigan, at ten p.m. on Sunday, July 6, 2008. We were stunned to find a one traffic light ghost town in worse economic circumstances than Wayward and less populated than Gargamel. Certain we were in the wrong place, in spite of our GPS, we pulled into a gas station and asked the clerk in the Food Mart if we were really in Assisi. 

“Yup,” he said. 



“Can you tell me where Superior Bodies Assisi is?” I asked. The clerk looked at me strangely. 



“Is there a gym around here?” Joshua asked. The clerk looked at him strangely. 



“Are we in Michigan?” Jacob asked. The clerk looked at him and answered: 



“Yup.” The twins and I looked at each other and then I asked the clerk: 



“What’s the population of Assisi, Michigan?” The clerk looked at the three of us, out the window into the car and said: 
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“Counting the dog you got out there, five.” Then he busted out laughing. The three of us left the Food Mart and returned to the car. I dialed Crawford Welch’s cell. He picked up quickly. Before he could say hello I said: 



“Assisi, Michigan, has a population of five.” 



“Michigan?” Welch said. “What are you doing in Michigan? SB Assisi’s in Ontario.” I hung up on him and regarded Jacob who, six hundred miles before, had not answered confidently when I asked him how long the trip would be. I kept my voice steady when I said: 



“We’re supposed to be in Assisi, Ontario.” Jacob looked from me to his brother to Honey Bunches of Oats and said: 



“Oops.” Honey Bunches of Oats and I remained calm. Joshua did not. 



“Are you kidding me? You thought the club was in Michigan when it’s in Canada?” Jacob didn’t answer. “You plugged in Assisi, Michigan, to the GPS?” Jacob didn’t answer. “Did the club’s address come up in the Michigan Assisi?” Jacob didn’t answer. I kind of wanted a response to this one so I repeated the question. Jacob answered: 



“I searched for Assisi and Michigan came up…” 



“First,” Joshua offered. Jacob ignored him and continued: 



“I couldn’t find the street address so I searched for a McDonalds and figured it would at least get us into the town.” Joshua and I looked around for a McDonalds and Honey Bunches of Oats sniffed for one and none of us saw or smelled one. 



“What did you do when you couldn’t find a McDonalds?” Joshua asked. Feeling bad but over his brother’s tone he indicated the Food Mart and said: 



“I found this palace. And here we are!” It was not a wise response because Joshua exploded, getting in Jacob’s face and raining insults on him. I had never seen Joshua mad. I had never seen either of them mad, and I had never seen them argue. Jacob responded to his brother’s belligerence by pushing him, hard. Joshua responded by tackling Jacob. They began fighting on the dark, dirty concrete of the Gas and Food Mart in Assisi, Michigan, at ten p.m. It was terrible. They rolled around hitting each other and getting all gross. I shouted at them to stop and they wouldn’t. Then I gave up and let them get it out of their systems. Honey Bunches of Oats and I sat in the car and plugged in the Superior Bodies Assisi address into the GPS. Two hundred thirty-six miles, it said. It could have been worse. I looked out the window at the still-fighting Kelly brothers. I shouted at them to stop again, and again they wouldn’t. I climbed into the driver’s seat, started the car and took off. The twins stopped at once and ran after me. I stopped and said: 



“Two hundred thirty-six miles. You wanna stay here or drive through.” Jacob and Joshua looked around and said, at once: 



“Drive.” 
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Four hours later we pulled up to the Superior Bodies in Assisi, Ontario. The city looked like Orlando, Tampa or Jacksonville. The club looked like Orlando’s. One-story, a neutral color, nicely landscaped and low-key. “So far so good,” I said as the four of us got out of the car. I put Honey Bunches of Oats down on a patch of grass so she could go winky. I looked at the twins as they stretched. They were both still filthy from their wrestling match. I was feeling none-too-fresh myself and looked forward to a hot shower and clean bed, however small or well-used. When Honey Bunches of Oats was finished I carried her to the front door. We entered a reception area as small as Orlando’s and stood in front of a glass window behind which there was no one. I looked at the twins and said, “Welch said this was a twenty-four hour club, right?” They nodded and then looked past me at the window, as someone had showed up to greet us. I turned around to introduce myself and was so shocked at whom I saw I let go of Honey Bunches of Oats. “Oh my God!” I gasped ‘cause I saw, “Jasper!” 



“Christian!” both Jasper and Jacob said, the former in greeting, the latter in admonition as he caught the blind, elderly Peke. I wasn’t aware I had dropped her I was so stunned to see Jasper, former homeless schizophrenic and current vampire. 



“What are you doing here?” I asked. 



“I’m general manager,” he said. 



“Are you kidding?” I was stunned. Stunned, stunned, stunned. 



“No, I’m not,” he buzzed the door into the club’s lounge. “Come in.” He disappeared through the office as the twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I entered. Jasper greeted me again, with a big warm hug, on the other side. 



“Jasper, how? When? Why…?” He said: 



“I’ll tell you in a second. First introduce me to your friends.” I found myself, finally, noticed Honey Bunches of Oats had found her way into Jacob’s arms, wondered how, and said: 



“Jasper, this is Jacob and Joshua Kelly.” They shook hands as I indicated the dog I realized I had dropped a moment before and said, “And this is Honey Bunches of Oats.” 



“It’s nice to meet all of you. Let’s sit down. Can I get you anything?” We assembled ourselves on chairs and couches as our host got us water, soda and a double whiskey for me. 



“It’s nice to see you, too,” I said. “Are you going by Jasper?” I asked, ‘cause the last time I saw him he and his vampire friends had changed identities. He said: 



“Yeah. I like Jasper. I want to be Jasper forever.” 



“And he does mean forever,” I said to the twins before I could stop myself. Jacob and Joshua looked from me to Jasper to me to Jasper. I looked at Jasper and said, “Ummmm, I kind of told 132 



them about you.” My old friend didn’t seem concerned. Jacob said: 



“You mean…” Joshua said: 



“This is…” Jacob: 



“He is…” Joshua: 



“You were…” I said: 



“Yes, I didn’t make it up. This is Jasper, who used to hang out at Superior Bodies until Ephraim turned him.” He smiled pleasantly at the twins, who regarded him for a moment and then burst out laughing. 



“Yeah. OK, Christian.” Jacob scoffed. 



“Uh-huh. Right. Vampire,” Joshua scoffed. Jasper continued smiling at them and extended his canines into fangs. Afraid the two of them would run for their lives, I snatched Honey Bunches of Oats out of Jacob’s lap. I needn’t have as the brothers remained sitting, albeit frozen in fear. Jasper withdrew his fangs and said: 



“I’m sorry. I’ve found people don’t believe me unless I bare them.” 



“I can imagine,” I said conversationally. 



“So,” Jasper said to all of us. “Can I show you around?” He, Honey Bunches of Oats and I stood up. 

The twins, however, remained frozen. 



“Move it,” I snapped, “or I’ll invite him to drain you both!” The brothers shot to their feet. To Jasper I said, all Larchmont Ladies Association, “We’re ready for the tour.” 



Five minutes later we were back in the lounge. Walking through Superior Bodies Assisi was nearly like walking through SB Orlando. The square footage was almost the same. Ditto the layout. The walls were painted differently and there was different art. The equipment was the same, though, and reception, lounge and office were laid out exactly the same. The cubicles were in what had been an aerobics room and there was only one bathroom, as the gym also had once been for women.  Settled back onto couches and chairs I said, “Yeah, the place is great. Why are you here?” The twins and I were all ears. Jasper began: 



“The short version is I traveled with Ephraim and his friends for a few years, hitting cities during big events so we could feed discreetly on the drunk and high. It was good for a while but I got tired of it. I liked Ephraim but not the others.” He paused and then continued, “They knew I liked you, Christian, and they resented you for killing their friend.” The redhead. What was his name(s)? 

Devin? Devlin? You would think I would remember someone I had killed. But then, with so many… “I had spent my mortal life isolated from people.” the three of us were listening, but Jasper was talking to me. “The illness. It scared people. My friends and family,” he paused again, “my parents.” It hurt to hear the pain in his voice as he included them among those who had abandoned him. “I missed people. Human beings. And even though I wasn’t one any more, technically, I 133 



needed their company.” Jasper was so earnest I wanted to hug him. He lightened a bit when he continued, “We came here last year for the festival.” Jasper looked at us as if we should know about the festival. “The Assisi Art Festival?” The twins and I looked at each other. Joshua said: 



“We would have known about it had someone searched the net for Assisi, Ontario.” He shot a look at his brother, who responded by hitting him. I wasn’t having it again and snapped: 



“He’ll drain you both on a word from me.” They froze, again. I nodded for Jasper to go on. 



“Assisi has an annual art festival, the first full week in August, every year.” I didn’t respond, the twins were still a little frozen and Honey Bunches of Oats wasn’t interested. “It’s famous,” Jasper said, incredulous. 



“Maybe in Canada,” I said. “But not in Orlando or Rowneck. Keep going.” He continued: 



“We got here and fed for a week. The club’s convenient because it’s twenty-four hours and we hadn’t been here before.” Jasper, Ephraim and their friends found it safer not to stay in a place more than once, having discovered that when they visited twice and three times, people like Rhoda, Elio and I tried to kill them with stakes. “I liked the city and the club. It reminded me of Orlando, where I always felt welcome.” Jasper gave me a brief smile and I nodded with my eyelids. “They were looking for a third shift attendant and I applied. I was general manager by Christmas.” 



“And Ephraim?” I asked. 



“They weren’t coming back. Ephraim understood. They cut me loose.” 



“How do you hide it?” Jacob asked. 



“I have an apartment in the basement. I still work the third shift every night and make occasional appearances during the day.” 



“And how do you….sustain yourself?” Joshua asked. 



“On members, in the beginning,” Jasper explained. “There was always someone tripping on something who wouldn’t miss a couple of pints of blood.” 



“In the beginning…” I prompted. 



“Then I met Donal. He figured me out and we fell in love. He…sustains me.” The twins shuddered. 

I thought it was cool and wanted to meet him so I asked: 



“Where is he?” Jasper said: 



“Sleeping. Downstairs. He’s got another place but he spends most of his time here. He’s sometimes up with me, but we had a couple of call-ins today…the festival, and he had a tough day.” Donal wasn’t the only one whose day was tough. I looked at Jacob and Joshua, whose still-messy clothes and more-than-exhausted bodies made them look like the undead. The fight in the Assisi, Michigan, gas station parking lot had given all of us a second wind, and meeting Jasper the vampire provided 134 



quite a third. We were all out of gas, though. Recognizing it, Jasper said, “Let me get you some towels and show you to your cubicles.” He showed us to three small ones he had saved for us. 

Joshua and Jacob asked if they could use one of the larger ones with a full size mattress. They typically weren’t as obvious about their being lovers, but it seemed a small secret compared to Jasper being a vampire and all. 



Honey Bunches of Oats and I got to bed around four a.m. We woke up around seven-thirty Monday morning. It wasn’t a lot of sleep, but I am an early riser, regardless of how late I stay up. I picked her up and opened the cubicle door to find I was standing in front of a mirror. It was odd as I didn’t recall there having been one located outside the door or along the cubicle walls the night before. I also didn’t recall having cut my hair, which at the time I wore in a long ponytail. I looked from my hair to my arms and saw I wasn’t carrying a blind old Pekingese but a rag and cleaning solution in rubber gloves. I looked from the reflection of my hands down to my own and was shocked to find the blind old Peke. I closed my eyes, opened them and looked back at my face. Its mouth opened and said, “Hi. I’m Donal. I think we look a lot alike.” Before I could respond, Jacob and Joshua came out of their cubicle, saw me, saw Donal, and looked back at me, nearly as stunned. I said to them: 



“See, I have a twin, too!” Donal laughed nervously and introduced himself to the four of us. 



“I’m the operations manager, I guess,” and Jasper’s feeding trough, I considered adding and then mentally slapped myself. It wasn’t my business…OK, that never stopped me from commenting on someone. Why did I think something so mean so soon after meeting Donal? I mean, it was, like, seconds. Oh yeah, he looked exactly like me. Five foot eight, light brown hair, heavy eyebrows over gorgeous eyes, killer cheek bones, slight build. And his left shoulder was noticeably lower than his right, suggesting the mild scoliosis I also had. Actually, that was a difference, as it is my right shoulder that’s lower than my left. Oh my God, how completely insignificant is that?  My mind was reeling but my manners were steady. I said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats and I are glad to meet you, Donal. Now we have to go to the bathroom. 

Excuse us.” I took her outside and let her do her thing. Then I went inside and did mine. The twins joined me in the men’s room, doing theirs in adjacent stalls. Joshua said: 



“Christian, you could be twins with Donal.” 



“Thank you for stating the obvious, Joshua,” was my curt response. 



“If he were ten years older,” Jacob added, half playfully, half cruelly. Or cruel. No, I think cruelly’s a word. 



“What do you mean?” I asked, as curt (curtly?). “I could pass for thirty. 



“Yes,” Jacob said. “And he probably is thirty, but he could pass for twenty.” 



“You suck,” I said to Jacob. 



“Yeah,” his brother said, “and so does Jasper. He sucks Donal, and I don’t mean his dick.” 
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“How do you suppose he does that?” Jacob asked. Joshua said: 



“Maybe he eats for two. Like a pregnant woman.” Finished our morning wee-wees, the three of us exited our stalls and were horrified to discover Donal was cleaning the sinks. Together, the twins said, “Uh-oh.” 



“Actually,” Donal said, “I’m twenty-eight. And I do eat for two. Lots of iron, and Vitamin K. You find that in green leafy vegetables and also citrus fruits.” The three of us said nothing. Honey Bunches of Oats farted. “It’s OK,” our new friend said. “Probably better to clear the air now.” I had an idea what he meant, but I was surprised he would get right to it. He looked directly at me and said, “Jasper was in love with you, Christian, when he was sick and when he turned. He asked you to go with him and you said no.  He settled here and fell in love with me. Then I saw a picture of you online and asked him if I was just a substitute for you. He said I was in the beginning, but now he doesn’t see the resemblance. He loves me for me. I’m not jealous. I hope you’re not.” The three of us continued to say nothing. Honey Bunches of Oats farted again. I would have to take her back out, though typically she waited until eating before having to defecate. I guess the late night and late-for-us morning messed up her routine. Jacob spoke first: 



“Well, I guess a season’s worth of drama on the Superior Bodies TV show is resolved in…under a minute.” It was, but I was still jealous, of Jacob for having beat me to that clever remark. 



“So we can just be friends, huh?” Donal asked, me and the twins. 



“Yes,” I said. The twins smiled. 



“Coffee?” Donal asked. 



“Yes,” I said, “but I’ve got to take Honey Bunches of Oats out again.” Donal smiled and said: 



“I’ll meet you in the office.” 



The twins and I had coffee, showered and dressed. I fed Honey Bunches of Oats. Oh, and Superior Bodies Assisi was jumping. At noon on a Monday there were more people in the gym, on the patio, occupying the cubicles and sodomizing each other in the steam room than on SB Orlando’s busiest day. The festival was big news in Ontario. Indeed, over a second cup of coffee in the office, Donal explained that local retailers and hoteliers made as much during the first week of August as they did during the entire Christmas season. “A lot of offices reduce their hours. So little gets done. Many set up booths in St. Francis Park and network. The whole city participates.” 



“How far away is St. Francis Park? Joshua asked. 



“Eight blocks,” Donal said. “It’s easier to walk. In fact, we have to be careful no one visiting the festival parks in our lot.” He shot a look at a security monitor and clicked a button, revealing the full-to-capacity parking lot. I looked at the twins and said: 



“Ready to go?” They nodded. Donal said: 



“I’d take you myself, but we need all hands on deck here.” I was curious so I asked: 
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“Is Jasper able to help you? I mean, if he stays inside?” Donal said: 



“Yeah, for short periods of time. I’ll wake him up if there’s a customer service issue I can’t resolve, or if someone’s OD-ing.” Hmmm, I asked: 



“What does he do if someone’s OD-ing?” 



“He’ll nick his wrist and feed the guy some of his blood.” It’s what I thought he would do, but I was struck at how casually Donal said it. My face must have said so because he continued, “I know. It’s so routine for me now.” Our conversation ended when an attendant, wearing the Superior Bodies Assisi uniform of black jeans and a black polo stuck his head in the office and said: 



“Donal, you gotta go out to the pool. Jackie and Latrice are getting into it again.” 



“Those queens are always fighting. Scratching…wig pulling. Anything for drama.” Donal stood up, but before leaving the office said, “I wake Jasper up for big fights, between big guys. He’s got super vampire strength, you know.” Jacob said: 



“Of course.” His brother nodded. I just smiled. Donal: 



“It sounds silly to me saying it to you, but it’s routine…It’s normal.” He chuckled, excused himself and left us. I looked at the twins. Jacob said: 



“I gotta get out of here.” 



“Me, too,” his brother agreed. 



“Let’s go,” I said. We left Honey Bunches of Oats at the club. The front desk clerk thought she was cute and offered to babysit her. The twins and I walked the eight blocks to St. Francis Park. Donal was right. There were tons of cars parked everywhere. Every lot was full, every street space that was legal, and many that were not, had been taken. People were selling parking spaces on their front lawns, too. It was kind of trashy, but it seemed Superior Bodies Assisi was located in the trashier part of town. Also on front lawns, driveways and in garages were tag sales. The festival featured tons of artists and both fine and country crafters. Patrons went to spend. Area residents took the opportunity to make a few bucks themselves, mostly with junk, but sometimes with their own arts and crafts. 



St. Francis Park was enormous, the size of a dozen square city blocks. There was a lake in the middle of it and a very large fountain. There were also swan boats, like Lake Eola in Orlando or that park in Boston. I wondered who had them first. Probably Boston. Around the lake and along the streets that surrounded the park were hundreds and hundreds of booths. Most of them were arts and crafts. Others were food vendors. There was a non-profit area, too, and a business section where local companies could promote themselves. There were also a few amphitheaters of different sizes, also like Lake Eola. A rock band played on one and a single woman with a guitar played and sang on another. A children’s choir set up on a third. There were also two gazebos. There were thousands of people, too. It was a large affair, organized and well laid out. There was nothing to distinguish it from a thousand other city festivals, however, except it began on a Monday. It was too strange. It 137 



totally felt like a Saturday. I would have to research its origin. 



Though the park had no fence or official entrance, at one end, near the larger amphitheater, was an enormous bronze statue of St. Francis of Assisi, patron saint of animals. It was a great statue, nicely made and displayed. I asked the twins, “Which way do you want to go?” We went right. It took us ninety minutes to see the booths surrounding the lake. There was a lot of amazing art and some striking photography. In one booth a local poet sold his work and read it. I generally don’t care for poetry, but his poems were engaging. A separate children’s area I hadn’t seen from the entrance featured magicians, face painting, balloon animals, a moon walk and that kind of thing. Again, it was your standard annual city festival. 



Halfway through the booths I asked Joshua and Jacob if they were hungry. We hadn’t had anything but coffee that morning. They said they were and we went to the food area. I got a salad and the twins got kebabs. We found a patch of grass and plunked ourselves down to eat and people watch. 

After we ate we checked out the rest of the festival, which killed another hour and then walked back to Superior Bodies. 



The twins and I entered the club to find the front desk attendant holding Honey Bunches of Oats on his lap. “Hey,” he said. “We’re catching our breath together. It’s been so busy.” He buzzed us in and I went around the lounge, through the office and inside his reception area to get her. 



“Thanks for looking after her,” I said. 



“No problem.” He kissed her goodbye and I took her through the lounge and out to the crowded patio where there was a pool, again about the size of SB Orlando’s. I let her go wee-wee and then found an empty chaise lounge. I claimed it immediately. Joshua and Jacob joined me with sodas for themselves and me and water for Honey Bunches of Oats. We looked around for empty chaise lounges or chairs and found none. 



“I guess the four of us have to pile on this one.” Before we could, a couple of the guests set up a net across the middle of the pool while a third shouted: 



“Who’s up for water volleyball?” The twins raised their hands and then looked at me. 



“Go nuts,” I said. They removed their shirts and, as it was a clothing optional pool and we were the only ones clothed, shucked their shorts, too. I look off only my shirt and settled onto the chaise-lounge with Honey Bunches of Oats on my lap. Jacob and Joshua entered the pool on opposite sides. Other players introduced themselves to them and commented on their being twins. No one made the connection between them and the notorious twin lovers/murder suspects from Montverde College. Perhaps the news hadn’t reached Ontario. No, I was sure it had. Still, no one made the connection. I met and chatted with many of the other volleyball spectators and no one recognized me, either. They might have had they not been too busy telling me how much I resembled Donal. 



“He’s the operations manager,” one older man said. “He pretty much runs the place, though. The general manager is his lover and he covers the third shift. He’s sleeps during the day, downstairs. In a coffin!” the man giggled. “I’m just kidding, though it may as well be. He lives like a vampire.” 



“It sure sounds that way,” I said. Three of the guests I met that afternoon and evening came close to 138 



identifying me from something, but each time someone said: 



“I’ve seen you somewhere,” I responded: 



“People think I look like Donal, the ops manager.” Each was satisfied 



The volleyball game was fun to watch and the twins really enjoyed themselves. A dozen people hit on each of them. Most tried one, struck out and gave up, though I noticed four guys approach one and them, strike out, and then approach the other. Jacob and Joshua were gracious to each and there appeared to be no hard feelings. It was a bathhouse. It was nothing but passes and rejection. 

Watching people try to hook up, and mostly fail, was more fun than the game. It also made me glad I was past all of it. 



The twins played several games of water volleyball on several teams with different guests. After the second one Donal fired up a grill I noticed on the opposite side of the pool. There was a barbecue every night of the week during the festival, whose name, by the way, was Assisifest. I only mention it now because nearly everyone I spoke to referred to the event as “A Sissy Fest.” It was funny the first time. By the eighth I was ready to strangle someone. 



The SBA staff served hamburgers, hot dogs, and all the standard picnic accompaniments. The meal was another reminder of Superior Bodies Orlando, at least when I owned the place with James and Ron. They started a Sunday afternoon barbecue before I bought into the club and continued it until I bought them out. I stopped it the week after they left, not because members and guests didn’t enjoy it. I just hated watching naked men, most of them fat and ugly, like huge, ugly Reggie, eating. 

EEEK, the sight of some nude guy, even if he’s attractive, oiled up and holding a plate of potato salad over his naked penis makes me want to throw up, even as I write. Yeah, that stopped right quick. Curiously, and perhaps because they were also raised right, the twins put their shirts and shorts back on before securing plates of food for themselves. Still, that they were able to eat anything while watching all the mostly disgusting nude male flesh on the patio and in the pool showed their good breeding had its limits. 



After dinner Joshua and Jacob took a nap, or at least relaxed in their cubicle. All the sex and trolling that was going on at the time made sleeping tough to do. I managed to get a few winks in on the patio. Ditto Honey Bunches of Oats, who rested on my chest. The sun was warm but it was summer in Canada, which meant it wasn’t ninety-five degrees and unbearably humid. She and I hung out on our chaise until it started getting dark. I wondered how soon after the sun went down Jasper would ascend from his basement apartment. As it turned out, not long. At least not that evening. I imagined our visit and increased attendance led him to rise at the crack of…dusk. Indeed, the sun had not completely set when I saw him tapping on lounge’s glass door to get my attention. I carried Honey Bunches of Oats inside and said hello. “Hello to both of you,” Jasper said back. “Did you go to Assisifest?” 



“Yeah, the three of us went,” I answered. “It was a good time.” 



“It’s only the first day,” Jasper reminded me. “Every day’s a good time this week.” 



“I think I saw enough of it,” I said, because I had. 
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“Really. Then you don’t want to go back tonight with Donal? He’s a big Anne Murray fan and she’s playing on the main stage.” 



“Oh, my,” I said. No one liked Anne Murray more than I, except maybe for all her fans and everyone in Canada. I didn’t feel like seeing her, though. Still, I thought it might be fun to go back to the park and people watch. I considered the time and asked, “What time does she go on?” Donal approached behind Jasper, whom he embraced from the back. He said: 



“Her opening act should be over in a few minutes. She’ll hit the stage by nine. Ready?” I smiled, handed Honey Bunches of Oats to Jasper and said: 



“Don’t bite her. I don’t care how thirsty you are.” He nodded as the twins joined us, Donal having gotten them up with an invite to the concert. Jasper told us to have fun and we left the building. On the way I began humming absentmindedly. 



“What’s that tune?” Donal asked. Surprised, I didn’t immediately know. Then I hummed it back to myself and laughed as I said: 



“It’s the harmony to ‘You Needed Me,’” the Anne Murray favorite. 



“How do you know it?” Jacob asked. 



“Because,” I said, still laughing, “we sang it in seventh grade chorus at Rowaneck Middle School.” 



“That’s great!” Donal said, his excitement causing me to laugh louder. “Let’s sing it together. I’ll do the melody.” 



“OK,” I said, still laughing. I pulled myself together and, together, we sang “You Needed Me,” and it was really good. The twins expected to laugh at us but they didn’t, ‘cause Donal and I sounded good. 



A few blocks from the park we heard Anne Murray’s “Snowbird” over the loudspeaker. As we got closer I noticed a stage had been erected in the middle of the street at the park’s entrance, right near the great statue of St. Francis. An enormous crowd stood in front of it, swaying happily to the song. 

It was hilarious. Donal began swaying with the rest of the crowd immediately and even mouthed the lyrics to himself. It was so sweet. The twins, with whom I exchanged amused looks, agreed. 



The four of us stood about a block away from the stage enjoying the concert and enjoying watching Donal and everyone else watching the concert more. Between songs Jacob said to his brother and me, “Check out the blond hottie on my left in the long sleeved black t and green cargo shorts.” I knew Joshua would look immediately so I waited. 



“I’ve seen him before,” Joshua said and then paused to think. “In Wayward. He was in the dining room with us. Eating alone.” I stole a look and recognized him, too, but from Gargamel. 



“No, he was at the Fourth of July picnic, or whatever date it was, in Wyoming.” Jacob said: 



“You’re both wrong. He was dancing by himself, at that club in Dallas.” I looked again and shook 140 



my head. 



“No, he was dancing, but not in Dallas. It was at the Sultan Springs party.” 



“You’re right,” the twins said. I thought again about the Wyoming picnic in downtown Gargamel and remember a man who looked very much like him watching the fireworks. Of course, I was extremely drunk on that corn whiskey, so I could have been wrong. Still… 



“I still think he looks like the guy in the dining room at that hotel,” Joshua said. Less confidently, his brother said: 



“And that guy dancing alone in Dallas.” I found myself staring at the blond, trying to imagine him in Dallas or Wayward, and couldn’t. Suddenly, he looked at me and glared, causing me to say: 



“I’ve seen him before. Before this trip.” I kept looking at him, in spite of his having noticed my stare. “Oh my God, I’ve seen him, several times.” We maintained eye contact for several more moments and then the man smiled at me, revealing a set of fangs. “Holy fuck,” I said, nervously. 

“He’s one of Ephraim’s vamps. The ones that visited Superior Bodies, like, eight years ago.” The twins had also seen the guy’s fangs. Jacob said: 



“Are you sure?” I nodded. Joshua asked: 



“What are the chances?” I looked from the vamp to him and said: 



“What are the chances I should discover Jasper running SBA with a lover who looks like me ten years ago? As Joshua considered the question, Jacob became as nervous as I and said: 



“If we all recognized him from different places along our tour, that would mean he’s following us.” 

Joshua processed that, became as nervous as his brother and me, and said: 



“Christian, is there a chance this guy also has a crush on you?” Slowly and steadily, I said: 



“Let’s stop looking at him now.“ We looked at each other, instead. “I don’t think I could be lucky enough to be loved by two vampires.” I took a couple of deep breaths and asked, “Didn’t Jasper say the other vamps in Ephraim’s group resented me for killing,” I tried to remember the name of the redhead I staked and failed, “the redhead?” The twins nodded in synch. “I think we should go,” I said, not scared, but still nervous. The twins continued nodding. I looked back toward the blond vamp and found him gone. Jacob and Joshua also looked. The latter said: 



“He’s gone. Does that mean we’re safe?” Jacob: 



“I don’t think so.” 



“I agree,” I said. “I think we should go back to the club and tell Jasper.” The twins agreed. After Anne Murray finished the song she was on, I said to Donal, “Do you mind if the three of us go back to the club?” 



“Not at all,” he said. 
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“Will you be OK?” Joshua asked, not without reason. Donal looked at him strangely and said: 



“Of course.” Of course, it was Assisi, Ontario, Canada, and he was eight blocks away from his vampire lover who had super strength and, most reassuring of all, he was among Anne Murray fans. 

Who on the planet was safer than Donal? 



Joshua, Jacob and I didn’t run back to the club, but we walked awfully fast. When we arrived we found Jasper handling a customer complaint, something about there being a waiting list for the cubicles. I waited as patiently as I could to tell him about the blond vamp who was following us and finally interrupted. “He can have my cubicle,” I said. Silently, Jasper asked me where I would sleep. 

I answered, impatiently, “Downstairs, or with the twins, or on the patio. I need to speak to you right away.” Suddenly Larchmont Ladies Association, I said to the guest, “Enjoy your stay!” Then I grabbed Jasper’s black Superior Bodies polo and dragged him into the nearly empty gym, Joshua and Jacob at my heels. We told him about the blond, where we had all seen him, and how I was certain he was part of Ephraim’s crew. Almost immediately, Jasper said: 



“It sounds like Dominique.” 



“Dominique?” Joshua said. “Isn’t that a girl’s name?” We ignored him. 



“Dominique was kind of pissed off when you killed Rory.” Rory? Devlin? These vamps had so many names. “They had been friends for a long time.” I wondered if by a long time he meant hundreds of thousands of years, but I didn’t ask. “He said he understood, though. Ephraim explained it to us. He made everyone vow not to retaliate.” Oh great, that he had to get everyone to promise meant that it was on their minds, and probably still on his. I said: 



“This isn’t a good thing, is it? I mean, his being here.” 



“No,” Jasper said, flatly. I appreciated his candor. “He’s here and hasn’t said hi to me, the only other vampire in the city. That’s a serious breach of etiquette.” Great. “Even worse is that he’s followed you across the country. That means he’s after you for some reason.” Greater. “Worst of all is that he‘s alone. In leaving Ephraim and the others he’s not bound by his promise not to avenge Rory.” Greatest! 



“So what do we do?” 



“You don’t leave my sight. That’s what we do.” Strangely, in spite of the tremendous danger I was apparently in, I asked: 



“Where’s Honey Bunches of Oats?” 



“She’s in your cubicle. I put her in there after Alex changed your sheets.” 



“We ought to get her,” I said, having an odd feeling she was also in danger. “I’ve got to move my stuff out, anyway.” Without another word I ran out of the gym, down the hall and to my cubicle, which an attendant had opened. He indicated my luggage and said: 
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“Hi. This must be your stuff, huh?” 



“Where’s Honey Bunch?” That I shortened her name revealed my extreme fear. 



“The Peke?” asked the man. “I don’t know. She wasn’t here when I opened the door.” I turned around and grabbed my hair. Jasper, Jacob and Joshua were behind me. I said: 



“She’s gone.” 



God bless Jasper. He didn’t wait a beat before marching down the row of cubicles banging on each one. “Everybody up!” he shouted in a tone I imagined Douglas MacArthur probably used. 

“Everybody up and out!” Everyone got up and out without complaint. Jasper went up the second row, still banging and repeating his orders. He returned to my cubicle and said in a voice so loud it had to come from a super human. “We’re looking for a blind, old Pekingese dog. Has anyone seen her?” I scanned the faces of the cubicle renters, roused from their sex or sleep, some alone, more in pairs and one threesome. Everyone shook his head. Jasper shouted, “Christian, Joshua and Jacob are from the Superior Bodies corporate office. They will search your cubicles for the dog. If anyone minds he will receive a full refund and a complimentary cubicle rental for another day. Does anyone mind?” Everyone shook his head. The twins and I got started. Jasper stepped to the other row and repeated himself, though everyone had heard him. No one objected to the search. I imagined the combination of generally gentle Jasper’s firm tone and the strange nature of the search made cubicle guests reluctant to cause a fuss or even speak. Joshua, Jacob and I searched each one and found no dog. Jasper shouted, “Thank you for your cooperation. Everyone who helps us search for the dog will receive a complimentary cubicle rental. Any gym members who help us will get a one-month extension on his membership.” Everyone got dressed and we all spent an hour tearing Superior Bodies Assisi apart, inside and out. Honey Bunches of Oats wasn’t on the property. She had been dog-napped. 



I was outwardly calm. Inside I was a mess. I didn’t go to sleep. Instead I bummed a cigarette off of someone who gave me the pack out of compassion. I smoked all of them and then bummed more cigs off others. I didn’t sleep, did I mention that? Neither twin slept either and, of course, Jasper was wide awake. Strangely, or maybe not, as he searched he sniffed. Everywhere. Vampire super powers included superior smelling capabilities. He smelled Honey Bunches of Oats everywhere we knew she had been. He could not determine how or when she was snatched away, though. This made him determine Dominique had taken her. He said to us, and Donal when he returned from the concert, “We can mask our scent. It’s how we protect ourselves from each other. He was able to extend that mask over her when he took her.” Joshua asked: 



“Why would he take her?” Jasper replied, calmly: 



“To fuck with us. Christian, specifically. He hasn’t gotten over Rory’s death, or he’s jealous or just being a bitch. It doesn’t matter. He has the dog and will probably torture and kill her.” 



“Oh, thanks!” Jacob snapped. It was hard to hear but it’s what I thought would happen. I hoped she was dead and her death had been quick. How strange. Twenty-four hours before my biggest concern was that my traveling companions were fighting on the dirty asphalt of a gas station in Nowhere, Michigan. I knew vampires existed and Jasper, the mentally ill homeless guy who had hung around the Orlando club had been turned, but it was years before and, well, I had convinced myself it had 143 



never happened. I told myself it was something I made up or dreamed, that Jasper never existed and that I never stopped Elio and Rhoda from killing the redheaded vampire, Rory, only to kill him myself. It had happened, though, and Rory’s old friend Dominique had begun a campaign of vengeance by stalking me from city to city, such as they all were, and had kidnapped and killed my dog. 



Dominique had kidnapped and killed my dog. I was suddenly not scared anymore. Jasper had advised me Dominique had kidnapped, tortured and murdered Honey Bunches of Oats not just because it was important to be clear about what was happening and how large a threat he was. He told me so that I would quit being scared and get mad. AND FUCKING MAD I WAS. “Where is that fucker?” I spat nails. “Where the fuck is that piece of vamp trash? I’m going to drive a stake through every God damn inch of his body!” Jasper said: 



“I don’t know where he is, Christian, but we will find him,” and then added, “so hang onto that rage.” 



I hung on for several more hours during which Donal went downstairs to sleep and the twins and I puttered around the lounge and paced the length of the pool. It was two, three, four a.m. and men were up and music was playing and people were fucking in the cubicles, steam room and sauna. 

Jacob, Joshua and I ignored them and they gave us a wide berth. Everyone was aware of Honey Bunches of Oats’ kidnapping because everyone had helped look for her, and the guests who had come in after the search learned from others. People were sympathetic, but it was the annual Sissy Fest and they wanted to have fun and get laid. Had I not been so upset I would have taken the twins to some private part of the club and brooded where no one could see us. I didn’t care though. Not only was my dog gone and probably dead, I was next on Dominique’s hit list and as such, I wasn’t concerned about spoiling anyone’s good time with my pacing and scowling. 



Finally, just as the sky was lightening and SBA’s guests had either hooked up, passed out or gone home and Jasper was about to retreat to his basement apartment, we heard a loud banging on the front door. Joshua had nodded off on a couch in the lounge and was too exhausted to be roused by the banging or any other thing. Jacob had produced an ipod and was listening to music with his eyes closed. That left Jasper and me to answer the front door. Actually, that left me as the building faced east and it was getting kind of light. I stepped outside and picked it up. To my surprise and concern, Jasper followed me outside, braving the lightening sky. “It could be a bomb,” he said reaching for the box. “I’d survive it.” I didn’t give him a chance to take it, instead opening it to find Honey Bunches of Oats. And she wasn’t dead. She was awake. I burst into tears at the sight of her. Jasper expressed no such joy or relief; indeed, he closed the box and hurried it and me inside the building. 

I entered the lounge and opened the box back up, pulled Honey Bunches of Oats out, and held her up for Jacob, whose eyes had opened, to see. He shot to his feet and roused his brother. They approached me, smiling wildly, their eyes welling with tears of relief. 



OK, the following happened really fast, but I’ll describe it as accurately as I can. Through my tears I noticed something different about Honey Bunches of Oats. First was her eyes. They were clear and not bugged out like they had been from the moment I picked her up off the rainy street in Orlando’s red light district. They were clear and alert and it was clear she could see, you know, clearly. She was also really well groomed and her nails were nicely trimmed and even buffed, as with an Emory board. She appeared to have been groomed really well and completely cured of her blindness. I noticed this in the moment I held her up for the twins to see. In the next moment they booked over 144 



to me and Jasper grabbed me from behind and my formerly old, blind Peke bit the fuck out of my right wrist and started sucking. 



My dog had been turned. She was a vampire, and I am not making this up. 



The twins hurried to us because they were excited to see Honey Bunches of Oats. Jasper grabbed me because he knew what had happened, had considered it right after she was taken and realized it the moment I opened the box. He wanted to get to her before she could get to me. He was too late. 



Honey Bunches of Oats didn’t take much blood out of me. Just a few ounces. In spite of his concern, once she had her fangs in me Jasper let her go. The twins were too stunned to do anything. 

I had been bit by tons of scared or aggressive Superior Mutts so I was used to it. The sucking part was a little alarming but I didn’t pull her off me and, again, she finished quickly. When she was done she licked her chops and then smiled at me. She did. I could tell. She recognized me by my scent and everything, I guess, but Honey Bunches of Oats, whom I had had for years, had never seen me. I think she liked what she saw. Jasper said, “She’s been turned.” I wanted to say, you think? but chose not to. Instead I said: 



“Does that mean she just turned me? Or did she just need to feed?” It was strange how calm I was. 

Actually I wasn’t calm. OK, I was, about her being a vampire because I hadn’t had an opportunity to consider the implications. I was excited to see her and see her so well. And I was happy she could see me. 



“No,” said Jasper. He looked around at the club members and guests, some of whom had 

participated in the search of the evening before, all of whom had seen Honey Bunches of Oats feed off my wrist. “Let’s take her downstairs.” Jasper led the way. I carried my new pet vampire dog. 

The twins followed. We met Donal. He had just woken up and was on his way upstairs to shower. 

He and Jasper sat on their bed. I took a chair and held Honey Bunches of Oats in my lap. Joshua and Jacob stood on either side of me. Jasper explained everything to Donal in two sentences and then said to me, “She didn’t change you. She’d have to drain all the blood out of you and let you drink hers. It’s hard to do for even experienced vampires. She could never do it being, what, ten pounds?” 



“Well that’s a relief,” I responded, again having not considered what her being a vampire meant. 

Knowing it was not good news, Jacob asked: 



“What does this mean?” 



“Well,” Jasper began, “it means Honey Bunches of Oats is immortal. She needs blood, canine or human, to survive. She can’t be out during the day. She will outlive all of you…” Joshua continued, only half seriously: 



“Holy water burns her. She can’t tolerate garlic. A crucifix will repel her…” Jasper shook his head. 



“All myths.” I stroked her fantastic looking fur and said: 



“So it’s not so bad, really. I mean, I keep her until I die and then will her to you.” Jasper sighed and said: 
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“It’s really bad, Christian. Dominique did this, and not out of kindness.” 



“He didn’t kill her,” I said. 



“No, but he’s playing with you. He’s letting you know your loved ones are within his reach. In changing her he’s separating her from you.” I saw his point, but figured if Donal could satisfy Jasper’s need for blood I could certainly feed Honey Bunches of Oats. “He got to her, Christian,” 

Jasper said and then looked from Joshua to Jacob. “You two are in danger.” I was instantly concerned and said: 



“Will he change them?” Jasper shrugged and said: 



“Maybe. Or kill them. If he wanted to kill you, Christian, you would be dead already. Dominique followed you around the country, revealing himself to you here and there. He bore his fangs to you at the concert and then kidnapped and turned your dog. He’s stepping things up. There’s no telling what he’ll do next, but it’ll be something.” Jasper looked at the twins again. “It’s probably going to be to one or both of you.” Quickly, I said to my friends: 



“You have to go. Back home. Or to Bangkok or wherever you were planning to spend the summer.” 

The twins looked from me to each other and communicated. Jacob said: 



“No.” Jasper said: 



“Yes. You should go. He could follow you, but I doubt it. He’ll come after Christian directly.” He looked at Honey Bunches of Oats, who was asleep on my lap, “He’s come this far. He’s made a move. He’s done following and stalking.” 



“Joshua, Jacob,” I said, slowly. “You should go away. Right now. Take the car. Ditch it. Steal another. Go back to Michigan, or anyplace. Hide and lay low.” The twins looked from me to each other and communicated. Joshua said: 



“No.” 



“Why?” I asked. Jacob answered without hesitation: 



“Because, Christian, you wouldn’t leave us.” He was right of course. Nevertheless I replied: 



“Yes, I know, but I have no judgment.” Joshua shook his head and said: 



“Yes you do. OK, no you don’t, but that’s not the point. The point is, you look out for your friends.” 



“This isn’t your thing, Joshua.” He looked from me to the quiet little ball of vampire fluff on my lap and said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats wasn’t your ‘thing,’ Christian.” 



“Eleanor van der Walls wasn’t your thing, either,” Jacob said. “Or that retarded man whose uncle was pimping him. That wasn’t your ‘thing.’” 
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“Or Dondi,” Joshua continued, “or that kid on that swim team in Satellite Beach. Or Joelle.” 



“She killed herself, Joshua.” 



“You released her,” he said, confidently. Jacob continued: 



“Or Girly-Girl, or those people in Wayward…” 



“I get your point,” I said, uncomfortable with this list of strangers I had helped over the years. No one said anything for two or three moments. Then Donal asked: 



“What do we do?” We all looked at Jasper, who said: 



“We stick together. And then we go after him and kill him.” 



“OK, super,” I said, casually. Jasper frowned. 



“He’s not going to go away until he’s dead or you are, Christian. Dominique’s been around for tens of thousands of years. Life gets dull and repetitious when you’re that old. He probably doesn’t even care that you killed Rory. He just needs something to occupy himself.” I rolled my eyes. 



“Great.” So funny, but I was kind of unconcerned. I had been unconcerned about meeting Chaz in Anal Alley, though I was in danger for my life. Ditto confronting William Bishop in his Miami home. I was forty-four. Middle-aged, but my life had been full and though I would be sad not to spend the second half of it with Linden and my family and friends, I’d get over it. Or I wouldn’t care because I’d be dead. I was more concerned with Joshua and Jacob, and my other friends and loved ones whom Dominique might hurt just to fuck with me. That bothered me, enough to say: 



“I’m concerned with Joshua and Jacob, and my other friends and loved ones whom Dominique might hurt just to fuck with me.” The others considered this and I said, “So I think I should take myself out, so he’ll give up and move on.” That I hadn’t planned to say, but it came out and it made sense. The others didn’t say no right away, which kind of pissed me off initially. Ultimately, though, I admired their grasp of things. Jasper said: 



“Let’s try and take him out first.” 



“OK,” I said. “How?” He didn’t answer immediately, because he had no immediate answer. Jacob did. He looked at Joshua, communicating it, non-verbally, to him first. They agreed and Jacob said: 



“We’ll be bait.” 



“No,” I said, right away. “Let me just cut my throat or take pills or something.” My tone was flippant but they knew I was serious. 



“He could still fuck with us,” Joshua said. “Or someone else. He’s been around forever, amusing himself turning people’s pets into vampires and killing their friends.” He looked at Jasper for confirmation and he nodded. “He’ll keep doing it, too.” Jasper continued nodding and said: 147 





“He’s not a nice vampire. Ephraim kept him on the straight and narrow for a little while, but he’s gone rogue. He’s gotta go.” I looked around the room. Everyone’s expressions agreed Dominique had to go. To the twins I said: 



“I’ll be bait. You hit the road.” Jacob sighed and said, slowly: 



“You don’t get to have all the fun, Christian. You don’t get to enjoy all the adventures.” He looked from me to his brother, who added: 



“You don’t think Jacob and I came with you so we could learn Portuguese and tan ourselves on Superior Bodies patios.” They had made their decision. I wouldn’t waste anyone’s time arguing the point and just nodded. 



“So, what do we do now?” I asked, well, everyone. 



“I don’t know,” Jasper answered. “Maybe something will occur to me while I’m sleeping.” That was our signal to go upstairs so he could. Without thinking, I carried Honey Bunches of Oats halfway up the stairs. “Christian,” Jasper said and looked at my dog. MY dog. The implication of her being a vampire hit me then. Hard. I looked from him to her, walked back down the stairs and handed her to him. 



I walked back upstairs fighting tears. 



Donal got to work while the twins and I returned to the patio and secured three adjacent chaise-lounges. “What should we do today?” I asked them. Neither could think of anything. “Dominique’s also asleep, wherever he is. He’s no threat to us during the day.” Neither was comforted. “We could go back to that festival,” I suggested. Neither even replied. “OK,” I said and then tried to be quiet. 

Failing, I said, “I just can’t sit here. Or stay here. I’ve got to move. I’ve got to do something.” I stood up and disrobed. I found someone with swim goggles and asked if I could borrow them. As I put them on I said to Joshua and Jacob, “I wish Linden was here,” and, “but I’m glad he’s not.” I entered the water and did laps, uninterrupted, for a solid hour. 



While I was swimming the twins ordered breakfast to be delivered. They got me something vegan, a plain biscuit I think. After exhausting myself in the pool I joined them at a patio table and we ate. 

Then we returned to our chaise-lounges and napped. It was mid-afternoon when we woke up. 

Someone asked us if we wanted to play water volleyball. Joshua and I said yes. Jacob sat the game out. Several people hit on me. I turned them all down, though two of them tempted me. I had never been tempted to cheat on Linden. Ever. That I was then was evidence of what a mess I was over Dominique’s threat. Honey Bunches of Oats was lost to me, kind of. I mean, I didn’t begrudge her immortality and sight. She was just different. She might be a threat to other dogs, but not to me, and I would keep her fed and accommodate her schedule as long as I lived. What preyed on my mind was the danger the twins and everyone else I knew was in because some zillion year-old vampire was bored. 



When the game was over Joshua relaxed on a chaise-lounge and Jacob and I went into the lounge and joined some other guests as they watched “Priscilla, Queen of the Desert.” Afterward, Joshua joined us for “Jeffrey.” When that was over Donal asked us if we wanted to back to the festival with 148 



him to see Gordon Lightfoot and I burst out laughing. Donal took it well. Indeed, I think he was glad something amused me. “Sure,” I said. “But when does he go on? We’re going to need to be back by dark so bitch Dominique doesn’t kill any of us.” 



“He’s going on at seven-thirty,” Donal said. I nodded. “It’s in ten minutes.” 



“OK, then.” The twins and I got right up, secured drinks from the lounge’s vending machines, and left the building with Donal. Eight blocks later we were back at St. Francis Park. Gordon Lightfoot was going to perform on the same stage that hosted Anne Murray the night before, and the crowd was as large. These Canadians loved their Canadian-born light rockers. The four of us stood around and made small talk and people watched while we waited for the show to start. It took kind of a while. At five minutes to eight I asked Donal if he was sure Lightfoot wasn’t starting later. 



“Yeah,” he said. “He’s starting earlier ‘cause Bryan Adams goes on at ten.” I burst out laughing again, though not as hard ‘cause Bryan Adams wasn’t as silly-campy. My laughter was interrupted by Lightfoot’s bass player, who told the crowd: 



“Thank you all for coming out to see Gordon. I have some bad news. Gordon’s had a family emergency and he’s going to be about an hour late tonight, if he goes on at all. I’m sorry folks.” A groan echoed through the crowd. “Like I said, I’m really sorry. I should know in about twenty minutes if he’s going on at all. I hope you’ll stay. Maybe with your encouragement he’ll go on.” 

Whatever, was my first thought. My second was that Donal and I had done a kick-ass version of 

“You Needed Me,” as we walked to the park the night before. My third was that we should entertain the crowd while we waited for Gordon Lightfoot to sort things out with his family. 



Though I would have grabbed Donal and dragged him onto the stage under any circumstances, the Honey Bunches of Oats/Dominique thing made me care even less whether someone would object. I climbed on stage, took the mike from the bass player and told him to assemble the band. “We’re opening with ‘If You Could Read My Mind,’” I said, “And not that gay version he does, either. I’m gonna need you to wail on it, like those chicks from that “Studio 54” movie.” When the bassist hesitated I snapped my fingers three times in his face. That and my expression and tone lit a fire under him and he assembled the band onstage. Someone found a mike for Donal and I told him we would alternate verses. “On three,” I said, and counted. The keyboardist began a soft intro to the song, and then the rest of the band joined him in a hard pop version that made my heart race with excitement. I looked from the band to the crowd to Donal, who appeared to be as excited. I began singing. Donal joined me for the first chorus, for which the band provided back up, and Donal took the second verse. The crowd liked what they heard. 



Donal, Gordon Lightfoot’s band and I followed our successful first song with Looking Glass’ 

“Brandy,” and followed that with the Doobie Brothers’ “Echoes of Love.” Alone, Donal sang 

“Surrender” by that band whose name I can’t remember. Next, the two of us wailed on Earth, Wind 

& Fire’s “September.” Though we had the crowd three measures into our first song, “September” 

was their favorite. I was having a grand old time and Donal, whose voice is stronger than mine, was having the time of his life. So much fun were we having we forgot completely about Dominique and vampires and, well, the time. After “September,” which began as the sun was setting, we reprised our “You Needed Me” from the night before, ‘cause we felt like we needed to cool things down a bit. My plan was to follow that with “Stony End” and then hit the road. I didn’t get that far because halfway through  it I noticed Joshua waving his arms in the crowd. I looked around him for 149 



Jacob, didn’t see him, and realized it was dark and Dominique had him. I dropped the microphone in the middle of the song and leapt off the stage. Donal was a half a beat behind me. We rushed up to Joshua who confirmed Jacob was missing. “Fuck!” I shouted, and then told Donal to call Jasper. 



“No need,” he said, and the three of us saw Jasper run toward us quickly, but slowly enough for people not to think he had super human speed. 



“Why are you still out?” he asked, annoyed. Before I could explain that Donal and I were entertaining Assisi while Gordon Lightfoot was arguing with family members on his cell phone, Joshua said: 



“Jacob’s missing.” 



“Fuck,” Jasper shouted, and then said, firmly, “We’re going back to the club. Everyone stay together.” His eyes settled on Joshua, who replied: 



“No. I’m looking for my brother.” 



“No,” Jasper said, “Dominique could break your neck as easily as the rest of the world can fart. 

Fuck emotion, nobility and drama, you can follow me back to the club where I can protect you, or I’ll carry you.” Joshua nodded with his eyelids. Gordon Lightfoot took the stage and shouted an acknowledgement to me and Donal for entertaining his fans during the delay. I didn’t hear what he said specifically as I was too distracted by Jacob’s disappearance. I figured it out, though, when the people surrounding us sort of descended on Donal and me with their thanks and compliments. The bit of chaos this attention caused gave Joshua the opportunity to take off. Free from the crowd, Jasper, Donal and I looked at each other, saw Joshua was gone, and shouted, in concert, “Fuck!” 



Jasper led us around the park a bit trying to pick up Jacob or Joshua’s scent. He was able to identify both, but neither led him anywhere but back toward the club. Nevertheless, we poked around for another thirty minutes, just to tell ourselves we were doing something worthwhile. Finally, Jasper led us back to SBA. Things were jumping when we arrived, even more so than the two days before. 

I said, “I didn’t think it could get more crowded,” just to have something to say. 



“It’ll get even more crowded until Saturday night, when it’ll be bursting at the seams.” Donal’s heart wasn’t in the conversation, either. 



“Where’s Honey Bunches of Oats?” I asked Jasper, who led me down to the apartment. She was chewing on a rawhide, but ingesting none of it. Still I said: 



“I better take her out.” Reluctantly, ‘cause he didn’t want to remind me again about her being a vampire, he said: 



“There’s no need anymore.” I sat on the floor next to her, gathered her in my arms and burst into tears. I cried harder when she bit my wrist again, to feed. When she was done sucking my blood she licked my face and I stopped crying. 



What now?” I needed Jasper to have an answer. The best he could come up with was: 
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“Wait, to see what he does.” It was a lousy answer, but it was an answer. I could think of no better one and found myself thinking that while vampires have super strength and speed, they didn’t have superior intelligence. I said: 



“Do you mind if I just hang out here with her for a little while?” My hosts nodded and went upstairs. I held Honey Bunches of Oats for an hour during which she continued licking my face and then returned to the rawhide. I feel asleep at some point and woke up to Donal. 



“Christian, come with me quickly.” I had been lying on the carpet. Donal had Honey Bunches of Oats in his arm. “Now,” he said, firmly. I jumped to my feet and followed him up the stairs and to the cubicle that had been reserved for Jacob. Donal opened the door where I saw Jasper sitting next to the narrow bed on which Jacob shook from side to side, half-conscious. 



“Has he been bitten?” I asked, as Donal and I entered the small cubicle and shut the door. Jasper nodded. “Turned?” I asked, leaning over my friend and examining his neck. Jasper nodded. “Any sign of Joshua?” I asked, knowing if there was he’d be in the room with us. Jasper shook his head. 

Then he held up a note to me that had been pinned to Jacob’s t-shirt. It said:  



“Don’t put on any shows tonight. You’re going to need to meet me at dusk. I‘ll let you know where.” 



“Well,” I said. “This just sucks more and more.” It was no sooner out of my mouth than still-delirious Jacob roused himself enough to snap his new fangs toward me. Anticipating this, Jasper stuck his hand between his mouth and my neck. “Yeah, it sucks more and more.” I fought back tears as I watched Jacob bite Jasper’s wrist and suck hungrily on his blood. 



Thirty minutes later Jacob was sitting up on the bed, himself again, except for being a vampire and all. He said, “Joshua told us we should go back to the club when it got dark. I was enjoying your show and insisted we stay.” 



“Where did he take you?” I asked. He shrugged and said: 



“He knocked me out. I don’t remember anything between the concert and waking up here.” I looked at Jasper and asked: 



“What does he smell like?” 



“His brother,” Jasper said. “The scent’s strong, and recent. Wherever he was, he was with Joshua.” 



“Anything else?” Jasper said, helplessly: 



“St. Francis Park. And our laundry detergent.” I wasn’t discouraged. 



“That means he hid them someplace in the park.” Jacob, Jasper and Donal looked at me. “He doesn’t smell of any other place, does he?” They understood. “Joshua’s in St. Francis Park. So is Dominique. He’s sleeping there, or will be soon.” No one disagreed. I looked at Jacob and Jasper and said, “You go to bed with Honey Bunches of Oats and Donal and I will search the park for places a vampire could sleep. 
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“It’ll have to be big enough for Joshua to be with him,” Jacob said. 



“Assuming he’s alive,” I said. Jacob winced. I didn’t care. OK, I did. A lot, but I didn’t have time to be gentle or offer false hope. Indeed, I added, “He could make you an immortal and kill your brother, forcing you to live forever without him.” 



“Christian,” Jasper admonished me. 



“I didn’t say it to be cruel.” Jasper opened his mouth to respond and Jacob held up his hand. 



“It’s OK. It already occurred to me.” We all looked at each other, silently. Then Jacob said, “I’m still hungry. What should I do?” Jasper said: 



“I’m spent, and Donal’s going to need to feed me soon. Christian needs his energy for the search.” 

He paused. “Let me find someone who’s passed out drunk and you can feed on him.” Jacob nodded, his face as sad and defeated as could be. “I need to be with you so you don’t take too much. It’s hard to know when to stop when you’re new.” Jacob nodded again. To Donal and me, Jasper said, 

“You better go.” Donal opened the cubicle door and stepped out first, I began to follow him but turned around and said: 



“I’m sorry, Jacob.” I made no vow to find Joshua and offered him no hope or comfort. I just apologized. 



“Thank you,” Jacob said, appreciating my not bs-ing him with any stupid platitudes. Then I left. 



Donal and I walked to St. Francis Park in silence. It was early, about seven a.m. We passed a convenience store and I bought us coffees. I said little but my mind was racing with terrible thoughts. Among them was how Jacob wouldn’t have been snatched and Joshua wouldn’t have gone after him and gotten snatched if I hadn’t dragged Donal onstage to sing seventies songs. As if reading my mind Donal said, “It’s not your fault, Christian. Or mine. They knew the risk of staying out past sundown. They could have left when you told them to. They’re adults.” He was right, so I said: 



“Thank you,” sincerely, but without enthusiasm. We entered the park by the statue of St. Francis. 

All but a few of the individual tents were covered and secured for the night, their owners—artists, food vendors, business people and others—were still asleep or elsewhere. “He could be in any one of these tents,” I said. Singular. He. Not they. I assumed Joshua was dead and his body would be deposited at the front of SBA that night or the following morning. Or maybe the next night. Torture us with worry for a day or two and then destroy us with his death. “What day is it?” I asked Donal. 



“Wednesday.” 



“Oh.” It didn’t matter, but I was glad to know. Donal and I walked around the lake checking out the mostly covered tents and then around the streets bordering the park, 



“He won’t be in any of the booths. They’ll be open and he can’t spend the day in them, even if one of them were his.” 
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“Then where is he?” I said, mostly to myself, as I stood behind the St. Francis statue and scanned the entire park: tents, lake, fountain, swan boats, port-o-lets and everything else. I shook my head and said, “You should get back, Donal. They’ll need you at the club.” He shook his head and said: 



“This is more important.” I shook my head and said: 



“This is a waste of time.” He shook his head. 



“Not if it keeps you busy.” I stopped shaking my head and so did he. 



“Put me to work at the club today.” 



“OK.” 







I spent the day working at SBA, doing laundry. I hadn’t done laundry since Superior Bodies Boston opened. That’s wrong. I had done laundry since then, both at my house and SB Orlando. I hadn’t done as much laundry as I did that Wednesday in August in Assisi, Ontario, Canada, than I had since Superior Bodies Boston opened. I thought of Joshua and Jacob the entire time. And Honey Bunches of Oats. And Linden. I thought of calling Linden several times. I felt bad for not having done so already. Then I thought how useless it would be to worry him about something he couldn’t help. Then I thought he would want to know if I were in trouble, just as I would want to know if he was in trouble. We had no secrets, he and I. None. At least I had none and I think he had none either. Neither. Either. A couple of times I took breaks and one time I nearly dialed. I had last spoken to him late Sunday night between Assisis. I was overdue to call him. He was overdue to call me. I determined to wait until he called me. I would have to tell him what was happening when he did. Then he would insist on coming to help me. And he would be snatched. He would call and I would lie to him and say things were fine. He would know I was lying. What a dilemma. I focused on stained sheets and shut my phone off. 



The second shift showed up at six p.m. I showered, ordered Chinese, ate, and turned on my phone as the sun set. There were two messages. One was from Linden, checking in. The other was from Dominique. He said, “Meet me at the St. Francis statue at ten p.m. alone. If you bring Jasper or Jacob, Joshua dies.” He paused as I wondered if Joshua was even alive. He continued, “Say hello to your friend.” He must have removed a gag, ’cause Joshua suddenly screamed: 



“Run, Christian! RUN!!!” 



I didn’t tell anyone about the message. I’m a really bad liar, so I pretended to be asleep when Jasper, Jacob and Honey Bunches of Oats woke up. I set my cell phone to nine-fifty and read magazines in my cubicle. When the alarm went off I snuck out of the building. I walked eight blocks to the park. Some other singer was playing that night. I didn’t recognize the name and figured it was a Canadian I hadn’t heard of. The audience wasn’t as large as the ones for Anne Murray or Gordon Lightfoot. Whatever. I went to the statue and looked around. There were plenty of people milling about though, like that morning, the exhibitor tents were closed and sealed. My phone rang. It was an unknown number. I answered it with a “Yeah.” 
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“Christian, this is Dominique.” 



“Get to the point,” I said, assuming a friendly greeting or polite small talk wouldn’t suddenly make him nice. 



“You didn’t run,” Dominique said. He wanted to engage in cryptic conversation and after having washed semen, feces and blood-stained sheets all day, I didn’t. 



“What do you want me to do?” I asked, flatly. Dominique grunted once and asked, smoothly: 



“See the fountain?” 



“Yes.” 



“Joshua and I are inside it.” Though it was dark and the fountain was running, colored lights illuminated its structure. I couldn’t make out a door on it, though there was one on the fountain at Lake Eola in Orlando. 



“Again, what do you want me to do?” Dominique didn’t grunt, but he said, less smoothly: 



“I want you to swim out to it.” I looked at the distance, considered the effort and said: 



“No.” 



“NO?” Dominique shouted, completely unsmoothly. 



“I’ve been working all day and I’m tired, and I don’t feel like getting wet.” He calmed down a bit and said: 



“If you don’t swim out here I’m going to kill Joshua.” Mocking the smooth tone with which he had begun the conversation, I said: 



“You’re going to kill him anyway, so why should I be inconvenienced?” 



“YOU FUCKING MORTAL ASSHOLE!” Dominique was angry. 



“Baby, have I made you angry?” I asked, the height of calm condescension. Dominique paused, pulling himself together and then began: 



“You fucking faggot…” I interrupted him: 



“You call yourself Dominique and I’m the faggot?” Then I laughed. Then I heard Joshua scream and stopped. Mr. Smooth again, Dominique said: 



“He either dies quickly or slowly. You have fifteen minutes.” Then he hung up. I did, too. I sighed and figured I was dead one way or another. If not then, then tomorrow, or next week or next year. I couldn’t kill Dominique. I didn’t have vampire slayer tools or training. The best I could do would 154 



be to sacrifice myself and pray Joshua and I enjoyed quick deaths. 



I wrote Linden and Matthew text messages that said, “I love you,” and programmed them to be sent at midnight. Then I took off my shoes, shirt and pants and wrapped my phone in them. I stuck the bundle in a garbage can that had been recently emptied. On the very slim chance I survived the night I could retrieve my stuff before someone collected it. 



I squeezed between two tents and approached the edge of the lake. I dipped my toe in the water. It was cold. “Fuck,” I said. Then I walked in the water quickly and dove underneath it. It was summer, but it was Canada and I was freezing. I swam quickly, freestyle for as long as I could hold a breath, and then breast stroke the rest of the way. Though it was night and the festival was over for the day, the swan boats were running and I found myself stopping and treading water a couple of times until they passed. My teeth were shivering and I was really tired. In spite of my fatigue and having to stop twice for traffic, I got to the fountain in fifteen minutes. Or maybe twenty, but I didn’t think Dominique would mind if I were a few minutes late. Even if he couldn’t smell me in the water, I was sure he had super-human vision and could see me coming. He wouldn’t want to kill Joshua, or even begin torturing him, until I arrived. Five minutes was a blink of an eye…infinitesimally less than a blink of an eye, to someone who had lived through several rises and falls of the human race. 



I swam under the St. Francis Park fountain’s spray and climbed onto its…I don’t know what you call it, structure? There was a handrail and a place to stand. There was a door, too. A small one. Just large enough for Cousin It to fit through. I grabbed the handrail, lifted my cold wet self onto the structure and knocked on the Cousin It door. It opened and I saw the handsome blonde vamp who had traveled with Ephraim and his crew, stalked us for weeks, turned my dog and friend and kidnapped his brother. Dominique snarled at me, all blond hair, pale eyes and bleached fangs. At the same time Joshua spat out his gag and again screamed for me to “RUN,” Dominique lunged for me, attempting to grab who knows what ‘cause I was naked but for wet boxers—My hair? My nose?—but before his hands touched me a wet bundle of fur shot past me, over my left shoulder, and fastened itself on the right side of his neck. Are you sitting down? I know I’ve asked it before, but are you? It was my rescuer and hero(ine), Miss Honey Bunches of Oats and I am not kidding. 

She shot her canine vampire Pekingese ass out of the water after having followed me from the club and swam (swum?) behind me to the fountain, and flew out of the water at handsome-but-totally-evil Dominique’s neck. The second she latched on, Joshua shouted, “Christian, the rod, impale him!” I looked around the tiny interior of the fountain thing and saw a metal…rod I guess it was. I picked it up and before Dominique could remove Honey Bunches of Oats’ canine canines from his neck, stuck one end of the rod into his chest as hard as I could. 



Well, wouldn’t you know it, the rod was a nice size and everything, but Dominique was wearing a black silk shirt, the poser, and his skin was vampire tough and the rod had two blunt ends. Long story short, it didn’t break skin, at first. As he struggled with my formerly old, blind dog, I pushed the rod as hard as I could into his chest. It just wasn’t happening, though. In seconds Dominique managed to pull Honey Bunches of Oats off his neck, though she took a hunk of it with her. He threw her against the interior of the fountain wall, which was, OK, just inches away from us. 

Having failed to impale him and seeing his neck so vulnerable, I lunged at him and sunk my human teeth into his wound as hard as I could. It was kind of useless but it startled him and bought Honey Bunches of Oats time to recover and chew through the rope binding Joshua’s wrists. Free of them, but not the rope that bound his ankles, he hopped over to me at the moment Dominique recovered from the shock of a human biting his vampire neck, and threw me off. Joshua grabbed the rod and 155 



stuck it in his chest, or at it, ‘cause he was no more successful at breaking skin than I had been. 

Honey Bunches of Oats grabbed the rod, too, and, recovered from having been slammed against the wall, I joined them. The three of us pushed as hard as we could and, finally, sunk the pole into Dominique’s chest. “DIE BITCH!” I howled. Joshua was concentrating too hard on driving the blunt rod as far as he could to shout anything, but Honey Bunches of Oats was barking up a storm, and I’m sure if I could have understood her, her language would have melted my ears. 



So, that all happened really fast. And then Dominique dissolved into what would have been ash had there not been a puddle at the bottom of the little room. Whatever powder he became got all wet and turned to a thin mud. It’s hard to describe and not really germane. He was dead was the thing. 



Joshua hugged me and Honey Bunches of Oats, who accepted his thanks by finding his wrist and biting it. All that heroism apparently worked up an appetite in our girl. Funny, no one taught her to feed at the wrist instead of the neck. She just knew it, and a good thing, too. After she was through I asked Joshua if he had the strength to swim back. “Hell, yeah,” he said, his body still flush with adrenaline. I opened the Cousin It door and the three of us stepped out and jumped into the water. 

Joshua and I swam back breast stroke while Honey Bunches of Oats did the you-know-what paddle. 

I’m certain with her super-canine vampire strength and everything she could have zoomed through the water fast enough to cause a wake. She hung back with us, though. 



As we swam Joshua asked about Jacob. “He said he turned him. Is it true?” I was all about honesty and said: 



“Yes.” Joshua grimaced. I shrugged, as much as someone can shrug while swimming, and said, “So, he turns you, and you, he and Honey Bunches of Oats live happily ever after…forever.” Joshua didn’t respond. “You must have thought about it as you sat there for, how long?” He nodded, as much as someone can nod while swimming, and said: 



“I did. I guess it wouldn’t be so bad.” We were silent for a moment, then he said, “I’d miss our parents, though.” 



“Yeah, but you’d remember them,” I said. We were close enough to shore to stand, though I chose to keep swimming ‘cause the bottom of the lake was slimy. 



“Yeah, we would remember them…” As we hauled our wet, exhausted selves out of the water and collapsed on the grass Joshua looked as if he wanted to say something else. 



“What?” I asked. He hesitated. Honey Bunches of Oats shook herself. I wrung out my hair and Joshua said: 



“We’d remember you, too, Christian Gallagher.” I smiled, leaned over, kissed Joshua and Honey Bunches of Oats and said: 



“I’m sure you would, Joshua Kelly. I’ve never been more sure of anything.” 
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Michigan, by accident, and there was a week-long festival in the Canadian Assisi. Donal is SBA’s general manager, and he does look like me ten years ago. A lot of people said that…more than I’ve mentioned. We did sing “You Needed Me” to the twins as we walked from the club to the park to see Anne Murray, but neither of us opened for Gordon Lightfoot. Indeed, he started his performance right on time. 



The fact is, nothing remarkable occurred the week we spent in Assisi. Donal was nice and the club was clean, well run and busy. The festival was fun for twenty minutes. The rest of the week we worked, hard, to keep it running smoothly and to pass the time. By Wednesday night the three of us were ready to go to the next Superior Bodies. Still, there was the Saturday night party for which Hassler had sent funds to Donal. It was a nice affair, but the whole week had been a party in Assisi and we were so over the club and the city. The staff and guests were exhausted. It was an OK affair. 

We should have visited a different week, or not at all. They didn’t need the publicity our presence generated. I mean, they had Anne Murray, Gordon Lightfoot and Bryan Adams singing eight blocks away. A cubicle at SBA was already the hottest ticket in town. 



I made up Jasper the vampire, too, just as I had made him up the night my English class and I spent holed up in one of the Montverde buildings the night of Hurricane Harriett. I had told my students so many true stories I wanted to challenge myself by telling them a fictional one, made up on the spot, and I had vampires on the brain after having just watched…something with vampires. Like all writers of fiction, I based Jasper on a real person, and while Honey Bunches of Oats certainly would have rescued me and Joshua had she been a vampire dog and Dominique had tried to hurt us, the real Jasper gave his life trying to rescue Aki when the Jeffcoat family took her and Linden hostage He is the true hero of this story, and Linden, Rhoda, Aki, Jasper’s dog Cindy and I will never forget him. 
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Chapter 7: 

Kingdom Come 




I put Crawford Welch on speaker phone and said, “OK, who’s idea was it to open a Superior Bodies Kingdom Come?” I was driving. Joshua was riding shotgun and Jacob was lying across the back seat with Honey Bunches of Oats reading the very simple copy on the Kingdom Come, Maine, website on his cell phone. 



“Well,” he began, awkwardly. Then he stopped. 



“Population four hundred fifty,“ Jacob said. “Four-fifty.” 



“Welch?” I prompted. 



“Oh, yeah, well, Hassler didn’t open it.” 



“You didn’t?” 



“No,” the corporate yes-man said, proud not to have opened Superior Bodies Kingdom Come. 



“Well, I didn’t.” 



“Who did?” asked Joshua. 



“This is a good one, boys.” Whatever, just get on with it. “George Mayne opened it. He’s the widower of Lorraine LeMieux.” 



“Ewwwww,” I said immediately. Jacob sat up and he and his brother looked at me for an explanation. “LeMieux Furs.” They hadn’t heard of it, which didn’t surprise me because I hadn’t heard of it for thirty years. Welch said: 



“Lorraine LeMieux died in 2006. George Mayne turned the LeMieux mansion into a Superior Bodies two months later.” 



“Oh?” 



“Yes.” 



“A franchise? Like Tampa?” 



“Not exactly….” Welch was being cryptic. I wasn’t having it. 



“Talk, quickly, or die.” He talked: 



“Mayne had heard of Superior Bodies and he wanted to turn the LeMieux mansion into one after his wife died. So he did. She died in June and Superior Bodies Kingdom Come opened Labor Day weekend.” 



“Opened to whom?” I asked. “There are fewer than five hundred people in the town.” 
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“Wealthy gay men fly there,” Welch said. “It’s an exclusive resort, kind of. Very expensive. Or it could be. Mayne doesn’t charge much. Or didn’t. We insisted, for perception. There’s nothing special about a weekend stay in an enormous mansion with servants and amenities and its own airstrip when it costs twenty-four ninety-five a night.” I agreed. “Mayne doesn’t need the money. 

Hassler gets a piece. I don’t know what he does with the rest of it. Or, I don’t know what he did…” 

Welch’s tone got cryptic again. 



“Welch,” I snapped. I wouldn’t miss these preliminary conversations with him. 



“Mayne opened the…resort in 2006 without Hassler‘s knowledge or approval. Our legal department contacted him about his use of the name. His attorney suggested a deal and we agreed. Word spread among wealthy gay men and couples and Kingdom Come began receiving visitors right away. 

People were curious. The mansion is breathtaking. Lorraine LeMieux had been a recluse. Beautiful in her youth. Headstrong. George had been handsome as a young man. There was a mystique about the place that appealed to gays.” 



“Except those who find the torture and murder of small animals for their fur abhorrent,” I said, more to myself than anyone, especially Welch. He waited until I said, “Continue.” 



“Well, things were going well and he was busy for eighteen months. Then, after New Years, 2008, people stopped going. They said it was haunted, by Lorraine.” Hmmm. I thought about the LeMieux mansion being a Superior Bodies that was haunted by Lorraine. It would have been interesting if I didn’t find the industry that built it so disgusting. Still… “It gets an occasional visitor. Some people don’t mind the haunting, or they say they don’t. They generally don’t return…” Welch got cryptic for the last time during that conversation, because I said: 



“OKthanksbye,” and hung up on him. Jacob said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats wants to know how many miles we’ve gone.” Joshua consulted the GPS. 



“Seventy-five.” Jacob said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats wants to know how many more miles we have.” Joshua consulted the GPS. 



“Close to nine hundred.” 



“Italian or Japanese?” I asked the twins. Joshua said: 



“Why don’t we read the novel, from the guy in the artists colony.” It was a good idea and I said so. 

Jacob dug it out of somewhere and began reading. It was a memoir, fake, I think because the author was kind of a nerd and the protagonist was a tough guy raised by a junkie stripper mother in New Orleans who becomes a gangster and then a corrupt Louisiana state senator who is ultimately redeemed after Hurricane Katrina devastates his district. It sounds trite, but it was really good. The prose was rich and, though generally dark, there was enough humor to make it bearable. Thirty minutes after Jacob began reading I said: 
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“This is good.” Joshua agreed. We took turns reading, driving and riding shotgun. We exhausted our voices. We pulled over to gas up, use the bathroom and secure snacks. We drove through the night. Whoever read after dark did so by flashlight. We sucked down caffeine drinks so we could continue enjoying the story. We drove, and read, for twenty-four hours. We could have gotten to Kingdom Come faster, but rain slowed us down and, OK, I admit to having reduced my speed toward the end in an effort to find out what happens at the end of the story before arriving at the club. The twins later admitted to having done the same thing. We had no such luck as the novel was too long to finish in a full day. When we pulled up to the SBKC we were almost, OK, truly, disappointed, ‘cause we still had over a hundred pages to go. 



There was an intercom at the mansion’s front gate. Joshua, who was driving, could have pressed it, identified us, and gained admission to the property easily and quickly. We weren’t having that, though. Silently, the twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I stepped out of the car and silently regarded this next Superior Bodies. 



The LeMieux mansion in Kingdom Come, Maine, was right out of “Fall of the House of Usher,” or that “Beauty and the Beast” animated movie, or 1313 Mockingbird Lane, the address of TV‘s “The Munsters.” We arrived late morning on Monday. The sky was clear and the sun was bright but the gigantic old trees that surrounded the house almost completely obscured it from our view. What we could see from outside its gate were gables, turrets, balconies, gargoyles and the like, all of which were so creepy they combined to make the enormous old building totally cheerless. Jacob summed it up when he said, “It’s noon out here and midnight in there.” There was nothing more to say. 



I rang the intercom. A pleasant male voice answered, “Yes, is that you Christian Gallagher?” I responded: 



“Yes, my friends and I are here.” 



“Great,” he said. “I’m Michael. We’re so glad you’re here. The gate’ll open in a moment and then please drive up to the front door.” It did and we did. Joshua drove us through a windy driveway laid out around the biggest and oldest trees to the enormous wood and iron front door of the gigantic building. As we stepped out of the car the front door opened and a man about my age, Italian or Mediterranean, fit, baby-faced cute and gay as a goose, came out to greet us. “I’m Michael Rosetti,” 

he said with a bright smile that revealed enormous dimples. He was so excited to see us he shook all of our hands wildly. It would have been annoying if he weren’t busting out of a tight lycra muscle shirt and tighter European jeans. His excitement seemed only to increase after releasing our weary hands and I wondered if he would shake them all again. Instead he rocked on the balls of his feet and clapped, a la Abigail. The twins and I exchanged melancholy smiles. “Please come in come in,” 

Michael said. Honey Bunches of Oats had gone wee-wee at the front gate, likely out of fear, so I carried her inside the house with me. 



As dark and morose as the outside of the LeMieux mansion had been, its foyer was bright and pleasant. It was all high ceilings and white marble. There were a couple of columns and a magnificent chandelier that shone bright light on old paintings of smiling LeMieux family members that hung on the surrounding walls. There were seven of them, right in front of us, it seemed. 

Different combinations of people posed in different settings. Everyone smiling. It was odd but sweet. Michael saw me examining the paintings and said, “They were scattered throughout the house when I got here, two years ago now. Three of them were in storage. I had them all cleaned 160 



and hung here. They’re welcoming you to their home.” They were. I looked at Joshua and Jacob to see what they thought and they nodded their approval. From a hallway underneath a large marble staircase appeared a man, mid-fifties with dark hair graying at the temples but otherwise nondescript. He wore black slacks and a short sleeved black shirt. Michael introduced him as Dash. 

He was clearly part of the staff but, to his credit, Michael let us figure that out ourselves as he said, 

“Dash, would you bring our guests’ luggage inside and to their rooms?” 



“Of course,” he said, nodding to us. Dash’s clothing was the Superior Bodies Kingdom Come uniform. I liked it. I liked that it was neither a suit, as a traditional butler would wear, or a logo’ed polo, as so many of the, well, traditional Superior Bodies staffs wore. 



“You must be hungry, and exhausted,” Michael said. He was correct about the hunger, but in spite of mild shadows under the twins’ eyes, and probably mine, we had plenty of energy thanks to our diet of caffeine and that good book we were anxious to get back to. “Please come with me into the kitchen and we’ll get you some refreshment. George is napping now but he’s also anxious to see you. He should be up in another hour or so.” We followed Michael down the hallway out of which Dash had appeared and into a kitchen so huge you could land a plane in it. It had a cook, a French Canadian, who also wore black, albeit under an apron. He asked us what we wanted, produced it, and then disappeared. Michael invited us to sit around a large steel table I imaged was used to prep large meals. Honey Bunches of Oats relaxed next to it on a pile of fresh aprons in front of a bowl of water licking a beef bone the cook had saved for her. I said: 



“So, Michael, tell us about Superior Bodies Kingdom Come.” He did, at length and in detail. It was a good story, every bit as interesting as the one we had spent a thousand miles reading to each other. 

It began two hundred years before when the LeMieux migrated from France to Canada, settling in Edmundston, New Brunswick. Mr. LeMieux was a trapper. His son created a fur farm. His son grew it. His son extended its market through North America. His son extended it to Europe. His son extended it across the six continents. “Lorraine LeMieux was born in 1917,” Michael said. It was the same year my father had been born, which isn’t really significant but I feel compelled to mention it anyway. “She was Martin LeMieux’ only child, and since he didn’t have any brothers or cousins, the last in the LeMieux line.” That didn’t bother me a bit. “She wasn’t interested in the family business or anything except playing board games with the staff.” That was kind of cool. “She didn’t leave the house much. She didn’t travel or even visit the surrounding area. Her parents hosted visitors. They were distant relatives and people in the industry. Some politicians, too. They brought in entertainers. Lorraine played board games with all of them.” Michael shrugged and rolled his eyes. I imagined Lorraine’s parents shrugged their shoulders and rolled their eyes at the daughter who never left the house and asked the prime minister of Canada to play checkers. 



Lorraine LeMieux wasn’t interested in friends or romance. She could take or leave marriage, and took it only to get her parents off her back. George Mayne was three years her junior, a timid man from a old British Columbian family of shaky means. They were married in 1939 in the LeMieux garden. Four hundred people came. Lorraine came, too, but only because she was already there. Her father interrupted a round of poker she was playing with four servants to walk her down an extremely long white satin aisle. She had six bridesmaids only one of whose names she knew. She had met her husband-to-be only four times. Each time he had visited the house, got beaten by her at backgammon, and left. The minister was a fat old windbag in whose face Lorraine began snapping her fingers almost immediately. “Let’s go,” she said. Confused and a little scared, he skipped over standard remarks about love and fidelity and got to the vows. Lorraine ignored him, said, “I do,” 
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and offered her cheek to the groom. He tried to kiss her mouth instead but she wasn’t having it. 

Finally, he kissed her cheek so gently his lips barely made contact with it. “That’s good,” Lorraine said, advising him with those two words that he had touched her for the first and last time. Then she walked back down the aisle as the New Brunswick Symphony Orchestra jumped to attention and played a recessional. Lorraine LeMieux Mayne returned to her room and her poker game while four hundred guests congratulated her husband in tones they would use on someone just diagnosed with cancer or facing imprisonment. 



George and Lorraine spent the next sixty-seven years living in the mansion together, but so separately they often didn’t see each other for weeks. When Martin LeMieux died in 1953 his daughter sold the fur empire and bought US Treasury bonds. LeMieux Furs operated for twenty-three more years and then went bankrupt and Lorraine couldn’t have cared less. She was too interested in playing board games with the servants and watching, religiously, “The Price Is Right.” 

She loved the show and Bob Barker. She also read a lot, about currents events, specifically. She never left the house but she knew more about world leaders than they knew about each other, or themselves. She disdained them all. “FDR,” she would say, rolling her eyes. “Stalin,” she would shake her head. “Chairman Mao and that bitch wife of his,” she would grimace. “The Kennedys,“ 

she would spit. The only politicians who didn’t disgust her were Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. Indeed, one afternoon in the mid-eighties she spent five minutes considering visiting them. When she realized that would mean leaving her house, she dismissed the idea. She spent the next two minutes considering inviting them for a visit. She dismissed that as she imagined having to introduce her husband to them. The image of her heroes shaking George’s weak, clammy hand made her shudder, which was strange, because every other time she either saw her husband, which was rare, or thought about him, which was super rare, she laughed. 



Lorraine LeMieux spent the sixty-seven years she was married to George Mayne playing 

Monopoly, Life and, her favorite, Sorry!, reading every newspaper and magazine she could find and laughing at her husband as he alternately tried to please her and hid from her. George spent sixty-seven years being heckled by his wife for everything and anything he did. He would attempt conversation with her and be laughed at. He would leave a room she entered and be laughed at. He would suggest something for dinner and be laughed at. He would advise her he was taking a vacation and be laughed at. He would ask her why everything and anything he did, either to please her or avoid her, made her laugh and she laughed harder. Only once in almost seven decades, when she was feeling less contemptuous of him, did she give him an explanation. It was after the towers fell on 9-11 and she was out of sorts. She was aware of similar and worse horrors throughout the world throughout the twentieth century, but she hadn’t seen them on television. She saw people jumping out of the burning buildings and it debilitated her for a week. Sensing an opportunity, on September Eighteenth, George asked his wife why she laughed at him so consistently and relentlessly. She said, “If you had any character you would have caught up to me on that white satin aisle, smacked my face and left.” She didn’t follow up the remark with laughter. She waited until he raised his hand to smack her, sixty-two years too late. She laughed at his raised hand, laughed loud and hard and kept laughing until her chest and throat ached. George lowered his hand and stood frozen with shame as his wife laughed, no, cackled at him so savagely she may as well have been raining blows on him. He stood enduring it until she exhausted herself. Then he left the room quietly. 



The incident should have changed him. Unable to hit her, he should have left her. Instead he went back to his routine of alternately trying to please her and hiding from her. And she continued 162 



laughing at him, though never as hard as on that day, one week after 9-11. 



Yeah, Michael had a lot of info. 



“When did George realize he was gay?” Jacob asked before I could. Michael shook his head and said: 



“I don’t think he is. I think he thinks he is, but I don’t think he is.” I thought I knew why, but I let him explain. “She just emasculated him so badly and for so long, I think he thought he was.” Joshua said: 



“I think he was emasculated before he met her…the wedding?” He was right. Michael said: 



“I don’t think sex ever occurred to Lorraine. She’s among those who don’t have any interest in it or any attraction to either sex.” I believed there were people like that, and Lorraine was among them. I said: 



“So she died. In ‘06. What made him open Superior Bodies?” I thought I knew why, but I wanted Michael to explain. 



“Lorraine died in her sleep. George had her cremated and threw her ashes in a trash can.” I thought of Joan dumping her late husband’s ashes in a trash can at 12 Cherrywood and, I admit it, smiled. “I think he would have dumped her body in a trash can if it had been legal.” I think Joan would have Stanley’s, a thought that made me smile harder. “George found me afterward. I designed in Manhattan. He told me he wanted to turn the LeMieux mansion into a gay bathhouse. I had heard of your club. I told George I did homes and the occasional office, not gyms. He told me to name my price. I thought of the most I would charge anyone and then doubled it. I was here a week later.” 



“And you’ve been here since?” Joshua asked. Michael nodded, revealing his enormous dimples. 



“I threw up a gym in the ballroom. Block glass and black tile. All the best equipment. Lockers, sauna, steam…it took three days.”  Michael was confident in his abilities and didn’t mince words. I liked that. “George fell in love with me, or thinks he did. Really, I think I’m the only one who was ever nice to him. We had meals and ran some errands together. He liked my company so he asked me to stay and run the place.” I was waiting. The twins were, too. “I didn’t want to be a general manager and he knew it so…” The twins let me say: 



“He gave you carte blanche to do whatever you want to the house.” Michael nodded and smiled again. 



“It’s been the most exciting two years of my life,” he said. “I’m like a kid in a candy store. And if I redecorate a room and don’t like it, I just do it over again.” 



“You don’t mind being isolated?” Jacob asked. Michael shook his head. 



“I’ve got the internet. And my friends visit. I’ll also take an occasional job, but that’s rare and I’m never gone for more than a week or two.” 
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“And you’ve got Superior Bodies visitors?” Joshua asked in a tone that sounded rhetorical, but wasn’t. Michael shook his head again and then stopped. 



“Well,” he began, “at first it was OK because we had steady visitors. Our market was Boston and New York…the northeast. Word spread and couples, mostly couples, came from San Francisco, L.A., San Diego, Phoenix, Dallas…Vancouver and Montreal and other large Canadian cities. 

London, too. It was nice. Wealthy gay couples spent weekends or weeks here enjoying the club, the house and the isolation. It was so nice. George loved the company and the servants did, too. 

Everyone was well-mannered and appreciative of everything. We had lovely days and evenings entertaining our guests. George was thrilled. Pushing ninety and his life changed completely. 

Lorraine never entertained and he was too embarrassed to have visitors, even his siblings and their families. He didn’t want them to see her laughing at him, and she would have. Then he started the club. To spite her, of course. He couldn’t smack her so he turned her mansion into a gay sex club.” 



“But it’s not, is it?” I asked, rhetorically. 



“It wasn’t,” Michael said wistfully. “It was George’s house, and our guests were really guests. 

His…our guests, and they became our friends.” He looked sad. “It was a happy year and a half for him. The best in his life, I’m sure. And the anger that caused him to throw out her 

ashes…evaporated.” 



“Then Lorraine started scaring everyone.” Michael nodded sadly and said: 



“She didn’t do it right away. She let him have his fun. She let him have some joy. Then she ruined it.” Wow, I thought, Welch wasn’t making up the haunting thing. 



“What does she do?” asked Joshua. 



“Yeah, how does she haunt the place?” asked his brother. Michael took a deep, tragic breath and said: 



“It started in January, or February. We had fewer guests because of the terribly cold weather. Still, there were four couples and two or three single men staying here during those two months…no more than four or five guests at a time.” Michael paused. He was getting cryptic, like Welch. I would tolerate it from him. “They began complaining of laughter,” of course, “coming from their rooms as they made love,” ouch, “or gratified themselves,” ouch again. “They thought it was servants. The laughter was female and I approached three women we had on our staff. None had been laughing at our guests or spying on them. I knew that right away, but I wasn’t prepared to believe it was Lorraine. Not immediately.” 



“Did she ever laugh at you?” I asked. Michael shook his head. 



“No, and not at George, either,” he said, and then added, dramatically, “not anymore.” He brushed a non-existent tear away from his face and continued, “George could bear it. He had borne it for years. I could, too, for the sake of the work and the generous salary. The guests…they couldn’t. 

They left, and they didn’t come back. Word spread. People didn’t believe it initially. Our first guests, those that visited that first fall, came back, but she haunted them and they, too, left. 

Reservations stopped entirely. We were alone” It was sad, though not tear-inducing, as evidenced 164 



by the non-existent tear Michael wiped from his other eye. “At first I paid people to come. My friends and others. To keep George happy. I could afford it easily. I kept the place occupied this way for months. Couples stayed, but they didn’t enjoy themselves. She wouldn’t let them. They were unhappy and George knew it. It was intolerable. Now, no one comes but the contractors I hire to do the remodeling. Even that’s lost its magic.” Michael shook his head sadly, but mercifully kept his hands away from his still-dry eyes. “George thinks I’m going to leave.” I said: 



“Are you?” Michael looked grave, but serious. 



“No. It would kill him. He’s old. Eighty-eight. I’ll stay with him for as long as he’s alive.” Yeah, I liked Michael, in spite of his bits of drama. 



We finished our snacks and Michael showed us the gym area. It looked identical to others except that it was in what was once the mansion’s ballroom. The floor was still wooden, but there were black mats everywhere underneath the equipment. Other first floor rooms, the conservatory and library I supposed by the painted motifs of instruments and books on the respective ceilings, were now the locker room and lounge. There were still books in the latter, but also DVDs and a television almost as large as the one the Shannons had in Gargamel. An indoor greenhouse had been divided into showers, a steam room and sauna. Such was the extent of the Superior Bodiesness of the house. 

There were no cubicles, as guests who visited—alone, with friends or lovers, or paid companions—

secured second floor rooms. Michael took us to them. 



Upstairs there were a dozen bedrooms reserved for SBKC guests. They each had a theme. Michael ran through them. When he got to “007,” the twins said, “We’ll take that one.” When he got to 

“Medieval” I said, “I’ll take that one.” I had considered calling Linden so he and I could make love in one of the rooms and be laughed at by Lorraine LeMieux’ ghost. My decision was made when I learned we’d be staying in a room decorated, by a professional hired by someone with unlimited funds, with a Medieval theme. Other rooms’ themes included garden, gothic, monastery, playroom, and futuristic. 



“I’ll be changing out the playroom next. I’ve got a Southwestern theme I’ve been wanting to do.” I asked if any of the themes were permanent and he said, “007.” Dash or someone brought our luggage to the rooms we chose. The twins and I showered in our private bathrooms and put on fresh clothes: slacks and short sleeved oxfords. We wanted to look a bit nicer for George. Michael invited us to the rear patio for drinks. It was all slate and stone and overlooked at garden so enormous it could have been its own state. The twins had red wine. I had a Dewar’s. Michael and Honey Bunches of Oats had sparkling water. He asked us about the other Superior Bodies we had visited that summer. We gave him the same edited versions we gave others, stories that was still very interesting. “A spent a year in Brazil,” he said, and began speaking in Portuguese. Joshua and Jacob answered him. I had forgotten everything I learned, certain I would never use it, and didn’t understand a word any of them said. 



In the midst of their conversation George Mayne appeared. He was a small man who had probably been of average height and had shrunk, like so many elderly people. His hair was thin and white but neatly combed. His blue eyes were bright and his facial bones, which lay beneath a thin layer of wrinkled skin blotched with age, suggested he had once been a looker. He, too, wore slacks and a short sleeved oxford. He also wore a light cardigan sweater and carried a cane. He moved slowly, but steadily. And he smiled when he saw us, revealing well kept teeth, his own. The twins and I 165 



stood up and introduced ourselves and Honey Bunches of Oats. George’s hands were frail and bony but his grip was firm. “Christian,” he said, “Joshua,” he found something in Joshua’s face to distinguish him from “Jacob.” I wondered if it was the former’s eyebrow scar and latter’s pale beauty mark. I would ask him later. “Thank you for coming. You’re the first representatives from Hassler to visit Superior Bodies Kingdom Come.” How odd that sounded coming from this eighty-eight year-old man on the back patio of his enormous, secluded mansion. I said to myself, you’ve come a long way, Superior Bodies. “I’m so grateful for your visit. Please, let’s sit down and you can tell me about yourselves.” He looked at Honey Bunches of Oats, smiled wider than he had when he saw us, and said, “May I hold her?” 



“Of course,” I said, handing her to him. He placed her gently on his lap and leaned over to look closely at her. 



“She’s a beautiful girl,” George said. She was. Honey Bunches of Oats sniffed around a bit and up toward his face and licked her chops a few times. Then she settled in on his lap and he began stroking her. “I always wanted to have a dog but…” Instead of explaining why he never had one, and really, he didn’t have to, he bent over to kiss Honey Bunches of Oats on her head. She was very comfortable and the tableau they created was very effective and kind of beautiful. George said, 

“Now, please tell me where you’re all from and how you have come to Kingdom Come.” 



We sat and told him about ourselves. The twins described their home in North Carolina. I told Michael and George about Rowaneck. “Nine children!” George said. “I thought my three brothers and I were a lot.” I wondered what they were like and if they were alive. I wondered what their birth order was. I wondered why George agreed to marry Lorraine after four visits and why he accepted her behavior at their wedding and for the next sixty-seven years. I asked nothing, though, ‘cause I was raised right. 



A servant, in black slacks and a black oxford, came outside with fresh drinks and we chatted until dinner. We enjoyed our meal in the gigantic dining room with the long table you find in movies that feature scenes in gigantic dining rooms. George sat at one end, the twins on either side of him and Michael and I next to them. The meal featured some local fish for the others and tofu, prepared the same way as the fish, for me. I asked Michael how he, and all the Superior Bodies people knew I had gone vegan. “Crawford Welch told us in an e-mail.” I wondered how he knew and thought of Matthew, a hard core carnivore who nevertheless respected my having given up meat. My little brother just kept getting more adorable. 



After dinner we returned to the patio for coffee and a dessert of vegan cake and ice cream, a bit of which George gave Honey Bunches of Oats. He and Michael made a great effort to accommodate me and I appreciated it. When we finished, George excused himself for the night. “I like to read before bed. I would do so here with you but it puts me to sleep and I do drool when I nod off.” 

Joshua, Jacob and I thanked him for his hospitality and wished him a good night. Before he left us, he looked at Honey Bunches of Oats and said, “Does she sleep in the bed with you?” I nodded and tried hard not to smile as hard as I wanted to. George didn’t immediately ask if she could sleep with him that night. He was shy and she was mine…so I said: 



“Would you like to take her with you tonight?” He beamed and answered: 



“Yes. Yes I would. Thank you.” He summoned Dash, who picked Honey Bunches of Oats up and 166 



followed George with her. The twins and I exchanged broad, genuine smiles. Michael said: 



“It never occurred to me about a dog.” He, too, was thrilled at how happy George was to have a sleepover with the old Peke. He asked if we minded if he went to the lounge. He was enjoying Season One of “The Mentalist.” 



“Discs three and four came today,” The twins and I had considered reading the rest of the novel to each other that evening, but Joshua recommended we wait until the next morning when we’d be fresh. 



“Besides,” he said leering at his brother, “I want to see if Lorraine haunts us.” His remark gave me the creeps, less for the haunting part and more for the lustful way he regarded his brother as he said it. As aware as I and the rest of the world was that identical twin brothers Joshua and Jacob Kelly were lovers, they were generally super platonic in front of others. I approved of it completely, but it was just new and therefore strange. OK, except for the freak show in Tell-Tale. 



“You two have a good night,” I said, “and say hi to her for me. I’m going to join Michael for the TV 

show.” The brothers thanked Michael for his hospitality and went upstairs to the “007” room, decorated in extravagant 60s chic. 



Michael and I watched four episodes of “The Mentalist.” Actually, he watched two and fell asleep on a couch. I watched two more and fell asleep on the lounge’s carpet. The following morning the twins woke us up with a pot of coffee and two cups. “Well,” I said, rubbing sleep out of my eyes. 

“Did she laugh at you?” They shook their heads, more disappointed than I have ever seen them. It was so funny and sweet I laughed. 



“Nope. Not at all,” said Joshua. 



“Not even a chuckle,” Jacob confirmed. 



“That’s not fair,” I said. “We drove a thousand miles, non-stop, to be ridiculed by that old, dead horror and she doesn’t even scoff.” Before my friends could laugh the pot of coffee fell over in my direction and I just missed getting scalded. OK, not scalded, but the coffee was still pretty hot. The four of us looked at each other for a moment and then burst out laughing. George entered the room carrying Honey Bunches of Oats and smiling broadly. 



“Good morning,” he said. “What did we miss?” As I didn’t want to mention the late wife who tormented him for years and lately tormented his houseguests, I said: 



“Oh, just me being a butterfingers. How was Honey Bunches of Oats?” 



“She was a perfect lady the whole night,” George said, and then kissed her. “I must take her out, though.” 



“I’ll join you,” I said. I offered George my arm and the three of us went through a set of French doors that led to the patio and down four shallow steps into the garden. George put Honey Bunches of Oats down and watched her explore the grass, bushes and flowers. Then she urinated on them. A servant brought us fresh coffee in mugs. I told my new friend the edited version of our Superior 167 



Mutts summer tour we had shared with Michael the day before. 



“Gargamel seems a strange name for a city in Wyoming,” he said. I didn’t disagree. “What will you do today?” George asked, looking at the sky which was equal parts sun and clouds. I told him about the novel the author at the Mississippi artists colony had given us. “How exciting for you to be the first to enjoy it, and to have it read to you out loud.” 



“It is rather exciting.” As if on cue, the twins joined us in the garden, Joshua carrying the last hundred pages of the book. 



“Will you leave it with me when you’re finished?” George asked. 



“Of course.” 



“Then I will leave you to finish it. Michael and I have errands to run.” He looked at Honey Bunch, who was defecating, and asked, “May I take her with us.” 



“Yes, certainly,” I said, loving that George was loving her. 



“Thank you, Christian,” he said. “The staff have Michael’s cell phone number if you need to reach us. Enjoy your story.” I picked up Honey Bunches of Oats and handed her back to George, who left us in the garden. We returned to the patio where we settled in chaise lounges and got busy. 



Jacob read the final page around three-thirty p.m. As we read, the servants brought us sodas, more fruit, chips and other snacks. George and Michael gave us our privacy, which was thoughtful. 

Someone must have been watching us, though, because the former appeared as soon as he turned over the final page. George asked us how we enjoyed the story and we agreed it was among the best we had ever read. “I thought you might enjoy a drive around the countryside before dinner,” said our host. “Michael is busy on the internet, but Dash can take us.” The twins and I agreed it would be very nice to see the area. “Shall we take the Rolls, the limousine or the Hummer?” The twins and I said the Rolls would be kick-ass. “Kick-ass it will be,” George said smiling broadly. 



The drive was lovely. Maine is lovely. The car was great fun, too. I felt like royalty. Later, at dinner, I enjoyed a tofu version of a chicken dish the others had. Then the six of us enjoyed two episodes of “The Mentalist.” Honey Bunches of Oats fell asleep after the first teaser and George took her to bed after the first episode. Joshua and Jacob left a half an episode later. I knew they were tired and figured they were horny, too. Most of all, though, they were anxious to see if Lorraine’s ghost would laugh at them. I figured there was a better chance of it that night after I called her an old, dead horror and she tipped the coffee pot in my direction. I was not wrong. They burst into the lounge as the ending credits of the first episode of disc five began. Joshua was in shorts, his brother in briefs. They were beyond excited, huffing and puffing after having jumped out of bed, shot down the stairs and zoomed through the ballroom/gym. Together they said, “She laughed!” Jacob added, “Hard!” 



“She did!” Michael said, excited in spite of having bemoaned Lorraine’s haunting. 



“Oh, yeah,” Joshua said. “She laughed really hard. And mean.” 
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“No, not mean,” Jacob said. “Maybe…” he paused. “It was condescending…no, more indifferent.” 

His brother considered that description. 



“Can someone laugh really hard and be indifferent at the same time?” I asked. Joshua said: 



“It wasn’t so much to hurt us than that she found us silly. Like she was laughing to herself and not at us.” I found that kind of interesting. I wanted them to imitate it, the formerly shy Kelly twins who no longer hid their sexual relationship and, indeed, broadcast it, at least to Michael. 



“How did it sound?” I asked. Jacob, the slightly bolder one, if you haven’t figured that out yet, mimicked Lorraine’s laughter first. Having not been laughed at by her directly, yet, I had no point of reference. Still, his laughter sounded equal parts condescending and indifferent, as if he truly was laughing to himself.” Joshua?” Joshua’s attempt was identical to his brother’s in pitch, volume and overall execution. Michael also noticed how similar the brothers’ impressions of Lorraine were. He said: 



“Wow!” I said: 



“Would you guys go at it again and let me listen from the hallway?” It would have been an odd request from someone else under other circumstances but the twins and I were in Kingdom Come to hear the late Lorraine LeMieux laugh, and hear her we all would. Without even consulting his brother, because we all knew they both would agree, Jacob said: 



“OK, let’s go.” They turned around and left the room. I looked at Michael, who didn’t move and looked uncomfortable. 



“Michael?” He blushed and shook his head. 



“I’m curious…but I couldn’t.” 



“OK,” I said, more eager to hear the laughter than be polite. I hurried after the twins, pretty much leaving Michael eating my dust. 



Ten minutes later I clapped my hands and jumped for joy as, through the door to the “007” 

bedroom, over Joshua and Jacob’s moans and groans, I heard the loudest laughter of my life. The door flew open and my naked friends stood in front of me sporting erections and explaining over each other how much louder the laughter was than before. 



“She knows I’m out here,” I thought and said. “Thanks fellas, I’m gonna call Linden.” I patted Joshua’s left and Jacob’s right cheek and hurried to my room. I sat on the enormous Medieval bed, called my husband and told him everything. “You need to come here,” I said. 



“I’ll be there tomorrow.” We told each other we missed and loved each other and then hung up. I lay thinking of how eager I was to see Linden. Then my thoughts strayed to the image of Joshua and Jacob in shorts and briefs in the lounge, and then to my handsome, sexy husband Linden in briefs and a tank top. Then, against my will…which is nonsense because I’m in complete control of my will, I began getting myself off as I fantasized about Linden doing…well, that’s private. I no sooner got to work on myself than the loud laughter I heard through the door of their bedroom rang in my 169 



ears. I released myself immediately, covered my ears and laughed, too, with the old, dead horror, the tone of whose laughter changed from condescending to conspiratal. 







The following day, Wednesday, George asked us if we wanted to go horseback riding. I had never gone and looked forward to the opportunity. Having grown up on an enormous tobacco farm in North Carolina, Joshua and Jacob had lots of experience with horses. George arranged for Dash to take us to the LeMieux stables, which were a mile away but still on the property. The twins saddled up and rode like pros. I was assigned the gentlest horse in the stable and did OK. I would have preferred to hang out with the stable attendant who, like everyone in George’s employ, wore black slacks, or in his case jeans, and a black shirt. He was a pleasant fella and I could have chatted with him and watched the twins ride and, well, not ridden myself. Honestly, I did my best to be a sport and not to hurt my horse’s feelings, but, really, I couldn’t wait for the whole experience to end. 



Having a great time but sensing my discomfort, Joshua checked his cell phone internet to track Linden’s trip from Orlando to the Le Mieux private airstrip. When, over breakfast, I told George my husband was flying to Maine to join us that day, he became so excited I thought he would do the Abigail clap. He insisted Michael and he make the arrangements and pay for them. I refused until he offered to make it a Superior Bodies corporate expense. I agreed, though I knew he was lying. They hooked Linden up with a flight that went from Orlando to Boston to Portland to Kingdom Come, the mansion’s backyard, that is. The third plane was a tiny one owned and operated by a private individual who had flown more than one SBKC guest from and to Portland. I was thrilled.  I was more thrilled when Joshua and Jacob insisted Dash return me to the mansion so I could prepare for Linden’s arrival. I asked them how they would get back and Jacob said: 



“Ummm, on horseback.” He had become such a smarty-pants. Or maybe he always had been and hadn’t demonstrated it before. I can think of six or…sixty people in my life who have told me that they were never mean or sarcastic until they met me, as if I were to blame. I got sick of defending myself after the first accusation and said to all the others, “You were shat out of hell. Go die.” Of course, this would just confirm what the friend or acquaintance suggested. Still, it’s fun to say. 



George, his new girlfriend Honey Bunches of Oats, Dash and I greeted Linden’s plane at the LeMieux airstrip at four-thirty p.m. It was very exciting to see the tiny plane land and watch Linden step out of it. He was so handsome and happy to be there. It was like a movie. I ran to the plane the minute his foot hit the ground and hugged him hard. He hugged me hard back. It was as if we hadn’t seen each other in years. So romantic. Nearly as happy to see Linden was George, who shook his hand firmly and whom Linden drew into a gentle hug. It was the best kind of surreal. 

Neither Linden nor I are physically demonstrative. The plane thing made us so with each other, and Linden’s knowledge of George, learned from me over several phone calls, made him so with our new friend. George was lonely and needy, he had suffered Lorraine for seven decades, and he was so excited to see him. Of course Linden would hug him. 



Dash took the three of us back to the mansion, the long way. Actually, the long way could have taken several days the property was so vast. We did go by the stables to pick up the attendant. He came back to the house with us and rode Joshua and Jacob’s horses back. 



I introduced Linden to Michael, who gave him a brief tour of the house. Then I brought him to our 170 



room so he could shower and change for dinner. We both acknowledged a desire to have sex immediately so Lorraine could laugh at us. We resisted, saving what we hoped would be a grand and hilarious experience for later. 



Everyone had beef stroganoff for dinner but me and Linden, who had tofu stroganoff. No, I’m wrong. George also had tofu stroganoff. It was the first time he had tofu anything and he said, “It’s not bad.” 



“It’s an acquired taste,” I said, “and only one kind of meat substitute.” I described others, something I generally don’t do while enjoying a meal with carnivores. It wasn’t an ordinary group, though, and George encouraged me. After dinner we went to the patio for more of that yummy vegan cake and ice cream. 



After dessert and coffee George suggested a board game. I thought of suggesting one more than once since we arrived, so we could do something with George. I mean, finishing the novel, horseback riding and having sex were things that didn’t include him. Watching television the night before was OK, but not really an activity. I knew Lorraine was the big board game player and I was sure that if George had ever played with his wife it was only once, a game that ended with her laughing at him regardless of who won. A beautiful, probably thousand year-old priceless chest in the lounge contained the games. One of them was Trivial Pursuit, a game I hadn’t played since college. We split up into teams: George, Joshua, me and Honey Bunches of Oats versus Michael, Jacob and Linden. The game was great fun and all of us enjoyed ourselves. At one point it occurred to me that all of the questions were related to people from and things that happened in the 1980s. 

Come to find we were playing the “80s” version of the game. It was very nostalgic and more fun for the memories it generated. 



The game went quickly as we were all very intelligent, George most of all. Michael had told us Lorraine enjoyed keeping abreast of world events. Her husband must have as well; indeed, I don’t think he got one answer wrong. When that game was over and George, Joshua, Honey Bunches of Oats and I won, albeit by a very small margin, Jacob suggested Twister. George and Honey Bunches of Oats, who relaxed in her new favorite place on his lap, volunteered to spin the dial or whatever it was while the rest of us took turns playing with different combinations of each other. It was kind of fun and a little sexy, even though we all remained completely clothed. We might just have played one or two rounds, but the silly and sometimes impossible positions we found ourselves in made George laugh so hard I thought he would stroke out. 



After we exhausted ourselves our new friend suggested a nightcap. We all agreed and he asked Dash to serve us some rare, foreign, old and extremely expensive liquor the name of which I never learned but I really enjoyed and wouldn’t mind trying again some day. I kind of thought George wanted to make a toast. He got shy, though, and didn’t, so I did. I said, “To George and Michael, we are so grateful to you for having us in your beautiful home, made more beautiful by your talent, Michael, though we would have enjoyed your wonderful company as much anywhere.” They 

beamed. We clinked glasses and drank. George insisted on a second round so he could say: 



“Thank you Christian, Linden,” he looked at the twin with the scar on his eyebrow, “Joshua,” and the one with the beauty mark, “Jacob and,” he looked at the blind ball of fur resting comfortably in his left arm, “Honey Bunches of Oats. Thank you all for coming. I don’t know when I’ve enjoyed myself more.” He shed a genuine tear, which was so sweet. To his credit, Michael didn’t pretend to 171 



shed a tear. We clinked glasses again and drank. Then we said our goodnights. 



The minute Linden and I were upstairs and out of anyone’s line of sight we booked to our room and started going at it. I was afraid Joshua and Jacob would beat us to it and I didn’t know if Lorraine could laugh at two couples at once, you know? I mean, I know God’s supposed to be everywhere at once, but I didn’t think Lorraine could, and it was Linden’s turn to enjoy her. We undressed in ten seconds and were rolling around on the big Medieval bed in two more. Three seconds later…that’s right, fifteen seconds after we entered our bedroom, Lorraine was shrieking with laughter. Linden and I encouraged her by going at it even harder and by being really dramatic in our lovemaking: great long kisses, hard, almost violent rolling, loud, exaggerated cries of ecstasy…we really poured it on. She responded by laughing louder than I had so far heard her, but with less derision and more delight. Linden and I carried on for a few minutes before we busted out ourselves. It was too funny. 

As had happened the night before, we laughed with her. That is, she laughed with us, not at us. We fed off each other’s laughter, encouraging each other and riding great waves of it until Linden and I were shedding tears and Lorraine probably was, somewhere, too. 



We came very close to collapsing and would have had we not heard someone pounding on the door. 

I figured it was Joshua and Jacob, horny and feeling left out, or Michael, curious and perhaps wanting to join us. Imagine my horror when, naked but having lost my erection completely, I threw open the door and saw George Mayne. Ordinarily a neat dresser, his pajamas, robe and slippers were messy and his usually neatly combed hair was wild about his head. His face wore equal measures of anger, horror and despair. I gasped when I saw him he was so out of sorts; indeed, I truly thought he was either stroking out or about to. Instead of doing so, he cried, over Lorraine’s continued laughter, “Stop it! Stop it!!! Isn’t it enough that you tortured me? Why must you torture my friends?!” Then, he dissolved in tears. I grabbed him as his legs gave way. Linden ran over to me and the two of us carried George to the bed. Lorraine continued laughing, though not as hard. 

And her laughter became pure ridicule. That bugged me, so I said: 



“Enough Lorraine.” She ignored me. “Enough, Lorraine!” She kept on. “Shut the fuck up you old, dead cunt!” That shut her up, and also provoked her into collapsing the bed. The legs went out from under it and the canopy would have fallen over George had Linden and I not caught it. Our weeping, hysterical friend seemed not to notice he was having such a fit. I said to Linden, “Good grief, I would have stabbed her on our wedding night.” This declaration caused her to send a mirror hurtling in my direction. Linden saw it coming and shouted for me to duck, which I did in time to avoid the second face full of glass of my life. As George continued carrying on, Joshua, Jacob, Michael and Dash arrived at our bedroom. They all looked as alarmed as they should have. I looked from them to George to Linden and then said to Lorraine, “That’s it, I’m callin’ Joan.” 







Thursday afternoon, Linden, Joshua, Jacob, Honey Bunches of Oats, George and I greeted, Joan, Winston and Marcus at the LeMieux airstrip at seven p.m. It was the earliest they could arrive thanks to the longer trip from Seattle and the time change. In anticipation of the hour and the three hour time difference that would keep them awake longer than us, everyone at Superior Bodies Kingdom Come took afternoon naps. We kept our hands to ourselves, and away from ourselves, and insulted Lorraine not at all. In so doing we avoided any more laughter, collapsed beds and flying mirrors. The day was long and morose. We ate, read, talked, strolled, all without joy. George did his best to entertain us and made no mention of the prior evening’s drama. He failed. The six of us had 172 



this huge mansion to play in and unlimited wealth and everything and we all just sat around waiting for time to go by. It was so pitiful. I usually can rally. I didn’t have the energy or interest. Besides, I knew Joan would snap us all out of it. 



I was right. She, Winston and Marcus, both of whom had a job they postponed in order to come, stepped out of the plane and flung their arms wide. We went through a receiving line of hugs that cured all of our solemnity. So funny was my sister and her family were hugging George and the twins as if they had known them all their lives. Linden and I beamed as they embraced and carried on with their new friends as if they were all old friends. We walked from the airstrip to the limousine, the only vehicle large enough to fit all of us, thus: Linden and I holding hands, Joan holding Joshua’s left arm and Jacob’s right, and George holding Winston’s right arm and Marcus’ 

left, and Marcus holding Honey Bunches of Oats in his right arm. 



We stepped into the limo carefully and settled ourselves comfortably. I suggested we take the long way back to the house and everyone agreed. SBKC’s newest guests kept their heads out the window as they admired the beautiful Maine countryside and breathed the clean Maine air. “This is wonderful,” Joan said to everyone, and then asked me, “Why didn’t you call me sooner.” Had George not been with us I would have said it was because Lorraine waited until last night to try killing me. 



We arrived back at the house at eight. Dash and Michael greeted us at the front door and took the luggage. To say Winston and Marcus, both of whom continued to restore old wood furniture and, Joan told me, paintings, too, were excited to visit the LeMieux mansion is putting it mildly. No sooner had they stepped into the foyer than they began exploring, commenting on every chair, table, chest, banister, sconce, window, crown molding, painting and every other thing. George and Michael followed them around, explaining everything, detailing its history, and having more fun than they had during Twister the night before. I was glad to see our host so recovered. 



As the four of them prattled about the rest of us went to the patio where Dash served us drinks and light appetizers. I waited for my sister to absorb the view and finish her first glass of white wine before I asked, “Do you feel her?” 



“Oh, yes,” she said. “So strongly she could be corporeal.” That sort of gave me the willies. As I shuddered, Jacob asked: 



“Can you exorcise her?” Joan took a deep breath, a large sip of wine and said: 



“I don’t know. I’ve never done it.” Joshua asked: 



“Can you reason with her?” Joan explained: 



“I can communicate with the dead. Everyone can, to an extent. I have a greater ability than most.” 

She was so matter-of-fact, and the others listened to her so matter-of-factly. Had she said the same in front of any of our siblings, or our parents…well they would have laughed as hard as Lorraine; this, in spite of demonstrating her abilities for decades. She continued, “All of you, it seems, have been able to communicate with this ghost. She hears and understands you,” Joan shot me a look that told me not to call Lorraine a “c” word anymore, as if I would ever risk being clobbered by a mirror again, “and she communicates, through the tone of her laughter.” Linden and the twins nodded. 
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Honey Bunches of Oats went poo-poo and then examined it. “If she had a mind to leave, or to be nice, she would have done so already. I can try an exorcism, but I’m certain she would interrupt it by hurling a fireplace instrument at my head before I completed it.” 



“So…” I asked, knowing what she would recommend. 



“So…” Joan said, just to be playful. 



“So…?” Joshua and Jacob wanted an answer. My normally low-key husband said: 



“So you summon Aunt Fiona and ask her to bitch slap Lorraine LeMieux into Hell.” 







We had dinner. Tofu-turkey and all the trimmings. George had suggested it to the cook thinking a holiday-like dinner would cheer all of us up. Though Joan and her family had already done so, the meal did further. When we finished it was close to ten o’clock, and none of us was tired at all. 

Michael suggested games in the lounge and everyone agreed. We played a range of them, different ones for different combinations of us. We wound up, well past midnight, playing charades, a game George was aware of but had never played. He wanted only to guess the charade, his first time, and did so extremely well. Wednesday night’s Trivial Pursuit and Twister had been a blast. Thursday night’s night o’ games was a bigger one. 



We were all in bed by one a.m. Lorraine didn’t bother us at all. I think she had heard Linden reference Fiona and maybe made some other-worldly inquires about her. And I think she was scared. 







Winston and Marcus spent Friday exploring more of the mansion, including the attic, which was the mother of all candy stores for them. I didn’t see it myself, but Joan explained that it had hundreds of old busted pieces that screamed for their help. “We might have to stay here,” Joan said, seriously. I responded: 



“I think that would be grand.” 



Joshua and Jacob shot rifles at a range that was as far away from the house as the stables had been, but in the opposite direction. Michael and George spent the day with Winston and Marcus. Linden, Joan and I explored the garden, read and relaxed on the patio. “When do you want to contact Fiona?” I asked. My sister said: 



“I can do it right now. I’d rather wait until later, though. I don’t want your adorable friends,” the twins, “to miss it. We’ll wait ‘til George goes to bed.” 



“Should we include Michael?” I asked. 



“Sure,” said Joan. 
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Dinner was spaghetti and tofu meatballs. The cook, who had enjoyed the challenge of making fake turkey the night before, succeeded in making fake meatballs so well he fooled everyone but Joan, who said nothing until the meal was over. George and everyone was impressed. Dessert and coffee were again enjoyed on the patio and then we went to the lounge to watch “Steel Magnolias,” which Michael had recommended. “Can you believe it’s been twenty years since this movie came out?” he asked. George had never seen it and got a kick out of listening to Michael and me anticipate lines and say them with the characters. When it was finished George said goodnight and he and Honey Bunches of Oats went to bed. Though I told him she and her family flew out to visit with me and Linden and see the house, I had also told him she was psychic, and I think he knew she would try and get rid of Lorraine. He said nothing, though. He left us while we still had energy enough to conduct a séance. I hoped we would be successful. 



Michael took George up to his room, which was unnecessary as the older man was fully 

ambulatory, in spite of his cane. He made some excuse as to why, but really wanted to be sure he was safely tucked away before we got started. “Where should we do it?” I asked Winston, who by then knew the house as well as Michael and, probably, George himself. He didn’t have an opinion. 

Marcus recommended the dining room. Jacob said: 



“Even with all of us, the table’s still kind of long,” to which Joan responded: 



“Not if we all sit on top of it.” It was an interesting idea. Probably not necessary, but different and fun. We all took a pillow from somewhere in the lounge, crossed the gym/ballroom and foyer and entered the dining room. We climbed onto the table and sat in a tight circle, careful no one was sitting directly under the chandelier, just in case Lorraine got some ideas. Joan said, “Everyone hold hands.” We did. I wanted to laugh and shot Linden, who sat to my immediate left, a knowing look. 

He squeezed my hand in warning and I remained as stone-faced as everyone else. “OK, now breathe deeply, and concentrate on…” something prevented my sister from saying “Lorraine.” Someone, that is. “Fiona,” Joan said, “I thought you’d never get here.” Linden squeezed my hand and I stayed serious. “Oh, so we don’t have to bring you up to speed. That’s good.” Joan listened, as if for instructions. “OK…OK…yes, we’ll do it.” Joan said to the rest of us, “Fiona needs us to concentrate on Lorraine.” 



“Will that bring her?” asked Michael, who didn’t know it was unnecessary to interrupt with dumb questions. 



“Yes,” said Joan, patiently. “She’s lying low. She knows the jig is up.” Fiona versus Lorraine. I had spent the day imagining that match-up, thinking, at first, that it would be a formidable fight. Then, Linden listed all Fiona’s adventures with which he was familiar. A list that began, of course, with her impersonation of Eleanor van der Walls at my wrongful death  trial and ended saying: 



“She buried a daughter.” Yes, she did. “What did Lorraine ever do that required strength or courage? She flipped her husband and guests the bird at her wedding and then laughed at a timid man for seventy years. She never left the house. She played games and read the paper. How is she a match for Fiona?” I made Linden repeat what he said to Joan, who had been giving Honey Bunches of Oats a haircut after she had found her way into a sticky bush. She agreed. 



“She’s here,” Joan said. She’s not laughing, I wanted to add, or throwing anything. “She’s here but she doesn’t want to be, for once.” Joan gripped Joshua and Michael’s hands. “She’s fighting it. 
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Everyone concentrate hard.” We all tightened our grips on our neighbors. “Yes,” Joan said, confidently, “we got her.” She paused and then drawled, “Let her have it, Fee.” With that, my sister began shaking and snapping her head back and forth, though she was not in any apparent pain. We figured she was Lorraine, and Fiona was bitch-slapping her to Hell and everything. Michael wrenched his hands out of Joan’s and Marcus’ and covered his face with them, dramatically. Joan’s head quit moving and she said to him, “It’s OK, I’m not being hurt. I’m just sort of taking it all in.” 

She held her hand back out and he took it and Marcus’. “Continue Fiona,” Joan said, and her head started snapping back and forth again. 



A full ninety seconds later my sister’s head stopped again. She didn’t open her eyes, though, nor did she release Joshua or Michael’s hands. Her eyeballs moved rapidly under her closed lids. She was continuing to sort of take it all in. She did so for another five minutes during which the rest of us looked at her, patiently. Finally, Joan opened her eyes and said, “Lorraine LeMieux won’t be laughing at anyone anymore.” Michael, ever the idiot, said: 



“How do you know?” Because Joan no longer needed his concentration, and ‘cause she was tired, a little irritable, and shared a bit of my cruel blood, she snarled: 



“Because Fiona ripped out her tongue!” Michael’s hands flew back to his face so fast the momentum knocked him backward and off the table, which caused the rest of us to try to stifle laughter. But for Linden and Winston, we failed. 







We packed Michael away to bed and then Winston made a fire in the ballroom, which might not have been the ballroom but the living room. I mean, did ballrooms have fireplaces? This question only occurs to me know, and as I write it I’m stunned at how insignificant it is. Yeah, we packed Michael away and Winston lit a fire in what was the gym. Dash, who was still up in spite of our telling him to go to bed, made all of us drinks and we sat around on the fantastic and totally unused exercise equipment. Joan sipped white wine and said, “Fiona smacked Lorraine around a bit and then told her she was a brat and to grow the fuck up.” Fiona had developed a mouth in the afterlife. 

“She told her George was a good man with a kind heart. She also said his father had bullied his mother and four older brothers, that his mother committed suicide and his brothers had left home at young ages, leaving him to get beaten and ridiculed by his father five times as badly.” Fiona had done her homework, and what she had found broke our hearts. “George thought marrying Lorraine and leaving his house for hers would be an escape. He stopped getting hit, but not getting abused.” 



“Is she moving on?” I asked Joan, of Lorraine’s spirit. 



“I don’t think so,” she said, and took another sip of wine. “To us, it seemed Fiona smacked her for a few minutes and talked to her for a few more. To them, it was more like five or six blows and a month-long visit.” This was new, and very interesting. “Lorraine’s feeling some remorse. I think she’s going to stick around, at least as long as George is alive. To kind of look after him.” 



“Talk about running a gamut,” I said. 



“It’s not much,” Joan said, “but it’s something.” 
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The following day, Saturday, Michael, Dash, the cook and I prepared the party that Crawford Welch and Hassler had sent me to Kingdom Come to have. Since there were only a handful of us there, and only a handful of people in Kingdom Come, I recommended we make it a servants party, and we, the guests, would wait on them. In spite of having come up with this theme at the last minute, Dash said it would be attended by everyone, of course, ‘cause they all worked there anyway, and everyone’s families. “Killer,” I said and then told Dash to, “Tell all the locals to go home and relax and all the residents to iron their best outfits,” adding, “I don’t want to see any black slacks and black shirts. Tell them it’s all about colors.” Dash nodded and disappeared. The cook remained, forcing me to jerk my thumb and snap, “Hit the road.” He followed Dash. 



Joshua, Jacob, Winston, Marcus, Michael and I arranged food, music and decorations. It required a couple of trips into the Kingdom Come general store. Yeah, KC’s that small. I drove the Rolls. It was worth everything. 



Joan, who normally would have taken the reins of an endeavor such as ours, spent the morning enjoying coffee and visiting with Honey Bunches of Oats and George on the patio. She basically explained a few things and gave him some love. She didn’t go into detail with me. In fact, she didn’t tell me more than that she explained a few things and gave him some love. I was satisfied with that. I was also glad and satisfied when, at around one-thirty p.m., they joined us in the kitchen. It was clear George had been crying. As clear was the expression of relief and peace he wore. Joan’s work was done, at least her work with him. She no sooner appeared than she asked for a status report. We gave her one and she proceeded to give us all instructions. 



The party was a hit, of course. All the servants came, though I only recognized Dash, the stable guy, and the chauffer who taxied us back and forth to the airstrip. Michael pointed out cleaning staff and scullery maids and maintenance guys and gardeners. “You’ve seen all of them,” he assured me. I took his word for it. The evening’s guests arrived, or came downstairs, at eight p.m. Joan and the rest of us made a spread of foods we found in the kitchen, items I later learned the cook had prepared during the week in anticipation of the event. We added stuff here and there, just to put our stamp on it. There was liquor, liquor, liquor, too. We secured a DJ who canceled a gig in a town sixty miles away to work ours. We also found a classic seventies rock cover band that was going to play at Kingdom Come’s only bar. Their leader, the drummer, said the manager and patrons would be disappointed, so George told them to come, too, and he would cover the lost revenue. 



Our servants party turned out to be a Kingdom Come party. Hundreds of people came, everyone had fun, and it went on until the sun rose the following day, Sunday. 







Joshua, James and I were to attend one more party that summer, at Superior Bodies Miami, the next Saturday. We were done with driving and Dash arranged for our black PT Cruiser to be picked up and brought to the nearest branch of the rental car company that owned it. The twins could have flown to North Carolina, missed Miami, and seen me when classes began. Linden and I could have flown home, stayed in Orlando until Saturday and driven to Miami. Instead, the four of us and Honey Bunches of Oats spent another week with George at Superior Bodies Kingdom Come. 
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Joan, Winston and Marcus also stayed with George at the LeMieux mansion for another week, before deciding to stay indefinitely and arranging for their pets, a Great Dane and a cat, to join them. My sister and her lover stayed for two more years and Marcus stayed until George passed away on his one hundredth birthday. 



Winston and Marcus restored all the furniture in the attic and sold it at auction. George sent the money to Wesley and Stephen at Superior Bodies Wayward. Winston and Marcus continued to take jobs throughout the world and traveled frequently. Michael also took jobs and traveled. He left permanently after a year, having met and fallen in love with a client in Chicago. His work was done, and later Winston’s and Joan’s was, too. Marcus’ wasn’t, and that is because after learning about how Joan and Winston fostered him when he was an adolescent and ultimately made him their son in every way but on a legal document, George insisted they find an adolescent boy to foster at Honey Bunches of Oats. 



Yeah, George sent Hassler a check and broke their contract, which meant Superior Bodies Kingdom Come was over. As no LeMieux were living and LeMieux Furs had gone bankrupt, it seemed silly to call the house the LeMieux mansion anymore. Less silly, if you can buy that, was that George called it Honey Bunches of Oats after the blind, who-knew-how-old Pekingese who stayed there the week George’s life changed, the dog who had been dumped on a rainy street in Orlando’s red light district, whom I found and brought home, who joined me, Joshua and Jacob on the Superior Bodies 2008 tour and who died peacefully on George’s lap ten days after arriving at the house that would later bear her name and feature a portrait my brother Thomas did of her with the other LeMieux in the foyer. 



Yeah, I covered it quickly. I can’t help it the pain of losing her was so bad. She will always be in my heart and in my imagination as the immortal vampire peke who followed me to St. Francis Park, dog paddling out to the fountain in order to save me and Joshua from the evil blond vamp. Live forever Honey Bunches of Oats! 
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