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            AT THE DINER

          

        

      

    

    
      Stéphane Dobson and Brian McCartney settled into living at 49100 Las Pensamiento Rosados in Puesta De Sol, a gated community for seniors—known locally as Twilight Manors. The married couple had retired to Palm Springs after living in Chicago for most of their adult lives. In the Windy City, Stéphane owned Short & Curly’s Hair & Nail Salon on N. Clark St., and Brian was a history professor at the University of Chicago—what Brian didn’t know about Elizabethan codpieces wasn’t worth knowing. He was an expert. It was on his resume. Stéphane was an expert on powder puffs. The couple retired to Southern California because Palm Springs is a great place to live, also a fabulous place to get sick and die. So many gay folks are cremated in Palm Springs that the air is thick with toasted fairy dust. But Brian and Stéphane weren’t the types to sit quietly in God’s Waiting Room reading old copies of People magazine and waiting for death to kick them in the prostate. No, no, no. They were another type entirely. Here’s a clue: If Brian and Stéphane moved in next door to you, your lawn would die.

      Today was Stéphane’s birthday. He claimed his exact age was ‘older than God.’ When Brian asked him what he wanted to do on his special day, Stéphane answered. “I’d like to have breakfast at La Gran Polla Negra.” A Mexican-style diner in Rancho Mirage. “Then I’d like to go to the Living Desert Zoo and Gardens in Palm Desert.” Stéphane liked to watch the giraffes’ tongues when they were eating. He found it erotic. He imagined those long, thick rubbery tongues penetrating his lower sphere of consciousness and wiggling around. Think about it for a moment—a long, thick tongue, penetrating, fluttering around in the nether regions. It’s what dreams are made of.

      Brian pulled the car into the Atrium in Rancho Mirage, home to several restaurants and antique businesses. A farmer’s market outside took up half of the parking lot. A few early-bird shoppers bought local fruit, vegetables, cheese, and bread. On this bright sunny morning, all the tables outside La Gran Polla Negra were taken. Inside, Brian and Stéphane sat in a red vinyl booth in the corner. Stéphane ordered scrambled eggs, hash browns, and fruit, and Brian ordered a vegetable omelet with steak fries and a pancake. They sipped their iced coffee. While they waited for their food to arrive, they played their favorite game, Politically Incorrect, i.e., ruthlessly critiquing the appearance of strangers.

      An immaculately over-dressed couple walked into the restaurant. Stéphane stirred his coffee and licked the spoon. “She won’t see eighty-five again. And the boyfriend hasn’t seen thirty yet. I think we know what’s going on here. These old Hollywood D-listers get lonely in their old age. When they’re young, they marry old men, sugar-daddies. Then when the old men die, they marry young men and become sugar-mamas. It’s the circle of life in Palm Springs.”

      “It’s a bit cynical.”

      “But it’s true, Brian, it’s the circle of life.”

      Brian began singing. “It’s the circle of life. And it moves us all. Through despair and hope. Through faith and love. ’Til we find our place. On the path unwinding. In the circle. The circle of life. Happy birthday, Stéphane.”

      Stéphane blushed. “Thank you. The Lion King, I love that movie. So appropriate that we’re going to the zoo today.”

      Brian glanced again at the elegantly dressed woman. “She’s had a lot of work done. She looks like Joan Rivers. Face pulled tight like a trampoline. You could bounce tennis balls off her face.”

      “He’s no stranger to the plastic surgeon either. I don’t think he was born with that nose, or that chin. In this heat, I’m surprised these two don’t stick together when they kiss. And the Botox! It looks like they’ve both gone three rounds with Mike Tyson.”

      Just then, the young man leaned across the table and caressed the woman’s hand. He looked lovingly into her watery eyes. She looked like a golden retriever begging for a bone.

      Stéphane giggled. “Oh, he’s good. He should get an Oscar for this performance. This is like watching Laurence Olivier in Richard III.”

      Then the young man stood up and knelt on one knee. The restaurant stopped. All eyes were on them. “Ann, we’ve been together now for two weeks, will you marry me?”

      The diners in La Gran Polla Negra held their breath, waiting to applaud and cheer this romantic moment.

      The woman attempted a smile.

      Brian screwed up his eyes and stared at her face. “Stéphane, is that a smile?”

      “I’m not sure. I don’t think her face will stretch to a smile. Although, it’s hard to say with those high cheekbones.”

      “Someone told me they pad the cheekbones with fat they remove from your ass.”

      “Really? That means we could make some money by selling your ass fat to plastic surgeons. You could give a new lease of life to at least fifty women. Let’s be honest Brian, you were at the front of the line when God was handing out ass fat. He must have been drunk that day. You got a triple helping.”

      Brian ignored him.

      The woman fluttered her eyelashes like a shy teenage girl, then slumped forward, falling face down into her ham and cheese omelet. Her young lover gasped. “What’s happened to her?”

      A young woman at the next table checked her pulse. “I’m a nurse—I’m afraid she’s gone.”

      “I hate it when that happens.” Brian sighed. “Young love cut short. Very Romeo and Juliet.”

      “I don’t think it was L.O.V.E. I think it was another four-letter word—C.A.S.H.”

      There was a flurry of panic-stricken waiters, customers wanting to help, and people taking photographs to spice up their Facebook pages. It would make a change from the pictures of cherry clafoutis that they just pulled off the Internet and claimed they had just pulled out of the oven. And don’t forget those pussy-pigeon buddy videos.

      An ambulance arrived, and the woman’s body was taken away. Her young lover ran to his car and drove off. A woman at the next table leaned over to Brian. “That was Ann Rogers. She was an actress. She was one of the girls in that 1950s comedy, The Belles of St. Trinian’s. And she was a friend of Julia Child and Zsa Zsa Gabor. She married a hotel owner. He died and left her millions.”

      Service was halted at La Gran Polla Negra until the body was removed. Some customers left having lost their appetite. Brian and Stéphane waited and took their time over breakfast—it would take more than an old woman dying in an omelet to dampen their appetite. When they had finished eating, Stéphane clumsily pulled out his wallet to pay the bill. Unfortunately, it slipped from his fingers and dropped into a gap between the vinyl booth and the wall.

      “Damn! I keep dropping things. It might be arthritis. Maybe I’m having a stroke.” Stéphane tried to reach his wallet. He couldn’t.

      “Let me try.”

      “Brian, you’ll never reach it, your hands are too fat. It would be like trying to push a ham through a keyhole.”

      “Then we’ll have to pull the booth out. Is it attached to the wall?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Brian and Stéphane yanked at the red vinyl booth.

      “I felt it move.” Brian pulled harder. “It’s coming. Almost there. I can feel it pulling away from the wall.”

      Suddenly the booth slid across the floor and into the aisle. A crack appeared and zigzagged up the wall. Then, with a crash, the wall collapsed over the table, showering Brian and Stéphane with rubble and dust.

      That’s when the skeleton fell out.
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            POR FAVOR, NO SE PEDORREE. ESTÁ ASUSTAUDO LOS SURICATAS

          

        

      

    

    
      After breakfast at La Gran Polla Negra and the “skeleton incident,” Brian and Stéphane brushed debris from their clothes and climbed into the car. A reporter and a news crew arrived as Brian started the engine. “Excuse me, sir, were you in the restaurant when the incident with the skeleton occurred?”

      Stéphane stepped in. “I knowwen nodingngen of dissen incidennnt. In Swedennn ve havenn skelenntonsnsen fallingngen to of der vallllen all der timenn. It’s no biggen dingngen.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t understand.”

      “Pagh vISov. QaStaHvIS poH nI’ luHoHlu’ ’ej jabmaj. DaH ghew.” Stéphane smiled.

      Brian started up the car and drove away. “Stéphane, that was excellent.”

      “It’s not my fault they don’t speak Swedish Chef or Klingon. What’s wrong with these people? What are they teaching them in school these days?”

      At home, Brian and Stéphane threw their clothes into the laundry basket. Then showered. Brian dried himself off. “There’s nothing like human body dust and drywall to wake you up in the morning.”

      “I wonder who it was? The skeleton, I mean.”

      “I think the police are asking the same question.”

      “So, you don’t think it was a natural death, then.”

      “Who climbs into a wall in a restaurant, boards themselves up, then dies of natural causes? Stéphane, I worry about you sometimes.”

      “Well, I don’t know about these things. I’ve never had a skull land on my plate in a diner before. It’s a first.”

      “And with a bullet hole in it.”

      “I didn’t see that. I turned away. It’s Jimmy Hoffa, isn’t it?”

      “It could be. Except the Atrium was built in 1984. Jimmy Hoffa disappeared in 1975. Also, the skeleton was wearing a dress. Maybe Jimmy Hoffa disappeared in 1975 to live his life as a woman. Then the mob, or someone, found him in 1984, shot him in the head, and walled him up.”

      “It’s possible, Brian. I mean, back in 1975, it would have been impossible for Jimmy Hoffa to be the president of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters and turn up for work wearing a simple black dress and stilettos. The union guys wouldn’t have gone for it. But that’s all conjecture. A lot of famous people were secretly cross-dressers. Look at J. Edgar Hoover, or ‘Millicent’ as he was known. Never left the house without wearing his mother’s panties. Then there was the Rev. Jerry Falwell—those lips were no stranger to lipstick. They say that half the construction workers in Lynchburg, Virginia, had to wipe Smoky Peach off their man-rods before returning home to their unsuspecting wives. Falwell’s drag name was Gloria Hole. The man was gayer than Tinky Winky. Who knows what these so-called ‘straight’ guys get up to?

      Brian sighed. “I’m sure that if our skeleton is Jimmy Hoffa, we’ll hear about it. Do you still want to go to the zoo?”
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        * * *

      

      Brian parked the car in the lot at the Living Desert Zoo and Gardens in Palm Desert. Inside, they headed for the giraffe enclosure, where a zoo worker sold carrots to feed the giraffes. “This is Casper.” The giraffe woman handed Stéphane a bunch of carrots. “He’s four years old. He was born here at the zoo. I was there at his birth. It was like Call the Midwife but for quadrupeds. And there weren’t any nuns present. Not to my knowledge, anyway. Here’s a surprising fact—giraffe blood is blue. Not many people know that. The skink in New Guinea has green blood.”

      “What’s that rumbling noise?” Stéphane listened. “Can you hear it? It sounds a bit like a cat purring.”

      “I think that omelet disagreed with me.” Brian loudly passed gas. A little boy standing behind him got the full force of it in his face. The boy’s mother pulled him away and gave Brian a dirty look.

      “I do apologize. Upset tummy. It’s been a difficult morning. Having an old woman die in her omelet, and then have a corpse fall on top of you is stressful.”

      The woman gathered her children around her like a mother hen. Then she herded them away to safety.

      Stéphane fed carrots to Casper.

      “Did you see that, Stéphane? That woman. What a big fuss about nothing.”

      “This may come as a surprise to you, Brian, but some people don’t like old fairies farting in their children’s faces.”

      “It was an accident. My tummy hurts. I would never fart in a child’s face on purpose. Unless they’re being annoying, of course. Then all bets are off.”

      Brian and Stéphane moved on to the next enclosure. “Brian, it says ostriches, but I don’t see anything.”

      “They’re probably lying in the shade somewhere. Snoozing. Or lounging on a sofa watching TV.”

      “What do you think ostriches watch on TV?”

      “The Muppets maybe. The Kardashians—ostriches are famously stupid.”

      Stéphane peered over the wall at a vast area of created semi-arid plains. He leaned over. It was a seven-foot drop. “I’m surprised they don’t just fly out.”

      “Stéphane, ostriches don’t fly. Neither do pigs or elephants.”

      “Apart from Dumbo.”

      “Yes, apart from Dumbo. I forget about him.”

      As Stéphane pulled back, the fence caught on his wedding ring, and it slid off his finger and fell into the enclosure. “Oh my God, Brian, I’ve dropped my ring. There it is in the water. I can see it. I want my ring back.”

      “We wants it, we needs it. Must have the precious. They stole it from us. Sneaky little hobbitses. Wicked, tricksy, false! Lost! Lost! My Precious is lost!!”

      “Oh shut up, Brian. I’m climbing over to get it.”

      “No, you’re not, there’s wild animals here.”

      “I can’t see any. Anyway, it’s only ostriches. They’re not dangerous. They’re not lions. You never see an ostrich chasing and bringing down a water buffalo. Or ripping a hyena to pieces.”

      Before Brian could stop him, Stéphane climbed over the fence and dropped down into the enclosure. He picked up the ring. “Brian, I’ve got it. Now help me get out.” He reached up to grab Brian’s hand. Just then, an ostrich appeared from behind a bush and stared at Stéphane. Stéphane stared back. It was a Mexican standoff. Brian could hear the music from The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. Then the ostrich took a step forward, and Stéphane turned and hightailed it across the tundra. About twenty yards away, Stéphane climbed a tree, sat on a branch, and clung to the trunk. The ostrich strutted around in a circle beneath him. Stéphane was stuck. The ostrich had him cornered.

      “Brian, help me!”

      Brian passed gas loudly. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Think of something.”

      “Have you tried tickling his balls?”

      “What?”

      “I think I read it somewhere, you have to tickle their balls.”

      “What balls? Ostriches don’t have testicles. Do they?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, that could be bears. Sorry, I’m getting confused. I know there’s one animal that if it attacks you, you should tickle their balls. Oh, wait a minute, it could be a bee.”

      A man standing next to Brian tried to help. “I don’t think ostriches have balls. Or bees. Bears do. Boy bears. Even gay bears.”

      Stéphane interrupted. “Well, this is all very informative, but this bird wants to kill me.” The ostrich circled Stéphane in the tree again. There was fury in the bird’s eyes. It was obviously possessed by Satan.

      The man smiled at Brian. “Hi, my name’s Dave.”

      “Hi Dave.”

      “You’re a bit of a bear. Do you like having your balls tickled?”

      Stéphane called out. “Excuse me! I don’t believe this! I can hear you. You’re trying to pick up my husband on my birthday when I’m stuck up a tree being threatened by an ostrich—after I’ve seen two dead bodies this morning. One with a gunshot wound in their skull. And another who probably died from Botox poisoning.”

      “Sorry I spoke.” Dave made a rapid exit. He sensed, quite correctly, that he was fishing in polluted waters.

      “Now look what you’ve done, Stéphane. You frightened him away. That’s the first time in years that anyone has found me attractive.”

      “Years? More like decades. He wasn’t your type, Brian. And he’s obviously mentally ill if he finds you attractive.”

      Eventually, a zoo worker appeared and chased off the ostrich with a stick. Stéphane climbed down from the tree and was escorted to the exit of the enclosure. A few minutes later, he rejoined Brian.

      “Well, that was a stupid thing to do.”

      “I didn’t know they were dangerous. The keeper said that ostriches kick with their feet. They have long claws, which are capable of disemboweling or killing a person with a single kick.”

      “Well, I’m glad you escaped. I wasn’t looking forward to telling our friends you were killed by an ostrich. Nobody would believe it.”

      Brian and Stéphane continued walking through the zoo. Brian’s stomach churned over. While they were looking at a barn owl, Brian passed more gas. It sounded like a high-speed train whistle going through a tunnel.

      “What’s wrong with your stomach, Brian?”

      “I think I must have eaten something bad at the diner.”

      They heard a woman’s voice behind them.

      “Excuse me, sir, could you please stop loudly passing gas. You’re frightening the meerkats. They’ve all run into their burrows. Por favor, no se pedorree. Está asustaudo los suricatas.”

      It was an awkward moment. The zoo worker was a tall, imposing woman. She could have starred in a post-Apocalyptic movie carrying a spear and whooping biker gang ass. She was an Amazonian warrior-queen whose only reason to exist was to protect meerkats from sudden loud noises and unpleasant smells. It was her sole mission in life.

      “I want to see the meerkats.” A little boy whined to his mother.

      “You can’t see them. This man here keeps farting and it’s making them hide in their burrows.”

      “Tell him to stop farting then.” The boy stamped his feet.

      A wave of uneasiness passed through the crowd. Brian bent over to tie his shoelace and loudly passed gas again. This time the gas came with a little wet package. “Oh fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I need the bathroom.” Brian waddled into a nearby men’s room. He disappeared into a stall. “Oh fuck! No—I don’t believe this is happening to me.”

      Stéphane waited outside. “What happened?”

      “Go away, I’ve had an accident. A bad one.”

      “I’ll wait outside.”

      Stéphane sat outside on a wooden bench donated by Mrs. Tribbet in honor of her husband, Bunny, who was the love of her life. In the men’s room, Brian pulled down his pants and tighty whities that weren’t that whitie anymore. Then he sat on the toilet, but it was too late. Disaster had already struck—his underwear was full of his previous breakfast. Brian’s heart sank. He managed to slip his tighty whities off. Then he took toilet tissue and wiped his backside and legs. When he was finished, there was a knock on the stall door. “Hello! Will you be much longer.” It was a stranger’s voice.

      “Won’t be a minute.”

      Someone was waiting outside of the stall. Brian was embarrassed. He couldn’t open the door and let a stranger see his poopy tighty-whities. He couldn’t flush them down the toilet for fear of blocking it. He couldn’t leave them on the floor. Then he had an idea. A brilliant idea. He tossed the poopy tighty whities over the wall divider into the next stall. Then, as he opened the door to leave, a deep voice in the next stall bellowed. “What the fuck!”

      A bald-headed man, wearing Brian’s poopy tighty whities on his head, burst out of the next stall with his pants around his ankles. He took a swing at the man going into Brian’s stall—thinking he was the phantom pooper plopper. An ugly brawl broke out, with poop and punches flying everywhere. A security guard rushed into the men’s restroom. “What’s going on?”

      Brian panicked. “These two men are pooping on each other. I think they’re French. It’s a very French thing to do—poop on someone’s head. Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, the artist, did it all the time. Didn’t he Stéphane?”

      “Yes. He couldn’t stop himself. In fact, it was while he was pooping on someone’s head, that he painted ‘At the Moulin Rouge.’”

      “And Edith Piaf. Non ! Rien de rien.... Non! Je ne regrette rien... Ni le bien, qu’on m’a fait Ni le mal, tout ça m’est bien égal! Non! Rien de rien... Non! Je ne regrette rien... C’est payé, balayé, oublié Je me fous du passé! Every time she sang that song, she pooped on someone’s head.”

      Stéphane grabbed Brian’s arm. “Time to leave. Let me get you back to the sanatorium. They only let him out once a week. Come on.”

      Stéphane led Brian back to the car.

      “But we never saw the camels.”

      Stéphane wiped the sweat from his brow. “I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day.”
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            THE NEW BED

          

        

      

    

    
      At the breakfast table the following morning, Brian poured granola into a bowl. He was on an orange juice, granola, and yogurt health kick. He had to lose weight. He was having a recurring nightmare that he was stuck in a revolving door, unable to get out. And the revolving door was invisible. It was a disturbing mime dream. In another dream, he inflated and burst like Mr. Creosote in Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life. He often woke up in the morning in a state of panic, gasping for air and wanting a box of Krispy Kreme donuts.

      Stéphane stuffed the laundry into the washing machine, then returned to the breakfast table outside in the morning sunshine. “What’s this? I found it in the laundry basket.”

      “It’s one of your compacts.”

      “This isn’t mine.”

      “Oh! I picked it up at La Gran Polla Negra. Must have left it in the pocket of my pants. It was on the table after the skeleton fell out.”

      “Then it belongs to the skeleton.”

      “I assumed it was yours. You’re the compact and powder puff queen.”

      Stéphane examined the compact. “No, it’s not mine. It’s a Rex Fifth Avenue—late-1940s. Not valuable. Nice design. I’m guessing the skeleton was an older woman. I don’t see a young person using this. Unless there’s a retro-fad going on that I don’t know about. I think the skeleton bought this around 1947. That’s my guess.”

      “So, our skeleton is an old woman. There’s a clue to her identity.”

      “Or an old transvestite, as we called them back then. The most notable feature on this model of compact is the secret compartment. Look here.” Stéphane pressed a button and a slim drawer shot out. “What’s this?” Stéphane slid out a small piece of yellowing paper. He unfolded it. “Look at this, Brian. X marks the spot.”

      Brian took the paper. “It’s a map, two street names, two lines and an X. Varner and Mountain View Road. It could be a treasure map. I feel an adventure coming on. Let’s go for a drive.”

      “It’ll have to wait until tomorrow. Remember? We’re going shopping at Watchman’s in La Quinta today. There’s a 20 percent off sale. We need a new mattress. After the incident—”

      “Don’t mention the incident.”

      Stéphane laughed. “Why did we think that maple syrup, a hosepipe, a Princess Leia action figure, and an inflatable octopus, would spice up our sex life?”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t know, but it didn’t work. Try getting half a gallon of maple syrup out of a mattress. I can’t sleep in a sticky bed. We’ll go on the treasure hunt tomorrow.”

      Brian and Stéphane walked through Watchman’s furniture store until they reached the mattress department.

      “Can I help you, sirs?” The woman was British. She had a toothy, slightly demented smile. Her badge read Chloe. She wore a garish dress of yellow primroses on a red background, sensible shoes with silver bows, and large, circular, yellow-framed Elton John glasses. But her worst crime against fashion was her hair. It looked like her hairdresser had shot 50,000 volts through her. Stéphane, who once owned Short & Curly’s Hair & Nail Salon in Chicago, knew about hair, and he could hear every split end on the women’s head screaming for help.

      “We’re looking at mattresses. King Size.” Brian stared at the floor. He feared locking eyes with this strange creature who should be teaching a broom flight class at Hogwarts. She looked like she could snap and spontaneously combust at any moment.

      “Not queen size?” The woman winked and laughed.

      Brian and Stéphane let that one slide.

      “How long have you been in the States?” Brian was an anglophile. He was a big fan of Agatha Christie’s Poirot and Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple TV series.

      “Only a few months.”

      “We love Downton Abbey, don’t we Stéphane?”

      “We love Maggie Smith. We quote her all the time. Don’t we, Brian? What is a weekend? … Don’t be a defeatist, dear. It is very middle class.”

      The sales assistant smiled. “I’ve met Maggie Smith several times. I used to work in Harrods in London. You’ve probably heard of it.”

      “We went there once.” Stéphane beamed. He remembered buying a silk scarf.

      “Did you buy any women’s lingerie?”

      “Ugh—no.” Stéphane was puzzled.

      “I worked in the women’s lingerie department for years. I sold undergarments to a lot of celebrities. Judy Dench was a regular customer. Maggie Smith. Of course, many years ago, Princess Margaret, the Queen’s sister. She had everything custom-made in silk. All her panties were crotchless.”

      Brian and Stéphane froze.

      The woman continued. “I can say that about Princess Margaret now. She passed away many years ago. She wasn’t the only customer from Buckingham Palace either. Prince Philip, gone now, bless him, bought all his bras from me at Harrods. I’m not sure what functions he wore them to. But I remember watching him on television one time. He was opening an exhibition at the Imperial War Museum about the London Blitz in World War II, and I remember thinking, ‘I wonder if he’s wearing one of his bras that he bought from me.’ Of course, all Prince Philip’s lingerie had the royal coat of arms. On his knickers—he called them knickers—Prince Philip had the coat of arms on the crotch area and the face of Queen Elizabeth around the seat area. We thought that was a bit strange, that when he sat down, he sat on the Queen’s face. But you never asked questions at Harrod’s.”

      Brian and Stéphane’s jaws dropped. They were speechless. This was gossip gold straight from the horse’s mouth.

      The woman continued unabated. “You see, in the women’s lingerie department, there was a separate room for men who like that kind of thing. It was called the TV lounge. We also had a lot of American movie stars come in. Julia Roberts, Liza Minnelli—she’s a sweetheart. John Wayne. Now, I know that John Wayne had that macho image in the movies, but once he got into his baby doll nightie, he was quite giggly and girly. He thought he was Jane Mansfield. Used to apply lipstick to his nipples. Never knew why. You never asked questions at Harrod’s. John Wayne was easy to dress because he had nothing down there to conceal.” Chloe pointed to her groin area. “Well, nothing to write home about. A bit of a toothpick, to be honest. Now, Sean Connery was a different story. He had an abundance of genitals. They were flopping around all over the place. Huge. Sean Connery’s crotch area looked like two Saddleback pigs fighting over a parsley root. We had to sew in a reinforced gusset for him. He’s dead now, so I can say these things.”

      Brian and Stéphane held their breath. They feared that the sound of their breathing might stem the flow from this rich seam of celebrity gossip. It flowed out of her like lava from Krakatoa.

      The woman showed no sign of stopping. “And then, of course, there was Bob Hope. He was trying on an underwire bra one time and Bing Crosby walked in and said, ‘That’s ugly, I won’t let you buy that.’ And then there was the incident with Clint Eastwood and the box of tampons, but he’s still alive, so I can’t really talk about him. Anyway, you were looking for a new mattress.”

      Driving home, Brian and Stéphane were silent for the first few miles. Eventually, they turned into Twilight Manors and waved to the guard at the gate. “Brian, did that just happen? The woman at the furniture store. Did she really say that John Wayne had a small dick?”

      “Yes, she did. Whatever happened to ‘not speaking ill of the dead?’ I think I’m suffering from dead celebrity gossip overload. I wonder if she’s got any dirt on Mother Theresa.”

      “I don’t see Mother Theresa buying panties in Harrods. I’m pretty sure that I read somewhere that she went commando. And what about Clint Eastwood and the box of tampons? What’s the story there?”

      “I don’t know, Stéphane, but I can’t wait for Clint Eastwood to die, so we can come back to Watchman’s and find out. Sometimes, it seems to me that all straight men are secret cross-dressers.”

      “It certainly looks that way. I can’t say I’m surprised. An average day in the life of most male heterosexuals can be very dull—a never-ending cycle of sports, BBQs, saloons, sports, testicle scratching, Country and Western music, and trying to return to the womb via pussy. Wearing your wife’s underwear can take the edge off the tedium. A pretty chemise is a tiny prick of light, in the dark sinister sky that is heterosexuality. Why anyone chooses to be heterosexual, I don’t know. Who could possibly turn down a lifetime of worshipping cock and listening to Barbara Streisand?”

      “Stéphane, I agree. It’s baffling. Only a fool could turn that down.”
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            SUGAR AND FEVER

          

        

      

    

    
      At the breakfast table the following morning, Stéphane picked up The Desert Sun. The front-page headline read. “Two dead in Rancho Mirage restaurant.”

      Brian tore open a carton of strawberry yogurt. “Have they identified the skeleton yet?”

      “No, but she’s female and she was in her sixties or seventies. She died from a bullet wound in the head. She also suffered from arthritis and may have been a dancer. They’re asking the public for help. ‘Does anyone know of a woman in the Palm Springs area who went missing in 1984?’”

      “When the Atrium was built.”

      “Yes, it was built by the Bentworth Construction Co. Long gone, apparently.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No. It looks like the compact was the only clue that might lead to the police finding out her identity. And we’ve got it. And we’ve got the treasure map. Maybe we should hand it over to the police.”

      Brian balked. “No, not yet. Let’s at least follow the clue in the compact. I’m intrigued by the treasure map. I loved pirate movies as a kid, Treasure Island and Captain Blood. While other boys wanted to drive a train or fly a plane, all I wanted to do was suck on Errol Flynn’s nipples.”

      “Brian, you are hopelessly gay. What does the paper say about the other woman? The Botox lady.”

      “The woman in the restaurant who spoke to you was correct. Her name was Ann Rogers. She was a British child actor. She appeared in several of those old British Ealing Studio comedies. The Lavender Hill Mob, Passport to Pimlico, and Kind Hearts and Coronets. Later she was a mom in the Beatles movie, A Hard Day’s Night. She had a brief affair with one of the Fab Four.”

      “So, she tasted Beatle juice.”

      The doorbell rang. Stéphane answered it to find a pirate standing on the doorstep. He was a bearish man with a monstrous black goatee braided in one strand with beads attached. “We’ve got your new mattress. Where would you like us to put it?”

      Stéphane called Brian. “The mattress has arrived.”

      Brian led the pirate into the bedroom. “And you’re taking the old one, right? To the dump.”

      The young man called his workmate—a skinny kid with a long ponytail and silver studded jeans. The two men carried the old mattress out to the van. Brian felt he needed to explain. “The stain is maple syrup. You’re young and virile, but when you get older and you’ve been with your partner for … how long have we been together, Stéphane? Let’s say, it’s about 350 years. Then you think of ways to spice things up in the bedroom a bit. That’s where the maple syrup comes in. I was pouring it over him.”

      The two men cringed and stared at their feet. The thought of two old men having maple-syrup sex was too terrible to think about. The pirate and his mate tried to obliterate the image of two sticky, naked, wrinkly old men rolling around together, out of their young minds—but it was too late. The vision was embedded in their memories forever. And no amount of therapy, prayer, or wishful thinking, could erase it from their young minds.

      “New mattress?” Brian turned to see their neighbor, Alice, walking Mitzi. Mitzi was a long-haired, one-eyed chihuahua whose ambition was to wipe Brian off the face of the Earth. The feeling was mutual. In his private moments, Brian fantasized about slipping arsenic into Mitzi’s kibble. While Mitzi dreamt of chasing Brian across the Serengeti, lunging at his ankles and bringing him down like a wounded gnu.

      “Yes, we spilt maple syrup on the other one.” Brian vowed to himself that he would never mention maple syrup in connection with sex again.

      Alice laughed. “Breakfast in bed? We used to do that until one day Jenny climbed in the bed and sat on a grape. It disappeared for three days. It went right up inside of her. And then there was our friend Jack, who managed to get a cornflake trapped under his foreskin. Apparently, it’s very painful. Having breakfast in bed, is like taking your life into your own hands.”

      Mitzi growled at Brian.

      Alice smiled. “Are you coming to the talk by Mr. Olson, the mortuary beautician, at the community hall. It’s called, ‘How to Create a Beautiful Corpse.’ There’s a Q and A afterward.”

      Brian thought for a moment. “Olson? Isn’t that the guy who made-up Graham Cartwright for his funeral? He also made-up Elizabeth Taylor, Jean and Jeff Kandinsky’s poodle, who died.”

      “Yes, that’s him. He does wonderful work. The dead are quite safe in his hands.”

      The pirate and his mate unloaded the new mattress and carried it to the bedroom. Five minutes later, they drove away. Just as Margarita and Isabella, the gardeners, arrived. Outside of gardening, the couple were actors—Isabella played a Nazi sausage in a recent sci-fi movie, and Margarita was Jason Momoa’s stunt double in Game of Thrones and Aquaman. Isabella disappeared through the side gate and into the back garden. Margarita approached Brian and Stéphane. “I’ve got some bad news about Martie. Last night he was rushed into Desert Regional Hospital.”

      Martie was a Divine-sized Peggy Lee-loving drag queen who ran a local garden center.

      Brian paled. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He started choking and couldn’t breathe.”

      “Can we visit him?”

      “Family only.”
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        * * *

      

      “That won’t stop us. Thanks for telling us. Let’s go now, Stéphane. We’ll investigate the other business with the map another day.”

      At Desert Regional Hospital, Brian and Stéphane made their way to Ward Six, where they found Martie’s room. He was sitting up in bed watching the soaps on TV. A stern-faced nurse stopped them at the door. “Are you family? Only family are allowed in here.”

      Martie switched off the TV. “These are my sisters Madge and Lavinia. Madge is the skinny one.”

      The nurse rolled her eyes, shook her head, and swept out of the room.

      Stéphane leaned against the windowsill.

      Brian sat in a chair next to Martie’s bed. “What happened to you?”

      “It started yesterday. Bad stomach pains. I had to call an ambulance. Look what they’ve put me in. This drab blue gown is so ugly. And it doesn’t fit. My ass is hanging out the back. Apparently, they don’t make XXXX fat boy hospital gowns. And look at these socks with sucker pads underneath. I feel like a gecko. It’s so undignified. You never saw Peggy Lee with her ass hanging out and wearing sucker pad socks. So, anyway, they took me into surgery. Turns out I’d swallowed a drop pearl earring and it got stuck somewhere.”

      Brian laughed. “How did that happen?”

      “It must have fallen into my chocolate éclair. I’ve been a slave to chocolate éclairs for as long as I can remember. I’ve tried giving them up, but I just can’t. I even went to a psychiatrist. He was very Freudian, thought my desire for chocolate éclairs was sexual. Apparently, my addiction to them is because I’m looking for the right man to come along and, at the same time, pushing them away. I don’t know about that. I’ve yet to find a man with a choux pastry dick that’s filled with cream. I mean, that would be my ideal man. The psychiatrist told me I was frightened of commitment. That chocolate éclairs are a substitute for a man. I felt safer with a chocolate éclair because it wouldn’t steal my wallet or leave me crying in the chapel. Chocolate éclairs are more trustworthy. Of course, all these so-called experts are a waste of time and space. It’s not about my sexuality at all, or any of that psychobabble nonsense. I’m just a fat guy who’s addicted to sugar. End of story.”

      “So, when are they letting you out?”

      “Tomorrow. But I’ve got a problem, and I wonder if you could help me out. I need someone to look in on my cats, just today. Fever and Sugar. Make sure their tray is changed and they have food and water in their bowls. Here are my spare keys.” Martie fumbled in his purse. “They’re Siamese cats. They’re very shy, so they might hide when you first go in there. You can coax them out by singing ‘The Siamese Cat Song’ from Lady and the Tramp.”

      Brian stared out the window. Stéphane looked at his feet.
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      Martie scribbled on a Post-it. “Here’s the address. I’ll pick up the house keys next time I see you.”

      Brian pulled the car into the Drifting Sands Mobile Home Park in Cathedral City. Martie’s trailer fluttered with rainbow flags, stickers in windows, and a gay leather gnome outside waving a Leather Pride flag. Inside, it looked like a bomb had gone off in a sequin factory. There were ballgowns and wigs everywhere. The kitchen sink was filled with cosmetics. Rows of Barbies were displayed in three glass cabinets—more Barbie dolls than Brian and Stéphane had ever seen before. And Peggy Lee memorabilia everywhere. Then, while looking for the litter tray, Brian saw something on the floor and picked it up. “Look, it’s the baby Jesus. What’s he doing here?”

      Stéphane pointed to a Barbie nativity scene. “Look at that, Barbie and Ken are Mary and Joseph. And there are the three wise Malibu Barbies with gifts—lipstick, eye shadow and a hairdryer. And what’s that?” Stéphane pointed to the baby Jesus in the manger.

      Brian took a closer look. “Oh no, that’s not the baby Jesus. It looks like the cats have knocked the baby Jesus out of the manger and onto the floor.”

      “Well, what’s that in the manger.”

      Brian screwed up his eyes and poked it. “Oh my god, the cats have pooped in the manger. This baby Jesus is a turd.”

      Stéphane scratched his head. “Do you think Martie uses the nativity scene as a cat toilet? Surely not.”

      Brian looked in the kitchen. “No, the litter tray is out here. But where are the cats?”

      “He said they were shy and might be hiding.”

      “So, let’s sing the silly racist song together.”

      Brian and Stéphane, feeling like idiots, sang. “We are Siamese, if you please. We are Siamese if you don’t please…

      Sugar and Fever appeared from under a sofa. Fever rubbed himself against Stéphane’s leg, and Sugar jumped onto Brian’s shoulder. Stéphane filled the food bowl with kibble, and Brian emptied the litter tray. “Stéphane, what are we going to do about the baby Jesus? I don’t want to leave him on the floor, it seems disrespectful.”

      “I agree.” Stéphane took the baby Jesus and pushed it into the turd in the manger. “That’s better. Now the baby Jesus is sharing the manger with Mr. Hankey, the Christmas Poo.”
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      Stéphane poured a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice at the breakfast table the following morning. “Martie gets out of hospital today. Does he need a lift?”

      “I offered to pick him up, but he has a friend doing it. I think it’s one of his staff at the gardening center.”

      “I like Martie. I’ve got a soft spot for fat drag queens. It’s probably something to do with Divine. I mean, anyone who sings ‘A Crab on Your Anus Means You’re Loved’ in the Cockettes show, Journey to the Center of Uranus is ok with me. I’m glad that it wasn’t anything life-threatening. Martie just lost his earring—no big deal. It could have been something serious.”

      “Stéphane, a drag queen losing an earring is always serious. That’s like a plumber losing his wrench, or a psychopath losing his temper.”

      They were interrupted by a wailing noise coming from next door. Wailing interspersed with a low guttural grunting sound. Brian ran for the glory hole in the fence. It wasn’t an active glory hole—those days had long gone—but a hole for spying on their neighbors. Brian peered through the hole. “They’ve got some woman flailing around waving the branch of a tree. She’s wearing white robes. It must be one of their hippie friends.”

      “Be gone, be gone mallards. May the spirit of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe give us strength to rid the pool of mallards.” The strange woman shivered and shook, which quickly became convulsions. She then fell to her knees and slapped the pool water with the tree branch.

      Stéphane pushed Brian aside and peered through the glory hole. “Brian, I think the Riverlights have got a mallard problem. Nobody wants ducks pooping in their pool. Remember when we had a mallard problem?”

      “Yes, I do, and all that New Age mumbo-jumbo isn’t going to get rid of them. I remember we tried everything. Nothing worked until we bought the solar-powered skimmer. It skims twenty-four hours a day, picking up leaves and other debris. The constant movement scared the mallards away. We haven’t seen one since. Shouldn’t we tell the Riverlights? It’s the neighborly thing to do.”

      Brian and Stéphane had a ‘difficult’ relationship with the Riverlight family ever since the “bidet incident” at their housewarming party. The Riverlights were new-age hippies, bohemians, whatever the current term is for granola, tree-hugging, beatnik, artsy shitsy types. Although their relationship with their neighbors was fractious, they attempted to maintain a thin veneer of friendship between the two households.

      Brian and Stéphane agreed not to interfere and let the Riverlights sort out their mallard problem for themselves. That’s what they decided. One hundred percent. However, the temptation for potential mischief proved too great, and they soon found themselves standing on the Riverlight’s doorstep ringing the doorbell. Heather Riverlight answered. Stéphane cleared his throat. “We couldn’t help overhearing that you have a mallard problem.”

      Heather looked relieved. “Come in. Excuse my grandchildren, they’re a little boisterous today. These are Cinnamon’s children, Elderberry, Gooseberry, Raspberry, and Dingleberry—they were all adopted from Cambodia. Cinnamon and her husband, Leaf, have been having marital problems. So, the children are staying with us for a while. Anyway, back to what you said, yes, the mallards are landing in the pool and looking for somewhere to nest. And they pollute the water.”

      Stéphane was sympathetic. “We had problems with mallards when we first moved here.”

      The strange woman Brian and Stéphane saw through the glory hole, sailed in from the garden, through the house, out the front door, and headed for her car. The smell of patchouli oil was overwhelming.

      Heather Riverlight waved her off. Then returned. “That was Griselda, she’s a white witch, a she-woman, shaman, and sorceress. She’s very good. Last week she exorcized a troublesome poltergeist from our pool pump. We found her on-line.”

      “I bet you did. Was that at hoodwinker.com?” Brian couldn’t listen to any more of this nonsense.

      “No, I think it was on paganprincess.com. We’ve tried everything to get rid of the mallards. Including smudging with sage.”

      “And that didn’t work!? I’m surprised. We’ve had a lot of success with smudging. That’s how Brian got rid of his hemorrhoids. Smudging.” Stéphane smiled. “Isn’t that right, Brian?”

      Brian ignored him. “Heather, where’s Erik?”

      “He’s doing a vegan cookery class. He’s a wizard with tofu. But tell me, how did you get rid of your mallards … Dingleberry, leave the dream catcher alone … they’re a bit of a handful to be honest. Gooseberry, stop licking the Buddha’s head. I do apologize. Elderberry has already used the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám as a coloring book. Where was I? Oh yes, the mallards. How did you get rid of them?”

      Stéphane sighed. “I’d tell you, but you’ll think I’m making it up.”

      “No, tell me. I’ll try anything. I’m not the gullible type.”

      Stéphane eyed Brian. “We held hands and sang disco songs. Didn’t we, Brian?”

      “Yes, we did, and we haven’t seen a mallard since. They especially don’t like the Bee Gees.”

      “Who does?” Stéphane smiled weakly. “They sound like three weasels being strangled.”

      Heather clapped her hands. “Oh, how exciting! Would you do it with us once, so we know how to do it? I don’t know anything about disco.”

      Brian, Stéphane, and Heather sat cross-legged in a circle by the pool. Stéphane took the lead. “I realize that you may not know the words, but you can always Google the lyrics. Now close your eyes and take a few deep breaths. It’s a bit like transcendental meditation, only without the transcendental part … or the meditation part.”

      Together they sang. “I am what I am. I don’t want praise I don’t want pity. I bang my own drum. Some think it’s noise. I think it’s pretty. And so what if I love each sparkle and each bangle. Why not try to see things from a different angle. Your life is a sham ‘til you can shout out. I am what I am.”

      The song ended.

      Stéphane tried not to laugh. “Now bring your attention back to your breathing and when you’re ready, open your eyes. Now keep doing that every morning.”

      “And that gets rid of the mallards, does it?”

      “After a while. Yes, absolutely. It got rid of ours.”

      Brian focused on a hummingbird hovering nearby. Stéphane smiled like a cat that got the cream.

      As they were leaving, Heather stopped them. “Before you go, I wonder if I could ask you for an opinion on something. We’re creating our own line of erotic essential oils. Oils for the bedroom. Here, Stéphane, try this one and tell me what you think.”

      Heather handed Stéphane a blue bottle. He unscrewed the lid and took a long sniff. “Oh Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Umm …” He searched for something positive to say. “Umm … not my kind of thing. It’s a little too musty for my taste. What is it?”

      “We call it Pink Pussy, it’s the essence of vagina.”

      Stéphane turned a whiter shade of pale. His mind turned cartwheels across the floor. He was feeling kind of seasick.

      “I can see you’re a little shocked. That’s probably the first time you’ve sniffed a stranger’s vagina, isn’t it?”

      Stéphane nodded sheepishly. “Yes, I think we can safely say that’s the first time that’s happened.”

      “The only time that’s happened.” Brian interrupted. “Stéphane wouldn’t know a vagina if it jumped up and bit him in the face.”

      Heather laughed. “Well, rest assured Stéphane. If it’s any comfort, that’s not the smell of a stranger’s vagina. That’s the essence of a friend’s vagina. That’s the essence of my vagina. Phillipe, he’s a French perfumer friend of ours, makes all our essential oils. Phillipe spent a lot of time down there between my legs trying to capture my pure essence. The essence of Heather. He said my vagina smelled like buns fresh out of the oven. Like wet grass on a summer morning. Like a half-eaten Tootsie Roll. Phillipe is a perfectionist. It took a lot of poking and prodding, but eventually he captured my aroma just right.”

      “I can see that.” Brian smiled. “That’s not something you want to get wrong, is it? God forbid you should uncap a bottle and sniff the wrong vagina. Three cheers for Phillipe.”

      “Well Brian, you try this next oil. See what you think. I want honest opinions.”

      Brian sniffed the oil. “Oh, this is nice. What is it? Don’t tell me … armpit? … wrestler’s jockstrap?”

      Heather laughed, “No, no, no, this one is Chocolate Cock.”

      Stéphane butted in. “Not the first time Brian sniffed one of those.”

      Brian’s eyes glazed over. He took another sniff. “Oh yes, I like this one. A lot.”

      “And here’s the last one. Stéphane what do you think?”

      Stéphane sniffed from the third bottle. “Ah, now this one I like. What is it?”

      “It’s Man Ass.”

      “Anybody’s ass in particular?”

      “Erik, my husband.”

      Stéphane handed the bottle to Brian. “What do you think, Brian? It’s the essence of Erik’s ass.”

      Brian sniffed the rim of the bottle. “Very nice. I don’t suppose you have Zac Efron’s ass, do you? Asking for a friend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            FANNY’S VANITY CASE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, Brian and Stéphane set off early for Varner and Mountain View Road. They were heading for the X on the treasure map belonging to the skeleton in the wall at La Gran Polla Negra. Traffic was light as they drove along Gene Autrey Trail, past the Palm Springs Air Museum, over the I-10, then right on Varner Road. At the T-junction at Varner and Mountain View Road, Brian pulled over. “This is it. A little desolate.”

      Stéphane climbed out of the car. “There’s nothing here. We’re in the middle of nowhere. I can’t see one building.”

      Brian handed the treasure map to Stéphane. “What do these two parallel lines mean?”

      “I don’t know, Brian. Wait! Look, there’s a stump here, and another one over here. It looks like there might have been a billboard here at one time.”

      “That must be it. The two lines are the billboard posts. And the X marked on the map is in the middle of the two lines.” Brian stood halfway between the two billboard stumps. “It must be here. There’s no traffic around, so let’s dig. I’m expecting to find a pirate treasure chest, at the very least. Ooh arhh me maties. It be time to find the pirates’ treasure.”

      “Was that supposed to be Johnny Depps’ Jack Sparrow? It sounded more like Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins.”

      Stéphane collected a spade from the trunk of the car. About eighteen inches down, he found a small red vanity case in a plastic bag. He quickly threw it into the trunk of the car, and Brian drove away. Nobody saw them, apart from an eagle circling overhead and a bored scorpion under a nearby cactus.

      “Just checking to make sure we’re not being followed.” Brian’s eyes darted back and forth from the rearview mirror to the desert road ahead.

      Stéphane opened the window to enjoy the cool early morning breeze on his face. “Let’s stop off for breakfast somewhere. I heard about this place called the Wagon Wheel Diner. It’s a dump, but they say the food is good. It’s just up here in Desert Hot Springs.”

      Not surprisingly, the Wagon Wheel Diner had a cowboy theme. Parked out front was a covered wagon, authentic but the worse for wear. As they entered the diner, they were pounced on by a 60-year-old Dolly Parton look-a-like. Her blond hair was piled high on her head like vanilla ice cream in a cone, and she had tits worthy of Hooters, Las Vegas. “She bought them so why wouldn’t she show them to the world?” was Stéphane’s comment. The waitress wore a button on her lapel that read, “The Higher the Hair, the Closer to God.” “Hi boys, welcome to the Wagon Wheel Diner, inside or out?”

      “Outside.” Stéphane held on tightly to the red vanity case.

      “Follow me.” It was 7 a.m., and the Wagon Wheel Diner had just opened. Brian and Stéphane followed the Dolly Parton-wannabe through the empty restaurant and out through a door at the back. Six tables and chairs were spread out in a well-tended garden with cactuses, ocotillo, jasmine, and honeysuckle bushes. There were also wagon wheels everywhere. The only customers, Brian and Stéphane ordered omelets, English muffins, and iced tea.

      “Well, who’s going to open the vanity case?” Stéphane pushed the ketchup and condiments to the side and dropped the small case onto the table.

      “You open it. It’s quite exciting, isn’t it. It could be anything in there. Gold, jewels, and Spanish doubloons, I hope. Or maybe it’s a mummified cat.”

      Stéphane opened the vanity case. “Oh!” He slammed the case shut when the waitress brought their iced tea. When she was gone, Stéphane opened the case again. “Let’s see what we have here. There’s a book, a diary. On the cover, it reads ‘1934, The Diary of Fanny Black Aged 10.’ It’s certainly written by a child. Look at the spidery ink leak splatters. I’ll read the first entry.” Stéphane opened the book. ‘Momma told me that I was a surprise when I arrived in 1924. She didn’t know I was coming. Poppa died before I was born. That’s what Momma said. Poppa fell off his horse when he was making the film, Cobwebs in My Canyon with Tom Mix. I don’t know who Tom Mix is.’ Brian, look at this.” Stéphane unclipped a bundle of newspaper cuttings. “Here’s an obituary for Cody Black. He died in 1923. He was an actor. I’ve never heard of him. It says that his wife was Linnie Johns. That must have been Fanny Black’s mother. I guess that was her stage name.”

      Brian thumbed through the newspaper cuttings. “Here’s a review. Linnie Johns played a vamp in The Girl and the Serpent and The Creepy Armoire. She was a close friend of Charlie Chaplin.”

      Stéphane read another entry from the young girl’s diary. “‘Momma stopped making films in 1930 when the talkies came in. That’s when she met MGM and HMH and everything changed.’”

      “Who, or what, are MGM and HMH?” Brian was intrigued.

      “MGM could be Metro Goldwyn Mayer, but I don’t know what HMH stands for. Actually, reading these other entries I think MGM is a person, not the movie company. Here’s an article from Movie Magazine about Linnie and Cody’s wedding. The best man was Rudolf Valentino. Theda Bara was there. Apparently, Linnie and Cody met on the set of a film called My Other Rose. I think we need to take this vanity case home and go through it properly. Look, there’s also a storage locker key and a brooch in here. I don’t know if we should be going through this in a restaurant. It’s a little exposed.” Stéphane shut the vanity case.

      “So do you think the skeleton in the restaurant wall was Fanny Black?”

      “I don’t know. I’m surprised the police haven’t identified the body yet. There’s been nothing in the paper.”

      After breakfast, Brian and Stéphane sipped their iced tea. A couple entered and sat at a table nearby. They were quietly arguing. Stéphane called the Dolly Parton waitress. “Could we have more iced tea please. Do you want anything else, Brian?”

      “Just iced tea.”

      After the waitress left, Stéphane whispered in Brian’s ear. “We can’t leave now. The show is just starting. I know it’s tacky, but I adore watching straight people arguing. Heterosexuality is so much fun to watch. It’s like watching an ant farm. Who’s the Queen, who’s the worker, and who are the males? Obviously, she’s the worker, he’s the male, and there’s a Queen somewhere, mark my words. That’s what I’ve deduced in my many years of anthropological study into the heterosexual lifestyle. Men and women get along just fine, until a third person becomes a fly in the ointment. A parent, a work colleague, some random lunatic on the street.”

      Brian and Stéphane sat back and waited. The couple at the nearby table became more animated. Soon their voices were raised. The young woman jabbed her finger wildly. “Your mother keeps interfering. She lives in New York City, and she has those old-world Italian values. She should leave her bubble and get out into the real world for a change. She might learn something.”

      Stéphane whispered to Brian. “I told you there was a Queen Ant. It’s the wicked mother-in-law. She’s the kind of Queen who poisons apples. You know the type.”

      The young man snapped back. “But she’s only staying with us for a week.”

      “She’s been here two days and I already want to kill her. Yesterday, I was thinking of ways to slip her rat poison. If we’d had rat poison in the house, she would be dead by now. We’d be flying her body back to New York. I’d be picking out an outfit to wear to her funeral. I was thinking about dressing as Bobo the Clown.”

      “She’s Italian, stuck in her old ways. Cut her some slack.”

      “I don’t know how many times I have to say this, but I don’t want children. I never want them. I hate kids. Snotty little self-centered … me, me, me … bastards. I’d be a terrible mother. I’d forget to feed them. I’d leave them in the car on sunny days. I’d send them to a pedophile for piano lessons.”

      “Judy, I don’t want kids either.”

      “Well, speak up and support me. The problem is you’re scared of her. Find a backbone and stand up to the old witch. You know what she did yesterday? I’ll tell you what she did yesterday. She went through my underwear drawer and took my birth control pills. I found them in the trash. I hope she doesn’t find her heart pills. They’re under a flowerpot in the shed.”

      “Ok Judy, I admit it, I’m frightened of her. You have no idea what she’s capable of. The woman is unhinged. My sister once had a boyfriend my mother didn’t like. They pulled his body out of the river. His testicles were in his mouth. Then my sister killed herself. Broke into a factory at night and drowned herself in a vat of custard. I’ve never eaten custard since. Not even on apple pie. That’s the kind of warm loving family I come from. My mother wants grandchildren. She won’t give up until she gets them or dies first.”

      “Why doesn’t she get grandchildren from your brother? You never talk about him. What’s the story there?”

      The couple froze as a fierce-looking woman appeared in the doorway. She was dressed entirely in black, including a mourning veil. She was mourning the death of her future grandchildren, murdered by contraception. Trapped and left to die in a condom. The woman lifted her veil. “Antonio, so this is where you hide from your mother. I could have starved. There’s no food in the house. What kind of a wife did you marry? You should have left her on the street corner where you found her. Showing her fica to the world.”

      Stéphane touched Brian’s sleeve. “Google ‘fica.’ You know where I’ve seen her eyes before? In that movie, Wild Women of Wongo. Where the two women have a knife fight. I told you every ant farm has a Queen.”

      Antonio wilted. “How did you get here?”

      “I borrowed a car from the guy next door to you.”

      “What do you mean by borrowed?”

      “You think I lived in New York City for forty-eight years and never learned how to hotwire a car?”

      “You stole a car! From a police officer!”

      “How else could I get here? A cab? Trentinos don’t get cabs. Anyway, the guy next door wasn’t using it. How else is an old woman supposed to get around? I’ve got one question and then I’ll go and leave you alone. When are you giving me grandchildren?”

      The young woman stood up and shook her fist. “I’ve told you a thousand times, I’m not having kids. I don’t care what your damn Pope says.”

      The Queen fanned herself with her purse. “You damned the Holy Father.”

      “Why can’t you get grandkids from your other son?”

      “The San Francisco son who never writes or calls me. That one?”

      “Momma, he’s not having kids.” Antonio shrugged. “He’s not the parenting type.”

      “Don’t tell me he’s gay. Again, with the gay. You told me that before. He can’t be gay. Unless he caught it somewhere. You can catch gay from rubbing up against someone who’s infected.”

      “Momma, you can’t catch gay. Not even from a toilet seat.”

      “He can’t be gay. He’s a Barbra Streisand fan. He loves women.”

      “Momma, he’s not gay, he’s a woman.”

      “What do you mean, he’s a woman? My son is a woman? He can think whatever he wants, but he’s not a woman in the eyes of God.”

      “He had an operation.”

      “So, now you’re telling me his pee pee is gone? His beautiful little pee pee. The pee pee I washed and toilet trained. Where is it? Pack your bags, we’re going to San Francisco to find your brother’s pee pee. Maybe he lost it. Maybe he left his pee pee on the bus. Did he check the lost property office? Enough … enough … I’m asking you one more time” The Queen opened her purse and pulled out a hand grenade. “When are you having children? Because without grandchildren my life is over and so is yours.”

      Stéphane grabbed the vanity case. “Brian, it’s time to leave.” They made a dash through the restaurant, dropped a wad of cash next to the till, and fled out the door. Stéphane called into the kitchen. “There’s a woman out there with a hand grenade.” Two waitresses and a chef made a beeline for the exit. The young couple also made a run for it. Brian and Stéphane jumped into their car, as did the two waitresses, the chef, and the young couple. “Go, go, go!” Stéphane saw the Ant Queen in the rearview mirror, running out of the restaurant carrying the hand grenade. Brian drove, sending up clouds of dust.

      A hundred yards down the road, Antonio turned to see his mother in hot pursuit. “Faster, faster, she won’t give up. That woman could bring down a water buffalo using only her teeth.”

      Suddenly there was an explosion. Brian screeched to a halt. Everyone fell out of the clown car and ran back to the diner. The Ant Queen had gone. All that was left of her was a pair of smoking Giuseppe Zanotti metallic platform sandals in the middle of the road. She had completely disappeared.

      Driving home, Stéphane cradled Fanny Black’s vanity case in his lap. The two men were quiet until they reached the Palm Springs city limits. Brian broke the silence. “That was weird.”

      “Even by our standards.”
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            HOW TO MAKE A BEAUTIFUL CORPSE

          

        

      

    

    
      At the breakfast table the following morning, Brian and Stéphane listened as the Riverlight family next door sang the Trammps’ “Disco Inferno.” … “Disco inferno Burn baby burn … burn that mother down … Burn baby burn disco inferno … Burn baby burn burn that mother down…”

      Stéphane sipped his strong black coffee. “I wonder if that’s helping them ward off the mallards.”

      Brian smiled. “Well, if disco doesn’t get rid of the mallards, they should try showtunes. Maybe ‘Shall We Dance’ from The King and I, or ‘Let Me Entertain You’ from Gypsy … just a thought. Or ‘You’ll Be Back’ from Hamilton.”

      Stéphane picked up a stack of mail. “Talking of the Riverlights, this arrived. I think they hand delivered it. It’s an invitation to the opening of their Sri Rama-Lama-Ding-Dong meditation center. I’m not really interested in going.”

      “Neither am I, but we should go. It’s the neighborly thing to do. We’ll stick our head around the door, then make an excuse and leave before we get hippiefied into the cult. Put it on the calendar. Anything else in the mail?”

      “Only the usual twenty percent off coupons at Bed, Bath, and Beyond and a couple of flyers asking if we want to plan our cremations. And a new steakhouse has opened.”

      Brian poured granola into a bowl. “I wonder if it’s possible to be cremated in a steakhouse.”

      “We could ask them.”

      “Is there anything in The Desert Sun about our Jane Doe?”

      Stéphane leafed through the paper. “No, nothing. But there is this.” Stéphane held up the paper. The headline read, “New York Tourist Explodes.” … Stéphane read the article out loud. “‘The mother of a Desert Hot Springs man, Antonio Trentino, blew up yesterday in a freak World War II hand grenade accident. It happened outside the Wagon Wheel Diner, where Antonio was having breakfast with his wife, Judy. The staff at the restaurant thanked two anonymous men who warned them the woman had a grenade and drove them to safety away from the explosion. The two heroes disappeared before the police arrived.’”

      Brian smiled. “I wonder who the two heroes are?”

      “Nobody important, I’m sure. Just a couple of interfering old busybodies. Brian, I’ve been reading Fanny Black’s diary. She seems to have been a perfectly happy little girl until 1930 when MGM and HMH came on the scene. No idea who they were. Listen to this. ‘April 15, 1934. MGM is at the house all the time these days. MGM is not a nice person … slapped me around the face when momma wasn’t there.’ The diary continues up until December 1934. Then there’s no more entries until the last one in May 1940. She must have added it on the end later. But why?” Stéphane continued. “The last entry reads, ‘I finally moved away, now rehearsing with CXF.’ I’m guessing these three letter references are in code. We need to crack the code.”

      “We need a codebreaker for that.”

      Stéphane shrugged. “Not much chance of that in Palm Springs. Codebreakers are few and far between here. Right now, I’m more interested in this brooch.”

      Stéphane handed it to Brian, who examined it in the palm of his hand. “I don’t know much about jewelry, but this looks like a sapphire, and these are diamonds. It looks expensive.”

      “Brian, I’ve just had an idea. Let’s take it to The Antiques Roadshow. It’s in Palm Springs this weekend. I’ve got tickets. I was going to surprise you. I was planning to take along one of my Victorian powder
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      puffs to get it valued. But now, I think we should take this brooch.”

      There was quite a gathering at the Twilight Manors community hall where Olson was due to give his talk on “How to Create a Beautiful Corpse.” Olson—nobody seemed to know his first name—was a mortuary beautician. He had worked on several Twilight Manors residents who passed on. Including Elizabeth Taylor, Jean and Jeff Kandinsky’s poodle, who was made up to look like Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra. Alice, Jenny, and Mitzi, their psychotic one-eyed chihuahua, were there, as were Vietnam War Vet Garth and his wife, Hong. Olson stood at the podium. “I’ve been asked many times why I went into the business of beautifying corpses. I always relate the story of when my parents were killed in a freak bobsleighing accident when they flew out of their narrow, twisting, iced tracks in Switzerland and hit a bus load of florists going to a pansy convention. I remember that when I saw my parents in their coffins, I didn’t recognize them. They looked like Picasso paintings. I vowed that one day I would grow up and become a mortuary beautician. Nobody wants to meet their maker looking like a plain Jane. If we’re going to be in paradise for all eternity, it makes sense that we look our best. Some people want to be made up to look like their favorite celebrity. Once I had someone who had their face blown off completely. He wanted to be made up to look like Barbara Stanwick. I’ll be honest, it was a bit of a challenge. There was a lot of Spackle and chicken wire involved. But tonight, I’d like to show you some of what my work entails. And then I’ll answer questions. But first I need a volunteer to be a corpse.”

      Nobody’s hand went up. Brian nudged Stéphane. No response.

      “My husband Stéphane would like to volunteer. He’s too shy to put himself forward. He’s fascinated by making the dead look pretty. He’s talked of nothing else all day.”

      Stéphane’s jaw dropped. Before he could object, the crowd was applauding. Stéphane reluctantly stood up.

      “Now sit here in this chair. I want you to play dead.”

      “Play dead! That sounds like my sex life, doesn’t it Brian?”

      Brian ignored him.

      Olson flexed his fingers as if he was about to conduct Dvořák’s Symphony No. 9 From the New World. Then he opened his makeup box. “Ok Stéphane, relax your face. The first thing to remember is, don’t be too heavy-handed. Making over the dead needs a light touch. You don’t want to make your loved one look like a cheap street whore. Unless, of course, they were a cheap street whore, then you can just shovel it on with a trowel. The second thing to remember is to have realistic expectations. You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. It’s a blush brush, not a scalpel.”

      When Olson had finished, the crowd applauded. Stéphane returned to his seat. “Don’t say a word, Brian. Not one word.”

      ‘You look like Charles Bronson impersonating Tammy Fae Bakker.”

      “You’ll pay for this later, Brian. My revenge will be swift. It will be painful. And you won’t see it coming.”

      Olson closed his makeup box. “Now if anyone has any questions they want answered.”

      Alice’s hand shot up. “We know that you make up animals as well as humans. What’s the most unusual animal you’ve made up?”

      “Good question. A little girl once lost her pet. And let me tell you, applying mascara to the eyes of a stick insect is probably the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do. Also, I once touched up the ass of a baboon who died of old age. I’ve done a lot of zoo funerals. Anyone else?”

      A woman lifted her hand. “What’s the main difference between making up a live person and making up a dead person.”

      “Dead people don’t complain.”

      The audience laughed.

      A man who was clearly close to death himself asked. “Do you ever use wigs?”

      “Here in Palm Springs, there are a lot of men who want to be buried as Carol Channing. So, I use wigs for that. I buy them in bulk.”

      Yet another woman asked. “What was the most memorable?”

      “I once had a guy who had half his face torn off in a freak Ginsu knife accident, so we did him as the disfigured musical genius in Phantom of the Opera. His favorite musical. The priest sang ‘The Music of the Night.’ It was very moving. There wasn’t a dry eye in the church.”
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            AT THE GARDENING CENTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Stéphane carried the hummingbird feeder into the garden and hung it from a hook. “The poor things are thirsty. Brian, have you noticed the hummingbirds fight with each other all the time?”

      “Yes, but there’s always one that dominates. The butch male.”

      “That’s me. I’m the butch male in our relationship. I wear the pants.” Stéphane ran his fingers through his thinning hair, then checked his nails. “But then, that really goes without saying. Even a blind man can see that I’m the alpha male in this house.”

      Brian rolled his eyes. “Until they get a whiff of your Yves Saint Laurent Black Opium Eau de Parfum. Then the cat’s out of the bag.” Brian scooped scrambled eggs onto his plate. “The truth is, Stéphane, that you’re two bra straps away from being female. Living with you is the nearest I get to being a straight man.”

      “I prefer to think of myself as non-binary.”

      “You can juggle your pronouns all you want, Stéphane, but you’re still a big nelly queen. However, you are my big nelly queen. We’ve run out of marmalade. I think the lady of the house should go get some more.”

      “Get it yourself, you fat fuck. I mean that in a most loving and caring way.”

      They were interrupted by the Riverlight clan next door singing Chic’s “Le Freak.” … “One, two … Ah, freak out! Le freak, c’est chic. Freak out! Ah, freak out! Le freak, c’est chic.”

      Stéphane unfolded the The Desert Sun. “Brian, look at this. Front Page. They’ve identified our skeleton.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Fanny Black.”

      “So, it was her. Anything about what happened to her?”

      “She died from a blow to the head with a blunt instrument. Maybe a hammer. So, it wasn’t a bullet hole. Here’s the interesting part. They first thought she was put into the wall in 1984 when the Atrium shopping center was built. But now they think she was put there in 1995 when they did extensive repairs after a fire. Apparently, it says here, Fanny Black was a member of the Fabulous Palm Springs Follies.”

      Brian was puzzled. “What’s that?”

      “It was a dance and musical show at the Plaza Theater. Founded in 1990 by Riff Markowitz and Mary Jardin, whoever they are. The Follies was unique because all the dancers were over fifty-five. The show closed in 2014. So, it was a chorus line of high-kicking old broads. Wrinkled Rockettes. I would have liked to have seen that.”

      “Me too. But why didn’t someone raise the alarm when Fanny Black went missing?”

      “Everyone thought she was in Italy.” Stéphane dropped the paper.

      “Italy! Why Italy?”

      “The paper doesn’t say. The plot thickens.”

      Brian changed the subject. “Are we still going to see Martie at his gardening center today?”

      “Yes, we are. After breakfast.”

      The doorbell rang. Stéphane answered it to find Alice cradling Mitzi. “Hi Alice, you and Mitzi are up early this morning. Come on through. We’re out back finishing breakfast.”

      When Mitzi saw Brian, she growled and bared her teeth. “Now stop it, Mitzi. Be nice to Uncle Brian.”

      Mitzi took a dislike to Brian the moment they met. The dislike was mutual. Both wanted to see the other one dead.

      Brian ignored Mitzi. “Good morning, Alice, have you had breakfast? There’s plenty here.”

      “No thank you. I’ve come with sad news. I’m afraid that our neighbor Jeffrey Collier passed away two nights ago. He was taken into hospital last week. His heart gave out in the end.”

      Collier lived opposite Brian and Stéphane and was a recluse. When they first moved into their house, Collier welcomed them to the neighborhood with a chocolate cake filled with golf balls. The story went that Collier had a nervous breakdown in the spring of 1986. It was brought on when his favorite recording artists, WHAM! split up. Prior to that, Collier had been a successful businessman who owned a string of gas stations. He spent twelve weeks in a psychiatric ward and attempted suicide on several occasions.

      “That’s a terrible shame, Alice. He was certainly a character.”

      “Just wanted to let you know before the FOR-SALE sign goes up outside the house. There’s a funeral service on Saturday at St. Mary’s Episcopal Church in Palm Desert. 10 a.m.”
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      Brian parked the car in the lot at Martie’s Gardening Center in Palm Desert. “Stéphane, before we even get out of the car, it’s a no to gnomes. We are not having any gnomes in the yard.”

      “I don’t like gnomes.”

      “Don’t lie to me, I saw you eyeing those gnomes last time we were here. I know what will happen if we buy a gnome. First, it’s one, then another, and before you know it there’s seven gnomes and you start dressing up as Snow White.”

      “Brian, Snow White had dwarves, not gnomes.”

      “We’ve all seen the movie. Do they look like dwarves in the movie? No, they don’t. They look like gnomes. Stéphane, we’ve been together since Gerald Ford was President. Since women wore jumpsuits with flared legs. Back when all the Bee Gees were still alive. I know you well, and you’re a potential gnome addict. As anyone at Gnomes Anonymous will tell you, one gnome is a gateway drug to more. Disney princesses are a slippery slope, Stéphane. I’ve seen it with other gay men. It starts off slowly … at Halloween they start dressing like the Little Mermaid, Jasmine, then its Pocahontas. Then they move on to other Disney characters. I’ve seen more gay marriages break up over a Tinker Bell costume than I care to think about. I’ve met too many male Cruella de Ville’s in my life, and it all starts when someone buys a garden gnome.”

      “Wow, Brian. You’re a bigger dick than I thought you were. Any more of this and I’ll be phoning for the zippy wagon to cart you off to St. Nancy’s Nut Farm, where you can sit in the garden with a blanket over your legs with all the other Queens who have completely lost their minds. And there’s plenty of those around.”

      They spotted Martie watering a row of hanging baskets. He’s wearing a tight salmon pink sequined mini dress and stilettos. No wig. He waved to Brian and Stéphane. “Hi boys, are you checking up on me. How kind of you. Do you like my earrings? This one here they removed from my intestines.” Martie pulled out a fan. “It’s hot today. Hotter than a jalapeño’s armpit.”

      A petite woman stepped out from behind Martie. “Martie, aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends.”

      “Boys, I’d like you to meet Krystal. Krystal is my right-hand woman here at the gardening center. I couldn’t do this without her.”

      Brian and Stéphane shook hands with Krystal.

      “Martie told me you looked after Fever and Sugar when he was in hospital.”

      Brian stared at his feet. “Yes, we did look in on them.”

      “Well, if you’re a friend of Martie’s, you’re a friend of mine. Which means we must address the elephant in the room.”

      “What elephant?” Stéphane reddened.

      Krystal laughed. “I like to get it out of the way right at the start. The answer is no, I haven’t had a stroke. I’m not drunk. And no, I don’t have Parkinson’s disease. I was born with cerebral palsy. That’s why I’m shaped like a pretzel. Let me tell you a joke. There was a bus load of people with cerebral palsy on the highway. The bus crashes and it takes the fire brigade five hours to get the bus out of the wreckage … Or what about this one … I believe that you can do anything you want to do in life. That’s why I’m becoming a brain surgeon! You can laugh now.”

      Brian and Stéphane’s jaws dropped.

      “Tough crowd.”

      Martie watered the last hanging basket. “Krystal does stand-up. I know it’s hard to tell with all the slurry speech and everything, but she’s British.”

      Krystal laughed. “Well, I’m not Jewish, I’m not a lesbian, what have I got? Cerebral palsy. It’s the gift that keeps on giving. It’s also useful when I go shopping at the supermarket. I just sit by the door looking pathetic and disabled and I hand Post-it notes to the staff, and they run around and do the shopping for me. I just sit there sexting my boyfriend, while a 17-year-old boy fetches my tampons and ketchup.”

      Krystal was interrupted by a loud noise. A helicopter flew overhead.

      Stéphane covered his ears. “That seems low.”

      “We’re up against the mountain here.” Martie shouted above the din. “It’s summer, and some of the tourists think it’s safe to go hiking in this heat. Every summer they rescue hikers on the mountain trails. Mostly they come back in body bags. It’s heading for the hospital. They’ve got a helipad there.”

      As the helicopter passed over, something fell out and landed near a row of barrel cactuses.”

      “What was that?” Martie made his way to the cactus area. “Oh my god! It’s an artificial leg. It fell out of the helicopter.”

      He was joined by the others.

      Just then, a highly polished, pristine Harley-Davidson glided into the garden center. Riding it was a long-haired, tattooed, pierced, bearded Adonis wearing a denim jacket with the insignia Hells Angels on the back.

      “It’s Joe!” Krystal waved to the biker. “I’m over here.”

      Joe ran to Krystal, picked her up, and spun her around.

      “Hey Joe, look what just fell out of a helicopter.” Martie pointed to the artificial leg.

      “Wow! Somebody’s limping around.”

      Krystal held onto Joe’s arm. “Meet Joe, my boyfriend.”

      Brian and Stéphane shook Joe’s hand, though their eyes were fixated on a huge bulge below his waist. It looked like a melon was stuffed down there.

      Krystal laughed. “Joe, they’re gay. They’re looking at your schlong.”

      Joe nodded. “I thought so. That happens a lot.”

      Brian and Stéphane turned beet red.

      “Do you want to see it?” Joe smiled, then unzipped himself and pulled it out.

      Stéphane steadied himself against a large pot. Brian dribbled slightly.

      “Lucky me.” Krystal smiled. “You could choke a giraffe on that thing. Martie, can I leave now? I’ve got to order a wedding cake. Don’t forget my wedding. You two boys are invited as well.”

      Martie smiled. “You and Joe go off and have fun. Can you drop this artificial leg in my office in case someone comes to claim it?”

      As Joe picked up the leg, a book fell out of his backpack. Brian picked it up and handed it back to Joe. “Thanks. It’s volume one of Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time … have you read it?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      Krystal climbed onto the back of the Harley, and the young lovers rode away.

      Stéphane was in shock. “The Hells Angels have changed a bit, haven’t they? They never used to read Proust. I didn’t know they could read at all. And who waves their dick around like that?”

      “Oh, Joe’s a beautiful soul. He’s been good for Krystal. You should come to the wedding.” Martie straightened his mini dress. “This damn dress keeps riding up. It’s hard to know what to wear when you’re a big girl. Try tucking with these legs. I wish I had a dollar for every time I’ve crushed my nuts.”

      Brian changed the subject. “Do you often get artificial legs dropping into the garden center?”

      “Not legs, no. But last month a Pomeranian dropped off a drone and landed in the fishpond. Some idiot thought that for his dog’s birthday … I think the dog’s name was Dexter. Anyway, this guy thought Dexter would enjoy a drone ride. However, when the drone flew over the garden center, Dexter wriggled out of the harness and fell into the fishpond. The koi were in a state of shock. We had to get a fish therapist in. Luckily Krystal was there and saved the dog.”

      “Was Dexter harmed?”

      “His owner drops in every so often to give us an update. Poor Dexter never got over it. He now bumps into furniture, has nightmares, pees like a bitch, and is terrified of anything that’s yellow.”

      Brian made a mental note to buy Mitzi a drone ride for her birthday.

      Driving home, Stéphane giggled uncontrollably. “Who are these people?”

      Brian pulled the car over. They couldn’t stop laughing. They both dabbed at their eyes with tissues.
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      It was a warm night, and the crowd at the opening of the Sri Rama-Lama-Ding-Dong meditation center overflowed out onto the sidewalk. Outside, on a small patch of grass, five women sat cross-legged in a drumming circle. All of them were visibly pregnant. Nearby, another woman channeled Isadora Duncan, throwing herself around, scarves hanging from her wrists, occasionally keening and blowing bubbles.

      Brian whispered to Stéphane. “What do you think she’s doing?”

      “I think she’s a fisherman’s wife, standing on the shoreline, consumed by grief, mourning the loss of her husband who disappeared in a storm leaving her with four children. Either that, or she’s just some delusional fool making an ass of herself in public. I can admire that.”

      Inside, Brian and Stéphane headed for the wine table. Stéphane screwed up his face. “It’s boxed. The wine is boxed. What kind of person buys wine in a box?”

      “I don’t know, Stéphane, but stop whining it’s free.”

      “Good point.” Stéphane picked up a box of wine and poured some out into a plastic cup. “Mmm! Chateau de Shit Show.” He sniffed the wine. “Yes, I’d say toilet, but it does have a velvety … no, not velvety … slimy … that’s it, slimy texture. I can taste a hint of cinnamon and bowel movement. But like you said, Brian, it’s free.”

      Erik saw them and weaved his way through the crowd. “Hi, I’m glad you two could make it. Thank you coming and supporting us with our new venture. And thank you for your tip about mallards. It seems to be working. We haven’t seen a mallard all week. Heather told me you tested our essential oils. She said you liked the Man Ass, Stéphane.”

      “Yes, I did.” Stéphane reddened. By anyone’s standards, this was an awkward situation.

      “I’m glad you liked it because I can’t tell whether it’s any good or not. It’s hard to judge your own man ass smell. Not everyone gets to sniff their own ass, do they? And if they do, are they the best judge of its efficacy? Probably not. In India there’s a history of swamis doing yoga for years for the sole purpose of becoming supple enough to sniff their own ass. Apparently, if you can sniff your own ass up close, you’re on the fast bus to Nirvana. I got that off the Internet.”

      Stéphane smiled. “Yes, it sounds like it came off the Internet.”

      “Stéphane, I’d like to introduce you to Gandalfini, she’s a dream interpreter from Oregon.” Erik was interrupted by a long howl coming from outside. “What’s that?”

      Erik pushed through the crowd to the door, followed by Brian and Stéphane. Outside, one of the women in the drumming circle had gone into labor. “Get me an ambulance. I’m in agony here.”

      Erik stepped forward and slipped a small bottle under her nose. “Jane, you don’t need an ambulance. I thought you were going to have a natural birth, surrounded by your powerful women friends. You don’t need poisonous drugs. You can have the baby right here on the grass.”

      “Take me to the fucking hospital! I’m in agony. I want drugs!”

      Erik put the small bottle under her nose again. “This’ll help direct your negative energy.”

      “Oh God, the pain is terrible.” The woman cried out. “Get me an ambulance.”

      Brian took the bottle from Erik. “Really! Really! What’s wrong with you people? The woman’s giving birth. This is a beautiful moment. She can’t be expected to give birth with the smell of Erik’s ass on her face. Has anybody got a car to drive her to the hospital?”

      There was a sea of blank faces. Finally, a young man with dreadlocks spoke up. “No, we all came here on bicycles. We’re saving the planet.”

      Brian buried his face in his hands. “Stéphane, give me a hand.”

      Stéphane helped the young women into the backseat of their car. Then he sat next to her and held her hand. “We’re going straight to the hospital. Don’t worry. What’s your name?”

      “Maria Starlight Swan-Watcher Forget-Me-Not.”

      “I’ll just call you Maria. It’ll save time.  Is this your first baby, Maria?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Well Maria, you’re going to be just fine.”

      Brian started up the engine and drove away. “What’s the world coming to when homosexuals are the sensible ones? That’s not our role in society. We’re supposed to be the fairy lights in everyone else’s dark and boring existence. We’re not supposed to be practical.”

      Halfway to the hospital, Maria screamed out. “It’s coming, I can feel it.”

      Brian swerved into a Walmart parking lot. “Stéphane, pull her panties down. She’s having the baby here.”

      Stéphane climbed out of the car and laid Maria across the backseat. As he did so, a police car pulled up alongside them. The cop climbed out of his car and rapped on Brian’s window. “Sir, I noticed you were driving—”

      “—She’s having a baby!”

      The cop looked in at Maria in the backseat, dress pulled up, panties hanging from one ankle. He called for an ambulance. When the baby’s head appeared, the cop passed out cold. Brian removed his shirt and tried to stem the flow of blood from a gash in the cop’s head. By the time the ambulance came, the baby girl had been born and was wrapped in a T-shirt Stéphane found lying on the backseat. “Maria, keep the T-shirt and show it to your baby girl when she grows up. Tell her how she was born in a Walmart parking lot and about the two men who drove you there.”

      Maria smiled. “I will. I’ll give her the T-shirt. Thank you.”

      Brian interrupted. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Shut up, Brian, it’s only a T-shirt.”

      Another ambulance arrived and the cop was taken away.

      Stéphane smiled. “It’s like Call the Midwife, only without the nuns. I can’t believe I saw a vagina and didn’t faint. I’m converted. I now see the beauty of vaginas. I’m in my 60s and I’ve just discovered Georgia O’Keefe. I can’t believe I did that. A beautiful baby girl.”

      “Stéphane!”

      “Oh, shut up Brian, I’ll buy you a new T-shirt.”

      “You wrapped the baby in my new Pride T-shirt. I was going to surprise you with it.”

      “You can get another Pride T-shirt. It belongs to that little girl now. It’s a part of her history. She can show it to her children, and her children’s children.”

      “Stéphane, did you see what was printed on that T-shirt?”

      “No. What?”

      “There’s a pair of glittery ruby red lips and the message, ‘I Promise Not to Cum in Your Mouth.’”

      Stéphane’s jaw dropped.

      “Just think, Stéphane, one day that little girl can take my T-shirt to Show and Tell in primary school.”
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            THE LADY IN BLACK

          

        

      

    

    
      At the breakfast table the following morning, Stéphane opened The Desert Sun. Next door, the Riverlight family sang Donna Summer’s “I Feel Love.” … “Ooh it’s so good, it’s so good. It’s so good, it’s so good. It’s so good. Ooh I’m in love, I’m in love. I’m in love, I’m in love. I’m in love … “

      “Stéphane, is there anything interesting in the paper this morning?”

      Stéphane continued reading.

      “Stéphane, what are you reading?”

      “Well, I wasn’t expecting that. They’ve arrested the killer of Fanny Black. It was her grandson, John Spindell. He owned the construction company that rebuilt La Gran Polla Negra restaurant in 1995. Well, it wasn’t La Gran Polla Negra back then. It was the Candy Bar, a gay cocktail bar and lounge.”

      Brian poured a cup of coffee. “Does the paper say why he killed her?”

      “He was after her money. Apparently, his construction company was in trouble. He inherited it from his father, George Spindell. That was Fanny Black’s husband. There was a rumor that Fanny Black had a secret hoard of cash.”

      “That must be the treasure.”

      “I guess so. Anyway, the grandson said it was an accident. He pushed her and she fell and hit her head on a coffee table.”

      “That doesn’t explain why he walled her up. Unless, of course, she walled herself up.”

      “I guess he panicked.” Stéphane dropped the paper onto the table.

      “So that’s that then. Mystery solved.”

      “There’s still the mystery of the treasure map.”

      “Ooh, what you do, what you do. What you do, what you do. What you do.” The Riverlights continued their disco chanting to ward off mallards.

      Brian reached for the marmalade. “Anything interesting in the mail this morning?”

      “This came addressed to the previous owner of this house. It’s a flyer from the Camelot Theatre for a Silent Movie Festival. It’s sponsored by the Palm Springs Silent Film Club.”

      “What are they showing?” Suddenly Brian was interested.

      “Sergei Eisenstein’s 1925 Battleship Potemkin, The General with Buster Keaton, Metropolis directed by Fritz Lang in 1927, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, West Point, a 1927 silent romantic drama film starring William Haines and Joan Crawford, and Wild Orchids starring Greta Garbo.”

      “A romantic comedy with William Haines and Joan Crawford! That’s a joke! William Haines was as gay as a debutante. I wouldn’t mind seeing the Buster Keaton movie. And who, or what, is the Palm Springs Silent Film Club? Maybe they might know something about Linnie Johns, Fanny Black’s mother. Or Cody, her father.”

      Margarita and Isabella, Brian and Stéphane’s gardeners walked through the side gate. Margarita waved. “Sorry to interrupt. We’re a bit early this morning. I have an audition later. It’s for the part of a dancing wardrobe in a movie for kids.”

      Isabella strapped a leaf blower to her back. “And I’m appearing in a new movie called Lesbo Monster from the Salton Sea. I play a monster, a mutated flying fish, poisoned by the Salton Sea. In the movie, I fly to Palm Springs gay bars, where I rip the heads off girls in bachelorette parties who are annoying the customers.”
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        * * *

      

      Brian laughed. “Well, that’s going to be popular.”

      Brian and Stéphane were not churchgoers. But living in Palm Springs, God’s Waiting Room, the weeks were punctuated by church services for those passing away. Death is commonplace in Palm Springs due to the aging population. It’s as commonplace as colonoscopies and outbreaks of syphilis.

      St. Mary’s Episcopal Church was tucked away on a quiet side street. Brian was surprised to see only one other car in the parking lot. “Stéphane, do you think we’ve got the right day?”

      “Alice said the service was here. We’ve got the right place. Look there’s a picture of Jeffrey up there on that easel by the church door. I recognize the bald head and Douglas Fairbanks mustache.”

      The priest appeared. A white-haired bearded man with rosy-red cheeks. A real-life Santa Bear. “Welcome to St. Mary’s. Are you here for the memorial for Jeffrey Collier?”

      “Yes, we are.” Brian looked around. “But I think it’s just us.”

      The priest sighed. “Sadly, it looks that way. I was hoping his family would turn up. If he has any family. The strange thing is that the funeral was paid for anonymously. And yet, only you two are here.”

      Brian shrugged. “And we didn’t even know him well. He was a neighbor. We thought there would be more of his neighbors here. Very sad. He was a lonely man.”

      The priest wrung his hands. “It’s a little awkward because I never knew the deceased and I was hoping a family member could give me some guidance. I know nothing about this man’s life. Well, at least you two are here. Perhaps we should start.”

      “Would you like me to give the eulogy?” Brian smiled. “At least I met him once or twice.”

      “I think that would be a great idea.” The Santa-priest beamed. “Thank you. I have a christening later. It’s all happening at St. Mary’s today. God takes one of us and gives us another.”

      Walking toward the church, Stéphane whispered in Brian’s ear. “Are you nuts? You don’t know anything about Jeffrey Collier.”

      “I’ll make something up. The man lived a long life. He deserves more than a priest babbling on about nothing when he never even met the man. Jeffrey needs a proper send off.”

      Inside the church, the Santa-priest spoke briefly, then the three of them sang “Amazing Grace.” Brian heard cooing above his head—a pigeon was trapped in the church. It fluttered around and landed on the coffin. Brian stepped up to the lectern near the altar. He cleared his throat. “As we can all see today, Jeffrey managed to get through life without the clutter of friends. He was a free spirit. His one love was the pop group WHAM! When WHAM! died, so did a large part of Jeffrey—the part that thinks and functions as a human being. It’s like the story of the spider web. When you pull one side of a spider web, it comes in on the other side. It means that when you gain something, you lose something. When Jeffrey lost WHAM! he gained insanity and loneliness. He may have had no friends in the world, but he made excellent golf ball cakes—”

      Stéphane applauded and mouthed the word ‘enough.’

      But Brian hadn’t finished. “—What I remember most about Jeffrey was his love of—” Brian cast his eyes around the room for inspiration. “Was his love of pigeons. He couldn’t get enough of them. There was a time when he was in the nuthouse that he thought he was a pigeon. Sometimes he would gnaw through the restraining straps and fly around the room. He lived on a diet of seed—”

      Brian’s eulogy was interrupted when the doors opened at the back of the church, and a drag queen walked in. She wore black from head to foot. A heavy black veil hung over her face. The drag queen’s heels clicked as she walked down the aisle and laid a wreath of calla lilies on the coffin. Then she climbed onto the altar and sang Cher’s Song for the Lonely a cappella. “This is a song for the lonely. Can you hear me tonight? For the broken-hearted, battle-scarred. I’ll be by your side.”

      Brian was puzzled. “Stéphane, if you close your eyes, she sounds exactly like Cher. Jeffrey must have been friends with a drag queen. At least he had one friend. Everyone needs a drag queen friend. Maybe she paid for the funeral.”

      When the drag queen finished singing the song, she kissed the coffin. “Goodbye, Jeffrey. You were a great friend to me.” Then she left.

      The three men followed the drag queen outside. She walked to the street and climbed into the back of a limo. Then the window was lowered, and they heard a voice. “Come over here boys.” Brian, Stéphane, and the priest approached the limo. The drag queen lifted her veil. Brian and Stéphane’s jaws dropped. The priest audibly gasped.

      “When you tell your friends that I was here, they won’t believe you?”

      With that, Cher rolled up the window, and the chauffeur drove away.

      “That was …” The priest dabbed at his eyes. “I can now die happy. Thank you, Jesus. I’ve just looked into the eyes of God herself.”

      Brian was weak at the knees. “That was her, wasn’t it? We’ve just met Cher. She paid for the funeral. How the hell did she know Jeffrey?”

      Stéphane couldn’t speak at all. He was dumbstruck.
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            THE PALM SPRINGS SILENT FILM FESTIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Brian pulled up outside the Camelot Theater. A black and white banner hung above the entrance. It read, “The Palm Springs Silent Film Festival.” A bar was set up outside, and a large crowd gathered, talking and cradling their cocktails. A Charlie Chaplin impersonator walked through the crowd, wearing his trademark toothbrush mustache, derby hat, baggy pants, and shoes that were too big. He carried a cane and wore a flower on his lapel—one that squirted water into the faces of those who came too close. A petite Mary Pickford look-alike also worked the crowd with her angelic face and golden ringlets. Chaplin was played by Annie, who ran a bike repair store. Pickford was played by Butch, a bartender at the Toolbox leather bar.

      Brian and Stéphane were at the theater to see The General with Buster Keaton, and to find out more about silent movie actress Linnie Johns, the mother of Fanny Black.

      “Stéphane, do you think it’s a good idea for you to wear that brooch?”

      “I’ve got a hunch that someone knows more about this mystery than we think. Fanny Black left this brooch in that vanity case. It might mean something to someone. It might jog memories.”
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        * * *

      

      After a cocktail, Brian and Stéphane filed into the theater. Inside, a short, stocky, bearish man climbed onto the stage to a round of polite applause. “Some of you know me, but for those who don’t. My name is Alexander Hanson, and I’m the president of the Palm Springs Silent Film Club. We meet once a month at a member’s house to watch silent movies. However, once a year we come out of the closet to celebrate with a Silent Film Festival. I see a lot of new faces here tonight. I hope you can make it to the after-party upstairs in the bar, where you can ask members questions. You can also join the group and sign up for our monthly newsletter. Just leave your email address. And now, let us watch The General.”

      At the after-party, Alexander Hanson approached Stéphane. “Hi, I’m guessing you’re new to our little group.”

      “Yes, my husband and I—this is Brian. We’ve only recently moved to Palm Springs from Chicago.”

      “Ah the home of Essanay Studios where Gloria Swanson got her start. Whereabouts are you living?”

      “We live in Puesta De Sol.”

      “Twilight Manors. I know it well. We have a member who lives there. His name is Gerry Mynchkin. He’s here somewhere. Do you know him?”

      Brian and Stéphane shook their heads.

      “Hey Gerry, I’ve found some of your neighbors from Twilight Manors.”

      Gerry was a strikingly handsome man in his mid-fifties. He was obviously no stranger to the gym. “You know, I think I’ve seen you at the community hall. Weren’t you there when I did my talk on Clara Bow last year?”

      “I think that must have been before we moved here.”

      “What brings you here tonight? I’m assuming you’re both silent movie fans.”

      Brian spoke. “We’re doing some research into an actress called Linnie Johns. We’re thinking of writing a book about those stars who never transitioned from silent movies to talkies, like Vilma Banky, Mae Murray, and Norma Talmadge. What happened to them? That’s what we’re trying to find out. Linnie Johns was another one. Do you know anything about her?”

      “Linnie Johns. The name rings a bell. Is she the one involved in the Fatty Arbuckle scandal? She died after they had sex and he fell asleep on top of her, and she suffocated. And there was a bottle involved. No, wait a minute, that was someone else. Is she the one in that scandal with Valentino, the Persian cat, and the screwdriver? That was a nasty business. That cat couldn’t walk straight for a week.”

      “Gerry, that was just a rumor.” An elderly woman with a large-brimmed hat slipped her arms around Gerry’s waist and hugged him from behind.

      “Who is that?”

      “It’s Dorothy, your next wife.”

      “Oh Dorothy, I keep telling you. I’m not the marrying kind. Not to a woman, anyway. I’m a little too light in the loafers for you. It could never work. We’d be bumping pussies. These two gentlemen are asking about a silent movie actress called Linnie Johns.”

      The woman thought for a moment. “Wasn’t she the one that was found drowned in Stan Laurel’s goldfish pond? The one with the tattoo of the Eiffel Tower on her thigh. That was a scandal. That got glossed over. They said that at the autopsy they found a live frog in her stomach.”

      Stéphane shuddered. “No, I don’t think that was her. Linnie Johns was still alive when the talkies came in.”

      Gerry pondered. “Linnie Johns. Was she the one involved in that scandal with the Brooklyn Dodgers baseball team? Where she had her stomach pumped and her knees replaced.”

      Another guy interrupted. “Hi, I’m John. Did somebody mention Linnie Johns? I’d never heard of her until today. Steve, my husband, just pointed out that her daughter was murdered. Have you been reading the papers? She was killed by her grandson and walled up in a Mexican restaurant in Rancho Mirage. Linnie Johns was her mother. The dead woman’s name was Fanny Black. What a coincidence that you should bring it up.”

      “Did someone say Fanny Black?” A middle-aged woman stepped forward. She introduced herself as Daphne.

      “Yes, I was just telling these two guys that Fanny Black’s mother was Linnie Johns. They’re writing a book about her.”

      “Linnie Johns. Wasn’t she the one in that scandal with Wallace Reid? Didn’t he put glue on his bits and pieces, and he got stuck inside of her? The studio covered it up.”

      “No, that wasn’t Linnie Johns.” John thought for a moment. “Who was that? Alex, what was the name of that actress in the Wallace Reid scandal? They got glued together. Remember? He put glue on his man parts. The studio covered it up.”

      “Oh yes, I remember. The maid walked in on them. Called an ambulance. Can’t remember her name but it wasn’t Linnie Johns. Wasn’t it—”

      Daphne interrupted. “I know one of our members who might be able to help—Helen Butterfield. I don’t know if she knew Linnie Johns personally, but Helen is the authority on women in silent films. She was also a dancer at the Palm Springs Follies. She may have known Fanny Black. Sadly, she’s not here tonight as she’s a little frail and in an assisted living facility. I can call her if you want and see if she’s willing to talk to you about Linnie Johns. She loves to talk. Give me your number. I’ll phone her and let you know what she says.”

      Stéphane handed her his card.

      Half an hour later, the crowd thinned out. As Brian and Stéphane were leaving, a man stopped Stéphane. “Can I say that that’s a very nice brooch. Sapphires and diamonds if I’m not mistaken. I can’t help thinking that I’ve seen it before. Where did you buy it?”

      Stéphane blushed. “I found it years ago in an antique store somewhere on my travels.”

      “I’m sure I’ve seen that brooch before. It’s going to drive me crazy now. Hold on a minute. Jack! Come and look at this. Jack’s a jeweler.”

      A thin, balding man with round glasses weaved through the crowd.

      “What do you make of this brooch? I’ve seen it before somewhere.”

      Jack examined the brooch. “Diamonds and a sapphire. Without examining it properly, I’d guess it was made somewhere in Europe. Most likely around 1910 to 1920. If you bring it into my store, I can examine it properly.”

      “We were thinking of taking it to the Antiques Roadshow.”

      “Good idea. I forgot that show was coming to town.”
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            “IT’S A DOG’S LIFE” AT POODLES

          

        

      

    

    
      Brian and Stéphane sat at the breakfast table outside in the garden of their four-bedroom house in Puesta Del Sol, known locally as Twilight Manors. The rising sun shot radiant daggers of light through the palm trees. A distant police siren briefly lifted Palm Springs out of its complacency and quietude and into the real world. Next door, the Riverlights chanted the Village People’s “YMCA” in a last-ditch attempt to frighten away the invading mallards. In Chicago, Brian and Stéphane’s former home, there were drive-by shootings and gang wars, but the biggest problem in Palm Springs was mallards looking for somewhere to nest. It was a nightmare.

      Brian sipped his coffee and stared off into space. He daydreamed that he had been abducted and was being anally probed by aliens who all looked like Brad Pitt. A croaking raven brought him back to Earth. “Stéphane, is there anything interesting in The Desert Sun this morning?”

      “Nothing about Fanny Black. There is a feature article about Ann Rogers. Remember her? She was the British actress, a child star, who dropped dead in the restaurant the same day we found Fanny Black—or, I should say, the day Fanny Black found us. Rogers was there with her toy boy. That woman at the next table told us that Ann Rogers was a friend of Julia Child, and Zsa Zsa Gabor. Married a hotel owner. He died and left her millions. Well, it probably means nothing, but she was one of the Palm Springs Follies dancers. So, there were two dead Follies dancers in the restaurant that day. One fresh and one crispy.”

      Brian thought for a moment. “Really, that’s interesting. What a coincidence. Or was it? We must remember to ask Helen Butterfield about Ann Rogers too. Have you heard anything from Daphne yet?”

      Stéphane picked up his phone. “She just texted me. Yes, Helen Butterfield is willing to talk to us. We can visit her tomorrow morning at St. Pelagia Retirement Home in La Quinta. Oh, and there’s also a text from Martie. ‘Forgot to tell you about tonight’s event at Poodles. It’s called ‘It’s a Dog’s Life.’ See you there at 8:00 pm. Krystal and Joe are coming.”

      “Does he say anything else? It’s a bit vague.”

      “No. Are we going?”
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        * * *

      

      “We might as well. Let’s face it, we’ve got nothing better to do with our lives.”

      Poodles—known locally as Prostates—was the Palms Springs premiere bar for senior gay men. The average age of the customers was somewhere between seventy-two and seventy-five, depending on who died that week. The bar was owned by the rotund, terminally happy, Art Dinkus. He laughed more than he spoke. Sometimes he laughed so hard he peed himself. He would be laughing at the bar when suddenly he would say, “Oops! Sorry, I need to change my clothes. I just peed myself.” Dinkus lived in an apartment upstairs. He moved to Palm Springs thirty years before from New York. He was rumored to have been on the periphery of the Warhol set. His annual party at Poodles was called “It’s a Dog’s Life,” and was a celebration of the life of Dusty Shelves, his deceased poodle. Dinkus was a poodle man. A cremation urn of Dusty’s ashes had pride of place on a shelf behind the bar next to her collar and favorite rubber ball.

      Brian parked the car outside of Poodles in a strip mall. The old wrinkle room was between a Del Taco and Cindy Lou’s Nail Salon. Brian and Stéphane had no idea what this event was about. So, they were surprised when Brian opened the door to Poodles and found the place packed with customers and their dogs. Martie waved to them over the chaos. “Over here.” He was sitting at a table with Krystal, Joe, and Joe’s German shepherd, Satan.

      Brian and Stéphane joined them.

      Brian nudged away an overly amorous cocker spaniel. “Martie, what’s going on here?”

      Martie, who was in full Peggy Lee drag, pointed to a collection of urns on the piano. “Once a year, Art celebrates the life of Dusty Shelves, his drag poodle. Other dog owners bring their dogs, their urns containing the ashes of deceased dogs, photographs of their dogs, and we all sing along to our dogs’ favorite songs. It’s like Dia De Los Muertos for pooches.”

      “Wait a minute, Martie. Did you say drag poodle?”

      “Yes, Dusty Shelves performed in drag and howled along to hit songs. She died of canine distemper halfway through howling ‘Happy Talk’ from South Pacific. Coughed twice, then keeled over, foaming at the mouth. But it was a full drag show. A shame you missed last year’s show because Shirley Bassett-Hound brought the house down with her ‘Goldfinger.’”

      Krystal nudged him. “And don’t forget the Swedish Elkhound who did the ABBA medley. Remember, he pooped halfway through ‘Super Trouper.’”

      “"Baw-waw-waw … waawawa … waawaawa.” Joe dog-howled “Dancing Queen.” Other dogs in the room joined in.

      Martie laughed. “What dog doesn’t like ABBA? Even Rhodesian Ridgebacks go ga-ga over the Fab 4 Swedes.”

      Dinkus stood on the small stage. “I’d like to introduce you to Dick Prentice. He will be tickling the ivories for us tonight. But first, let’s give a thought and prayer to Don Creesy—he was due to play tonight, but he was called to Jesus last week. I guess they needed a one-legged, bipolar, transvestite piano player in heaven. His untimely death was due to an unfortunate accident when Randy, his husband, accidently laced a vegetable lasagna with rat poison. It’s an easy mistake to make. Don was a big fan of the Bee Gees, so I can see why Randy did it. It’s hard to live with someone who likes the Gibb brothers. I hear the police are involved. Anyway, it will be the excellent Dick Prentice doing the honors tonight. Our MC for the evening needs no introduction, but I’ll introduce him anyway. Please welcome Martie Navratihomo.”

      There was an enthusiastic round of applause. “Thank you, thank you. It’s a great honor for me to be standing here celebrating the lives of yesterday’s pets, also today’s pets. Tonight, we are not doing it Gangnam Style, but Doggy-Style, and our first sing-along will be led by Mitzi belonging to Alice and Jenny.”

      Alice sat Mitzi on top of the piano.

      Brian snarled. “Of course, that damn dog gets everywhere. I hope she falls off the piano and lands on her head. It might knock some sense into the nasty little bitch.”

      Martie caught Mitzi’s eye. The hatred was palpable. You could cut the air with a knife.

      Mitzi wore rhinestone anklets on her legs, a pink eyepatch, and a pearl-studded tiara. She had her usual smug look on her face, but that could have been gas.

      Dick Prentice rested his skeletal fingers on the keys.

      Martie straightened his tits. “Now, we will all join Mitzie in singing one of Dusty Shelves’ favorite songs, the Angels’ ‘My Boyfriend’s Back.’”

      A few bars in, Mitzi began howling. Then other dogs joined in, and the crowd sang, “My boyfriend’s back, and you’re gonna be in trouble. Hey-la-day-la my boyfriend’s back. You see him comin’ better cut out on the double. Hey-la-day-la my boyfriend’s back.”

      The cacophony of howling dogs and singing humans continued through “My Sharona,” “How Much is That Doggy in the Window?” “My Way,” “Nearer My God to Thee,” “Hound Dog,” and Marilyn Manson’s “Coma White,” which only Joe’s dog Satan knew the words to. But everyone sang and howled along to it anyway.

      Martie ended the evening by singing another of Dusty Shelves’ favorite songs, “People Will Say We’re in Love,” from Oklahoma.

      In the car going home, Stéphane laughed. “That’s the most fun I’ve had in a long time. I’m so glad we moved to Palm Springs. These are our people.”

      Brian remembered the Siberian Husky howling along to Ricky Martin’s “Livin’ La Vida Loca.” “I think, Stéphane, that for once—and only once—you just might be right.”
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            HELEN BUTTERFIELD

          

        

      

    

    
      At the breakfast table, Stéphane again opened Fanny Black’s red vanity case they found buried at Mountain View Road and Varner. He returned the brooch he borrowed to wear to the Palm Springs Silent Film Festival. “Brian, what do you think about that guy at the film festival? The one who recognized this brooch. Don’t you think that was a bit odd?”

      “Yes, I do. But the truth is that he couldn’t have recognized it. It’s been buried for years.”

      “But we don’t know how many years.”

      “If we assume Fanny Black buried the vanity case and she died in 1995, then he must have seen the brooch before then. That’s a long time to remember a brooch, Stéphane. Could you remember a piece of jewelry that you saw someone wearing back in 1995? I can’t remember where I put my car keys twenty minutes ago.”

      Stéphane thought for a moment. “What if he saw it in a photograph? A photograph that he has in his possession. One that he looks at often.”

      “Good point. Or if he saw it in a film that he recently watched. That he often watches.”

      “I think we might be getting somewhere.” Stéphane picked up the diary again. He opened it and read. “‘September 12, 1934: MGM was at the house again. Had a big fight with momma. HMH slapped MGM, who said, ‘You’ll pay for that.’ HMH said, ‘Don’t forget, I’ve got pictures.’ I don’t know what pictures they were talking about.’”

      “It’s all very intriguing, Stéphane. It seems that Fanny Black grew up with three people who just didn’t get along. ‘I’ve got pictures to prove it.’ That’s an interesting statement. HMH is threatening MGM with these pictures. Blackmail?”

      “Oh, wait a minute, Brian. Listen to this. ‘October 24, 1934. HMH came to see momma. HMH said she had lost a brooch. Said she left it with momma. Momma said she hadn’t seen the brooch. HMH said it must have been stolen by MGM. Momma seems to like both HMH and MGM but not when they’re together.’”

      “So that’s when the brooch went missing. It belonged to HMH. Stéphane, this is all very interesting. You’re bringing out the detective in me.”

      “You do look a bit like Margaret Rutherford. She was the best Miss Marple ever. Actually, now I come to think of it, you’re like her in character as well. On first meeting, you do come across as a bit of a busy-body old spinster. An elderly Gladys Kravitz. And you’re the same shape as Margaret Rutherford. You know … stout. Fat. I’m sorry, Brian, I didn’t mean to fat-shame you. I’ll use a more politically correct word … enormous. You should take up knitting. You should knit a blanket to go over your legs.”

      “Stéphane, I’m beginning to wonder why I married you in the first place.”

      “It was my wit and charm that attracted you.”
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        * * *

      

      “No, it wasn’t that. I married you for the same reason people adopt three-legged ugly dogs from a pound. I felt sorry for you. That reminds me, I need to take you to the vet. It’s time for you to be put to sleep. It’s rabies. You’ve obviously been bitten by a rabid homosexual. And God knows, there’s plenty of those wandering the streets in Palm Springs.”

      St. Pelagia Retirement Home was more like a luxury hotel than an assisted living facility—the lobby had a white grand piano and a jungle of potted plants. Brian and Stéphane were approached by a woman in her early forties with a tight bun and a smug sneer. “Can I help you?” The woman resembled a nervous hawk. Brian imagined her circling overhead, stalking her prey.

      Stéphane muttered. “It’s Nurse Ratched from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.”

      When Nurse Ratched saw them, she glided toward them like a bowling bowl. “Can I help you?” She ground to a halt. “My name is Josephine Madden. I’m the person who decides who comes in here and who I ask to leave.” Madden then laughed like a horse. The braying continued until she exhausted herself. Then she patted her ample chest. “No, really, how can I help you?

      Brian took a step back, wary that Madden might spit venom into his eyeballs. “Umm—We’re here to see Helen Butterfield. She’s expecting us.”

      “She’s in the Gracie Fuchs Cabaret Room practicing for her upcoming recital. Follow me.”

      Brian and Stéphane followed Madden through a labyrinth of corridors until they reached a small cabaret room. Butterfield sat at the piano playing Erik Satie’s Gymnopédies. Her hair was cut short and boyish. She was beautiful. Her eyes, though, were disconcerting. They were dazzling blue, like a young Robert Redford. Not the eyes of an older woman. As Brian and Stéphane entered, Butterfield saw them and nodded, then continued playing for a couple of minutes. Then she stopped. “You must be Brian and Stéphane. Daphne told me you wanted to talk to me about silent film actresses. I know they call them actors now, but back then they were actresses. I like to stay in the period.”

      Butterfield climbed down from the small stage and lowered herself into a chintzy wing chair. “Oh, that’s better. Old age isn’t for sissies. You know who said that? That was Bette Davis … old age isn’t for sissies. I met her once, you know. Well, I didn’t meet her per se. We shared an elevator once, which is the next best thing. Come and sit down. I was just practicing for a little concert I’m doing here next week. The arthritis hasn’t got to my hands yet. Daphne told me you were interested in Linnie Johns. I never met her, but I knew her daughter, Fanny Black, when she was at the Follies. I think Linnie Johns passed away in 1991. But I do know a little about Linnie from what Fanny told me. Though, they were not close. Far from it—”

      There was a kerfuffle outside in the hallway. A man’s voice was shouting. “I’m not hungry—Go away. We’ve only just begun to live. White lace and promises. A kiss for luck, and we’re on our way.”

      Madden tried to guide the man away from the cabaret room. “Mr. Friedmann, please come back to the dining room.”

      “Let him come in.” Helen Butterfield called out. “Let him finish the song. I’ll play for him.”

      Madden reluctantly helped Friedman into the cabaret room. Butterfield climbed back onto the stage and began playing. The emaciated old man stood next to her and sang the Carpenters’ “We’ve Only Just Begun.” When he finished, Madden, Butterfield, Stéphane, and Brian all applauded. The man bowed and was led away.

      Butterfield returned to the wing chair. “I’m sorry about that. That was Mr. Friedman. He used to be a singer. His wife died twenty years ago and everyday he comes here and sings the same song. He thinks he’s Karen Carpenter. He won’t eat. Anorexia nervosa. He’s nothing more than skin and bone. It’s all psychological. Something went wrong in his brain somewhere along the way.”

      Brian’s ears perked up. “And how do you acquire anorexia nervosa?”

      “They don’t really know. Mr. Friedman’s in therapy. They’re trying to convince him that he’s Mama Cass. Just to balance him out. They dress him in caftans, and he sings—Stars shinin’ bright above you. Night breezes seem to whisper, ‘I love you.’ Birds singin’ in the sycamore tree. Dream a little dream of me.”

      Brian made a mental note to go on the anorexia nervosa diet by convincing himself that he was Karen Carpenter. He could feel the pounds dripping off him as he daydreamed. Brian smiled as he imagined himself standing in a puddle of his own unwanted blubber.

      Helen rested her hands in her lap. “I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten where we were.”

      Stéphane kicked Brian, who was still daydreaming about blubber puddles and dancing through fields of naked men waving pom poms. Finally, he snapped out of it. “We were talking about Fanny and her mother. You were telling us about their relationship. Do you know why Linnie retired when the talkies came in?”

      “Linnie made a few silent movies when she was young. Talkies? Apparently, she had a voice like a squeezed weasel. She married young. Her husband was killed making a movie. Now, Cody could have been a big star. He had the gift. Linnie’s talents were limited. She was pretty and she could emote. The talkies demanded so much more and Linnie Johns just didn’t have what it takes.”

      “Do you know what happened between Fanny Black and her mother? You said they weren’t close.” Brian shifted in his chair. Then he jumped up. “What’s that?”

      “Are you ok Brian?” Stéphane was concerned.

      “I just felt something touch my rear end.”

      “Brian, there’s nobody there. You’re sat in a chair.”

      Madden was passing by outside. “Is everything alright. I heard a yelp.”

      “Yes, there’s something in this chair. I’ve been touched inappropriately.”

      Madden slid her hand down the back of the cushion and pulled out a pair of dentures. “There they are. We were looking for those. Penny died in that chair yesterday and we wondered where her teeth went. They must have slid out after she died. There was a lot of dribble. She had an accident too. It’s quite common for our guests to evacuate their bowels when they pass over into the arms of Jesus. Call me old-fashioned but I think it’s more dignified to meet Our Lord with empty bowels, don’t you? God doesn’t look kindly on people who are full of excrement. But the chair has been thoroughly cleaned. Can’t believe they didn’t find the dentures. Poor woman choked to death on a Little Debbie. A peanut butter crunch bar if I remember correctly. Or was it a Nutty Buddy? Oh dear, my memory is failing me again. Wait a minute, I’ll remember. Star Crunch, that was it. A Star Crunch.”

      Stéphane nudged Brian and whispered. “Who’s this little Debbie that she was eating?”

      Madden left holding the dentures at arm’s length.

      Brian moved to another chair. “I was asking you about the relationship between Fanny Black and her mother.”

      “Fanny said her mother neglected her. Of course, you know about Fanny being murdered.”

      “Yes, we saw it in the papers.”

      “The world is a sad place without Fanny. You two would have loved Fanny. It’s a terrible business. I remember when she disappeared.”

      “The paper said everyone thought she went to Italy. But they didn’t say why.”

      “It was to see her other son. They were estranged. Back in the 1940s, she had a son by an Italian Count. It must have been after the war. She was over there making a film. She was primarily a dancer, though she had a couple of acting roles. The Count was married. That stopped her dancing career for a while. She’d been in a couple of Busby Berkeley movies, Ziegfeld Girl, and … I can’t remember the others offhand. So, the child stayed with the Italian Count. Then she married Dick Spindell in the early 1950s. Had a son, George. She was always talking about visiting her other son in Italy. So, when she went missing, we thought that’s where she went. Her grandson John confirmed that. Of course, we know now that John killed her. Fanny’s husband was dead by then. He died in 1974.”

      “Did she keep in touch with her Italian family?”

      “I don’t think she did.”

      “Can we go back to Linnie Johns. What happened to her?”

      “According to Fanny, her mother lived out her twilight years in New York City. She became a recluse. Never remarried after Cody. She sometimes frequented Club 82—you know the kind of place. For women who like to dress as men. That kind of place. I remember when she died, Fanny flew to New York. It was around 1991. When she returned, she had five identical red cases of her mothers’ belongings. They were quite small, more like vanity cases. I picked her up at the airport. I remember her saying, ‘My mother’s whole life is in these three cases.’ The next time I was at her house the vanity cases were gone. She never mentioned her mother again.”

      “Another woman I wanted to ask you about was Ann Rogers.”

      “Yes, I remember her. I read in the paper that she was a Follies dancer. She was, but only for a few days. She broke her ankle. She died in that restaurant in Rancho Mirage. The same day they found Fanny Black. There’s not many of us left.”

      Driving home, Stéphane broke the silence. “Apart from the fact that Linnie Johns may have been a lesbian, what else have we learned today?”

      “I don’t know about you, but I’ve learned that you can lose weight by pretending to be Karen Carpenter. I’ve also learned that an old woman’s dentures can come back to bite you in the ass.”

      “Well, that’s it then. A morning well spent.”
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            NOTHING SAYS I LOVE YOU LIKE A SINGLE RED ROSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Brian had done many things he regretted in his life, but none as much as what he was about to do. It was Brian and Stéphane’s first wedding anniversary. They had been together since the 1970s Disco era but only tied the knot a year ago. They planned a quiet romantic dinner for two at the Rikki-Tikki-Tavi Indian restaurant—followed by ice cream, cake, and a dip in the pool. Stéphane was at the supermarket picking up the cake. Brian was home alone. That’s when Brian came up with the idea—a brilliant idea. He ran into the garden and picked a rose. Nothing says I love you like a single red rose.

      Stéphane picked up the cake at the bakery department with BS piped onto the top in frosting. As he walked to the checkout, one bakery assistant asked another. “Why would anyone have BS on the top of their cake? Isn’t that bullshit?” They both giggled. “I’m going to get FU on top of my wedding anniversary cake. And if my husband doesn’t start pulling his weight, I might add rat poison sprinkles. Mmm! delicious.”

      Stéphane drove home carefully with the cake on the passenger seat. He parked the car in the garage and carefully carried the cake into the kitchen, and slid it into the refrigerator. It was then that he heard Brian calling him. “Stéphane, don’t come into the bedroom.”

      Stéphane headed straight for the bedroom.

      “Don’t come in. I’m too embarrassed.”

      Stéphane opened the door. Brian was lying naked on the bed on his stomach.

      “What’s that?” Stéphane pointed to a rose protruding from Brian’s ass. “Oh Brian! A single red rose. How romantic on our wedding anniversary. I love the way you always think of me.”

      Tears welled up in Brian’s eyes. “There’s a problem.”

      “What problem?”

      “It won’t come out. I thought I took all the thorns off, but I must have missed one.”

      “Didn’t you feel it going in?”

      “A little, but I just thought I was under-lubricated. But when I tried to pull it out, that’s when the thorn caught on something.”

      Stéphane tried to keep a straight face. “What have you got up there? Oh my god, not the incredibly rare Obi-Wan Kenobi with double-telescoping lightsaber figure. It’s worth a small fortune. Finger puppets. Jimmy Hoffa. Could be anything up there.”

      “That’s not very helpful, Stéphane.”

      “I’ll take you to ER.”

      “No, you won’t! I’ll never live it down.”

      “I’m sure they’ve seen worse things. Breast implant leaks, Botox overdoses. This is Palm Springs, so I doubt a day goes by without some nurse pulling a foreign body out of someone’s ass.”

      “I’m too embarrassed.”

      “You can’t spend the rest of your life with a rose up your ass. It’s a very pretty rose, though. And it was a lovely thought, Brian.”

      “What can we do?”

      “There’s only one thing we can do. Call Garth.”

      “Oh no!”

      “He’ll know what to do, he’s a Vietnam vet and a problem solver.”

      “And he has a mouth like a sewer.”

      Stéphane phoned Garth. Five minutes later, the doorbell rang. Stéphane answered it. “Hi Garth, we’ve got a problem.”

      “That’s what I do, I solve problems.”

      Stéphane led Garth into the bedroom. He took one look at Brian. “Oh, I see, you missed one of the thorns, didn’t you? I’ve seen something like this before. Well, not exactly like this, but I have removed an object from a poop chute before. I was banging this whore in Hanoi during the Vietnam War. I turned her over for some back door love—you boys know all about that. You two being butt pirates and all that. So, I was banging her in the ass, and I felt something up there. Turned out to be a teabag.”

      Stéphane was intrigued. “Why did she have a teabag up her ass?”
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      “Her previous client had a special fetish. He liked to use her ass as a teapot—I don’t judge. The problem was that she left a soggy teabag up there. She said she didn’t know it was there, which I find hard to believe. I’d know if I had a teabag up my ass. It was a mystery. Actually, and this is without exaggeration, it’s been one of the great mysteries of my life. How she didn’t know she had a teabag up her ass is beyond me. I’ve had nightmares about it. Someone suggested it might be PTSD—Post Teabag Stress Disorder. Anyway, to cut a long story short, I managed to get the teabag out of the whore’s ass using a wooden spoon and a toothbrush. But this problem here with Brian can be easily solved. We need to go to Home Depot, or Homo Depot in your case.”

      Home Depot was a foreign country to Stéphane. And a foreign language—what the hell was a hose bib or a zurn? Stéphane left those items to the experts. For Stéphane, DIY was for hairy men and hairy women who didn’t care if they chipped a nail. That wasn’t him. He let Garth take the lead.

      Garth marched up to a Home Depot employee. “Excuse me, young lady, can you tell me where the plumbing department is?”

      “It’s in aisle 14. Is there anything I can help you find?”

      “Yes, we’re looking for a PVC pipe that could slide easily up a fat homo’s asshole.”

      The blood drained from the assistant’s face. Five minutes later, they were escorted to the exit.

      Garth protested. “I’m a Vietnam vet. I didn’t fight for this country so that I would be thrown out of a hardware store. I fought so that everyone, Black, White, Asian, Native American, and even Floridians, would be free to enter hardware stores and buy PVC piping. My friend has a rose stuck up his ass, and I’m trying to remove it. What’s wrong with you people? If any of you ever find yourself with a rose stuck up your ass, don’t come crying to me about it. Stéphane, we’re off to Lowes.”

      At Lowes, they headed for the PVC pipe department.

      Garth pulled out a half-inch wide pipe. “What size is Brian? You know his asshole better than I do.”

      Stéphane smiled. “Well, it’s bigger than it used to be. It used to be quite tight. Now you could drive a column of tanks up there and there’d still be room for a plane to land. Why don’t we go with the one-inch wide and make it nine inches long?”

      Three hours later, Stéphane and Garth arrived back at the house.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Brian was furious.

      “We stopped off at Delmar’s for lunch. I was peckish. Fabulous German pancakes, made from scratch. We were just leaving when who should walk in, but Suzanne Somers. I’m such a big fan of hers. I managed to get her autograph. I didn’t have any paper, so she signed the pipe. I love this town, it’s just full of celebrities.”

      “What pipe?” Brian had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      Garth stepped forward. “We’re going to cut the head off the rose, then push the stem into the PVC pipe. Then we’re going to shove the pipe up your ass which will form a barrier between the thorn and your asshole. Don’t worry, we’ll lube it up and go gently. Then we’ll slowly slide the rose out through the pipe.”

      Brian was speechless.

      Stéphane tried to reassure him. “Brian, just close your eyes and imagine you’re getting shtupped by Zac Efron. Here’s the poppers. Now brace yourself. We’re going in. And don’t forget, this has Suzanne Somers’ name written all over it.”

      Brian braced himself. Garth slid the stem of the rose into the PVC tube, then pushed the tube slowly up Brian’s ass.

      Stéphane began to sing “The Rose” to soften the blow. “Some say love, it is a river. That drowns the tender reed. Some say love, it is a razor. That leaves your soul to bleed. Some say love, it is a hunger—”

      “Stéphane, enough with the Bette Midler. I’m not in the mood.”

      Stéphane ignored Brian and continued singing. “—Far beneath the bitter snows. Lies the seed that with the sun’s love. In the spring becomes the rose.”
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            THE ANTIQUES ROADSHOW

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning at the breakfast table outside in the garden, Stéphane examined the sapphire and diamond brooch in the palm of his hand. “According to Fanny Black’s diary, this brooch belonged to HMH.” He read the entry from the diary again. The brooch glinted in the morning sun. “‘October 24, 1934. HMH came to see momma. HMH said she had lost a brooch. Said she left it with momma. Momma said she hadn’t seen the brooch. HMH said it must have been stolen by MGM.’ It looks to me like Linnie Johns stole the brooch. Or, at least, it was in her red case. It was interesting that Helen said there were five red cases. Where are the other four?”

      Next door, the Riverlights were singing Thelma Houston’s “Don’t Leave Me This Way. “Don’t leave me this way. I can’t survive, I can’t stay alive, without your love, oh baby. Don’t leave me this way.”

      “Brian, they’re still singing disco songs.”

      Brian shrugged. “Heather told me that the morning disco incantation, as she called it, has kept the mallards away.”

      “I don’t think their absence has anything to do with disco songs. I think the mallards are frightened of the Riverlights. I’m frightened of the Riverlights. I’m frightened of drowning in the nonsense that pours out of their mouths. But I still like them.”

      Brian laughed. “So do I. It’s like having a family of pet hippies. I feel like we should be throwing nuts over the fence.”

      “There’s an idea. A petting zoo where people can come and feed the hippies. We could sell vegan treats.”

      “Stéphane, why just limit the zoo to hippies. I think one area could be for abstract artists—you know, people who create blotchy paintings and convince themselves they mean something.”

      “But what do abstract artists eat?”
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        * * *

      

      “They eat each other.”

      Brian and Stéphane joined the throng entering the Palm Springs Convention Center, where they were filming an episode of The Antiques Roadshow. Wrapped in tissue paper and placed in a Ziploc bag was the brooch belonging to HMH that was possibly stolen by Linnie Johns back in 1934.

      Stéphane was in heaven. This was his environment. He was an avid collector of powder puffs and compacts. What Stéphane didn’t know about powder puffs, wasn’t worth knowing. He bored the ass off friends with tales of how Ellene Alice Bailey invented the first powder puff in 1882. How he would like to have met her. She was Stéphane’s hero. Up there with Liza, Judy, and Dolly.

      Stéphane tried to quell his excitement. “Why don’t we see some of the other people getting appraisals first before we head over to the jewelry table.”

      Brian gasped. “Look there’s my favorite appraiser, the extremely yummy Andy Ourant. He’s so pretty—”

      “—And married.”

      “Look, he’s appraising someone’s doll.”

      A woman in her fifties presented Ourant with an antique doll wrapped in newspaper. “My great grandmother bought this in France when she was on her grand tour. She handed it down to my grandmother, then it went to my mother and now it’s mine. It’s been in the loft for thirty-five years.”

      Ourant lifted the doll’s skirt. “You see here, there’s a tramp stamp. This doll was made around 1895 in the studio of Mme. Poupée Effrayante. Mme. Effrayante was an interesting woman. She made these dolls when she was between the ages of 20 to 30. We know that because at age 30 she was permanently placed in La Maison de Noix—a psychiatric hospital in Paris. She thought she was Napoleon Bonaparte from the waist up and Joan of Arc from the waist down. Essentially, she lost the plot. Of course, these are not the original clothes. Who dressed her this way?”

      “That was my son Eddie.”

      “It’s not often on The Antiques Roadshow that we see a Victorian doll made of glazed porcelain dressed as Nina Hagen. In fact, this must be a first. The body is made of kid leather. Has the original eyes. If this doll came up for auction—it would have to be re-costumed—it would sell for $2,500.”

      The woman squealed.

      Next, a young man handed Ourant a box. He opened it. “Wow, we’ve never had one of these on The Antiques Roadshow before. This is very exciting. Can I ask you where you got this?”

      “My grandfather worked on the movie, Barbarella. He was a dolly grip. When the movie was finished, they handed these dolls out to certain members of the crew. My grandfather handed it down to my father, then it came to me. That’s all I know about it.”

      “Well, it’s one of the creepy dolls from Barbarella. It’s in excellent condition. Where do you keep this?”

      “In a box under the bed. My father used to frighten us kids with it. My mother used to hide her crack cocaine in the doll’s mouth. That was until the authorities came and took us into foster care. But that’s another story.”

      “Well, it’s in wonderful condition and at auction, this doll would easily reach $6,000.”

      Brian and Stéphane moved on to the religious artifacts table, where a woman produced a pair of red slippers from a paper bag. The appraiser was the very British Nick Dawes.

      “These came down through the family from my grandmother. I don’t know if this is true, but they were supposed to have belonged to Pope Pius XII. That’s the family lore.”

      “Well, the family lore is correct. These ruby red slippers did indeed belong to Pope Pius XII who was a snazzy dresser. His collection of Christian Dior New Look outfits came up recently for auction at Sotheby’s in London. Of course, the pontiff wouldn’t wear Dior when he was at work licking the feet of beggars and cruising the corridors of the Vatican looking for altar boys. He kept Dior for private parties, where his party-piece was to lip-synch Carmen Miranda’s I, Yi, Yi, Yi, Yi (I Like You Very Much).’ These ruby red slippers would fetch at least $5000 at auction and may go even higher. And look how tiny they are. You know what they say about small feet—”

      A woman next in line produced a pair of panties. “These belonged to Mother Theresa. My mother worked in a hotel in Manilla in the Philippines. She was a chambermaid. Mother Theresa stayed there. These panties were given to Mother Theresa by Imelda Marcos. But Mother Theresa didn’t wear panties, so she gave them to my mother. This was somewhere in the 1970s.”

      Dawes picked up the panties with a pair of tongs. “It’s true that the pious nun always went commando. It’s unlikely that Mother Theresa would have worn these panties even if she did wear panties.” Dawes turned the panties over, “It’s because of this.” The panties had a picture of David Cassidy on the crotch area. Dawes sniffed the panties. “If they’d belonged to Mother Theresa these would have smelled of Old Spice—her preferred aroma. She used it after shaving her legs and trimming her private areas. She is reputed to have had the word ‘Jesus’ mown into her public hair. Sadly, we can’t prove that these once belonged to Mother Theresa, but if you can find a David Cassidy fan, they might pay $5 for these. Here’s an interesting fact about Mother Theresa—she’s buried at the Mother House of The Missionaries of Charity in West Bengal. If you ever make a pilgrimage there, if you get close to the tomb, you can smell Old Spice. And as a mark of respect to her, most people who make the pilgrimage to her tomb leave tubes of Preparation H—she suffered terribly from hemorrhoids. It was the reason for her lack of a sense of humor.”

      Brian and Stéphane moved on as a man unwrapped a snow globe containing the crucifixion of Jesus—the poor Jewish man dying for our sins in a snowstorm.

      Brian and Stéphane recognized Kevin Zavian at the jewelry table. “What have you got for me today?”

      Stéphane handed Zavian the brooch from Fanny Black’s vanity case. He examined it through a jeweler’s loupe. “Would you be interested in doing this on camera?”

      “You do it, Brian. I’m not dressed to be on TV. If I’d known, I would have worn a little makeup.”

      “Maybe I need some makeup.”

      “Don’t be silly, Brian, nobody cares what you look like. I have a delicate face with nuance and shadows and—look, I don’t feel TV-ready without eyeliner. You, on the other hand—well, let’s just say makeup isn’t going to help you. It might even be a hindrance. You’ve left it too late. I’ve been moisturizing since I was teetering around in my mother’s heels.”

      Brian stopped listening.

      They moved to another table where a camera was set up. Zavian examined the brooch again. “Can you tell me where you acquired this?”

      Brian lied. “My husband and I were driving through Iowa, and we left the highway for a lunch break. We stopped at a diner. There was an antique store across the street, so we went in and saw this.”

      “Can I ask you how much you paid for it?”

      “I think it was $20.”

      “Well, you got a bargain. The brooch is Swedish, made somewhere around 1920. These are diamonds and this is an excellent sapphire. It was mined in Kashmir. About 25 to 30 carats. I would value this brooch at $15,000.”

      Brian stiffened. “I never thought it would be worth that much.”

      “But I haven’t finished yet. Have you seen this?” Zavian took a pair of tweezers and opened a catch on the back. “Here, there’s an inscription, Greta från Charlie. For Greta from Charlie. That’s Charlie Chaplin. I recognized this brooch as soon as I saw it. This brooch belonged to Greta Garbo. She wore it in the film The Divine Woman, a film that is mostly lost. Only nine minutes are known to exist. But she is clearly seen wearing this brooch. So, before I estimated this brooch at $15,000 but because of the Greta Garbo and Charlie Chaplin connection, my estimate now is $30,000. You’ve found yourself a Hollywood treasure.”

      Brian’s jaw dropped.

      Off camera, Stéphane fainted.
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      Brian buttered a slice of toast at the breakfast table the following morning. “Well, I guess we found out what Fanny Black’s treasure was—Greta Garbo’s brooch. That must have been what her grandson was after when he murdered her. But here’s what I don’t understand. If it was Greta Garbo’s brooch, who is HMH mentioned in Fanny Black’s diary? And why did HMH think that Greta Garbo’s brooch was their brooch?”

      “I know, it’s a mystery, Brian. The plot thickens.”

      “Is there anything in the mail this morning? I’m expecting something.”

      “Bills, bills, bills. Yes, these are addressed to you.” Stéphane dropped two packages onto the breakfast table. One from Biggirls.com and the other from FuzzySwimBears.com.

      “Just in time. I’ll open them later.”

      Stéphane grabbed the packages. “You’ll open them now. I want to know what it is.”

      Brian reddened. “I have a confession to make.”

      “Oh my God! I knew this day would come. You’re going straight. You’ve finally found the right girl and you’re going to settle down in the suburbs and have 1.2 children and a cross Labrador bitch lying on a rug in front of the hearth. You’ll cover the refrigerator with magnets—”

      “—Is that what straight people do?”

      “Brian, I can’t stand it, you’re going to become that worst of all creations, the epitome of evil—you’re going to buy a Volvo station wagon and become a soccer mom. Santa has his elves and Satan has his soccer moms. I’ll have to find a replacement for you—maybe someone younger, slimmer, and hung like a horse. Instead of hung like … well, whatever you’re hung like. I’ll be eating a knockwurst instead of a mini-hot dog.”

      “Stéphane, I’m not going straight. I’ve got an audition this afternoon.”

      “An audition! What for? This is the first I’ve heard about an audition.”

      “I didn’t tell you because I know what you’re like.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’ve never been supportive of my artistic pursuits.”

      “And why would that be, Brian?”

      “Look, I know I’ve had a few theatrical setbacks, but—”

      “—Brian, you set fire to a theater in Chicago.”

      “I smoked cigarettes back then. I couldn’t find an ashtray.”

      “You stubbed it out on the leading man’s costume. And the theater burned to the ground. It’s now a Red Lobster. Then there was the time you played Otto Frank in The Diary of Ann Frank—”

      “—Do we need to bring this up again?”

      “Yes, I think we do. On the opening night, which was also the closing night, you walked out on stage as Otto Frank wearing a Dolly Parton wig—”

      “—I just wanted to lift the play up a little. It was too depressing. I think I brought something extra to the role. A little humor.”

      “Brian, you sang ‘Jolene’ a capella.”

      “Ok I agree, the two lines of cocaine may have been a mistake. Everyone was doing it back then. I just thought the audience needed a little light relief. They were all on their feet at the end of the song.”

      “Yes, you’re right there. They all stood up and walked out. When is this audition?”

      “It’s this afternoon.”

      “So, what’s in the packages.”

      “Give me ten minutes.” Brian disappeared indoors and came out later wearing a salmon-pink one-piece woman’s bathing suit and a swim cap with tiny furry ears on it. “What do you think?”

      Stéphane’s jaw dropped. “I’m speechless. What’s this production called? Is it a musical version of The Blob? You look like a constipated hot air balloon.”

      “It’s The Poseidon Adventure. I’m not auditioning for the play itself but a segment within the play. I’m auditioning to join Aqua Bears. They’re doing a water ballet in the second act.”

      “Who, or what, are Aqua Bears?

      “It’s a synchronized swimming team for bears. You know, big, hairy masculine gay men. One day they might start a synchronized swimming team called Aqua Nellies for bitter and twisted skinny little bitches like you. Aqua Bears will be performing a Busby Berkeley segment.”

      “So, you’re following in the footsteps of Fanny Black, our skeleton dancer.”

      “No, I found out they were holding auditions before Helen Butterfield told us about Fanny Black being in Busby Berkeley musicals.”

      “He’s buried in Cathedral City, you know. I remember visiting his grave. We should go back sometime. You can wear your new bathing suit and swim cap with the furry bear ears. We’ll take a little kiddies’ paddling pool. You can put on a show for him. And if we listen very carefully, we might be able to hear him turning in his grave.”

      Brian ignored Stéphane. “I found out about the audition from an article in The Desert Sun. A member of Aqua Bears passed away suddenly. He got stuck for three hours on the ‘It’s a Small World’ ride at Disneyland. It’s a small world after all, it’s a small world after all—”

      “So how did he die?”

      “He killed himself. Three hours stuck in It’s a Small World—I’d kill myself. Anyway, I read that Aqua Bears were one man down for this performance. So, I applied.”

      “But you’ve never done anything like this before, Brian.”

      “How difficult can it be? I can swim. I have poise and elegance. Mrs. Manley always complimented me on my grace and sophistication.”

      “Who the hell is Mrs. Manley?”

      “She was a woman of dignity and taste. She was my teacher at elementary school. Well, she was until she stabbed her husband to death and blew up his parents with a pipe bomb. Now she’s doing life in Bedford Hills Correctional Facility for Women in Bedford Hills, New York.”

      “Well, Brian, she sounds like a real role model.”

      “I just think you could be more supportive of my creative pursuits.”

      “Why don’t you invite Martie along. He’s a big bearish guy. He can support you.”

      “A good idea, Stéphane. I’ll call him and see if he’s free. I wish you would come as well.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, I’m coming. I wouldn’t miss this for the world. I’m just not sure I can be supportive. But do I want to see a bunch of fat fairies trying to be Esther Williams? Hell yes! Wild horses couldn’t drag me away.”

      At the Hotel Desperado, Brian and Stéphane parked the car. They were met at the entrance by Martie, wearing a fabulous embroidered-lace evening gown.

      Stéphane gasped. “Martie, isn’t that a Tadashi Shoji.”

      “Well spotted. It’s three gowns sewn together. Mr. Shoji doesn’t make them in my size. Fashion designers mostly ignore the fuller figured girls like me.”

      “But wasn’t that expensive. Three gowns—that’s got to be almost $2000.”

      “No, no, no, I got the Christian discount.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I read somewhere that God helps those who help themselves. So, I helped myself. Poppin’ tags—five-finger discount. Saks Fifth Avenue in Beverly Hills. That’s the first thing you learn at drag queen school—shoplifting. If it’s good enough for Winona Ryder, it’s good enough for me. Of course, the panties and bra came from Frederick’s of Hollywood.”

      In the hotel lobby, a muscle bear holding a clipboard waited for them. “Are you here for the audition?”

      Brian held up his hand. “Just me.”

      “Hi, my name is Andy Bear, and you must be Brian McCartney. The other two guys auditioning are already here. Follow me, I’ll take you outside to the pool. We’ve only rented the pool for an hour, so thank you for coming on time.”

      Standing around the pool was a sleuth of bears, all wearing matching salmon-pink one-piece bathing suits and swim caps with fuzzy bear ears.

      “Brian, I’m afraid we don’t have changing rooms, so could you change in the restrooms. Did you get the correct costume—the one-piece bikini from Biggirls.com and the cap from FuzzySwimBears.com.”

      “Yes, I’ll go and change.”

      Brian disappeared into the restroom. He reappeared with the two other auditioning bears. One was a muscular redhead with a long beard, the other balding, pasty-white, and almost spherical.

      Andy Bear waited for them poolside. “We’re going to give you a few tests. First, I want you to dive into the water, then line up across the pool directly from here, where I’m standing.”

      The three Aqua Bear wannabes dived into the pool.

      “Now, Jerry’s coming in to join you.”

      Another bear dived into the pool.

      “When I call your name, I want you to do a handstand for thirty seconds. When your thirty seconds is up, Jerry will tap your leg. First … McCartney … now Davis … now Armstrong.”

      Stéphane nudged Martie. “It’s going to be hard for Brian to hold his breath for thirty seconds. He can’t keep his mouth shut for that long.”

      All three bears completed the task.

      “Now I want you all to do a handstand again, only this time scissor your legs twenty times. McCartney … now Davis … now Armstrong.”

      Stéphane nudged Martie again. “He won’t have a problem with that. He’s used to scissoring his legs in the air.”

      A few hotel guests gathered around the pool watching the spectacle with interest.

      “Now I want you to climb out of the pool and stand here poolside. This is to test your poise and elegance. You need to balance these books on your head. We’ve had to use Gideon Bibles so try not to get them wet, as they must be returned to the hotel rooms. Now, imagine you’re the dying swan from Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake. You’re a dying swan desperately clinging onto life. Now undulate your arms as if they were waves … That’s it! Now cross your wrists and flutter your hands … now collapse and open your beak and silently cry out one last time … Now die.”

      The assembled bears and hotel guests gave the three newbies a round of applause.

      “Now, the final test is to judge how you perform with others in the pool. We’re going to add you to the team. Stand by the pool, six on either side. When I blow my whistle, dive in and swim underwater to the other side of the pool.”

      Just then, a woman walked past carrying a Shih Tzu.

      Martie whispered to Stéphane. “That’s Cindy Cockburn, the porn star. Those bazookas are are 42JJ and insured for millions of dollars.”

      “Never heard of her.”

      “Oh, come on, Stéphane, she was in Do Me Sideways with Jason Wang.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I don’t watch straight porn. It confuses me. To me, straight sex looks like two or more people trying to assemble a desk they bought at IKEA. Or one of those instructional plumbing videos.”

      Cindy waved to the bears. “Hi boys.”

      The bears waved back.

      The twelve bears lined up, six on each side of the pool.

      Stéphane whispered to Martie. “That’s going to be one big splash. Twelve men with an average weight of 200lbs. That’s the equivalent of a Honda Civic dropping into the pool.”

      Andy Bear blew his whistle. The Aqua Bears dived into the pool, sending up plumes of water that drenched everyone on the poolside deck. Cindy Cockburn’s Shih Tzu panicked, struggled, and clawed at its owner’s chest. Cindy screamed as the dog punctured one of her implants. Silicone oozed out as she and the dog plunged into the pool. Suddenly the deflating porn star was surrounded by Aqua Bears who lifted her out of the water. She was barely conscious. All hell broke loose.

      Martie ran, knelt beside the porn star, and gave her the kiss of life. After a few seconds, she coughed and opened her eyes. Fifteen minutes later, she was driven away in an ambulance.

      Stéphane was in shock. “Martie, I can’t believe you kissed a female porn star. You don’t know where her mouth has been.”

      “Au contraire. I know exactly where her mouth has been. And honey, it’s nowhere my mouth hasn’t been before. I’ve sucked on more—”

      A fire engine, siren blaring, passed by on the street outside.

      “—than she’s had hot dinners.”
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            THE INCIDENT AT TIDDY DOLLS

          

        

      

    

    
      Brian and Stéphane spent the night in a log cabin in the Squirrel Nutkin Lodge Resort in Big Bear Lake, a mountain ski resort in the San Bernardino National Forest. The resort consisted of twelve log cabins scattered in the woods. The cabins were all connected by wooden walkways like those in Cherry Grove on Fire Island. The name of Brian and Stéphane’s cabin was the Boozy Woozy Otter. They had arrived at Big Bear Lake the previous night, had dinner in an Indian restaurant, and gone to bed early, serenaded by an owl. Today they were attending Joe and Krystal’s wedding at the Pinecone Llama Preserve.

      Brian woke early, showered, and sat outside on the private deck. He cradled a cup of bitter hotel coffee against the morning chill, while the birds sang the dawn chorus. It was a sweet relief from the blistering heat of the desert. Near the door to the cabin hung a laminated chart showing the wild birds that lived in the area: the western grebe, California gull, American white pelican, great blue heron, bald eagle, cliff swallow, Brewer’s blackbird, and mallards. Mallards were a sensitive topic with Stéphane—a red flag to a bull. They were mortal enemies. Stéphane had spent a lot of time and effort chasing mallards away from swimming and pooping in their pool. Brian moved a pot containing a dwarf Scotch pine to hide the sign.

      Stéphane was not the back-to-nature type. Two nights in Big Bear Lake was going to be a challenge. Stéphane had to be within two blocks of a nail salon—otherwise, he suffered shortness of breath, heart palpitations, and broke out in hives. Brian wasn’t the log cabin type, either. They were more the laying by the pool with a cocktail type. Big Bear Lake was a step outside both of their comfort zones.

      Stéphane joined Brian on the deck a few minutes later, bleary-eyed and struggling to wake up. “Brian, I can’t believe this place, we’re in a forest. Yesterday we were in a desert, and after a two-hour drive, we’re in a forest. It’s like walking into Narnia, but without the annoying British kids who talk like they have a mouthful of testicles.”

      Brian laughed. “That reminds me of your impersonation of the Queen of England. Remember that night you had my testicles in your mouth, and you said, ‘My husband and I are very touched by the reception we have received in your United States of America. So touched, in fact, that my husband buried his face in my regina vagina last night. And also my annus horribilis.”

      “You can’t do a proper British accent without having your mouth full of testicles. You just can’t!”

      Brian and Stéphane giggled like school kids.

      Brian picked up his phone. “Just got a text from Aqua Bears.” He handed the phone to Stéphane.

      Stéphane read the text. “Due to the leaking of silicone into the pool and Shi Tzu shit, the Aqua Bears participation in the Curly Theatre Works production of The Poseidon Adventure has been canceled. The pool had to be drained and cleaned at a cost of $1,000.” He handed the phone back to Brian. “I’m sorry, Brian. I know you were looking forward to joining Aqua Bears and being surrounded by people your own size. You know … hefty.”

      Brian shrugged. “Oh well, as Doris Day once sang, Qué será, será. Whatever will be, will be. The future’s not ours to see. Qué será, será. What will be, will be.”

      “Brian, I’m sure there will be future opportunities for you to make a complete ass of yourself in public. Let’s focus on now. I’m really looking forward to the wedding today. I’ve never been to a Hells Angels wedding in a llama preserve before.”

      “I don’t think anyone has.” Brian laughed. “One thing I’ve learned about retirement, is that if you relax and stop swimming against the tide, life can take you to some very strange places. You know, my stomach is gurgling. I’m hungry. What are we doing about breakfast?”

      “Last night we passed a breakfast place called Tiddy Dolls. They had a rainbow flag in their window, and I also like the name. I need to shower and then we can walk there. The guy on the desk yesterday said there’s a wooden path through the woods. He didn’t say if we needed to leave a trail of breadcrumbs or not. We’ll be like Hansel and Gretel, or Little Red Riding Hoods. A real fairy tale.”

      “With real fairies.”

      “Exactly.”

      Half an hour later, Brian and Stéphane set out along the twisting wooden pathway through the forest. They held hands, skipped, and sang a Stephen Sondheim song. “Into the woods. It’s time to go. I hate to leave. I have to, though. Into the woods. It’s time, and so I must begin my journey…”

      The pathway led out onto a street of quaint tourist stores selling tarot cards, dream catchers, soaps, crystals, and grizzly bear T-shirts. The Tiddy Doll diner was packed. They waited outside for twenty minutes until a table became available. Also waiting was a trio of young people in their late teens, a boy, and two girls. Stéphane listened in on their chattering. The boy, Paul, talked about the new car that his father bought him for his birthday. It was a Tesla. His two friends, Vervain and Tansy, were his captive audience. He pointed to his car. It had a STRAIGHT IS GREAT bumper sticker.

      Stéphane nudged Brian. “Look at that homophobic sticker. What kind of father buys a Tesla for their son anyway?”

      “One who has more money than sense. Look, the waitress is calling us in.”

      “Hi, my name’s Rosy and I’ll be your server this morning.”

      Rosy sat them at a table in the window.

      Stéphane smiled. “I like your rainbow button?”

      Rosy smiled back and winked.

      Brian picked up the menu. “Yes, she’s definitely a member of our tribe. She’s got lesbian hair. She looks a bit like Ellen DeGeneres.”

      Rosy sat the trio of youngsters next to them. Paul leaned across the table and spoke to his friends. “Did you see the waitress? A homosexual. That’s good. It means we don’t have to tip her. I don’t approve of her lifestyle. This town used to be great, but now it’s spoiled by all these homeless people. And nobody speaks English anymore. And the fags get everywhere.”

      The girls nodded in agreement.”

      Brian and Stéphane locked eyes.

      “Excuse me, Brian, I need to use the restroom.” Stéphane disappeared. He returned a few minutes later.

      “Was that a successful mission into the parking lot?”

      “Very successful.”

      “Did you do your gay duty?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      Paul pushed back his chair and was heading for the restroom when he tripped and fell. Stéphane helped him up. “Are you ok? I’m sorry, did you trip over my foot? I’m such a silly old man.”

      Paul struggled to his feet and brushed himself down. “Leave me alone, homo.” He continued into the restroom.

      When Paul returned, he slumped down at the table with his two friends. When they finished eating, Paul asked for the check. When it arrived, he started to panic. “Where’s my wallet? It’s gone.” Then he turned to Vervain and Tansy. “Do you have any cash?”

      The two young women pleaded poverty.

      The manager of Tiddy Dolls appeared from his office at the back of the diner wearing a “Nobody Knows I’m Gay” T-shirt. “So, what’s the problem here?”

      Paul was seething. “I’ve lost my wallet. One of you faggots stole it.”

      Nobody noticed the four cops sitting at a secluded table at the other end of the restaurant. One of them stood up and approached Paul. “You might consider calming down, young man.”

      Paul had no intention of calming down. “Do you know who my father is?”

      “No, and I don’t care. I’m telling you one more time. Calm down.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Paul was handcuffed and taken outside. “What’s happened to my car? Who did this?”

      The cop tightened his grip. “Is your driver’s license in your wallet?”

      “Yes, of course it is.”

      “If your wallet is missing, then you can’t drive. You’re coming with us. You can calm down at the station.”

      Paul was pushed into the back of a police car and driven away.

      When Brian and Stéphane finished breakfast, they asked Rosy for the check. When she returned with it, Stéphane handed her a wad of cash—about $300. “Keep the change.”

      Rosy flicked through the $20 bills. “Are you—”

      “—Please keep it. You’ve been a great waitress.”

      Brian and Stéphane walked past Paul’s Tesla outside in the parking lot.

      Brian smiled. “I’m so proud of you, Stéphane. No spelling mistakes, you even put in the comma.”

      Scratched onto the side of the car were the words. “JESUS LOVES YOU, ASSHOLE.”

      As they set out along the wooden pathway through the forest, Brian and Stéphane saw Rosy waving out the window and giving them the thumbs up. They gave her the thumbs up back and headed into the dark forest, holding hands and skipping. “Into the woods. It’s time to go. I hate to leave. I have to, though—”

      Passing a fast-flowing stream, Stéphane tossed Paul’s wallet into the water, followed by his phone. “You know Brian, I’ve learned something today. Sometimes karma needs a nudge.”

      Back at the cabin, Brian and Stéphane dressed for the wedding.

      Stéphane examined himself in the mirror. “I hope Martie is right about this.”

      “Martie said we should wear jeans, a leather jacket, and a T-shirt. It’s a Hells Angels wedding. They don’t want people turning up in penguin suits. And what gay man doesn’t own a leather jacket? That’s one of the staples, along with jockstraps, Levi 501s and cock-rings. It was nice of Martie to give us these T-shirts. He said they were bands. Who is Korn?”

      “Martie said they were a singing group.”

      Stéphane smiled. “So, like Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young.”

      “I guess so.”

      “What does yours say?”

      “Limp Bizkit. No idea what that is.”

      “I’m guessing it’s a biscuit that’s been dropped into a toilet.”

      “Funny thing to put on a T-shirt.”

      Brian looked in the mirror. “I’m glad we kept these leather jackets. Too hot to wear them in Palm Springs, but perfect for here in the mountains. Especially for a Hells Angels wedding in a llama preserve.”
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            AT THE PINECONE LLAMA PRESERVE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a short drive from the Squirrel Nutkin Lodge Resort to the Pinecone Llama Preserve. Turning up a dirt track, Brian and Stéphane were stopped by a man directing traffic. “You’ll have to go back and park on the main street. The parking lot is full.” Brian parked the car about 100 yards down the road in a layby. As they walked back, dozens of bikers were arriving. They found out later that nearly 400 bikers were in attendance. As they walked up the dirt track, they passed a long line of parked Harleys—a few had rainbow stickers. Eventually, they came to a large sprawling farmhouse with barns and outhouses. The llama preserve was owned by Spider and Bog Chain Annie, his old lady. She was barely 5’3” tall with long white hair tied up in a scruffy bun. She wore a peasant blouse and faded jeans. Spider was a grizzly bear of a man in his sixties—he looked like Dan Haggerty in The Life and Times of Grizzly Adams. To one side of the main farmhouse, there was erected a large tent. A herd of rubber-faced llamas chewed on grass in a paddock nearby and stared aimlessly into space.

      Stéphane headed for the paddock. “I must see the llamas. I’ve never seen a real one.”

      Brian screwed up his face. “I read somewhere that llama’s spit. See, that black one is staring at me.”

      Stéphane smiled. “Remember that car-wreck of a movie, Barn of the Blood Llama? Where the animal coroner conducts genetic experiments that turn llamas into sex-starved toxic beasts. I think that’s what has happened here. These are sex-starved llamas. That black llama has the hots for you. He’s flirting with you. He’s winking. Look at those eyelashes. He’s horny. I’ve seen that same hungry look on gay men’s faces at 2:00 am when the bar is closing, after they failed to hook-up.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that I’m the last man standing in a llama bar.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” A motorcycle engine roared nearby. “I’m surprised the llamas aren’t frightened by the noise.”

      A Hells Angel, standing nearby, petted the llama. “They’re used to the sound of these hogs. All these llamas were born here at the preserve. They’ve been around bikes all their lives.”

      The llama gurgled.

      Stéphane stepped backward. “What’s that noise?”

      “That’s an orgle. It’s the noise that male llamas make during breeding season. So, you’re right, he’s flirting with you, my friend.” The Hells Angel rested his hand on Brian’s shoulder. “You have been chosen. This llama wants to ride you into the middle of next week.”

      Brian shuddered. “But I’m not a llama. I don’t even look like a llama. Do I Stéphane? Stéphane! Answer me. Do I look like a llama?”

      “Well, Brian, as I’ve often said, you’ve got a face like a camel’s ass chewing on a Tootsie Roll. And, looking at this llama now, I have to say there is a similarity.”

      Brian ignored him and rolled his eyes.

      The Hells Angel flashed a gold-toothed smile. “My name’s Dagger, I’m pleased to meet you. Oh, here’s Bog Chain Annie. She cares for the llamas. Annie! Joey has got the hots for this guy here.”

      “Brian. My name’s Brian.”

      “Brian here is getting the fluttering eyelashes and the orgle.”

      Bog Chain Annie laughed. “The orgle. That’s a serious crush he’s got on you. Are you in the mood for some cross-species hanky panky?”

      “Uh no—”

      Bog Chain Annie petted the llama. “I’m sorry, Joey, you’ll have to find another fuck buddy tonight … Oh, but he’s got such a tasty ass … I didn’t say that. That was the llama … I want him to suck my dick … That was the llama again. That wasn’t me. Dagger, we better talk to the caterers. They’re here. Excuse us—speak to you later.”

      Dagger and Bog Chain Annie headed off toward a van that had just pulled up. Another van parked behind it, and a group of women wearing starched white uniforms piled out.

      Stéphane stifled a giggle. “Was that Bog Chain Annie talking? Or was that really the llama?”

      Brian threw up his hands. “I can’t believe we’re at a Hells Angel wedding talking to a woman who uses a horny llama as a ventriloquist dummy. I mean, some things you don’t expect to happen in a normal lifespan. That’s one of them. I guess we’re not in Chicago anymore.”

      “We’re not in Kansas either. She was good, though. I didn’t see Bog Chain Annie’s lips move once. Not once.”

      Brian pointed. “Look at those two catering vans. Does that say what I think it says?”

      Stéphane squinted. “It reads, the Cunt Dyke Catering Co. That can’t be right. I thought the word ‘cunt’ was taboo.”

      A woman with a buzzcut tapped Stéphane on the shoulder. “Hi, I’m Butch Cunt. The Cunt Dyke Catering Co. is a part of the Hazel Nut Womyn’s Collective. We’re reclaiming the word ‘cunt.’ Cunt is a powerful word. All the women in the collective are Cunts. Here today to staff this wedding buffet are Jean Cunt, Suzie Cunt, Scarlett Cunt, Dusty Cunt, and Ophelia Cunt. We’ve prepared a wonderful buffet for Joe and Krystal’s wedding. Are you living locally?”

      “Palm Springs.”

      Butch handed Stéphane a card. “In case you ever need a party catered. You won’t find anyone better than the Cunt Dyke Catering Co.”

      Butch headed off in the direction of the tent.

      Brian sat down on a low wall around a pond. “Stéphane, I can’t wait to get back to Palm Springs and our own kind. The normal gays—the showtune and Disco queens. These mountain gays are … strange. I’ve never wanted to hear Judy Garland as much as I want to hear Judy Garland right now. I want to sit in a piano bar and sing ‘Hello Dolly’ with 50 other drunk, bitter and twisted, old fairies. You know, normal stuff. Oh look! There’s Martie, a little bit of normal gay for us. What the hell is he wearing?”

      Brian and Stéphane waved.

      Martie waved back. He wore a tie-dye mini skirt, blue halter top, and cowboy boots. “Hi boys, glad you could make it. And you look great. Those T-shirts work. Korn and Limp Bizkit. Very butch. I decided to dress down today—note the blue top perfectly matches my varicose veins. When you’re as fabulous as I am, you don’t want to put the bride in the shade. Let me introduce you to Krystal’s parents, Blake and Margie.”

      Blake was in his fifties, paunchy, balding, with the gray eyes of a dead fish. Margie wore a tight blue perm, a yellow trouser suit, a red chiffon scarf, and white pumps. They were much younger than Brian and Stéphane, but looked like seniors at an ice cream social in an old people’s home in Trenton, New Jersey. Blake looked like he could pass away at any moment.

      “You must be Brian and Stéphane. Krystal told us all about you.” Margie shook hands, then returned to her knitting.

      Brian smiled. “You must be very proud of her.”

      “Oh, we are.” Blake dabbed at his eyes. “This is a great day for us. We’re getting older and because of Krystal’s special needs, we were worried about her future when we’re gone. But now she’s marrying Joe and his family of Hells Angels. We know that she’s safe in their hands.”

      Margie patted her perm. “It’s very comforting to know that if Krystal is ever mistreated by someone, the Hells Angels will hunt them down, cut off their head and toss their torso into a lake somewhere. It’s very reassuring to know that, isn’t it Blake?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Brian gazed into the distance. Stéphane coughed and stared at his shoes.

      “There must be five-hundred people here.” Blake cast his eyes around the gathering crowd. “We never had this many people at our wedding, did we Margie?”

      “No, we had to elope. We just had two witnesses at our wedding. Three with the flower girl.”

      “Two waitresses. We got married in a Denny’s in Cheyenne, Wyoming. We were on the run after a series of bank robberies. Margie accidentally shot this bank teller. He wasn’t killed, but we heard on the grapevine that he could never have children and had to drink through a straw for the rest of his life. We’re not proud of that. We both served time. Anyway, to cut a long story short, we ended up in a Denny’s.”

      “That’s where we met the pastor. I can’t remember his name.”

      “It was Jiggleton. Pastor John Jiggleton. We asked him to marry us then and there, but he didn’t want to do it, did he Margie?”

      “No, he didn’t. But when you held a gun to his head and threatened to blow his brains out, he had a change of heart.”

      Blake lit a cigarette. “So, the two waitresses were witnesses, and the chef … what was his name?”

      “Philip.”

      “That’s it, Philip. Well, he was the flower girl throwing petals down the aisles. We didn’t have any flower petals, so we used Cheetos. I think he enjoyed that. I think he may have been a little light in the loafers. He had that gay smell about him. I can always tell. It’s a mix of Jean Paul Gaultier’s ‘Le Mâle’ and back-alley garbage.”

      Margie clapped her hands and laughed. “So that’s how we got married in a Denny’s. Not sure if it was legal, though. Probably not. We always celebrate our wedding anniversary at that same Denny’s. Of course, it’s not a Denny’s anymore. It was pulled down about five years ago. It’s an amputee store now, but we still go back to Cheyenne every year and set up a table and chairs on the sidewalk outside and have a picnic.”

      Brian smiled weakly and focused on a distant tree. Stéphane glanced at Joey, the horny llama, who was still orgling Brian and licking his lips.
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            KRYSTAL & JOE’S WEDDING

          

        

      

    

    
      The wedding stage had a wooden arch festooned with drum roses, spray roses, raspberry scabiosa, vines, and berries. The service started with Martie singing Puccini’s “O Mio Babbino Caro.” It was very touching but slightly spoiled by Martie’s mini-skirt riding up and displaying a poorly executed tuck—it looked like a squirrel had stashed a baby carrot and two peas into a pair of black lace panties. The pastor, a Hells Angel in his sixties, resembled a recently deceased Viking—his name was Rev. Snake Oil Dick. Joe sat at the front with his best man, Scooter Dave, who had a patch over one eye and walked with a stick. Krystal was led down the petal-strewn burlap aisle by her doddering bank-robbing father.

      Stéphane nudged Brian. “I think Blake has had an accident. He’s got a brown stain down the back—”

      “—He shouldn’t be wearing tan pants at his age. It’s asking for trouble.”

      “Brian, he’s younger than us. We don’t need diapers.”

      “That’s because we’re gay.”

      “What difference does that make?”

      “Gay men are more in touch with their anal sphincters than straight men are. Over the years we’ve perfected the art of clenching. That’s not something you learn at school. Maybe little boys at Catholic school with the priests and everything, but not in regular schools. If they stopped teaching algebra to kids and taught them ass clenching instead, the world would be a much nicer place to live in.”

      “Brian, the amount of garbage that comes out of your mouth is staggering. If they dumped all your mouth garbage into the sea, whales would be wiped out and ice floes would melt. The best thing for climate change would be for you to shut the fuck up.”

      “Shhhh!” An Angel’s old lady silenced them.

      Blake’s diaper unclipped itself, slid down the old man’s leg, and hung from his shoe.

      “Luckily his shoes are brown.” Stéphane reasoned.

      “They’re suede.”

      “Oh no! I read somewhere that it’s impossible to remove shit from suede shoes. I think I read about it in Oprah magazine. Or it might have been Vanity Fair. One of those upmarket glossy publications.”

      The wedding guests pretended not to notice the slippage.

      When it came time for the bride and groom to exchange rings, a Hells Angel at the back of the crowd released an owl that flew over the guests and landed on the shoulder of Rev. Snake Oil Dick. Dangling from the bird’s beak was a pouch containing two wedding rings.

      Stéphane shuddered. “You know I suffer from strigiformophobia, a morbid fear of owls. Remember that incident when we visited Alice and Jenny for lunch. And they showed us their owl collection. And you fed me LSD. And there was an earthquake. Not a good memory. But this is very Harry Potter and the Golden Rings. The bride and groom will soon be playing Quidditch and kicking the crap out of Lord Voldemort on their honeymoon.”

      After the ceremony, the wedding guests headed for the buffet in an Arabian tent. Blake was hustled into the farmhouse to shower and change his clothes.

      Krystal joined Brian and Stéphane near the three-tier wedding cake. “I hear you’ve met my parents. Aren’t they cool?” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “Poppa has gone off to change. Accidents happen.”

      Stéphane clutched his pearls and changed the subject. “Your dress! It’s fabulous. Did you have it made?”

      Krystal laughed. “All my clothes are made for me. You can’t get my shape off the rack. And there’s no cerebral palsy women’s clothing store.”

      “You should open one.”

      “I’d call it Odd Shapes for Odd Gals. Have you met my best friends, Juan and Amal. They’re twins.”

      Juan laughed. “We don’t really know her. She’s a bag lady we found wandering around in Los Angeles.”

      “She was lost.” Amal giggled. “She had a mongrel on a piece of string and a shopping cart filled with old cornflake boxes.”

      Krystal explained. “Juan and Amal were adopted when they were babies. Juan went to a family in Mexico, and Amal went to a family in Egypt. Years later, Juan found his birth mother and he sent her a picture of himself. When she saw the picture, she told her husband that she wished she had a picture of Amal as well. So, he says, ‘They’re twins! If you’ve seen Juan, you’ve seen Amal.’”

      Brian and Stéphane laughed. Krystal winked. “I knew I’d get you to laugh sometime.”

      Brian recovered. “So, what are your real names?”

      “Jake.”

      “I’m Gerry. You may have seen us in one of our movies as the Lester Twins, Two for the Price of One.”

      Brian shook his head.

      “What about Gay Twins in Bondage?”

      Brian laughed nervously, not knowing if they were joking or not. They weren’t. “No, but we’ll certainly look out for your movies on DVD.”

      Stéphane picked up a plate at the buffet. “The grilled chicken looks good.”

      “Stéphane, did I hear that right? The twins are porn movie stars.”

      “You did. However, I’m trying not to think about it. Let’s pretend we didn’t hear it. It conjures up disturbing images. Mirror images. I feel dirty just thinking about it.”

      Brian snapped his fingers. “I’ve already forgotten what the films were called.”

      Brian knew exactly what the films were called—Two for the Price of One and Gay Twins in Bondage. He couldn’t wait to get back to the cabin and go online.

      Soon the tent was heaving with beer-chugging Hells Angels. An hour passed. It was getting rowdy. Someone tapped a glass with a spoon. A silence fell over the crowd. Krystal picked up a large knife.

      “They’re going to cut the cake.” Stéphane swooned. “If we get married properly one day, we’re having a cake with two little grooms on the top. This is so romantic.”

      Krystal cut a slice of the cake. Then Joe cut a slice. Krystal picked up her slice of cake and slammed it into Joe’s face.

      Brian gasped. “What’s going on?”

      Martie slid his arm around Brian’s waist. “Don’t worry, this is traditional. This happens at all Hells Angels weddings. The bride and groom usually pee on each other, but Joe and Krystal have decided to buck tradition.”

      Brian smiled. “Pity. That would have been worth seeing. How did you get involved with the Hells Angels in the first place?”

      “When you’re plying your trade at the rest stops on the I-10 you meet all sorts. One day twenty Hells Angels rolled in. I mean, those cocks weren’t going to suck themselves, were they? I ended up in hospital with a dislocated jaw. I had it wired shut for a month, but it was worth it. I also serviced a lot of realtors at the rest stop. But we all know how slutty and desperate they are. Anyway, to cut a long story short, the Hells Angels took me under their wing, so to speak. You may want to duck at this point.”

      Joe slammed his slice of cake into Krystal’s face. Soon there was food flying everywhere. Krystal’s father walked into the tent wearing a peasant blouse and crocheted skirt he borrowed from Bog Chain Annie. He looked like a 19th-century Rumanian woman digging up turnips. Presumably, he couldn’t fit into Spider’s clothes. Blake was soon covered head to foot in deviled eggs and mini quiches.

      Brian was hit in the head with a lemon bar. “Oh shit!”

      “Brian let’s get out of here. This is getting out of hand. These people are crazy.” Stéphane raked his fingers through his hair and shook chocolate mousse from his hand. “Where’s the exit?”

      “It’s over there by the llamas. Llamas!!”

      “They must have escaped. Let’s get out.”

      As they pushed through the food fight, they almost reached the exit when Brian saw Joey, the llama, staring at him with lovelorn eyes. “Stéphane, there’s Joey. Go back! Go back! Go back! Back up! Back up! He’s dribbling. He looks desperate.”

      “If he’s orgling you, he must be desperate. There are plenty of good-looking llamas out there in the paddock. I don’t know what he sees in you. Maybe it’s a case of ‘any port in a storm.’”

      Brian and Stéphane pushed back through the crowd, trying to find another exit. Suddenly the central pole started to lean, and then the tent collapsed on top of the wedding party. For a few haunting moments, there was an eerie silence, then moans. Brian and Stéphane were trapped.

      “Are you ok Stéphane? Hold my hand.”

      Stéphane took Brian’s hand. “We’re ok. Let’s just lay here for a second and then crawl out.”

      “Stéphane, I can feel my pants being dragged down. Something heavy has fallen on top of me.”

      “Brian! Look over your shoulder. Oh no!”

      “What is it?” Brian turned around and found himself staring into the watery lovesick eyes of Joey, the llama, who was lying flat on his back. Brian clenched his buttocks like he’d never clenched his buttocks before. “Aaaarrgghthththth! I can feel his stiff ding dong rubbing up against my ass. Aarrrrgghththth! Get off! Aaarrrgghthththth!
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      Aaaarrrrgghthththth! … ooh!”

      That evening, back at their Boozy Woozy Otter log cabin, Brian and Stéphane sat in their private hot tub outside on the deck—they were trying to relax after a strange, traumatic, and exhausting day.

      Stéphane laughed. “It’s a good job Bog Chain Annie was there to drag Joey off you, otherwise you’d be expecting llama babies. Imagine turning up at Planned Parenthood trying to get those aborted. But for you, given the size of Joey’s wang, it must have been like your birthday and Christmas rolled into one.”

      “It’s not funny, Stéphane. I’m covered in bruises. If you were sexually assaulted by a hairy quadruped from up the Andes, we’d never hear the end of it.”

      “Well, he nearly poked his way up your Andes, didn’t he?”

      “Oh, shut up! That animal was half an inch away from my sphincter. I’m very particular about who enters my honeypot.”

      Stéphane felt a wave of guilt. He tried to cheer Brian up. “You know what I’d like? I’d like you to sing me a song, like you used to when we first met all those years ago. Remember, every night you would sing me to sleep.”

      “What do you want to hear?”

      “Surprise me.”

      Brian cleared his throat. “The sun comes up. I think about you. The coffee cup, I think about you. I want you so, it’s like I’m losing my mind. The morning ends, I think about you. I talk to friends and think about you.

      And do they know it’s like I’m losing my mind?”

      Stéphane closed his eyes and drifted as Brian sang “Losing My Mind.” Neither noticed the squirrel perched on a nearby branch, listening to every word of the song. Squirrels are huge Stephen Sondheim fans. Not a lot of people know that.
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            THE D-LUX STORAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      At three o’clock the following morning, Brian and Stéphane left Big Bear Lake, driving down the mountain with its hair-raising hairpin bends and back across the desert to Palm Springs. They arrived at Twilight Manors as spears of sunlight burst over the mountains. Stéphane made breakfast— scrambled eggs, hash browns, toast, and homemade marmalade. Outside at the breakfast table, Brian leaned back and embraced the morning sun. “It’s good to go away, but it’s better to come back home. We should do trips away more often. Apart from the fact that I survived an attempted llama rape, I had a good time. You can’t live through the indignity of having a 300lb llama humping on your back without getting a few bruises. But what do I care? Even with a few nicks and scuff marks, a Stradivarius, like myself, is still priceless.”

      “Brian, you’re shaped more like a double bass than a violin.” Stéphane changed the subject. “Krystal was beautiful. Maybe we should have a proper wedding. Our wedding in Chicago was a disaster. We trudged through the snow to Chicago’s City Hall. It was freezing. Then we found those two homeless bag ladies and paid them to be witnesses. That was a mistake—one of them defecated on the floor in front of the judge who married us.”

      “Don’t remind me. All so we could save up enough money to move to Palm Springs. A wedding would have cost us a fortune. You don’t regret moving here, do you, Stéphane?”

      “No, I love it here.”

      “I mean, where else can I get a llama’s dick rubbed up my ass crack. Joey was inches away from paradise. As weird and wild as Chicago is, that would never happen there—”

      Brian was interrupted by the Riverlight family singing next door. “I am the son and heir. Of a shyness that is criminally vulgar.”

      Brian laughed. “It looks like they’ve moved on from disco music. Now they’re frightening the mallards away with the Smiths. Any day now, they’ll be singing Cyndi Lauper’s ‘True Colors.’ Was there any mail while we’ve been away?”

      “Only flyers and coupons.”

      “What about the The Desert Sun? Anything about Fanny Black’s murder?”

      “No, that’s gone quiet. We probably won’t see anything until the trial of her grandson begins.”

      Stéphane disappeared into the house and returned with more coffee and Fanny Black’s red vanity case they dug up at Varner and Mountain View Road. “I wish we knew who MGM and HMH were. There seems to have been a toxic love/hate relationship between them and Linnie Johns, Fanny’s mother. The more I read Fanny Black’s diary, the more I think those initials are the key to all of this. And what the hell was Fanny’s mother doing with Greta Garbo’s brooch? A $30,000 brooch. Then there’s this.” Stéphane dropped the storage locker key onto the table.

      Brian picked it up and read the tag. “‘D-Lux Storage Co., 30684 Green St., Thousand Palms. #308.’ I think this is our next destination. Let’s go after breakfast.”

      Margarita and Isabella, the gardeners, appeared through the side gate. Margarita was carrying a rake. “Sorry, we’re here a bit early this morning. I’ve got an audition for a part in a new Lord of the Rings spinoff called Frodo Goes to Nashville—it’s about a hobbit trying to break into country music. Martie tells me you got ploughed by a llama.”

      Brian cringed. “Not quite, but he came close. I can’t help it if I’m irresistible to hot hairy mammals.”

      “I see you have a new neighbor moving in.”

      Without saying a word, Brian and Stéphane dashed to the side gate and peered over it. An elderly woman struggled to get out of the passenger seat of a car. A small truck was parked behind it. Whoever she was, she was moving into Jeffrey Collier’s house.

      Brian whispered. “I didn’t know that house had been put up for sale. Remember when we moved here, and Jeffrey made us a cake with golf balls inside.”

      “Yes, I do. Maybe I should make the new owner a cake.”

      “Not with golf balls in it.”

      “I’ll skip the golf balls. I was thinking more of white chocolate … with ball bearings.”
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      “Sounds delicious and crunchy.”

      Brian and Stéphane drove out of Palm Springs toward Thousand Palms. The D-Lux Storage Co. was a mile away from the nearest building, and that was an abandoned shack. D-Lux consisted of four long low buildings housing 400 storage lockups. A razor wire fence surrounded the property. In a guard house at the entrance stood a uniformed guard.

      Brian pulled up at the gate. “When did they start putting guards on storage facilities? This seems a bit over the top for lockups filled with people’s childhood comic book collections and granny’s furniture that someone can’t bear to throw away.”

      “Maybe it’s celebrities. Who knows what’s here? Maybe Natalie Portman’s collection of airplane barf bags is here. Or Vin Diesel’s Beanie Babies.”

      The guard approached the car. “Good morning, sirs, do you have a pass card?”

      “What card?” Brian feigned ignorance. “We’ve got a key.”

      “I’m sorry, you’ll need a pass card.”

      “But we have permission to look in the locker.”

      “If you could step into my office, sirs. I’ll check. Some of our members have designated friends and relatives and they can come in without a card.”

      Inside the office, the guard snatched up a magazine and slid it into a drawer. Not before Stéphane and Brian saw it. It was a catalog of men’s shoes. Why was he hiding that?

      “What’s the number of the lockup?”

      Brian took the key out of his pocket. “308.”

      The guard tapped on his computer keyboard. “Oh yes, I know about this one. Nobody has opened this locker for at least thirty years, maybe more. It’s rented by Count Gerolami Castelromano. We receive a check from Italy every year. There’s nothing here about giving anyone permission to open it.”

      Stéphane cleared his throat. “De Count Castelrrromano was my father-a. E died last month and now I am-a de Count-a. I didn’t brrring any docooments to prrrove who I am-a because I didn’t know I ad to brrring any. In my countrrry, evoiyone knows who I am-a.”

      Brian stared out the window, trying not to laugh. It was the worst Italian accent EVER. Brian thought he could hear some Basque, Welsh, Swedish Chef, and Urdu mixed in there somewhere.

      Stéphane continued unabated. “I see tat you ave a Starrr Trrrek pooster. Starrr Trrrek is-a voiy popoolarrr in Italy. We ave competitions to see who knows de most about it. I am-a a win-noi. I know morrre about Starrr Trrrek tano anyone.”

      The guard was intrigued. “So, if I ask you a Star Trek question, you can answer it.”

      “Brrring it on as they say in America.”

      The guard thought for a moment. “In the first of two pilot episodes, what was the show called and who played the part of the Captain? This was the pilot that was rejected by NBC.”

      “It was cal-led ‘De Cage’ and starrr-rrred Jef-frrrey Hontoir as Captain Chrrristopher Pike, Majel Barrr-rrret-t as Noomboi One, and Leonarrrd Nimoy as Spock.”

      “My God you’re good.”

      “Poihaps we could come to some arrr-rrrangement.” Stéphane reached for his wallet.

      “Well, there is something you could do for me.” The guard whispered in Stéphane’s ear. Stéphane’s eyes widened. “Oh! Umm—I wasn’t expecting tat.”

      Brian nudged Stéphane. “What is it?”

      Stéphane whispered in Brian’s ear.

      “Oh! If Stéph… ughh … if the Count does what you ask, you’ll let us in?”

      “Yes. He would be fulfilling a passion of mine. We are men of the world, are we not?”

      Stéphane whispered in Brian’s ear again. “I don’t want to do it, it’s creepy.”

      “Just do it. Sometimes we have to take one for the team.”

      Stéphane nodded to the guard, then sat down in his swivel chair with his legs apart. The guard, who looked like Jerry Stiller, knelt before him, undid Stéphane’s shoelaces, then slowly removed them. Then the guard slipped off Stéphane’s socks and caressed his feet. Then the guard pushed Stéphane’s socks into his face and inhaled.

      “I love your socks. Talk dirty to me. Talk dirty to me in that sexy Italian accent of yours. Make me do this. I don’t want to do this. Make me.”

      Stéphane looked pleadingly into the eyes of Brian, who shrugged his shoulders.

      Stéphane closed his eyes. “I want you to soock my toes you filthy pig oontil de moon its yourrr eye like a big piz-za pie tat’s-a amorrre.”

      The guard licked and sucked Stéphane’s toes. “Keep talking dirty to me.”

      Brian mouthed the words, “Think Moonstruck.”

      Stéphane thought for a moment. Bingo! Nicolas Cage. “Lorrret-ta, I love you. Not like dey told you love is-a, and I didn’t know tis either-a boot love doesn’t make tings nice, it rrrooins evoiything-a. It brrreaks yourrr earrrt-a. It makes tings a mes-s-a. We arrren’t ere to make tings poifect-a. De snowflakes arrre poifect-a. De starrrs arrre poifect-a. Not oos-a. Not oos-a! We arrre ere to rrrooin ourrrselves and to brrreak ourrr earrrts-a... ”

      The guard reached into a drawer and pulled out a condiment set. He sprinkled salt and pepper over Stéphane’s feet. This was followed by sloppy dollops of tomato ketchup. The guard licked it all up. After a while, without even unzipping his pants, the guard whimpered a happy ending. When he was done, he took a wet flannel and washed Stéphane’s feet.

      The guard stood up. “Thank you, that was delicious. I love licking the feet of Italian men. They taste of pizza. Now follow me and I’ll take you to the lockup.”

      It was as if nothing had happened. As if this was an everyday occurrence.

      The guard led them to storage locker #308, then returned to his post at the gate.

      “Brian, we will never mention what just happened ever again. Not even as a joke. I’ll be honest with you. After that guard licked my feet—I feel dirty.”

      “Yes, I can see that, I’d feel dirty too. But at least your feet are clean.”

      Stéphane shot him a look.

      Brian slid the key into the lock, then lifted the door. The storage locker was full of clothes on hangers—burlesque costumes, fans, and huge headpieces.

      Stéphane gay gasped. “These are fabulous! You know, Brian, I could have been a Follies dancer. I’ve got the figure for it. And the legs.” He flipped through a box of albums. “Shirley Bassey, Dinah Washington, Connie Francis. Fanny had good taste. What exactly are we looking for?”

      Brian lifted a feather fan to reveal a red vanity case. “This is it. Let’s go before the guard changes his mind. We got what we came for. And you got a free foot bath. I’m quite jealous. I’d like to try that myself sometime.”

      Stéphane gagged. “I hope you don’t think I’m going licking your feet, because that’s not happening until Jesus comes back.”
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            THE NEW NEIGHBOR

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning at the breakfast table, Stéphane opened the red vanity case they found in the storage locker at the D-Lux Storage facility in Thousand Palms. Inside they found a scrapbook and an envelope addressed to WHOEVER FINDS THIS. In the envelope was a map of a triangular kidney shape with an X outside of it. Also, a scrap of paper on which a poem was written. Stéphane read it out loud, “Where hope lives. We laugh until we cry. Beneath the sand. Is where the treasure lies. Beneath a rock. The size of a ball. A basket holds the answer. The key to it all. It’s a riddle. Any thoughts, Brian?”

      “Not straightaway, no. Let me see the scrapbook.”

      Brian opened to the first page. “The early newspaper cuttings are reviews of some of the films that Linnie Johns appeared in. And this must be her husband, standing next to Tom Mix. I think her husband must have died during the filming of The Lone Star Ranger or Three Jumps Ahead as there are several cuttings about those films. Here’s his obituary. Nothing about dying on a film set.”

      “They hushed a lot of things up back then. Like director William Desmond Taylor who was shot to death in 1922, some say by Rudolph Valentino. Then there was Lillie Tinder who had one and a half pints of sperm, a rubber frog, and a page from Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations pumped out of her stomach. I’d love to know the story behind that one.”

      “Oh, look at this—” Brian handed the scrapbook to Stéphane.

      “Oh, that’s interesting. There’s a photograph of Louella Parsons and Linnie Johns in Palm Springs. It says that Louella Parsons lived here. Who knew?”

      “Well, when you think about it, Palm Springs is where the Hollywood scandal was. When does the scrapbook end?”

      “Somewhere in the 1930s, but, of course, Linnie Johns had given up acting by then.”

      The doorbell rang. Stéphane answered it. It was George Montgomery from next door. “Hi, can I talk to you about a private matter.”

      “Of course, come in.”

      Stéphane guided George into the lounge. “Brian, George from next door wants a word.”

      “This is a little embarrassing. My sister has had a heart attack. She lives in Carlsbad. She’s doing well and her husband and children are looking after her. I need to go and visit her, just for a day. Tomorrow. I wonder if you could do me a favor and talk to some of my men callers.”

      Stéphane’s ears perked up, as did Brian’s.

      George continued. “I run a phone line that gives a helping hand to straight men with their private interests and hobbies. You could say I satisfy them over the phone in areas their wives won’t or can’t.”

      Stéphane was intrigued. “And what are these private interests?”

      Brian raised his eyes. “Stéphane, I worry about you sometime. George is running a sex-over-the-phone line for closeted men. He gets them off.”

      George corrected him. “No, no, no, that’s not it at all. Yes, I do get them off. But these are straight men who like women.”

      Now Brian was confused.

      “Yes, I get them off over the phone, but I do it as a woman. I’m Mistress Melania. They don’t know I’m a man. I just think that you, Stéphane, would be perfect. I’ll tell my clients that Mistress Sophie is my stand-in for the day. You’d make a wonderful woman. Brian is too masculine, but you, Stéphane—”

      Brian jumped in. “Listen to him, Stéphane. He’s right. I’ve always said that you were two bra straps and a tit job away from being female. You’d be a perfect Mistress Sophie. I agree that some people might find your girly ways to be embarrassing. And I can see their point. But I’ve always liked your feminine ways. That’s why I married you. You make me look manly. Actually, you’d make Liberace look manly. People often mention it behind your back. They say things like, ‘Stéphane must be having his monthly.’ Now be honest, Stéphane, how many times have you blocked the toilet with your sanitary napkins?”

      Stéphane’s jaw dropped. He was speechless.

      George stood up to leave. “See, Brian agrees with me. I’ll be back late tomorrow night. The first client will call you tomorrow at ten in the morning. He’s wearing a diaper and wants you to sit on his face. You’ll get the hang of it quickly enough.”

      Stéphane was stunned into silence. He tried to protest, but the words wouldn’t come.

      Brian spoke for him. “Of course, George, Stéphane would be happy to do this. Sorry, I mean Mistress Sophie. Mistress Sophie is happy to help you out. Aren’t you Mistress Sophie?”

      Stéphane froze.

      “I’ll drop off the phone, profiles, and schedule, later.”

      After George left, the reality of what just happened sank in. “Brian, I’m going to kill you.”
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      Brian laughed until tears rolled down his cheeks.

      Stéphane made a white chocolate cake—without golf balls or ball bearings. He dropped the cake into a Tupperware container. Then he and Brian crossed the street to meet the new neighbor that moved into Jeffrey Collier’s house. Brian rang the doorbell. A minute or so passed before the door was opened by an elderly woman. “Can I help you?”

      Stéphane stepped forward. “My name’s Stéphane and this is Brian, we’re your neighbors across the street. We’d like to welcome you to Twilight Manors. I’ve made you a cake.”

      “Oh come in. My name’s Elsie Collier.” She led the way into a cluttered lounge with a large, noisy, blue-and-gold macaw in a cage. Elsie motioned them toward a small sofa. “Would you like any tea or coffee?”

      “No thank you.” Brian scanned the room and counted twenty images of Jesus before he stopped counting.

      Stéphane nudged Brian and pointed to one picture of Jesus in particular, on a bookshelf that contained only one book, the Bible. “Brian, isn’t that a picture of—”

      “—Sshh! She thinks it’s Jesus.”

      “But it’s a young Ozzy Osbourne.”

      “I see that you’re looking at that photograph of our Lord.” Elsie beamed.

      Photograph? Brian imagined the apostles standing around at the crucifixion, taking selfies with Our Lord Jesus Christ bleeding to death behind them. Of Simon Peter saying, “I think I’ve captured his sense of humor in this one.” Of Bartholomew sending his snapshot straight to Facebook.

      “It’s a beautiful photograph from his Black Sabbath days.” Stéphane couldn’t let it drop.

      “I’m sorry, I’m a little hard of hearing. I’m alone now. My husband Jedidiah passed away several years back. He now lies in the arms of Jesus. Our Lord is giving him succor.”

      “Well, Jews are good at that. Giving succor, I mean.” Stéphane was on a roll.

      “Can you speak up a bit. Did you know Jeffrey? He was my brother. Though it’s been years since I spoke to him. I last saw him around 1970 when he decided to become a sodomite. Then when he had his nervous breakdown in 1985, the family bought this house for him to live in. Now it’s my turn to live here.”

      “We didn’t see you at the funeral.” Brian’s feathers were getting ruffled.

      “None of the family went. Jeffrey was an embarrassment. He never would have had a funeral in my faith. I’m Pentecostal. In fact, the pastor of our local church is coming to see me this morning to welcome me to the church and to exorcise the filth from the house. Remove the stench of homosexuality and Satan.”

      Stéphane whispered under his breath. “It’ll take more than an exorcism to get rid of the stench of homosexuality from our house. Even if they tent the building and pump in poisonous gas, they’ll never get rid of the whiff of Bette Midler embedded in the walls.”

      Brian bristled. “We were there at Jeffrey’s funeral and so were all of his friends.”

      “It was packed. He was very popular.” Stéphane lied. “He was a lovely, kind man. It’s a pity you never knew him. Your loss.”

      Neither Brian nor Stéphane mentioned that Cher was there and paid for the funeral. Nobody would believe it, anyway.

      “I’m sorry, can you speak up, I’m a little hard of hearing.”

      The parrot squawked. “I’m Peter, suck off my peter.”

      Brian gazed out the window. Stéphane stared at his shoes.

      “That damn bird is always yammering away. I can’t hear a word of what that bird is saying. I inherited him from Jeffrey. Someone must look after God’s creatures.”

      “Fuck off you crabby old bitch.”

      “What’s he saying?”

      Stéphane composed himself. “He says his name is Peter.”

      “That’s what Jeffrey called him. Silly name for a parrot. Would you like to pray with me?”

      Stéphane rolled his eyes.“Ugh…”

      Elsie closed her eyes. “We ask, Father, that you bless those who hurt, that you fill us with courage to face these difficult days. And, in all of this, please help each of us to see the needs of our city and indeed the whole world through the compassionate eyes—”

      “—Fuck me hard in the ass.”

      “—of your son, Jesus Christ. Amen. Ba ba diddly shlew goto boobies squa.”

      Brian jumped in his seat. “Stéphane, what’s going on? I think she’s having a stroke.”

      Elsie continued. “Fooly cripas fikhas.”

      “Got it, Brian, she’s talking in tongues.”

      “Eat my pussy.” Peter spat out a grape and shit.

      Stéphane nudged Brian. “Forgive me for what I am about to do, but I can’t stop myself. Urdlpopflip be bop a lula zippy ward.”

      “Finger my hot spot.”

      “Oh, Stéphane, I’m so happy that you speak the language of angels. Now we will sing a hymn. Nearer, my God, to Thee, nearer to Thee! E’en though it be a cross that raiseth me, Still all my song shall be, nearer, my God, to Thee. Nearer, my God, to Thee, nearer to Thee!”

      Stéphane, under his breath, whispered. “I feel like we’re going down on the Titanic. Where’s Celine Dion when you need her?”

      The hymn ended, and Elsie took a deep breath. “Are you churchgoers?”

      “Oh yes.” Brian tried to look pious. “We’re regulars at St. Analingus in the Desert.”

      “St. Analingus? I don’t know that church.”

      “St. Analingus is the patron saint of cracks and crevices. It’s an up-and-coming congregation. It’s located up a back passage behind Arenas and Indian Canyon. A little circular hole in the wall type of place. Glory holy be to Jesus.”

      “Finger my hot spot.”

      The doorbell rang.

      Brian stood up. “I’ll answer it for you. We should leave you to your prayers. We just wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

      Brian opened the front door.

      Standing on the doorstep was an elderly pastor with eyes like a dead fish and exuding all the charismatic charm of a child molester. “I’m here to see Elsie Collier. I’m the pastor at her church.”

      Brian smiled. “Please come in. Elsie is waiting for you.”

      As the pastor stepped into the lounge, Peter the parrot squawked. “Lick me where it smells.”
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            OVER THE PHONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning outside at the breakfast table, Brian poured coffee over a glass filled with ice. It was going to be a blistering hot day. “Stéphane, what do you think of our new Pentecostal neighbor?”

      “I feel sorry for the parrot. As soon as they find out what he’s saying, he’s going to be history. He’ll be sent off to a Bible school for foul-mouthed parrots. Have electrodes attached to his beak. They’ll shock the feathers off the poor thing. They won’t let him out until he’s memorized Genesis.” Stéphane squawked. “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the Earth licked my pussy.”

      Brian laughed. “I wonder if such a place exists.”

      “It’s America, so you can bet your ass that somewhere there’s a Bible school for foul-mouthed parrots. I’m sure there’s a home for blaspheming snails as well. Lick me where it smells.”

      Brian laughed again. “I’m so glad we moved here. Palm Springs is entirely inhabited by people losing their minds before they drop dead.”

      Stéphane again opened the red vanity case they retrieved from the D-Lux Storage Co. “I’m hopeless with riddles. I don’t have that kind of mind. We need someone who does crossword puzzles.” He opened the envelope and re-read the rhyme. “Where hope lives. We laugh until we cry. Beneath the sand. Is where the treasure lies. Beneath a rock the size of a ball. A basket holds the answer. The key to it all.”

      Brian sipped his iced coffee. “Is it something to do with sport? Basketball? Let me look in that scrapbook again and see if there’s any more clues.”

      Stéphane handed Brian the scrapbook of newspaper cuttings, photographs, and memories. He slowly turned the pages.

      “The problem with these photographs is that I have no idea who most of these people are. I can see that’s Linnie Johns with Rudolph Valentino, but who’s this woman here?” Brian pointed to a masculine woman wearing a man’s suit.

      “I think that’s Marlene Dietrich.”

      “Well, Linnie Johns may not have been a famous movie star, but she certainly hung around in celebrity circles. Isn’t this Joan Crawford?”

      “Yes, it is. She’s very young there. It still amazes me that this larger-than-life woman was only 5’3” tall. ‘There’s a name for you ladies, but it isn’t used in high society... outside of a kennel.’ Classic!”

      Brian laughed. “What gay man hasn’t memorized every line from The Women?”

      Stéphane picked up the mail. “There’s something here for you.”

      Brian tore open a package. “Ah yes, this should be good.”

      “What is it?”

      Brian held up a DVD of the Lester Twins in Gay Twins in Bondage? “Remember those yummy twins at Krystal and Joe’s wedding?”

      “Oh Brian, you didn’t buy it?”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t want to see it. Because that would be a lie. Anything else in the mail?”

      Stéphane opened an envelope with a gold border. “It’s an invitation to a Queen’s High Tea at the home of Nigel Dickering-Smyth and Simon Twisleton-Wykeham.”

      “Who the hell are they?”

      “Neighbors. They’ve just moved in over near the tennis courts. Near Alice and Jennie. Do you want to go?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. They must be British with those silly names. Is there a dress code? Tiaras, that kind of thing.”

      “There’s nothing on the invitation.”

      Brian changed the subject. “Stéphane, are you going to be alright today with these sex-over-the-phone calls you’re doing for George?”

      “I’m dreading it. There’s only one way I’m going to get through this. By treating myself. I need chocolate éclairs. Lots and lots of chocolate éclairs. They make everything better.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll drive to the supermarket now and pick you some up.”

      After breakfast, Brian drove to the supermarket and bought a dozen chocolate éclairs. It was Stéphane’s comfort food in times of stress. And bringing straight men to orgasm over the phone by pretending to be a voluptuous, sexy woman was stressful by anyone’s standards. Stéphane was a jittery bag of nerves.

      Brian tried to calm him down. “Stéphane, do you want me to stay in the room and hold your hand? Just for this first phone call.”

      “Yes, I do, and I want you to prompt me if I get lost for words and don’t know what to say. Or to tell me if I’m sounding too masculine.”

      “Don’t worry about the last one, that’s not going to happen. And you really think that wearing lipstick, a blond wig, electric-blue eye shadow, a baby doll nightie, and crotchless panties is going to help, do you?”

      “It helps me get into the role. That’s the difference between you and me, Brian. I’m man enough to be a woman.”

      “Ok, I’ll sit with you and support you on the first call. Then we’ll take it from there.”

      “I’ll put the call on speaker phone.”

      “Have you read George’s profile for this first guy?”

      “Yes. But it’s not very detailed. It just says that this venture capitalist is wearing a diaper and wants me to sit on his face. Not much to go on.”

      “Stéphane, you’ll be great. It’s not like this is the first time you’ve ever sat on someone’s face.”

      “But never over the phone, Brian. I sat on someone’s face in the bathroom of a Red Lobster once. And another time in a dog pound. But never over the phone. Now I come to think about it, I once sat on someone’s face in a Cincinnati shoe shop.”

      “Well, Cincinnati is a ‘sit on your face’ kind of place, isn’t it. Let’s face it, there’s not much else to do there.”

      “Then there was that Benedictine monk—that was the one and only time I sat on someone’s face in a monastery. Oh, and I almost forgot that circus clown in Pottery Barn—had to take off his red nose. Had oil-based red lipstick all over my sphincter—My asshole looked like the opening scene in The Rocky Horror Picture Show singing Michael Rennie was ill. The day the Earth stood still. But he told us where to stand. Oh yes, and then there was that time I sat on somebody’s face in the Vagisil aisle at Walgreens. That was the first time I got arrested for indecency. Not the last, though. The last time was at the Smithsonian’s National Zoo in Washington DC, near the penguins.”

      At 10 o’clock on the dot, George’s phone rang. Stéphane answered it. “Hello, this is Mistress Sophie, can I help you?”

      A whimpering voice spoke. “Oh Mistress Sophie, I’ve been a very naughty boy.”

      Stéphane took a bite from his chocolate éclair.

      “Mistress Sophie will be displeased with me.”

      “Tell Mistress Sophie what’s happened?”

      Stéphane took another bite from his chocolate éclair.

      “I’ve gone poo poo in my diaper.”

      Stéphane spluttered and spit out the éclair. Brian fled the room.

      Stéphane looked at George’s scrawled notes. There was nothing in this man’s profile about poo-pooing in his diaper.

      “Umm—you need your diaper changed. Let me do that for you. Oh look, you’ve got poopy all over your tinky winky.”

      Brian stuck his head around the door and mouthed the words. “Everything ok?”

      Stéphane nodded.

      “There you are all cleaned up. Nice clean butt for you.”

      Brian cracked up and had to leave the room again.

      “Mistress Sophie, will you sit on my face and sing our special song.”

      Stéphane froze. Sheer panic. He ran into the hallway. “Brian, he wants me to sing our special song. George didn’t say anything about a special song.”

      Brian pushed Stéphane back into the room. “Think of something.”

      Stéphane picked up the phone again. “I’d love to sit on your face and sing a song. But Miss Sophie wants to sing a different song today.”

      “Oh, but our special song—”

      “—Are you being naughty again? Arguing with Mistress Sophie. You know what happens to naughty boys, don’t you?”

      “Yes, Mistress Sophie, they have to eat their own poo poo.”

      Stéphane picked up the carton of chocolate éclairs and dropped it into the trash. “I’m just removing my panties. I’m moist. Now—are you ready?”

      “Yes, Mistress Sophie. I promise I won’t poop again.”

      “Now, I’m lowering myself onto your face. Oh, that feels good.” Stéphane couldn’t carry a tune in a Louis Vuitton bag, but he gave it his best shot. “Why are there so many songs about rainbows. And what’s on the other side? Rainbows are visions…Someday we’ll find it, the rainbow connection. The lovers, the dreamers and me—”

      There was a quiet whimpering, followed by the man dropping the phone.

      “Brian, get back in here! He’s gone. I’ll never eat another chocolate éclair in my life. On the bright side, one happy ending down and four to go.”

      “That was quick. Kermit! You got him off by singing him a Kermit song. Even Miss Piggy couldn’t pull that one off. When is the next one?”

      “In an hour.”

      “What does it say on his profile?”

      “He wants Mistress Sophie to go bra shopping with him. Then there’s an incident in the changing rooms when his bra clasp malfunctions, and he can’t undo it. So, I take it off for him. Then I humiliate him by making fun of his small womanly breasts.”

      “That shouldn’t be too difficult. It won’t be the first time you’ve been bra shopping. What about client No 3?”

      “He wants Sophie to pee in his sock drawer while he sings “Hier sitz ich zur Wacht” from Richard Wagner’s opera, Götterdammerung.”

      “What does that sound like?”

      “Don’t ask me. Do I look like I listen to Wagner? Look at me, I’ve got Judy Garland written all over me.”

      “What’s No 4?”

      “I have to reprimand him when I catch him wearing his mother’s clothes.”

      “And No 5?”

      “That requires me to wear a strap-on dildo and pretend to be Julie Andrews.”

      “That’s a tricky one. It’s hard to imagine anal sex and Julie Andrews cropping up in the same sentence.”

      At the end of the day, when all of George’s customers were at home watching re-runs of Little House on the Prairie with their wives and children, Brian and Stéphane breathed a sigh of relief.

      Brian produced the Lester Twins DVD of Gay Twins in Bondage and slipped it into the player. “This’ll cheer us up. After all that weird heterosexual sex, let’s watch some normal sex for a change.”

      The film’s first scene was of the Lester twins dressed as cowboys riding horses across an open prairie. They pulled into a small town and tied up their horses outside a saloon. The next scene had the twins lying naked on a bed. The door opened, and in walked a silver-haired daddy cowboy carrying a can of Crisco and a Pekingese.

      Stéphane covered his eyes with his hands. “Turn it off!”

      Brian switched off the DVD.

      Stéphane was visibly upset. “What’s wrong with everybody? What’s wrong with a kiss and a cuddle for Chrissakes? You don’t need a windmill, dancing horses, and a cheese grater to have a happy ending. And you certainly don’t need a can of Crisco and a dribbling Pekingese.”
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      Brian and Stéphane decided to have breakfast out at the Cracked Egg, a new restaurant recently reviewed in The Desert Sun. The writer described their German pancakes as “heavenly,” the décor as “mid-century modern,” and the staff as “perky.” Brian and Stéphane arrived early in the morning when the parking lot was half empty. They were seated outside, with a beautiful view of the San Jacinto mountains. A waitress with a pierced nose and lime-green hair served them. “Hi, I’m Cherish and I’m your waitress this morning. Let me guess, coffee and German pancakes.”

      Brian was taken aback. “How did you know? Are you a mind reader?”

      “Call it a calculated guess.”

      “Well, you’re right. German pancakes and coffee.”

      “And what can I get for you, sir?”

      “The same.” Stéphane didn’t open the menu.

      At the next table sat a German family, a mother, father, and their teenage daughter.

      The father was a handsome middle-aged man with piercing blue eyes. “Ve must sbeak Englisch here to Himbroffe our language skills. I notice zere are many homozexuals here in Balm Sbrings. Arh! Zey are guite colorful und most of zem are zee age of mein grandfazer. Excebt, mein grandfazer doesn’t vere ein Matonna T-schirt. Arh! He vears ein Beetszoffen T-schirt. I don’t zink zey blay Beetszoffen in zee discos.

      Nobody laughed. His wife cut into her omelet. “Put Heinrich, vere are zee lespians?”

      “I zink zey mostly schtay at home or zey are blaying kolf.”

      “Your great uncle Volfkang vas ein homozexual, vasn’t he? He vas ein little light in zee loafers, liked zee Visard of Oz, und had zat homozexual smell apout him. Liffed in Sduttkart. Arh! He vas zee only poy in zee Hitler Youth vith pink Hunterpants und ein binkie ring. Vhen zey kaught him in ze bazzroom mitt his pants around his ankles mitt anozzer boy, he escaped to Switzerlent. Arh! Nopody zaw him akain. He dizabeared.”

      “Berhaps he liffed here in Balm Sbrings. Arh! Zis zeems to pe vere zee old homozexuals ko to die.”

      Brian and Stéphane ate their German pancakes and listened to the family talking about “zee old poof from Sduttkart.”

      In a nearby booth, two women talked loudly. They were both in their fifties, slightly bohemian. One had her long gray hair tied up in a bun pierced by two chopsticks; the other wore her still auburn hair in a short bob.

      “This business with Fanny Black is very upsetting. I thought she moved to Italy years ago. My mother knew her better than I did, but I met her on several occasions.” Bun Lady pierced the egg on her avocado benedict.

      Bun Lady sipped her coffee. “I don’t remember her at all. I’ve been wracking my brains trying to remember her. Was she the one who accidentally sandpapered her nipples?”

      “No, that was Joyce Sanders. She died on Space Mountain in Disney World in Florida. Had a heart attack. They never found her wig or her glass eye. Probably some kid thought it was a marble.”

      “Fanny Black. See, I remember the name, but I can’t place the face. But, of course, I was much younger then. I only knew about the Follies dancers because of your mother.”

      “My mother was only a Follies girl for a few months. I’m thinking that maybe Fanny had gone before I met you. Fanny and my mother used to go to lunch once a week. Sometimes I’d tag along.”

      “What was Fanny like?”

      “She was very nice. Very gracious. Very much a lady. That’s why it’s such a shock to read in the paper what her grandson did. Why would he do such a thing? And then wall her up in a restaurant. We all thought she had moved to Italy. Nobody questioned it.”

      “It said in the paper that her grandson was after her money and a treasure was mentioned.”

      “What nonsense! I never heard anything about a treasure. People watch too many pirate movies. Johnny Depp has a lot to answer for. Many years before the Palm Springs Follies, Fanny danced in movies. She was in at least one of those Busy Berkeley musicals. It was later in his career. He was past his prime. I think it was called Strike Up the Band with Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland. And, of course, Fanny’s mother was a silent movie actress. I don’t remember her name. I do remember that Fanny was a close friend of Bob Hope’s. I never met the man myself, but Fanny would visit him and Delores, his wife.”

      “What, at that house up on the mountain? The one with the oddly shaped roof. You can see the house from Palm Canyon Drive. It looks a bit like a spaceship landed.”

      “Yes, that one. The roof is kidney shaped, a triangle with rounded off edges.”

      Stéphane grabbed Brian’s arm.

      “What is it?”

      “Recite that riddle again. Can you remember it?”

      “I wrote it down. Here. Where hope lives. We laugh until we cry. Beneath the sand. Is where the treasure lies. Beneath a rock the size of a ball. A basket holds the answer. The key to it all.”

      “Don’t you get it? Bob Hope—hope. Where hope lives.”

      “What about the basket and ball?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s go and find out. I’ll be back in a minute. I need to make a phone call.”

      A few minutes later, Stéphane returned. “Martie gave me the address of Bob Hope’s house, but it’s a private road. The only way up to the house is by hiking up the Araby Trail. It starts at the Horizons trailer park.”
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      “Hiking!?” Brian scoffed. “Uphill! Isn’t that something other people do?”

      They were about one hundred yards up the Araby Trail when Brian stopped and sat on a rock to catch his breath. “I’m too old for this. I can’t believe people go hiking for fun. I don’t even like Bob Hope. I never thought he was funny. He was a homophobic asshole. Saw a couple of those Road To … movies with Bing Crosby. Total crap. At least Bing Crosby could sing.”

      “I wasn’t a Bob Hope fan either. But he did all those USO tours for the soldiers, entertaining military personnel around the world. That counts for something, Brian.”

      “Before I met you, Stéphane, I did a lot of entertaining of the troops myself. A lot of sailors from Great Lakes Naval Base rested their balls on my chin, but can I afford a house in Palm Springs shaped like a spaceship? No, I can’t.”

      “Yes, but Bob Hope got paid for entertaining the troops. You entertained them for free. That’s the difference. There’s a big difference between being a world-renowned entertainer and being a back-alley street whore. Which is what you are. Or were, until I cleaned up your act.”

      “Look there’s the house. It does look like a spaceship. Maybe Bob Hope was an alien from a planet far, far away.”

      “What exactly are we looking for?” Brian wiped sweat from his brow.

      Stéphane closed his eyes and concentrated. “Beneath a rock the size of a ball. A basket holds the answer. The key to it all. Remember where the X was? It wasn’t on the grounds of the house—it was outside. We must be close to it here.”

      Brian scanned the horizon. “I can’t see anything. Except that rock over there is a sphere.”

      “And the size of a basketball.”

      “That’s it, Stéphane! Damn, we didn’t bring the spade.”

      Stéphane knelt down and clawed at the sand and rock. “This is killing my nails. After this, I’ll have to wear gloves. Elbow gloves like Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. And that little black dress. And that 128.54-carat yellow Tiffany diamond set in a ribbon necklace designed by Jean Schlumberger.”

      Not far below the surface, Stéphane found a third red vanity case wrapped in plastic. “I’m exhausted. How did an old woman like Fanny Black climb up here and bury this case. Do you think someone helped her?”

      Brian shrugged. “Well, you climbed up here and you’re an old woman.”

      “Oh, that’s nice, after I’ve ruined my nails digging this up.”

      “Don’t forget, Stéphane, Fanny Black was a dancer. She could throw her legs over her head at the drop of a hat. I remember when you were that flexible.”

      “Those were the days my friend, we thought they’d never end.”

      “She probably buried the case on one of her visits to see Bob Hope.”

      Stéphane wiped sweat from his brow. “Let’s get back down this trail before we burn up in the sun. The headline in tomorrow’s The Desert Sun will read, ‘Pair of Crispy Homosexuals Found Dead On Mountain. One, a Dead Ringer for Audrey Hepburn. The Other, Shelley Winters.’”
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      At the breakfast table the following morning, Stéphane opened the third red vanity case belonging to Linnie Johns—buried by Fanny Black near Bob Hope’s house. The box contained a signed photograph of Greta Garbo, a folder containing reviews of Strike Up the Band, and a photograph of Busby Berkeley’s grave marker with an arrow pointing to the left and an X marking the spot—above the arrow was written “36 feet.” There was also an envelope. Stéphane opened it to find a handwritten letter.

      February 21, 1942

      My dearest Linnie,

      I’m sorry I’ve taken so long to reply to your letter, but I was lost for what to say. I was unaware that our mutual friend possessed photographs of our friendship. Who could possibly have taken them? You may be correct in thinking that it was a private detective. I’m relieved that they found their way into your hands and that you burned them.

      Thank you, my friend, for keeping my secret, our secret, and all our secrets.

      Lucille Fay LeSueur

      Stéphane Googled the name Lucille Fay LeSueur. “Oh my God, Brian… Brian … Oh my God, I thought I recognized the name. It’s Joan Crawford’s birth name. Wait a minute …. That’s LFL. Not one of the names mentioned in Linnie’s diaries.”

      “No, the diaries mentioned MGM and HMH. That’s it! MGM is Joan Crawford. LFL. Move each letter to the next letter in the alphabet. L to M, F to G, and L to M. Why didn’t we see that before?”

      Stéphane shrugged. “Maybe because we’re not cryptologists. So, who is HMH?”

      “That should be GLG. That must be Greta Garbo. Google and find out her birth name.”

      Stéphane Googled Greta Garbo. “That’s it! Her birth name is Greta Lovisa Gustafsson.”

      “So that means Linnie Johns, Greta Garbo, and Joan Crawford were … friends.”

      Stéphane sniffed the envelope. “It smells of Old Spice and sawdust. So, the question is, were Linnie Johns, Greta Garbo, and Joan Crawford simply friends, or were they Old Spice and sawdust friends? If you know what I mean?”

      “Ugh … no, I don’t know what you mean. But I do know that burning photographs of their ‘friendship’ does seem a little suspicious. At least we know the fourth vanity case is thirty-six feet away from Busby Berkeley’s grave. We’ve already visited his grave. So we know where to go. That was easy.”

      “Maybe a little too easy. I don’t know if this has occurred to you, Brian, but if we go digging in a cemetery, you know what that means? Zombies.”

      Brian shuddered. “And we also might get arrested for grave robbing.”

      “That too. How utterly Victorian England. We should change our names to Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson.”

      “I see us more as a couple of Nancy Drews, amateur sleuths.”
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      “I agree, we’re a couple of Nancys.”

      Holding their gold-edged invitation card, Stéphane and Brian rang the doorbell to the home of Nigel Dickering-Smyth and Simon Twisleton-Wykeham. A tall skeletal figure in his eighties opened the door and smiled. Next to him stood a shorter man, a little younger. They were dressed identically, slacks, white shirts, Navy blue double-breasted jackets, bow ties, and tan brogues. Jackets in this weather!

      “Hello, my name’s Nigel, and this is my husband, Simon. Say hello Simon.”

      “Hello.”

      “And you are?” Nigel snatched the invitation. “Oh yes, you’re Stéphane and Brian. Please step into our home. There are some other people here who you might recognize.”

      Alice and Jennie waved. Garth and Ho were also there, along with Betsy and Bimbo, the couple who insist they are not lesbians—even though they both wear men’s shoes. Heather and Erik Riverlight were there, wearing saffron robes, bindis, and espadrilles. There were several other people that Brian and Stéphane didn’t know.

      Nigel gestured toward tables stretched along one side of the lounge. “Please enjoy the buffet. We wouldn’t normally have a high tea with a buffet—as it’s rather common—but we invited so many people that we couldn’t sit them all at the dining table. Didn’t we, Simon?

      “Yes. Far too many to seat at a table. In fact—”

      “That was a lot of words you spoke there, Simon. What did I tell you? Brevity. Keep your sentences short. It’s the British way.”

      “Yes, Nigel.” Simon retreated.

      Brian looked at his feet. Stéphane stared across the room at Alice with Mitzi in her arms.

      “As you haven’t met us before, you’re probably wondering who we are. Well, Simon and I worked in theater in London for many years. Didn’t we Simon?”

      “Yes, we did. I was—”

      Nigel shot Simon a look. “We’re both makeup artists. We’ve worked on some of the greats. Laurence Olivier, Maggie Smith—”

      “Alan Bates—”

      “I was about to say Alan Bates, Simon. Stop interrupting me.”

      “Sorry Nigel.”

      “Michael Caine, Margaret Rutherford—that was a bit of a challenge to be honest. Look Simon, why don’t you take Brian and Stéphane on a tour of the buffet. Don’t forget, short sentences, polite topics. Always remember that we’re different from the colonies. Or, in the case of America, former colonies. Remember you’re British. Brian and Stéphane probably don’t know what half of these delicious delicacies are. This is your chance to educate our American cousins.”

      Nigel floated away toward a trio of women standing near the pool, balancing ladyfingers on Royal Doulton tea plates and chattering away. They looked like pigeons pecking at breadcrumbs.

      Simon breathed a visible sigh of relief. “Follow me, lads.”

      “So, you did make up for theater Simon, how interesting.” Brian embarked on a fishing trip.

      Simon looked around to see if Nigel was nearby. When he saw the coast was clear. “Yes, we met when we were making up Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton for the film, Taming of the Shrew at Dino De Laurentis’s studios in Rome. For Nigel it was love at first sight.”

      “And for you?”

      Simon ignored the question.

      At the mention of Elizabeth Taylor’s name, Stéphane’s ears perked up. “Taming of the Shrew is one of my favorite movies. That must have been quite an experience, meeting Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton.”

      Simon checked up on Nigel. He was still outside by the pool. “Yes, it was. But it was problematic. They both drank heavily. I can tell you a funny story about that. Taylor and Burton were sitting next to each other in the makeup room. I was working on Richard and Nigel on Elizabeth. Nigel and I had to leave the room briefly. A few minutes later we walked back in and caught Taylor adjusting her knickers and Burton sniffing his finger. It put me off eating crab-and-shrimp étouffée for life.”

      Brian and Stéphane froze. They recognized a goldmine of celebrity gossip when they saw it, and they were looking at it right now.

      Away from Nigel’s prying eyes, Simon hit his stride. “Another time I was making up Laurence Olivier at the Old Vic in London. He was playing Dr Astrov in Uncle Vanya. Olivier suffered badly from spontaneous erections. He was far too dignified a man to go onstage with a boner, especially to play an experienced Russian physician with a drinking problem. So, it was incumbent on me to relieve—”

      Nigel reappeared. “Simon, I saw you talking away nineteen to the dozen. What were you talking about?”

      Stéphane stepped in. “He was telling us about the mushroom vol-au-vents, they look delicious.”

      Simon and Stéphane’s eyes met. Then Simon and Brian’s met. The three of them bonded.

      The doorbell rang. Nigel rushed off to answer it, his hands fluttering through the air like butterflies.

      Simon continued his tour of the buffet. He introduced Brian and Stéphane to Bakewell tart, Victoria Sponge, and scones with clotted cream and jam. Also, cucumber and potted meat sandwiches. “And these are garibaldi biscuits, we call them squashed fly biscuits in England.” Simon smiled.

      Stéphane moved in closer. “Did you ever meet Maggie Smith? We love Maggie Smith. Brian and I are obsessed with Downton Abbey.”

      “I first met her in 1965 when she was playing Desdemona in Shakespeare’s Othello. A wonderful woman. She always smelled nice. If you ever meet Maggie Smith, I suggest you sniff her.”

      “What brought you to the States?”

      “We both ended up working on movies in Hollywood.”

      “I bet you have stories to tell. What’s your favorite movie star story?”

      “Well, there was one time with Burt Reynolds taking off his underwear—”

      “Simon, short sentences, polite topics only, please.” Nigel called out from the other side of the room.”

      “I’ll tell you another time. But I’ll tell you this—everything they said about Burt Reynolds was true.”

      “Everything?”

      “Everything!”

      Stéphane bit into a slice of Victoria Sponge. In his mind, he was biting into a corndog protruding from Burt Reynolds’ thighs. It was delicious.

      An elegantly dressed woman in her seventies petted Alice’s Mitzi, who promptly threw up a projectile of vomit that landed in the woman’s cleavage. The woman screamed.

      Nigel jumped to the rescue. “Oh, my dear, come to the bathroom. I’ll get you cleaned up.”

      Simon whispered to Stéphane. “That was most unfortunate. That’s Nigel’s sister. She’s an actress. You may remember her from Night of the Living Dead—she played flesh-eating ghoul No 4. She was very convincing. I think she was typecast. She’s had four husbands and three of them are missing without trace. They even drained the local lake.”

      Nigel’s voice came from the bathroom. “Don’t forget Simon, short sentences, polite topics.”

      Brian whispered under his breath. “Go Mitzi.”
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      At breakfast the following morning, Stéphane searched through The Desert Sun. “Nothing about Fanny Black’s murder in today’s paper.”

      “I don’t think we’ll hear anything else until the trial.”

      “What did you think of Nigel and Simon?”

      Brian laughed. “I can’t believe they’ve stayed together all these years. Nigel’s a jerk and poor Simon— Don’t forget, Simon, short sentences, polite topics.”

      “I liked Simon.”

      “So did I, but how can he stay with that pretentious old queen? He’s like Hyacinth Bucket in Keeping Up Appearances and Simon is poor long-suffering Richard.”

      “They’ve been together forever, so whatever their relationship is, it works for them. I must hear the end of Simon’s Burt Reynolds story. Burt in his underwear. He was so dreamy. That nude picture of him in Cosmopolitan—I spent more time jerking off over Burt Reynolds than anyone else.”

      Brian clutched his pearls. “More time than you spent jerking off over Beaker in The Muppets?”

      “Yep.”

      “More time than you spent jerking off over Shari Lewis fisting Lambchop?”

      “Yep.”

      “Surely not!”

      Stéphane’s phone chirped. “I’ve got a text.”

      “Who from? It’s probably spam … Lovely Spam! Wonderful Spam! Lovely Spam! Wonderful Spam. Spa-a-a-a-a-a-a-am. Spa-a-a-a-a-a-a-am. Spa-a-a-a-a-a-a-am. Spa-a-a-a-a-a-a-am—” Brian stopped singing.

      Stéphane turned as white as a sheet. “I don’t believe it. It’s from Clyde Jackson.”

      “Who’s he?”

      Stéphane’s heart pounded as he was thrown back to his miserable childhood. “He was the kid who bullied me at Castleford High School in Fort Wayne. He was a monster.”

      “Oh, you told me about him. Where did he get your number?”

      “Greta. That’s what he says.”

      “Your mother gave him your number? What was she thinking?”

      “She didn’t know about the bullying. I never told anyone. I haven’t seen Clyde for over fifty years. But never a day goes by without me getting a shiver of fear at the memory of him.”

      “What does he want?”

      “He’s in Palm Springs with his new wife, Carmel. They’re on their honeymoon. They’re leaving tomorrow and would like to meet up for lunch today.”

      “A bit late notice. Why does he want to see you? Didn’t you tell me he made your life miserable? You said he tormented you and you were in therapy for years. Tell him to go fuck himself.”

      “Au contraire, Brian, we must go to lunch with him and his lovely new bride. We must forgive and forget. It’s the right thing to do. We can’t allow these troublesome ghosts from the past to haunt us forever. Otherwise, we’re like the ghost of Jacob Marley in A Christmas Carol, dragging around heavy chains and shackles for all eternity. It’s time to bury the hatchet. Kiss and make up.”

      Stéphane was not the “forgive and forget” type. Stéphane was the “I’m going to carry a grudge until I get revenge” type. The “I will hunt you down and destroy you” type. Brian recognized the glint in Stéphane’s eyes. He’d seen it before. Mischief was afoot. And Brian knew better than to stand between Stéphane and his intended victim.

      Brian acquiesced. “Of course, you’re right, Stéphane . Tell them we would love to go for lunch today. Tell them we’ll meet them at the International House of Pancakes on Date Palm Drive in Cathedral City. That’s fine dining for someone from Fort Wayne.”

      “I’ll text back.” Stéphane grinned.

      Clyde’s chickens were about to come home to roost.
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      Brian and Stéphane arrived at the International House of Pancakes first and sat in a corner booth.

      Brian shuddered. “I’m getting déjà vu. The last time we sat in a restaurant booth, the skeleton of Fanny Black fell out of the wall. Who’s going to be next? Babe Ruth, Rasputin, Eleonor Roosevelt, Queen Juliana of the Netherlands, Bugs Bunny—it could be anybody falling out of the wall.”

      “I doubt that’s going to happen again. I’m guessing that skeletons falling out of walls is a rare occurrence.”

      Brian fell silent for a moment. “Stéphane, I’ve been thinking about the other woman who died in the café that day when Fanny Black fell out of the wall.”

      “The British woman. Ann Rogers. The one with the toy boy. She was also a Follies dancer. Two dead Follies dancers in the restaurant on the same day. I remember he was proposing marriage and she promptly keeled over and snuffed it right in front of him. Do you think there was a connection between her death and Fanny Black?”

      “No, we ruled that out at the beginning. It was just a coincidence. It’s just that there’s another coincidence sitting over there.” Brian nodded toward the table opposite. “Isn’t that—”

      Stéphane glanced across. “It’s Ann Rogers’ toyboy. And he’s scamming another old woman. Some people have no shame.”

      “The woman looks wealthy, but why are they eating at IHOP when there are so many fabulous upmarket restaurants? Nothing against IHOP, but it’s not exactly haute cuisine.”

      “Maybe he’s paying.”

      “Good point.”

      The door to the International House of Pancakes opened, and in walked Clyde and Carmel. Stéphane was pleased to see that Clyde had not aged well—he was grossly overweight, balding, and limping with a stick. The evil spells and voodoo doll pricks Stéphane had aimed at Clyde’s face over the years had certainly paid off—his acne-scarred visage looked like a deep-dish pizza. He resembled a Shar Pei with a mouth full of peanut butter. Clyde squeezed into the booth and tried to slide to the window to make room for Carmel, but he got stuck. It took three waiters to pull him out. Clyde laughed the whole time, but Carmel was visibly embarrassed. In the end, all four of them moved to a table near a window overlooking the parking lot.

      Carmel, who had once been pretty, had also let herself go. In short, Clyde and Carmel were victims of living in Fort Wayne—a soul-destroying city of no significance whatsoever. If the Earth ever sprouted hemorrhoids, you will be able to see them in Fort Wayne, Indiana. It’s a graveyard with lights—and the lights are always out.

      “Dang, Stephanie, you’re looking good, my boy. Stephanie, that’s what we called him at school—on account of him being weak and sissified.” Clyde roared with laughter. “We knew at school that he was a fag. Of course, we don’t use that word anymore. Now we say ‘gay.’ Carmel, this is my ‘gay’ friend Stephanie—sorry, Stéphane. Just kidding around.”

      Stéphane gritted his teeth. “Hi Clyde, I wouldn’t have recognized you. And this is the lovely Carmel. Pleased to meet you. I’d like to introduce you to my husband, Brian.”

      “Husband! Did you hear that, Carmel? This is Stephanie’s ‘husband.’ Can you believe it, we actually know some gays. Wait ‘til I tell Brett at the fish & tackle store. Of course, Brett has his own gays. His brother in San Francisco’s a butt pirate. And Juan his other half. Now we’ve got our own gays. As long as my sister don’t find out. She doesn’t approve of the gay lifestyle.”

      Stéphane bristled. “Did you hear that, Brian? Some old lady in Fort Wayne, who we don’t know, doesn’t approve of our lifestyle.”

      Clyde settled in. “She’s a regular church goer, you see. A little old-fashioned. She still watches reruns of the Lawrence Welk Show.”

      Stéphane shifted in his seat. “Well, that explains everything, doesn’t it? Watching Laurence Welk is tantamount to dying slowly from brain cancer.”

      “So, Stephanie, when are you going on Ru Paul’s Drag Race? See, we keep up with the gays, don’t we Carmel?”

      Carmel nodded sheepishly.

      Stéphane shrugged. “I’ve never seen RuPaul’s Drag Race.”

      “Never seen it!? What kind of gay are you?”

      “I guess I’m one of those gays who doesn’t watch RuPaul’s Drag Race. The name is Stéphane by the way, not Stephanie.”

      “Oops! Sorry. Old habits die hard. We used to josh around with Stéphane at school, Carmel.”

      “You mean, you bullied me.”

      “Oh, we were just having fun. Look at this, Carmel, we’re having fun with the gays on our honeymoon. I can’t wait to tell Brett at the fish & tackle store.”

      The waitress brought the menus, and the four of them ordered drinks. When they arrived, Brian saw Stéphane deftly drop something into Clyde’s iced tea.

      “Stéphane, can you remember that time Jim Bellows tied your shoelaces together and you tried to run away. And you started crying like a sissy.”

      “Yes, I tripped and broke my nose.”

      “We couldn’t stop laughing.”

      “I was in the hospital. I’ve still got a scar.”

      “Oh, we were just kidding around. You should have fought back.”

      “Oh really.”

      “Sure, you should have stood up for yourself.”

      Lunch arrived. Halfway through, Clyde excused himself and headed for the bathroom. The laxative was kicking in.

      Stéphane smiled. “So, Carmel, how long have you known Clyde?”

      “About a year.”

      “This is your first marriage?”

      “I was married before.”

      “Is Clyde’s mother still alive?”

      “She passed away last year. I never met her. She died before I moved to Fort Wayne.”

      “I think it’s good of you to forgive Clyde that one little mistake. It was a huge scandal at the time. It was the biggest thing to happen in Fort Wayne since the sewer burst of 1969.”

      “What scandal?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you knew. Clyde gave his mother chlamydia.”

      “What?! His mother!”

      Brian braced himself.

      Stéphane continued. “Clyde was very close to his mother. Maybe a little bit too close. Don’t be too shocked, that’s quite common in Fort Wayne, Indiana. They like to keep it in the family. It’s the Christian thing to do.”

      Carmel burst into tears, grabbed her purse, and ran out of the restaurant.

      When she was gone, Brian turned to Stéphane. “I think you’ve outdone yourself this time. I know you’re a bitch, but that one takes the biscuit. Where did she go?”

      “She’s out there in the parking lot, pacing around.”

      A couple of minutes later, Clyde returned. “What happened to Carmel?”

      Stéphane gestured toward the door. “She left in a hurry.”

      Clyde waddled out of the International House of Pancakes and caught up with Carmel. Brian and Stéphane watched them arguing in the parking lot.

      “Stéphane, that was pure evil. You’ve ruined their honeymoon.”

      “You heard what he said. I should have fought back. So, I just did. It’s because of him I spent years in therapy. Him and Jim Bellows once stripped me naked and threw me into a trough filled with pig swill.”

      “But it was fifty years ago.”

      “Revenge is sweet and best served cold. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier than I am at this moment. I’ve got a hard-on. I think I’m going to cum.” Stéphane took a bite from his Jalapeño burger. “You know, this burger is surprisingly good.”

      Even inside the restaurant, they could hear Clyde and Carmel screaming at each other.

      At a nearby table, Ann Roger’s toy boy knelt on one knee and proposed marriage to the wealthy woman. She smiled demurely, then lunged forward onto the table and died.

      Stéphane nudged Brian, “Lover boy isn’t having much luck, is he? That’s two he’s lost. Two that we know of. Maybe he’s a superhero. Toy Boy comes to rid the world of wealthy widows with his superpower—a lethal proposal of marriage. Do you think I can sell the idea to Marvel Comics?”

      Outside in the parking lot, Carmel opened her purse and pulled out a gun.

      Stéphane took another bite from his burger. “I do like Carmel’s purse. I had one like that. Well, it wasn’t as nice at that one. Similar handle. Can you remember that purse, Brian? Leopard skin design. You bought it for me in London. Looks like it’s heating up out there.”

      While Clyde and Carmel struggled for the gun, the IHOP wait staff called an ambulance for the wealthy corpse. As he did with Ann Rogers, the toy boy made for the exit. While running to his car, Carmel’s gun went off, and she accidentally shot the toy boy in the ass.

      A fry dangled from Stéphane’s beautifully manicured fingertips. “Oh, that’s gotta hurt. There goes his income. Nobody hires a toy boy with a hole in his ass—not a bullet hole, anyway.”

      Suddenly two squad cars swerved into the parking lot. Four cops jumped out with guns drawn.

      “Drop the gun!” The cop sounded like Nathan Lane in The Birdcage. “Drop it now.”

      Carmel dropped the gun.

      One cop tased Clyde, another Carmel. A third went to help the toy boy hopping around the parking lot, clutching his buttocks. The two honeymooners were arrested and taken away.

      “These fries are not bad either, Brian. Try one. We should eat here more often. The truth is that Clyde should have been arrested years ago.”

      “For what?”

      “For humping his mother and giving her chlamydia.”

      “But you made that up, right?”

      “No. It’s true. He caught chlamydia from this homeless woman who pushed her belongings around in a shopping cart and pooped in dumpsters. Then he climbed onto his mother and gave it to her. Fort Wayne teenagers will fuck anything. Out of boredom. They’d fuck a hole in an ice bucket. You can get away with anything when you’ve got a ‘Jesus Loves You’ bumper sticker on the car.”

      Brian’s jaw dropped.

      “There’s a lot you need to learn about Fort Wayne, Indiana. It’s the birthplace of serial killers Charlie Brandt and Dean Corll. The town’s main claim to fame is that it was the home of Sylvanus Bowser, the man who invented the gas pump.”

      Brian looked confused.

      “Let me put it in gay terms for you. Fort Wayne has 360 churches and no bathhouse.”

      “Oh, I see. So, it’s in the dark ages. Now I get it.”

      Brian and Stéphane drove away from the IHOP as medics loaded the dead woman and the toy boy into separate ambulances.
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      Brian dragged the razor across his chin. “You know what I haven’t heard lately? The Riverlights next door have stopped singing songs to frighten away the mallards.”

      “Heather told me a couple of weeks back that they were going on a retreat in Russian River. I think it was called the Dhamma Vodipooka Pisswari Samosa Chicken Tandoori Meditation Center—something like that. They’re probably sitting around in a circle right now. Naked and fingering each other’s Dukkha.”

      Brian laughed. “I wouldn’t mind getting my Dukkha fingered. It’s been a while. Perhaps we should go on a retreat, Stéphane. Get our chakras back into alphabetical order, or whatever it is these people get up to. I think that sitting around in the dirt with a bunch of hippies might have a calming effect on us. Or not. Probably not.”

      “Maybe we’re being judgmental and dismissive. Maybe we should investigate. Do some research. We might enjoy shaving our legs and chanting Hare Krishna. But first, back to the real world—we must dig up a vanity case near Busby Berkeley’s grave in the Desert Memorial Park in Cathedral City. That’s our task for the day.” Stéphane plucked a gray hair from his eyebrow. “Any more of those and it’s eyebrow threading and a dye job for me.”

      “Stéphane, I’ve got hairs coming out of everywhere. You need to run a scythe over my ears. And I’ve got two bushes growing out of my nose. That’s the first sign of getting old—when people start mistaking you for a Salvador Dali painting.”

      “I could sell you for a fortune at Sotheby’s.”

      Brian laughed. “Back to the treasure hunt. I think you were right about going in disguise, Stéphane. We don’t want to be spotted digging in a cemetery. It’s a bit too Ladrones de Tumbas for me. Remember when we went to that Mexican Horror Movie Festival in Chicago. That movie was about the leader of a satanic cult condemned by a priest in the Spanish colonial age.”

      “I can’t remember it.”

      “Oh, come on Stéphane, you must remember it. It was the night you got into trouble when you were fellating an ice pop at that woman’s husband. And she thought you were after him.”

      “I was after him. He looked like Andy Garcia in Mamma Mia! Here We Go Again. Be still my beating heart. I’m palpitating. Is that a word? Palpitating—you know what I mean. I wanted to nestle my face in his nether regions. Run my fingers through his Cuban heritage. Rummage through his drawers. Especially the rummaging through his drawer’s part.”

      “Whatever you thought you were doing, his wife slapped the crap out of you. She was a black belt judo instructor. You got a black eye and swollen testicles. Anyway, back to the matter in hand—Busby Berkeley. I agree that if we wear our nun outfits, we’ll look less suspicious. But do you remember what happened last time we wore the nun outfits?”

      “I certainly do. I was Sr. Isabella Ding-a-Ling and you were Sr. Isabella Dong-a-Long. We found a dead nun in a thrift store who we later found out was my long-lost sister. That was our first adventure after we moved to Palm Springs. When I unwittingly donated our Mary Mother of God butt–plug to a thrift store run by nuns. And we solved the case of the poisoned lipstick and the orgy-cult of Carol Channings.”

      Stéphane reached for his makeup bag.

      “Stop right there, Stéphane. I’ve told you this before, nuns don’t wear makeup.”

      “Brian, if I’m going to dress up as a Bride of Christ, I’m going to look pretty, godammit! Jesus doesn’t want to come home to a frumpy wife, after a hard day at work turning lepers into wine and walking on swimming pools. He wants to come home to a sizzling sex bomb.”

      “I don’t think Jesus wants a wife who looks like Jayne Mansfield.

      Stéphane ignored him. “Now, I’ve shaved and plucked, so there’s only one thing left to do. I must decide which nun I’m going to channel—Debbie Reynolds as Sister Ann in The Singing Nun, or Rosalind Russell as Mother Superior in The Trouble with Angels.”

      “If you ask me, you’re more like Sister Agnes in Agnes of God—if anyone is going to strangle their own baby it’s you, Stéphane.”

      “That’s a horrible thing to say.”

      “You hate kids.”

      “No, I don’t. They’re quite tasty fried with onions and a pinch of paprika. Anyway, you’re just jealous because you make an ugly nun. Don’t get me wrong, as a man you’re passable, but as a nun—no. I’m sorry, Brian, but you’ve got a face like a smacked ass. Let me put it in gay terms. If wes were in a nun singles pick-up bar, you’d still be there when the lights went up and the bartender called last call. Meanwhile—”

      “Meanwhile, you’d be up against a dumpster getting your ass pounded. Oh, that’s very nun-like. Very meek, mild, and pious, with your panties around your ankles and the smell of rotting fish and doggy poop bags. Stéphane, what are you fiddling with?”

      “It’s my bra strap, it’s sticking.”

      “Bra strap! Nuns don’t wear bras. We’ve been through this.”

      “How are nuns going to find a man. Nobody wants a nun with her boobs flopping around her waist.”

      “Stéphane, nuns aren’t looking for a man. Like I said, they’re married to Jesus, and they diddle around with each other when he’s not looking. Nuns are nothing more than sadomasochistic lesbians too scared to come out of the closet.”

      “I don’t know much about religion, Brian, but I know straight men. And that’s how I know that Jesus prefers to see nice perky boobs on his wife. Look at Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music.”

      “Julie Andrews didn’t get her tits out in The Sound of Music.”

      “No, but she got them out in SOB, didn’t she? And a lovely pair of boobies they were. I was quite jealous.”

      “But she wasn’t a nun in that movie.”

      “Sally Fields is wearing a bra in The Flying Nun.”

      “Drop it, Stéphane.”

      “And then there’s Whoopi Goldberg in Sister Act. Don’t tell me she’s not wearing a bra. She’s got boobs like pumpkins.”

      Brian slipped the wimple over his head and changed the subject. “Martie called. He’s invited us to a fundraiser for ‘Kids in Trouble.’ Are you interested?”

      “Where is it?”

      “The Andrew Bellatrop Gallery. It used to be a gym. I’m up for it. Tickets are $100 each.”

      “You know that I hate kids, Brian.”

      “There won’t be any kids there. It’s a charity benefiting kids. It’s for a good cause. It’s tonight.”

      “Ok, as long as there are no kids there. If I see any rugrats, I’m leaving.”
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      “We need to take a change of clothes, so we can go straight to the gallery after the cemetery. Depends how long it takes to find this other vanity case.”

      Two homely nuns rode through the gates of Desert Memorial Park Cemetery in Cathedral City—home to the remains of Frank Sinatra, Sonny Bono, Betty Hutton, a couple of Gabors, and Velma Wayne Dawson, the creator of Howdy Doody. They parked the car near the LGBT Veterans War Memorial.

      Brian stepped out of the car. “Let’s pay our respects to LGBT military personnel before we go to Busby Berkeley’s grave.”

      Stéphane winced. “Look at that, Brian, there’s a used condom on the war memorial.”

      “Disgusting! Some people have no respect for those who fought and died for our freedoms.”

      Brian looked around. In a nearby wooded area, he found a stick and returned to the war memorial. He hooked the condom onto the stick and flicked it away. Unfortunately, a car was passing by with the window open. An elderly woman was slapped in the face with the still-wet condom. Her car screeched to a halt, and she rolled down the window and called out. “Which one of you two nuns did that?” Then she saw what it was that slapped her in the face, and she screamed—justifiably horrified that she had a stranger’s sperm splattered all over her face. “Oh no! It’s a peter wrapper!”

      Stéphane pointed at Brian. “It was her! She did it! Sr. Isabella Dong-a-Long.”

      Brian’s jaw dropped. “What happened to honor among nuns? You traitorous bitch!”

      Stéphane rested his hand on his hip. “Well, that’s nice talk coming from a fucking nun, isn’t it?”

      The elderly woman climbed out of her car, snatched Brian’s stick away from him, and poked the condom out of the driver’s seat and onto the road. “I used to look up to nuns, but that was before I met you two. You give nuns a bad name.” The woman climbed back into her car and drove off.

      Stéphane shrugged. “So much for flying under the radar.”

      As the two nuns weaved through the grave markers, a woman praying called out to them. “Por favor una oración por mi padre, el fue un hombre. Pecador, murio con una verga en su boca.”

      Brian turned to Stéphane. “What’s she saying?”

      “How would I know? I don’t speak Spanish. I think she wants us to pray with her. I got that much.”

      Brian panicked. “I don’t know how nuns pray.”

      Stéphane sighed. “Just ask yourself, what would Debbie Reynolds do?”

      Brian thought for a moment. “Got it!” He stood by the grave next to the sobbing woman and began to sing. “Dominique–nique–nique. S’en allait tout simplement. Routier, pauvre et chantant. En tous chemins, en tous lieux. Il ne parle que du Bon Dieu. Il ne parle que du Bon Dieu—”

      Stéphane stared into the distance. He was enjoying this immensely.

      When the song ended, the two nuns went off in search of Busby Berkeley’s grave.

      “Here it is.” Brian stared down at the grave marker. “I’m expecting Esther Williams to rise up out of the grave with sparklers. And look over there, there’s a hedgerow of tamarisk trees. It’s about thirty-six feet away. That’s where we dig.”

      Stéphane produced a trowel from under his habit. Then, while shielding each other from prying eyes, Brian and Stéphane took it in turns to dig under the shade of the tamarisk trees.

      “I found it.” Stéphane pulled out a red vanity case in a plastic bag.

      The two nuns jumped into the car and drove to a secluded area in the cemetery, where they changed into their art gallery clothes, then headed for the Andrew Bellatrop Gallery fundraiser.
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      Brian parked the car up a side street near the Andrew Bellatrop Gallery. The parking lot was full. Until recently, the building had been Butch Mary’s Gym until Butch Mary—all 350lb of him—had a fatal heart attack when he was trapped in a revolving door with a Great Dane at a Star Trek Convention in San Francisco. It’s a long story.

      Stéphane climbed out of the car. “I’ve never been to this part of Palm Springs before. It looks very hoity-toity la-di-da.”

      “This is where all the money is. Leonardo di Caprio has a house around here somewhere. And what’s-her-face from that TV show I can’t remember the name of. She’s currently performing in—damn, it’s on the tip of my tongue—The Vagina Monologues. A lot of celebrities live here.”

      An overspill crowd gathered outside the gallery.

      Brian pointed. “Look, there’s Martie. Hi Martie!”

      Martie waved. He was wearing a Spanish flamenco dress and a tall mantilla. A fan fluttered around his face like a coked-up butterfly. “What do you think? Fabulous or what?”

      Stéphane was gobsmacked. “Definitely fabulous.”

      Brian agreed. “Martie, where do you buy something like that?”

      “My friend Chelsea made it for me from twenty-seven Spanish shawls, thirteen Catholic church veils, an empty box of cornflakes, chicken wire, and three boxes of tampons. She’s a magician. Let me introduce you to the gallery owner. I assume you haven’t been here before. The gallery isn’t officially open yet. It still has the Butch Mary sign up. Andrew! Come and meet my friends Brian and Stéphane, they recently moved here from Chicago.”

      Andrew was in his mid-seventies with dyed black hair and a face, lifted, tucked, diced, sliced, folded over backward, and tied into a bow. He wore a glittering sequined jacket and strange pointed shoes. The weight of his rings stopped his hands from fluttering away like startled mourning doves. For glitz and glamor, he could give Liberace a run for his money.

      “Hello! I’m so pleased to meet you. Any friend of Martie is a friend of mine. I hope you like my little gallery. It’s just this one small room right now. The rest of the building is being renovated. I’ll take you on a tour later.” Andrew winked.

      Brian opened his wallet. “Can we pay for our tickets?”

      “Yes, Candice here will take your money.”

      Candice sat inside the door behind a folding table. Her long black hair hung in braids, and she wore a Blue Oyster Cult T-shirt, jeans, and tiny black skulls glued to her long purple nails. She swiped their credit card and handed them raffle tickets. “Keep these tickets, you’ll need them later.”

      A hundred or so people milled around in the small gallery.

      Brian was confused. “Martie, you said this is an art gallery, but I don’t see any art. The walls are bare.”

      “Well, that’s the surprise. Later these walls will be covered with the most glorious art. Wait and see. Half an hour. Keep your tickets. Andrew has something fun lined up. I’ve been sworn to secrecy.”

      Brian nudged Stéphane. “Look who’s here, Nigel and Simon. Maybe you might get to hear the end of that Burt Reynolds story.”

      “If Simon is allowed to take his muzzle off and speak.”

      Brian laughed.

      They could hear Nigel entertaining a group of people. “So, Peter said to me—that’s Peter O’Toole—so he said to me, ‘Nigel, you’re a wonderful artist.’ I was making him up for the movie Beckett—he played King Henry II. ‘I’m looking in the mirror,’ he said, ‘And I don’t even recognize myself.’”

      Simon whispered in Stéphane’s ear. “Nigel forgot to mention the hand job.”

      Stéphane spun around. “Oh Simon, I didn’t see you there. What hand job?”

      “Well, I’m glad you asked”

      Nigel caught sight of Simon. “Simon! Don’t forget, short sentences, polite topics. Come and stand next to me, where I can see you.”

      Stéphane nudged Brian. “I’m so pissed. Not only did I not hear the end of the Burt Reynolds story but now there’s a Peter O’Toole story hanging out there in the wind.”

      Martie leaned in toward Brian. “We have a few celebrities here tonight. Two of Andy Warhol’s superstars, David Hockney’s gardener, Meryl Streep was supposed to be here, but she’s busy making a new movie. It’s called The Living Room and Streep plays an ugly sideboard with a gambling addiction. She’ll be brilliant in it—Meryl Streep can play anything. Let me introduce you to Susan Cremshaw who played a murdered woman in the first season of Law and Order. She was cut up by a serial killer.”

      The glamorous aging woman smiled. “You only see my severed hands in that episode of Law and Order, but it was enough to get me a Japanese commercial for hand cream. I’ve been a hand model ever since. Now I do ads for arthritis creams. What can I say? It pays my pharmacy bills.”

      At 7 o’clock, Andrew Bellatrop clapped his hands. “Can I have your attention please. Welcome to my new gallery. I’m sure you’re all wondering why there are no paintings on the wall. It’s because you are all going to be the models. And the artists are through that door.” He pointed to a red door. “Get your raffle tickets ready.” He opened the door. “Please come through into the gallery proper where each of you will be assigned an artist. That artist will have five minutes to paint you and write your name on the painting and we will exhibit the finished artwork on these walls here. And they’re for sale. All the money tonight goes to Kids in Trouble.”

      As the door opened, a cheer went up. Inside the large, cavernous room stood one hundred children, ages six to twelve—along with a parent or guardian.

      Stéphane froze. “Brian, what fresh hell is this? I’ve landed in the middle of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory with the Oompah Loompas. Or The Village of the Damned.” He felt a wave of nausea washing over him.

      Brian was allotted Jose, a ten-year-old with his front two teeth missing. Stéphane got Lucy, a blonde-haired eight-year-old with pigtails and wearing a Piggy Gamer T-shirt.

      Jose studied Brian’s face and dabbed his paintbrush into a pot of pink paint. He worked quietly and methodically.

      Lucy, on the other hand, was a different story.

      Stéphane squirmed in his seat.

      “I want you to look ugly like a monster. The Incredible Hulk.” Lucy stared hard at Stéphane.

      “Don’t you want me to look pretty?”

      “No, I don’t. I want you to look ugly.”

      “But that’s impossible, Little Missie. There are many things I can do, but ugly is not one of them. Neither is being mediocre or drab.”

      Lucy burst into tears. “Mommy, this man won’t be a monster for me.”

      Lucy’s mother tried to console her. “I’m so sorry, she’s a little sensitive.”

      Stéphane said nothing. What he wanted to say was, “Have you tried slapping her ass and locking her in the basement for a couple of weeks?”

      Brian, who was sitting next to him, leaned across. “What’s wrong?”

      “Little Miss Joan Crawford here wants me to look like an ugly monster and I told her it was physically impossible for me to look ugly. Is it legal to slap children in California?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Not even if they’re really annoying?”

      “Stéphane, what’s wrong with you? She’s a little girl. Just give her an ugly face.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Just imagine you’re strapped to a chair and being forced to listen to Barry Manilow singing Mandy. … Oh, Mandy. Well, you came. And you gave without taking. But I sent you away. Oh, Mandy.”

      A look of disgust appeared on Stéphane’s face.

      “That’s it!” Lucy stopped crying. “That’s a good monster’s face. Now close your eyes.”

      Stéphane closed his eyes and froze his best “I’m listening to Barry Manilow singing Mandy” face. A few seconds later, he felt something wet on his head. He opened his eyes to find Lucy pouring green paint over him and giggling. “Now you’re the Incredible Hulk.”

      A fire ignited in Stéphane’s eyes. “Why, you little—”

      “Don’t say it, Stéphane.”

      “You little bunt!” Stéphane picked up a pot of blue paint and poured it over Lucy’s head. The expression on her face was one of abject terror.

      Some of the blue paint splattered onto Jose’s painting of Brian. Jose responded by throwing paint at Stéphane, but it missed him and hit Lucy’s mother instead.

      The paint-splatter fight escalated rapidly until the whole room, and all the people in it, looked like a toilet bowl in the bathroom of the Jackson Pollack Diarrhea Clinic. The fundraiser for Kids in Trouble broke out into chaos with a couple of fistfights between the parents. Near the exit, two women wrestled on the floor after one pulled the other’s wig off. Brian and Stéphane managed to sidestep them and made a run for it. Outside the Andrew Bellatrop Gallery, they paused, dripping with paint.

      Brian glared at Stéphane. “Well, that’s another fine mess you’ve gotten us into.”

      “I never started it. It was Lucy. She tipped paint over me. Anyway, to the problem at hand. How are we going to get all this paint off. We can’t get in the car covered in paint.”

      “I don’t know, but let’s get off this street and think of something. We’re in the firing line here. Sitting ducks. There’s a gang of pissed-off parents after our blood.”

      Brian and Stéphane ran down the road, then turned up a side street. They stopped to catch their breath.

      “Brian, what are we going to do?”

      “I don’t know. Oh, wait a minute. Can you hear that? Running water.” Brian stood on the low branch of a tree and peered over a wall. “I’ve got it! Go back to the car and get the nun’s habits. We’re changing into them.”

      “But what about the paint?”

      “Take a look over here.”

      Stéphane peered over the wall. “Oh, I see. A pool. And the house is way over there and in complete darkness.”

      “If we’re very careful, we can take a dip and wash off the paint. Look, there’s towels there. We can dry off, then change into our nun habits, walk back to the car and drive home.”

      “It’s perfect. But we must be quiet.”

      Stéphane quickly returned to the car, hiding in the shadows as he passed the Andrew Bellatrop Gallery, which now had an ambulance outside of it. He stuffed the habits into a bin liner and returned to join Brian hiding in the bushes up a side street. Then they climbed over the wall. Slowly, they made their way along a path bordered by flowering ocotillo. Then, at the pool’s edge, they stripped off their clothes and stuffed them into the bin liner. Slowly, they lowered themselves into the water and washed the paint from their bodies. When they were done, they climbed out and used two folded towels lying on a lounger. Then they dressed in their nun costumes and were about to make their escape over the wall when suddenly lights came on in the house, and a figure appeared. “Hey, you two, what are you doing in my pool?”

      Brian and Stéphane snatched up the bin liner containing their paint-splattered clothes and ran for the wall. They managed to climb over it, then hitched up their habits and hightailed it down the street. The man from the house followed them.

      “Run, Stéphane, run like the wind.”

      Fifty yards down the road, Brian looked back. “Run, Stéphane, he’s catching up with us.”

      Stéphane turned. “Oh my God, Brian, do you see who’s chasing us?”

      “Oh shit! It’s him! He’s going to kill us.”

      Brian and Stéphane ran past the gallery where a group of mothers stood outside consoling their children. Martie, whose mantilla had been knocked from his head and was hanging off to one side, blurted out. “Now, there’s something you don’t see every day … Barry Manilow wearing a kimono and bunny slippers chasing two nuns.”

      The nuns cut down another side street. When they reached their car, Brian jumped into the driver’s seat, and Stéphane threw the plastic bag into the trunk. Then he climbed into the front seat, and Brian drove away before Barry Manilow could get the number of the car.

      They drove home in complete silence.
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      The following morning, Stéphane wheeled out the trash bins just as Simon turned the corner onto Las Pensamiento Rosados walking two corgis.

      “Hi Simon, how are you this morning?”

      “I’m very well.”

      “I didn’t know you had dogs.”

      “Yes, you didn’t meet them at our party. They were in the Pink Poochie Doggy Day Spa that day—getting their claws trimmed and their anal glands emptied.”

      Stéphane smiled. “Well, that’s a treatment we could all benefit from, isn’t it? They’re adorable but we haven’t been properly introduced.”

      “Oh sorry, this is Charles and Camilla.”

      “Well, of course it is. I should have known. It was a great party the other day, by the way. Delicious food. I was intrigued by your Burt Reynolds story.”

      Simon looked around for Nigel. The coast was clear. “So, like I was saying before, I was in the makeup trailer. I’m sitting on a sofa and Burt Reynolds walks in. I’m doing him for the movie Sam Whiskey, a fluff western comedy. For some reason he’s down to his underwear. So, he’s standing near me, and he pulls down his underpants and kicks them off. They land on my face. So, I’m inches away from his—”

      “Simon!” Nigel turned the corner. “Simon! Don’t forget, short sentences, polite topics.”

      Simon shrugged and whispered. “I’ll tell you some other time. And the Sean Connery story as well. He had the hairiest balls—”

      “Simon! Are you still talking?”

      At the breakfast table, Stéphane was flustered. “I’ve just bumped into Simon. Did you know they had two corgis called—”

      “Let me guess, Charles and Camilla.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I didn’t. I just guessed. Did you get the end of the Burt Reynolds story? About him in his underwear.”

      “No. Nigel turned up and stopped him. And I didn’t get the Peter O’Toole story either.”

      “How disappointing.”

      “I know Brian, but it gets worse. He’s got another story about Sean Connery’s hairy balls—”

      “Oh stop, Stéphane, I’m an old man. Are you trying to give me a heart attack? I’ve had wet dreams about Sean Connery’s hairy balls.”

      “Who hasn’t had wet dreams about Sean Connery’s hairy balls?”

      “Umm … I’m guessing here, but maybe Martina Navratilova, Rosie O’Donnell … but you’re right. Most people have had dreams about Sean Connery’s hairy balls. One of my favorite recurring dreams about Sean Connery’s hairy balls is the one where I’m a juggler in a circus.”

      “And you juggle Sean Connery’s hairy balls. I remember when you told me about that. My favorite dream about Sean Connery’s hairy balls is the one I had where I’m sitting on a sofa with Glenda Jackson and Sean—”

      Stéphane was interrupted by the Riverlights next door singing Michael Jackson’s Billie Jean to frighten away the mallards. “It sounds like the Riverlights are back after having their doodads massaged at the retreat. Let’s try and avoid them for a few days, or we’ll have to listen to a day-by-day account of the ins and outs of their Tantric Tater-Tots and Tit-Totems.”

      Brian picked up The Desert Sun. A front-page headline read, “Barry Manilow chases two nuns out of his pool.” Beneath that, another article was headlined, “Two in hospital, after fracas at Kids in Trouble fundraiser.”

      Brian handed the paper to Stéphane. “Two of our escapades are on the front page. That’s a first for us.”

      “No, it’s not. Remember the Belleville News-Democrat in Illinois?”

      “Oh, I’d forgotten about those two headlines. One was, “Man bites pit bull in Dunkin Donuts.”

      Stéphane shivered at the memory. “The damn thing was staring at me.”

      “And the other front-page headline was, “Man has Barbie removed from lower body.”

      “Well, to be fair to myself, Brian, he started it. The gay nudist group were having a bowling night. He made a disparaging remark about my testicles, so I punched him out. It was self-defense. That headline in the paper was a bit misleading. Yes, I did try to shove a Barbie up the man’s ass. But it wasn’t the whole Barbie they removed, just her head. When I shoved it up there, he clenched and snipped Barbies head off. How was I to know the man’s anal sphincter was a guillotine?”

      “Was it Malibu Barbie?”

      “No, it was the 1985 Astronaut Barbie. I remember because they had to operate on him twice because they left her space helmet up there the first time.”

      Brian opened the red vanity case they dug up near Busby Berkeley’s grave. “Ah, it’s a stack of photographs and another envelope. Probably a clue.”

      “Open the envelope first.” Stéphane could hardly contain his excitement.

      Brian opened the envelope. Inside was a drawing scrawled onto a scrap of paper.

      “What does it say?”

      Brian handed the note to Stéphane. “It says Pioneertown and there’s a McDonald’s sign, a big M with an X between the humps.”

      “Pioneertown is up in the high desert, near Yucca Valley. It’s where they used to make the old cowboy movies. And I’m guessing there’s a McDonalds there.”

      Stéphane grabbed a handful of photographs from the case. “Oh, vacation photos. Here’s one of Joan Crawford with another woman.”

      “That’s probably Linnie Johns.”

      “It looks like it was taken in Palm Springs. They’re sitting by a pool. On the back it says, El Mirador 1938. Maybe it was a hotel. It rings a bell.”

      Brian picked up a photograph. “Look at this. Here’s one of Greta Garbo and Joan Crawford together. Where’s this?”

      “It looks like it’s on the set of Grand Hotel.”

      “Here’s one of the three of them together in Egypt. So, they all knew each other. And yet, according to young Fanny Black’s diary, they didn’t get along at all. Something must have happened.”

      Stéphane thought for a moment. “You remember Helen Butterfield, Fanny Black’s Follies friend in the nursing home. She said that when Linnie Johns died, Fanny flew to New York and picked up five red vanity cases and brought them back. This one in Pioneertown is the last one and presumably contains the treasure. Although, I would have thought that Greta Garbo’s brooch worth $30,000 was the treasure.”
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      Brian spread marmalade on his toast. “So, the next stop is Pioneertown.”

      In Yucca Valley, Brian turned left at the Frontier Café and drove up Pioneertown Road through the mountains. At the top, the road leveled off, and after two miles, they pulled into the parking lot outside Pappy & Harriet’s bar and restaurant. They were surprised to find several trucks, trailers, and a film crew milling about—also horses and men dressed as cowboys.

      Brian’s eyes widened. “I love cowboys. Remember Rawhide with Clint Eastwood?”

      “I preferred Bonanza. Michael Landon as Little Joe Cartwright. Cute as a button.”

      “I’m surprised they’re making a movie here. I thought they stopped making movies in Pioneertown years ago. The Gene Autry Show was filmed here. And The Cisco Kid. That was back in the 1950s. But I don’t see a McDonald’s.”

      Stéphane opened his wallet and again examined the treasure map clue. “Looking at it now, I don’t think this is a McDonald’s sign after all. It’s something else.”

      Brian scanned the horizon. “Stéphane, look over there at those rocks. They look like Dolly Parton’s boobs.”

      “Where? Oh, that must be it. Those two hills. And the fifth vanity case must be buried between them—in Dolly Parton’s cleavage. It’s a bit of a hike. Did you bring the water bottles?”

      “Yes, they’re in the car.”

      Brian and Stéphane started out across the desert.

      After twenty minutes, Brian stopped to catch his breath. “This reminds me of Adam, Tick, and Bernadette climbing Kings Canyon in The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert.”

      Eventually, they reached the two hills and found that Fanny Black had marked the treasure site with stones, an X in the sand.

      Brian dug down, and just below the surface, he found the fifth and last vanity case in a plastic bag. Unlike the others, this one had a combination lock on it.

      They hiked back across the desert and dropped the red case into the trunk of the car.

      As they were climbing in, a young, tattooed man in a tank top and jeans approached them. “Wait! Wait! I need two extras. Do you want to be in a movie?”

      Without waiting for an answer, the tattooed man whisked Brian and Stéphane off to the hair and makeup trailer.

      “Brian, can you believe they want us as cowboys?”

      “We must look butch to them. Well, I do, but God only knows why they think you’d make a good cowboy. Unless the movie is called A Fistful of Eyebrow Pencils or Shoot Out at Beaded Purse Gulch … Homo, homo on the range. Where the dear and the antelope play. Where seldom is heard, a discouragin’ word. And the skies are not cloudy all day.”

      A flamboyant man floated into the trailer. He introduced himself as Phillipe. “Well boys, I’ll try to make this as painless as possible. She said she wants you immediately. Everything’s immediate with her. She’s an absolute monster.”

      “Who is she?” Stéphane was intrigued.

      “Hank Waterson, the director. We call him Wank Haterson. You just met him. Tattooed butch, but I know different. She’s a glory hole queen. Wife doesn’t know about it, though. This is his third film, Zombie Swahili Fish was his first one, followed by Not Dead Yet. This one’s called Shoot Out at the Gold Rush Saloon. Zac Efron was supposed to be in it. Nice man. I’ve plucked his eyebrows several times. Now it’s starring Shia LaBeouf. She’s a mess. Anything could happen at any time. I’ve been doing makeup for too long. Ever since I first saw West Side Story. My father was a makeup artist. Gay as a debutante. I don’t know how I came into the world. He must have flopped around on top of my mother at some point. He told me it was one of his experiments with women. He did Joan Crawford’s makeup in Whatever Happened to Baby Jane? She had a lot of problems with facial hair. It was a never-ending battle. My father said he had to take a lawnmower to her face on more than one occasion. You two need a shave. Where’s my razor? Jason! Get the costumes ready for these two.”

      When Brian and Stéphane emerged from the trailer, they were not dressed as cowboys at all but as two saloon whores—all feathers, silk petticoats, bustier, stockings, leather boots, and riding crops.

      Brian was in shock when he saw himself in a mirror. “Stéphane, I look like Divine in Lust in the Dust.”

      “Speak for yourself. I’m Dolly Parton in The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas.”

      “Well, I look like a bricklayer in drag. Nobody’s going to believe I’m a saloon whore. I’m far too manly.”

      “You might want to lose the pinkie ring if you’re going for butch, Brian.” Stéphane fluffed up his petticoats. “I don’t know about you, but I’m using the Stanislavski method. Where am I? What time is it? What do I want? Why do I want it? How will I get what I want? What must I overcome to get what I want? Yes, Brian, I’m very comfortable in this role.”

      “Stéphane, the reason you’re comfortable in the role has nothing to do with the Stanislavski method—which you can’t even spell, by the way—and more to do with the fact that you’re a gay man playing a whore. It’s one and the same thing. Gay men are whores.”

      “Well, I disagree, but you’re entitled to your opinion. However, I do agree with you that I’m the pretty one.”

      “Stéphane, I don’t think that’s what I said. I never said you were the pretty one.”

      “No, but you implied it.”

      The two Wild West floozies were taken to the porch of the saloon for their first scene. There they joined five other loose women. When they saw Brian and Stéphane were men in drag, they turned up their noses and looked away.

      Stéphane bristled. “Don’t turn your noses up at me girls. I’ve sucked on more cocks than you’ve had hot dinners. I’ve earned the right to be a woman. Don’t forget that you’re all playing cheap-ass whores in a D movie that nobody will see. You’re not Helen Mirren or Maggie Smith, so get the fuck over yourselves.”

      Waterson was mid-tantrum, his arms flailing around like a demented tattooed windmill. He pointed to one extra and screamed. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, purse your lips, you look like an old lady buying vegetables. You’re supposed to be enticing men into your bedroom. Now all of you listen. A gang of outlaws is riding into town. You’re out fanning yourself on the saloon porch, trying to entice customers with your girly attributes. Think … pussy. You’ve got one, they want one. Now, close your eyes, take a deep breath, and focus on your pussy. Now scan your body. Start from the top of your head, now scan down and stop when you reach your pussy. Now let your pussy do the breathing for you. In out, in out, shake it all about. Now can you hear your pussy crying out for love? It’s saying, ‘feed me, feed me.’ Now when you’re ready, open your eyes.” Waterson stood back and perused the whores. “You, the pretty one—”

      Stéphane blushed. “Moi?”

      “Yes, you. Stand at the front. When the outlaws come riding into town, show a bit of leg. You’re saying, ‘come to me, I’ll fuck you senseless for cash.’”

      “Now, you, the fat ugly one, you stand at the back.”

      Brian’s jaw dropped. “Me?”

      “Yes, you. Stand at the back and wave your handkerchief to the outlaws in a matronly manner. Give them that, ‘I’m going to mother you’ look. ‘You can fall asleep on my enormous tits, little boy.’ That kind of thing. You’re the kind of whore who would happily change their diaper.”

      Before Brian could say anything, he was pushed to the back by the other whores.

      “Ok, action!”

      A gang of twelve outlaws came thundering into town, their horses kicking up a dust storm. Stéphane thrust out his chest, lifted his skirt, adjusted his garter belt, and winked at the outlaws. Brian smiled and waved his handkerchief.

      “Perfect!” The director walked away. Stéphane and Brian waited for an hour. Then the director returned. “Ok, I don’t need you.” He pointed to Stéphane. “You can get cleaned up. But you, the fat ugly one. I need you for one more scene.” The director pointed at Brian.

      Stéphane cleaned himself up and waited in Pappy & Harriet’s bar cradling a gin and tonic. Two hours later, Brian joined him.”

      “What happened? How did it go?”

      “It was fun. They had this sex scene. A gorgeous cowboy. I had to lift my skirt and straddle him on a bed. Then I had to ride him like he was the last man on the planet.”

      “What was that like?”

      “I think they were surprised by my realistic orgasm.”

      “Did you use the Stanislavski method?”

      “No. Although, I have to admit, I did get some help faking the orgasm.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “Well, unbeknownst to the cameraman and director, my cowboy unzipped himself and I wasn’t wearing any panties.”

      “No, you didn’t!”

      “Yes, he slipped me a few inches, to make the scene more realistic. As you know, I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, so I rode him for all it was worth.”

      Stéphane was shocked. “So, you were sexually assaulted on a film set.”

      “Yes, I was shamefully violated against my will. And I loved every second of it. To be honest, I’m surprised they picked me instead of you. I mean, you’re the pretty one. I’m the fat ugly one. And yet, I still managed to get a man when you were sitting alone in a bar getting drunk. Imagine that.”

      Stéphane’s jaw dropped. He was speechless.
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      The following morning, Brian and Stéphane sat outside at the breakfast table. A hummingbird hovered nearby, sipping from a feeder. The twitching nose of a jackrabbit peaked out from the foliage around the pool equipment. And next door, the Riverlight family sang Cyndi Lauper’s True Colors to keep the mallards away.

      At the center of the table sat the locked red vanity case with a combination lock. The last chapter in a story that started with the skeleton of dancer Fanny Black falling out of a wall in La Gran Polla Negra restaurant in Rancho Mirage.

      Stéphane poured cornflakes into a bowl. “So how do we open this combination lock when we don’t know the combination?”

      “I don’t know, Stéphane. What if it’s a cryptex like the one in The Da Vinci Code. Maybe if we try to break into it, it might set something in motion that destroys the contents. It might burst into flames and the treasure will be destroyed. We need to think very carefully before we do anything.”

      “Brian, I don’t think Fanny Black was as devious as the Roman Catholic Church or the Knights Templar. From everything I’ve heard about her, I don’t see her as an Opus Dei cryptologist. I also don’t think a Busby Berkeley dancer is the descendent of Jesus Christ.”

      “But why is there a combination lock on this case and not the others?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “So, what are we going to do?”

      Stéphane disappeared into the garage and returned with a hammer.

      “No, Stéphane!”

      Stéphane bashed the lock with the hammer. It flew off and skidded along the garden path. Then he opened the box and removed a photograph album. “It’s more photographs. The treasure is more holiday snapshots. How disappointing.” He opened the album, then slammed it shut. “Oh shit.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ve just seen what the treasure is.” Stéphane handed Brian the photograph album.

      Brian opened to the first page. “Whoa! Well, this is a treasure indeed. How interesting. I’ve always wondered what lesbians do in bed, apart from eating pizza and spit-polishing their combat boots. Here’s one of Greta Garbo sitting on someone’s face.”

      Stéphane scooted his chair around until he was sat next to Brian. “Whose face is she sitting on?”

      “How should I know? I can’t see whose face it is because Greta Garbo is sitting on it. It’s a woman, though. I recognize those things.” Brian pointed.

      “This reminds me of something Jeff told me.”

      “Which Jeff? We know several Jeffs.”

      “You know, Jeff who was arrested in Chicago for exposing himself to Sarah Palin when she visited the city.”

      “Oh, that Jeff. So, what did Jeff tell you?”

      “He told me that when a lesbian lickity spilts her partner, the licker sings ‘The Lonely Goatherd’ from The Sound of Music while she’s doing it.”

      Brian blanked.

      “Oh, come on, Brian, think tongue and then think, High on a hill was a lonely goatherd. Lay ee odl lay ee odl lay hee hoo. Loud was the voice of the lonely goatherd. Lay ee odl lay ee odl-oo. Apparently, yodeling titillates the clitoris.”

      “Good to know. I’ll bear that in mind, in the unlikely event that I’m ever south of the border, down clitoris way. I’m learning a lot about our sisters today.” Brian turned the page. “It looks like their doing some kind of scissors thing.”

      “That’s Linnie Johns and I think that’s Greta Garbo.”

      “So, whose leg is that?” Brian turned the photograph album upside down.

      “Hard to say. But it means there are three of them. Unless one of them has three legs.”

      “So, what’s that?”

      “That’s the headboard. It’s one of those cheap padded ones. This looks like a hotel room.’

      Brian turned the page. “So, what’s going on here then? Is that what I think it is?”

      “Oh my God! Brian, that’s an Oscar! Whoa!”

      “Joan Crawford is pushing it up … who is that? That must be Linnie Johns.”

      Stéphane gasped. “That’s probably Joan Crawford’s Oscar for Mildred Pierce.”

      Brian turned to the last page. “Stéphane … oh my—”

      Brian slumped forward onto the table in a dead faint.

      Stéphane pulled the photograph album out from under him. When he saw the final picture, he too passed out cold. Brian and Stéphane both lay slumped over the breakfast table.

      A flock of mallards flew overhead, fleeing the Riverlights next door, who had moved on from singing “True Colors,” to Bon Jovi’s “Living on a Prayer.” One fleeing mallard happened to glance down as he was flying over the photograph album. When he saw the image on the last page, he dropped like a stone—Splat!—onto the table.

      A few moments later, Brian stirred. He closed the photograph album and woke Stéphane. “I think we fainted from the shock of it.”

      Stéphane rubbed his eyes, “Brian, why is there a dead mallard on the table?” As he said that, the mallard woke up, waddled a few unsteady steps, then flew away.

      Brian slipped the photograph album back into the red vanity case and closed the lid. “I’m beginning to think this treasure hunt was a mistake. We never should have started down this road. We can never unsee what we’ve just seen.”

      “I agree with you, Brian. If we made that last photograph public, it would alter the path of Hollywood history. Nothing would ever be the same again. It would shatter dreams. The gay world would never recover. The shock of it would destroy some people. Some of these old queens could have a heart attack. Maybe we should burn it all. All five cases.”

      Brian thought for a moment. “But this is a historical document. It would be like burning the Declaration of Independence. What lies in that photograph is the truth. We need to ask ourselves … do we have the right to burn the truth?”

      “And yet we can’t show these pictures to anyone. That last photograph changes everything. It rewrites Hollywood history. This is our Da Vinci Code moment, and we missed the clues.”

      “What do you mean, Stéphane?”

      “Like the Da Vinci Code, all these years, this secret has been kept and guarded by Fanny Black. Jesus Christ … Joan Crawford, same initials and you never see them in the same room together.”

      Brian slapped Stéphane’s face. “Get a grip, Stéphane, you’re babbling nonsense. You’re in shock. Pull yourself together.”

      “I’m sorry, I just can’t believe what I’ve just seen. Joan Crawford is not who we thought she was.”

      Brian sighed. “Maybe we should take the coward’s way out and kick it down the road a way. We’ll bury all this somewhere where nobody will ever find it. We’ll bury the contents of all the cases in one large suitcase. Somewhere out in the Mojave Desert. And we won’t leave any clues. We’ll bury it somewhere so remote, even we won’t be able to find it. Maybe in 10,000 years someone else might dig it up. And maybe then the world will be ready to see this. But not now, Stéphane. Not now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            THE MOJAVE DESERT

          

        

      

    

    
      On their two-hour drive into the Mojave Desert, Brian and Stéphane only saw one building, the Mojave National Preserve Visitors Center. After that … nothing. Miles and miles of nothing. Eventually, Brian pulled over to the side of the road where the only inhabitants were victims of Mafia hits, hungry vultures, rattlesnakes, and Wile E. Coyote and Road Runner. The road stretched out for miles in front of them and miles behind. They could see if anyone was approaching.

      Brian carried the suitcase out into the desert about 100 yards, then started digging behind two large rocks.

      As he did so, Stéphane opened the fifth suitcase one last time. He pulled out the photograph album and turned to the last page. “This has been a long journey, Brian.”

      “I know.”

      The two men looked at the photograph together one more time.

      Brian wiped a tear from his eye. “This photograph explains why Joan Crawford never gave birth to any children of her own. She couldn’t. I can’t believe nobody ever spotted this. You would have thought that Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons would have been all over this story.”

      “I suppose we all saw what we wanted to see. It does explain why that makeup artist in Pioneertown had to take a lawnmower to Joan Crawford’s face during the filming of Whatever Happened to Baby Jane? It all fits now. That’s why she adopted those children. Joan Crawford was a man. The woman who played Crystal Allen in The Women was a man, a biological male. It was the best kept secret in Hollywood. Four husbands. Surely, Brian, they must have noticed. I would. Or maybe they were just arranged marriages. Hollywood has such a seedy past.”

      “I don’t know why nobody noticed, Stéphane. I mean, it took me a couple of months before I noticed you were a woman. I honestly thought you were a man when I met you.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “No, I mean it, Stéphane. I thought I was a gay man until I married you and discovered your vagina and your girly ways.”

      Stéphane ignored him.

      The two men buried the suitcase. Then, as they were walking back to the car, Brian stopped and turned around once more. “Stéphane, you do realize that we’re the only two people alive who have seen a photograph of Greta Garbo giving Joan Crawford a blow job, don’t you?”

      Stéphane was close to weeping. “Yes, I do. Greta Garbo is sucking Joan’s cock while silent movie actress Linnie Johns fingers Joan’s butthole and licks her balls. And what a shock—who would have thought that Joan Crawford was hung like a stallion and had balls the size of coconuts? It’s a lot of information for a gay man to take in. What next, Clint Eastwood is a woman, Charles Bronson … oh that would be an ugly woman. The truth is, Brian, we weren’t looking for a treasure at all. We were uncovering a secret. A secret these women kept all their lives.”

      Brian and Stéphane drove back through the desert. When they reached the sign reading, WELCOME TO PALM SPRINGS, Stéphane’s phone rang. He answered it. It was Martie.

      “Hi Stéphane, they’re showing The Women at the Camelot Theatre next week. They show it every year. It’s a Palm Springs tradition. You have to go dressed as Joan Crawford. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen 800 Joan Crawfords in one place. Do you want me to go ahead and get tickets for you two?”

      “Yes.” Stéphane slipped the phone back into the case.

      Brian nudged him.” Well, what was that about?”

      “That was Martie. He wants to know if we want tickets to see The Women. I said yes. Everyone is going dressed as Joan Crawford. Don’t worry, I didn’t tell him that Joan Crawford’s dick was bigger than yours.”

      Brian shrugged. “Well, it was bigger than mine. Bigger than yours too. When God was handing out cocks, Joan Crawford must have been at the front of the line. And we were at the back.”

      Stéphane shuffled in his seat. “Right at the back in your case.”

      Brian ignored him.
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