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Chapter 1 


Freebird, Sylvia, their Lady Lake dog Jesus Christ, superior mutt Dahlia and I were driving south on 95 through Georgia when Bentley called me. Riding shotgun with Dahlia, a black schipperke/Australian kelpie who survived puppy distemper that left her incontinent, I answered my phone. “Put me on speaker,” our friend said, and I did. “Are you all sitting down?” Sylvia, who was driving, responded: 



“Hummers are big, Bent,” she called him Bent, “but we can’t stand up in them.” He ignored her and said: 



“Do you remember Stable Boys?” He was excited and amused. 



“The porno?” I asked, remembering it clearly and wondering why Bentley would bring it up. My traveling companions, human and canine, laughed. 



“No,” he said, “the eighties boy band.” I thought about it. Freebird and Sylvia reminded Bentley they weren’t born yet and he snapped, “You’ve heard of Mozart, haven’t you?” 

That made me laugh as I compared the uber-gifted composer to the one-hit boy band. 



“They’re hardly comparable, Bentley.” 



“What did they sing?” asked Freebird. 



“’Superstar’ was their only hit,” I explained. 



“Isn’t that a Karen Carpenter song?” Sylvia asked. 



“They did a cover of it,” Bentley said, “All sped up.” 



“My senior year of high school,” I added, remembering having danced to it at prom. 



“Oh,” chuckled Freebird, who was, of course, high. “you meant an 1880s band!” 



“HA-HA-HA-HA-HA,” I said, loudly and flatly. Bentley asked, more excited and 

amused: 



“Guess what Montverde administrator and board member are former members of Stable Boys?” 



“NO!” I cried. “Really???” 



“Really!” the young producer said, loving my excitement. Since I only knew one of the school’s administrators by name I said: 



“Dean Simon.” 
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“Yes!” It was unusual and fun for Bentley to be so jazzed. Sylvia and Freebird responded, simultaneously, and as jazzed: 



“Really???” 



“Yes! And do you know what his first name is?” I tried to remember the names of the Stable Boys and could think of none. Neither Sylvia nor Freebird answered, either. “It’s Dean.” 



“He’s the dean,” explained Freebird. 



“No,” Bentley said. “I mean, yes. He’s the dean, and people call him Dean Simon. But his first name is actually ‘Dean.’” We all said, together: 



“Really???” 



“Yes!” As we absorbed this information I did the math and said: 



“Bentley, Dean Simon. Dean…the dean…Mr. Simon is, what, a hundred?” 



“He’s fifty-five.” Freebird, Sylvia and I said, again together: 



“No!” Or maybe I said no and Freebird and Sylvia said, “Really?” 



“He was…twenty-nine, or thirty, when that song came out,” I said. “I thought they were all in high school.” 



“He looked really young for his age,” Bentley observed. 



“What happened?” asked Sylvia. 



“Montverde,” Freebird offered. 



“Who was the board member in the band?” I asked. 



“Dick Solmes.” Dick Solmes. I had met him, briefly, but my traveling companions hadn’t. 



“He’s the fella who was so hot for Ben,” still so hard to say his name, and always would be, “to do ‘The Music Man.’” 



“Any news about Ben?” Sylvia asked, as I had not taken her or Freebird into my confidence. 
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“No,” Bentley said, quickly. “The police did interviews, at the strip club and on campus. 

Reid and his grandparents hired a private investigator.” 



“Did he find anything?” I asked, as casually as I could. 



“He had a plane reservation at the Atlanta airport. Bound for New Zealand. He missed the flight, though.” I wondered if that were true or if Patterson had made it up. Or if Reid had made it up. I didn’t want to think about it and said: 



“Solmes. Yeah, he’s a nice guy.” 



“He is, actually,” Bentley said. “he’s got a consulting company. Tourism marketing. He does really well and is a big mover and shaker throughout the state. Knows everyone. 

And really is a nice guy.” In the backseat, Freebird took a hit from his perpetually-lit bong. “He and his wife adopted a couple of Romanian orphans after the Soviet Union collapsed. He’s active in the Methodist church in Ocala. His father started that boys’ 

ranch.” 



“The reform school?” 



“Yeah. I’ve been there. It’s a great place. Sunday afternoons the kids give horseback rides to handicapped kids. Physical and mental. He brought Mom and me out there last month.” 



“Really?” I couldn’t imagine Rona Howard at a horse farm for delinquent youth in Ocala. 

I couldn’t imagine her in Florida but for the cheap production opportunities. I gasped and said, “Bentley…?” 



“You know where I’m going, huh Christian.” 



“I think.” 



“Where?” Freebird asked, offering me the bong, as if the second hand smoke hadn’t had me in a perpetual buzz. I declined as I needed to be as focused and alert, well, as I could, for what was coming. To me, Bentley asked: 



“Do you remember Randy Abel?” 



“He was the Stable Boy who went solo, and then died, I think.” 



“Yeah, he had a couple of albums. They didn’t do well.” 



“No,” I remembered, “they didn’t.” 



“He toured a little. Small clubs and county fairs. Mostly in Florida.” 
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“He had a good voice,” I recalled a solo hit he had. “Love the Pain Away” or something equally irritating. He had a good voice, though. “What happened? Besides him dying?” 



“Solmes said he got married.” 



“Did she break up the band?” Sylvia asked, seriously. “Like Yoko Ono?” 



“Actually, Simon did. And Dick.” This was so interesting. Bentley continued, “Simon was a school teacher. He had a great voice and that’s why Richard Solmes recruited him for the band.” I thought about this and said: 



“So, Solmes Sr. was the Joe Jackson, the Lou Pearlman of Stable Boys?” 



“It was his wife’s idea. Dick Solmes had a great voice. And so does Simon. They sang in church or something. Maggie Solmes thought they were cute and asked her husband to cut an album for them. He financed it himself, hired a producer. They made the album and that seemed to satisfy her. Simon went back to teaching. Dick Solmes went to school in Gainesville. And Randy Abel went solo.” I counted only three and asked: 



“What about the fourth? There were four Stable Boys.” Sylvia, Freebird and I listened closely as Bentley said: 



“Diarmuid Beaumont’s in a private hospital, in Clearwater.” Diarmuid was a name I would remember. “’Dary,’” Bentley added. 



“Is he OK?” Freebird asked. 



“Yes,” Sylvia said. “That’s why he’s in a hospital.” She could be very sarcastic. 



“He was in a that car accident,” I said, the details coming back to me. “With Abel. Is he paralyzed?” 



“No,” Bentley said. “Dary walked away with a few bruises. Randy Abel died and Dary Beaumont walked away.” 



“OK,” Sylvia said. “So the band had a hit and then broke up and Randy Abel kept singing and then died in a car accident.” 



“In 1990,” said Bentley. “In Clearwater. He was taking Dary on an outing.” 



“So he was in the hospital before the accident,” Freebird said. 



“Yes.” 



“Why?” I asked. 
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“Manic depression, or just depression. Anxiety. I’m not sure. He’s just not OK.” There was a story there. I would learn more about it later. I asked: 



“So what’s the show going to be? ‘The Stable Boys of Montverde?’” 



“Kind of,” said Bentley. 



“Go on.” Sylvia was getting into it. We all were curious. 



“Randy Abel had a son,” said Bentley. “Two, actually.” 



“Really?” I said. We were using that word a lot. 



“Yes. He married his high school girlfriend right after the album came out. They had a honeymoon baby. Grayson Abel, after the paternal grandfather.” Bentley had lots of details, not all of them interesting. “They lived in Ocala. She worked. He toured but never went far. She was pregnant with their second son when Abel died.” 



“What’s his name?” Sylvia asked. 



“Garrett.” 



“And where are his sons now?” I asked. 



“Grayson’s in Afghanistan.” 



“And the other one, Garrett?” asked Freebird. 



“Moving into the dorms of Montverde.” 



Bentley spent another half hour telling us about the new reality show he was producing at Montverde, at Dick Solmes’ suggestion. It was called “Stable Boy,” and was about Garrett Abel, born in January, 1991, several months after Randy Abel died in a car accident Dary Beaumont survived. “When he saw ‘Maitlands of Montverde’ he called Solmes and asked him to do a reality show about him going to Montverde, too,” Bentley explained. “Solmes pitched it to me, with enthusiasm, but I had a full plate and Montverde had Ben and Reid at the time. Now…” he continued, delicately, “there’s no reason not to produce it.” 



“Is he interesting?” I asked. 



“Does he have any talent?” Freebird asked. 



“Is he hot?” Sylvia asked. 



“Solmes says he’s a very nice kid,” Bentley assured us, badly. 
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“You haven’t met him,” I said, warily. He didn’t respond right away. 



“Have you met him, Bentley?” asked Sylvia. 



“No,” he said, stunning me. 



“You at least had a phone conversation with Ben Maitland before producing his show,” I said. “And you checked out his website.” I grunted, “And I thought that was cursory.” 

Bentley sighed. 



“Dick Solmes is financing it. Entirely. He asked me if I would produce it. I was reluctant and he said he understood if I didn’t want to, Garrett not being a celebrity…” 



“And your not knowing him or even seeing him,” I added. 



“He gave me first right of refusal.” 



“Meaning, if you didn’t do it he’d find someone who would.” 



“He didn’t put it that way,” Bentley insisted. “He is a nice guy. That’s why I think he’s doing it.” 



“A favor to his late friend’s son.” 



“Yes.” 



“So, what’s it going to be about?” Sylvia asked. 



“Yeah,” said Freebird. “Is someone going to follow him around with a camera? Is he going to sing or anything? Be in plays?” Bentley didn’t answer. 



“Is he an athlete?” asked Sylvia. 



“Can he do tricks?” Freebird laughed at himself. 



“Does he have any superhero powers or anything?” I asked. Bentley said: 



“Christian…” Then he said nothing, which confirmed why he called. 



“You want me to produce it, don’t you.” Bentley’s continued silence provided his answer. “Bentley…” 



“You did such a good job with Ben and Reid,” he said, quickly. He was right. I caused the latter to kill the former, and in so doing effectively cancelled the series. 
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“Bentley…” 



“What, you have two classes this semester.” 



“So I can spend more time at home.” 



“Christian, I need you to do this.” Our Bentley was quite animated, and desperate. “I need you to figure this show out. It’s going to be a Bentley Howard production.” 



“That’s right, big guy,” I said, dryly. “Not a Christian Gallagher production. You figure it out.” 



“I can’t,” he said. “I’ve got too many things going on. My first drama. ‘Winter Key.’ It’s 

‘90210’ set in Florida.” I wondered if I should whine more or if I should just agree. I would, ultimately, because he would play the doggie rescue card, offering compensation in the form of a generous donation to Superior Mutts. I decided not to waste our time and said: 



“OK. Fine. When do I meet him?” 



“After you get back and settled in. A week?” 



“That should be enough time.” No one said anything as Sylvia drove and Freebird took another hit and loved on Jesus Christ. I loved on Dahlia, wondered how large a favor Dick Solmes was doing, and asked, “How many episodes am I committing myself to?” 



“Thirteen…the first semester. If it’s good we’ll continue. If not, we’ll cancel.” Sylvia continued to drive, Freebird continued to smoke and love on Jesus Christ and I loved on Dahlia and thought. 



“Has he…Solmes, or Garrett, given you any direction? Any idea of what he wants?” 



“No,” Bentley said, “but I was thinking the finale could be a Stable Boy reunion concert in the amphitheater. New Year’s Eve. It could be broadcast live on the site and simulcast on a cable entertainment show or network special.” 



“That would be good,” Sylvia said. 



“The could be cool,” Freebird agreed. “They could sing their song. The hit.” 



“’Superstar,’” Sylvia reminded him. 



“They’d just have to get the band back together,” Freebird sort of quoted “The Blues Brothers.” 



“That guy’ll do it,” Sylvia thought, “Solmes. And Dean Simon. Dean…” 
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“You’d just have to bust that dude, Dary, out of the hospital. At least for the night.” 

Freebird took another hit. 



“It’ll be great,” Bentley said, pleased that I was on board and our friends were interested. 

“Christian?” 



“It’ll be great,” I said, “if Garrett Abel can sing.” 







I enjoyed the close to two months I spent having Superior Bodies adventures with Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ and Dahlia, but I was never happier to be anywhere than at home with Linden, our babies and Samia Siva. 



Every day I was away I called Linden and spoke to him and Samia. I listened to the babies and told them I loved them. Nothing beats a hug, though, and I gave each of them gigantic ones when Freebird dropped Dahlia and me off. 



After I settled in Linden went outside with the pups and I said to Samia, “Why didn’t you call?” She always called to tell me what she was doing, in what adventures she was engaging. She hesitated before responding. Then said: 



“I really made a mess in Atlanta. With Joelle.” We both had. It wasn’t all on her. “It weighed on me, Christian. It still does.” 



“I know,” I said, as I also thought of Joelle and how our interfering in her life led to her death. Samia again hesitated, and I asked, “Did you take out your father?” She looked very sad and shook her head. Then she said: 



“My mother did.” Wow. “Someone told her I was back. Someone recognized me and told her, in case I would hurt her, too.” She said nothing. Her eyes invited me to finish for her. 

I said: 



“She killed her husband, your father, so you wouldn’t have to.” Samia nodded. 



“She stabbed him, and then jumped out of a window.” We sat next to each other, holding Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I leaned my head on her shoulder. We stayed like that until Linden came back inside, which was a while later. 



“So,” he said, lightening things up, “has she told you about the Russian prison?” 



“No.” I lifted my head and looked at her. Her face brightened and she said: 



“Darling, where do I start?” Samia then launched into a delightful description—

exaggerated, I was sure, but maybe not—of how she had kept herself busy between 9 

Atlanta and the present. My family and I spent an afternoon and evening listening to our friend tell us about taking out more than one rape gang in Darfur, rescuing trapped coal miners in China, establishing less horrific handling of factory farmed pigs in Australia, organizing a church bake sale in Wauwatosa (Wisconsin) and protesting chemical waste disposal in a river in rural Russia. “That’s how I wound up in prison,” she said. 



“Was it awful?” I asked. 



“Yes, darling. No organization. The guards were so poorly trained and their uniforms had never seen an iron.” That’s our girl! “I gave the warden such a piece of my mind. He was someone’s brother. Completely unqualified. He took my advice, though.” 



“Which was?” 



“To put me in charge.” 



“Which you did until?” 



“I got bored. Then I escaped and here I am!” 



Here she was. 







The last Sunday in August, 2009, Samia, Lil’ Samia, Lil’ Jacob, Dahlia and I were sunning ourselves on the Superior Bodies patio when Aki and Sayaka approached us. 

One of them said, “We’re going to leave in two weeks.” I was disappointed but not surprised. Their work history was long and storied—hooking here and toll-collecting there—and they never stayed anywhere for more than a few years. I knew the day would come when they would leave. It didn’t make it any less sad for me, though. At least when Samia left, and I knew she would, I would see her again. Aki and Sayaka told me they were retiring to their hometown in Japan. I would never see them again. 



As difficult as it was to learn the adorable, sexy, ancient and formidable twins were leaving, it was nothing compared to what Rhoda said to me later the same day. Samia was in the pool with the babies, who were on these floatie things. They were having a good time and splashing around as Rhoda Rage Feinman took the chaise lounge next to me. I knew from her expression and body language she was going to drop a bomb on me. 

As she lit up a cigarette she said, “I have throat cancer.” I burst into tears. Samia, and others, saw me, and they gave me, gave us, our space. Rhoda was smoking, which told me she wasn’t going to fight it. Still, she said, “No radiation for me. No chemo. I’m not putting myself through that.” I just sobbed. “I’ll stay and work as long as I can, Christian. 

I like it here.” She paused, took a long drag and said, “I love it here.” I sat up and buried my head in my hands, sobbing hard. She put out her cigarette and put an arm around me. 

When I could speak I asked: 
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“Have you told Kevin?” 



“Yeah,” she said, slowly. She fought her own tears as she continued, “He wants me to move out to the refuge when I can’t take care of myself.” I didn’t think I could cry harder, but I did. “He wants to look after me.” I thought it was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard. “I said no. I told him I’d go into hospice or take myself out. He wasn’t having that.” 



“He loves you,” I managed to squeak. 



“I think he does,” she said. I didn’t ask her about her children, whether she told them or if they were visiting or anything. It was because I didn’t want her to have to tell me they weren’t interested in her dying. Over the years I had known her she called them every day: her daughters, son and daughter-in-law. She used to rail at them as she did the Superior Bodies books. She stopped railing at them, though, around the time we started Superior Mutts and hired Kevin. She continued calling her children, though less frequently, and while she was never pleasant to them, she stopped the yelling. It was the best she could do, but it was too little, too late. None of them came to see her, even after they learned she moved to Lady Lake a month later. 



Rhoda told me, shortly after hiring Kevin to take care of the mutts, that he was her second chance at raising children. She had fucked up the first time and knew it. She didn’t fuck up the second time. 



The night Aki and Sayaka told me they were leaving and Rhoda told me she was dying, Linden and I let the pups out, put the babies to bed and climbed into our own with The Whore of Babylon between us. I couldn’t sleep and neither could my husband. I sat up and so did he. I said—and it seems so dramatic and pathetic as I write it, but I was in so much pain and so desperate at the time—“You won’t leave me, will you?” 



“No,” he said. I hugged and kissed him and then held his face close to mine and, looking in his eyes, said: 



“Can we take ourselves out together? When the time comes?” Linden paused and said: 



“What if I go at fifty or sixty and you’re in good health?” 



“I don’t want to be here without you. You’re one loss I couldn’t bear.” Linden paused again and said: 



“You’ve borne Drucilla’s loss,” knowing she meant as much to me as he. 



“Because I have you. If I don’t have you…” I couldn’t finish. My husband, the other love of my life, looked around at the Superior Mutts fosters in various stages of sleep and said: 11 

“There’d be too much for you to do.” I didn’t look around. I didn’t need to. He was right. 

Without each other there would still be too much for us to do. 







Rhoda moved to Lady Lake faster than I thought because her cancer was more advanced than she told me. She had suffered from it long before she told anyone she had it. She only told us when she began losing her strength. She had already worked, ill, as long as she could. 



Samia left, with promises to call more frequently and to stay safe. I was confident she would do both and her loss was the least painful. 



Then Aki and Sayaka left. They sold all their personal possessions in a big sale and gave the money to an Orlando homeless shelter that had provided services to Jasper, the man one of the Jeffcoats killed as he tried to enter the club during the hurricane to save Aki. 

Linden and I drove them to the Orlando International Airport and walked them to the gate. I hugged them hard and told them I loved them. They hugged me back and told me they loved me. Neither of us mentioned staying in touch. I knew we wouldn’t. They didn’t seem the type to call, e-mail or send Christmas cards. Their lives had appeared to have so many phases, defined by their jobs and locations. They were entering another one. The one that included me would be a memory. A fond one, I was sure, but that was all Linden, the club and I would be. “You’re beautiful men,” Aki said to us. 



“Yes,” Sayaka agreed. “You be happy, always.” Linden and I assured them we would and then watched them scurry through the gate in matching outfits and spiked heels, laughing at themselves and each other as they were wanded by security. 



Rhoda’s departure would be harder than Samia’s or the twins’ because it would be slow, painful and permanent. I didn’t want to watch it. I didn’t want to have to bear it. I hated sadness and loss. I hated losing her, watching her angry, profane and sometimes violent self disappear as her body wasted away. It was going to be horrible, losing Rhoda. For me and for Kevin, whose surrogate mother she had become. He and Siobhan would be with her every day, watching her lose herself. They would bear the brunt of the pain. It would be with them round the clock at the refuge. I was safe from it in Orlando, at the club where Linden and I would cover for her and the twins until we were able to replace them. I would not see it and I didn’t want to. I could call twice a week and e-mail greetings to her. I had babies, Montverde, Superior Bodies, Superior Mutts, and now 

“Stable Boy.” Who would blame me for staying safe from Rhoda’s illness by avoiding Lady Lake. 



That wasn’t me, though. Nor was it Linden. We found help for the club and the rescue in Dondi, who moved back into our second house and quit the nursery. He attended classes Monday, Wednesday and Fridays, took an online course he could work anytime, and spent every other day of the week working the kennels and the club. “You don’t have to do this,” Linden and I advised him. 
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“Yes, I do,” he said. “You can’t just have anyone taking care of the mutts.” It was true. 

There were few people I trusted. Dondi was among them. He saved our butts. Linden and I were grateful. 



Linden increased his visits to the club, with and without me, but always with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. They were already frequent visitors, our babies, especially over the summer. Samia brought them with her every day. She set them up in the gym while she worked out and in the kennel while she cleaned and bathed the mutts and on the patio as she read, swam and sunbathed. Their presence had become steady. They were 

comfortable and well-known. Everyone loved them and doted on them. 



Starting that fall, when Linden brought our children to the club, he left them in a playpen in reception next to Elio rather than take them everywhere as Samia had. This was less so he could concentrate on business and more so Elio wouldn’t be so lonely. He loved Aki and Sayaka as much as all of us. He also loved Rhoda. Enormously. Fiercely. She had terrorized him when she started coming six or seven years before. He was terrified of her and while he remained so, though just a bit, he had grown to love her and she, him. Yeah, I was sad, but I had Linden and Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. Elio had no one. I mean, he had friends and everything, but he went home alone every night. He had no cubicles to have sex with anyone, either, and while that was a loss he had appeared to have gotten over, I think he missed it, enormously and fiercely. Yeah, the babies kept Elio company when they were there. 



Superior Bodies and Superior Mutts were covered. The babies were covered. I taught only two classes, which were scheduled on Tuesdays and Thursdays. And Bentley was in no hurry to start shooting “Stable Boy.” I had plenty of time to see Rhoda in Lady Lake and my husband, children and I spent one full day a week there watching our dear friend die. 
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Chapter 2 


The first week without Rhoda was terrible. Lonely and quiet, in spite of strong attendance. I was sick missing her and asked Linden if we could take the babies to see her that Saturday. He agreed, of course. We spent our visit on the front porch of the Lady Lake house. I caught Rhoda up on all she had missed at the club that week, and then she said, “You haven’t told me about the clubs you saw this summer.” I hadn’t. I didn’t have an opportunity what with being all over the babies, visiting with Samia and saying goodbye to Aki and Sayaka. “Where’d you go first?” 



I said to Rhoda: 



We drove to Sultan Springs, spent a day and night with Yancy, Ray, Joe and John, and then continued to Wayward, Mississippi, to see how Wesley, Stephen and the Superior Bodies Wayward Homeless Shelter they were now openly running was doing. 



I had contacted Wesley earlier in the year to see how things were and he said Karl Lewis, the evil manager of the town’s hotel and casino, had gotten a group of investors to help him buy it from the Atlantic City chain that owned it when I first visited. 



“Good for him,” I said, and didn’t correspond with my friend again until June, when I called him from the road to tell him Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ, Dahlia and I were an hour outside Wayward. 



“Christian, that’s great,” he said in a tone that suggested it wasn’t great. 



“Is it a bad time?” I asked, disappointed he wasn’t happier to hear from me. 



“No, it’s…” 



“What, Wesley?” I put the phone on speaker so my traveling companions could hear. 

“You remember Sylvia St. Germaine,” I said. “She pretended to be Lewis’ daughter last summer.” 



“Yes,” he tried to sound excited, and failed. 



“What’s wrong, Wesley?” she asked. He took a breath and said: 



“The Wayward Hotel’s always been the city’s largest employer. Now it’s the only one. 

The fishing industry, such as it was, is gone, and it took the last of the long-term residents. Lewis and his buddies bought up downtown properties that border the hotel. 

They’re going to turn them into shops, restaurants and nightclubs, making Wayward a real destination.” 



“What’s wrong with that?” Freebird asked, exhaling pot smoke. 
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“They want Wayward to be a destination instead of just someplace to stay over and gamble on your way to and from New Orleans and Florida.” 



“And he doesn’t want a homeless shelter in his destination,” I finished for him. 



“He’s riding us pretty hard, Christian. He was always an enemy, but these investors have money and he’s convinced them that the club,” he still called it a club, “would be bad for the image, being downtown and in the former police station.” 



“What’s he doing?” Freebird asked. 



“In the last four weeks he’s fired three employees he found out were staying here.” 



“Fuck,” the three of us said together. The dogs barked their concern. 



“Can he do that?” asked Sylvia. 



“He accused them of stuff. Set them up. Everyone knows the firings were bullshit. We don’t have the resources to fight them, though.” 



“We have the resources,” Sylvia said. 



“The two guys moved on, somewhere. The woman he canned is still here. She worked in the kitchen. She’s too depressed to fight her termination. She may leave, too. Two other residents still work there but Lewis doesn’t know it and their coworkers aren’t telling him.” 



“Good for them,” I said. 



“There’s no other place for the residents to work,” Wesley said. “At first we were excited about the growth, but now that he’s pulling this shit…” Wesley sounded so defeated. It was terrible to hear him. I don’t recall having heard him use rough language during our visit the year before. I didn’t like it. 



“We’ll be there soon, Wesley. We’ve got reservations at the hotel, but we’ll see you first.” 



“OK,” he said. “And you can leave your dogs here, of course.” 



“No way,” said Freebird. “I mean, thanks, but Jesus and Dahlia are staying with us.” 



“But they don’t allow dogs at the hotel.” 



“We have resources,” Sylvia said, again. 
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Forty-five minutes later we pulled into what had been the Wayward Police Station before Katrina devastated the city economically. The building had been a Superior Bodies a whole week before becoming a homeless shelter. Wesley and his lover Stephen greeted us in the parking lot. The fellas remembered Sylvia and Freebird from the con we pulled the year before, and they were happy to see them both. They were as happy to meet Jesus Christ, one of the original Lady Lake pits, and Dahlia, who always poops her joy when she meets someone new. “She’s really sweet,” Stephen said as he petted her. She was. 

She was so unattractive. So ugly she was cute. So happy was she at meeting the shelter’s managers she pooped and peed, and then pooped again. 



“That’s her way of saying ‘I love you,’” I explained. Wesley gave her a kiss and said: 



“We love you, too, Dahlia.” 



The fellas brought us inside and through the lounge to the great area that used to contain gym equipment but was then a formal dining room. We saw again the two larger rooms created for hookers to work out of but had become family rooms, and the cells that had becomes cubicles that had become individual sleeping spaces for shelter residents. 

Wesley said, “The original area is for people who have a chance of finding jobs and housing and getting back on their feet.” He and his husband led us through that area to a recently constructed addition that was something like a thousand square feet of bunk beds. “We built this in November with the funds your friends raised last summer.” 

Stephen and Kendall Polaski counted cards at the hotel’s casino, making a mint while Sylvia distracted security and Karl Lewis by insisting she was the daughter he had never known, and forced into a life of prostitution because of his neglect. A good time we had doing that! 



“Was it enough to cover the construction costs?” I asked as he pointed out a second, five hundred square foot area containing additional bunk beds. 



“More than enough. We got most of the materials donated. Scraps from the large home improvement stores in the county. We bought the rest. One of the artists at the colony designed a men’s and women’s dorm and the residents provided the labor.” 



“How did you get a permit?” I asked. Stephen said: 



“The county was so grateful to have some of the folks off their hands they issued it right away.” 



“Did Lewis give you any grief?” 



“Oh, yeah, but the commissioners told him to buzz off.” 



“And did he?” asked Sylvia. 
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“Oh, yes,” Wesley explained. “He was already thinking of expanding his interests in the city and he didn’t want to piss off the county lest they not approve his plans.” The three of us nodded. 



It was early afternoon on a Tuesday and those shelter residents that had jobs were at them. Children were at a day camp in the next town. Older residents were in the lounge or outside enjoying the dry warm weather. There were assorted others milling about, including the woman I had met last year who said she knew Jesus personally. She was talking to herself, or to him, or someone else. Still, the place seemed empty relative to its size. 



We walked back through the building and out to the parking lot. The plan was to check into the hotel and return later to pick our friends up and take them to dinner. As I took in the shelter for the second time, I considered how few people were there compared to the number of beds and wondered where everyone else was. I would have had Freebird not said, “Where is everyone else?” 



“There was a small fire at the colony,” Stephen said, referring to the large Southern mansion thirty minutes away where artists and writers won grants to live and work for months at a time. “We arranged for a bus to take some of the residents there to help with the clean up.” 



“That was nice,” Sylvia spoke for all of us. 



“They’re nice,” Wesley said. “I know the manager, or curator as he likes to be called.” I remembered that. “The people that stay there have all been very good to us: providing odd jobs for shelter residents, teaching arts and crafts to the kids, having them on weekend sleepovers and, of course, the one guy who designed the dorms.” Sylvia glowed she was so happy to hear of the artists’ efforts. Freebird glowed, too, but more because he was stoned and had a couple of shots of corn whiskey we picked up on the side of the highway earlier that day. I think I also glowed because I was also happy and I also had a couple of shots of the whiskey. I said: 



“What can we do for you, Wesley and Stephen?” The former said: 



“Get Lewis off our backs.” Stephen nodded gravely. Then he looked past us and his dark expression darkened further. We followed his eyes to a young woman a block away walking toward the building in tears. 



“Oh, no,” Wesley said. We said nothing as the woman approached Wesley and threw her arms around him. “What happened Berliz?” She stopped crying just long enough to say: 



“They fired me.” 



“For what?” asked Stephen, assuming it was something stupid meant to demoralize the shelter residents and staff. Berliz let go of Wesley and said, to all of us: 
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“They said I was lazy. They said my work was no good, that my rooms weren’t clean. 

They were clean, Wesley. They were!” 



“I know they were,” he said. I was sick. I looked frm Freebird to Sylvia and saw that they were, too. 



“What am I going to do? How am I going to get my kids back now?” I was sicker. Truly. 

So sad and angry. She began crying harder and Stephen drew her into a hug. 



“We’ll figure something out,” he said. 



“We’ll get your kids back,” said Wesley, “and you will make a nice home for them.” He patted her on the shoulder and looked at me, Sylvia and Freebird. I spoke for the three of us when I said: 



“Oh, we’re going to fix all of this. Of that you can be sure.” Wesley smiled and then looked worried. He looked at Stephen and then from Freebird to me. 



“You’re not going to kill anyone, are you?” I smiled and said: 



“That’s Plan B. Let’s see if A works, first.” I laughed and so did Freebird and Sylvia. 

Wesley and Stephen exchanged a look and smiled, politely. 



We left Jesus Christ and Dahlia at the club and drove the short distance to the hotel to check in. Karl Lewis wasn’t around to recognize me or Sylvia, though the front desk clerk remembered both of us. She bought his silence with a hundred dollar bill. We showered, put on fresh clothes and had a drink at the bar before returning to SBW where we knew there would be no liquor. Over drinks we came up with a plan to fix Karl Lewis’ wagon. “Excellent,” Sylvia said. “Let’s call Bentley.” 



“Let’s run it by Wesley and Stephen first,” I suggested. “Just out of courtesy.” She and Freebird nodded. We finished our cocktails and returned to the club. It was five or six o’clock and the place was jumping. The children had returned from the summer camp. 

Everyone else had come back from a day of work or from the colony. The families were having dinner. The single adults would eat when they were done. The routine was for the kids and their parents to have dinner and then go to the lounge to do homework or read together. After that they could watch a little TV if something kid-friendly was on, and then they went to bed. Then the other adults would eat and, later, watch TV if they wanted. The lights in the dorms went out at ten p.m. Some of the beds had individual lamps if someone wanted to read before going to sleep. The cubicles that had once been cells were assigned to adults that worked second or third sifts at the hotel, area convenience stores or some other place. That way they could sleep when they needed to. 



We entered the club through the lounge to find Wesley cleaning its carpet. Jesus Christ and Dahlia sat on either side of him as if they were supervising his effort. When he saw 18 

us he said, “The kids got Dahlia excited.” Uh-oh. I offered to take over for him but he wouldn’t let me. Stephen joined us and I said: 



“We have a plan.” Wesley stopped what he was doing. He and Stephen sat on one of the couches and loved on Dahlia while Freebird and Sylvia sat on another and loved on Jesus Christ. I stood, beginning my description by asking Wesley, “Do you know any 

choreographers?” He looked surprised and very interested. He thought about it and replied: 



“There’s one at the colony right now.” I grinned and looked at Sylvia and Freebird, who grinned, too. We called her. We called Bentley. We called Linden and Samia and we called Freebird’s father. Wesley suggested contacting Joshua and Jacob Kelly. 



“They’re in Seoul, I think. Or Bangkok.” I called family members. Thomas and Malachi were in. Ditto Matthew and Rosalie. William Jr. wasn’t interested, but Susan was. Kieran would come with the girl he was seeing and Lauren would come with the boy she was seeing. I didn’t call Sean because I knew he was busy with the Portland Rose summer season. He would be pissed not to have been included, but would understand and get over it. Colin, Deborah and Sam were on vacation in the Rockies and I couldn’t reach them. 

Joan declined because Honey Bunches of Oats was jamming and Winston and Marcus were in Spain restoring something and Michael was in Denver decorating something. 



I also called the boys at the Sultan Springs Retirement Homes, just to see if they might be in, too. To my delight, Ray, John and Joe agreed right away. To my further delight, Yancy agreed, too, though he said, “I can’t dance, Christian.” 



“We’ll figure it out, Yancy,” I assured him. And we did. At least the chorographer did. 

She was thrilled with the opportunity we presented to her and looked forward to the challenge of coming up with a routine simple enough for everyone but the comatose and dead could do, bust flashy enough for the world to download. Yancy’s disability provided an additional challenge that excited her so much I was sure she was jumping for joy, or pirouetting or something, on the other end of the phone. 



“Music?” she asked. 



“Up to you,” I said. 



The choreographer, an older woman named Martie, came to see us the following day. We showed her around the shelter, which she had not seen, though she had met several of the residents. We showed her the hotel, paying close attention to its parking lot and, more specifically, the street in front of it. She looked around for twenty minutes, taking everything in, and then said, “I got it.” 



Jody and Jay arrived late Wednesday afternoon. We showed them the hotel, paying close attention to its parking lot and, more specifically, the street in front of it. They looked around for twenty minutes, taking everything in, and then said, together, “I got it.” 
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We booked as many rooms as they had left in the hotel. They weren’t enough to 

accommodate everyone, so we advised our friends to bring sleeping bags. We rehearsed Wednesday, Thursday and Friday evening in the parking lot. More than half the shelter residents, a number that included all of the children, agreed to participate. Martie assessed each person’s ability to dance and included everyone in the routine according to his abilities. Freebird, Sylvia and our friends and families arrive at different times that week, and Martie worked them in effortlessly. How happy was I that William Bishop came with the same three henchmen he had brought to the Christmas pageant a year and a half earlier. “I’m just going to watch,” he said. “My associates will be dancing, though.” 

This delighted Martie as the gigantic men could lift and throw people around and have them stand on their gigantic shoulders. After watching the Thursday rehearsal, Bishop said, “I want to be in this, too.” Martie said: 



“I had an idea you would,” hugged him and gave him a place. 



My family members, which included Matthew, Rosalie, Thomas, Malachi, Susan, Kieran and his girlfriend, Lauren and her boyfriend and, to my total surprise, William Jr. 

himself, arrived on Friday. Ditto Linden, Samia and the babies. To my additional total surprise, Tim Flynn came, too, with Monica, Cory, Miss Nettie and his pregnant fiancée Eve. “Tim!” I said, giving my tall, handsome brother-in-law a big hug. 



“I forgive you for not inviting me, Christian.” I blushed. “Joan told me about it. And Matthew. And Thomas. And Susan.” I was mortified. He gave me a second hug and 

whispered, “We’ll always be part of your family.” 



Friday afternoon, when Martie arrived from the colony, I told her about the additional dancers and said, apologetically, “This should be it.” She replied: 



“Christian, this is the biggest challenge and the most fun I’ve ever had.” 



We practiced on a never-used road behind the former police station. The shelter residents who were dancing had everything down and our friends and family picked their steps up quickly, thanks in large part to all the early training we had at the Lillian Langford School of Ballroom Dancing in Rownaeck, New York. At nine p.m., the shelter’s 

children went to bed. The adults hung out with my family and our friends in the parking lot and had sort of a party. The Sultan Springs crew and earlier-arriving Gallaghers stayed in the hotel rooms I had secured. As more showed up Martie suggested their staying at the colony, which had nothing but unused rooms. Matthew and his wife, William Jr. and his family, Tim Flynn and his family and Yancy and the boys piled into the Hummer and several other vehicles and drove the thirty minutes to the huge old Southern mansion. They spent the night exploring the creepy, magnificent old place and, finally, going to sleep throughout it. The following day Matthew said, “Monica, Corey and Miss Nettie had so much fun I thought they’d never go to bed.” They, and everyone, really, seemed a bit weary from their adventure in the mansion so I arranged for them to nap where they could that day. 
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Jody and Jay were as busy as Martie and the dancers that week, shooting rehearsals and B-roll of Wayward, including the shelter, the all-but-abandoned downtown, the empty shoreline and, finally, the hotel. Jay also shot interviews with Wesley and Stephen, who spoke about Superior Bodies Wayward and how it went from a club to a shelter and about how generous and supportive Karl Lewis had been to it over the years. Yeah, that was the plan. I gave an interview in which I described having met Karl Lewis the summer before and had a brief but intense sexual relationship with him. Sylvia gave an interview in which she carried on, through tears, about having discovered he was her father and his having rescued her from a life of prostitution. Martie gave the only honest interview. She spoke briefly about having taught dance and English at Mamaroneck High School in suburban New York for years, securing a summer gig at the artists colony, and being contacted by Wesley and Stephen. It was delightful to watch her interview. It was thrill to watch her work. She was truly having the time of her life and everyone loved her for her talent, patience and enthusiasm. She was a price above rubies, that one. 



Saturday night Sylvia slipped the hotel’s front desk clerk another hundred and said, “Call the fire department and tell them you’re running a drill at midnight and not to respond to it.” We didn’t wat to tie them up should they have a genuine fire to fight elsewhere. 



The shelter kids went to bed at nine p.m. as they were tired and we didn’t want them buzzing around exhausting themselves. We woke them up at eleven and all the dancers assembled on the street behind the building for a dress rehearsal. It was flawless. 



Jody, Jay and four other camera people drove six rented pickups carrying six powerful klieg lights to the hotel. Two parked in its lot and the other four at specific locations on the road in front of the building. At eleven forty-five all the dancers, and there were about eighty of us, walked the quarter of a mile to the hotel wearing sleepwear that ranged from standard pajamas to shorts & t-shirts, to risqué nighties. Sylvia wore one of them. Ditto Lauren and Kieran’s girlfriend…I forget her name. Martie had on a satin pink pajama ensemble she accessorized with jewelry made by one of the colony’s other summer residents, all of whom came to watch. The non-dancing shelter residents also came to watch. It was quite a crowd. Like Times Square on New Year Eve but smaller. But just a little. 



At the stroke of midnight the front desk clerk, whom Sylvia had slipped an additional two hundred dollars, pulled the fire alarm and began shouting for everyone to exit the hotel. 

Fifteen minutes later an army of guests, most in sleepwear, casino-goers and staff assembled in the parking lot and street. Six video cameras recorded everyone as he left the building. They didn’t catch the dancers as we entered the crowd and mingled among them, staying primarily on the street and sidewalk. When the last of us, which was Martie, joined the crowd, the six klieg lights went on, catching everyone’s attention, and the Buggles’ “Video Killed the Radio Star” began playing from six different speakers, also on the pickups. Martie and I began the dance. Several bars into the song, which Sylvia and Freebird lip-synched, a dozen shelter residents, all pretending to be hotel residents also roused from sleep, joined us. The shelter children joined the dance with the 21 

first chorus. Another verse and our friends and families, who also pretended to be patrons, began kicking up their heels. The bridge featured Martie and all the kids doing some wacky modern dance moves while the rest of us stomped our feet behind them. 

William Bishop and his three henchmen joined the dance with the last chorus, 

specifically to lift the younger kids onto their shoulders for a final pose. As they did, two fire engines approached, their sirens blaring. Apparently, the firefighter who took the call from the clerk who advised him it was a drill, didn’t communicate it to everyone and was unable to stop his colleagues when they got the alarm. Jody had two of her videographers capture their arrival, which was extremely thrilling. 



Even more thrilling, and I wouldn’t have believed it had I not been there and seen it with my own eyes, was the helicopter that arrived at the same time as the trucks. “What the fu-

?” I said out loud from my final pose as I and every other person dancing and every real guest and hotel employee looked up exactly one beat after the final note. The helicopter landed behind the two fire trucks and had no sooner hit the ground thatn the door opened and out burst my sister Joan and George Mayne, in matching silk pajamas. They hurried over to us as Jody cued a post-dance techno version of the classic eighties anthem and all of us danced as we would with each other, the stunned and thrilled spectators, firemen and helicopter pilot. 



Joan found me and said, over the music, “We timed the entrance with Jody. I would have told you but I wanted your reactions to be genuine.” I said: 



“You are the best thing that ever happened.” We embraced and continued dancing with George, Martie and everyone on the block. 



Karl Lewis wasn’t at the hotel that night. Someone told someone who told someone who told me he was in New Orleans having meetings and banging hookers. The same series of people told me no one on his staff, including and especially the traumatized manager on duty, had the courage to call him to tell him about our “Video Killed the Radio Star” 

flash mob. They morons just thought if they didn’t say anything it would go away. Hah! 

Little did they know that three days later professionally edited versions of the event would hit the net: one featuring just the dance and another with the dance, commentary and interviews with people who claimed Lewis was the bisexual father of a former whore and, worse, a big supporter of the Superior Bodies Wayward Homeless Shelter. 



Karl Lewis saw the flash mob on youtube, ‘cause I sent him the link. Wesley told me he was hospitalized that day after having a mild stroke. He survived it and became super nice, deciding that he could use the publicity to his advantage in developing the Wayward vacation destination. Karl Lewis, hotelier and philanthropist. It worked for him and for the SB Wayward Homeless Shelter. 







Among the things I had to do was teach my two classes: English lit and English comp. I had so few students in each class and so little was expected of me, and them, and in my 22 

third year teaching had become so routine, I could have sleep-walked my way through them. My students were decent. They were respectful when they showed up. Some took an interest in the work. Others coasted through. It was all fine with me. I was there so Dondi and Kevin could continue to be there, the former full-time and the latter one class a semester as he continued to appear on “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge.” 



Another thing I had to do was meet Garrett Abel, who had already moved into a plush Montverde dorm room. He had four classes, including Keith Pilcher’s improv and a separate voice class taught by a famous coach Bentley had hired and flown to Montverde. 



Bentley had given me some information about Garrett that final day of the Superior Bodies summer tour. I could have done further research about him, his brother, their mother and the rest of the Stable Boys, but I was busy loving on my husband and babies and mourning my friends. I would get to Garrett when I got to him. 



I got to him the Saturday of Labor Day Weekend, and only because Bentley called and said, “Production schedule, Christian.” I reminded him “The Maitlands of Montverde” 

hadn’t started until after the holiday the year before and he said, “Yeah, but Garrett’s been living in the dorm a month.” 



“Oh, yeah.” I remembered Bentley telling me he was moving in the day I returned to Florida. It seemed so long ago. “Why hasn’t he called me?” I asked. Bentley didn’t respond right away. He did that a lot. Before he could I said, “He’s waiting for me to call him.” Bentley didn’t respond at all, which told me I was right. “I’ll call him now.” 



“Thank you,” said my friend. Before he hung up he added, “And Christian, go easy on him. He’s young.” Uh-oh… 



I called Garrett right away and said, “Hello, this is Christian Gallagher.” 



“My producer,” the young man said with a condescension that told me how wise 

Bentley’s plea was. “I’m going to need you to come see me right away. I have a tentative episode schedule I’m going to need you to review and approve.” How soon can you be here?” Uh-oh…Patiently, I said: 



“Today’s not a good day for me to go out there. My husband’s at work and the babies are being fussy. If you want to come over here, Linden’ll be back at five-thirty, and can mind them while we talk. I can have him pick up something for us on his way home if you’d like and you can tell me your ideas over dinner.” Garrett sighed and said nothing, clearly expecting me to apologize and tell him I’d be right over. I didn’t, and he finally said: 



“OK, I guess,” a beat, “I’m just not used to…all of this. What time will you send a car?” 



“Send a car where?” I asked, though I knew exactly what he meant. 



“To get me,” was Garrett’s short response. 
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“Hasn’t Bentley’s company leased you a car?” Garrett sighed again. 



“A Taurus.” He expected me to commiserate. That wasn’t happening. When I again said nothing he again said, “I’m just not used to…” which caused me to ask: 



“What are you used to, Garrett?” He didn’t answer me, because he couldn’t say 

chauffeured town cars. His minor-celebrity father died and was forgotten before he was born. I didn’t know what kind of life he had in Houston, where his widowed mother moved him and his brother in the early nineties, but I was confident she hadn’t met a rich oil man who raised him in luxury. 



“What time should I be there?” he asked. 



“How about six-thirty?” 



“I’ll be there.” He hung up the phone without saying goodbye. Uh-oh, I thought, again. 

This was either going to be really irritating or really fun. I hadn’t the strength to handle irritating and I needed fun, so fun it would be. 



Linden had gone to Superior Bodies that day to help Elio, Marty, the still-present twins and the still-working Rhoda with the increased holiday weekend attendance. On his way home he picked up a vegan sushi platter and salads, miso soup, saki and a few bottles of Japanese beer. He arrived at six and loved on the babies and pups while I arranged dinner on the dining room table. Garrett didn’t show up at six-thirty. He didn’t show up at six forty-five and still wasn’t there at seven, by which time my husband and I were well into our meal. 



Garrett didn’t call us to tell us he’d be late and we didn’t call him to find out where he was. I told Linden about the phone conversation I had with the young diva and he agreed we would have fun instead of being irritated. 



Our guest showed up seventy-five minutes late. Linden and I had finished our dinner, finished cleaning up and finished the small bottle of saki. We were full, relaxed and a little amorous, and disappointed when Garrett Able rang our bell at quarter to eight. 



“Hello,” he said. No apology for his tardiness. No “pleased to meet you” or “you have a lovely home.” Just a simple, “Hello” and weak handshake for me and “Hello and weak handshake for Linden. I invited him to sit down in the living room. The babies were in their room and the pups were outside. 



“The saki’s gone,” I said, “but there’s sushi left and a bowl of soup I can heat up.” 



“You’ve eaten?” Garrett asked, incredulous. 
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“Yes,” Linden said, “and it sure was good. Would you like a beer?” Before Garrett could respond my husband corrected himself. “Oh, no, you’re not twenty-one, are you.” 

Linden’s generally not snarky. He really didn’t want Garrett to be there. Me, neither. 



“I’m nineteen,” said our guest. “I’ll be twenty in May and I would love a beer, please. In a glass.” 



“I’ll be glad to get you one,” Linden said, graciously, “a year from May.” Our guest was stunned. I indicated a living room chair and sat on the sofa. Linden went into the kitchen and returned with a plate of sushi we had saved for him, a warm bowl of soup and a glass of ice water. He put it on the coffee table in front of our guest and sat beside me. 



“So,” I said, “tell me your ideas for ‘Stable Boy.’” I put my arm around Linden and relaxed into the couch, prepared to enjoy a show. Garrett took a sip of water and ignored the food. He pulled a folded set of papers out of a pocket and spread them out on the coffee table. 



“I made an outline of the episodes for the show,” he began. Then he looked at us as if to ask why we weren’t taking notes. 



“I’ll copy yours,” I answered. That seemed to satisfy him as he continued: 



“We need to start off introducing me to the viewers and then giving background on Stable Boys for people who don’t know who they are,” which meant ninety-nine percent of the country. More, probably. “We can start with my father, obviously, and his music video for ‘Love the Pain Away.’ Someone needs to find the master. Maybe my mother has it. Then you can also mention Solmes and Simon, but the big thing of the first episode is going to be me and my father because he was the real star of Stable Boys and he’s the only one who had a career afterward.” Such as it was. 



“And Dary Beaumont?” I asked. 



“I don’t want to get into him right away. He’s worth a mention, of course, but his role in Stable Boys and my father’s accident is too big to cover in the first episode.” He sipped his water and consulted his notes. “Solmes and Simon should also be mentioned only a little. It’s mostly going to be me and Randy Abel. Me missing my father. How we’re alike, what we shared, what he means to me. You know, the tragedy of him never meeting me. That’s a lot of drama for the first episode.” I later told Linden we were watching Rona Howard. He agreed, but said: 



“Except that I like her.” Garrett continued: 



“Episode two is me and Simon around the campus. I checked it out. It’s a nice place. That new theater is very nice. I should perform there at some point, you know, before the New Year’s Eve reunion.” 
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“What will you perform?” Linden asked. 



“I don’t know. A song, of course. Maybe part of a larger event. You have a Christmas thing every year, but I don’t want to wait until then to do something. Maybe you can have a fundraiser like the one you did for the Maitlands. Something other than dogs, though. 

There’s enough of that.” Oh, goodness…Garrett survived the visit, but only just, by suggesting, “Mental health awareness, I think. It should be a good tie in for Dary.” I wondered how he was going to approach him. “But that’s later. Episode five at the earliest. Six would be better.” I nodded. Linden said to me: 



“A beer?” I nodded again. Garrett waited for him to return, because he was sure Linden was hanging on his every word, before he went on: 



“Episode two’s me and Simon on the campus. He can tell me about my father, but not too much. I don’t want to dwell on it and get people sick of him. He can show me the new theater and tell me I’ll be the first to perform in it. Maybe I’ll do something in that improv class. And then there’s the vocal teacher. What’s her name?” I didn’t know. “We can have a bit where she talks about her other students and then I sing for her and she’s really impressed.” I sucked hard on my beer. 



“Episode three?” Linden asked, moving things along. 



“That’ll be me and Solmes. He can pick me up at the school. Maybe join me and Simon for lunch someplace on campus. Or Sunday brunch. Then he takes me out to the ranch where the retarded kids go on horseback. That’ll be great.” Linden took my hand to keep me from gripping my beer bottle dangerously hard. “Me and the retarded kids and adults, or whatever. And the handicapped. I can help them on horses. I never lived in Ocala, 

‘cause Mom moved us to Houston when I was a baby. But I can ride a horse. Solmes can talk about my father. Briefly, of course, and then I can meet the handicapped kids and help them on the horses. I can even ride with some of them in front of me on the saddle.” 

He paused to consider something. “That would make a great publicity shot. Me and a retarded kid, with Down Syndrome, on a horse. The kid all happy. That’d be great.” 



“It sure would,” said Linden, holding my hand tight. 



“Episode four’s gotta be me getting laid. Some chick from the school. I’ve already had a few I think would be good. You don’t need to hire someone like you did for Maitland. 

That was pretty obvious. Also, I can’t have her being better looking than me.” He was handsome in a standard way. Light brown wavy hair. Nice looking face. Tall enough and generally fit. I would have described his appearance sooner if his attitude hadn’t stunned me as it had “You can do a love triangle if you want, but it’s got to be about the girl choosing me over some other guy. The two chicks fighting over Reid was OK. Obvious, you know. So my whole romance needs to be different. Oh, and whoever it is I’ll wind up dumping should know beforehand so that her feelings don’t get hurt.” 



“That’s kind of you,” I said, flatly. 
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“I want to be kind. I am and I think it should show that people who are famous celebrities are also nice. At least in my case. That’s why the horse thing with the retards…retarded kids, is so important.” I wondered if it could get worse. Then it did. Garrett looked at his notes and said, “Episode five should be Dary Beaumont. He’s the guy who was in the car with my father when he died.” Oh, no. “He was always crazy. Mom told me that. His parents worked for Richard Solmes. His mother was a maid and his father was…I don’t know, something. They were trash, basically. Dary was pretty, though. And Maggie Siolmes felt sorry for him. He could dance, too, but not sing. Maggie felt sorry for him and made her husband put him in Stable Boys. Not that my father wasn’t good looking enough. He was, but he was masculine and Dary was feminine. And so gay, but no one ever said that. Not back then. You know.” 



“Uh-huh,” Linden said. 



“He was always crazy, not because he was gay, though.” Linden nodded pleasantly. I remained too afraid I would say something devastatingly mean if I opened my mouth. 

“He was depressed, I guess. And really nervous all the time. Mom said he was always quiet and always looked scared. He disappeared a couple of times when he was a teenager. Didn’t run away. Just disappeared and later they found him and he didn’t know where he was. He also tried hanging himself once, I think. In their house. They had a small one in a bad area. He performed OK. He never got a solo verse or anything and he couldn’t harmonize. He just sang the melodies when he was told to, and he looked pretty. 

He could dance. No one else could, really, except my father, so they didn’t do much of it.” I felt very sad for Dary Beaumont. Growing up gay in Ocala, Florida, in the eighties. 

It was challenging even to the sane. To have some additional trouble would make it so much harder. Garrett sipped his water and then asked, “Do you have anything else? 

Soda?” 



“Of course,” Linden said, squeezing my hand extra hard—a warning—as he got up. 



“Maggie Solmes looked out for him,” Garrett continued. “Richard…Dick’s father, too. 

Dary’s dad slapped him around and they made him stop. He mother OD’ed on sleeping pills and his dad took off. That was around the time Maggie told her husband to start Stable Boys.” Linden returned with a soda and handed it to Garrett, who didn’t thank him. “He was headed for the nuthouse regardless, but his mother killing herself and then his dad taking off didn’t help. Being in the group postponed it. You know, getting Baker-acted or whatever it’s called.” 



“That’s very sad, Garrett,” I advised him. 



“Oh, yeah,” he sipped his soda. “It broke up the group. Though Simon would have left anyway. He’s got a great voice. He could have gone solo, too, but he has stage fright. Or had it. Bad. They had to dope him up before performances, but he was OK in the studio. 

Solmes wasn’t down with the group, either. He’s a salesman. Business, just like his dad. 

The album did OK and then they split up. And Beaumont went into the hospital.” How, 27 

how, how was Garrett going to exploit troubled Dary Beaumont? Our guest consulted his notes and said, “Episode five is me visiting Beaumont in the hospital. It’s gonna be amazing. He looks good, but he’s still old. “Just a few years older than I. “I never met him. Solmes stayed in touch with my mother. Kind of was my uncle. He brought me out to the farm, you know, from Houston, a few times when I was a kid. I met Simon, too. 

But I never met Beaumont.” 



“What exactly do you see happening in Episode five?” Linden asked, wanting to get it over with. Garrett took another sip and got all excited. 



“I see this as being the best episode so far. Beaumont’s all crazy and tragic. He always was. My father took him out a lot, even after he went solo. Beaumont had a crush on him. 

He always carried a torch for him.” 



“Really?” I asked, wondering if this were true. Garrett shrugged. 



“I don’t know, really. I know he’s gay and my father was hot. It makes a good story. 

Beaumont’s in the nuthouse and my father’s devoted to him. He visits him for five…six years while he pursues his solo career. He’s married and has a son, my brother, but he feels sorry for his sick friend. He visits him out of pity and takes him out. Then one day he takes him somewhere and they get hit by a car and my father dies and Beaumont lives. 

He sees my father die. The love of his life, right in front of him during a visit he made specifically to be nice to him. Then he goes back to the hospital and he’s got that on his conscience in addition to being crazy. And I’m not born yet but my mother’s carrying me when my father dies after an accident that wouldn’t have happened if he wasn’t visiting Beaumont. You know? Then I show up years later with a video camera and I forgive him.” Oh my God. “Oh, yeah. I forgive Dary Beaumont for being the cause of my 

father’s death or accident or whatever. Even though it wasn’t his fault, he still probably thinks it was. Jennifer told me they got T-boned and Dad threw himself over Beaumont.” 

Jennifer? 



I asked myself how much worse it could get, but I didn’t expect it to be this bad. I was done and so was Linden. Our hands were numb and aching from gripping each other’s, from preventing each other from slapping Garrett Abel. We were done with him. We had to be in order for him to live. He had to leave right away, alive, or ten minutes later, wrapped in a plastic sheet after having been strangled by both of us at the same time. I said to Linden, “That sushi must have been bad. I’m sick to my stomach.” 



“I am, too,” he replied. “Can we finish this later, Garrett?” 



“I guess,” he said, disappointed. “I’ve got a lot more to go over with you. Tomorrow? 

Maybe we can meet after one of your classes.” 



“That would be a good idea,” I said. “I’ll invite Jody,” the director of MoM was also doing “Stable Boy.” I would warn her first. Her and Jay, who would again run camera. 
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Linden and I stood up. Garrett gathered his notes and also rose. “Why don’t you type up your outline and e-mail it to me?” 



“OK, yeah,” he said. “I’ve got the whole first season mapped out. We need to start taping right away. This week?” 



“Yes, “ I said with a big smile as I led him to the front door. 



“Goodbye, Garrett,” Linden said as he disappeared into the kitchen. 



“Oh, bye,” he said, friendly and a little confused. 



“I think it’s going to be a great show,” I told him as I opened the front door. “I’m glad Bentley’s doing it. I think it’s really going to make you famous.” Garrett brightened at this. 



“That’s the plan,” he said, all confidence again. “I mean, if Ben and Reid Maitland can have a show, then I really deserve one.” He stepped through the door, faced me to say goodbye but didn’t offer his hand, which was good because if I took it I would have had to crush his fingers and break his wrist. I said: 



“You deserve a lot of things, Garrett,” and shut the door on his face. I turned around and saw Linden watching me from the kitchen.” 



“Do we have to kill him, too?” he asked, and I said: 



“If we don’t, somebody will.” 
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Chapter 3 

I said to Rhoda: 




So we went to Superior Bodies Cleveland. It’s one whose grand opening I had attended a couple of years before on the arm of a Cleveland model. A Cleveland model…now that’s a term you don’t hear much. I mean, if someone is handsome or beautiful enough to be a model, do they hang out in Cleveland? I’m being mean. There was nothing wrong with the city, just as there was nothing wrong with St. Louis, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh or Orlando. The fact is, and I may have mentioned it before, after New York everything’s White Plains. 



Cleveland was White Plains. It had some tall buildings and some 7-11s. It had an arts district and industrial area and good and bad residential areas. It was significant in no way. Its Superior Bodies was significant in no way, either. It was a discreet, one-storey building with a lounge, gym, patio, pool and cubicles. It was painted in muted green, yellow and red. Rust, really. The building was landscaped with ferns. The lines defining spaces in the parking lot had been freshly painted, including two handicapped spots. The pool had been shocked the Monday morning we arrived. The lounge’s TV played a 

marathon of “Queer As Folk.” “This is going to be boring,” I said to Freebird and Sylvia as we waited for the club’s manager to appear. Sylvia looked at me, frustrated, and said: 



“It’ll be boring if we let it be boring, Christian. We just need to find out who’s interesting and hang out with them.” 



“There’s probably a vegan restaurant in the city,” Freebird said. “We can go there for dinner.” Before I could agree a tall, slim man with tight curls and teeth that needed braces and bleach appeared wearing a karate outfit. 



“Hello,” he said extending his hand to Freebird, as he was closest. “I’m Dabney Miller. 

It’s nice to meet you.” He shook each of our hands as we introduced ourselves and our pups. I had made sure to tickle Dahlia in her special place so she would go wee-wee outside. I had no control over her bowels, though, and she passed four large stools as Dabney squatted in front of her to say hello. “She likes me,” he said. I liked Dabney for liking her. “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve got most of the staff assembled in the back yard for training.” Training? “Please, come with me.” The five of us followed him down a hallway that bisected the cubicles and wet area and led to a rear door. In the back were five men and three women standing in two rows, also wearing karate outfits. “Everyone, this is Christian, Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ and Dahlia.” The eight other staff members bowed to us and my friends and we bowed back. Dabney rattled off their names and I can’t remember any of them except for one short woman, middle-aged, with facial piercings and spiky black hair whom they called Morticia. “All right, everyone break into pairs and spar.” They did, immediately. Dabney said to us, “We do this for a couple of hours three mornings a week. Usually mixed martial arts, though sometimes we have weapons training. 
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“Is there a need for it?” Sylvia asked before I could. 



“Not a large one. I find it helps develop confidence and teamwork. And discipline. And respect for each other and for the club members.” Indeed, my face said. “We don’t have any problems with the members or guests, or each other.” I nodded and then Freebird said, before I could. 



“I don’t bet Morticia there has any problems with anyone.” We all looked at her as she kicked her large, male opponent’s butt. 



“Nope,” Dabney said. “No one does.” He led us around the building to the patio and pool and then through a door that led into the lounge. “We’ve got thirty-three cubicles,” the manager explained. “Five are larger than the others. Three of them are yours for the week.” 



“We can take two,” Sylvia said. “We don’t want to cut into your overnight business.” 

Dabney shook his head and said: 



“We’re only open twenty-four hours on the weekends. We don’t have a third shift during the week.” It made sense. He secured keys from the front desk clerk and showed us to our rooms. We settled in and then went to the patio to relax. 



That Monday morning in June, or July? I can’t remember, but it was steady at Superior Bodies Cleveland. A large number of gay retirees join us on the patio to read, chat and play board games at the umbrella tables. Inside, both male and female members used the gym, and Dabney advised me fourteen cubicles were occupied. “Mr. Welch told me the ratio of women to men was highest at Superior Bodies Cleveland,” said our host as he served us sodas at around noon. Morticia follwed him with a pitcher of fresh water for the pups. They had changed from their karate uniforms to the standard black slacks and black polos worn by Superior Bodies employees at most of the clubs. There was a difference, though, but I didn’t notice it until they returned to the building. Sylvia said: 



“Their pants don’t have a wrinkle and their shirts look brand new.” 



“You’re right,” said her boyfriend. “And their sneakers are shiny. Since when do sneakers shine? Like, do they polish them?” They did shine, and the uniforms were military crisp and neat, more so than even Linden’s. 



“That’s weird,” I said, sipping a diet cola. “Kinda cool, though. Dabney runs a tight ship. 

Good for him.” 



“And more women that at the other clubs. That’s interesting,” said Sylvia. 



“Yeah, but it’s still Cleveland,” I reminded my friends. 
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“I suppose everything’s boring after Sherwood,” Sylvia began. “Or Tell-Tale,” yeah, I told them about it, though not about Jacob and Joshua getting doped up and having sex with Seth. I didn’t tell them about Gargamel’s underground railroad for parents and babies on the run. Nope. No one knows about that. Sylvia continued, “or…what’s that one, with all the drama?” 



“Hmmm…” Freebird pretended to think, the cheeky monkey. 



“Oh, yeah. Orlando!” Sylvia thought she was wildly funny. Her material wasn’t, but her delivery was, and I laughed. 



“OK, yeah,” I said. “I’m hungry. Let’s find a vegan place.” We did, leaving the pups sleeping together in Freebird’s cubicle. 



The three of us found a Mexican place and I had refried beans and rice. After lunch we drove around the city, just to have something to do. It was nice. There were some parks and historical areas, etc. We got Chinese takeout for dinner, rented a couple of movies at a kiosk and went back to the club. We pulled into the parking lot at six-fifteen p.m. to find the only parking space available was a handicapped one. Freebird pulled into it while his girlfriend said, “This joint is jumpin’.” It truly was. Most of the visitors were in the gym, getting their exercise on on the way home from their jobs. 



“How was your afternoon?” Dabney asked, his clothing as crisp and neat as it had been that morning. So strange, I thought, that he should be as fastidious about his uniform as he was neglectful of his teeth. Maybe they were just naturally yellow. Some are. 



“We had a nice afternoon exploring the city,” I said as Freebird and Sylvia got the pups. 

We secured an umbrella table on the patio and had dinner, which we shared with Jesus Christ and Dahlia. Then we went to the lounge to watch the end of “The Broken Hearts Club” before putting in…I can’t remember. I do recall a bunch of members joining us for whatever it was, though. 



After the movie Sylvia and Freebird took the pups back to the patio and got high while I watched something else. The rest of the evening was unremarkable, and the club closed at ten p.m. Dabney had said goodnight to us at eight-thirty and gone home, leaving two staff members, both of whose uniforms were as tidy as his, to close. They spent an additional forty-five minutes cleaning up before they also left. When they were gone, Freebird and Sylvia retired to a cubicle while I remained on the patio with the pups reading a novel I got from the lending library in the lounge. 



For the most part, the day was ordinary. Then the clock struck midnight and boring-but-for-the-larger-number-of-women Superior Bodies Cleveland got super, duper interesting. 

You see, Morticia and three other staff members returned to the club just as I was closing my book. They entered the lounge from the parking lot at the very moment I entered from the patio. “Hello,” I said, a question in my greeting. 
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“Hello,” said Morticia, who wore jeans and a white tank. She gave my inquiry no answer, forcing me to ask: 



“What brings you back to work?” 



“We’ve got patrol tonight,” she said, matter-of-factly. Then she and three male coworkers went into the locker room. Patrol. They had patrol. Four of them. It took four of them to patrol SB Cleveland. It took four of them to patrol SB Cleveland? What was that about? 

Thirty-two labor hours when one third-shifter was all they needed. Actually, a decent alarm was all they needed if no members were staying overnight. It made no sense. I would speak to Dabney about it the following day. It was an unnecessary expense. 



I put the pups to sleep on a big blanket on the floor of my cubicle and then went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and go wee-wee before turning in. Imagine, if you can, my horror when, as I brushed, I saw the four third-shifters enter that bathroom wearing really good knock-offs of the outfits Abigail Adams and her friend Jessica had made for our English class two years before, and I am not kidding. 



I choked, nearly swallowing my toothbrush, when I saw them. My knees went weak, too. 

And my stomach fell to the floor. Pretty much every clichéd physiological response to surprise happened to me. I’m serious. Morticia entered first, wearing the suit with tassles that had been Anil Fagu’s outfit. The next guy, whom I called Joshua, wore Joshua Kelly’s seventies bell-bottoms and fluffy shirt open to the sternum. The third, Bentley, sported the military uniform, and the fourth, JJ, wore his all black spandex number with the cape. I followed them as she went into the stall and they hit the urinals. They were just as casual as could be, as if they wore Coven costumes all the time. 



When I could speak it was to say, “WHAT THE FUCK?” so loudly Freebird, Sylvia and the pups woke up and booked to the bathroom to see if I was in danger. They saw the four employees in their four Coven knockoffs and also said: 



“WHAT THE FUCK?” Morticia flushed, exited her stall and said: 



“Didn’t Dabney tell you about the patrol?” She washed her hands with the same 

insouciance the others maintained as they finished their business. 



“No, he didn’t. Would you, please?” Morticia dried her hands and said: 



“We go out on patrols every night of the week, around the city, protecting innocent people from crime.” I burst out laughing. I did. Freebird did, too. Sylvia didn’t, because she believed her and thought there wasn’t anything funny about it. “I’m serious, Christian.” Fake Bentley said: 



“We were inspired by your coven and how you killed that guy who killed your friend.” 

Freebird and I didn’t laugh at this, though we thought it was still very odd and alarming. 
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“We are an elite force,” said Fake JJ, a remark that would have made me scream with laughter had it not followed a reference to Abigail. 



“You’re kidding,” Freebird said, “right?” The four of them shook their heads. 



“You do this every night?” Sylvia asked. The four of them nodded their heads. 



“You fight crime?” Freebird asked. The four of them nodded their heads again. 



“And you wear our clothing?” I asked. The four of them nodded their heads a third time. 

“And who wears my opera dress?” 



“Dabney,” said Fake Joshua. I imagined him in it and it didn’t work for me. 



“We have to go,” Morticia said. 



“Not without us,” I thought and Sylvia said. Fifteen minutes later we were in the Hummer, still wet from quick showers. Freebird drove. I said to the SBC staff: 



“So, you patrol the city. Like New York’s Guardian Angels?” 



“Yes,” said Morticia, clearly the leader, at least for the night. 



“How come?” asked Sylvia. 



“There’s a lot of crime that’s not addressed by the police or that goes unreported. Crimes against the poor, minorities, gays, illegal immigrants and women.” 



“The police do their best,” Fake Bentley said, sincerely. Morticia nodded. 



“They do, but there’s so much more that goes on. People don’t come forward because they don’t want retaliation or there’s not enough evidence for an arrest or conviction. It’s like this everywhere.” I was sure she was right. 



“How long have you been patrolling?” Sylvia asked. 



“Just over a year,” Morticia said. “Dabney and I had considered it, even before we worked here, mostly to defend gays and lesbians from violence. 



“Then we heard about the Coven,” Fake Bentley said, “and we all decided we needed to be a coven, too, to fight crime. Like you guys.” I didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t want to admit that we killed Chris Grace and I didn’t want to discourage them, either. I said nothing. Sylvia and Freebird took a cue from me and also said nothing. “You fight crime in Orlando, right? And at the school?” Morticia and her colleagues looked at me closely, waiting for a response. Ditto Freebird and Sylvia. I said, simply: 
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“It’s best that we know as little as possible about what each other does. For legal reasons. 

You know, we need to keep a low profile. Be discreet.” 



“Oh, yeah,” Fake Bentley said. “We have a code of silence, too.” Good grief! “If one of us gets busted for being a vigilante, the rest of us are supposed to deny knowing him or anything.” I looked at Morticia, who confirmed this with a nod. 



“Do you always go around together?” Freebird asked. 



“No,” said Morticia. “In pairs. We have radios. We have masks, too.” Masks! None of us laughed, though their wearing masks warranted gales of it. “We don’t want people to know who we are.” Anxious to contribute something, Fake JJ said: 



“We provide a service to the community. We require no accolades.” 



“And you don’t want the cops identifying you on video cameras,” Sylvia observed. 



“We killed a dope dealer in April,” Fake JJ said. The others got mad at him and Fake Bentley said: 



“They don’t need to know what we do. We need to keep a low profile and be discreet, like Christian said.” Morticia added: 



“We require no accolades.” Fake Joshua, who had been the quietest so far, said: 



“We’ve never patrolled in a Hummer.” Before anyone could respond Freebird slammed on the brake and pointed toward an alley ahead of us where something was going on. 



“Masks!” Morticia ordered. Our four new friends quickly donned Lone Ranger masks and were out the door in an instant. They ran, really fast by the way, half a block to an alley where some gangbanging fucks were hassling some homeless people. Freebird turned off the engine and he, Sylvia and I followed our new friends. We stopped at the entrance to the alley, our jaws hitting the concrete as we saw Morticia, Fake Bentley, Fake JJ and Fake Joshua kick the stuffing out of as many street punks, and I’m not kidding. They took them down quickly with karate chops and kicks. Nothing fancy or flashy—they weren’t putting on a show or entertaining a movie audience. Their blows were efficient and effective. In fewer than thirty seconds the bangers were lying facedown on the concrete, the Fake Coven people standing over them. My friends and I were stunned, but just for a moment as the two older homeless guys getting hassled were bleeding. I said to Freebird: 



“Start the car.” Then Sylvia and I hurried over to the men to see how badly they were hurt. Their wounds were superficial and might have resulted from their hitting their heads on a wall as the punks kicked and pushed them around. We determined they were 

conscious and lucid and asked them if they wanted to go to a hospital. They refused. I 35 

said, “Then you need to come to our club to get cleaned up.” The three Fake Coven men looked at Morticia with alarm. She said to me: 



“Yes, please take them to your club. What club is it?” I realized this was her way of telling me not to reveal that we were with them and, more importantly, not to reveal that they were connected to Superior Bodies Cleveland. Sylvia said:  



“We run a gym. We’ve got showers and stuff. We’ll take care of them.” She and I led the men to the Hummer. As Freebird helped us get them inside, I said to the four ass-kickers, who held the dirtbags face down on the asphalt: 



“Who are you people?” I expected Morticia to answer for everyone, but Fake JJ said, the height of serious: 



“The Homo Avengers!” Sylvia, Freebird and I wanted to laugh but didn’t, then. Later, after we had cleaned up our two guests and put them to bed in spare cubicles, we shrieked with laughter. 



“’The Homo Avengers!’” Sylvia cried. “They’re my new favorite people!” 



“They’re amazing,” I said. “They seemed so ridiculous. Imitating our Abigail costumes and being all stupid and proud and everything…” 



“And then they kicked those assholes’ asses!” Freebird finished. We carried on like this, alternately ridiculing and praising them, as we washed the homeless guys’ clothing. The heroes returned to the club at four-thirty a.m., dirty and tired. We greeted them in the lounge. Morticia asked: 



“Are those men OK?” We assured them they were. 



“How was the rest of the night?” asked Sylvia. 



“Not too bad,” she began. “We smacked those guys around and then let them go. Then we cleaned up all the litter in the alley.” 



The litter in the alley. How could it get better? 







We spent the rest of the week sleeping during the day and patrolling the grosser areas of Cleveland at night with different combinations of Superior Bodies employees and the select members who were also part of the Cleveland Coven. One of them, another Fake Bentley, managed his father’s used car lots. He supplied different cars for the patrol, all with fake license plates so criminals, and cops, couldn’t identify them. 
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Tuesday night Freebird and Sylvia went patrolling with Morticia and another Fake Anil. 

“You look adorable in your matching tassled suits,” she said as they climbed into a Chevy van. I drove around with Dabney, who looked ridiculous in my opera dress, and a Fake Jacob (pilgrim inspired costume). Wednesday night Freebird and Sylvia hung with a Fake Freebird (lederhosen) and Fake Dondi (sari) while I patrolled with Dabney, another Fake Christian and a Fake Kevin (Ichabod Crane outfit). Friday Sylvia had cramps and stayed at the club, which was open all night, while Freebird hung with two Fake JJs and I hung with a different Fake Kevin and a different Fake Jacob. Saturday night three sets of us went out instead of two and, honestly, I don’t remember who hung with whom, though I think every outfit in the entire Coven was represented. 



Except for Abigail’s. No one wore her old lady outfit that tore off into a sexy miniskirt number. I appreciated that. 



I also appreciated that as goofy as the whole Cleveland Coven was, they stopped quite a few crimes. They did. Each night each of us witnessed our new friends interrupt drug deals, pull angry pimps off their frightened whores, rescue teenage hustlers from disgusting johns, foil burglaries and bust up domestic assaults. I did nothing but watch from whatever car I was in. Ditto Sylvia and Freebird. We didn’t have our friends’ 

training and, more importantly, we didn’t have outfits. As with the first night, we stepped in after our Coven comrades kicked butt and assisted victims to their feet, their homes or the hospital. We didn’t raise a hand to anyone, though. 



OK, I did. But it really wasn’t that courageous, and it was a tire iron, and I only raised it. 

That Saturday night I drove…hmmm, oh yeah, the Fake Dondi, who whipped off his awkward sari before beating up criminals, the first Fake Bentley and Dabney, whose crooked yellow teeth were tough enough to look at but who looked increasingly 

ridiculous in my opera dress. UGH, I would have to say something, and may still, but I don’t want to hurt his feelings. 



Anyway, I was driving the Hummer, because my fake friends wanted to zoom around in it. We found some kids having a knife fight and the three Homo Avengers put on their masks and bolted out of the car and after them. As I sat waiting for them to pound the kids, I felt the Hummer sway. I looked in the right side mirror to see one of the punks sticking his knife in the right rear tire. “Fucker,” I said, quietly. I looked in the back seat and saw the tire iron Sylvia used to change one a week before—Freebird was too stoned and I didn’t know how…OK, I pretended not to know how. I picked it up, bolted out of the car and went after the kid with it. He ran and I gave chase. Then I slipped on a patch of oil and went flying. I landed hard, scraping my already scarred left cheek, but was otherwise OK. As I got to my knees, I noticed the tire-slasher had stopped running away from me and was running toward me. I panicked, looked around for the tire iron I had dropped, and couldn’t see it on the dark road. I got all scared, but instead of running, held my ground with my arms out and hands balled into fists and said, “BRING IT ON, FUCKFACE!” Strangely, and to my great relief, he stopped. Though dark, I saw him looking behind me to my right and left. I turned around and saw Fake Bentley on my left and Fake Dondi and Dabney on my right. My heroes. My silly Cleveland Coven pals had 37 

come to my rescue. The punk looked at the four of us and said, “You guys fucking SUCK!” Then he ran away again. I turned around and nodded my thanks to my friends. 

They nodded their acknowledgements. Then we walked quietly back to the Hummer and continued our patrol. 







The first episode of “Stable Boy” was a thirty minute retrospective/reminder about the 80s band. It featured brief interviews with Garrett, Dean Simon and Dick Solmes that were shot one afternoon in Dean Simon’s office. Solmes provided additional narration over the archive footage of the band and, as a solo artist, Randy Abel. Dary Beaumont’s not being among the interviewed Stable Boys was explained simply with the truth. 

Solmes said, “He’s dealing with mental health challenges at a residential hospital.” 

Solmes also explained, over images taken at Randy Abel’s memorial service in 1990, that Dary survived the automobile collision that killed his friend. 



Garrett wanted to field that issue and even offered remarks during his interview explaining that his father’s car was T-boned on the passenger side by a truck that ran a red light. “If my father hadn’t thrown himself over Dary Beaumont he would have survived and Dary would have died,” he said, gravely, screwing up his face in grief but not wiping tears because there weren’t any. 



What Garrett said was true, according to the police and coroner’s reports. Still, no one wanted to go there, not when we would be approaching Beaumont to appear in an episode and perform at the New Year’s reunion. We didn’t want to scare him off or guilt him into not appearing. And Garrett’s description of the crash was irritating and would discourage viewership. It would. But for the car crash reference, he said innocuous enough things, pleasantly enough. There was just something about him, though, that permeated the nice guy image he maintained when the camera rolled that said, “Underneath everything, I’m a dick.” 



I know a lot of people in Hollywood are dicks and they pretend to be nice for their fans. 

They do it effectively. Garrett thought he was doing it effectively but he wasn’t. “My mother moved us to Houston after Dad died,” whatever. “My brother’s fighting in Afghanistan,” OK. “I’m grateful for the opportunity to study at Montverde,” nothing wrong with that, either. Still… 



I e-mailed clips of Garrett to my siblings and asked them what they thought. Joan, “I don’t like him:” William Jr., “He’s cashing in on his father’s death;” Colin, “Poser;” 

Sean, “EEEK!” Thomas, “He’s attractive, but he needs to keep his mouth shut;” 

Matthew, “Dick.” We Gallaghers are a superior race and everything with superior insight and intellect, but I was confident the reality TV show viewing public would share our opinion of the young stable boy. I shared my sibings’ opinion with Bentley and asked, 

“What do I do?” The young producer said: 
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“I don’t know, Christian, but you’ll think of something.” GRRR. “What’s the second episode going to be about?” 



“Garrett’s outline indicates a tour of Montverde by Dean Simon during which the two of them bond and Simon says all kinds of things about how much he reminds him of his father and that kind of nonsense.” Bentley groaned. “He recommended I plant female fans that approach him throughout the tour.” Bentley groaned again. “And then at the end they wind up in the new theater where he takes the stage and gets all nostalgic and sings, a cappella, ‘Love the Pain Away.’” Bentley groaned really hard. “It’s supposed to be very moving.” 



“Well,” Bentley said, “like I said, you’ll think of something.” 



“Thanks for nothing,” I replied, and hung up the phone. 



Then I thought of something. 



Though classes had started and Garrett had already spent time with Simon, the second episode opened with him meeting the Montverde dean and his late father’s friend and former boy band buddy at his office as if they had never met. Jody and I followed Jay as he followed Garrett into Simon’s office. They shook hands and then hugged and it was the coldest and most awkward display of affection I had ever seen. Garrett was putting it on, though not overdoing it unduly. Simon was the real problem. He looked like he would have preferred to be anywhere but with Garrett, and us. A veteran teacher and the school’s dean for the last thirteen years, Dean Simon knew how to bullshit with students, parents, the board and the public. His clear unease as he held Garrett in an uncomfortable and uncomfortably brief embrace revealed the limit of his skills. “I’m glad you’re here, son,” he said, smiling with his mouth, only. 



“I am, too,” Garrett said, smiling with his mouth, only, too. Jody and I exchanged looks and smiled, with our mouths and eyes. Hers twinkled and I think mine did, too. That’s because as Simon led Garrett out of his office, they walked past his bewildered secretary and, sitting comfortably in a red leather chair as if waiting for an appointment with the dean, the most obvious of all drag queens ever. 



Yeah, I contacted Enchantra in Perpetuity, who appeared in the gay porno version of “Ice Castles” I had produced at Superior Bodies nearly ten years before. I asked her what she was doing that day and would she like to make a lot of money stalking Garrett and Simon during their tour of the Montverde campus. She agreed immediately and asked me how I wanted her to dress. I considered Baby Jane Hudson, the character Bette Davis played in 

“Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?” I also thought Barbara Stanwyck in “Double 

Indemnity” would be fun. Ditto Eleanor Parker in “The Sound of Music” or 

“Straightjacket.” Yeah, I gave it a lot of thought and pitched them to Bentley. He shot them all down, reminding me about rights and such. That led me to suggest Enchantra come made up as a generic golden age of Hollywood diva. She showed up that day in a 39 

dark suit, sheer hose, fuck me pumps, gloves and a wide brimmed hat and veil. And makeup: heavy powder, fake eyelashes and an entire tube of lipstick and maybe two. 



I directed Enchantra to take a seat on one of the chairs outside Simon’s office right after we entered to begin the scene. She later told me Simon’s efficient, but otherwise non-descript assistant asked her if she could help her and Enchantra said, “I’d love a cocktail.” 



Garrett and Simon noticed Enchantra as they walked by her. Neither said anything, but their expressions screamed WTF? She just smiled and nodded to them both, as if her being there was the most natural thing in the world. Jay captured all of it. Outside the office, as we walked down the grand staircase of the mansion that was the school’s administration building, Simon asked, “Who was that?” 



“I’m sure I don’t know,” I answered. He looked from me to Jody, who said: 



“I’m sure I don’t know.” He looked from Jody to Jay, who said: 



“I’m sure I don’t know.” He looked from Jay to Garrett, who said: 



“I don’t know. I thought it was your wife,” and thus revealed the depth of the young man’s interest in the dean, who responded: 



“I’m not married.” 



“Where to now?” I asked Jody, pleasantly. She checked Garrett’s outline, which I noticed he was pleased she was following, and said: 



“The bookstore.” 



As we left the building, Garrett ordered Jay to begin taping again. He obeyed and shot the young TV star looking around as he and Simon walked to the rec building in which the school’s bookstore is located. Behind Jay, I shared a look with Jody in which we agreed the big reality star was looking for the swarm of female fans we were supposed to have provided but didn’t. He said nothing and neither did Simon as Jay taped them walking, silently, to the bookstore. It was terrible, the long, dull shot. No two people in the history of the planet had less chemistry. It was terrible and I wanted badly to include it in the episode for the sheer excruciatingness of it, but I didn’t. Instead the editor cut from the first bit with Enchantra to Simon holding open the door to the bookstore, which was empty but for three people: a frightened cashier, a nervous customer who was pointing something at her from under his jacket and, browsing the greeting cards, Enchantra. 



Simon led Garrett to the clothing section, saying, “If you’re going to be a student at Montverde, you’re going to have to dress like one. What do you say we hook you up with a hat to start with?” 
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“Sounds good to me,” Garrett answered. While they were trying on baseball caps, Jay was taping the student Sylvia had arranged to be a gunman snarling at the camera as the cashier, whom Sylvia had arranged to pretend to be held up, transferred the cash from her register to a plastic bag. She handed the bag to the gunman, who then flipped off the camera and took off. Then the cashier pretended to faint with relief, at the very moment Simon approached her with a Montverde College cap and lapel pin. 



“Are you OK?” he asked her as she “came to.” Standing up, she replied: 



“Oh. Yeah. Fine. Thanks.” Simon looked from her to me and I looked at the ceiling. 

“Should I put that on your account, Dean?” 



“Yes, please,” Simon said. He led Garrett away from the register and out the door as Enchantra, wearing a different outfit by the way—bitch was fast—approached the cashier and handed her a couple of items she wanted to purchase. Outside the building, Jay shot Garrett putting on his hat. Then Simon put the lapel pin on his young friend’s shirt pocket and slapped the bill of the hat playfully. 



“UGH,” I thought I only thought, but realized later I said out loud because it got recorded. 



“How about I show you the amphitheater?” Simon asked. 



“That’d be great,” said Garrett. Jay kept the camera rolling as the dean and student crossed the campus. “Tell me about my father.” Yeah, he said it. Garrett came up with the episode, its outline and dialogue. Simon followed it because he couldn’t think of anything else and the board wanted the show and Solmes was his old friend and asked him to and he figured it would all be over in a couple of hours and he would never have to appear in another episode except for the reunion concert which was too far away to concern him. 

Yeah. That’s it. 



“Well, Garrett, you remind me a lot of him…” Simon said this and other skin-crawling things as they covered the distance between the rec building and the amphitheater. As per Jody’s instructions, Jay followed them from behind and kind of between, close enough to record their rehearsed conversation. Also per Jody’s, and my, instructions, he swept the camera to the right and left of them, so he could tape campus goings-on to which the episode’s stars were oblivious. They included, on the left, Freebird engaging in an apparent drug deal with a student whom I recognized but didn’t know personally. On the right, three white students apparently beating up a black student. On the left, two fellas making out, stopping briefly to look at the camera and in so doing, revealing themselves to be Jacob and Joshua Kelly. On the right, someone keying a profanity into someone else’s car. On the left a carjacking. And finally, on the right, sitting on top of a vintage Model T Ford, Enchantra, in a swimsuit, being courted by a half dozen hunky students. 

My favorite of these activities was keying the car, but Enchantra, laughing and being coy as the young men competed for her attention, was a close second. 
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Garrett and Simon arrived at the amphitheater having no idea what had gone on behind them. Indeed, but for Enchantra’s sitting outside the office and the bookstore cashier’s nervousness, everything appeared OK to them. They continued to think so as Jay recorded Garrett jumping onstage at the Abigail-Bosco theater and surveying the empty rows of seats. “This is nice,” he said, genuinely. “This is a great space.” 



“We like it,” Simon said, surveying it, too. His eyes stopped at the plaque he had put up. 



I told both men they weren’t to acknowledge the plaque or mention Abigail and Bosco or anything about them or their murders. I made it very clear to Garrett before he could even bring it up because if he suggested exploiting it in the same way he would his father’s death and Dary Beaumont’s illness, I would break his neck. 



Simon regarded the plaque silently and a tiny wave of sadness washed over his face. Jody and I saw it. Jay’s camera didn’t, which was good. Our friend was taping Garrett walking the length of the stage and then asking the fifty-five year-old dean, wistfully, “Do you miss it?” Simon didn’t respond immediately as he was thinking about Abigail Adams and her dog. “Don’t you miss it?” Garrett asked again wistfully, but also kind of pointedly. 



“No,” said Simon, coming around. He was supposed to say he missed it sometimes, but caught off guard, he told the truth. He realized this and added, quickly, “Sometimes.” 



“Well,” Garrett said, jumping off the stage and approaching him. “We may just have to get you back up there.” Simon smiled as terror filled his eyes. 



“I need a drink,” he said, which was also not in the script. Garrett, pretending to be hot, responded: 



“I could use a cold soda, too.” Quickly and quietly I texted Freebird and the twins to advise them the stable boys were heading to the cafeteria. Garrett, aware and annoyed that Simon was mixing things up, led him back to the rec building making chit-chat about how he suffers from stage fright, too, and blah, blah, blah. So busy was he offering solutions and so scared was Simon with the idea of again singing before an audience, neither heard the body drop from the amphitheater’s catwalk. Jay did, though of course he was expecting it. He swung the camera around in time for it to capture the apparent corpse of a female student who had chosen that moment to hang herself. 



The dummy swinging from the noose looked a lot like Sylvia because it wore her clothes, sunglasses and “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” ball cap. Indeed, our girl was the one who pushed it. I know this, and so does everyone who watched the episode, because Jay decided to pan from the dangling body to the woman who pushed it and was laughing so hard she almost fell to her own death. 



As they crossed the parking lot and campus grounds, Garrett detailed his stage credits to a completely disinterested Simon. “I always had a desire to sing and perform, from the time I was a young kid…” His tone wasn’t gushy or boastful, and he peppered his catalog with 42 

self-effacing remarks, but it was still unbearable. “My first school show was ‘Free To Be You And Me,’ in third grade. I had two songs and a monologue, but that was only because our class was so small. I mean, we all had to have multiple roles.” Peter Pan in fifth grade, Conrad Birdie in sixth, Joseph in seventh and on and on until he was Danny Zukko senior year of high school. “I spent a year waiting tables in a Houston café and doing community theater. I was going to save money and get experience as a waiter before I moved to New York. Then Dick Solmes called.” Yeah right, I thought as Simon held the door to the rec building open for all of us. As I walked through I gave him an amused look. He returned one so full of pain and anger I shuddered thinking about how he would react when we entered the cafeteria to find Freebird, Joshua, Jacob and a very old man Sylvia dug up from…some grave, dressed in over-dyed stone-washed pin-rolled jeans, oxfords over polos whose collars stood straight up and sporting mullet wigs. The four of them stood on one of the tables surrounded by a hundred screaming students, most of whom were male, ‘cause, again, the student body was ninety percent male. All of them were dressed as Molly Ringwald, Demi Moore, Ally Sheedy and all those other John Hughes actresses. 



Jay swept the cafeteria, landing his camera on Garrett, who laughed at a surprise he thought Simon had arranged. “Nice work,” he said to the dean, and the music began: The Stable Boys’ “Superstar” through loudspeakers at the four corners of the room. My friends and the old man, whom I didn’t know and would never meet, lip-synched the song as the other students, ninety percent of whom were having the time of their lives in their eighties drag, screamed for them. Next to me, off camera, Simon grabbed my shoulder so hard it hurt. I looked at his face, whose expression was now less pain and more anger, and mouthed, “WHAT?” A beat and he shook his head and let go, resigned to his day, his fate, the humiliation and every other horrible aspect of the episode. Then he said, in my ear: 



“Who’s the corpse playing me?” We both looked at the ninety year-old stable boy yukking it up with Freebird and the twins and I shrugged. Simon continued to watch the spectacle, alternately shaking his head and beating his right fist against his right thigh. 

Garrett watched, too, and then climbed up on the table to join the tribute. I expected this and instructed Jay to pan the crowd of concert-going fans and settle on the four cafeteria lades, three of whom had appeared in the food fight episode of “The Maitlands of Montverde” a year before. The fourth was, well, Enchantra, of course, in a dirty white uniform and required hairnet over her period ‘do. 



When the song ended everyone disappeared and the cafeteria ladies went back to work. 

Garrett found Simon putting dollar bills into a soda machine. Jay taped him as he caught his breath enough to say, “That was great. What a great idea. And you’re a good sport to get that old man to play you.” Simon handed him a soda, smiling but saying nothing. 

“I’ve seen the amphitheater,” Garrett said, “but why don’t you show me the new one.” 



“OK,” Simon said, and Jay, Jody and I followed them back out the building, down a length of trees and over a small man-made hill toward a building designed to resemble, inside and out, the Paris Opera House. Garrett regarded the building with the fakest awe I 43 

had ever seen; this, because he had seen it several times since he moved onto campus and, more, because he was so in awe of himself nothing else could impress him. I grimaced at Jody who nodded that she wouldn’t include this reaction in the final edit. 



We entered the building, which was very beautiful and looked very much like the opera house, or so I figured ‘cause I had never seen it in real life. The stage was large and there were private boxes and everything. A huge chandelier hung over the rows of seats, too. 

Everything was ornate and the sound and lighting systems were state of the art. 

Ultimately, though, the theater was smaller than its French inspiration. It had to be, though not because of the cost. The board, and administration, didn’t think there would ever be a play popular enough to fill it were it built to scale, especially in Lake County, Florida. I agreed. 



Still, it was an awesome space, Montverde’s new theater. Jay’s camera followed Garrett as he took it all in, touching the seats as he walked down an aisle, running his hand along the stage and then ascending it as if it were an altar…to himself. His face still maintained that look of awe Jody and I were so eager to cut. Jay was sufficiently far away from Garrett so it wouldn’t be as clear, and embarrassing, though. 



Per Garrett’s episode instructions, Jody turned on a spotlight into which the young man pretended to be surprised to find himself. He looked into it, shielding his eyes, and then surveyed the hundreds of empty seats. Then he took a breath, centered himself, and began to sing, without music, his father’s one solo hit, “Love The Pain Away.” It was so clearly rehearsed and so obvious as to be TV and computer monitor-breaking. But it was good. 

Garrett put on no vocal airs as he copied his father’s every note and inflection, copying the ballad precisely, albeit in his own, just slightly different voice. It was nicely done, which surprised me as he was such a poser and dick. “He’s attractive, but he needs to keep his mouth shut,” Thomas had said. And he was right but only because he hadn’t heard Garrett sing. “He’s cashing in on his father’s death,” said William Jr., who was also right but for this song, which was more a tribute to his father than an exploitation of him. 

“I don’t like him,” Joan said. I think she would have liked this song. I did. I looked at Simon, whose face looked relaxed and pleasant for the first time that day and determined he did, too. 



Garrett’s moving version of “Love The Pain Away” would have been a nice way to end episode two, and it would have had Sylvia and my other pals not arranged an alternative ending. When the young stable boy finished, Simon applauded and embraced him, 

sincerely. Then the two of them left the beautiful, awesome Montverde College theater quietly, reflecting on Randy Abel’s talent and his loss, or so it truly appeared. I’m certain in spite of his respectful performance, Garrett was jazzed about having nailed it and was imagining how it would play on TV. Simon was probably jazzed, too, about the episode ending. He might also have thought, in spite of the odd and awkward day, maybe the show wouldn’t be so bad after all and he might appear in another episode, especially if Garrett demonstrated more of the maturity and restraint he did christening the new stage at the new theater. 
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Whatever, the moment Jody and I followed them out and the door closed behind us, Jay, who had remained inside, turned around in time to record the curtain going up to reveal…Enchantra in Perpetuity! She was all Gilda’ed out in that dress and pearls Rita Hayworth wore when she sang “Put The Blame On Mame.” Instead of singing that, 

because it would have been too trite, she began a torch song arrangement of the Debbie Gibson 80s classic “Electric Youth.” Halfway through her verse verse, three additional videographers appeared in three of the theater’s boxes, so the final number would be shot from four perspectives. At the end of the first verse Freebird, the twins, that old corpse, one hundred-or-so 80s-out cafeteria fans, three cafeteria ladies, the bookstore cashier and thief and, after much persuading, Simon’s frightened secretary joined her onstage. Sylvia also appeared, also Gilda’ed out, and joined Enchantra in what became a peppy duet, arranged as it had been by the original artist. 



Outside the building with Garrett, Simon, Jody and I could hear nothing, but I knew what was happening and I knew I had to participate, not the least because I had come up with the simple choreography everyone was doing. “Did we forget Jay?” I asked. “I better go get him. You go on.” Then I booked back into the building, down the left aisle and leapt onto the stage between Joshua and Jacob. Sylvia St. Germaine, who has more personality than vocal talent, nevertheless wailed on the song as the rest of us danced behind her. We joined her for the final chorus, having a grand time bringing the spectacular number home. Everyone loved it and everyone stuck around for Enchantra’s “Eres Tu,” which she sang live and amazingly ‘cause she…OK, he, is a classically trained singer. 



“Electric Youth” was the finale of “Stable Boys,” episode two, and “Eres Tu” ran over the credits. They were the best parts of the episode except for the cafeteria show, Sylvia’s near death from the amphitheater’s catwalk, bookstore hold-up and other crimes and every other thing. 



And I was going to pay for it because Garrett thought his “Love The Pain Away” was going to steal the show and, honestly, it came close. I and everyone but Dean Simon had a rip-roarin’ good time and I was going to pay. I was going to paaaaaaaaaaaaaaaayyyy!!! 
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Chapter 4 

I said to Rhoda: 




So we went to Superior Bodies Tacoma, which is right by the airport. It’s a decent size. 

No pool, but plenty of gym space and twenty-seven or eight cubicles. They’re always full. Their rates are higher because demand is so high. Layovers…lay-overs. They actually have one-hour rates. One, four, eight and twenty-four. They do well. The place is clean and well run. There wasn’t much for us to see or do, which was fine because that left us free to spend most of the week in Portland visiting Sean, Brigid and Maureen. 



My brother asked us to stay with them. They had room as Maureen had gotten an 

apartment in the city close to where she worked as a receptionist. A law firm, I think. 

She’s going to law school at night. She’s very smart. Pretty, too. Could be a model or actress. She wants to be a judge, though. She’ll be a good one. SB Tacoma had reserved cubicles for us, reluctantly, as our tying them up for a week would have cut into their revenue. There was no way we were using them. Too busy. Too much sex going on right and left. I suggested we get hotel rooms but Sylvia and Freebird liked Sean and Brigid and really wanted to hang out with them. I did, too. 



Portland Rose had opened their summer 2009 season with “The Music Man.” They 

followed it with Thorton Wilder’s “The Skin of Our Teeth,” which I never liked, perhaps because I never understood it. Their third show was always a musical review. That summer they did a tribute to the 80s Top 40 countdown show “Solid Gold.” I recall enjoying it in high school. Dionne Warwick hosted it initially, then Marilyn McCoo, Andy Gibb and Rick Dees. They counted down the top ten hits of the week with the assistance of the Solid Gold Dancers. There were eight or nine of them every season, usually two men and the rest women. They would dance in different combinations to a verse or two of the week’s popular songs. 



I loved the Solid Gold Dancers and used to have fantasies of being one. I had more frequent fantasies about doing the two male dancers, especially the dark haired one. 

Tony, and the red head from the first season. Later, they had a dark haired Tom Cruise-looking guy who broke danced, or break danced. He was pretty hot, too. 



Sean and Brigid hosted the review and sang a couple of songs, including the show’s theme song, “Solid Gold.” There were plenty of 80s tribute bands throughout the Pacific Northwest they could have featured, but they were less concerned with authenticity and more with camp. To that end they put together a band featuring musicians who regularly performed with them. They also cast a half dozen singers who also regularly performed with them. 



Finally, and most importantly, they found eight dancers, only two of whom had ever performed with them. And those two hadn’t danced in their shows for twelve years because they were middle-aged. The six other dancers were middle-aged, too, and by that I mean pushing fifty. Sean explained that the “Solid Gold” choreography was never very 46 

difficult or complicated and that dancers might lose their stamina with age, but not their talent and coordination. “There’s plenty of tough stuff for younger dancers,” my sister-in-law told my friends and me during a dress rehearsal we attended. “’Solid Gold’s’ simple stuff.” 



The older dancers they cast were grateful and enjoyed the opportunity to come out of retirement. The two who had worked with Portland Rose before were a married couple who had a studio in the city where they taught ballet, tap, jazz and other stuff. Others included a single mother who worked with Maureen at the law firm, a married mother of two, a gay couple and a lesbian couple who used to pole dance and trick in Vegas, Tahoe and elsewhere. These last two were now cashiers at a supermarket…somewhere. Their names were Alice and Jackie. 



As successful as the show would have been thanks to its fun theme and the theater company’s reputation for quality, Sean couldn’t resist boasting to the community—

verbally, in print and online—that the musical review featured two original Solid Gold cast members: “Kristin and Heather.” He announced this and then approached the women he had cast and asked who wanted to be whom. The mothers and the local dance teacher all declined, being life-long city residents and having families and everything. Alice and Jackie, however, had only been in Oregon five or six years and had kept a low profile. 



“I’ll be Kristin,” said Alice. 



“And I’ll be Heather,” said Jackie. 



“Right on,” said Sean, who had our brother Thomas, who made all his posters and marketing materials, add their images, albeit small, to the posters, flyers, print ads and website. 



Freebird, Sylvia, the pups and I enjoyed hanging out at our brother’s house and also at the theater, which was in this converted warehouse in an industrial part of the city. It had a mainstage and also a black box. It was old, the curtains were weathered and it could have used a paint job inside and out, but the lights and sound worked, everything was clean and the old building had charm. 



Sean and Brigid had charm, too. People loved working with them. Their shows, even the handful of klunkers they had over the years, were always well attended. My brother and his wife were well known and well liked. They went to church, were active in the PTA and girl scouts, and made their theater available for charity fundraisers. Sean was hilarious, Brigid as sweet as can be and Maureen, as cute as a button. They could have banged pots and pans together and filled the place. 



People would have come to see the Portland Rose Theater Company’s 80s tribute if the host, singers and dancers had stood on stage and banged pots and pans together, too. As such, there was no reason for Sean to pretend to have cast original “Solid Gold” dancers in the show and, really, he shouldn’t have. Or, at the very least, he should not have used 47 

the names of two of the actual dancers. You see, the Wednesday we visited we were all having Chinese take-out on the mainstage when the theater’s office phone rang. Sean had it forwarded to his cell. He excused himself and answered, “Portland Rose.” Though my brother had taken a few steps away from us, the caller was so loud we heard her clearly as she screamed: 



“This is Kristin Schmidt and you have some nerve putting me on your poster! How dare you cash in on my celebrity for your pitiful show! I was a star! I made that show! How dare you promote your show with my name! And who is that ugly bitch who’s pretending to be me? You’re in big trouble you piece of shit!” Sean burst out laughing and said: 



“Wow! You are good! Who put you up to this? Thomas? Matthew? Or Christian? Is this Samia?” 



“No I’m not Samia you total asshole. You better take my name off your site right now or I’m going to come and put my foot in your asshole you asshole!” Freebird, Sylvia and I looked at each other. The two of them smiled, thinking it was all a fun joke and someone, like me, had arranged for someone to call and pretend to be former “Solid Gold” dancer Kristin Schmidt. It was something I would have also enjoyed if I wasn’t worried that the woman actually was Kristin. Sean winked at me, put his cell on speaker, which wasn’t necessary, and said into it: 



“Look honey, I don’t know who you are or how much you’re getting paid to make this call, but I can assure you, the woman we have pretending to be Kristin Schmidt, or whatever your name is, is tons prettier than the real one.” 



“YOU FUCKING ASSHOLE PIECE OF SHIT HOW DARE YOU SAY THAT!!!” said 

the caller in a rage I found too profound to be faked. I looked from my brother’s amused face to my friends’. They weren’t smiling anymore. Sylvia said to me, softly: 



“Christian, I think that might actually be the real woman.” Freebird nodded and said: 



“I think you’re right.” Sean was the only one of us who still thought the call was a setup. 

This was clear when he said: 



“Look, bitch, you can’t possibly be Kristin because she is a lady and you most definitely are not.” This caused the woman to rain additional curses on him. Words too profane to repeat here. When she took a breath Sean said, “I suppose you’re going to call back in ten minutes and pretend to be Heather, huh?” 



“HEATHER DIED TWO YEARS AGO YOU TOTAL FUCKING ASSHOLE!!!” the 

caller said. 



“Thank God,” replied Sean. “At least she won’t be bothering me.” More expletives. Lots more of them. Fiery and sickening. When she exhausted herself Sean said, “If you’re done demonstrating your total lack of breeding, I have to go. You see, I have a show to 48 

put on this weekend, featuring some genuine ‘Solid Gold’ dancers. Please go about your fat, middle-aged business and do not bother me further.” The caller exploded. Sean howled and hung up the phone. “That was good, Christian,” my brother said, glowing. 

“You did good.” 



“I didn’t do this, Sean,” I said, gravely. My brother continued glowing, though a little less brightly, as he looked from me to Sylvia and Freebird. They shook their heads, shrugged and the former said: 



“I can’t believe I didn’t think of it.” 



“Brigid?” Freebird suggested. Sean glowed still less as he shook his head. 



“She wouldn’t have used swears.” We all continued looking at each other and then laughed awkwardly and returned to our lunch. 



None of us mentioned the phone call again, though Sean told Brigid about it. She confirmed not having arranged it and suggested calling their friends and relatives to see who did. Returning the call wasn’t an option as it came from a private number, according to my brother’s cell. Oh well. 



The theater held two hundred twenty-five people and opening night sold out. Freebird, Sylvia and I dressed up and served as ushers. Most of the audience were regulars. Dozens and perhaps half of them introduced themselves to me. It was pleasant but draining and I was never so happy for a show to start so I could relax and quit shaking hands with people I’d never see again. 



The lights went down and everyone found his seat and got quiet. Then the curtain opened to reveal the four person band occupying four of ten risers scattered at different levels over the stage. The audience clapped and hooted for them as they played the intro to the classic show’s theme song. Sean and Brigid entered singing “Solid Gold,” alternating verses and sharing the chorus. My sister-in-law’s sequined red dress was short and had puffy shoulders. Her hair was all teased 80s style. Sean had a dark, shiny suit with a narrow red tie and wore a mullet wig. It was hilarious. Funner was when, halfway through the song, the dancers appeared in deliberately cheap gold lame outfits and began doing all those stupid, effortless “Solid Gold” steps I spent my adolescence watching breathlessly. 



The crowd began the song clapping and shouting praise and encouragement and didn’t stop. Indeed, they got rowdier until they found themselves on their feet, clapping in tune with the song and hollering for the dancers. Because of this, I wasn’t aware the real Kristin, whom I had actually seated, had stormed the stage until she had her hands on Alice’s throat. 



Yup, Kristin Schmidt, who lived alone with her three cats in an apartment in Denver where she worked as a visiting nurse to elderly shut-ins had seen her name on the 49 

Portland Rose website, ‘cause she often visited “Solid Gold” tribute pages and someone had posted a link somewhere. She saw the page, called Sean and then booked a flight so she could attend the show and attack her impersonator. 



Poor Alice was caught completely by surprise as no one had told her about the call. My brother and his wife rushed to her aid, successfully pried Kristin’s hands from her throat and wrestled her to the ground. While this was happening the couple that had the dance studio and who knew the song and were decent singers, finished it for them, ‘cause the band kept playing, specifically to drown out Kristin’s blistering language. 



Freebird, Sylvia and I helped Sean and Brigid drag Kristin backstage. I’m sure others would have helped us had they realized her attempt to murder Alice wasn’t part of the show. The five of us were enough, though barely. We dragged the madwoman into the theater’s main office and held her down on the carpet until she calmed down. A couple of times she appeared to and we released her, but then she began throwing punches at all of us and actually clocked Sylvia in the mouth. “You need to stop, Kristin,” Brigid said with pleasant authority. 



“You’re wasting your breath,” I told my sister-in-law. “We need tranquilizers. Or a gun.” 

Freebird left the room, went to the next, where the costumes and props were stored, and returned with a fake gun he held to Kristin’s head.” 



“Cut the shit you crazy bitch!” he shouted, though nowhere near as loudly as she had since storming the stage. Still, she bought the whole gun thing and calmed down. Brigid left the room to monitor the show. Sean nodded toward a small refrigerator and said to Sylvia: 



“There’s a cold soda in there you can put on your mouth.” She helped herself to it as I regarded our new friend, who was lying face down on the carpet, covered in sweat, her little black dress and hose torn. I said to her: 



“Look, we’re really sorry we used your name in the show. And your friend’s. We weren’t getting a lot of pre-sales and we needed an angle. We didn’t do it to disrespect you or Heather.” Kristin took a couple of breaths and said, softly but angrily: 



“You sure didn’t disrespect me when I called.” I looked at Sean, whom Kristin couldn’t see, and saw that he was fighting laughter. I gave him what I thought was a withering look and succeeded in making him laugh, something he covered successfully with a fake cough. 



“My brother thought someone was playing a practical joke on him,” I said. “He didn’t think news of the tribute show would reach beyond the city. It’s a joke I would have done and he thought I had asked a friend to call him and pretend she was you. I’m really sorry.” I looked at Sean and nodded. Controlling his laughter he also said: 



“I’m really sorry.” Freebird said: 



50 



“I’m really sorry, too,” and looked at Sylvia, who was holding a diet cola to her swollen mouth and wasn’t going to apologize for getting punched. Before I could ask Kristin if she forgave us and if we could release her without fear of being killed, Brigid entered the room with Alice, who was kind of nervous and whose neck was still red from the whole being strangled thing. She looked at my sister-in-law and nodded. Then she said to Kristin: 



“I’m really sorry. My name’s Alice.” Sean, Freebird and I loosened our hold on Kristin enough for her to turn her head around to see the dancer who had pretended to be her. 

Alice continued, “I always admired your show,” as if it was “The Kristin Schmidt Show.” 

“I always wanted to dance professionally, but I was never talented enough.” We all watched Alice, who got a little misty-eyed. “I danced…stripped, for fourteen years. I tricked. I took drugs. Heroin and other stuff. Then I got clean and moved here. I stopped dancing. I’m a cashier now. It’s OK, but then I heard about this show. The ‘Solid Gold’ 

show. I heard they were looking for dancers my age, on purpose. To make it genuine. I thought it was my chance, you know, to be a professional dancer in a real show, like you.” She sobbed once. “I was the one who asked Sean if I could pretend I was you. I told him to put your name under my face on the website. I just wanted to be you. I wanted to be a real dancer, if only once, instead of a,” sob, “a,” sob, “whore.” Alice then cried too hard to continue. I felt the tension and anger leave Kristin’s body. We let her go and she turned over and sat up. Then she held her arms toward Alice, who knelt in front of her and embraced her. Alice continued crying and Kristin began crying. The rest of us watched them, stunned and totally not moved by any of it. Indeed, Sean had to stifle additional laughter. He did so successfully and the women continued holding each other and crying until Brigid said, “Alice, the countdown.” The two aging dancers released each other and the fake Kristin said to the real one, “Would you come out? Would you watch me?” Kristin wiped her eyes, nodded and said: 



“Yes. Yes, I will.” Sean and Freebird helped the women to their feet. Brigid opened the door as Alice helped Kristin arrange her torn dress and fix her hair. 



“Alice,” my sister-in-law said, moving her along. Alice indicated the door and said to Kristin: 



“You go ahead.” Our new friend looked at all of us and said: 



“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, too.” We all smiled benevolently and forgivingly and everything at her and then she left the room to find her seat. Alice followed her, but the moment before she went through the door she turned around and mouthed: 



“What a fucking bitch!” to us. Brigid shut the door after her and the rest of us, including swollen-lipped Sylvia, exploded in laughter. 
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I was going to pay and pay I did. The third episode, a boring one that featured Garrett falling in love with two different actual students with whom he had hooked up, was unendurable. It included one date with each girl and then the two of them showing up in the cafeteria and approaching him at the same time. There was some phone call and social networking drama. Blah, blah, blah. It was shot while the campus tour episode was edited. It wrapped the day the campus tour episode got posted. “Good work, guys,” 

Garrett said to me. Jody, Jay and the coed with whom he wound up. Julie, I think? She fully expected to go back to his dorm room with him after we finished. He was, like, “I’m going to go back to my dorm and see the new episode. I’ll see you in improv.” She was disappointed but still jazzed at having been featured on the show and figured there were hundreds of other fellas in the ninety-percent male student body to lay. We didn’t hear from her again. 



My phone rang as I got on the 408. It was Garrett. I didn’t pick up. I generally don’t like talking on the phone while I drive. No way was I going to get railed at while negotiating the expressway. Garrett didn’t leave a message the first time and didn’t leave one the second time. He left a long, profane-filled message the third time and followed it up with text after text. “F” this and “F” that. I ignored everything. 



Garrett spent the next two days sending me e-mail and text messages and leaving voice mails, all complaining about the campus hijinks he was unaware were going on around him while he was having his meaningful visit with Dean Simon. “And who was that fucking drag queen? And what about those guys making out? And how could you follow up my ‘Love the Pain Away’ with that 80s freak show? You really fucking blew it. I’m calling Bentley and having you fired.” He called Bentley and Bentley told him the episode was hilarious and that there was no show without me. He called Simon, who was relieved by what I had done and told him so. He called Solmes, who said he and the school’s board thought it was the funniest thing they had ever seen. Indeed, Solmes later told me, laughing, that he laughed throughout Garrett’s call. 



“Christian,” he said, “that walk across the campus with all that crime…” he laughed, “the four guys doing the lip-synch…” he laughed, “the woman…the…” 



“Drag queen,” I said. 



“Yeah, he” he laughed so hard he could barely speak. “Shopping and hanging out on that car…” I thought he was going to have a seizure. “We need to get her back. She needs her own show. We need to get her on the faculty.” They were all good ideas. Calmer, Solmes said, “Garrett’s pissed off.” I considered the e-mail, texts and voice-mails and said: 



“You think?” This made Solmes laugh all over again and say: 



“And the hanging at the amphitheater…It looked so real!” It did look real. Jay captured it perfectly. Calming down, he continued, “You’ve got to make nice nice with our boy.” I knew I would have to speak to him sometime, before he came to my house with a gun and took us all out. “You have to do it now. We’re shooting here in two days.” It was a 52 

Thursday. We would shoot episode four at Solmes’ house…mansion, that is, on Saturday. 

There was some kind of all-day seminar for foster parents in Ocala or the district or something and Dick and Millie Solmes were hosting around forty foster children at their house that day. He thought it would make a great episode if Garrett visited and got to connect with him and play with the children. Bentley was concerned about the kids being featured on camera. Solmes, his attorneys and administrators from the Department of Children and Families determined it was all right because the biological parents of the children who would be there all had had their parental rights terminated. “We can plug the foster care program, and adoption,” Solmes said. I was all about that. I was all about visiting his house, too. “You need to call him and take your lumps, Christian. He has to get over this by Saturday.” Solmes was right. I hung up the phone and picked it back up. 



Strangely, Garrett was calmer when he spoke to me directly. People generally are. It’s easy to unload on someone in writing or on a voice mail recorder than when speaking to him directly. He still yelled and used profanities. I just said sorry over and over again until he got tired and slammed the phone down on me. It was all good. 



That Saturday morning I arrived at Dick and Millie Solmes’ Belleview mansion at seven a.m. Jody, Jay and Garrett were due at eight-thirty and the kids at nine-thirty. Solmes said he wanted me to meet his wife and children and enjoy a visit before the show began. I mapped directions on my computer the night before, kissed Linden and the babies that morning at five-thirty, and arrived at the estate at seven on the dot. 



It was South Fork. Or Southfork, from “Dallas.” Tara and Anne Rice’s house on First Street. All rolled into one. A three story job with enormous white columns and more wings than an aviary. It was even bigger than the LeMieux mansion in Kingdom Come, now named Honey Bunches of Oats. The property was smaller, owing to its not being in the middle of nowhere, but the Solmes still owned acres and acres in all directions. 

Further, they owned real estate throughout two counties for…I don’t know, all sorts of reasons. 



Solmes and Mille met me at the front door, he with a handshake and she with a hug, though I had just met her. I loved people who hugged rather than shook hands, unless I hated them and didn’t want them to touch me or come near me. My friends invited me inside. The first thing I noticed was a gigantic staircase polished so heavily it appeared wet. Tile, chandeliers, paintings, drapes, antique furniture…I took all of it in as my hosts led me to a rear patio next to which were two pools: one with a diving board and slide and another for laps. 



We sat at a patio table and a servant brought us coffee, bagels and fruit. It was very nice and I said so. Millie asked, “What do you have planned for the day?” Swallowing a piece of cantaloupe I said, diplomatically: 



“Garrett came up with a list of activities he thought he would do with the children.” 

Solmes laughed and said: 
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“What Christian means, dear, is that he’s still so mad about the drag queen and other stuff he’s taking complete control from now on. Isn’t that right?” I nodded, smiled and said: 



“He said something about playing touch football with the boys. I guess he and Gray used to throw around a ball or something.” Millie looked at the sky, which was overcast, and said: 



“It’s supposed to rain later. I hope his activities don’t all have to be outside.” 



“Honestly,” I said, taking a sip of coffee, “I didn’t hear much about his ideas. When we last spoke he was all about the campus tour and nothing else.” Solmes laughed and so did Millie. “I kept apologizing and saying I was sorry when he stopped to take breaths. I mostly tuned him out. He insisted on taking complete control of the show from now on, I guess. But really, he could have read to me from the Koran for all I was listening.” 



“Well,” Millie said, “you better have nothing crazy planned.” 



“I don’t,” I insisted. “Believe me.” At that moment, the Solmes’ adult children Jack and Lily joined us. They were orphans rescued from the Bosnian war in the former 

Yugoslavia in the early nineties. They appeared to be in their early twenties and while Lily was very white (Serbian?) Jack was very dark (Muslim?). I shook their hands and Mille said: 



“Jack teaches at the University of Florida and Lily works with her father. They always come help us when we have the children over.” 



“How often is that?” I asked. 



“About once every two months,” Jack said. 



“It’s a lot of fun,” said his sister. 



We continued to enjoy breakfast and visit until Jody, Jay and Garrett arrived. A servant brought them to us and everyone introduced himself. Garrett said hello to me with a brief nod. Rather than concern me, I felt relieved that maybe I could hang out with the Solmes while Jay and Jody shot him playing ball. Millie said, “You better play football right away. I’m sure we’ll have rain at some point.” 



“That’s a good idea, Millie,” the young star said, politely. “We’ll do that first,” he advised Jody. She nodded and ate quietly. Ditto Jay. I didn’t know what they had endured during the ride from Montverde, and I never asked, but I’m sure Garrett had given them an earful, too. 



The children arrived in a bus at ten o’clock. There were forty of them. All different shapes and sizes. Most of them were boys and most of them were black. They ranged in age from eight to fifteen, I think. Lily told me the babies and toddlers were babysat at the 54 

community center where the foster parents had their seminar. Three of the children, two boys and one girl, had Down syndrome. Two were in wheelchairs: a girl who had been paralyzed by a childhood beating and a boy with cerebral palsy. The Solmes greeted everyone with hugs, high fives and other expressions of affection. They knew most of the children from prior visits but were as warm with the newcomers. When everyone had exited the bus Garrett said, and I cringe as I write this, “Hi. I’m Garrett Abel and some of you may have heard about me.” He scanned forty faces for responses and got none. 

“Well, I’m a new celebrity and I have my own reality show called ‘Stable Boy.’” Forty blank faces. “You’re all going to be on my show today and it’s going to be a lot of fun.” 

Nothing. “OK, he looked at the sky, “I think it’s going to rain and so we should play football right now before it does. Who wants to play touch football?” No one did. Or maybe they did but they didn’t want to play with him. Jack and Lily stepped in, mercifully, and began asking the boys and girls, by name, if they wanted to play. 



“We’ll have a game and then we can have lunch later,” Jack said. Eleven boys and four girls followed him and Garrett to some part of the property where they could play ball. 

Jody excused herself to get a football from the van, but Millie said: 



“We have everything. Sports equipment. Jack will take care of it.” Jody and Jay followed the children while Dick, Millie and Lily led the others inside and through the house to the patio. It occurred to me before joining them that Linden had packed his car, which I drove that morning, with clothing donations he collected at Superior Bodies. I thought it wise to bring them in then, before the rain started, and found the car. I carried the first of four boxes inside and put them in the foyer at the bottom of the stairs. Solmes saw me and followed me back out with one of his servants. Three three of us brought in the rest of the boxes as I explained where they were from. 



“Gay men’s clothing,” Solmes said, happily. “Are there any dresses or high heels in here?” He opened the box he was carrying. 



“Plenty,” I said, “though nothing that can’t be machine washed.” It would be impractical for foster kids to have dry clean-only items, and Linden and Elio washed everything that was donated before packing it up. We left the boxes in the foyer and joined Millie, Lily and the children on the back patio. 



“Who wants to go swimming?” Solmes shouted to the kids. They all shouted back that they did. He led all the boys to a changing room on one end of the patio. I went with them, pushing Alan, the boy in the wheelchair. Millie and Lily took the girls elsewhere to change. Most of the boys were young as the older ones chose to play football, though a thirteen year-old stayed behind to swim. His name was Kip and he was extremely gay and extremely not interested in rough sports. He got into his suit and helped the other boys into theirs while Solmes changed Alan. 



Dick Solmes, zillionaire owner of the gigantic mansion, property for miles and maybe half of two counties, could have paid the governor to change Alan, but he did so himself, gently and with good humor. “Christian?” he said. 
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“I didn’t bring a suit,” I advised him. 



“I’m sure we have something,” he indicated a closet in the small room. “Or maybe there’s something in one of those boxes,” he winked. I said: 



“Yeah, women’s suits.” He nodded and laughed. I found a suit that was red, a color I never wear because I’m a summer and look better in cool colors. It fit and I was happy to have them. Solmes and I led the boys back to the patio and Kip pushed Alan. Millie and Lily, who were also in suits, joined us with the girls. 



“OK,” Solmes said. “Everyone needs to have a good time and be nice to each other. No splashing or pushing or anything. And no roughhousing. If anyone gets tired, tell one of us.” He indicated the four adults, “or someone near you. Only one person on the slide at a time and no diving.” Half the kids nodded, though everyone appeared to have heard the rules. “OK, everyone in the pool!” The kids were very excited to be swimming but approached the pool slowly and steadily. Some jumped in but most of them walked down the stairs in the shallow end. Kip lifted Alan, who was very excited about swimming, out of his chair awkwardly. 



“My stars you’re getting big!” he said, sincerely. Alan smiled at the good news. Solmes moved to help him but I held up my hand. 



“You are a big boy,” I said approaching them and taking Alan from Kip. I was by no means a strong man, but I could handle the boy easily. “My name’s Christian, in case you didn’t hear earlier at the bus. I’m going to be your swimming buddy today if that’s OK.” 

Alan smiled and said something I couldn’t understand. Kip did and mouthed: 



“Hi Christian. I’m Alan. 



“It’s nice to meet you, Alan,” I replied, carrying him to the shallow end. I walked us inside slowly, relived the pool was heated in spite of us being in Florida and everything. 

The pool at the club was heated, but not as much and I always had to brace myself before I entered to do laps. “Ooooo, this is nice,” I said. Alan said: 



“Ooooo,” as I dipped his body under the water. Kip, Lily and Millie also got in the pool. 

Solmes wasn’t much of a swimmer and instead pulled a patio chair up to the edge and kept an eye on everyone. The servant who had helped us with the boxes—a butler? 

valet?—appeared, also wearing a suit, and pulled a chair up to the opposite edge of the pool. 



The group of us, a very large group, splashed around for thirty minutes. I spent the first fifteen holding Alan. As I was new and therefore interesting to the others and, OK, as I was still hot at forty-three and some of the girls had quickly developed crushes on me, the other kids fairly demanded my attention. Kip took Alan, whose forehead I kissed before giving him up, and I scooped a little boy and little girl up, lifted them as high out of the 56 

water as I could, and let them go. They loved it and everyone insisted he be next. One by one, ‘cause I really needed both arms, I lifted all the children out of the water and threw them gently back in. That was fun but tiring. Lily and the butler/valet/lifeguard recognized this and helped me out. After everyone had been lifted and thrown five or six whole times, I gave rides on my back. That meant Lily, the butler/valet/lifeguard and also Millie also had to. Kip watched us and secured Alan on his back so he could give him a ride. Still, the ratio of riders was still so high Solmes disappeared and returned very fast in his own suit. He got in quickly and said to me, “I hate the water, but these kids need their dolphin rides.” 



“They do,” I agreed. 



We carried on in the pool for another thirty minutes before it began to sprinkle. None of us cared as we were all completely wet and there was no thunder or anything. The rain ruined the football game, however, and Garrett, Jody, Jay and the others joined us at the pool. They were sweaty, dirty and, thanks to the rain, increasingly muddy. I looked at them…all of them, and nodded and then I looked at Jay and nodded. No further 

communication was necessary, which was cool, and as Jay lifted the camera all but three of the players, fully clothed, jump into the pool. This made the younger kids, Kip and Alan laugh, clap and shout. We adults did, too. As an afterthought, and really too long after the clothed kids had thrown themselves in, Garrett also did. He got no laughter, clapping or shouts, but I figured with editing and everything, we could make it look like he led the others. Millie surveyed the children splashing around in their street clothes and said: 



“What are they going to change into?” I looked from her to Solmes and said: 



“I know.” He did, too. 







The butler/valet/lifeguard, whose name I asked and learned was Louis, brought the boxes of donated clothing out to the patio. While Solmes, his wife and daughter and I took the kids who had changed into swimsuits back into the changing rooms, those who had jumped into the pool fully clothed rifled through the boxes for dry clothes and shoes. All of the girls and most of the boys put on these items. Three of the wackier boys found cotton summer dresses, skirts, tops, jewelry and pumps and had a high old time trying them on. 



When we joined the football fellas, now dressed in women’s clothes, on the patio, I noticed Kip, the thirteen year-old homo-in-training, looking at the boys with envy. He felt me looking at him and looked back. I smiled and nodded, which told him to go for it. He dove into the remaining pile of clothing his transvestite friends left more excited than I have ever seen anyone. He put together something fabulous and looked extremely pretty and, more important, extremely happy. 
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Finally dressed, we all went inside, walking in twos and threes under a narrow bit of shelter that led from the patio to one of the house’s rear doors. We entered a playroom, which was a good size but not large enough for forty kids. I had to use a bathroom and followed Solmes through the room and into the hallway behind the wet-looking staircase. 

I found a powder room, took care of business, and then found Solmes returning from the kitchen to the playroom. He said, “Lunch isn’t ready yet. What should we do with the kids?” I really didn’t know as I never had to entertain forty children and had never been to his house. I looked down the hall, through a window in the foyer and saw the rain teeming down. I walked to a window on the left side of the front door to get a closer look at the weather and shook my head. As I turned around to tell my host I had no idea what to do with the kids I saw the grand stairs again and had a brilliant idea. Solmes read my expression and asked, “What?” 



“You have helmets, don’t you? I mean, among the sports equipment and stuff. For bikes and, I don’t know, football?” He nodded. “And do you have a narrow, foam mattress someplace?” 



“I guess. I’m sure. Why do you ask?” I told him and he jumped up and down and clapped his hands like I will always recall Abigail Adams do. He grabbed my left arm and dragged me back into the playroom where Millie and Lily were trying to calm the children down. I saw that Garrett, Jody and Jay were standing outside, on the other side of the door and waved them in. “Children!” Solmes got their attention. “Christian here has a question for you?” He looked at me, beaming and impatient, and I asked: 



“How many of you have ever gone sledding? In snow?” I got responses that included, “I like snow,” I saw snow once,” “I saw snow on TV,” but no, “I haves.” “Well,” I continued, “we don’t have snow here in Florida, but today, we’re going sledding!” 



Thirty minutes later I was sitting at the top of the polished front staircase on a thick single mattress someone had found somewhere. Sitting in front of me was Alan, then Kip, then one of the girls and another one of the girls. Everyone wore a helmet but me. I said, 

“Hang on!” and Solmes and Louis pushed the mattress down the stairs, with us on it. We slid fast and hard, zooming down the large and long, and polished, stairs in just a few wild seconds, and then we crashed into several other mattresses and blankets Jack, Lily and others had set up in front of the front door. Millie, her children, Jody and Jay stood in the foyer watching us come down while Solmes, Louis, Garret and the other children watched over second floor railings. Everyone howled as the four kids and I sledded down the stairs on our mattress-toboggan, none louder than us. Everyone cheered as we crashed into the mattress and blanket barrier. The reason we had that was because when Solmes and his son Jack tested it, they bumped into the hard front door. Even though they didn’t get hurt, it was jarring. Millie helped me to my feet while the other adults helped the rest of my toboggan-team. 



“This is amazing!” my hostess said. “I want to have a turn!” 
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“Oh, you will,” I assured her. “Everyone gets to go!” Jack carried Alan up the front stairs, followed by Kip and the girls. They gave their helmets to the next four kids as Lily and I dragged the mattress back up. Then Garrett and the second round of sledders got on the mattress and Solmes and Louis gave them their starting push. They flew down and yelled as hard as we did. And they crashed as hard as we did. Everyone laughed, clapped and shouted for the second group as they got off. Like they were successful astronauts who returned to the earth after exploring the moon. Honestly! One of them, one of the boys who wore a dress, curtsied for everyone and drew a second round of applause for it. He and Garrett followed their three companions back up the stairs, dragging the mattress, and the third group put on the helmets. 



This went on for an hour, or maybe longer. Probably longer but it only felt like an hour because it was so fun. Actually, it was longer because I recall the cook telling everyone lunch was ready, more than once, and his being sent back to the kitchen by all of us, more than once. 



Everyone went sledding several times except for Millie. She found her ride so harrowing she refused to do it twice. She nevertheless took great joy in watching everyone else enjoy himself. Jay recorded and recorded and recorded until I insisted he and Jody have a turn. They got on with Alan, an older boy in donated clothes, men’s, and a girl with Down syndrome who was initially scared to go but wound up loving it as much as the rest of us. Jack recorded them and the footage made it into the episode. 



Also in the episode was footage of our post-lunch activities, all of which occurred in the mansion’s gigantic ballroom. We went there after lunch because it was still raining and the playroom hadn’t grown in size. As we entered Solmes whispered to me, “What now?” 

again, as if I had all this experience and we were in my house instead of his. As I thought these things I watched Kip walk the length of the room in his new cotton blouse, skirt and heels and whispered back: 



“We need to have a fashion show featuring all our new donated clothing from the gay guys at my filthy sex club.” Solmes gasped, beamed, grabbed my shoulder and said, loudly: 



“You’re a genius!” I smiled, nodded with mock modesty, and said: 



“I know.” 



“We’re having a fashion show!” Solmes announced immediately. “Everyone needs to show off their new clothes,” he continued, apparently without knowing that fewer than half the children wore new clothes. Then it occurred to him and he added, “Louis, Jack, get the rest of the donated clothes.” They did. Millie whispered to him: 



“There’s not going to be enough new items for everyone.” 
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“So,” he said, “clean out your closets.” He looked from his wife to his daughter and said, 

“Anything you haven’t worn in the last two years.” Millie and Lily looked concerned. 

“Now!” Dick Solmes snapped, as playfully as you can snap at someone. They booked out of the ballroom and returned ten minutes later carrying an alarming amount of really nice clothes, shoes and accessories. When Jack and Louis returned with the Superior Bodies clothes Solmes advised them both to go through their own closets, too. They also booked out of the ballroom and returned ten minutes later carrying an alarming amount of really nice clothes, shoes and accessories, too. 



The Solmes family, and their servant Louis, threw their very recently donated clothing in a pile and the kids descended on it, no one more passionately than Kip, who was even more excited than before and I didn’t think it was possible. The funniest thing about everything was that no one chose Jack or Louis’ clothing, or the remaining Superior Bodies clothing, all of which was men’s. They took the women’s stuff, and there was a lot of it because Millie and Lily made a second trip to their closets. Jody found me and said. 



“This is fantastic.” 



“I know,” I replied, and then found Garrett helping one of the kids put a dress over his head. I saw that Jay was videotaping them and said: 



“We need to shoot additional shots of Garrett suggesting these activities, you know.” 

Jody knew, because it had already occurred to her and she said so. 



“But they’re your ideas,” she whined, which was something she didn’t do before she had to work with Garrett Abel. I shrugged, she nodded and the kids continued getting dressed. 



“Music?” I asked the director. Jody replied: 



“Anything. We’ll add something generic in post. Turn it into a music video.” 



“With one camera?” 



“Jay’s good, and so’s,” the editor whose name, like so many others, I knew but forgot. 



Thirty minutes later, forty kids dressed as Millie and Lily Solmes participated in the mother-of-all fashion shows, but not in the ballroom. You see, it had no runway. The Solmes mansion’s dining room did, though. Dick Solmes suggested it to his wife, who considered it for half a second and agreed. He asked Louis to get the cook and whoever else he needed to extend the dining room table to its full length and move the chairs to the perimeter of the room. “I’m concerned a table cloth would be slippery,” I said to my hosts. 



“We’re not going to use one,” said Solmes. 
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“But the kids…their shoes…they’ll scratch the surface,” I said, with sincere concern. 



“We’ll just get it refinished. Or replace it,” said Millie. Wow! “This is a once in a lifetime thing,” she continued. “When are these kids going to have this kind of fun?” Then she threw her arms around me and asked, “When have I had this much fun?” 



Twenty minutes later all forty children were dressed in a line at the far end of the Solmes’ 

dining room. Dick, Millie, Jack, Lily, Garrett, a couple of servants and I stood on either side of the long table. Jay nodded to Louis to hit play on a stereo system he had rigged. It played some tecno music to which Jody was confident we could get the rights to cheaply. 

She had downloaded it on her phone, transferred it to something and someone stuck something someplace and voila, the fashion show had cool music. 



The three fellas who had initially dressed up as women after their clothed swim were the first to hit the runway. They hammed it up, posing as they walked in time with the music, looking all angry and condescending, strutting and twirling and ultimately getting into a catfight. They made all of us laugh and really broke the ice. After Solmes and his son broke up their play fight, they joined us on either side of the table as if we were spectators, which we were. We were also spotters, making sure none of the kids tripped over too-large heels or too-long hems. Of the forty kids, six took spills. Millie caught one, Solmes one, Lily one and Garrett, three. The stable boy caught so many because he was actively looking to. Indeed, if he could have tripped them to catch them, I’m sure he would have. It’s mean to say, but he tried so hard to draw attention to himself during the fashion show it made us all want to hit him. 



We spectator-spotters clapped and hollered for everyone who walked the runway, and everyone did, including the paralyzed girl. She was light and Kip held her in front of him. 

Her feet, duct-taped into a pair of Millie’s old Pradas, rested on his own Prada’ed feet. 

“Fabulous!” one of the three initial cross-dressers cried for them. “Just fabulous!” He was hilarious. He name was Bobby. He and his two friends decided they liked the word 

“fabulous” and shouted it a zillion times for each model. And every time they said it they laughed at how funny they sounded. “That dress is just fabulous!” said Bobby. 



“Isn’t she fabulous?” One of his friends asked of someone. 



“Why, she’s simply fabulicious!” determined the third one. They spent the entire show coming up with different, wacky ways to use the word, and succeeded beyond anything I could have imagined. Even funnier than their phrases were their deliveries, and the hilarity their efforts generated among themselves. They made me laugh harder than I can remember. My eyes teared and stomach hurt watching them. 



One by one, mostly, forty kids, including Alan, who was led down the runway by Garrett, worked the dining room table-turned-runway. They wore dresses that were entirely too large, hats that were entirely too large, shoes that were entirely to large, and accessories that were entirely too…well, they were the right size, but they weren’t used effectively. 

They were all so cute I wanted to hug each one. And they all had gobs of fun. This one 61 

put on model airs while that one was satisfied to walk without tripping. One little girl named Adrienne took a few steps, got nervous and went back to Jody, then took a few more steps, got nervous and went back to Jody again. The third time she pulled this, and it was all genuine, Bobby began chanting, “Adrienne, Adrienne…” and everyone joined him, including all of the adults. This made her more embarrassed, but only at first. 

Finally, she found the courage to walk the entire length of the very long table as nearly fifty people chanted, “ADRIENNE, ADRIENNE…” 



“She was the fabulousest one yet!” observed Bobby, who then burst out laughing at his clever use of the word. I just held my stomach and choked on all the laughter. I choked even harder as I considered that he and the other kids were having this hilarious impromptu fashion show on a now-ruined table on a rainy Saturday afternoon in 

Belleview, Florida, wearing Donna Karan, Christian Dior, Dionne von Furstenberg and more than one Bob Mackie original! It made me convulse. It did. It brought me to my knees. I thought I would die laughing. I wanted to. 



When everyone had a turn showing himself off Jody told all the kids to hold hands and bow as Jay passed them with his camera. We had to shoot that bit twice because not everyone understood right away. After that was done we all clapped for the kids and each other. Over our applause Adrienne said, “What now?” 



“Well, the big finale, of course!” I said without knowing what it was. Solmes and every other person in the dining room looked at me, waiting for me to tell them about the finale. 

I had no idea what it would be because I could think of nothing that would top that great fashion show. Then my gaze ran the length of the children and I imagined a kick line. 

That made me remember my siblings and me doing The Hustle at Thomas and Malachi’s bachelor party in the gay bar in Boston years before and I said, “We’re going to do a kick line, just to have footage of one. Then we’re going to do The Hustle.” 



The kick line took two minutes to explain and ten minutes to shoot. The disabled kids, of course, participated, the older kids, including Bobby, holding them between them and the Solmes family lying behind them and moving their legs for them. It was screamingly obvious and so wonderful I thought I would burst. Then we took potty breaks and went back to the ballroom. Some of the kids got tired of wearing their shoes, which was fine because one little boy had a pair I really wanted and had considered snatching off his feet. He no sooner took them off than I swooped in and grabbed them before Mille could change her mind about giving them up. “Thank you so much,” I said, graciously. He just looked at me as if I were insane, which was not incorrect. 



It took thirty minutes to teach everyone, including Jack, Lily, Garrett, Louis, a handful of other servants, and the cook, too, to do The Hustle. Solmes and Millie knew it already, having also lived through the seventies. They spent the half hour arranging dresses, shoes and accessories for the adults. She interrupted my lesson to ask me what I wanted to wear and I said, “Honey, I’ve got everything I need,” indicting my new shoes. Mille  regarded them for a moment too long, causing me to say, “You want ‘em back and you’re going to 62 

have to rip ‘em off my cold, dead feet.” She looked at me horrified, and then burst out laughing and hugged me for the third time that day. 



Jay and Jody found “The Hustle” on the net and hooked it up to the stereo system as they had the fashion show music. When I was confident all the kids, and adults, knew enough of the dance to at least muddle through it, I nodded to Louis, who started the song and then stumbled his way to his place in one of the four lines we made. He would have walked more confidently had he not also been in heels, two sizes too small. What a guy! 

As Bobby would say, “He’s the fabulousest!” We all stood quietly over the intro and then I signaled the dance to begin. We all did it together and we all did it well. Kip and Garrett held Alan and Jack and Lily held the disabled girl (Sally?). Solmes, Millie, Jody and the other adults found random places among the children, closer to the young ones, so they could guide them through the line dance. It wasn’t really necessary, though, because everyone picked it up and it went really well. Bobby and his friends helped out the kids with Down syndrome, even though they also got it. It was super. The whole dance was super terrific and totally fab…well, you know what it was. We all danced with so much confidence several of us improvised toward the end. OK, I started improvising and Bobby and others also did, building to a spectacular ending filled with spins, poses and a split Bobby did without thinking about it or knowing he could do it. 



We again clapped for ourselves and each other. Then the bus arrived to take everyone back to the center in Ocala, where the foster parents were finishing up their meetings. I said to Jody, in front of Solmes and Millie, “We have to shoot Garrett giving the kids instructions as if he led everything.” Their faces fell, but they knew it was necessary. As Jody explained this to Garrett and set up the shots with Jay, the Solmes siblings and the confused children, I said to Dick and Millie, “Call the parents and tell them the bus broke down and to come here to get them.” Solmes knew why right away, but Millie needed her husband to explain: 



“So that the last thing they do tonight is not pretend to be in awe of that little pain in the ass.” His wife nodded her head and said: 



“Yes, it is kind of an odd way to end a wonderful day. 



Jody, Jay and the rest of us shot several other bits with Garrett: him suggesting The Hustle, him suggesting the fashion show, him suggesting the sledding… “It’ll be a lot of fun,” he said. “Just like I used to do with my brother.” My hosts and I heard something sincere in this line. We looked at each other and Solmes said: 



“Gray.” 



“Yeah,” I kind of said, vaguely, because I didn’t know what to make of it. Millie smiled a bit, sincerely, and said nothing. 



The kids didn’t understand what was going on with Jay shooting Garrett saying stuff I did. They were tired and some of them were fussy. Adrienne said, “What’s going on?” 
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Bobby figured it out and explained it to her. Then he looked at me and grimaced. I smiled at him and said, to lighten things up and because he really was: 



“You are the definition of fabulous, Bobby. You are and always will be. I will never again hear that word without thinking of you.” Well, this made him smile so hard and beam so brightly you would have thought…I don’t know…something really good 

happened. He said: 



“I won’t think of that word without thinking of you and this great day, Christian.” Millie witnessed the exchange and burst into tears. Thankfully, Garrett didn’t witness it, because he would have suggested recreating it with him playing me, and Bobby wouldn’t have stood for it. 



Jody and Jay finished with Garrett at the very time the foster parents began showing up to collect their kids. Solmes and his wife greeted all of them at the front door and led them into the ballroom where their children, and every other person in the house, did The Hustle, which Jay arranged to play on a loop. By the third time all the parents had joined the dance. 



When the song ended for the last time we clapped for ourselves and each other for the last time. Hugs, laughing and tears and the kids packed their new clothes into paper bags Louis and the cook had distributed. Several of the foster mothers approached Millie to double check that it was OK their children take the dresses and other stuff. “Of course!” 

she said, absolutely delighted the children would have and keep her clothes. Solmes asked me to stand by the front door as parents and children left so he could introduce me to each of them, and the kids could say goodbye. I hugged most of the forty, and shook hands and high-fived or whatever with the others. Bobby gave me a hug and said, 

“You’re fabulous.” I said: 



“You’re fabulouser.” 



“No, you’re fabulouser.” 



“No, you are.” 



“No, you are.” 



“No, you are,” I insisted, and then he responded not by saying no, that I was, but by saying: 



“This was the best day of my life.” His foster parents, an older couple who also took care of two younger boys, looked at me, smiling gratefully. I wondered if they took kids in for the extra income. I didn’t ask and don’t know. They seemed like they liked Bobby and the other boys. I don’t know. They seemed happy to be there and they did join The Hustle, though they didn’t know what the heck they were doing. I said to Bobby, and his brothers, and everyone else in earshot: 
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“This was the best day of my life, too, Bobby.” Then I added, because something came over me, “and I’m not going to forget it or you. And in the future, when I have days that aren’t so great or I’m mad or disappointed, I’m going to remember this day and remember how everyone was fabulous and we all looked great and danced really well and loved each other. I hope you do, too.” He hugged me and said: 



“I will.” Then he and his family left. Then the other foster families left. Then the servants disappeared. Then Jody and Jay packed up and left, with Garrett, who said nothing more than: 



“Bye,” to me. This was good because it meant he wasn’t swearing and threatening to burn me alive. 



When it was just me and the Solmes family I said goodbye, too. Millie said, “Please stay the night. You don’t want to drive all the way back to Orlando.” I considered the drive and said: 



“No, I don’t.” I thought of Linden, the babies and the pups and added, without thinking, 

“but I miss my family.” It was a strange thing to say, but sincere in that it just came out, you know? Solmes said: 



“Then my family will take you to yours.” He looked at Jack and Lily and said, “Why don’t you drive Christian’s car and we’ll follow you in the…” he looked at his wife, who said: 



“Mercedes…the maroon.” How terrific they had more than one Mercedes! 



“Thank you,” I said, sincerely grateful. I said goodbye to Louis and the cook and thanked them for helping out. 



“No, Mr. Gallagher,” the butler/valet/lifeguard began. I corrected him with a look and he said, “Christian. Thank you. It was a great day.” 



“It was.” 



Jack and Lily drove Linden’s car, which I had taken that morning ‘cause I had the boxes, back to Orlando. Solmes, Millie and I followed them in the maroon Mercedes. He drove and I sat shotgun. From the back, Millie said, “I think today was the best day a lot of those children ever had.” I hated to think it was but didn’t say so. Instead, I said: 



“I’m glad. I hope they remember it and it makes them happy to think about it.” A beat and Solmes said: 



“They can all record it to their TVs.” I agreed but his wife said: 
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“It won’t be the same, Dick. It’ll be Garrett leading them in all the fun.” It was true, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care if Garrett go the credit for making the day such an adventure, and I didn’t care if the kids grew up to remember him leading the parade instead of me. I was just glad they got to march. Then I said what I thought, word for word. Millie began crying again and said: 



“I’ll always remember you lead the parade, Christian darling.” Jack and Lily parked Linden’s car in our driveway. I hugged each Solmes, thanked each of them and went inside. 



It was about ten-thirty and I was tired but wired and knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. 

Linden was reading in bed with The Whore of Babylon. The foster mutts were scattered around on rugs on the floor around the bed. The other beagles were guarding Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia in the other room. I gave each a kiss, took a quick shower and got into bed with my husband, who said, “Tell me all about it.” I did. It took me two hours ‘cause I left out no detail. When I was finished he said, “That’s the best story I ever heard, Christian. I love you.” 



“I love you, too, Linden,” I said, and we went to sleep. 



66 




Chapter 5 

I said to Rhoda: 




So, we went to Superior Bodies Asheville. What a beautiful city that is. And the surrounding countryside. Just beautiful. If I were ever to leave Orlando I would move there. The buildings, the mountains. So beautiful. 



SBA was in what had once been a garage. You know, for cars. It was old yellow brick, which I generally don’t like, but it worked for the club. The gym was in what was once the main bay, and the handful of offices had been converted into a changing room and shower area. There were no cubicles, but not because there wasn’t space to build them. 

The garage had tons of stations or bays or whatever you call them, and the gym equipment, which was spread out, could have been carefully placed, leaving room for at least a half dozen of them. I mentioned this to the club’s manager, Buddy-something, when he gave us our initial tour. A big, friendly man about my age, he said, in a friendly way, “We don’t have a call for them, Christian.” That was reasonable. Every city and every club was different. 



During our brief Sunday afternoon tour, Buddy introduced Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ and Dahlia to a female employee. “This is my wife, Linda.” She was a big friendly woman, also about my age. 



“I’m glad to meet all of you,” she said in a friendly way. “We’ve been looking forward to your visit.” We told her how glad we were to meet her and finished our tour on the patio where a couple of men who had finished their workouts were relaxing at one of a handful of tables. Buddy suggested we take another and Linda brought us sodas and sat down with us. 



“You’re a straight couple,” Sylvia stated the obvious. I didn’t blame her, as it was the first Superior Bodies she had visited that wasn’t staffed entirely by gay men and women. 

Linda lifted up her hands as if in surrender and said: 



“Guilty.” This made her husband chuckle and I did, too, out of courtesy. 



“There are other clubs run by straight people,” I said. “Sultan Springs, before it became a retirement home. Gargamel and Kingdom Come, too.” 



“That’s right,” Sylvia remembered my having described them to her. She nevertheless said to our new friends, “How did you wind up here?” Buddy smiled and said: 



“I used to run this place when it was a garage. Then the owner sold it. I wanted to buy it but couldn’t get the money together. The fella who did went bankrupt. That’s when Hassler bought it.” Linda continued: 
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“Buddy’s a jack-of-all-trades. Mr. Welch,” Crawford, bless his heart! “hired him to oversee the construction of the building and the club.” Buddy: 



“They had an architect design the place. I just hired the locals to put up the drywall and build the showers and such.” Linda poked her husband and said: 



“Don’t be so modest, dear.” She leaned toward us and continued, “Buddy helped the architect design the place and almost single-handedly installed that shower. 



“Good for you,” I said because, like Sylvia, I liked these friendly people. We visited some more and then Linda gave us directions to an old Asheville hotel where she had made us a reservation. 



“You’ll love it,” she said. “It’s in a historical building and they’ve kept up the period décor.” She and her husband walked us out to the Hummer and we all shook hands. The five of us got into the car and pulled out as Buddy and Linda stood there, waving at us, arms around each other’s waists. 



“They’re precious,” Sylvia said as she pulled out of the parking lot. Freebird, who sat in back with the pups, lit up a joint and said: 



“Yeah.” 



“I agree,” I said from the front seat, and then turned round to the pups. “What did you think?” Jesus Christ growled, which was something he hadn’t done since the Coven and I first visited Lady Lake two years before. His mommy and daddy looked at him, also concerned. “OK,” I said to the pups, and then added, to the humans, “There’s clearly something wrong with Buddy and Linda. What do you suppose it is?” Neither of them could say. 



We found out what was wrong with Buddy and Linda on Tuesday. We would have found out on Monday, but after joining them for coffee in the morning, we spent the day exploring the city and its environs. We mostly drove around admiring the buildings and the area. We stopped to shop and eat and took a couple of long walks through the downtown area. We bought stuff, including post cards, which we filled out and mailed. 

Linda called me on my cell phone mid-afternoon and asked me if we had dinner plans. I said we didn’t and she asked us to come to their house for a home cooked meal. “What do you think?” I asked Freebird and Sylvia, covering the phone. 



“I’m kind of tired,” he said, from smoking marijuana, of course. “And I’m hungry now,” 

he added, from smoking marijuana, of course. Sylvia said: 



“How about tomorrow night?” I asked Linda if we could do it Tuesday and she said that would be great. We found some cool restaurant for dinner and then went back to our hotel, which was as historical and beautiful as the rest of the city. 
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Tuesday morning we joined Buddy and Linda for coffee again and told them we planned to spend most of the day relaxing at the club. Sylvia and Freebird hit the patio with the pups for some late morning sun while I checked out the DVD and books in the lounge. 

They were classics: “Casabalanca,” “Jane Eyre,” “Great Expectations,” and “The County of Monte Cristo.” Lots of World War II movies, too. I was kind of surprised, not by the quality of what was available, but that there were no gay-specific books or movies. There weren’t any magazines, either. Not porn or anything, but no copies of “Genre” or “The Advocate.” There were no large photographs of shirtless men anywhere in the building, either. I thought it was curious, but for less than a minute before determining that while we were in Asheville, we were still in the South. Buddy and Linda were discreet and likely had to be. It was all good. 



A minute after determining that we were in Asheville and Buddy and Linda had to be discreet and all, a young, bleach blond gym bunny approached me and said, “You’re not going to find ‘Brokeback Mountain’ in that collection.” I smiled at him and said: 



“No, I guess not.” He realized I didn’t fully understand and said: 



“You don’t fully understand.” 



“Understand what?” I asked. 



“Buddy and Linda are born-agains.” 



“What!?!” 



“Born-agains. Christians. Evil Christians. Christians that hate gays.” 



“How can that be? They run a gay gym!” 



“Not after they’re through,” said the bunny. I looked around. I needed more information but I didn’t want to be overheard. I said: 



“Would you come with me to the patio?” He nodded and followed me. I led him to the chaise lounges on which Sylvia, Freebird, Jesus Christ and Dahlia were sunning themselves. I made them sit up and move over so Gym Bunny and I could join them. I was too worked up for proper introductions and said, simply, “Tell us everything.” 



“Well,” Gym Bunny began, “Buddy and Linda are total holy-rollers.” 



“What!?!” Sylvia and Freebird said, really loudly. 



“Totally. As soon as they heard this place was opening they were all over it. Buddy used to work here when it was a gas station or whatever. Then they heard they were going to build a Superior Bodies here. They did their research on the internet and realized it was a gay gym with sex stalls. Their church protested against it but the company got a permit 69 

but it couldn’t have the sex stalls.” Hmmm. “They applied for jobs here and got them because the guy who hired them didn’t realize they were with the protesters.” 



“Crawford Welch hires undercover born-agains,” I said. “Wait ‘til I tell the twins!” Gym Bunny continued: 



“They’re really friendly on the outside,” none of us disagreed, “but when they get to know you, they’ll start asking you if you’re happy with your lifestyle and stuff.” Hmmm. 

“Then they’ll invite you to their house for dinner and start on you more.” 



“I’m glad we dodged that bullet,” Sylvia said. 



“Then they’ll ask you to come to a party with people who are reconverted gays.” 



“Really?” Sylvia and I asked at the same time. Freebird would have also said really but was busy toking on a joint. 



“Yeah. It’s very sinister and manipulative. They have this organization called ‘No Mo Homo.’” Freebird choked on his bone and began coughing, which he totally never did because he was an expert pot smoker. The combination of the fantastic name and Freebird’s reaction made Sylvia and me howl with laughter. I pulled myself together frist and asked: 



“Does everyone know about them? Buddy and Linda?” 



“Oh, yeah. All the regulars. They’ve approached all of us. I stopped them right away, though. I grew up here and my mother’s sister is friends with them so I knew what they were all about.” 



“Why haven’t you said something to Hassler?” I asked, and then realized he probably didn’t know who Hassler was, and then realized he could figure it out by the context. 



“I don’t know. They didn’t bother me, except for when Buddy asked me if I liked being gay and I said yes and leave me alone.” 



“That’s all it took?” Sylvia asked. Gym Bunny nodded. 



“Pretty much. They ask me a few times a year and I always tell them to leave me alone, unless I need a spot. I never went to their house, though. We’re onto them. Most of us.” 



“Why do you keep coming here?” Freebird asked. 



“The equipment’s good and the price is OK. It’s near my house so I can walk here.” 



“Have they converted many people?” I asked. Gym Bunny shrugged. 
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“I don’t know. Some. Maybe eight or ten from here. They do outreach other ways, like in the schools and going door to door. There are a lot of people at those No Mo Homo events.” We laughed at the name again. “They have ice cream socials and barbecues. 

They do something social at least once a month.” 



“Ten people doesn’t seem like a really good success rate,” Sylvia observed. Freebird and I agreed. Then I said: 



“Yeah, but being here they can make sure no one’s having sex here and there aren’t any stalls and they can keep an eye on the homos.” Gym Bunny nodded. 



“Except we don’t care. They’re a joke. But they did get to this one guy I used to date. He dumped me after going to their house for dinner.” 



“I’m sorry,” I said. We were silent for a little while. Then I asked, “When’s the next No Mo Homo party?” Gym Bunny pulled a cell phone out of his shorts and hit a few buttons. 



“They’re on facebook,” he said. He hit a few more buttons and said, “They’re having a poetry reading at the library. A mixer. Gay guys…well, ex-gay guys and young single women from their church.” Sylvia said, mischievously: 



“Any of them ex-lesbians?” 



“Probably,” Gym Bunny said. “I can find out.” I new what she was thinking. As fucked up as he was, and always was, Freebird did, too. He said: 



“You wanna crash it and make out with everyone?” 



“Fuck yeah!” she said. Gym Bunny nearly dropped the phone in surprise. 



“Are you serious?” he asked. 



“Fuck yeah!” I said. 



“You guys are going to go?” 



“Fuck yeah!” Freebird said. 



“And make out with everyone?” At once, Sylvia, Freebird and I said: 



“Fuck yeah!” 







Sylvia, Freebird and I found another reason not to go to Buddy and Linda’s for dinner. I was tempted to say, “We’re too busy calling everyone we know, gay and straight, and 71 

inviting them to Asheville to crash the No Mo Homo mixer.” It would have been the truth, but I didn’t want to spoil the surprise. We got a head count by midnight. The following day, Wednesday, I made additional room reservations for the folks who were attending. My friends and I spent that day and Thursday enjoying the city and driving around the rest of the county looking at cool houses and other buildings and enjoying the hills and mountains. There aren’t any hills or mountains in Florida. At all. Anywhere. 

Yup, Montverde means “Green Mountain,” but there’s not a green mountain on campus or within a zillion miles of the school or town. 



Friday morning people began arriving. Thomas and Malachi were first. Then Joshua and Jacob Kelly. Sean flew in from Portland. Indeed, he was the first person I called. Indeed, after I explained the plan he said, “I’m in,” before I could ask. 



“Have you ever kissed a boy?” I asked my brother. I didn’t think he had because I was sure he would have told me about it. 



“We did ‘La Cage’ in ’98. Does that count?” I thought about it and said: 



“No.” I didn’t ask any of my other siblings because Thomas and I are the only gay ones and Sean just loves wacky hijinks. Still, everyone else heard about it, from Sean, and Deborah volunteered Colin to go. “Are you drinking again?” I asked my brother when he called to volunteer.” 



“No,” he said. “Deborah thinks it would be hot. She also says I owe her after banging Fiona the…” he stopped before saying the day we…I killed Deirdre’s killer. 



“You do owe her,” I said. 



“Andrea’s coming, too,” Colin said. 



“Andrea who?” 



“Andrea Cavanaugh.” 



“Who’s she?” 



“Andrea Hanson Cavanaugh.” 



“Who’s Andrea Hanson Cavanaugh?” 



“Our cousin. One of Fiona’s daughters. She’s a lesbian.” 



“Really?” 



“Yes,” Colin said. “She married to a woman whose last name is Cavanaugh. They live in DC. Her wife’s coming, too.” 
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“I’m looking forward to meeting…Andrea?” I said, knowing full well I have seen her hundreds of times at as many family events. 



“She was in your graduating class,” Colin said, which made me laugh really hard. He did, too. 



They all came, and others Sylvia and Freebird knew. And Linden’s aunt Patricia and her lover Bertice. And Linden. And Samia. And Dondi. They drove up with the babies. I made arrangements with the hotel for child care. I was very careful about the staff member they recommended and had Jack Patterson do a background check on her. It came out good. 



I told Gym Bunny, whom I saw briefly on Wednesday morning when I showed up at the club, alone, to have coffee with Buddy and Linda, about all the folks who were traveling to Asheville to crash the party. “Excellent!” he said. “It’s going to be early. My friends and I’ll throw an after party. One of them lives in this three-story Victorian job. He’s always looking for a reason to have a party. He’ll be so psyched about this one!” 



The ex-gay mixer began at seven p.m. I asked everyone to assemble at the hotel bar at five so we could all say hi and visit before heading over. Gym Bunny and several of his friends offered to pick people up at the Asheville airport, which made things easier. My brothers, the twins, my cousin…Andrea, and her lover, Patricia, Bertice and lots of other folks showed up between five and six dressed in sharp looking clubwear. You know, black suits and little black dresses. “Where are Linden and the babies?” Colin asked. 



“They should be pulling up any time,” I said. “They would have been here already, but when Aki and Sayaka heard about they party, they insisted they turn around and come back for them.” This made Colin laugh. 



“If I don’t get laid by a guy tonight, do you think…?” 



“Of course!” I said, “They would love to have a three-way with you.” They would. And they did. 



The old Japanese twins, Samia, Dondi, Linden and our babies arrived around six-thirty. 

While they were changing, everyone else coo’ed over Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. They were growing but neither could talk yet, unless you counted the baby-talk language in which they engaged with each other. Neither Linden nor I had deciphered it yet, but were confident we would, soon. It was hilarious watching everyone love on them and pass them around as if they were in a mosh pit. At seven, on the dot, Linden, Samia, Dondi, Aki and Sayaka entered the bar looking fresh, sexy and ready to make out with members of the same sex. As the bartender poured them drinks, a bus pulled up in front of the hotel. Sylvia stood on a chair and go everyone’s attention. “OK people, suck down your drinks. We’re ready to go.” Someone…a woman…my cousin maybe, asked: 





73 

“Isn’t the library on the next block?” It was. Sylvia said: 



“Yes, people, the library is around the corner. The thing is, I called the No Mo Homo people yesterday and told them I was from a similar group in Manassas and would they mind if we came to their event and they said yes, so I had to get a bus from Virginia to come down here and pick us up and bring us there.” Yup, we thought of everything. 

Everyone laughed and applauded our effort and attention to detail.” Sylvia nodded graciously and said, “Babies to daycare. Everyone else, on the bus!” I led Linden to the hotel’s playroom. As we put them in a playpen I said: 



“Wanna just blow if off and stay here and play with them?” He thought about it and said: 



“You’re too beautiful in that little black dress. People need to see you.” I did look good. 

So did Freebird, who was also in drag. We had to. Buddy and Linda would have 

recognized us otherwise, and it was important to have cross-dressers there. Sylvia dressed like a man, by the way, though she could have gotten away with a wig and complicated makeup. She insisted. We kissed the babies, thanked the babysitter and found our way to the bus. 



We were on the bus for less than thirty seconds. Indeed, I don’t think I had even chosen a seat by the time we had to get off. We entered the library slowly and politely. Even nervously. We were all supposed to be converted homos looking for opposite-sex spouses. We entered the main room, where the mixer was happening, demurely…at least as demurely as a group of super-attractive people dressed amazingly could. “Oh, my,” 

Sylvia said as she saw the mostly gay men in their khaki pants and oxfords. A couple of women were similarly dressed. They looked like uniforms. They did! Buddy, who wore khakis and a polo, greeted us. Samia assigned herself the job of spokesperson and approached him. 



“So nice to meet you,” she said in a flawless American accent. “I’m Sue Collins, from Manassas. Thank you for letting us come to your event.” 



“It’s our pleasure. I’m Buddy and this,” Linda approached them, “is my wife, Linda.” 

Samia shook both their hands and said: 



“It’s so nice to meet you. What a success story you are.” They didn’t know what she meant. I knew this because they asked, simultaneously: 



“What do you mean?” 



“Well,” she explained, “it’s nice to see former gay people in loving, straight marriages.” 

Their faces fell. Linda rallied first and said: 



“Oh, we’re not gay.” 
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“I know,” Samia said. “And I congratulate you.” She hugged them both before they could say they had never been gay, ever, at all. “Who’s reading the poetry?” Buddy said: 



“Several of our members wrote poems about their conversions.” 



“Fantastic!” Samia fairly shrieked. “I. Can’t. Wait.” Neither could the rest of us. Twenty-six friends, relatives and I took twenty-six of the thirty available chairs, leaving eighteen No Mo Homos with four. Colin sat next to me and whispered: 



“Does this mean there aren’t enough gay guys for me to kiss?” I whispered back: 



“You’re not leaving here, alive, unless your tongue goes into one of their mouths.” We surveyed the Asheville gay contingent together. 



“Only two of them are hot,” he said. 



“You make out with one of those guys or you make out with me.” Oooo, I was firm. 



“No way,” Colin shook his head. “Thomas said you sucked.” He thought about his choice of words and said, “I mean, I know you sucked…each other, but he said you weren’t good.” 



“That lying homo!” I said, laughing. 



I don’t know how many poems were supposed to be read that night, but my posse could only endure two before we found a boom box. Patrice stuck in a disco CD and we all started dancing, with members of the opposite sex. We were taking it slow, you know. 

Thomas asked an Asheville lesbian who was built like Lou Ferrigno to dance. This pleased Buddy and Linda, who smiled and nodded their encouragement to her. Freebird and I approached the two hot Asheville gay guys before any of the real women could get them. They totally believed we were chicks. It was a hoot. Other folks paired off and the party got underway. 



Linden asked Linda to dance, to get her away from the refreshment table where she had poured generic soda from two-liter bottles into plastic cups. A couple of Sylvia’s friends, whom I just met that night, provided cover while Sean and Samia spiked each of the drinks. Oh, and Joshua danced with Aki and Jacob danced with Sayaka. It was cool watching them, ‘cause they’re twins and all. I mean, I knew them well enough to tell them apart—the Kellys, that is. I gave up trying to figure out the Imamura twins the afternoon of the their first day. 



Long story short, forty-five minutes later the sixteen ex-gay Asheville men had each made out with a Manassas guy and the two ex-lesbian Asheville women had both sucked face with Patrice, Bertice, Andrea and her wife, Samia and Sylvia’s female friends. 

Sylvia, Freebird and I had kissed no one and wouldn’t because our friends had it covered. 

Instead, we wandered around what had gone from poetry reading to Bacchanalian festival 75 

taking digital pictures. More specifically, I was taking pictures of my brothers and brother-in-law kissing as many Asheville fellas as I could. I got tons. 



Buddy and Linda didn’t kiss anyone, nor did they prevent anyone from kissing anyone else. This was because the moment Dondi made the first pass, at the ugliest No Mo Homo at the party, Samia subdued Buddy and I, being brave and strong, got his wife in a headlock. We tied them up and gagged them, but let them stick around and watch us go at the members of their silly club. It was very painful for them to watch and watch us go at the No Mo Homo members. Indeed, they spent the rest of the party crying. Aki and Sayaka tied their hands really tight and that also might have made them cry, especially as they struggled to free themselves. 



Three of the Asheville ex-gays tried to free them. Joshua, Jacob and Linden pounced on them before they could. In seconds, the twins and my husband were rolling around on the library carpet kissing them hard. I watched Linden suck face with the non-descript Asheville guy on whom he threw himself and found myself turned on by it. I did. I told him this later. Then we…well, whatever. 



Long story short, by nine p.m. the party at Gym Bunny’s friend’s three-story Victorian house was in full swing. In attendance were all eighteen ex-ex-gay Asheville men and women, and all but two of the Manassas delegation. Linden and I went straight back to the hotel, paid the babysitter who had watched Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia generously, and took them to our room where they watched me get the rest of my siblings and our sister-in-law Deborah and Brigid on the phone and heard me describe, in detail, the event as Linden e-mailed pics to them. 



Also at nine p.m., the still-bound former Superior Bodies Asheville employees, Buddy and Linda, were still crying, or so I imagined. Gym Bunny told me the following afternoon he heard they were freed Saturday morning by the assistant head librarian, who always opened on weekends. The first thing they did, I also imagined but no one was able to confirm, was go home and change their soiled underwear. When they got there they found the personal items they had brought to the club, and a check from me for two weeks severance. 



I also imagined, with complete confidence, Buddy and Linda never entered or came near Superior Bodies again and abandoned all further efforts at converting homosexual men and women to heterosexuality, their effort having failed so miserably, so quickly and so right in front of them. 







Dick Solmes picked me up very early on the first Saturday morning in October, 2009. We were going to see Dary Beaumont in Clearwater. I told him I could have met him there, or at least along the way, but he insisted. His driver pulled up in a black classic Rolls Royce. Linden happened to notice it and said, “Christian, your ride is here.” We each took a baby and went outside to greet our friend and examine the car. The driver, a young 76 

fella named Jason, who I later learned had spent many years at the boys’ ranch and was now a full-time chauffer, opened the door for his employer and Solmes stepped out. His happy face got happier when he saw whom Linden and I were holding. 



“They’re beautiful!” he said, approaching us with his arms wide. “May I hold them?” 



“Of course,” my husband said, handing him our daughter. “This is Lil’ Samia.” 



“She’s glorious!” Solmes cried, taking her gently and holding her up to examine her. He transferred her to one arm and I put her brother in his other. 



“This is Lil’ Jacob,” I said, and then indicated Linden and introduced him. 



“I’m glad to meet all of you!” Solmes said, looking from my husband to our children. He then turned around and introduced Jason to all of us. He tipped his chauffer hat and said hello from where he stood next to the car. “Jason likes to play dress-up on Saturdays.” 

We looked at Solmes, asking about Saturdays. “That’s the day he drives me, and sometimes Millie, to Clearwater.” He saw Dary Beaumont every week. I flushed 

with…something. “I choose the car, or Millie does, and Jason dresses up to match it.” 

Linden and I took a second look at the driver as he adjusted his classic chauffer outfit, down to the gloves, and tipped his hat again. “When we take the convertible BMW, he dresses like a mid-century actor. Sunglasses and cravat. Cammos for the Jeep Wrangler. 

Khakis and a polo for the mini-van, which we don’t use a lot. A black silk outfit for the Jag.” 



“That’s a good gig Jason has,” Linden said. I nodded. Solmes mooned over the babies a bit more and then Linden took them from him. 



“I would like to come back and spend more time with them, or maybe you can bring them to Belleview.” 



“That would be very nice,” Linden said. “We all would like that.” I kissed my husband and our babies and followed Solmes to his car. Jason opened a door for me and I got in, thanking him. Solmes got in next to me as I examined the Rolls’ interior, which smelled completely new. Jason pulled away from our house and honked a few times to Linden, who stood watching us drive away. 



“Should we go back and get them?” Solmes asked. “We can put your car seats in here.” 



“Oh, no,” I said, “but you’re kind to ask. I’m sure they’d all like to ride sometime, though.” 



“Soon,” he said, and then surprised me by saying to Jason, “To the nearest Wal-Mart!” 

Our driver nodded and pressed a few buttons on his GPS. I couldn’t resist asking: 



“Wal-Mart?” 
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“Oh, yes,” Solmes said. “I never go empty handed.” He didn’t. He went to Wal-Mart in his Rolls Royce or convertible BMW to get…what? Jason got on the 408 going west and got off on 50 in Winter Garden. He pulled into a Wal-Mart and parked. He stepped out and opened my door. I got out and saw that Solmes had opened his own door. 



“Mr. Solmes,” Jason admonished his employer. 



“You know I don’t like to put on airs,” the zillionaire Wal-Mart shopper said. I laughed, very hard. The three of us entered the store and Jason found a cart. We went up and down the aisles filling it up with items we would take to “The Pines,” Solmes said. “It’s a hospital disguised as a residence. There are doctors and nurses, but no white coats or scrubs. The windows have bars, though. There’s not much they can do to disguise them.” 

He paused. “Though at Christmas the staff wrap lights around them.” 



“That sounds very festive,” I said, sincerely. Solmes, Jason and I filled our cart with a broad range of items: books, magazines, game and puzzle books, coloring books, candy, gum, chips, a couple of new release DVDs, a couple of CDs, some makeup and hair accessories, seeds and potting soil, colorful yarns and more. When the cart was filled to overflowing I helped Jason steer it to the checkout area. All lanes were busy with shoppers whose carts were as full as ours. Jason excused himself from us and approached checkout line seven. He took out a roll of bills and offered each shopper twenty dollars to let us cut. Each person took it but one, who saw how loaded the uniformed servant was and said: 



“Forty.” Jason looked at Solmes, who nodded to him. I thought this mean he should give the guy forty bucks. Instead Jason put the twenty back in the roll, stuck it in his pocket and said: 



“Fuck you,” to the man. Then he went to checkout line four. The man followed him and tried to renegotiate. 



“I’ll take the twenty. It’s OK.” No, it wasn’t OK. Jason ignored the man as he handed twenty dollar bills to everyone in the second line. They all accepted it graciously and cleared the way for Solmes and me to push the cart to the front. The line seven asshole became belligerent when he realized he wasn’t getting a dime. “You rich people think you own the world. You all suck. You can take your twenty bucks and shove it where the sun don’t shine.” He carried on like this until store security approached him and led him out. This made him madder. In the parking lot we noticed him examining the Rolls. 



“There’s always one,” Solmes said. He nodded to Jason, who relinquished his spot pushing the cart next to me. His employer took it and the chauffer drew a small silver pistol out of his smart-looking uniform and pointed it at the man. 



“What the fuck?” he asked. 
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“We don’t own the world,” Jason explained, “but we own this car, and if you touch it I’ll shoot off your hand.” 



“I was just looking at it,” the guy said, backing away from it, and us. “You all suck. You better not come back here.” We ignored him as Jason put the pistol back and opened the trunk. He and I loaded our purchases in it and then got in. 



“To The Pines, please, Jason.” 



“Yes, sir.” The trip took about ninety minutes, which to me was a blink of an eye after all the driving I had done the last couple of summers. We spent most of it enjoying sodas from a small refrigerator and chatting about the babies, their namesakes, Superior Bodies and Solmes’ other cars. I learned that while Jason loved maintaining the Rolls Royce the best, he preferred to drive the Wrangler. 



“He put some monster wheels on it,” Solmes said. “It’s very silly but kind of fun.” I saw the driver beaming through the rearview window. “Jason,” his employer began, “would you give us some privacy?” The young man nodded and raised a window that separated him from us. Solmes looked at me and said, “Let’s talk about Dary.” I nodded but said nothing. “Garrett’s told you about him, I think. And there’s information on the internet, I’m sure. Some of it is true and some rumor. A lot of it’s romanticized.” He took a sip of his cola. “The short of it is, Dary had always been troubled. Scared and depressed. 

Nervous. Compulsive. You’ll notice he runs his thumbs over each of his finger nails and then runs each of his fingers over his thumbnails. Constantly. Every moment he’s awake and even in his sleep. I think it gives him peace. It’s like a mantra. Or something.” A beat. “He’s very pretty, which you know. My mother took a shine to him. He lived with his parents on one of my father’s properties. His mother, Sara, was also nervous, and compulsive. Cleaning. She was a cleaner. She cleaned one of our houses. She spent every waking moment cleaning. She would work long hours. Mrs. Brody, who ran the 

housekeeping staff, would have to order her to take breaks and eat. And go home. 

Rodney Beaumont, Dary’s father, knocked her up with him and married her. There was never any love there. Rodney hit Dary a few times when he was a boy. He was very feminine and shy. Weak, his father thought. And girly. He wanted to make him a man and slapped him around. Sara couldn’t stop him. She told my mother who told my father who told Beaumont to knock it off or he’d have him roughed up. He didn’t like his wife or son. He had a good job working for my parents, though. The money was good and included housing. He stuck it out until Dary graduated high school. Then Sara swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills. She loved her son. He was her only joy. I think she was afraid he would leave her when he turned eighteen. Or sooner. She couldn’t take that. It’s what I think. Or maybe she thought she was freeing him, from her and, more importantly, his father. Other people say Beaumont poisoned her, but I don’t think so. After she died he cleaned out their savings account and left without a word to his son. He stayed for the funeral, which my mother arranged because she knew he wouldn’t. He was gone that evening. No goodbye. Not a word to his son or anyone.” 
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“Let’s find him and kill him,” I said, comfortable enough with Solmes to suggest murder, seriously. 



“Oh, I’ve thought about it, and as soon as he gets out of prison I just might do it.” Solmes was comfortable enough with me to suggest murder, seriously. He continued, “My mother insisted Dary stay in the house. It’s in Hawthorne. She was afraid he couldn’t take care of himself. She was afraid he might also commit suicide. So she asked my father to include him in Stable Boys. He couldn’t sing, but he was good looking and he could dance. We discovered that at our first rehearsal. Our manager hired a choreographer and taught us some steps. Dary picked them up quickly and executed them beautifully. My mother arranged to get him training. She thought he could be a dancer. He was amazing, C.” 



“I’ve seen the video,” I said. “’Superstar.’ I remember it from high school, or college.” 



“When MTV played videos,” Solmes said and sipped his soda. “He was so much better than what we did. He could have joined a ballet company. Alvin Ailey or something like that. Mother looked into it, but it became clear he couldn’t handle it. He stayed in the house except when we got him for rehearsals or to go to the Miami studio. He didn’t eat unless we brought him food. We moved him into our house, just to look after him. He wouldn’t leave his room. We cut the album in Miami and performed at some live events. 

We went to New York to make the video. We did some interviews, as a group, on the radio and TV shows. He never spoke during them, except to say hello or answer 

something specific. It wasn’t shyness. It was like he wasn’t there. He retreated into himself. Hid inside his head, and it was harder and harder to get him to come out.” 

Solmes paused and smiled without pleasure. “The short of it, I said. Hah!” He shook his head and continued, “My parents and I kept an eye on him. When we weren’t there the servants did. We agreed he couldn’t handle being in Stable Boys past the album. It wasn’t an issue since Dean and I didn’t want to continue it. Randy was the real performer. Stable Boys launched him. We were glad to do it. It was fun, for me, but Dean had stage fright and wanted to teach again, and I was getting down to my father’s business. Dary would have stayed with us, in the house, but one of the maids found him in his bathtub. He tried to drown himself. Or maybe he didn’t try. He filled up the tub and got in. Then he disappeared into his head and his body sank beneath the water.” Solmes was so sad as he described this. So genuinely sad I wanted to hug him. “It broke my mother’s heart. My father’s, too. They found a hospital for him. Doctors. Medicine. They thought they could take care of him, my mother mostly. She spent a lot of time with him while he was with us. She brought in dance teachers and coverted the ballroom into a studio for him. She loved to watch him dance. Ballet, jazz, tap. He learned it all. Quickly, too. Mom thought it would save him. Keep him too busy to disappear on us. Keep him focused in reality.” 



“How long did he stay at your house?” I asked. 



“He went into the hospital about three years after his mother’s suicide. He spent most of that time with us. Launching Stable Boys and then dancing while Simon went back to 80 

work and I went to my father’s office and Randy went to Los Angeles to cut his solo album.” 



“How long have you been making these Saturday visits?” I asked as Jason pulled the Rolls into the parking lot of what appeared to have been built as an old Florida hotel. 



“Between me and my mother, my father sometimes and Millie, every Saturday since he moved in.” Jason parked. He and Solmes got out of the car, which left me a moment alone in it to fight back a couple of tears I came close to shedding over Richard, Maggie and Dick Solmes’ devotion to their friend. 



The three of us unloaded the trunk and carried our Wal-Mart bags into the building, which Solmes confirmed had once been an old Florida hotel. It was a white stucco two-story job with, OK, bars across many of the second floor windows. There were enough actual pines surrounding the building that they couldn’t be seen so well, which made it better. Some of the residents, mostly older and in wheelchairs, sat on a large front porch. 

Two of them greeted Solmes. 



“Greg…Mary…you remember Jason. And this is my new friend, Christian.” 



“So handsome,” old, arthritic Mary said. “And such beautiful hair.” Mine was graying, but primarily brown. Long and thick, I had it in a ponytail. “Like a younger Dary.” A younger Dary? Dary Beaumont couldn’t have been more than two or three years older than I. Solmes looked at me and said: 



“Yes, I see it now.” I smiled at the residents, said: 



“I’m glad to meet you,” and followed my friends into the building. A young receptionist greeted Solmes and Jason familiarly and indicated a large room to the left. 



“Mr. Beaumont’s in there. Getting his hair done.” 



“When isn’t he getting his hair done?” Solmes asked, good-naturedly. He led Jason and me into an area of what had once been a large lobby but was then a rec room. It was painted bright yellow and contained couches and card tables. A series of French doors opened onto the building’s side porch. The floor was tiled and covered with rugs I learned were woven by one of the residents. There were some prints featuring images of the Everglades on the walls. At the far end of the room was a television, but no one was watching it. Instead, the ten or twelve patients, of all sexes, ages and races, were busy reading, working on jigsaw puzzles, listening to ipods, playing cards, polishing nails or, in Dary Beaumont’s case, having his long, wet, white hair put up in rollers by a thirty-ish young man in a housedress and slippers who held an unlit cigarette in his mouth. 



Dary sat patiently staring at…well, nothing, really, as the other patient worked on his hair and mumbled through lips that held the cig. His hair was twice as long as mine and totally gray, or white. I couldn’t tell as it was damp from a washing. He wore a white 81 

tank top, blue plaid flannel pajama bottoms and no slippers. It was such a standard mental patient outfit I wondered if it was a costume, like Jason’s Rolls Royce uniform. I was sure Solmes had advised his old friend he would be bringing me for his weekly visit. 

Then I looked hard at Dary’s wide open but completely vacant eyes and determined if he was told I was coming, he had probably forgotten it or never registered it to begin with. 



Dary’s eyes were pale brown and his narrow eyebrows were mostly white with a hint of the brown his hair must have been at some time. His face was narrow and his features delicate. His skin was pale and had few lines. Still, the hair and the vacant eyes made him look ten years older than he was. Add a body that was pale skin over lean muscle and delicate bones, and you had a wraith. “Dary,” Solmes said, softy. He looked 

from…somewhere, to his friend and focused. Then his face relaxed into something soft and safe and he smiled, revealing pure white teeth. In the moment it took him to notice Dick Solmes, Dary Beaumont lost twenty years. He didn’t beam as he recognized his friend, nor did he blossom. He rose to the surface of something. Something I can’t describe accurately. He came out of something or back from somewhere. And he was happy to have done so. He looked at Solmes with happiness and he said: 



“Dick.” Having brought Dary back, Solmes said, in a big voice: 



“What’s Jerome doing to you now?” Jerome, the hairdresser with the unlit cig, looked at Solmes and began explaining in language so fast and mumbled I couldn’t understand a word, what hairdo he was giving Dary that day. Curiously, delightfully, Solmes understood him. “Spiral curls? Oh, like Nellie Olson!” Jermone acknowledged this by nodding and mumbling more. 



I was so awed by Dary’s transformation I didn’t realize every other patient had gotten up and was approaching us. Solmes greeted them all by name, remembered Jason to them and introduced me to everyone. I made eye contact with and smiled at everyone, and made an effort to think of some way to remember every other patient’s name, but my attention was drawn back to Dary Beaumont. Beautiful, haunted, tragic. He had such a story and such a presence, withdrawn or alert. The voyeur in me wanted to sit across from him and watch as Jerome continued to wrap up his hair as Solmes told me more about him, specifically about the accident that killed Randy Abel and how it had affected him. I wanted to know to what degree Dary could make his own decisions, particularly about appearing on “Stable Boy,” and if he was capable of leaving the hospital to appear on the New Year’s Eve special. 



With horror I found myself thinking as Garrett had. How much drama can we wring from this sad, beautiful and compelling man? I hated myself for it and proceeded with caution. 



Jason and Solmes removed all of the Wal-Mart items from their bags and distributed them to everyone. Crosswords to this person, sparkly nail polish to that one. “Here you go,” Solmes handed a heavy, bald, greasy man a copy of “Tiger Beat,” the cover of which featured the Jonas Brothers and that young man from “High School Musical.” The guy fairly jumped for joy and then disappeared with his magazine, to his room or a bathroom 82 

or some other place where he could jerk off to the images. Softly, Santa said to me, “I’ll explain later.” It wasn’t my business. He owed me no explanation. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder about the patient, and Solmes’ giving him the magazine. Whether it was right. Why the man was there. Whether he had ever hurt a child. And whether I had to kill him, too. 



When all the items had been distributed, including a couple of glamour magazines and a fresh pack of cigarettes for Jerome to mouth but not smoke, Jason disappeared and Solmes and I went with Dary to the side porch. We sat in kind of a half circle with Solmes between me and Dary. I understood the arrangement. I was new, unfamiliar and perhaps scary. I was glad for the distance between us, though, as it gave me an opportunity to examine him in full more discreetly. Not a tall man, Dary still had one or two inches on me. He walked slowly and carefully on strong, bare feet, from his seat in the lounge to a rocking chair on the porch. He sat deliberately and held the arms of the chair, his fingers and thumbs moving swiftly and effortlessly across his nails. The activity made his long, thin hands look like large, pale butterflies. 



“I told you about Christian last week,” Solmes began, speaking to his friend as he would any other person. “He’s producing the reality show Garrett’s in.” 



“Yes,” Dary nodded, which caused his curlers to jangle silently in his hair. “How is that going?” he asked me. I didn’t know how much to reveal. I didn’t want to dog Garrett in front of Dary or mention anything awkward or upsetting. I didn’t know how to respond except to say: 



“Good,” which sounded so lame, and was. Solmes said, frankly: 



“What Christian means to say is that Garrett’s as big a pain in the ass as Jennifer, and every bit the opportunist. I expected it, especially after all the calls I got last year. 

Nothing for years. No thank yous for anything I sent him or helping her with rent or anything. Not for years. Then the little bastard sees ‘The Maitlands of Montverde’ and remembers I’m on the board.” 



“So why did you do it?” Dary asked, slowly, but lucid. 



“To get him out of Houston and away from his mother. I offered to hook him up in Montverde but he didn’t want to go to school.” Solmes continued, and then winked at me. 

“As if Montverde is any kind of school.” I smiled, faintly. Dary smiled with more confidence. Solmes plowed along, “He’s not interested. His mother doesn’t want to let him go and he can’t leave her because she’s a widow and all that crap. Then he sees the Maitlands and he’s all over me. It’d be funny if it weren’t so pitiful.” 



“So you think giving him a reality show is going to develop his character?” Dary asked, stunning me with his insight. 
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“It is kind of funny, isn’t it,” Solmes said, laughing. “I just want to get him away from her and, well, closer to Christian here.” I was stunned further. “Oh, come on, guy,” he continued, slapping my shoulder. “I’ve had my eye on you for two years.” Oh, goodness! 

“All that drama,” he looked from me to Dary. “I told you about it. Christian owns the gay sex clubs all over the country.” Lowering his voice he added, “And rumor has it he’s murdered some people, too.” I gasped and grabbed my chest. Solmes slapped my 

shoulder again. “Relax, C.” C! “What you did with those students of yours. That English class. What a bunch of spoiled brats they were. Except for your friends there…Kevin? 

And that other fella…” Dondi. “James Jason Simmons? And that Fagu kid. What a 

couple of douche bags they were. They spend a year hanging ou with you and they’re off saving the world, spending their time and money doing something useful. Bentley, too. 

And Peter Polaski. You changed them all, Big C.” Big C! Solmes didn’t mention Abigail. 

There was no reason to. He also didn’t mention Chris Grace’s murder, specifically. 



“You have a big job, Christian,” Dary said, again nodding, his curlers again jangling silently. “Stardom destroys character, not builds it.” He was right. When Dary was there he was there. 



“You can’t destroy someone’s character when he doesn’t have any to start with,” 

observed Solmes. “The only way for him to go is up, and he wasn’t going there living with Jennifer Abel, poser and user.” 



“How did Grayson turn out so good?” I asked before I could stop myself. Again, I didn’t want to overstep, especially in the company of a psychiatric patient. Solmes seemed glad for the opportunity to tell me, and explained: 



“Gray’s like his father. Randy was a good guy. He was kind. And very talented. He liked to sing for singing’s sake. He enjoyed his bit of stardom, but he just wanted to sing, for anyone, anywhere. Hell, he was as glad to sing next to Gray’s crib as he was anywhere. 

He was as happy in the Methodist choir, singing with all those no talents, as he was on the ‘Solid Gold’ show.” OMG, I nearly had a heart attack. Randy Abel was on “Solid Gold???” At that moment I remembered seeing him on it. He lip synched “Love the Pain Away” and then chatted a bit with Rick Dees. OMG!!! 



“What?” Solmes and Dary asked me at the same time with equal curiosity. I mentioned Sean and Brigid’s “Solid Gold” tribute show, and would have stopped there had Solmes, and also Dary, not plied me with questions about it. I finally told them about the Kirsten/Alice thing, in as much detail as I had Rhoda, Kevin and Siobhan. Solmes roared and Dary laughed harder than I thought he could, his curlers jangling so hard they actually made noise. When I was finished Jason showed up with drinks. He had removed his hat, gloves and jacket and was dirty but for freshly washed hands. “The van needed some work,” he said, referring to the vehicle The Pines’ staff used to get supplies and take patients to appointments and on outings. 



“Good man,” Solmes said, and we all thanked him for the sodas. 
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“Jerome wants to give me blond tips,” the chauffer sighed. 



“Isn’t that passé?” a totally normal-seeming Dary asked. Jason shrugged. Solmes checked his watch and said: 



“We have time.” Jason’s face indicated he had been afraid they had time. “Thank you for indulging him.” The young man nodded and went inside. Solmes said to Dary: 



“So how big a role do you want to play in Garrett’s little show? We can go whole hog, playing up your tragic drama,” was I hearing this? “or you can have a bit part. A cameo.” 

He looked at me to confirm he was using the right term. Dary thought about it and said: 



“What do you think, Christian?” 



“C?” C, again! It was what he would call me henceforth. I said: 



“I don’t want to exploit your illness.” They nodded, and I think I saw Solmes’ eyes narrow a bit. “I don’t think there’s anything glamorous or romantic about mental illness. 

It’s painful and inconvenient.” How that occurred to me I still wonder. Neither disagreed, though, so I must have been right. “I think it would be fun to reunite Stable Boys for the show.” I looked at Dary, hard. “I think featuring you in an episode of Garrett’s show would be a great opportunity to draw attention to mental illness. You know, bring awareness to it. Dispel myths and stigma. That kind of thing. You, Solmes and maybe a doctor here or someone you see can speak frankly about what you’re suffering from and how you’re dealing with it. Just kind of describe it flatly. Be almost boring about it.” 

Solmes’ eyes really narrowed and he nodded steadily. Dary said: 



“I think that’s a good idea.” Solmes: 



“Me, too. No drama about it. No fear or pity, either. And no glamour. It’s no trip to the beauty parlor, huh D?” Solmes leaned over and played with a couple of the curlers. Dary shook his head and laughed with his friend as I thought, no pity. No pity at all here. Not in front of me. Something came over Dary’s face. A wave of worry. “We losing you?” 



“Soon,” Dary replied. 



“Well, let’s hope Jerome hurries up with Jason’s dye job.” Dary didn’t laugh, but he smiled, genuinely. “We’ll come back next week, with a camera and Garrett. We’ll be quick about it. Think about what you want to say. Me and C’ll keep him under control, though if you get sick of him, and you will, you just pretend to fade out and we’ll send him off with Jason so we can enjoy ourselves.” I wanted to grab my chest again for the candor and sheer…something of it all. Solmes’ handling of his sick friend was so compassionate and so practical. There was no fear, dread or embarrassment. Instead there was an acknowledgement of just what was wrong and a frank and clear way of handling it. My hands stayed at my sides but I gasped again at the kind, pragmatic brilliance of Dick Solmes. It inspired me to say: 
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“You know he’s going to go off on the car accident thing.” Solmes shook with disgust. 

Dary just shook his head a bit. “He already suggested he would carry on about it in front of you, forgive you for surviving and all of that.” 



“We have so much work to do with that kid,” Solmes said, and then the three of us were silent for two or three moments during which I noticed Dary stare at me with fast-fading eyes. 



“I’m glad you came, Christian. I look forward to seeing you again.” 



“And I, you,” I said. Dary reached out his left arm and held Solmes’ right cheek, his right hand continuing to do the butterfly-fingernail thing. He didn’t say anything, verbally, but in the last lucid look of our visit thanked his friend for…everything. Solmes took Dary’s left hand in his right, leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, and said: 



“Let’s get you inside so Jerome can finish your makeover.” With that, Dary was gone. Or the clear-headed, insightful Dary whose company I had enjoyed and who laughed heartily at my description of Portland Rose’s “Solid Gold” tribute. In his place was the sick Dary Beaumont that occupied his slim, muscled body and saw out of a face that aged back toward Simon’s. This was Dary most of the time. The one who agreed to appear in 

“Stable Boy” was the sharp one Dick Solmes coaxed out once a week and was there, I hoped, more frequently than that. 



The three of us returned to the living room where we spent another forty-five minutes visiting with the patients as Jerome finished Jason’s tips. We said our goodbyes and Jerome asked me to come back the following Saturday. “There’s so much I want to do with your hair,” he mumbled and Solmes translated. 



Jason drove me back to Orlando, a trip during which I told Solmes and him about Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia and, in complete detail, about how Linden, Joshua and Jacob Kelly and I brought down Vivian Lane, former mob boss of Sherwood, North Dakota. It was a grand ride. 



The Rolls Royce pulled up in front of our house at three-thirty p.m. Jason made to get out so he could open my door and I said, “No, please, stay Jason. And thank you for the ride. 

It was wonderful.” 



“Thank you, Christian,” he replied. “let me know how you want to travel next time.” 



“The Wrangler, of course,” I said. I got out of the car and Solmes did, too. I took his arm as he led me to the door. We stopped in front of it and I let go of his arm so that I could throw both of mine around his neck. He accepted my hug and held it until I broke. But that was only so I could look at his face as I tried to say what was in my heart…yeah, it sounds silly, but it’s so rare to find someone with so much…I can’t think of the right word. I opened my mouth and nothing came out. I could have told Solmes how 
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wonderful a friend he was to Dary, Jerome and the other patients at The Pines, how generous an employer he was to Jason and how much I admired the way he approached Dary’s illness. And Garrett…if anyone could make something good out of that young man it was Dick Solmes. I said none of these things. Instead I continued looking at my new friend with an open, silent mouth. Solmes smiled back at me and also said nothing. 

Then the front door opened and Linden appeared, holding Lil’ Jacob over his shoulder and rubbing our son’s back to make him burp. I looked at them and back to Solmes, whom I asked, “How did Dary Beaumont and I get so lucky?” He didn’t answer, but leaned over and gave me the same warm kiss he had his friend. Then he waved at Linden, said goodbye to me and returned to the rear door of the Rolls Royce that his smartly suited, gloved and blond-tipped driver held open for him. 
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Chapter 6 

I said to Rhoda: 




So we went to Superior Bodies St. Louis… 



…and then I decided I didn’t want to tell her about David at SB St. Louis. Not then, and maybe not at all. 







We went back to Clearwater to shoot the episode where Garrett meets Dary Beaumont, but not right away. He suggested it should wait until it was closer to the reunion, to build up the drama. I agreed, though I really didn’t care when or if it happened. Dary was a sport, but I still didn’t want to see him used. 



Garrett had many other episode ideas, which was good because I didn’t. OK, I did, but they all involved him falling out of a window and getting hit by a bus. Among them was a visit to Slab, the Orlando gay bar at which Enchantra in Perpetuity performed. 



Though Garrett hadn’t forgiven me for including Enchantra and all the other hijinks in the campus tour episode, he appeared to have gotten over it. I was actually kind of tickled when he suggested I arrange an appearance for him at the club. I contacted its manager, some guy named Gary, and he agreed immediately. “I love Garrett Abel!” he said. “I loved Stable Boys! I remember having crushes on them when I was a kid!” I was glad one of us was excited. “Send me an image and I’ll have a poster made right away. When do you want to come?” I checked the production calendar and said: 



“Saturday, November 6th?” 



“That’s fantastic!” Gary fairly squealed. “What will he do? Sing, I hope! I loved the episode where he sang ‘Love the Pain Away’ in the theater! I loved it!!!” Ooooo, Garrett was going to love Gary, for loving him, especially as none of us did. 



I didn’t think we should repeat “Love the Pain Away” and suggested to Garrett he prepare something else. He and his vocal teacher, who flew in from Los Angeles once a week to work with him, chose “Live Like We’re Dying,” the Kris Allen hit. I really liked that song. It was a good choice as it’s catchy and inspiring. Ultimately, I wished they hadn’t done it since Garrett’s singing it ruined it for me. Oh well. 



Jay, Jody and I arrived with Garrett at Slab at one p.m. the day of his appearance. Gary, a very feminine man about six foot four and three hundred pounds, greeted us with bear hugs. “I’m so glad you’re here!” he cried, and then cried. “I had the biggest crush on your father,” he said to Garrett. “I loved all the Stable Boys, but he was always my favorite. 

Dary Beaumont was my second favorite and then Dick Solmes and then Dean Simon.” 

Interesting. OK, not really. “When they broke up I was so sad. I was devastated! I went 88 

into a severe depression. Then, when I heard Randy Abel had gone solo I was thrilled! I have both his albums! I brought them with me. I hope you’ll sign them!” Oh my 

goodness! 



“I’ll be glad to,” Garrett said as we took in the space. I had never been to Slab, the club, though I had enjoyed more than one dinner at the Italian restaurant it once was. 



“Thank you so much!” I wondered if Gary would describe the deep depression he want into when he learned of Randy Abel’s death. I didn’t wonder long as he said, “And when I heard about your father…” he choked up, genuinely. “I’m sorry.” 



“It’s OK,” Garrett said, patting his forearm. 



“I just don’t think I’ve ever gotten over it.” It was too much. I whispered to Jody: 



“We have to interview him for the episode.” She nodded in agreement. 



“I was so jealous of Enchantra when she appeared in your show. I wanted to meet you and the other Stable Boys so much. I was too afraid to say anything, though.” Garrett was very kind as Jay shot the two of them, and he was kind after a formal interview we did with Gary while he was still worked up. I was glad and relieved he was being nice until Enchantra appeared from her dressing room. 



“Hello!” she said to all of us. She wore a robe and mules but was fully made up, her forties wig perfectly coiffed. She approached me first and said: 



“You’re that sweet man who cast me in that wonderful art film so many years ago,” she said as if I hadn’t just worked with her on the campus tour episode a few weeks before. 

To the others she explained, “It began as a porno version of ‘Ice Castles’ but became something much more. It was a highlight of my career.” Neither Jody nor Jay knew anything about it. Garrett wasn’t interested. I said: 



“Yes, I was so glad you could appear. You brought a level of class to the project.” 

Enchantra blushed beneath her makeup. 



“And you were so kind to my great friend Eleanor van der Walls.” 



“Thank you,” I said. “It was easy to be kind to so sweet and generous a lady.” 



“I still miss her,” Enchantra said. 



“I miss her, too,” I said, because I did. She turned to Jody and said: 



“You I know.” They shook hands with her and Jay. “Thank you for making me look so good. I was so afraid I’d look my age, on video, you know.” 
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“It was effortless,” Jay said. Enchantra held his face. 



“You are so sweet.” She looked from Jay to Garrett and held out her arms to embrace him. Before she could, however, Garrett extended his hand and said, flatly: 



“It’s nice to meet you.” Enchantra took it, shook it, and said, in a masculine voice: 



“Let’s get to work.” 



A bartender who came in early for the production meeting got all of us drinks and Garrett told us how the episode would go. Gary was as enthralled by the young star as Enchantra wasn’t. Still, she was friendly and cooperative. Garrett said: 



“I’m going to enter the club alone while a bunch of strippers are dancing and then everybody’s going to stop looking at them and look at me, even though I’m fully dressed and everything.” 



“That’s a great idea!” Gary squealed. 



“Then…” he pretended to forget Enchantra’s name. We all knew it and none of us provided it. He gave up and said, “Enchantra’s going to come out and see what’s going on. She’s going to recognize me and have me come onstage. The dancers are going to walk away dejected.” He really had his nerve. He handed Enchantra copy he had typed up and printed. “Can you memorize this by tonight?” She looked at the page. It contained an introduction and a bit of dialogue in which they would engage before he sang. She read through it and then said parts of it out loud. Among them was: 



“You’ll recall I appeared on Garrett Abel’s show several weeks ago. I had just a small part and didn’t get to see or meet him in person, so you can imagine my joy at having the opportunity tonight.” I groaned silently. I was sure Jody and Jay did, too, even though I couldn’t hear them. Garrett smiled with satisfaction as Enchantra nodded and read through the rest of it. “This is perfect,” she said, to her credit. She had nothing to gain by telling the bitch little stable boy what she really thought of his dialogue and of him and had everything to gain by indulging him. Her appearance in the earlier episode had brought her lots of attention locally and was mentioned in a couple of national gay weeklies. In it, she got to be beautiful and funny, and she got to sing. While she didn’t say this to me, I imagined Enchantra considered kissing Garrett’s ass was a small price to pay for the fun and fame she had already enjoyed. I admired her tremendously as she agreed to everything he suggested. Gary said: 



“After the song you’re going to sign autographs, won’t you?” 



“Of course,” Garrett said, and then looked hesitant. 



“What?” I asked. 
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“I was thinking of charging for autographs.” 



“Oh?” I said, and looked from him to Gary, who didn’t think there was anything tacky about it, to Jody and Jay, who raised their left eyebrows, to Enchantra, who smiled warmly but not sincerely. 



“Yeah,” he said. “Not for me, but to raise money for this group that makes care packages for soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq. My brother’s over there.” 



“Oh,” I said, thinking it was really a great idea. I looked at Gary, who covered his mouth with his hands as if to stifle a sob, to Jody and Jay, who lowered their eyebrows and nodded their heads, to Enchantra, whose warm smile reached her eyes. 



“Do you think that would be OK?” Garrett asked, his earlier confidence and, well, bitchiness gone. 



“Of course!” Gary said, hugging him again. Garrett returned the hug, to the extent that he could get his arms around the big club owner and bigger fan. Enchantra said, in her male voice: 



“How about you charge, I don’t know, ten dollars for an autograph and another ten for a hug?” Gary released Garrett and we all considered her suggestion. She continued, 

“You’re bound to give them anyway, so why not make twice as much for the 

organization?” 



“That’s a great idea,” Garrett said to Enchantra, nicely. She nodded briefly and Jody said: 



“Let’s do a run-through.” Before it began, Linden called me and said: 



“Lil’ Jacob’s throwing up and has a fever.” I excused myself and went right home. I was no sooner in the door than Linden was out the door with our son. “I’ll call you from the doctor’s office. Lil’ Samia seems fine.” 



“I’ll keep an eye on her.” I kissed them both. 



Linden and Lil’ Jacob returned a couple of hours later with some medicine. “Lil’ Jacob will be OK,” he said as he put him in his bed. He fussed a bit and then went to sleep. We kept Lil’ Samia away from her brother so she wouldn’t get sick, too. We played with the pups and made dinner. As we ate Linden said, “I’ll keep checking on him. If he gets worse I’ll call you.” 



“Are you kidding?” I said. “I’m not going out tonight. They can shoot the show without me.” He nodded. “Besides, Garrett’s his own producer, really. He doesn’t need me.” 
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Garrett didn’t need me. Really. He had the Slab episode mapped out and, Jody told me the following day, it went perfectly. “He made thirty-five hundred dollars for the care package fund.” 



“Wow!” It was a lot. “I expected a thousand, tops.” 



“He would up giving kisses, too. Dry ones. For twenty,” Jody explained. 



“Go Garrett.” I then asked the director to remind me what was next on the outline of episodes. 



“Well,” she said, not as excited as when she told me about the thirty-five hundred dollars, 

“He wants to go to the Solmes horse farm. You know, to see where the Stable Boys name came from.” 



“OK,” I remembered that one. 



“The staff gives horse rides to handicapped kids on Sunday afternoons.” 



“That could be good,” I said. Jody continued, even less excitedly: 



“He also wants to visit Lady Lake and get a foster.” 



“OK,” I remembered that idea, too. I thought it’d be fun introducing him to Rhoda Rage. 

Ill as she was, I was sure she would find the strength to go off on him. 



“And he also needs to visit Dary Beaumont.” This brought Jody down further, and I followed her. 



“Of course.” I both looked forward to and dreaded shooting that as I found Dary so compelling but was sure Garrett would be at his most irritating. 



The visit to the horse farm was next. Solmes was thrilled, still high from the great fun he, his family and the foster kids had at his house weeks before. I wasn’t sure if we could recreate it; indeed, I was sure we couldn’t. That was a once-in-a-lifetime thing. The best I could hope for was that the kids would have a good time and it would go smoothly. 



The Wednesday before the Sunday we shot at the farm, Garrett called me and said, 

“Christian. Hi. I just want to make sure you understand that for this episode I’m going to be the focus, you know?” Ummmm, yeah. “I know that you crave attention and like to be in charge of things, but ‘Stable Boy’ is my show.” OK. “That last time when we were at Dick’s house I think you forgot that you’re the producer and not the star.” OMG. “That’s why you had to be the focus and tell everyone what to do.” I didn’t think I could be so mad, or disgusted. “We wouldn’t have had to shoot all those additional scenes with me telling all the kids what we were going to do if you hadn’t muscled your way in front of the camera.” I was speechless. I’m so rarely speechless. “Now, if you don’t think you can 92 

stay off camera this weekend at the stable, I think you should probably stay home.” 

Garrett was done. He waited for my response. He waited a while. Three or four long moments. He asked, “Are we OK?” 



“Yes,” I said and then put down the phone. I found Linden and repeated the conversation to him. He was also mad. Then he said: 



“I have an idea.” It was a good one. I sent an e-mail to Bentley, Jody and Solmes telling them I had family in town unexpectedly and wouldn’t be able to attend Sunday’s shoot. I also suggested they arrive very early so Garrett could attend church with the Solmes before going to the horse farm. Solmes thought it was a great idea. Ditto Bentley, who replied, just to me: 



“The church thing is great. There’s so little religion on reality TV. I think viewers will like it.” I thought so, too, but that’s not why I mentioned it. Linden and I thought it would annoy Garrett to have to sit through a service, in a pew. I wasn’t wrong. When the little bitch found out I had recommended he visit the Methodist church with the Solmes, he called me. It was late that Wednesday night. Eleven p.m. I was lying next to The Whore of Babylon and Linden. They were asleep and I was reading. My cell woke them up. 



“Thanks a lot,” he snapped, loud enough to wake up the superior mutts that surrounded the bed. 



“For what?” I asked with an innocence he bought. 



“I have to go to church on Sunday.” 



“You mean you don’t?” 



“I hate church. It’s boring. Why did you have to bring it up?” Still innocent, I said: 



“I thought it’d add to your attractiveness. People already love you for your good looks and talent. And the way you interacted with those kids.” Garrett didn’t respond. “People love attractive people who are kind and sensitive. Even if you’re not religious, viewers who see you in a church being respectful and then putting handicapped kids on horses the same day…they’re going to love you!” Garrett still didn’t respond, so I added, “Really, I can’t take credit for it,” which led him to ask: 



“Who is?” 



“It was Linden’s idea.” 



“Oh,” he said. “Well, I think it’s a good idea, too.” Little fuck. “I heard you’re not going to be there ‘cause your family’s in town.” 



“Yeah, my cousin and his kids.” Whatever. 
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“Have a good time with them,” Garrett said, and then shouldn’t have added, “And I hope your feelings aren’t hurt by what I said about you needing to stay in the background more.” There he went again. “I’m just concerned about the success of the show. It’s really about the Stable Boys and me. You need to stop putting yourself in it. I’m just thinking about the integrity of the show.” 



“OK,” I said. “Bye.” I hung up and told Linden what he said. He was pissed, again. I was pissed, again. We couldn’t go back to sleep so we brought the pups outside. We sat on a bench in our back yard and watched them enjoy some late-night playtime. I said, “That church thing isn’t punishment enough for him.” Linden didn’t say anything. I looked at his face. He was thinking of something. I asked, “What?” He didn’t say anything, but held up his hand to say it was coming. I waited patiently until he said: 



“I have an idea.” Then he asked, “Do you think Sylvia’s still up?” 







Ten days later Jay was shooting Garrett and a handful of other Montverde students competing in the Thirty-Second Annual Campus Intramural Badminton Tournament and Extravaganza and Gala, and I’m not kidding. 



“Badminton?” Simon had asked when I suggested it earlier in the week. 



“Yes,” I replied. “So many recent episodes have taken place off campus, and I know the school wants to get as much airtime as possible.” 



“Yes, but badminton?” Simon asked again. 



“Absolutely,” I said, with confidence. “We haven’t done anything sports-related. Not with ‘Stable Boy’ or “The Maitlands.’ We need to present Montverde as a well-rounded community.” 



“But badminton?” Simon asked for the third time. He ultimately agreed, but remained baffled as to why I would choose that sport. I let him remain so as explaining that it was the silliest thing I could think of that wouldn’t make him suspicious. The thirty-second annual part of it I had come up with at the last minute. I thought it deliciously stupid that Montverde would have a badminton competition at all. That it would have one that had gone on for decades was just the limit! 



Garrett was all over the tournament, which kind of surprised me. When I called him to suggest he enter I was prepared to defend the episode idea. Apparently, the farm visit was so successful he would have agreed to anything I suggested. “You should have seen him at the church,” Jody said. “All the parishioners were all over him. They asked him to sing something and he did. ‘Let There Be Peace on Earth.’ He was great. He sang other things, 94 

too and they really loved him. He asked them to pray for his brother in Afghanistan. It was very moving. We could have ended the episode right there.” 



“Wow,” I said, disappointed the forcing-him-to-go-to-church backfired, but happy it made him agree to the tournament. 



Bentley was pleased with the footage shot at the Methodiest Church and, following it, at the horse farm. He called me to say, “He’s all fake humility at the church, except when he mentioned his brother. They ate him up.” Hmmm. “He was really sweet with the disabled kids, though.” 



“Good,” I said. 



“Now, tell me about the badminton thing.” 



“Tell you what?” I asked my handsome young friend. 



“Tell me what you’re up to, Christian.” I considered feigning innocence, but I couldn’t. 

Not to Bentley. I considered telling him the truth, but was afraid he would discourage it. I considered one other thing and said: 



“My battery’s running out of juice.” The last thing I heard Bentley say before I hung up was: 



“Liar.” 



Sylvia arranged for an online announcement of the badminton tournament. She arranged for the net and equipment and portable bleachers. She arranged for catering. She hired a referee. In spite of all of this, her most important role was Sylvia St. Germaine, the coed who marched onto the court during the second game and said to Garrett, in front of the several hundred students who had gathered to see what the freak show was all about, 

“I’m late!” Garrett and his opponent stopped playing and the referee called time out. Jay kept taping as Garrett asked: 



“Late for what?” He had met Sylvia but couldn’t remember her name. “Are you 

playing?” 



“No you bastard. I’m late for my period!” 



“Who…?” Garrett began and then stopped. 



“Who am I???” Sylvia shouted, loud enough for the spectators and everyone else on campus to hear. “I’m the girl you fucked last month you total shit!” Garrett was beyond confused. “At the party!” Sylvia said, referencing no particular party, but confident someone had one that Garrett had attended. 
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“I don’t…” he began again and then stopped, again. 



“You don’t what? You don’t remember???” 



“I…” he should have kept his mouth shut. He really should have. 



“You what? You WHAT???” Sylvia was chewing up the badminton net with her outrage. 



“I don’t know who you are,” Garrett said, and then flinched. Sylvia’s wide eyes widened further as he continued, “I mean, I know who you are. You’re that guy’s girlfriend. The stoner.” 



“Yes, Freebird is my boyfriend. But we broke up for twenty-four hours, or maybe twelve, and then we hooked up at the party!” The party…what party no one would ever know. 

Garrett looked around at the students who found the badminton game curious and the ensuing drama more so. 



“Can we go somewhere and talk about this?” he asked Sylvia, who pointed to Jay’s camera and said: 



“Why? Are you afraid your fans will know that you fucked me in a drunken stupor and then threw me away like a used condom???” Sylvia’s loud and angry ranting attracted additional spectators. Garrett looked from her to the camera and, I noticed, saw an opportunity. 



“No,” he said. “No. I’m just concerned about you. I want to talk this out. I want to know what happened. I may have been drunk. Please tell me what happened so I can make it OK.” Sylvia noticed Garrett seeing an opportunity, too. Satisfied the plan worked, she calmed down and said: 



“Freebird and I got into a fight and we broke up. I went to that party.” That party again! 

“I was angry…vulnerable. I needed love. I needed someone to reassure me I was 

attractive,” she approached Garrett, her voice and manner so soft, so quickly. “I needed someone to make love to me. To remind me that I was worthy of love.” She touched him, gently, on the chest. “And there you were,” she stage-whispered, loud enough for the camera to record and the live audience of several hundred to hear. As dramatic, Garrett dropped his badminton racket and placed both of his hands over hers on his chest and said, in the same loud-as-hell stage whisper: 



“I remember.” Sylvia told me later it was all she could do to keep from guffawing in his face when he said this. She controlled herself. I don’t know how. Neither did Jody, who had to cover her face and pretend to sneeze to hide her laughter. I knew Jay chuckled because his usually steady camera jiggled. 
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“What are we going to do?” Sylvia asked, in the middle of the ridiculous badminton court. She used her free hand to wipe away a stray lock of hair off Garrett’s forehead as he said: 



“We’re going to do the right thing.” 



Thus began the most preposterous thirty minutes in television history, at least out of the shows I’ve seen. Reality TV is not a genre I enjoy, so I wasn’t sure how over-the-top the 

“Stable Boy” pregnancy episode was. Sylvia assured me it was up there with the stupidest shit ever broadcast, but what put it over, at least for her, was that Garrett was completely stupid and deluded about everything. “We’re going to have to find a way to let viewers know it was all a joke,” I said to Linden that evening as we bathed our babies, human and beagle. 



“Maybe years from now,” he cautioned. “You can’t add anything he’ll see, like with the drag queen episode. He’ll kill you if he finds out you set him up.” My husband had come up with this wicked plan and I was so, so proud of him. 



We shot the pregnancy episode over that weekend and through the following Friday. 

After the initial confrontation, Jody moved the drama to the amphitheater, where Sylvia and Garrett continued talking about their totally fake predicament. They went on and on about her possibly being pregnant and how it couldn’t have been Freebird. “All the drugs have made him sterile,” she said, frankly. Garrett believed her without question, too wrapped up in the drama of this fantastic new episode to ask how she would know this. 

“He and I are back together,” she advised him. “We made up the day after we…” she didn’t’ say “fuck” again, ‘cause she was calmer and everything. “I want to have this baby, though. I want to raise him, or her, and I want you to be part of his life.” 



“I want to be part of his life, too,” Garrett said. “I want to be there for you and the baby any way you need me.” Sylvia nodded and forced her eyes to water. 



“I’m glad,” she said. “Thank you for understanding.” Garrett forced his eyes to water, with greater effort and less success. 



“My father wasn’t there for me,” would have made us all cringe if we weren’t playing him, but made us sick to our stomachs ‘cause we were. Garrett smiled crookedly. 



“What?” the mother of his baby asked. 



“It’s so ironic,” he said, “I had no father and our baby will have two.” I couldn’t eat for a whole day after hearing that. I even considered abandoning the whole thing and coming clean to him. I told Bentley this on Sunday and he said: 



“My mother will kill you if you do.” 



“She saw it?” 
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“Yes, Christian. And she loves it.” I wasn’t crossing Rona Howard. The show would go on. 



Something else that went on, by the way, was the badminton tournament. After Jody moved the action to the amphitheater, someone picked up Garrett’s racket and finished his game. Most of the people who had gathered to watch Sylvia carrying on stuck around and about twenty of them signed up for the tournament. It went on until it got dark and continued the following day until two students I had never met but who became campus celebrities were left. 



After Jay finished recording Sylvia and Garrett’s amphitheater melodrama, he asked her if she minded if they turned the pregnancy thing into an episode. What Sylvia later told me she wanted to say was, “Of course I don’t mind, asshole. Otherwise I would have already busted the camera.” Instead she said to him, Jody and Jay, “I think it’s an important opportunity for viewers to learn about drinking, birth control, and personal responsibility.” 



“Oh, I agree,” Garrett said. “I think it’s a great idea.” Sylvia then told me Garrett began rattling off scenes he wanted to include. “I want to go back to that church in Ocala. You know, from last week. Alone, though. And you can shoot me conflicted and praying for guidance.” 



“Great,” Jody encouraged him. I knew this because after the praying for guidance thing, Jay began recording audio, certain there would be more and even better ideas. He continued: 



“Then we can maybe go shopping for baby clothes and come up with names over lunch in the mall.” 



“Great,” Sylvia encouraged him. To Jay he said: 



“This whole thing is very emotional, but I’m not sure you’re going to be around when my emotions make me cry about being a father and losing my own and stuff like that, so I need you to follow me around to different places and settings and shoot my eyes tearing up after I pull my nose hairs. It’s a trick I heard about someplace.” Jay was too stunned to say “Great,” so the girls said it, together, for him. He added, to everyone, “No pregnancy test until we’ve got enough for an episode.” 



“How come?” Sylvia asked, though she knew why. 



“Because what if you’re not pregnant? Then the show is over.” 



“We can still pretend she thinks she is even if she knows she’s not,” Jody suggested. 

Garrett responded, angrily. 
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“No. No. I want this to be real.” Hah! “I’m concerned about the integrity of the show. I want all our actions and reactions to be real.” Except for the nose hair pulling, that is. 



“I kind of want to know,” Sylvia said, reasonably. 



“No,” he insisted. Sylvia started to protest but Garrett cut her off. “If you want to be part of this show you’re going to wait until the end of the week until you find out if you’re pregnant. That means no doctor visits and no pregnancy tests. It’s too important.” Just when I thought he couldn’t be a bigger brat, he becomes a bully. The others thought so, too, and he saw their opinion in their expressions. “Look, I know this is hard for you,” he backpedaled, “but you said it yourself. We can use this to educate people about being responsible. You know?” 



“You’re right,” Sylvia said, amicably, even with admiration. “This is about more than just us and our baby.” 



“It is,” Garrett lied, ‘cause it was all about him. Every moment of it. Every moment of every day. “Thank you,” he added, sweetly. “For me, our baby, my father, and everyone who learns from this.” Jay stopped recording audio here, which is good because I couldn’t take another word. 



Garrett, Jody and Jay went to the Methodist church the following day and shot some praying stuff in the afternoon when they had it to themselves. Monday they hit the mall with Sylvia. Tuesday they shot individual interviews with Garrett, Sylvia and Freebird, and then one with the three of them. Freebird didn’t say more than, “A baby. Cool.” 

Garrett said a lot. All of it excruciating. Sylvia, to no one’s surprise, said the most, including: 



“I want the birth to be videotaped for this show. Maybe in the second season. Childbirth is a beautiful thing. Everything about it. The scream-inducing pain. Emptying my bowels prior to the delivery so I don’t shit on the doctor. Slicing my vagina in case I don’t dilate enough or the baby’s head is too big. Oh, and the afterbirth! Yeah, everything needs to be recorded and broadcast, in a loop even.” Another good one was, “I want my son or daughter to share all of our names. St. Germain, Bishop and Abel. I always liked the name Samantha. For a girl. Samantha St. Germaine-Bishop-Abel. No, Samantha Bishop-St. Germaine-Abel. No, Samantha Abel-Bishop-St. Germaine…Yeah, I like that one the best. Samantha…what did I say just now?” My favorite of all was, “I think it’s great that Samantha’s going to have two daddies. I think it’s hot even. Really hot. I mean, you know how straight guys love watching chicks getting it on with each other? You know, tonguing each other and licking each other’s vaginas and using strap-ons and everything? 

Well, we straight girls like watching guys get it on just as much. In fact, I’ve had fantasies about Freebird and Garrett making out and getting it on with each other. You know, coming home from an afternoon in the park, putting Samantha down for a nap and then sixty-nining each other on a bed or in the back yard or something. I’ve gotten off fantasizing about it. Is that wrong? Is it wrong that I got off on imagining them fucking 99 

each other while I’m carrying their baby?” Yeah, that last one made everything worth it. 

It made all of Garrett’s nonsense worth it. Every bit. 



“No way,” Garrett said after he saw the tape of Sylvia’s explicit, homoerotic interview in the rough cut. After the campus tour episode, nothing got posted without the star’s approval. 



“Fucking yes way!” Sylvia wrote in an e-mail to Garrett and everyone, including Rona Howard, “or I don’t sign the release and nothing gets broadcast.” The threat of that made Garrett relent. He was too pleased with himself, especially the carefully lit shot of him praying at the church, to risk the episode not airing. He just got better and better, our boy! 



The final scene of the pregnancy episode, the one where Sylvia reveals to Garrett that she got tested and found out she’s not pregnant at all, we shot at the badminton finals, which occurred that weekend, a week after it began and a week after Sylvia sprang the news on the pitiful and deluded “Stable Boy” star. It was Garrett’s idea. “It’ll make a nice bookend to the episode.” He even asked me if I wanted to be there for it, having forgiven me for muscling in on his show, apparently. 



“Of course!” I told him on the phone the night before. 



“You know, Christian,” he began. I wondered if he were going to apologize for 

suggesting I was some kind of Anne Baxter in “All About Eve.” “I really hope she’s pregnant.” I was stunned, because I really didn’t think he cared, so long as the church scene was moving and his nose hair picking triggered genuine tears. “Gray’s really excited, too.” I grabbed my chest and looked at Linden, who was putting Lil’ Samia to bed. He stared back in confusion. I shook my head and said: 



“Will Gray be very disappointed if Sylvia finds out she’s not pregnant?” Linden looked grave as he tucked out daughter in. 



“Yeah,” he said. “We’ve been texting all week. He’s really happy. I am, too.” I couldn’t take it. I felt bad. He was unbearable, mostly, but what Sylvia and I had done to him was wrong. I felt bad and had to get off the phone and tell Linden how bad I felt so he could make me feel better. 



“I’ll see you tomorrow, Garrett,” I hung up the phone. Then I looked at Linden and said, 

“I feel bad.” Rather than give me absolution, he reminded me that it had been his idea. 

“Oh, yeah.” 



“I feel bad, Christian.” My husband rarely felt bad because he rarely had anything for which to feel bad. 



“You shouldn’t,” I said. “He deserved it. He needed to grow up.” It didn’t make him feel any better. It wouldn’t have made me feel any better. Linden said: 
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“And if Gray hadn’t gotten excited.” We put Lil’ Jacob to bed, kissed both of our children goodnight and left them in their bedroom with Herod, Romulus and Remus standing guard. We got drinks and sat in the living room, thinking about what we had done. 



“Oh man,” I said. “We shouldn’t be playing with pregnancy and people having kids.” 



“We didn’t know it meant so much to him,” Linden said. It was strange for him to be contrite. I didn’t like it. We leaned against each other and he continued, “Christian, we got excited…mad about the remarks of a twenty year-old kid.” We had. It was pitiful. We were more pitiful than Garrett. We sat with each other in silence for a bit and then I said: 



“He’ll get over it, right?” 



“Yes,” Linden said. “I think he will. Neither of us was reassured and we both went to sleep feeling bad. 



I felt worse the following day when, during a break in the middle of the thirty-second annual Montverde badminton championships—which was attended by the entire student boy, the faculty, Dean Simon, the board and members of the local and national sports media, and I’m not kidding—Sylvia found me and Garrett. Jay began shooting and she said to the camera, “Let’s go someplace private.” She took Garrett’s arm and led him to the amphitheater. Jay followed them and Jody and I followed him. They sat in the same row they had the week before. The only difference was the amount of noise and cheering we could hear from the badminton court. Sylvia said, over it, “I’m not pregnant!” Then she threw her arms around Garrett, who hugged her back, without joy. 



“That’s great,” was the most insincere thing he might ever have said. Sylvia let him go and stood up. 



“What a relief.” She admired herself and continued, “A pregnancy would have ruined this tight, beautiful body, not the mention my tight, beautiful vagina.” Garrett said nothing, and might not even have heard her. He stared down the row at the empty chairs, quietly. 

“And I can drink now! That’s the best part. Are they serving beer at the badminton playoffs?” He didn’t answer. “Someone’s got to have something,” she said, and then looked at Garrett, hard. “Oh, honey.” She sat down next to him and noticed, as did Jay, Jody and I, that our spoiled little egomaniac had tears in his eyes, and his fingers had gone nowhere near his nostrils. “Garrett, what is it?” He shrugged, sniffled and said: 



“Nothing. It’s just that…I really wanted to have this baby. A son or daughter. I…” Sylvia suddenly felt bad, sincerely. I could tell. She drew him quickly into a hard hug and he sobbed, once. 



“I’m sorry, honey. I’m sorry. I was looking forward to it, too.” She snuck a look at me off camera and continued, “I only said those things about my body and drinking as a defense. 

I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” She held him for another fifteen or twenty seconds, which 101 

seems short but wasn’t. He sobbed one more time, pulled himself together, and broke the embrace. 



“I’m OK. Thank you, Sylvia.” She wiped a tear from his cheek and said: 



“Thank you, Garrett, for being so supportive. A lot of guys would have blown me off or told me to get an abortion or stuck a knitting needle up my twat.” Yup, that’s our Sylvia! 

“You were there.” It’s true. “You were even excited.” It was true, too. “You’ll have a baby, one day. With some special girl. You’ll both be so happy. You will.” He nodded. 

She hugged him again and said, “Let’s go see the rest of the game.” 



“Yeah, let’s go,” Garrett said, shaking off his grief and standing up. He held his hand out To Sylvia, who took it and stood up, too. “Be my date?” he asked, playfully. 



“OK,” she said, taking his arm again, “but just don’t tell Freebird.” They walked back to the tournament this way. Jay stood where he was and followed them with the camera until they arrived at the game and disappeared into the crowd. It was a nice finish to the episode. 



Later, Sylvia called me to say how bad she felt. I told her I felt bad, too. I told Linden Sylvia felt bad. He said he still felt bad. For days the three of us told each other how bad we felt for having duped silly, vain Garrett into thinking he was going to be a father. 

Curiously, neither Jody nor Jay said he felt similarly. They were good people, but weren’t aware of how much the baby meant to Garrett. Maybe. I think they would have felt bad, too. Bentley would have felt bad if I had told him it was all fake. He probably knew it was but didn’t want confirmation so he wouldn’t feel bad. Rona wouldn’t have felt bad at all. 



I stopped feeling bad a week later. That’s because seven days after Garrett got the bad news, Solmes’ driver Jason, wearing khakis and a polo, drove him, Solmes, me, Jody and Jay to The Pines to tape the episode where Garrett meets the stable boy whom his father died saving. 



I drove to Montverde so Jason didn’t have to get Garrett and then come to Orlando and then go to Clearwater. It would have been too long a drive. I could have begged off entirely, claiming fatigue or whatever, but I wanted to see Dary Beaumont again, and I wanted to see how he would respond to Garrett. I could have driven directly to Clearwater instead of to Montverde, but the trip from the college to the hospital gave us a chance to discuss the content of the episode. I said to everyone, more formally than I had planned, “’Stable Boy’ has so far educated viewers about adoptable foster children, the challenges of the disabled and,” I included, gently, “unexpected pregnancy.” Solmes nodded. Jay and Jody were silently respectful. Garrett was expressionless. “With our visit to Dary Beaumont, we can show viewers that mental illness is an illness. That it’s not dangerous or frightening, or pitiful. I think we should approach it this way.” I didn’t think I was making sense, so I asked, “am I making sense?” Solmes said: 
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“Yes, C, you are. We,” and by “we” he meant Garrett, “shouldn’t get overly concerned about Dary. He’s sick. He’s in a hospital. He’s being treated. It’s too bad he’s unable to function by himself, but he’s doing his best.” Jay and Jody remained silently respectful. 

Garrett was still expressionless. I looked at Solmes and nodded, very slightly. He nodded back at me. There was nothing more either of us could say without pointedly telling Garrett not to be all dramatic. I didn’t want to go there so soon after his disappointment over Sylvia’s not being pregnant. Solmes, who also was aware of his disappointment over Sylvia’s false pregnancy, but who didn’t know it was a total set up, also chose not to go further. He did, however, say, “We need to keep the name of the hospital out of the show. 

The Pines agreed to let us shoot on their porch, but they don’t want their name or a shot of the building to be in the show.” Jay and Jody nodded. The request was reasonable and expected. The Pines didn’t want people coming to visit Dary Beaumont soliciting autographs or anything. Solmes added, “We can’t videotape any of the patients except Jerome,” the hairdresser who smokes unlit cigarettes, “who insisted on being featured.” I laughed, harder than I felt. I was getting nervous. I was nervous the first time I went to The Pines, and I was in control. Garrett was a wild card, alternately bratty…OK, mostly bratty…but sometimes nice, as when he raised money for armed forces care packages and…OK, I couldn’t think of any other time. 



When we arrived in Clearwater Jason found a Walmart and pulled in. We all got out and went inside to shop for the patients. It was tense, at least for me. Not fun like the last time. Jason and Solmes appeared to enjoy their weekly ritual. Jay went to the bathroom while Jody bought sodas for everyone. Garrett was as expressionless as he was in the car, and for what should not have been the first time, given my intelligence and empathy, I wondered how he felt about seeing the man whose body his father threw himself over twenty years before. I approached him in one of the aisles and asked, “Are you OK?” He nodded, briefly, and said: 



“Yeah.” I wanted more than that. I needed reassurance that he wasn’t going to freak out or say anything inappropriate or accusatory to Dary. So strange that I was more concerned with him than I was with Garrett. Dary was ill even before the accident. He had attempted suicide in the Solmes’ bathtub, or at least surrendered to the water and made no attempt to surface. He was medicated and looked after. He was as safe and steady as he could be. Garrett, on the other hand, was the young man whose father died before he was born, whose mother made him call her “Jennifer,” or who felt so little affection for her that he called her by her first name, and whose brother was fighting in a war and could die at any time. And he was going to see the man over whose body his father flung himself when his car was T-boned. 



“You sure?” I asked. I hated saying that. It was insulting, like I didn’t believe him, which I didn’t. Garrett just said: 



“Yeah,” again. Solmes paid for the loot, cutting in line as he did the last time, and we all helped load the gifts and treats among the camera equipment. Fifteen minutes later we arrived at The Pines. An older woman, whom Solmes introduced to us as the hospital’s administrator, greeted us on the front porch. She steered Jody and Jay around the building 103 

and I carried the Walmart bags inside, following the woman into the rec room where, among the patients, Jerome was blow-drying Dary’s hair. 



Dary saw Solmes and his face lit up as it had during our last visit, and everyone other one he made, I’m sure. I put down my packages and took the other bags from Solmes and Garrett so they could greet Dary. The former said, “Dary, Jerome, this is Garrett Abel, one of Randy’s sons.” Jerome knew the story and was sufficiently hinged to say hello and make a retreat. Dary stood up, half his long gray hair dry, and looked at Garrett with a clear, happy expression. Garrett extended his hand and said: 



“It’s nice to finally meet you…Dary?” His father’s friend smiled, giving him permission to address him by his first name. He took his hand and said: 



“It’s nice to meet you, Garrett,” and he slowly and tentatively drew him to a hug. It was nice. It was a nice moment until I saw, from where I stood beside them, Garrett stick his left thumb and index finger into his nose and pull a hair. Fucker, I said to myself. Solmes didn’t see it and stood there, beaming at them. Dary didn’t see, either, hugging his late friend’s son with happiness. Jason appeared behind me as the men broke. Dary and Solmes regarded young Garrett with joy, truly touched by the tears that had welled up in his eyes. I was sick. I turned around and said to Jason, because I had to articulate it, “I’m going to kill that little fuck.” That pretty much stunned him, and I offered no explanation. 

As it happened, I didn’t have to as Garrett said, all business: 



“That was good. We need to do that again outside, without this audience.” He looked around at all the patients watching him. Garrett said to them, “Why don’t you all open your presents. Dick, let’s go outside. Christian, would you find some tissues,” he looked at Jason. “…you, I need a drink.” Then he looked at Jerome and said, “Can we get his hair completely dry please?” I would have looked at Jason again, to confirm the need for that little fuck to be killed, but he disappeared, apparently to get him a soda. I looked at Solmes instead. Reluctantly. He looked at me with a face so sad I didn’t need to pull my nose hairs to cry over it. He looked from me to Dary, whom we both watched disappear back into himself. 



Dary was so happy and lucid to see his friend’s son, in spite of what Solmes and I had said about him. When he realized our descriptions weren’t accurate, because he was so much worse than we had said, he mentally hit the road. Dary Beaumont wasn’t having any of Garrett Abel. 



Jason returned with a diet something. Garrett took it from him, crossed the rec room and stepped out onto the side porch without excusing himself. Jason and I began taking the items we brought out of the bags and distributing them to the patients, all of whom he had come to know. Jerome approached Dary and mumbled, more clearly, “Let’s get that hair dry so you can be pretty for your TV show.” Dary sat back down in the chair, his eyes briefly meeting Solmes’. They said, I’m sorry. Solmes smiled sadly at his friend and then said to Jerome: 
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“Take your time.” He crossed the room toward the side porch and said, “C, with me.” I excused myself from Jason and followed him outside. All business, Solmes said to Jody, Jay and Garrett, “Dary’s having a bad day today. The stress from seeing Garrett is making him agitated.” Hardly. “Let’s shoot close ups of Garrett talking to me as if I were him. Then we can take a break and get some reaction shots of Dary, separately.” Jody nodded. Jay aimed the camera at one of the chairs. Garrett, who didn’t care one way or another, nevertheless said: 



“We’ve got to recreate that greeting. I thought it was good. And then we can hug goodbye. We can get both shots after.” I looked at Solmes looking at Garrett and thought for a moment he was going to say something belligerent. 



“Great idea,” I said. “Except I think Garrett should be talking to me as if I were Dary.” 

Solmes agreed with a nod and returned to the rec room. Garrett watched him go and regarded me with suspicion. “Relax,” I said. “I’m not going to say a word or be in any shot taken today.” He nodded once but still looked suspicious. 



Jay got the camera in place and focused and Jody had Garrett and me take chairs facing each other. She cued us and Garrett began talking to me as if I were Dary Beaumont. He said things like, “I always wanted to know you. My mother told me all about you and how much my father loved you. I was afraid, though. I’m not now.” That would have been good had it been said sincerely. He was so full it, though…so obviously full of it he may has well have worn a sign that said, “I’m so full of it.” He told me, as Dary, about his childhood in Houston, how his mother doted on him and his older brother, Gray, looked out for him. “I hope you meet him some day. You’ll love him,” was the one thing Garrett said that day that I thought he meant. Of course, no sooner had he said it than he went on, unconvincingly, about other stuff, like, “Mom was very concerned about our getting an education. When I told her I wanted to sing, just like Dad, she said I could, but only if I kept my grades up.” Yeah, EEEEK! “Enrolling at Montverde has given me the opportunity to both study and sing, though getting to know Dean, Dick and you has been the best part about coming here. It’s like coming full circle, meeting my father’s friends. 

The other “stable boys.” It’s like coming home to old friends.” I wanted to hit him. 

Solmes would have hit him. Dary would have come to his senses long enough to hit him, I was sure. Then Garrett shed tears without doing the nose hair thing. He shed genuine tears that made me think he was buying all of his own nonsense. I suddenly had to move. 

I had to get off that porch and away from Garrett Abel. I was afraid I would flip and the administrator would lock me in one of the rooms. I stood up, abruptly, and said: 



“I’ve got to go to the bathroom.” However, before I went inside, I said, “Have we covered everything?” Garrett looked annoyed and said to Jay: 



“Have we got a long enough shot of my crying? I know Christian spoke over it.” He shot me an angry look, “but I held it. Would you play it back? We can eliminate his remark, but I want to be sure it’s long enough to move viewers.” I darted into the rec room. My expression told Solmes, Dary, Jason and Jerome that I had all I could take. Nevertheless I said, calmly: 
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“Let’s do your reaction shot and get the fuck out of here before I drown him in the closest toilet.” I was relieved when Solmes, Jason, Jerome and, just for a moment, Dary Beaumont burst out laughing. 
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Chapter 7: 

I said to Rhoda: 




So we went to Superior Bodies Washington, DC. I went there for the grand opening in…2005? I think. It was a good time. I just went overnight. Hassler had arranged for a very handsome model to be my date. His name was Griffin. The party was nicely done. 

Classy. The location was good and the facility decent. Like most of the clubs, it had once been another gym and was bought and renovated with the block glass and black tile common to all…or, most Superior Bodies. 



The five of us arrived on a Sunday. It was late. The manager, who turned out to be Griffin, the model from the opening, greeted us. “Christian,” he said. I knew I knew him from somewhere but I couldn’t remember right away, my having smoked so much of Freebird’s marijuana. That stuff just wipes me out and makes me useless. I have to stop it entirely. “I was your date for the club’s grand opening,” its manager reminded me. 



“Oh, yes,” I said, and then introduced him to Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ and Dahlia. 



“I saved our best cubicles for you,” said Griffin, “such as they are.” They were fine. The size of rooms one, two and three at SBO. We settled in, showered and had a late-night snack on the dark patio by a small pool. There were some fellas milling around looking to hook up or just relaxing. SBDC was a twenty-four-hour job. So many visitors to the city looking for discreet liaisons warranted it being open ‘round the clock. 



It was so pleasant by the pool and the cubicles were so busy I wound up sleeping on a chaise-lounge with Dahlia. My friends left Jesus Christ with us and went inside to fuck. 

When they were done they returned to the patio and also slept there. The following morning we woke up with the sun. “What are you going to do today?” I asked Freebird and Sylvia. 



“See the city, I guess,” she said. “Hang out on the lawn.” They showered, got dressed and left in the Hummer. Griffin found me and asked if I would join him for breakfast. I agreed. I fed Jesus Christ and Dahlia and put them in one of our cubicles. 



“Freebird and Sylvia will use just one,” I told the manager, so he could free up the third. 

He was grateful as they were all always in demand. Indeed, to take three out really cut into business. In DC’s case, sticking us in a hotel would have been cheaper considering the four, eight and twenty-four hour rates they charged for the larger cubicles we were using. I wasn’t concerned enough to suggest getting a room elsewhere, as finding one that would accommodate the dogs would have been challenging. 



Breakfast was nice. Griffin found a bookstore on the way back to the club and I picked up a couple of paperbacks that looked interesting. I read them on the patio with the pups, occasionally chatting with a club member or employee. Freebird and Sylvia checked in a 107 

couple of times. I joined them for dinner that evening, they fucked again and then we all slept on the patio again. 



That was our week. Hanging out, eating out, reading, chatting with folks. Whatever, I had seen the capitol when I was in high school. It didn’t do anything for me as a kid, either. 

Freebird and Sylvia got over it after the first day. There was nothing to do. The operation was smooth and needed no evaluation or improvement. There was no drama. No crises. 

No problems to solve. There was no one extraordinarily interesting to speak to, either. 

DC was the second to last club we would see on our tour and we were ready to leave by Wednesday. 



We would have booked out of there Wednesday morning had Griffin not gone on about the big reception he had planned for Saturday. The Saturday parties. Usually they were fun, as in Kingdom Come and Wayward. Sherwood had been a good time, too, as Jacob and Joshua Kelly and I had brought down Vivian Lane during it. Sometimes they were routine or even boring, as with Assisi. DC looked like it was leaning toward Assisi. 



Then, suddenly, on Wednesday evening our visit got a little more interesting, or a little less boring. That’s because these four very blond, very Scandinavian hotties showed up all handsome and sullen, with chiseled faces, tight, killer bodies and angry model stares. 

“They’re vampires,” I said to my friends as they filed past the lounge in which we were watching some vampire movie. 



“Can’t be,” Sylvia said, patting Jesus Christ’s head as he lay across her and Freebird’s laps. 



“Why not?” I asked, patting Dahlia’s head as she sat on my lap. 



“It’s still daylight,” the as blond, but much skinnier Freebird said of his Nordic cousins. 



“Then they’re werewolves,” I suggested. 



“But they’re blond,” Sylvia said. 



“There can be blond werewolves,” I explained. 



“Really?” 



“Haven’t you ever seen a white wolf?” 



“Oh, yeah,” she said, feeling stupid. The werewolves came back to the lounge, after having deposited their bags in their cubicles. They secured a table with four chairs and got snacks out of the vending machine. They each had something to drink and either a bag of chips or cookies or something. I made eye contact with one of them and nodded a greeting. He responded with a mean glare and then looked away. The men said nothing to each other or anyone else as they consumed their snacks, almost mechanically. 
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I stared at them, trying to determine who they were, where they were from and what they were doing at Superior Bodies Washington, DC. I studied them hard, looking from one to another and searching for similar facial features that would suggest a couple of them were brothers or something. I determined two of them were. I continued watching them, wondering if they were models, hookers, students, diplomats or something else. Sylvia noticed me staring and pinched me. “Manners,” she said. I looked at her, smiled, and turned my attention back to the movie, which wasn’t very interesting. The blond boy band was interesting. 



After the fellas finished their snacks they disappeared into two of the four cubicles they had secured. I determined this not by following them back to that area, but by entering the office and watching them on the security cameras. Curiously, and perhaps because they knew I was watching them, each of the white werewolves looked back at me, through the cameras. All of the ones between the lounge and their cubicles. I figured they were onto me and wanted me to know it. 



The werewolves left their cubicles to shower and then each returned to his own for the night. I returned to the lounge and watched “Red Dirt,” which was part of the club’s DVD library. The five of us would have slept on the patio again, but it rained that night. 

Freebird and Sylvia went to their cubicle first. I figured I would follow them in twenty minutes or enough time for them to finish, as they walls were standard cubicle thin. I wound up falling asleep with Dahlia and Jesus Christ on the couch, though. 



I woke up to Dahlia urinating and defecating on me, bless her heart. The clock in the lounge read two-thirty a.m. There was a third-shifter in the office, but no traffic in the building. I got a fresh towel from him and carried Dahlia to my cubicle where I would leave her while I showered. Jesus Christ remained asleep on the couch. I was confident the cubicles were full, but as I approached them I didn’t hear much activity. It was a bathhouse but it was very early on a Thursday morning. 



I was very quiet and so was Dahlia. I left her on the mattress, removed my soiled clothes and balled them into a tight package which I stuffed under a chair for later washing. I wrapped the towel around my waist and headed down a row of cubicles toward the wet area, again quietly. Then I stopped as I heard heated whispering coming out of one of them. I listened hard, because I’m naturally nosy and I later like to write about what I hear and see so that the world will know it. I listened very hard to voices coming from behind one of the thin doors and I couldn’t understand what they were saying. Then I realized it was the Scandinavian crew. And it was all four of them, I think. Why would all four of them be in one cubicle when they had secured four? I didn’t think they were in the throes of a foursome. I heard low voices but no bodily movement. They were discussing something. All of them. I continued listening and couldn’t understand a word, though the tone of each of their voices was very sinister. Very, very sinister. 



I continued to shower, cleaned up and returned to my cubicle to put on a fresh t-shirt and shorts before returning to the lounge. I would leave Dahlia in the cubicle on the mattress 109 

that was covered in plastic, and spend the rest of the night on the couch, which was super comfortable, with Jesus Christ. A good, docile dog, he was nevertheless a pit, and I didn’t want him scaring an early-rising patron. Again dressed, I kissed Dahlia, left the cubicle and shut the door. As I did I saw the door behind which the white werewolves had been talking open and three of them, wearing different combinations of underwear, exit. I saw them and they saw me. The three who stepped out looked at me hard and angrily. The fourth, whose cubicle it was, stuck his head out, saw me and looked at me similarly. Not easily cowed, I copied their expressions and challenged them to look away first. They did, all at once as if on cue, but not immediately. I spent the few moments we engaged in our angry staring match maintaining a sense of humor about it all. Indeed, I would have said something sarcastic, clever or suggestive, but the weight and darkness of their combined frowns was very off-putting and it was all I could do not to shiver and walk quickly away. 



The fellas broke and went back to their respective cubicles. No nod, no fake smile or 

“Have a good evening.” They hated me, which kind of wasn’t unusual, but they made no bones about it, which kind of was, moving in politer circiles as I do. Clean, handsome and well-groomed, the white werewolves weren’t trash. They weren’t nice, either. Was it a cultural thing, or were they planning to murder everyone in the building, beginning with me? 



I returned to the lounge and snuggled up to Jesus Christ. I couldn’t get back to sleep, though, as I dwelled on the mean looks and sinister voices of the four Scandinavians. 

They were planning something, I determined, and it wasn’t a bridal shower. They were whispering to each other behind a closed door, all of hem crammed into a tiny space at two-thirty a.m. in the United States’ capitol city. The Scandinavian wolf pack was planning something very bad, I thought, and then said out loud to Jesus Christ as I opened my eyes to read his reaction. As I did I saw the shaft of a pistol staring me in the face. It was being held by one of the wolves. He said, in the same sinister whisper he and his friends had used earlier, “Say nothing or you will die. I said nothing. Neither did Jesus Christ, who hadn’t fully woken up after I returned from my shower. I didn’t say or do anything as I didn’t want to startle him and risk scaring the werewolf into disabling him with a bullet. “Come with me quietly,” he said. I blinked my compliance and slowly got up from the couch on which I had been spooning with Freebird’s big pit. 



When I was on my feet my new friend said, “Walk to the cubicles, normally. He said 

“cubicles” kind of funny. Very seriously in his Swedish? Dutch? Norwegian accent? 

Cubicle is a silly word for a small space in which strangers fucked each other. His pronunciation of it would have been funny under the lightest of circumstances. That he said it as he pointed a gun between my shoulder blades made it twice as funny and maybe three times. I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Say nothing or you will die,” the werewolf said at a normal volume. 



“I didn’t say anything,” I whispered, reminding him that he needed to keep his voice down. “I laughed. That’s not the same thing.” In a harsh whisper he replied: 
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“Don’t laugh.” Again, his accent. It made me laugh. “Don’t laugh!” he repeated, louder. 



“Whisper!” I whispered, loudly, and continued to the cubicles. He directed me to the one he and his friends had occupied earlier and knocked lightly on it. Someone said something in some other language and my werewolf responded. Then the door opened and I saw one of the fellas look up from the mattress, on which rested a small device with wires, a timer, a fuse and other components. In other words a bomb. 



The Scandinavian wolf pack was planning something very bad, and at the risk of my own life I took an enormous breath, opened my mouth and shouted, “FIRE!” as loud as I could and kept screaming it until the guy with the gun struck me on the back of the head with it and I lost consciousness. 



I woke up later sitting on the carpeted floor of the club’s gym below windows that overlooked the patio, propped up between Freebird and Sylvia, the former of whom held an ice pack to my swollen head. It really hurt. It really, really hurt. It wasn’t as bad as when what’s-his-face threw my head through glass or when what’s-his-face broke my cheekbone, but it came close. Freebird said, “Good, you’re awake. Take this.” He slipped a pill between my lips. I ingested it without hesitation and nodded a painful thanks. Then I looked around at seven other people, including the third-shift guy. Three sat along the wall on Freebird’s left and four, on Sylvia’s right. Standing in front of us was the lead white werewolf, who I realized quickly was not the one who stuck a gun in my face, but was the one sitting over the bomb. The one who stuck a gun in my face, and later hit me with it, stood by the gym door, holding the same gun and nursing a head wound of his own. In seconds I determined he had made a mistake in following me back to the lobby, earlier, confronting me and leading me back to, of all the cubicles, the one that contained the bomb. 



What a moron,” I said out loud. 



“You will be quiet!” Alpha Blond said. Sylvia looked from me to him and said: 



“Honey, you’ll have an easier time asking the sun not to shine.” 



“Look who’s talking,” I said. “Chatty bitch.” She feigned insult and regarded her boyfriend. 



“Who talks more, me or Christian?” Freebird looked from one of us to the other and said to her: 



“Considering half the time you’re with me my dick’s in your mouth, I would have to say Christian.” I burst out laughing and my head hurt more but I didn’t care ‘cause Freebird was really funny. Sylvia leaned over me and swatted his head. The other hostages shushed us as Alpha Blond shouted: 
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“You will be quiet!” We were quiet, to the extent that we didn’t say anything, specifically. I kept laughing at the idea Sylvia talked less ‘cause she sucked more dick. 

Freebird laughed, too, and Sylvia did, too, in spite of herself. 



“Don’t laugh!” Alpha Blond said, sounding every bit as silly as his bruised companion. I responded, of course, by laughing harder. The other hostages shushed me again. Freebird and Sylvia also shushed me, though mocking them. 



“Shut up,” third-shifter said. I ignored him and asked. 



“Where’s Jesus Christ?” He looked confused and answered: 



“Heaven?” 



“No,” Sylvia said, “the dog. The big cuddly pit?” 



“Oh,” he began and then was cut off by another: 



“You will be quiet!” Annoyed, Sylvia snapped: 



“He will be quiet after he tells me where my dog is. I will thank you very much to know.” 

That sounded very silly to me because she was so in earnest and I laughed really hard. 

Third-shifter, apparently more frightened of Sylvia, and with good reason, said: 



“He went out the door with most of the others.” 



“Yay!” Sylvia shouted, and then looked at Alpha Blond and spat. “Hah! He escaped!” 

Before he could bark about how she will be quiet and everything, I asked: 



“What’s all this about, anyway? You don’t seem like you’re from Al-Queida.” Alpha Blond looked very frustrated, as if he were sick of explaining it. 



“We are not,” he snapped, and then announced, proudly, “We are from the Scandinavian Terror Alliance!” This, of course, made me roar! Ditto Sylvia and Freebird. To his credit, Third-Shifter cracked a smile. The others were stunned with fear, at being held hostage and everything, and by the disrespect we were demonstrating. 



“Oh my God!” I shouted throwing my arms up. “Help us, it’s the…” and here I imitated the leader, badly, “’Scandinavian Terror Alliance!’” Then I roared again. Ditto Sylvia and Freebird. Bruised Face cracked a smile as we ridiculed the comrade who struck him earlier. 



“’You will be quiet!’” Freebird shouted, doing his own impression of him. He and I continued howling as Sylvia also imitated him, saying: 



“No one makes fun of the Scandinavian Axis of Terror!” 
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“It’s the Scandinavian Terror Alliance!” Alpha Blond shouted, in such a rage his face turned purple. And we just laughed and laughed and laughed. “You will comply with my wishes or you will be the first to die.” That shut us up, because none of us wanted to die and miss any of the fun show. I did, however, ask: 



“How come you’re here? And what are you planning to blow up?” Sensing an 

opportunity to assert his authority and instill us with fear, Alpha Blond said: 



“We will blow up the Washington Monument!” Sylvia rolled her eyes and said: 



“Be my guest. I’ll plush the plunger.” 



“Yeah, it was pretty lame,” Freebird agreed. 



“Boring. And pointless.” 



“Have at it.” 



“And when you’re done, I can suggest a couple of other targets. Like this very rude t-shirt vendor…” 



“You will be quiet!” Alpha Blond said for the who-knows-what time. It was starting not to be funny anymore. He needed to say other stuff. I asked.: 



“How come you want to blow it up?” 



“Because,” the lead werewolf began, “America must be humbled. It wields too much power and influence over the rest of the world. It is filled with the intellectually,” that was a fun pronunciation, “lazy, the fat and incoherent. Its citizens are spoiled buffoons,” 

another good one, “stupid and ignorant. They consume and poop, consume and poop, consume and poop,” I think he might have said it two or three more times, but you get it. 



“Speaking of which,” Sylvia remarked, “I’m starving.” 



“And I gotta go,” Freebird said, and got to his feet. 



“No one leaves!” Alpha Blond said, pointing his gun at Freebird. Instead of sitting back down, he dropped his boxers and squatted, fully prepared to defecate on the carpet in front of everyone. “Bah!” our captor said. Then he barked something to Bruised Face and he led Freebird to the men’s room. 



“So, what is your ultimate goal, Alpha Blond?” I actually called him that. Strangely, he responded: 



“The goal is to humble the United States.” 
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“Yes, and then…” 



“Then we will show the world who are the true masters of the universe.” 



“And they are…” 



“And they are the superior people of Finland!” I busted out laughing all over again, and Alpha Blond got more purple than he had before. 



“Finland?” I said. “Finland???” 



“Christian, he said Finland,” Sylvia barked between howls of laughter. 



“Yes, Finland!” Ooooo, Alpha Blond was mad and getting madder. Sylvia said: 



“Sweden, The Netherlands, Norway…even Iceland I could buy but…but…Finland?” 



“YES FINLAND!” Alpha Blond raged so hard I thought he would have a stroke. Behind him, Bruised Face led Freebird back from the bathroom, ‘cause he really didn’t have to go. He began singing something in what I figured was Finn, or Finish. I mean, Finnish. 

Alpha Blond joined him as Freebird sat down. Our captors threw their arms around each other’s shoulders and sang what I figured was the country’s national anthem. When they were done they nodded and shook hands proudly. Sylvia wiped away fake tears and said, the height of sarcasm: 



“That was beautiful. Can I be Finnish, too?” Before they could respond, I asked: 



“How come you don’t call yourselves the Finnish Terror Alliance?” Bruised Face, clearly the stupider of the two, explained: 



“No one would take us seriously if we had Finland in our name.” Freebird, Sylvia and I roared again. That got us gagged. Yup. Alpha Blond nodded his head to Bruised Face, who didn’t get it and asked what I think was: 



“What?” in Finnish. His leader barked, also in Finnish, I think: 



“Gag them. Dickless.” That what it sounded like to me, from the tone. It’s what I would have said in his position. Bruised Face left the gym and I asked: 



“Hasn’t anyone called the police?” Or the fire department? Why isn’t the fire department here?” 



“You’ve been unconscious, Christian,” Sylvia explained. “The other two are in the office speaking to a negotiator, I think.” 
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“Really?” 



“Really,” Freebird said. “Most everyone ran outside after you shouted ‘Fire.’ I would have but I couldn’t find Jesus Christ or Dahlia.” 



“Or you,” Sylvia added. 



“What made you think I wasn’t already outside, having screamed ‘Fire’ and all?” Sylvia scoffed: 



“Because there were still people inside, dumbass.” She thought I was a hero. What a darling she is! 



“You weren’t going to leave without me,” I said, moved. “You’re so adorable.” I put my arms around my friends and drew them into hugs. Bruised Face returned with a bunch of hand towels he got from the laundry area. Alpha Blond nodded for him to gag everyone. 



“Hay!” said one of the other hostages. “I didn’t say anything. I didn’t laugh. Why am I getting gagged?” 



“Because you’re a whiner,” Sylvia said to him. To Bruised Face, “Proceed.” He did his best, but the hand towels were too thick to make decent gags. The whiner continued: 



“This isn’t fair. I didn’t do anything. I don’t even vote. I shouldn’t be here. I think you should release me and keep those laughing people over there.” Bruised Face continued struggling to secure and tie a gag over his mouth. “I’m just a patron,” the guy went on, 

“and I haven’t even gotten laid yet.” Freebird: 



“Dude, you weren’t going to.” 



“See,” he whined to our captors. “See how mean they are and disruptive. I wasn’t saying anything and those three people keep laughing. They own the place, you know. They’re executives. You should let me go and keep them. They’re valuable hostages. Not me.” 

Bruised Face continued to struggle with the towel as Freebird took off a sock and threw it at him. 



“Try this.” 



“Ewwwww,” I said and then started laughing. Bruised Face dropped the towel and picked up the sock. Whiney cried: 



“No, that’s disgusting. You can’t gag me with that!” 



“Gag him, let him go, shoot him, but just shut him up,” I begged. Alpha Blond had had it with us. He told his comrade: 
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“Gag the three disruptors, first.” 



“Disruptors?” Freebird asked. 



“It sounds like a ray gun,” I observed. “Like on a sci-fi movie.” 



“It does,” Sylvia said. “Like a gun that knocks you out but doesn’t kill you.” 



“Yeah,” Freebird added. “Like a phaser, but set to stun.” We continued discussing ray guns and disruptors even as Bruised Face gagged me and Freebird with his socks and Sylvia with someone else’s. The last thing she said, coherently, was: 



“Believe me, I’ve had nastier things in my mouth.” This made me and Freebird laugh through our gags. We each wore them patiently. Kind of funny and a little strange about it was that we weren’t otherwise bound. I mean, the two white werewolves had guns so we weren’t getting up or going anywhere, but whenever Freebird, Sylvia or I wanted to say something, which we did immediately, we just had to lift our stinky gags out of our mouths and say it. Freebird began, lifting his and asking his girlfriend: 



“What nastier thing went in your mouth?” Sylvia lifted hers, licked her lips a bit and removed some lint. 



“The one time I do a chick, you know, go down on her just to see what it’s like, and she’s menstruating.” 



“Ewwwww,” Freebird and I said. 



“Ewwwww,” Third Shift, Whiney and several other hostages echoed. 



“Ewwwww,” the terrorists from Finland agreed. 



“Yeah,” she confirmed, “so this,” she tasted it again, “is nothing.” She put it back in her mouth. Freebird and I held our gags in our mouths and were quiet for a little bit. Alpha Blond paced the length of us while Bruised Face sat on a piece of equipment and rested his head in his hands. A few minutes passed and I was getting bored, but before I could suggest the terrorist kill us or play duck-duck-goose, one of the others burst in, carrying a complex rifle by the way, and rattled off something in their native language. Alpha Blond surveyed all of us, as if deciding whom to kill first. At once, Freebird, Sylvia and I removed our gags and said, together: 



“Whiney.” 



“No!” he whined. 
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“On second thought,” I said, “you shouldn’t. You need to keep him around to torture everyone else into giving up important state secrets. I’ll tell you anything if you cut out his tongue.” 



“Thank you for volunteering,” Alpha Blond said, and I know he didn’t mean information. 

He nodded to Bruised Face and the two of them dragged me to my feet only to push me to my knees in front of the bench press. 



“Well,” I said, “doesn’t this suck.” Sylvia and Freebird sprung to their feet in an effort to rescue me and the third blond struck them with the butt of his semi-automatic. She was out and he remained conscious but was useless. The third guy pointed his rifle at Freebird, lest he try to movie again. Everyone else was frozen except for Whiney, who was sobbing and shaking. 



I knelt facing Freebird, looking at him hard as Alpha Blond raised his pistol to the back of my head. “Any last words?” he asked. 



“Yeah,” I said, to Freebird. “Tell my children I went out insulting the Finnish Axis of…no, the Finnish Alliance of…no, wait. It’s got Scandinavia in it, ‘cause you’re embarrassed about Finland…” This exasperated Alpha Blond, who kicked me hard in my lower back. That hurt a lot. I looked at Freebird for confirmation that he would communicate to my family that the last thing I did before getting my head blown off was insult the Finnish terrorists. He lowered his eyes to a nod, but before he could lower his chin, too, something small, furry and totally pissed off busted through the glass window above him, flew through the air, and latched onto Alpha Blond’s neck. 



It was Honey Bunches of Oats, vampire peke. 



Behind her flew Jacob and Joshua Kelly. In a second and a half, the former broke Bruised Face’s neck and the latter, the third terrorist’s. Then they joined Honey Bunches of Oats in draining Alpha Blond of every blood cell in his body. It was cool to watch. Freebird roused Sylvia so she could see, too. In a minute, the fella who came alarmingly close to killing me was a pale, dry corpse. 



“Wow,” Sylvia said. “I’m glad I didn’t miss that.” No sooner had she said that than the fourth Finnish terrorist burst in. He saw what had happened and made to run. Joshua stopped him immediately and pushed his head into a wall. 



“Did you kill him?” his brother asked. Joshua sniffed the man and said: 



“No.” 



“Good,” said Jacob, helping me, then Freebird and Sylvia, to our feet. “’Cause I’m still hungry and I like my blood fresh.” EEEEK! 



“Thanks so much guys,” Freebird said. 
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“Yeah, thanks,” I added, scooping Honey Bunches of Oats up and hugging her close. 



“You’re my furry little heroine, always saving your Daddy.” She licked my face, her tongue still bloody. I didn’t mind! 



“You guys are the best,” Sylvia said, removing the gag entirely. “And vampirism really makes you so much hotter. I really didn’t think it was possible.” 



“Thanks, Sylvia,” Joshua said as he and Jacob eyed the still-alive, but unconscious fourth terrorist. 



“While you guys finish your meal, I’m going to find some mouthwash,” Freebird said. 



“Good idea,” said his girlfriend. “Excuse us.” They left the gym. As I continued to hug and love on Honey Bunches of Oats, I noticed it getting lighter outside. 



“We got to get you out of here, or out of sight,” I said. 



“That’s going to be tough,” said Joshua. “There’s so much police and FBI and Homeland Security out there. It’s insane.” I shuddered at the thought of hassling with all of them. 



“You fellas feed,” I said, and turned from them to the still frozen hostages. The twins got to work and I said to the others, “My friends and I are going to disappear downstairs. I need the rest of you to tell the authorities that you disabled and killed these assholes yourselves. You never saw me or my friends, or these vampire twins or this vampire dog. 

Do you understand?” Everyone but Whiney nodded. He made the mistake of saying: 



“But how am I supposed to…what are we…two of the guys have no blood…what am I, are we…?” 



“Say anything you want, Whiney. Just don’t tell anyone you saw me and my friends or we’ll suck you dry, too. Do you understand?” He nodded, too. “Bye now,” I said to the hostages, who appeared to be more traumatized by their rescue than by their capture. I opened the gym door for Joshua and Jacob, and we also left the gym and, when the coast was eventually clear, Superior Bodies Washington DC. 







Garrett, Jody, Jay and I drove to Lady Lake to shoot the episode where our boy would choose a foster mutt to take back to Montverde. It would be a crossover episode, but it would not feature Raymond or Sandra, the hosts of “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge.” Garrett had made it clear it would be him and Kevin, and Siobhan maybe if she wanted. I told him that was fine with me and neither Jody nor Jay gave a fuck either. They hated Garrett but indulged him. Everyone hated him but indulged him. 





118 

“Stable Boy” wasn’t a success. While Garrett was clever about not being an obvious dick when the camera was rolling, viewers figured him out. The “Stable Boys” nostalgia, the mystique of his father’s death and Dary Beaumont’s illness, and Garrett’s good looks and voice went only so far. Ultimately the show was about an unlikable young man, and while he pretended to be nice on camera, he wasn’t the actor Ben Maitland had been. 



Ben and Reid. I missed them. I missed the man I thought Ben was. I missed the fun episodes we shot of them: protesting outside the puppy store, camping across from MeMe, the cafeteria food fight, getting in shape for the lap dancing and all the others. 

Another loss, Ben and Reid were, though my missing them was insignificant compared to Reid having killed his father. Executed him. It seems surreal to think about it. I tried to think as little as possible. I would always struggle with the memory of how it all went down, and how I wished I could speak to Reid about it. To work through my feelings and offer him comfort. I thought about them as Jody drove up 441 to the refuge. I thought about having regained consciousness in the front seat of my busted Miata in Lady Lake the morning after Reid struck me with my gun. Why couldn’t I compartmentalize my memories of the Maitlands of Montverde? Enjoy the good times without recalling the bad ones? Perhaps because through all those good times, through the seven years of enjoying 

“Pagan,” Ben Maitland was jerking off to images of eight year-old girls being sodomized. 



“Are you sure those guys aren’t going to be there?” Garrett asked the three of us, mercifully distracting me from my thoughts of Maitland and his pictures. 



“Yes,” Jody said, patiently. “I’m sure.” 



“Good,” said our star. “I just don’t want them suddenly showing up or anything, trying to get some face time on my show. They have their own.” 



“You know, Garrett,” I began, “it might not be such a bad idea to have Sandra there. You might have some chemistry.” Yeah, I was glad for the distraction. 



“No. Not her,” he said. “I’ve seen LLDR. She and Raymond have chemistry enough. 

They’re meant to be. You bring me into that and ultimately she’s going to wind up with him. No way am I going to be the loser in that love triangle.” He was a brat, but he was a smart brat. He continued, “I want Kevin to show me around and then we’ll find some dog who chooses me, you know?” I thought I did, but was glad when Jody asked: 



“What do you mean?” Garrett sighed and explained: 



“You ever hear that expression we don’t choose our pets, they choose us?” Jody and I nodded. Jay didn’t respond, perhaps ignoring him, which we all did our best to do. “We need to shoot the visit in such a way that it looks like one of the dogs saw me and was drawn to me. Like he ‘chose’ me. Or she. I don’t care. I think people will find that moving.” Some people would, I was sure. I was also sure more people would if “Stable Boy” had any kind of heart beyond what its supporting cast provided. “Someone told me that woman who broke the glass door last year lives out there now. Is that true?” Ooooo, 119 

Garrett was going to test my patience by suggesting Rhoda appear in the episode. Would I clobber him or let my weak and dying friend do it? He was saved by his cell phone, which vibrated the arrival of a text message. Without excusing himself, Garrett checked it. “It’s from Gray,” he said to us, smiling, his eyes wide with genuine happiness. I watched him as he read the message, which I couldn’t make out but didn’t appear to be long. “They’re putting on a talent show. His unit. He wants to know what he should do.” 

Jody and Jay exchanged glances. Then Jay looked at me and Jody did, too, through the rearview mirror. While I had been present when Garrett had received other calls and messages from his brother, they hadn’t. His excitement over something that wasn’t about him, his show and his appearance was strange for them. It was still strange for me, especially as it came on the heels of his suggesting nintey-pound Rhoda Rage Feinman have a cameo on “Stable Boy” in which Garrett would likely pretend to comfort her in her final moments. It’s what I was certain he was going to recommend. 



So difficult to be glad for him to have heard from his brother when he was so despicable. 



Out of curiosity I asked, “What are you going to tell him to do?” Garrett thought about it and said: 



“He does a really good impression of our mother. She’s kind of a bitch. Really selfish and shallow. Always concerned about herself, more than us, more than anyone.” More looks all around. “Gray does a funny bit of her. We both do, actually. I go up to him and say, 

‘Mommy, Mommy, I have a fever’ or ‘I crashed my bike’ or lost a limb or something and he’s her, all concerned until she realizes she’s late for a date or a pedicure and takes off.” 

Garrett laughed as he recalled these scenarios. Neither Jody nor Jay responded. I chuckled, just to be nice, but I didn’t think it was funny at all. I did think it was sweet, though, that he and his brother had made a game of mocking their mother’s selfishness, and it made me less disgusted with him for the Rhoda thing. Garrett said, “I don’t think his friends would get it. They don’t know me or Jennifer.” Jennifer. “He can sign, too. 

Not as good as me or Dad.” He calls his mother “Jennifer” and his father “Dad.” We were getting a little insight into bratty Garrett Abel. It was interesting, though not enough for me to stop wanting to be anyplace but with him. 



It was just before noon on a Saturday when we pulled up to the refuge’s cottage. Kevin, Siobhan and, in a wheelchair, Rhoda, were hanging out on its porch waiting for us. They all wore LLDR clothing in anticipation of the shoot. Elsewhere on the property were volunteers and potential adoptive families visiting with the dogs. Garrett noticed the LLDR-wear and said, “I should have something on, too, don’t you think? With the refuge logo on it.” He didn’t ask any of us specifically and no one responded. “Christian, don’t you think I should have an LLDR jacket or something? Or t-shirt? Maybe Kevin can loan me something.” 



“OK,” I said. 



“Yeah, maybe he can present me with something. Like a hat or something.” He continued thinking as the four of us got out of the van. “Maybe at the end of the visit. He can give 120 

me a hat after I ‘earned’ it during my visit. Picking up shit and walking the dogs. Maybe giving a bath or something. What do you think?” 



“OK,” I said again. I honestly didn’t know why Bentley needed me to produce, since all I did was rubber stamp Garrett’s ideas. I went onto the porch immediately. Jody and Jay followed me. Everyone knew everyone except for Garrett, who stood back. After we all said our hellos, I noticed he wasn’t among us. “Garrett, come meet Kevin, Rhoda and Siobhan.” From beside the car he answered: 



“Why don’t you get the camera rolling so it can be fresh and spontaneous.” 



“It’s reality TV, Garrett,” I reminded him. “None of it is fresh and spontaneous. We can re-shoot the greeting.” I wanted to add, “when sick and horrible-looking Rhoda is taking a nap,” but didn’t. Rhoda whispered to me: 



“Roll the cameras. He wants to work me into the show. Let him.” 



“No he doesn’t,” I said. 



“Sure he does,” she insisted. “All the shit you said about him, his father and that crazy guy in Clearwater. He wants to exploit sick people and tragedy. It makes good TV. I watch the Hallmark Channel. I know what people want to see.” 



“Rhoda…” 



“I still get fan letters from people who saw me bust the door last year.” 



“Yeah, but…” 



“I’ll do a public service announcement for quitting smoking.” To Jay she said, “Roll the fucking camera.” He looked at Jody. Both looked at me. I looked at Kevin, who nodded to me so I nodded to Jody and Jay and Jay rolled the camera, but not before I disappeared into the van. 



Jay followed Garrett from the driveway to the porch where Kevin greeted him and introduced him to his girlfriend Siobhan and their friend Rhoda. The stable boy was friendly and even charming but, as always, there was not a bit of warmth or sincerity in anything he said or did. “I’m glad to see you, Rhoda,” he said, taking her frail hand. “I remember you from ‘The Maitlands’ when you threw a brick through that sliding glass door in the ‘re-enactment.’” Rhoda smiled wanly and nodded. To the three of them he said, “I’m yours for the day. Put me to work. Bear in mind, I expect to be paid and I’m not leaving here empty-handed.” It was all very nice to hear and all very tiresome. Kevin said: 



“Let me show you the place and then we’ll find out how to use you today.” 
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“I’m at your service.” To Rhoda and Siobhan he tipped an imaginary hat and said, 

“Ladies, I hope you’ll be here when I return for my break, which I hope will be very soon.” He winked. Siobhan smiled politely. Rhoda narrowed her eyes and didn’t spit, but only, I think, because she couldn’t. Kevin led Garrett to the outdoor runs, Jody and Jay behind them. When they were out of sight I got out of the car and returned to the porch. 



“What do you think?” I asked the ladies. 



“He’s a poser,” Siobhan said. “But he’s young.” So simple her assessment, and so accurate. “What do you want to drink?” 



“Lemonade?” She excused herself and went inside to get me a glass. I looked at Rhoda. 

She whispered: 



“He’s a poser, but he’s young.” I was disappointed. I wanted her to be really irritated by him, to rail against and insult him. To scream “Mother of God!” and throw a stapler at him or roll up a sticky porno mag and beat him over the head with it. After the way he patronized her. Yeah, I was disappointed. Rhoda saw it in my face and said: 



“I don’t have a lot of energy these days, Christian, and I’m not wasting it tanning his ass.” I smiled and she added, “Besides, I can’t make him look stupider than he makes himself.” Siobhan returned with a drink for me and a glass of ice cubes for Rhoda. I told them about my setting Garrett up with Sylvia. I complained about this and that and neither friend appeared to enjoy anything I said, at least as much as I thought they would. 

Rhoda played with her ice and said, “He’s young.” He’s young. He can change. She’s older and she had. Whatever. 



The three of us continued to visit on the porch while the others taped the LLDR episode of “Stable Boy.” I caught Rhoda up on news from the club and kennel and provided some Gallagher family updates. We sat in silence, enjoying the pretty fall day when a Heinz 57 

shot past us, followed by Garrett, followed by Kevin, followed by Jay and Jody. “What’s going on?” I asked her. Glad for an excuse to stop, she joined us on the porch and explained that the dog, whom Siobhan identified as “Mister,” had followed Garrett as Kevin gave him the tour. 



“I guess he was in a run but got out?” she offered. Siobhan explained: 



“He’s always getting out. Of his run, or the barn, or a crate, or this house. We could brick him up in a latrine and he could find his way you.” Hmmm. “I don’t know how he does it. He’s the best escape artist we’ve ever had.” 



“Where did he come from?” I asked. 



“Some guy who got called up to the army. For the second time. He was living with his folks. They took care of the dog during his first tour. He thought he was out, but then he 122 

got redeployed. They didn’t want to take care of him again but they didn’t say anything about it until he went overseas. When he left they dropped him off here.” 



“Fuckers,” Rhoda whispered. 



“He died,” Siobhan said. This made the rest of us sad and sick. No one deserved to lose a son or daughter in war, even if they gave up his dog when he left. 



“You’d think they would have come back and got Mister, for their son’s sake,” I said. 

Siobhan shook her head and Rhoda whispered: 



“Fuckers,” again. Jody continued: 



“He followed Garrett from the runs into the barn, back to the pig sty and into the field with the goats. Kevin told him about Mister’s owner, and that he died. Then Garrett said, 

‘He’s mine.’” I looked at Jody hard. She nodded a confirmation. “The minute he heard Mister’s owner was a fallen soldier he said he’d take him.” I was kind of struck and maybe a little moved. I looked at Siobhan, who smiled. Rhoda whispered: 



“He didn’t look like he was taking him, did it?” We all laughed and then laughed harder as Mister shot back the other way followed by a sweaty and exhausted Garret and a sweatier and more exhausted, ‘cause he was carrying the camera, Jay. Kevin, walking, brought up the rear. He stopped on the porch and said: 



“Your boy’s determined to catch that dog.” 



“Then I think he should get him,” I said, surprised at having said something about Garrett that could be taken as a compliment, or at least was positive. Thirty seconds later Jody got a call from Jay advising everyone to go to the pig sty, fast. Kevin swept Rhoda out of her wheelchair and followed me, Jody and Siobhan as we hurried to the large, fenced area where my friends kept rescued pigs. Imagine my surprise, horror and amusement to find Garrett Abel, poser, brat and bitch, rolling around in mud and pig feces as an equally dirty Mister continued to elude him. Jay swung his camera around to shoot the five of us as we approached the sty. Inside, nine or ten pigs were having a high old time running around its perimeter, squealing laughter as Mister teased his new owner by approaching him, or letting himself be approached, and then darting out of Garrett’s reach at the last second. It was hilarious and the rest of us were soon enjoying it as much. Frustrated but not angry, a muddy-from–head-to-toe Garrett shouted: 



“Don’t just stand there, bitches, get in here and help me get him.” 



“Who’s the bitch?” I asked as the stable boy tried to tackle his prey. He actually got his hands on the happy mutt, but as Mister was covered in a thick coat of slime, he was able to slip away easily. 
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“I’m not leaving here without this dog, Christian,” he said, passionately. “Which means you’re not, either.” 



“You think?” I asked, laughing with everyone else. Then Rhoda looked at me and gestured for me to join Garrett. I hesitated until I realized she was being held by Kevin, the young man with a criminal history who began volunteering for Superior Mutts doing his community service and whom Rhoda had helped reform completely. He’s young, she had said. She didn’t need to say it again, nor did she need to gesture toward the sty a second time. “All right,” I said to Garrett, the others and the camera, “I’m going in.” I hopped over the fence and threw myself into Mister’s game. The mutt seemed thrilled at the new, more challenging element I presented and proceeded to tease me, too. Getting close, letting me get close, and getting away, sometimes from right out of my grip. We carried on like this, in the mud and feces, for twenty minutes that seemed like two weeks. 

I gave up first, throwing myself into the filth on my back, huffing and puffing as I watched the blue sky. Though twenty years my junior and in much better shape than I, Garrett had been running after Mister since we arrived, and he threw himself down next to me. 



“Do you think he’ll give up, too?” he asked. 



“Give up what?” I said. “He won.” He had. Mister was a gracious winner. He 

demonstrated his good sportsmanship by approaching first me, and licking my face. Then he tiptoed over to Garrett, licked his much dirtier face for a much longer time, and finally plopped down next to him and rested his chin on his new owner’s neck. I knew Jay was videotaping us because he came right up to us and shot our filthy tableau six ways to Sunday. When he was finished I got up and returned to the others. I said to them, “I think this might just be the best footage we have.” Jody said: 



“I think you’re right.” Jay rolled his camera again as Garrett grabbed Mister and rolled around in the mud with him as the pigs continued to circle us and squeal. 



The wonderful and genuine visit was nearly ruined…nearly, when Garrett carried Mister to the edge of the sty and said, “I have an idea.” It was that while Kevin gave Mister a bath inside, or outside, or somewhere off camera, Siobhan would hose him down on the side of the house while he disrobed. “We haven’t shown any skin yet, and my torso could stop a truck.” Garrett shifted his dirty new dog to one arm and lifted his dirty shirt with his free hand. His abs and pecs were very flat and tight or whatever, indeed. “Siobhan’s voluptuous,” he observed, in front of her. “Put her in some short shorts and let her hair down and let her hose me down until I’m bare-assed,” a beat, “that’ll get your hits up.” 



“I don’t feel like it,” said Siobhan, who did what she wanted and, more importantly, didn’t do what she didn’t want. Holding Mister in both arms again, Garrett shrugged. 

Then he said, to me: 



“You hose me down, Christian. The chicks’ll still dig it and gay viewers will get a bigger thrill watching you get me wet.” I sighed and considered it. I wanted to glance at 124 

everyone but Garrett, share looks of disgust and even anger, but I didn’t. Instead I sighed, realized such a scene would be effective, and agreed. 



Ten minutes later I sat on an upside down pail in my boxers, only, my arms and face still filthy. Garrett stood in front of my, fully clothed and having applied additional mud to himself. Jay began shooting and I picked up a hose. I pointed it at the young man and sprayed. He laughed a bit and pretended to shield himself from the water. Then he gave in to it and let it cover him: his head, face and torso. His crotch, butt and the length of both legs. Then he began a very erotic striptease, the details of which I won’t provide because I’ll feel compelled to mention the erection it gave me. Yeah, it did, and Garrett knew it. It’s why he invited me to stand up, so I could more effectively spray him. The dick. I was soooooo not going to be embarrassed about my arousal and so stood straight up, my erection tenting my boxers, and circled him, hosing him hard as he lost his shirt, jeans and, finally, briefs. To his credit, but just a little, he made no mention of my raging boner. For someone so full of himself, he was really kind of all business, you know? 

Whereas someone else might have wanted to take me down a few pegs because of my own self-confidence and, OK, good looks, Garrett invited me to my feet to make a more sensual scene. And you know, it worked. I saw the footage two days later. Raw and unedited, it was still very hot. It would be very good. 



Also very good, much better and, perhaps, the best moment in “Stable Boy,” so far, was the bit where Jay shot Garrett drying himself off and then stepping into a pair of Kevin’s jeans. He no sooner buttoned them than Mister, also clean and dry, marches up to him, lifts his leg, and relieves himself on the man he lured into a pig sty earlier. “What the fuck?” Garrett snapped and then laughed. 



Later, when we were all clean and dry and the episode was shot, we sat around the porch and had drinks. We would have left right away, but Rhoda was enjoying our company and I had nothing else to do. I invited Jody and Jay to leave if they wanted, assuring them Kevin would take me back to Orlando. In spite of hating Garrett and his company, they liked Kevin, Siobhan and Rhoda enough to stick around, too. 



“Tell us about one of your Superior Bodies visits,” Siobhan suggested. As I had covered all the stories from the summer ’09 tour, I thought back to the ’08. Before I began describing Kingdom Come, because the Lady Lake posse loved hearing about it, Rhoda whispered: 



“The Cleveland Coven,” because she wanted to hear that one again. I was concerned about repeating it in front of Jody, Jay and Garrett as it would remind them of the rumor that my Montverde Coven took out Chris Grace. I determined Jody and Jay were cool and no threat and Garrett was too self-absorbed to care about it and described, again, that visit. 



When I finished I was surprised that Garrett had listened carefully to me. He interrupted twice, not to draw attention to himself but to ask for additional details. “Wow,” he said. 

“What a tribute.” Wow, I thought, who are you and what have you done with Garrett 125 

Abel? “My brother would have loved that story,” he continued. “Do you mind if I told him?” 



“No,” I said. Further surprised. 



“Gray’s all about getting things done like that. Justice and everything. He would have been out there, too. I don’t know about putting on the costume, though. Black clothes, sure, and boots, but nothing with a heel.” He chuckled a bit. Rhoda whispered: 



“Your brother’s a vigilante?” 



“I don’t know,” Garrett said. “Maybe. Once, at least.” He looked around and saw that we were waiting for more details. He smiled and said, “I don’t think he’d mind. He was a kid at the time. He did the math. “Fourteen, ‘cause I was seven.” He had all of our attention. 

“I was in second grade. We lived in Houston. Not a great neighborhood. I was on the playground of my school at lunch. Some high school kids came up to me and were being all nice to me. Three of them. They said they were friends of Gray and they knew my mother. I knew I shouldn’t talk to strangers, but I had seen them in the neighborhood and they weren’t adults. They asked me to come with them and so I did.” 



“You went with them?” I asked, gravely. Oh God, what was coming? 



“Yeah. They took me back to one of their houses. No one was home. We hung out and watched TV. They gave me snacks and we played games. It was pretty fun. Then it got late and I wanted to go home and they said I needed to stay. I started crying but they were nice and fed me and everything. I stopped crying because they said we were having a sleepover.” I clutched my chest. The others reacted similarly but no one said a word. 

“They didn’t make me do anything or anything,” Garrett assured us. “They just didn’t let me go.” His assurance didn’t make any of us feel better. “It turns out they thought I had money. That Jennifer did. Dad was a one-hit wonder. Two hits. That didn’t make him rich. People think all celebrities are rich, but they’re not. They were holding me for ransom. They called Jennifer to ask for money to get me back, but she was…I don’t know. Someplace.” I groaned, silently. “Jennifer dressed and walked around like she had money. Her jewelry was fake, though. From boyfriends. She was broke.” 



“What did Gray do?” Siobhan asked, ready to hear he got rescued. 



“Gray looked for me after school to walk home. When I wasn’t there he went to my class. 

My teacher said I didn’t come back after lunch. She called the office and they tried calling Jennifer. He searched the school for me. Every room. He asked everyone he saw where I was.” 



“When did he find you?” Jody asked, as disturbed as the rest of us. 



“The guys didn’t want to leave a message on our answering machine, but they finally did. 

That was at night, though, I think. They disguised their voices. We didn’t have caller ID 
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then, I don’t think. Gray went home and tore the house apart looking for me. Then he went to the grocery store and movies and everywhere in the neighborhood.” 



“Did he call the police?” Kevin asked. 



“No way,” said Garrett. “They would have found out Jennifer was a sucky mother and put us in foster care. Me, at least. He could take care of himself and could have stayed with Jennifer, probably.” Jody sighed, hard. Jay shook his head. Rhoda looked at Garrett steadily. “Gray found a class list and called everyone. One of my classmates saw the guys. Gray went to his house and talked to him and his parents. He got a good 

description. Then he came home and got the message from the guys, I think.” 



“How long did they have you?” Jay asked. 



“Just one night. Gray went to school the next day. He was in ninth grade. He asked everyone about the three guys. He went up to every kid in the school, whatever age or even if they were in a clique or anything. He didn’t care. Someone finally told on the guys. One of them’s ex-girlfriend heard about it from someone. Maybe they were talking about doing it and then they did, you know?” None of us said anything. “So he got names and found out addresses. He went to the one in the shittiest neighborhood, ‘cause the other two guys’ houses were OK. He figured it was easier to hide me in the ghetto.” We remained quiet. “He busts in to the house and I was eating cereal and watching cartoons with the guy who lived there. Mark or Marvin, I think.” Garrett thought more. “Mark was one of their names and Marvin was another. I can’t remember which one’s house it was.” 

I wanted to say it didn’t matter and demand to know what happened, but I didn’t. No one else did, either. We were patient because it was Garrett’s awful story. “I was glad to see him. I thought it would be fun for him to hang out with us. He wasn’t glad, though. He was pissed off. And he had an aluminum baseball bat he found in Mark’s…Marvins? I think it was Marvin’s yard.” GRRRR!!! “He busted Mark’s knee with it. Marvin was in the bathroom taking a shit. Gray went into the bathroom and swung at his face. He blocked the blow so Gray struck him in the stomach and on his knees until he begged him to stop. Their knees were busted.” 



“What about the third guy?” Jay asked. 



“He was at the store. Getting beer, I think. He didn’t come back to the house. Gray didn’t know there were three so he just grabbed me. When we were outside he told me to stand on the sidewalk. Then he went around the house to each of the windows and broke all of them with the bat. Then he threw the bat inside the last one and we went home.” The six of us sighed with relief, all at once, as if on cue. Kevin asked: 



“Did they retaliate?” Garrett shook his head. 



“They might have, but when Jennifer heard about it she called some guy she knew in the Houston police. He went over and gave Marvin a rash of shit. He had to get knee surgery, I heard. He never walked the same again, I heard.” Garrett smiled and said, “That’s pretty 127 

funny, huh?” as if it were similar to the Cleveland Coven story. It wasn’t. It wasn’t funny at all. Kidnapping. Parental neglect. A fourteen year-old beating the older boys who were holding his seven year-old brother for ransom. No, it wasn’t funny at all. It was sad, and what was worse was that Garrett didn’t realize how sad. What a perspective he had. He chuckled a bit and then stopped when he realized he was chuckling by himself. “You don’t think that’s funny?” he sort of asked all of us. 



“Oh, Garrett,” Siobhan said, softly. No one else said anything, but our expressions told him the story had affected us. 



“Oh. Wow,” he said, scanning our faces. “Shit,” he regarded Jody and Jay, “We should have videotaped that.” It was ruined. “Viewers would have loved that.” They would have. 

It wasn’t put on. It was sincere, terrifying and painfully sweet. It would have been the show’s best moment. “Should I say it again?” he asked. The story made me sad and very sympathetic toward Garrett. His determining it would make good TV made me just sad. 

The disabled kids, Dary Beaumont and now his heroic fourteen year-old brother…was there nothing he wouldn’t exploit for the sake of his pitiful show? “What do you think?” 

he asked again. 



“I think you should definitely say it again,” I said. He nodded and looked around. His new dog was lying in the sunshine on the warm concrete front walk. “Mister!” he shouted. “Come here boy!” Mister looked at him, narrowed his eyes as if wondering what Garrett was up to, and then got up slowly. “Come on!” Garrett encouraged him to hurry up, which was unnecessary since it would take Jay a few minutes to set up the shot. 

Mister took his time walking up the porch stairs and approaching his new owner. “I think he should be on my lap.” Garrett bent over and picked Mister up, awkwardly. He could have done it smoothly but the dog resisted. Not out of fear, I think, but just to give him another hard time. 



Neither Kevin nor Siobhan wanted to hear the story again, or hear it done for the camera, and they found other stuff to do. Rhoda was anxious to hear how version two would go. I knew how it would and dreaded watching Garrett “act” it so soon after having told it in a heartfelt way. Jody and Jay were similarly disgusted but agreed it was a good opportunity for something different. 



The camera rolled and Garrett repeated his story, word for word as far as I could tell. The only difference was that while he hit all the right notes, it was flat, at least to me. I’m sure others would be moved, but because they were stupid and they hadn’t listened to the first version. Different, too, was that Mister kept farting his disdain for Garrett throughout. He ignored all the gas, though it would have made some nice comic relief if Garrett had once made a face and complained about it. I would have suggested it but I didn’t care. I wanted the show to be over and Garrett to go back to Houston. Thirteen episodes was all I had committed to. After they were shot Dick Solmes will have fulfilled his promise to his friend’s son. Or, at least, I will have fulfilled my promise to Bentley. I loved Solmes, but I had limits. 
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When we were through, Jody, Jay, Garrett and I said our goodbyes. Jazzed by what he thought was a successful day, Garrett was all gracious to Kevin, Siobhan and, especially, Rhoda. “I’m glad to meet you, finally,” he said, taking her hand and then leaning down to hug her. “I hope I see you again, soon.” 



“I do, too,” Rhoda whispered. Kevin copied Mister’s vet records and gathered up a blanket and toys. 



“Thanks,” Garrett said, taking them from him. “I appreciate you letting me take him.” 

Kevin nodded and said: 



“Be careful, he’s an escape artist.” Garrett smiled and nodded. Then he led Mister into the van. The dog was happy enough to go, but he did look back once at Kevin, Siobhan and Rhoda and gave them a look, they later told me, that said “WTF?” 
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Chapter 8 

Christmas and New Years 




Garrett Abel sang at the Christmas pageant. It was inevitable. He sang his father’s signature song, “Love the Pain Away,” and “My Grown Up Christmas List,” and he did a very good job. In rehearsal with the vocal coach Solmes had flown in to polish him, he did all kinds of “American Idol” over-singing. She put a stop to it, explaining that it was unnecessary given the quality of the songs, and it was irritating. “That’s just your opinion,” Garrett snapped at her from the amphitheater stage during a run-through the night before the show. 



“Garrett,” someone told me the coach said, because I wasn’t there. “You know the reason your father’s version of this song still gets airplay?” He didn’t answer. “Because when he recorded it he wasn’t thinking, ‘Look at me.’ He was thinking, ‘Listen to this wonderful song.’ All that over-singing and improv and flourishes are your way of saying ‘Look at me.’ Be assured, everyone is looking at you. You’re handsome and talented. They see you. Let them see you and think you’re handsome and talented rather than handsome, talented and full of himself.” Garrett had ego enough to be more humble, if that makes sense. He wasn’t having anyone find him irritating, though all of us already did. He wasn’t risking it, and he was confident enough in the quality of both songs, and his voice, that he could wow the audience without all the Christina Aguilerra nonsense. 



Garrett did a nice job singing, though the remarks he made before each song, which were scripted thank-yous to the school and the audience, impressed no one. His re-telling of his kidnapping impressed no one. The visit to Dary Beaumont, the afternoon spent with the disabled kids at the farm, romantic episodes featuring hired models…none of it impressed anyone. OK, that’s incorrect. The show did have its fans, but they were significantly less than “The Maitlands of Montverde,” “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” and Bentley’s other projects. “Stable Boy” didn’t lose money, as it was way cheap to produce. It didn’t make money, either. When the cameras rolled, Garrett Abel said and did all the right things. He was “on,” but unlike Reid Maitland, Raymond, Sandra, JJ, Abigail and Kevin, he was, at his core, unlikable. And it showed. It showed in every smile and sentence, in every gesture and look. Every kind or amusing thing he said and did in the first ten episodes of his show were shadowed by a natural unlikability. It was obvious to all but the most gullible viewers, and there weren’t enough of them to warrant an additional thirteen episodes. 



At the reception following the pageant I found myself in conversation with Dean Simon, Dick Solmes and Bentley Howard, whose mother was at the event elsewhere with her current escort-actor-boyfriend. It was as good a time as any for me to say what was on all our minds, which was, “When do we tell Garrett the New Year’s Eve show is going to be the series finale?” Simon looked grave. So did Solmes. Bentley looked relieved that Solmes didn’t object and said: 



“Right after the number. Mother and I are going to Australia for ten days and he won’t be able to reach us.” We all looked at Dick Solmes, to whom Garrett would complain…rail, I was sure, when Bentley dropped the bomb. 
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“I suppose it was too much to hope that he would come around,” he said. I thought of Dary Beaumont who, in a lucid state, commented on how odd it was to think giving someone his own reality show would develop his character. “I appreciate all of you indulging me.” Simon said, without conviction: 



“Maybe getting cancelled is the wake up call he needs?” I nodded, as I thought he had a point. Bentley said nothing. Solmes shrugged. I asked: 



“What’s he going to do? Will he stay at Montverde?” 



“If he wants,” Simon said. “It might be difficult, though, not being a star.” Solmes took a breath. 



“He won’t go back to Jennifer, which is good. She’s…somewhere…with someone.” He sighed. “The boy’s got no other place to go.” 



“How long’s his brother going to be deployed?” I asked. 



“He’s a career soldier,” Solmes said. “If he comes back to the states it’ll be to serve on a base somewhere.” I thought of the fourteen year-old who moved Heaven and Earth to find his little brother and thought he would go AWOL to look after him, and then I said so. “I suppose,” Solmes said. “I don’t know. We’ll just have to see.” We all sipped our egg nog and what not in silence. Then Rona appeared on the arm of some young hottie and said: 



“If that kid would just shut up and sing we could do something with him.” No one disagreed. “What about working him into ‘Winter Key?’” she asked her son. We all looked at Bentley, who thought about it and asked: 



“As what?” Rona said, flatly: 



“Anyone but himself.” I stifled a laugh. Simon and Solmes looked at Rona and Bentley as they threw around the idea. She continued, “The fact is, he’s cute and he’s got a great voice and body. And he’s got that back story, too. ‘Stable Boy’ was a good idea, but it should have been a special. ‘Behind the Music’ or whatever. Thankfully, no one’s watching it, so he’s not damaged, yet.” Bentley nodded. 



“We write him into ‘Winter Key’ as someone’s brother or cousin. Give him a few lines and a song at The Breaks,” the bar and grille that’s the center of the show. 



“Have him romp around shirtless, maybe lose his suit surfing…” Rona said. Solmes raised his eyebrows and she added, “So far the only episode that’s gotten any kind of ratings is the doggie chase and the striptease with the hose.” Her son: 
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“The problem is, people quit watching after he’s undressed. No one sticks around for the kidnapping story.” 



“Yeah,” Rona said. “We can still wring something out of him.” 



“Rona,” Solmes began. 



“Dick,” she interrupted him, “I appreciate your situation, but if ‘Stable Boy’ continues, it’s going to ruin him as a marketable personality. Do you want him to be Tara Reid?” 

Her insight and candor were delicious, and just what all of us grave sad sacks needed. 

“All these kids are assholes,” she continued, and then looked at her date, who I learned was a recurring character on “Winter Key.” “Present company excepted.” She hip-checked him. Bless his heart, the young actor was too stupid to realize his producer/lover had insulted him and apologized to him. “If we gave any of them their own reality show, if we let the market get to know any of them, they’d all be hated.” I nodded, looked at Simon and Solmes and saw them nodding, too. “You want to help this kid. He’s a little bitch raised by a selfish cunt.” Yeah, the “c” word. “You got him here. That’s half the battle. You keep him here. Keep working on him. We indulge his ego by getting him work here and there while he gets an education…” 



“Well, where have you been the last few months,” I said. She smiled and cocked her head, knowingly. Then she looked at me hard and stroked my face. 



“I’m so glad I didn’t rebuild your cheek bone.” I laughed and she smiled. “Whatever they put in there is fine and you’re almost as handsome as my son.” She dropped her hand and continued, “I pay him scale for four to six episodes and get all this Stable Boy drama and history. And he doesn’t go berserk on you when you drop the bomb on him. It’s a win-win.” She noticed her empty glass and said to her date, “Let’s go.” Rona smiled at the rest of us and said, “Let me know if you have any other problems you need me to solve.” 



“Well,” Simon said after she left, “that makes things easier.” I noticed Garrett holding court with a dozen female fans. I said: 



“Easy for you to say, he’s not spending Christmas with you.” Simon raised an eyebrow. 

Solmes said: 



“I thought he was coming to my home.” I shook my head. 



“I told him Linden and I were bringing the babies to Lady Lake. Rhoda’s fading and we want to be with her.” 



“And he invited himself?” Simon was galled. I nodded. 



“Are you bringing a camera?” Bentley asked, hopefully. I shook my head. 
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“No, and he didn’t bring it up.” I noticed my glass was also empty. Before excusing myself to refill it, I said, “I think he just likes Rhoda.” 







Our Christmas 2009 visit to Lady Lake was the nicest visit I had there, in spite of Rhoda’s deterioration. It was among the nicest Christmases I had had since 12 

Cherrywood and every one I had enjoyed with my husband and, in 2008, children. 



Garrett, Linden, Lil’ Jacob, Lil’ Samia and Garrett’s still incorrigible dog Mister and I drove to the refuge really early that morning in order to help Kevin and Siobhan take care of the daily business of feeding, walking and cleaning up after the dogs, pigs, goats and everyone else. Garrett was totally nice the whole time and didn’t bring up his show or his talent or anything once during the ride or the whole day. He picked up poop and gave a couple of baths and was so consistently pleasant I was tempted to say, more than once, 

“We wouldn’t be canceling your show if you could be this way all the time.” I didn’t. It would have ruined the day and possibly sabotaged the New Year’s Eve live broadcast into which Bentley, Solmes and Simon were putting so much effort. 



When all the work was done and all the animals clean and well-fed, we gathered on the porch to exchange gifts. Of course, none of us had any because we all did the same thing Linden and I did with the Maitlands the year before; that is, we pulled foster children’s requests off of trees in the lobbies of several Publixes and bought gifts for them in lieu of each other. Everyone did this: me, Linden, the babies, Kevin and Siobhan, Rhoda and Garrett. We got drinks and took turns telling each other what we got each other, staring with me, ‘cause I had done it before. “Rhoda, because I know you’re a fifteen year-old boy who likes stealing cars…” 



“What the…?” she whispered. 



“I got you the latest version of ‘Grand Theft Auto,’ a video game.” 



“Thanks,” she barked softly. “That’s something we should be encouraging teenagers to do.” 



“I knew you’d agree,” I said, and moved on. Linden and I bought the presents that came from our babies, of course, and Kevin and Siobhan bought the ones that came from Rhoda, who nevertheless told each of us what she had gotten for, well, us. Garrett went last. He had a grand time, as did we all, telling eight of us what he had gotten. Yeah, eight, though there were only seven of us present to receive his gifts. The eighth was his brother, Gray, who had texted him from Afghanistan moments before we picked him up at his dorm. When he was through with us he said, “And I got Gray a pair of figure skates and an annual pass to that rink in Orlando.” I was delighted that he included his brother in our exchange and so was everyone else. Garrett glowed as he said, “She…I mean, he only asked for the skates on the request form, but I figured that’s where he’s going to go of use ‘em, you know? 
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“That’s great,” Linden said. The rest of us agreed, including Rhoda, who nodded and whispered: 



“Good for you.” We thought we were done, then, and got up to use the bathroom, get drinks, change diapers, etc. 



“Wait,” Garrett said. “You haven’t gotten Gray’s gifts.” This delighted all of us further, and we returned to our chairs to discover Gray Abel, whom I had never met but hoped to, soon, got me a Kindall-amazon.com thing so I…or the foster kid, could download books electronically or something. Linden got an annual pass to AMC theaters; Kevin, a gift certificate to itunes; Siobhan, season passes to the Orlando Broadway series’ upcoming season; Lil’ Jacob a baseball glove, bat and balls; Lil’ Samia, concert tickets to Miley Cyrus, who was scheduled to play the arena sometime soon; and Rhoda, a basketball signed by all the Magic’s players. “Bentley helped me out with that.” 



“Good for you,” Rhoda whispered. “I love basketball.” She raised her arms, with great effort, signaling Garrett to hug and receive a kiss from her. He did so with great happiness, which made me wonder when, and indeed if, “Jennifer” had ever embraced him similarly. We all expressed our thanks to Gray, through Garrett, who said: 



“You need to text him, then,” and held out his phone to us. We took turns writing thank-you messages to Gray Abel, identifying ourselves and telling him exactly what he got us. 

It was thrilling and the highlight of the day. 



We ate a formal meal Siobhan had prepared, played with dogs, pigs and goats, took a nap and, reluctantly, left at around six-thirty. We hugged, said our goodbyes and thanked each other again for our gifts. Garrett thanked Kevin and Siobhan for having him and gave another great hug and a kiss to Rhoda. “Thank you. A lot,” he said when he released her. 



“You’re welcome,” she whispered. “You’re a good boy.” Garrett beamed, again. No, not again, because he was beaming throughout the visit. As Linden and I strapped the babies into their car seats, I said to him: 



“The whole character-building thing seems to be working, finally.” 



“I think you’re right,” my husband said. “Let’s keep our fingers crossed it continues. I paused and then said: 



“Rhoda’s going soon.” Linden nodded. 



“I know.” 



“I’m glad Garrett got to know her, even though he only saw her twice.” Linden nodded again and said: 
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“She sees something in him. He’ll be all right.” 



“He’ll be all right,” Linden said then. “He’ll be all right,” he said again after we dropped our young friend back at Montverde and he thanked us again and said it was the best Christmas he ever had and he wished his brother could have been with us. 







“He’ll be all right,” I said to Simon, Solmes, Bentley and Jody as I finished describing our Christmas in Lady Lake. We were in Simon’s office for a pre-New-Year’s-Eve-show meeting to which Garrett showed up late. They all smiled warmly as I commented on the gifts and Gray and all but congratulated each other on the change we had produced. Then, out of nowhere, we heard: 



“Do you mean to tell me you pre-recorded your voice???” the young man whom I was just complimenting snapped at Simon as he entered the room. 



Garrett Abel was not all right. 



“Happy Holidays to you, Garrett,” Solmes said, sighing. 



“Knock if off, Dick,” the angry little man said to his benefactor. To Simon, he continued, 

“Are you so afraid you can’t even sing harmony, live? How did you ever perform with Stable Boys?” 



“Garrett, you don’t need to be speaking to Dean Simon like this,” I said, so disappointed that the selfish fuck I thought was gone was not. He ignored me and said, to all of us: 



“I suppose the next thing you’re going to tell me is Beaumont’s going to be beamed in from Clearwater.” 



“That’s enough,” Solmes said. “The show is going on and it’s going to be fine. Dean’s always had stage fright. That’s not news. All of this stuff is pre-recorded anyway.” 



“Whatever,” Garrett said. Solmes just shook his head. Simon said nothing. Jody was also quiet, reminding herself, no doubt, that this would be the last day she would have to endure the little fuck. 



“Beaumont’s getting here at, what, ten?” Bentley asked Solmes, to change the focus. 



“Yes,” he said. 



“Is he going to be lucid?” Garrett asked, as snarky as he could be. 
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“Yes, he is, Garrett,” Solmes replied, steadily. To the rest of us he added, “He’s been playing with his medication. It’s going to cost him, but he’s going to be fine for the show.” 



“Is he going to be pre-recorded, too?” Garrett asked, glaring at Simon. “Oh,” he answered himself, “it won’t really matter since he can’t sing.” 



“Garrett, what’s bothering you?” I asked, more sad than annoyed. 



“Me? Nothing. Why should anything be bothering me? I mean, I just passed the 

amphitheater and saw the storage container someone seems to think is a green room. Is that what I warrant? I know we’re not the Beatles, and John Lennon and that other guy aren’t rising from the dead to perform tonight, but I think I deserve something a little nicer than that…I don’t know what to call it.” It was a makeup trailer and “green room” 

and it was fine, though no one said so. No one said anything. It would be all over that night and none of us was going to engage the pitiful young man. “And what’s with the Mao suits?” He referred to the suits the Stable Boys would wear that night, outfits he was already aware of and approved. “Whose idea was that?” He looked around for a response. 

When none came he said, “I wouldn’t admit it, either.” He scoffed and continued, “You people are really so difficult to work with.” 



“Garrett,” Solmes began, because he still cared so much about his late friend’s son. “We have gone to a great deal of effort to produce this show for you.” 



“Dick, please,” he said. “Like I wouldn’t have been a star anyway? Have you heard me sing? Have you seen my abs? Did you count the hits that doggie episode got? How many more than fat Ben Maitland giving that dog a bath or dancing outside the gay rodeo? 

What was that all about?” I would have said the Maitland’s least successful episode got more downloads than Garrett’s best, but Simon spoke before I could. 



“Garrett, you need to remember who you’re speaking to.” 



“Are you kidding? You? The dean of this summer camp for the rich and stupid? That’s rich.” Simon opened his mouth to respond, but Garrett cut him off with, “You’ll forgive me if I can’t take someone seriously who runs this side show you call a college.” Simon closed his mouth and kept it closed. Bentley wasn’t going to engage him either and stood up to go. 



“What’s the matter, pretty boy?” Garrett asked him before he reached the door. “Things getting too rough for you?” Bentley regarded the younger man, his face flat. “Yeah, your mother wouldn’t walk out of a difficult meeting. She’d tell me to shut the fuck up and she might even hit me. But then, she’s a real producers, not some pretty and pretty boring kid playing grown up.” 



“What the…?” I tried to ask. Garrett was a bitch, for sure, but he had never been so terrible. 
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“Speaking of nothing producers,” he said to me. ME! “You’ve got no credits or 

experience but still managed to be mine. And Reid’s. And that dog shit show in the boondocks. Hmmm, what do they all have in common? Oh, yeah, they all feature hot young guys. Just like your students. Like your ‘coven,’ and your homo gym. You just seek out the young hotties, don’t you, Christian? The club, the school and now the TV 

shows. What does Linden think of your interest?” I was stunned. I looked from Garrett to Bentley, who met my eyes and shook his head for me to let it go, reminding me it would all be over soon. Simon said: 



“I think this meeting is over. We’ll see you all in the…storage container, at ten p.m.” 



“Yeah, we’ll see you then,” Garrett fairly spat, at all of us. “And make sure that crazy person my idiot father gave his life for makes it and doesn’t fuck up or go nuts on us.” 

Solmes had had it. The nicest, most generous and patient man I knew shot to his feet and grabbed Garrett Abel by the shirt with one hand and raised a fist with the other. And the little shit showed no fear. “Good grief, Dick. Do you disagree with me? Beaumont was always nuts. My father should have let him get T-boned. What loss would it have been? 

But no, he had to be a hero. Stupid man. As if it wasn’t enough he was nice to the guy. 

He had to give his life for him? Beaumont was always crazy and he always will be. He tried to kill himself. He could have gotten his wish that day, but no, Randy Abel had to save his worthless friend so he could spend the rest of his life in a nuthouse getting his hair done by some fag.” Simon grabbed Solmes’ fist before he could smash it into Garrett’s jaw. Bentley and I took Garrett’s arms. “Hit me, you old poser,” he said as we led him toward the door. “You go and hit me,” he yelled. “Show the community who you really are. People think you’re so good and you’re such a philanthropist, but you’re full of shit. You’re a dick, Dick.” Jody reached the door first and opened it in time for me and Bentley to throw Garrett out of Dean Simon’s office. She slammed it in his face and we all stood still as we heard Garrett shout through it, “You all suck! I’m a star and you all suck! You better have that crazy person there, too. You all suck!!!” He banged on the door a few times and went away. 



“We all suck,” Jody said, as if it were news. 



“And we all better be there tonight,” I said, making a similar effort to break the tension. 

We failed as Solmes collapsed into a chair, fighting tears. Simon said: 



“I’m sorry, Dick. I don’t know…I’m sorry.” Solmes held his head in his hands and sobbed. My heart ached for him. He truly was the kindest man I knew. Up there with my father and Linden and so many other great people. He didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve the grief. Simon held his friend’s shoulder. Bentley said to me…to all of us: 



“Christian, tell us again about Christmas?” 
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“’You all suck and you better be there,’” Bentley quoted Garrett as we waited in the, OK, kind of small makeup trailer and green room. He checked the time on his phone, looked around at Simon, Solmes, Dary, whose hair Jerome had again done in spiral curls, and me and said, “We suck and we’re here. Where is he?” It was ten twenty-five. The Stable Boys were on in ten minutes. They would perform live for an audience that was being entertained by local bands, a show that was hosted by LLDR’s Raymond and Sandra. 



Solmes had spent the last twenty-five minutes leaving Garrett messages of apology, though none was warranted. I and everyone else agreed. Bentley sent a couple of PAs hired for the event to his dorm room to meet a maintenance man Simon arranged to join them there. They knocked and got no answer. They opened it and found it empty. “Look around,” Bentley said to his staff. “Is his phone there? His wallet? Anything to indicate where he is?” They found nothing. “Fuck,” my usually patient young friend said. He sighed and looked apologetic. “I’ve got a lot of credibility riding on this. I’m sorry to think that way.” No one blamed him. He had done more for Garrett than he should have, and now his reputation would be hurt. 



“I’m sorry,” Solmes said. “I shouldn’t have lost it with him today. It’s why he’s not here.” 



“I don’t think so,” I said. “As much as he’s got riding on this…” Everyone looked at me. 

“’I’m a star and you better be there,’” I also quoted him. “The last thing he said was the show better go on. He’s not here because something is preventing him from being here.” 

We all looked at each other and I said what I thought everyone, including the completely lucid Dary Beaumont, was thinking. “He’s been murdered.” 



“Well, I didn’t do it,” Bentley said, really not himself. 



“And I was going to wait until after the show,” I said, to cover him. Jody entered the trailer wearing a head piece and said: 



“Let’s go.” Then she looked around. “Still no sign of him?” We all shook our heads. 

“Well, I didn’t do it,” she said. “I was going to wait until after the show.” It would have been funny—it was funny, actually, but I didn’t laugh until later, and with some bit of guilt. Solmes said to Simon and Dary: 



“Let’s go gentlemen.” Dean Simon, who had been very quiet up until that point, began to shake as he said: 



“I can’t do it.” Solmes looked at him strangely. 



“Dean, you don’t have to sing. Your part was pre-recorded.” Simon shook his head. 



“No, Dick. I can’t. I can’t go out there.” 



“But you don’t have to sing,” Bentley said. “You just lip-synch.” 
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“I’ll take the melody,” Solmes said. Simon’s body continued to shake and so did his head, back and forth.” 



“No, I can’t do it. I’m too scared. I can’t even go out there.” 



“But you look so good in your Mao suit,” I offered, just ‘cause the whole thing was such a total mess. Simon and Solmes looked at me strangely. 



“Stable Boys,” Jody said, specifically to Dean Simon. 



“Please don’t make me go out there,” he said looking from Solmes to Bentley to me. To Solmes, “Remember how nervous I used to get?” He nodded. “Multiply it by five…by ten. That’s how I feel now. I think…I think I’m going to…” Simon ran past Jody out of the trailer and vomited. Solmes shook his head but smiled a bit, too. He looked from me to Bentley to… 



“Where’s Dary?” I looked around to find Dary Beaumont was not there. “Where’s 

Dary?” Solmes asked again. 



“I don’t know,” I said, looking from him to Bentley to Jody. “Did he go past you?” Jody said: 



“I don’t think so.” We all looked around and then went outside as Simon wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. 



“Did you see Dary?” Solmes asked him. Simon blew his nose and then grabbed his stomach. 



“I don’t think I got it all out,” he announced. 



“Good,” Bentley said, “now where’s Beaumont?” At that moment we heard Raymond 

and Sandra introduce: 



“Dick Solmes, Dean Simon, Dary Beaumont and, performing for the first time with his later father’s Stable Boy friends, Garrett Abel!” The audience, which took up every seat in the amphitheater and were also clustered around large screens surrounding it, clapped and shouted for the 80s boy band. Bentley, Solmes, Jody and I hurried to the left entrance to the stage and saw, walking slowly and precisely, Dary Beaumont approach one of the four standing mikes. Jody asked Bentley: 



“Do I cue the music?” He looked at me for an answer. I looked from him to Solmes to the back of Dary Beaumont and had a feeling. I said, firmly: 



“No. No music.” Jody said into her headpiece: 
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“No music.” The three of us stood watching Dary Beaumont stand in front of his mike and wait for the applause to stop. It did, very quickly and very awkwardly as attendees realized only one of the Stable Boys was onstage. When there was complete silence, Dary said, into a mike: 



“This is for Mr. and Mrs. Solmes.” Then he waited a beat, took a breath and sang, slowly, 

“Long ago…and so far away, I fell in love with you, before the second show.” He did so clearly and with perfect pitch. His voice was soft but he sang from his gut. Without music and without the others. While his volume was low, his powerful microphone broadcast it throughout the camplus, over the internet and on two different cable entertainment stations. Oh, and as he sang he undid his Mao jacket, under which he wore a clean white tank top. He stepped out of his shoes and gathered his spiral curls in a quick bun which he secured tightly at the base of his neck. He looked behind him, but continued singing, softly and precisely, “You guitar, just sounds so sweet and clear,” nodded to Solmes, who smiled and entered the stage, “but you’re not really here. It’s just the radio.” Dean Simon appeared behind us and then followed Solmes as comfortably as if he was walking across the campus. The old friends stood next to Dary in front of two other mikes. Solmes took over the melody, but maintained the speed and tone of the arrangement Dary determined, singing: 



“Don’t you remember you told me you loved me, baby.” Simon joined him for, “Said you’d be coming back this way again, baby,” Simon harmonized, “Baby, baby, baby, baby, oh baby. I love you. I really do.” I grabbed Bentley’s arm as the two men continued singing, Solmes the melody, Simon a complex, free-flowing harming he appeared to be making up on the spot. And Dary Beaumont, the pretty one who could barely carry a tune, began to dance. 



It’s hard to describe how Dary danced except to say his movements were as rooted as Solmes’ melody and as complex and free-flowing as Simon’s harmony. Though I thought he had to have been making it up as he went, he could as easily have worked on it for twenty years. A combination of ballet and modern dance, Dary was all about graceful arms, pointed legs and tip toes, wide acrs and circles, open hands, sweeping fingers and a strong chin held high and firm. My limited knowledge of dance was still enough to know Dary’s choreography was difficult and required training, yet his execution made it look effortless. Solmes and Simon took their microphones and retreated to either side of the stage as they continued singing, together, truly effortlessly, the classic song. They maintained their perfect harmony as they, the audience, the crew and viewers on every continent in the world watched the man who hadn’t left his Clearwater hospital since Randy Abel died in his lap, dance to the song he had sung with him. 



I held Bentley for the length of the slower, almost beatific “Superstar” and later discovered Jody was holding me. So enthralled was I by the three amazing middle-aged men I had to remind myself to breathe. Dick and Dean sang, “Don’t you remember, you told me you loved me, said you’d be coming back again, baby,” as Dary twirled and spun and I don’t-know-what-the-terms-are, “You called me baby, baby, baby, oh baby,” he 140 

slowed down. They slowed down. “I love you.” Dary stopped as if he had come to his senses, or had been shut off, or on, “I really do.” Solmes and Simon took their friend’s hands as they held the last note, a mili-beat after which the audience exploded with applause and shouts. The three friends smiled at each other. Dary drew in the other two and kissed them both. The three of them hugged for many long moments and then broke so they could take a bow together. And another, and another. They hugged again. Solmes and Simon kissed Dary’s cheeks, they bowed again and then Simon led the Stable Boys off the stage. 



The amphitheater audience joined the other campus viewers on their feet, cheered and begged for an encore. Solmes hugged me, Bentley and Jody. Simon did, too. Dary, who would have stolen the show but for the beautiful duet that complemented his breathtaking dance, disappeared into himself. Solmes embraced Simon again. Then both put their arms around Dary and held him as he fell deep and far. I watched him, recalling how Solmes said Dary would be on, but that it would cost him. He was gone and I wondered for how long. Weeks? Months? I looked from him back to Solmes, to Simon and back to Solmes, the friend who had stood by him for two decades and whose appearance lit him up and thought with confidence that he would come back when Solmes next visited. I was sure of it. 



Friends, family, school officials, students and lots of other people approached the Stable Boys and Bentley, Jody and I kept them away. Dick Solmes and Dean Simon led Dary Beaumont into the trailer and stayed with him there while Raymond and Sandra 

introduced the next band. 



Twenty minutes later Jason was driving Dary back to Clearwater in the Rolls, his old friends on either side of him. The chauffer, who had seen their performance from the car’s computer, gushed about it, asking them if they had planned it and how did it all happen and what happened to Garrett and a dozen other questions. The passengers answered what they could and said they didn’t know what happened to Garrett Abel but that they hoped he was safe. The inquiry was sufficiently important to rouse Dary out of himself for the time it took him to say, “Whom does he love more than himself?” 



Solmes picked up a phone and called an army general he knew. 
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Chapter 9: Rhoda and Gray 


I said to Rhoda, Kevin and Siobhan, “Garrett got a text from one of his brother’s friends. 

It seems Gray was riding shotgun in Jeep somewhere and a bomb went off right when he stepped out of it. He lost his right arm and right leg and part of his vision. Garrett got the news that morning, right before our meeting. He made all kinds of calls and got no information. He wasn’t in a good place and he took it out on all of us, which is not to say everything he said wasn’t on his mind. I don’t know. He asked me to forgive him and I said I would.” 



“Good,” Rhoda mouthed, because she couldn’t speak anymore. It was the second week in January and she was in a lot of pain. She took as little morphine as she could without being too loopy. Kevin and Siobhan had her on a chaise lounge on the porch at the refuge hooked up to an IV containing the painkiller and another one that fed her and kept her hydrated. 



“There was no way he was going on that night, not after hearing the news. He made more calls and continued to get no information but that Gray was moved to a base in Germany with this great hospital. So he went to the Orlando airport and got on the first flight to Germany he could.” Rhoda nodded her approval. 



“What’s he going to do now?” Kevin asked. 



“They patched Gray up as well as they could and they’re sending him to Walter Reed or some other place for rehab. He’s going to get a couple of artificial limbs. And he has to learn to get around with limited vision.” 



“God,” Kevin said, speaking for all of us. 



“How old is he?” Siobhan asked. 



“Twenty-seven.” 



“God,” Kevin said again. We all reflected on Gray’s injuries in silence, and then Rhoda mouthed, with some effort: 



“Superior Mutts.” I looked at her and apparently cocked my head. 



“Superior Mutts?” I said, musing. She blinked a yes. I looked from her to Kevin and then to Siobhan, both of whom cocked their heads in imitation of me. “What would he do?” I asked. 



“Take care of the mutts,” Siobhan said. “Walk ‘em. Bathe ‘em.” I didn’t know about that…if he could, I mean, and it showed on my face. 



“He’ll figure it out,” Kevin said with confidence. 
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“Are you kidding?” I said. “All of my limbs work and I can’t control my own dogs.” 



“That’s because you’re a pushover,” said Kevin. This made Rhoda chuckle, which amounted to a jerk of her head. 



“I am not a pushover,” I advised everyone. Siobhan said: 



“Not with people. But with the mutts…” I looked from her to Rhoda, who blinked a yes, to Kevin, who cocked his head in mockery of me again. 



“You think Gray can handle it? Limited vision?” 



“He rescued his brother,” Kevin reminded me. “By himself. He was, what, ninth grade?” 

Siobhan: 



“He was in the army. A soldier. That’s not easy. He’s strong and disciplined. He’ll figure it out.” I looked at Rhoda again. She was too weak to contribute anything verbally and so blinked a yes again. 



“He can live in our guest house, with Garrett. Dondi can go back to Montverde, or get a place.” 



“He misses the nursery,” Kevin said. 



“How do you know?” I asked. 



“He told me.” 



“So why doesn’t he go back?” 



“Because you need him, Christian,” Kevin said. “And he would do anything for you.” I thought about that for a moment and then said: 



“He needs to go back to the nursery. I’ll ask Garrett to work at the club. He and his brother can work there together. We’ll figure it out.” 



Rhoda Feinman died on January 20, 2010, sitting on the porch of the house in Lady Lake, surrounded by rescue dogs and in the company of her friends Kevin and Siobhan. Among the last things she communicated to Kevin, who had become a son to her, was, “If it comes up, please tell my other children I love them, and always did.” The reason she said this to him was because, though they knew their mother was dying, none of Rhoda’s four children, or her daughter-in-law or grandson, came to see her. She continued to call them while she could still speak, though she didn’t rail at them from Lady Lake like she had at Superior Bodies. Still, not one of them flew to Florida to see her. Rhoda wasn’t surprised by this, I don’t think, though she didn’t say so to anyone. She had told me when we 143 

started the rescue and hired Kevin that he was her second chance to be a decent mother. 

She had fucked up the first time…four times, but she succeeded with him. 



After learning my friend died I remembered how good she had been with Stevie, the Superior Bodies front desk attendant who had died of AIDS years before. I remembered watching Rhoda hold his hand in the hospital and kiss his forehead when he passed. His family…his parents, didn’t see him after they learned he was gay and sick. They didn’t’ 

call him up to rail at him about his life as Rhoda had her children. Say what you want about her tirades, she wouldn’t have raged at them if she didn’t care about them. 



One of Rhoda’s daughters, Wendy, attended the memorial we had for her at Superior Bodies. Though she had spent the last months of her life in Lady Lake, the club was her home. It’s where she screamed “Mother of God!” as she did the books, gave members grief for excessive trolling, beat Eleanor van der Walls’ horrible niece with a rolled up porno mag and kept a vigil for Linden and Aki when the Jeffcoats held them hostage during Hurricane Harriett. She did all these things and so many others a thorough tribute would take pages. 



We held the memorial on the patio where we held one for Stevie and another for Eleanor. 

It was well attended, more so when you counted the mutts. Rhoda’s daughter Wendy came. She stood with Kevin and Siobhan, who spent much of the day with her in Orlando and later brought her back to the refuge. Elio, who had been so terrified of Rhoda, always, loved her still and took her death extremely hard. Marty and Dondi kept an eye on him. Linden kept an eye on Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, leaving me free to greet mourners that included club members, Montverde students, specifically the Coven members who had met her outside the club the morning after Harriett, and Bentley Howard’s people, who knew her from the Rolan rescue and later, LLDR episodes shot after she moved to Lady Lake. Rona wasn’t there but sent a wreath so huge it took three people to carry it. 



Also there were Garrett Abel and his brother Grayson, who flew in that morning from the military hospital. The brothers tentatively accepted Linden and my job offer and moved into Linden and my guest house. Gray got released early considering the extent of his injuries, owing in no small way to Dick Solmes’ connections and his having arranged for physical rehab at a local hospital. 



Dean Simon came to the service with Dick Solmes and his family. Jason brought them in the Rolls Royce. The driver didn’t wear his chauffer uniform that day, though. Instead, he wore a simple black suit in which he also attended the service. Solmes and Simon were glad to see Garrett, whom they had also forgiven. They were thrilled to see Gray, whose right arm had been amputated nearly the shoulder and whose right leg had been 

amputated near to his hip. His eyes were scarred but he wasn’t completely blind. He could see shapes and shadows and judge distances, he told us. 



Garrett pushed his brother around the club in a wheelchair. As it was a one-storey building, there was no problem getting in the front. There was no ramp from the lounge 144 

to the pool, though, but three shallow steps. The rear door, past the kennel and through the wet area, had no steps. I advised Gray I would have a ramp installed. He said not to make it a priority, that he could get around, and to wait and see how things worked out. 



As a Coven member, Bentley had met Rhoda the morning after the hurricane. As a producer for LLDR and “The Maitlands,” he had gotten to know her better. He spoke at the service, which was good because I couldn’t and neither Kevin nor Siobhan could, either. Without referencing the Jeffcoat thing, Bentley told us all how courageous Rhoda was. He also brought up her throwing the flower pot or brick or whatever through the glass door in order to save Rolan. It was a scene we had all enjoyed, but Bentley’s description of it was fresh. He also mentioned shooting the no-animal circus print ad, her complaining and his mother telling her to “shut the fuck up.” He said the “f” word and everything, bless his heart. “I knew my mother and I knew Rhoda,” he said, “and I fully expected them to come to blows that day. They didn’t. Rhoda surprised everyone by shutting the fuck up,” laughter, “and later joined Mother and her boyfriend for drinks and dinner.” 



When Bentley finished, Elio spoke of his friend and former nemesis. “She terrified me. I begged Christian to make her go away. I told him she was evil, and she was, but then I got to know her and realized it was good evil.” No one disagreed. “She was good to Stevie when he was sick. She was good to Jasper and took his dog after he died.” He didn’t say how ‘cause we never told him. “She defended us.” Bentley spoke well, but Elio’s comments made me cry. “She tried to make the trolls better people. She tried to make them care about themselves.” It was a great remark. It summed her up. “She always covered for me when I wanted to get laid in the cubicles, even when she was off the clock.” Another great one. “I loved her. I’m going to miss her. A light went out when she left.” That was all. Brief and sincere. Honest and funny. 



The Solmes family and Dean Simon left shortly after the service. Dick Solmes wanted to see Garrett and Gray and would during the week. That day was for Rhoda and her friends, which included Garrett. Gray met the Superior Bodies players and got a taste of the wackiness of the operation. He didn’t fully commit to it, you know, right away, and I admired him for it. He was going through a life change I couldn’t imagine. He had to get used to the limits of his body, living in a new place, albeit with the brother he loved and looked after. He needed physical therapy. Tons of it. I had an idea he would take the job as it was a challenge and a way to stay busy right away. Gray spent a week tooling around the house and our back yard, getting to know Mister, the beagles, mutts, babies, me and Linden. He got everything down quickly: moving about the house, into and out of the yard, and around the neighborhood. 



A day less than a week after Rhoda’s service Gray found me and the babies getting sun tans and listening to old Bette Midler and said, “I’m ready to get to work.” 



“Good,” I said. 
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“I just don’t know what I’m capable of.” It was hard for him to say. “I don’t know how I can be useful.” 



“Well,” I said, “let’s find out.” 



Elio and Marty opened the club that Saturday morning. Volunteers that included one of Keith Pilcher’s sons were also there, bright and early, to let the pups out, clean their crates and give them fresh water. Susie Green showed up later and, with two other volunteers, packed a pack of mutts into the van and took them to an art festival at a park in east Orlando. Garrett, Gray and I walked from our houses to the club and arrived as she was pulling out. She rolled down her window and said hello to me and the brothers, whom she had met the week before. “What can they do?” I asked her. 



“Everyone’s gone out and been fed.” She looked from Garrett to Gray. “Thor could use some love…some patience, and Promise needs a brush and nail clipping.” Susie paused, smiled and added, Everyone needs love.” Garrett said: 



“Everyone’s gonna get some.” 



At SB Orlando I held the front door and Garrett and Gray went through. I led them down the hall to the kennels and into a quarantine area which had been room one. “If these walls could talk!” I said to my new friends. Gray chuckled and said: 



“If Jennifer knew I was missing an arm, leg and half my sight and was working in a gay gym…” Their mother didn’t know where they were. It was as sad as it was lovely. The brothers had each other and always had. There was no need for either of them to contact Jennifer Abel if they didn’t love or like her. She was making no effort to see them. It was all good. 



I introduced the brothers to Thor, an aggressive but beautiful black and white pit whose ears had been cut almost completely off and whose face and body were covered in scars obtained from fighting. “He’ll bite you as soon as he looks at you,” I said to Gray. “Have fun.” I left my new employees sitting in front of the large crate in which Thor stayed. I hung out with Elio in reception and visited with Marty in the gym. I did some laps in the pool and then went home to see Linden and the babies. When I walked into the house Bentley called. “I’m in Orlando checking out locations for an episode of ‘Winter Key.’ 

We’re going to shoot at one of the hotels.” 



“Are there no hotels in Miami?” I asked, as the show was primarily shot there. 



“Product placement,” he said. “I cut a deal with…” I couldn’t remember which hotel. “I want to see Garrett while I’m here. I thought I would offer Garrett an appearance.” 



“Yeah.” 



“As what?” 
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“A server. He interviews at The Breaks and gets a job. And he sings.” 



“Really?” 



“Yes, really,” Bentley said, laughing. He stopped and then said, “He’s nice now, huh?” 



“Yes,” I said. “He just needed some love…and patience.” 



Late that afternoon I walked back to the club. Bentley and I arrived at the same time and Elio buzzed us in. “Querido,” he said to me, “go in the back. You have to see it.” 



“See what?” I asked. 



“Just go,” the horny little Puerto Rican said and then looked at Bentley, “before I jump this beautiful man.” We walked down the hall, past the kennels and wet area and stopped in front of the glass rear door, on the other side of which we saw Garrett Abel and his brother, Gray, sitting on the grass. They were rolling a ball between them, a ball that a happy and playful Thor tried to catch. The three of them wore smiles so broad and genuine I bounced on the balls of my feet and clapped my hands. 



“Nicely done, Christian,” Bentley said. I laughed at my own excitement and reached for the door to open it. Bentley stopped me and said, “Let’s just watch some more.” And that’s what we did. 
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Epilogue: 

David 



I sat on the spot where Eleanor van der Walls is buried, around which a handful of Rhoda-Rage Feinman’s ashes are scattered, and I said to Rhoda: 



So, there we were at Superior Bodies St. Louis. It was a standard club: lounge, gym, cubicles, patio. Nothing remarkable. St. Louis was, like all cities next to New York, White Plains. Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ, Dahlia and I saw some sites, had some meals, read, hung out and waited for time to pass as nothing exciting happened during our visit. 



Actually, something happened, but I wouldn’t describe it as exciting. 



I met a young man. Nineteen. David Johnson, though I don’t think that was his real name. 

He was nice enough looking. One of those fellas whose most attractive feature is his youth. He was slim but not muscular. He had shaggy brown hair and big brown eyes. 



I saw David for the first time Tuesday afternoon. He was hustling. That was fine. I have no problem with prostitution, having institutionalized it at Superior Bodies Orlando years before. It’s a service…whatever. I had a problem with David doing it, though, because while he was a legal adult, he was on drugs and hooking because he had no other options. 



David had entertained a client who came to the club during his lunch hour. He had another scheduled for early evening and another that had paid for an overnight visit. He had some time to kill and took a nap on a chaise lounge near me. When he woke up, around four p.m., we chatted. 



The young man told me he was from one of the poorer suburbs of St. Louis. He was the youngest of three boys. He said he was effeminate, though I didn’t think so, and his parents gave him grief about it and his older brothers slapped him around because of it. 

He came out to a friend in tenth grade. He betrayed him to others and David endured terrible ridicule and abuse at school. His family found out. His parents wouldn’t speak to him and his brothers slapped him around harder. He ran away at the end of the school year. 



David lived with an older male cousin who had a small apartment in the city. The guy waited tables and sold drugs. He got David hooked. The cousin was straight but knew gay guys to whom he sold David. This went on for a year and then he figured he could sell himself and get all the money and get his own apartment. One of his tricks talked him into moving in with him, which he did. Then he lost interest and threw him out. David was eighteen by then. He got his apartment but lost it when he spent the rent money on drugs. He continued tricking and doing heroin and other stuff, spending most of his nights at Superior Bodies St. Louis, though sometimes sleeping in a park or, on occasion, at a city shelter. 
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I was sick listening to him. He could have been lying about his past or making it up, but I knew kids endured what he had, so there was no reason to doubt his story. But for the drug abuse, it was no worse than Dondi’s. 



I spent as much time with David as I could that week. Those nights he didn’t have clients paying his cubicle fee, I comp’ed him. When he wasn’t tricking I paid him to visit with me. I didn’t touch him, of course. I just talked to him. I told him about Haven House in Atlanta and how I met Dondi there. I said I would help him find a similar place in St. 

Louis or elsewhere. I encouraged him to give up drugs and get a GED. I told him I would get him a job at Superior Bodies if he stopped taking drugs. 



David was very nice and said yes to every suggestion I made. He said he would stop drugs and look for a youth shelter and take a job at the club, and I didn’t believe a word of it, not the least because he would then ask for money. I gave it to him, though not ever enough to buy meth or coke or whatever he used. I only gave him enough to buy food, though that probably just let him save his food money for dope. I don’t know. 



It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter because Saturday morning the client who had hired David to spend the night with him left in a hurry at five-thirty a.m. The third-shifter woke me up after discovering David’s dead body in one of the rooms reserved for escorts. The attendant said, in a tone so matter-of-fact it chilled me, “I need you to help me move him.” 



The employee and I moved David’s body to an alley in a depressed area of the city. Then he went home to sleep and I went back to the club, found Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ and Dahlia. I gathered them all into the Hummer and we drove to a park someplace and then I burst into tears in the backseat and cried for thirty minutes. I cried a few more times that day. I couldn’t sleep at the club that night and we got a hotel. We drove to the next club the following day without returning to SBSL. 



I’m not sure why I’m telling you this, Rhoda. It must be for my sake because you’re dead so it can’t be for yours. I thought I got it out of my system that day, that weekend. I must not have. I wonder if something about my inability to turn David’s life around in the three or four days I knew him made me less patient with Garrett. Like, there are some people you can’t help. Did you see that in me? Did you sense it? And is that why you very subtly told me not to give up on him? Or am I just hallucinating. 



The fact is, Garrett turned it around. Dondi turned it around and Kevin turned it around. 

They had you and me and Dick Solmes and I had my parents and Dary Beaumont had the Solmes family and Stevie had James and Ron and you. Rhoda, David had no one. He had me for four days but it wasn’t enough. I would have brought him back to Orlando with me had I not secured something steady and healthy for him in St. Louis. I wouldn’t have given up on him. 
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I was prepared to wash my hands of Garrett more than once. More than a lot of times. I’m glad I didn’t. I’m glad you encouraged me not to. I won’t ever give up on anyone. I won’t consider it. 



Hah, what an ego I have. As if it wasn’t Gray and his injury that saved Garrett! Still, you know what I mean. 



I love and miss you, Rhoda. More than I can say. Joan tells me there’s an afterlife and she’s provided lots of evidence of it. Please find David and tell him I love him, too, and I’m sorry he died before I could rescue him. I guess that’s why I’m telling you this. Yeah. 

Tell him hi for me. I love you both. 
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