
        
            
                
            
        

    







Book 16 in the 

Impatiens series


Blue 

Chris Murphy

BLUE 






Book 16 in the Impatiens series

© 2017 Chris Murphy 




All rights reserved. 

No part of this publication may be reproduced without written consent of the author. 



1 




Chapter 1: 

Bina Dunkle 




Sam Gallagher died in the fall of 2011 and Colin’s wife, Deborah, left my brother almost immediately. She didn’t tell him where she was going so when he learned from someone who investigated the accident in which my nephew and two of his friends died that it was caused by someone else, driving the opposite way, who swerved across the double yellow line, he couldn’t reach her to tell her. It might not have made a difference. They may just have run their course. People do. 



I’m so sorry for my brother. I love Colin, and admire him, and always have, even before I knew he saved my life when I was seven by killing Mr. Graham before he could kill me and Mrs. Graham. 



Shortly after Sam died and Deborah left, Colin visited Joan, Winston, Marcus and George Mayne at Honey Bunches of Oats. And he stayed there. 



New Year’s Eve 2011 my brother Thomas’ husband Malachi died of cancer, at home in the Boston condo they had shared for years. This made me very, very sad. I loved Malachi a lot. He and Thomas were so in love and perfect for each other. My brother-in-law was a class act. Always kind and so supportive of my brother when our father first refused to attend their wedding. And forgiving of his father-in-law after my sister-in-law Rosalie pulled a “Let me tell you how it’s going to be, Fiona” on him, both shaming and inspiring him to attend the ceremony and embrace Thomas’ husband. 



For all of his social awareness and proprieties and everything, Thomas advised us he would not be hosting a memorial for his husband and to please not visit him in Boston. 

He called each of us and said, “I knew this was coming for a long time. I’m mourning in my own way. I love you but I need to be alone.” We all left him alone. For a couple of weeks Thomas stayed inside his South End condo in front of an urn containing his late husband’s ashes. He saw and spoke to no one. Then, he got up, packed, and flew, with the urn, to Honey Bunches of Oats, and I never get tired of referring to the LeMieux mansion by the name I gave the wonderful, old blind shi tzu I picked up off a rainy Orlando road eons before. 



February 3rd, 2012, Marty Irwin also died. The Superior Bodies trainer, former Davey Dix and my friend of a dozen years met a Toronto man who had come to Orlando for a convention and visited the club. They fell in love and the fella stayed an extra week to be with Marty, whom he asked to return to Toronto with him. It all happened so fast I didn’t have time to prepare a going away party or even appreciate that my employee and friend was leaving. It was like the Toronto guy showed up and Marty was gone. Like it 

happened overnight. Losing him was hard because he was so kind, good and steady, and because he was among the first people I knew when I bought into the club. He was one of those folks you always thought would be around. A lifetime rather than a season. I’m ashamed to admit that I had taken his presence and his friendship for granted, realizing only after he left how much he meant to me. 
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Marty and his lover flew to Toronto the night of February 2nd. Their plane crashed upon touchdown in that city’s airport. Bad weather, poor visibility, pilot error…I don’t know what caused the accident and never investigated. I did find out that while many people were injured, only two people died. Marty Irwin and his new boyfriend. 



Marty’s death was sad. Losing Sam and Malachi was also so, so sad. I learned from Sean that another of Aunt Fiona’s daughters also died in early 2012, but I didn’t care a bit and probably didn’t shrug or blink. What devastated me, however, was losing Herod. 



One of the two beagles that one of Rhoda Rage Feinman’s sons had adopted and later gave to me developed a lump at the base of his right ear. It was cancer, certainly, but Linden and I chose not to have it removed. Herod was older and the position of the tumor made surgery risky. We just kept an eye on him. For a year he lived with the tumor happily and with a big appetite and a spring in his step. When he lost both Linden and I brought him, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia and The Whore of Babylon into the back yard for a special visit and a lot of love. Each of us said goodbye to the boy who had known Drucilla and all of the other dogs Linden and I had loved and lost, who had come with us to Superior Bodies Boston after which we became soul mates, participated in our wedding ceremony, and who joined his sister and our other dogs in tearing Vivian Lane to pieces. I held our special boy while Linden gave him one shot that put  him to sleep and another that stopped his heart. We held him for another hour and then buried him. All of us. Because we all loved him 



So funny that I can write about Malachi and Marty’s deaths dry-eyed, but I’m sobbing as I describe Herod’s. I could spend days going on about how handsome he was and how sweet. How patient he was with The Whore of Babylon when she stole food, toys and attention from him. How patient he was when Linden came to live with me and all the other dogs and foster mutts and Grayson. Like Drucilla, he would have been very glad being my only dog, or being one of three, but he took everything in stride and was happy for my attention, even when it was no more than a kiss and an “I love you” before I left for work. He’s with his sister in doggie Heaven, and I plan to go there and not human Heaven when Satan kicks me out of Hell for causing trouble and trying to usurp his throne, unless, of course, I do… 



In happier news, the actors strike ended in January, but by that time the “Winter Key” 

season was lost. We had scripts aplenty and a production crew that was eager to get back to work but the cast had other commitments. Randall and Veronica were doing theater in New York and London, respectively. Kassie was cabaret-ing in Christchurch. Garrett was cutting an album in Los Angeles, one whose tracks would include the version of “Love the Pain Away” he did for “Stable Boy” and the version of “Superstar” Dean Simon, Dick Solmes and the late Dary Beaumont did without him on the last episode of that short-lived reality show. 



I just wrote “late” Dary Beaumont because he also died, about two months after the performance he and his friends Dean and Dick did in the Abigail-Bosco amphitheater. 

Dary drew himself a bath in the residential hospital where he had lived for two decades. 
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He got into it and sunk below the water, just as he had as a young man at the Solmes’ 

house. It was as if he was just waiting for that final performance, before which he paid tribute to Dick’s parents, who had looked after him so well, to die. Yeah, Dary had also died…was also dead. I didn’t mention it earlier because it was sad, but with Herod and everyone else’s deaths, I’m able to. Compared to losing my handsome beagle boy, Dary’s death was tolerable. Less so is describing the loss he was to Dick Solmes. My heart hurts as I remember seeing him at his friend’s funeral. Dick, his wife and kids, and the chauffer who drove him to Clearwater once a week to see Dary…they were all devastated, but Solmes the most. I gave him such a hug that day and he sobbed on my shoulder. This kind, good man… 



Oh, gosh, I nearly forgot Karen Jennings, of Karen and Hal Jennings. She died of a stroke or something and he wasted no time in rewriting “Loves Labor,” the play they had done forever and throughout their marriages and divorces, as a one-man show. Hal buried Karen faster than he took his quickest shit and opened the new version of his show a week later, somewhere. He was still doing it when the strike ended and could do it until he died, too, for all I cared. I couldn’t stand either of them and hope never to see him again. 



Hah, so nice to end the list of deaths with one that actually made me happy! Something else that makes me happy, even happier than Karen dying, is learning that Dick and the chauffer continue to visit the hospital where Dary lived. They go and see the other patients, some of whom have no friends or family or are neglected by them. And they bring stuff from Walmart. I think they always will and I love them both for it. 



Rona Howard wasn’t disappointed that “Winter Key” would lose an entire season 

because “An Elite Force,” which I planned to broadcast online only, was doing so well she got offers from six cable stations for it. She sold it to the highest bidder and asked me and her son, Bentley, how many additional seasons, which amounted only to thirteen episodes each, we could produce before “Winter Key” began shooting again. We did the math and decided that if we mixed up the cast, shooting different episodes featuring different members of the elite force, we could bang out three more in six months. “Only three???” Rona had shouted during a conversation the three of us had. “OKAY FOUR!!!” 

I shouted back so loudly I nearly burst my own eardrum. This caused Rona, who rarely said a nice word to me but had expressed affection by offering to rebuild my face after Reid Maitland had pistol whipped it, Preston King had pistol whipped it and Vivian Lane’s henchman, Stefan, had pistol whipped it, to laugh really hard. 



Rona and Bentley threw a bunch of money at the show. It included salaries large enough for the University of Central Florida students who had been our crew to take a semester off and work full time on producing forty-something more episodes in six months. It was a big order and would have exhausted the main cast had all of us been required to be in each. The thing was, with the strike over and so many TV actors now able to work but with limited production going on, agents were tearing up our cell phones trying to get their clients on AEF. We responded to that opportunity and the large episode order by Isabel’s contracting out members of her team to have different adventures. One 
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producer/director shot Barbara and Ross appearing in an episode here, while another producer/director shot Freebird and Sylvia appearing in an episode there. Ditto Peter & Olan, Grayson and now-available Blinka. And Isabel and her erstwhile on and off-screen lover William Bishop. 



I was in different stages of mourning and didn’t feel like appearing in a whole lot of anything and so arranged for time off during which I would hang out at home and, five blocks away, at Superior Bodies, brainstorming episodes and writing treatments and full scripts. Bentley and Rona were fine with that and Linden and the babies were thrilled. 



One afternoon in the spring of 2012 I was working on an “An Elite Force” episode idea that would feature my brother Sean and the Portland Rose Theater Company. It also included Freebird and Sylvia, both of whom had met Sean in Orlando and his family and theater in Oregon. In it, my brother would play himself, hiring Elite Force operatives to stop a vandal who had been causing accidents and deaths and everything in his theater. 

Bentley and Rona were all about flying the two of them and the UCF students to Portland to shoot the episode. She knew Sean from when “The Maitlands of Montverde” was 

shooting and she liked him. 



As I worked on the episode outline I smelled cigarette smoke and looked up at the door to the lounge. It’s where Rhoda and I used to take our smoke breaks. I didn’t see her and I felt sad, for her and all the other folks I had lost in the prior months. Instead I saw Charlie 

“Crock” Crockett, a piece of Florida trash who operated the reception area when Elio was off or fucking. Crock was in his early sixties, I think, but looked close to eighty. His hair was gray and partially dyed, his four teeth were yellow, his posture was terrible and his brown eyes always seemed to be covered in goop. He was a horror to look at, our Crock, but he was pleasant and efficient and didn’t cause trouble. His clothes, though worn, were always clean and his breath and body smelled OK. As nice as Crock was to the members, day guests, rescue volunteers and adoptive families, he was stand-offish with the staff, including me and including Linden. Elio was fond of him and they seemed to hit it off, but he and I had nothing in common and nothing to talk about. 



I once tried to engage Crock by bumming a cig and joining him for a smoke. We talked about the weather and he was very polite, but it was awkward and I didn’t smoke with him again afterward. And I never asked him to watch Lil’ Jacob or Lil’ Samia. Elio, all the time; Rhoda, yes, though she was already very sick when Linden, Olivier and Kristen brought them home; Marty, always; Samia, of course; and Stevie, if he had been alive, would also have been very glad to babysit Linden and my children. I didn’t think Crock would and didn’t ask him and neither did my husband. 



Crock finished his cig, put it out in an ashtray on the railing of the little three-step deck we had leading from the lounge to the pool. Then he picked up the dirty ashtray in order to bring it inside and clean it. Old Charlie Crocket was the definition of Florida cracker, but he was clean and reliable. He was a good employee. They can’t all be Rhodas and Martys. 
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Before entering the building Crock held the door open for a guest I had never seen, at the club, that is. I recognized author Bina Dunkle, a black fifty-ish transgender woman immediately from her signature scarf and rhinestone sunglasses. She wore a light, white robe over a black, one-piece swimsuit with a yellow flower pattern. Her narrow legs were smooth and bare and ended in flip flops that showed off perfectly French-manicured toes. 

Her French-manicured fingers held a standard school notebook and large, purple-

sequined tote bag. “Linden,” I said to my husband, who was splashing around the pool with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. He looked at me and then to where I was looking and recognized the author of scandalous biographies of former Miami mayor Ken Hargreaves and former Key West mayor Eugene Beam. Both men were thieves, paid for sex and 

were thought to have murdered multiple people, including their wives. The former was in prison for manslaughter after he killed a prostitute who claimed to have heard him boast about killing his wife. The latter died of a self-inflicted shotgun when police approached his house to arrest him for murdering his wife. 



Bina Dunkle’s biographies of these men were delicious and salacious, which was a departure from the decades of crime reporting she had done for “The Miami Herald” and a paper in Tallahassee. An effeminate boy, the former Bill Dunkle had been one of eight children born to a laborer and housekeeper. Smart and pretty, he had endured terrible abuse at the public school in the piece of shit neighborhood of the state capitol in which he grew up. Smart and pretty, he endured additional abuse at home from his siblings and parents, though, to my knowledge, neither had ever tried to drown him as did 

Succulence’s father. 



Bill Dunkle kept as low a profile as an attractive, girly and extremely smart black boy could in 1960s and 70s Florida. He got through school as quickly and quietly as he could, earning a high school diploma at fifteen and a full scholarship to Florida State. He lived in a single dorm room for the three years it took him to graduate with a double major: political science and journalism. 



A black state legislator offered brilliant Bill Dunkle a job as a clerk and the eighteen year-old enjoyed working in state government for two years. He particularly liked muckraking. He uncovered all kinds of theft, abuse and drama in the state capitol, even and especially in the office of the assemblyman for whom he worked. He submitted tips to local and state media and then wrote exposes on political corruption and cronyism. His employer found out and invited him to work for an editor he knew at “The Miami 

Herald” in exchange for shutting his mouth and being allowed to live. Bill took the job and left Tallahassee. 



Bill Dunkle worked at the Herald for close to three decades during which he earned an excellent reputation for exposing crime in the city and elsewhere, receiving this and that award from black, journalism, gay and other organizations. Then, in his early forties, Bill became Bina. I knew this because of profiles of her transition that appeared in “The Advocate” and other magazines and newspapers, including Central Florida’s own “Open Doors.” They were long and detailed and, I thought, so similar they were probably written by her in the third person. 
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Bina left the “Herald” to research and write the biography of Mayor Hargreaves and research and write the biography of Mayor Beam. Both achieved critical success for the extensive amount of information they included and commercial success because they were extremely tawdry. I read neither but gathered from more than one review that Bina was all about exposing the details of these men’s lives, their motivations and their flaws, and exploring, with much humor, the political environments in which they both worked. 

She made this information attractive to people who might not otherwise be interested in politics or the rise and fall of leaders, albeit of Miami and Key West, by peppering her work with sex, sex, sex. Political junkies appreciated the stories and excused the salacious stuff while others tolerated the politics for the, you know, sex. It was a win-win and both books have been in development in Hollywood since they were published in…I can’t remember. 2008 & 2010? 



Bina Dunkle was at Superior Bodies and the first thing that occurred to me was that her next project was a biography of me. The same thing occurred to Linden as he lifted first Lil’ Samia and then Lil’ Jacob out of the pool and into large thirsty towels I held open for them. “You’re next,” he said flatly. 



“No way,” I shook my head. “No one writes a book about me, but me.” My husband 

climbed out of the pool shook himself over me and our laughing children, and said: 



“Then I guess I better delete that word file I have on my computer.” 



“Hah,” was my brief response. I turned my attention from Bina Dunkle to Lil’ Jacob, who said: 



“I wanna have a special nap.” 



“Me, too. Me, too. Me, too,” said his sister, even more than the three times here. A special nap meant Linden and I laid down and they climbed onto us and slept face down on our torsos. 



“Aren’t you getting kind of old for that?” I asked both of them. 



“No,” said Lil’ Jacob. 



“No. No. No,” said Lil’ Samia, a hundred times, or so it seemed. 



“OK,” and Linden and I laid down on adjacent chaise lounges. Lil’ Samia got on top of him and laid down on her stomach and went right to sleep for all the swimming she had done. Ditto Lil’ Jacob on me. I, too, drifted off and had a brief but harrowing dream that Bina Dunkle had come to Superior Bodies to hand me a still-warm-from-the-press copy of “The Filthy Rise and Filthier Fall of Christian Gallagher, Mayor of Superior Bodies.” 
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Later, after I woke up and Linden took the babies home, I approached Bina. “Hello Ms. 

Dunkle,” I greeted our newest guest. “Welcome to Superior Bodies.” Bina Dunkle looked up from the notebook in which she was apparently writing shorthand, a good idea as I was all nosy and all. 



“Hello Mr. Gallagher.” She made to get up and I stopped her with a gesture, then indicated the empty chaise lounge next to her. 



“May I sit for a moment and have a visit with you?” 



“Of course,” she said. “Nothing would please me more.” I made myself comfortable as she continued, “I love the club. It’s my first time here, if you can believe it, because I don’t get to Central Florida often.” 



“Thank you,” I said and then asked the question that was on my mind, “What brings you here now?” Bina smiled slyly. 



“This visit is entirely pleasure.” I didn’t think it was and indicated the notebook on which she was scribbling. “Oh, that’s for a talk I’m planning to give at the Florida Film Festival,” which was in two weeks. 



“Oh?” I knew her biographies had been optioned but I didn’t think that was enough for her to be an attractive speaker for the festival. My face must have said so because she replied: 



“I won’t be talking about either of my books.” She paused significantly. “That is, those I’ve published under my own name.” 



“Oh?” 



“Yes,” she said, and pulled out a thick hardcover on the cover of which was a black and white photograph of a young actor I recognized as Deacon “Blue” Ducette, though I couldn’t think of his name right away. Across the top of the page was the title, “Blue,” 

and across the bottom was the name Jackson Boyle. The only color on the cover was the very deep blue in the adolescent actor’s eyes. I said to Bina: 



“That’s…that’s…” 



“Blue Ducette,” and then, “Deacon ‘Blue’ Ducette.” 



“Yes. He was in that TV show about the campground and park, shot in Blue Springs. It was called…” 



“‘Blue.’” 
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“Yes, ‘Blue.’” I nearly added that it was a “Flipper” knock-off, but I didn’t want to insult the subject of her book. Instead I said, “You’re Jackson Boyle?” Bina smiled and nodded. 

“Why the pseudonym?” I asked in what I instantly hoped was not a cheeky tone. 



“’Blue’ is a departure from my work for the ‘Herald’ and the bios. I researched it as thoroughly, even more so as I had always had a crush on Blue Ducette.” I wasn’t as familiar with the mid-sixties TV series as it wasn’t repeated on any station in the New York market as I was growing up. Still, I could see where Blue…Deacon Ducette was crush-worthy. “I wanted to challenge myself with this story and so wrote it in the first person, filling in the parts of his life that were missing.” 



“Missing?” 



“Oh, yes,” Bina said. “Blue Ducette is a mystery man. A popular child actor, he made some romantic movies as a teen ager, including a handful of the beach party genre. Then he made ‘Harlan Meyer’ and his career was over.” I hadn’t heard of “Harlan Meyer,” but said nothing. As it was I didn’t have to because, as usual, everything I think is written clearly on my face. “You never saw ‘Harlan Meyer?’” Bina asked, incredulous. 



“No,” I said, in as friendly a way as I could. 



“Christian,” she said, and then asked, “May I call you Christian?” 



“If I can call you Bina.” 



“It’s a deal,” Bina chuckled, and then returned to, “You haven’t seen ‘Harlan Meyer?’” I shook my head and she shook hers. 



“I’ve seen ‘Easy Rider,’ at least as much of it as I can stand, Andy Warhol’s movies, John Waters…” 



“OK, OK, so it wasn’t distributed well, at the time or since, but it’s magnificent and it’s going to be featured in the Florida Film Festival the week after next.” 



“Oh.” 



“After a nauseating all-day marathon of the twenty or thirty most popular episodes of 

‘Blue’” 



“Oh.” 



“I only just became aware of this part of the festival and so haven’t had an opportunity to approach the promoters.” 



“Well you better hurry,” I said. “I’m sure the schedules have been set and the programs printed.” 
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“Yes, of course,” Bina said, more casually than I thought she should considering the urgency. “So much is online, though, and one can’t appear eager.” She smiled and I did, too. 



“No, one can’t.” I continued to smile even as I thought the festival committee who chose to include the tribute to Deacon Ducette would have contacted the book’s publisher, even if they didn’t recognize the name of its author. I didn’t say anything, though, and looked around the patio so Bina couldn’t read that on my face. It then occurred to me she was over ten days early for the event and I said: 



“You’re ten days early for that event.” Bina replied: 



“Well of course I want to meet with the promoters in person.” That made sense. “And there’s so much to occupy me in Orlando and the area. I don’t get here much and haven’t seen The Magic Kingdom since it opened. Or Cypress Gardens.” 



“It’s Legoland, now,” I said of the latter park. 



“So I heard.” She sighed with nostalgia. “I haven’t seen it since I was a girl, and with no other projects,” she looked at me with an expression that told me she was not working on a biography about me, “I thought a long visit would give me an opportunity to see it again.” 



“I think it’s a great idea.” Bina nodded and then smiled, though not with happiness. 



“I also wanted to see your club, which you’ve made into a wonderful pet rescue.” I nodded gratefully. “I interviewed your sister,” Bina said, explaining her expression. 

“Right after my surgery, from the hospital in fact. She was lovely, which of course you know.” I nodded again and thanked her with my eyes. “Just speaking to her about the trouble you had at the time gave me strength as I was recovering.” She paused, very significantly and very genuinely. “If I had ever doubted whether changing my sex was a good idea, speaking to your beautiful sister, who was the kind of woman I wanted to be, reminded me that it was.” 



“My goodness,” I said, not expecting something so tremendous. I caught my breath and even choked up. “What a kind thing to say.” I leaned over and kissed Bina Dunkle on her cheek. She received it warmly and then waved away my and her own sadnesses. 



“Will you read ‘Blue?’” she asked, changing the subject. 



“Of course,” I said. “I would love to.” 



“Excellent,” Bina Jackson-Boyle Dunkle said as she pulled a fresh copy out of her sequined tote bag and handed it to me. I took it gratefully, admired the cover again and 10 

then turned it over to see what sort of author pic and information it contained. There was none, on the back or on either flap. 



“Jackson Boyle doesn’t exist,” said my friend. 



“And Deacon Ducette,” I said. “Where is he?” 



“No one knows,” she said, gravely. “No one has seen him in years, and those who claim to have known him in this place and that since ‘Harlan Meyer’ aren’t even sure it was him.” 



“Wow,” I said, turning the book back over. 



Bina and I visited more and then I thanked her and left. Reviewing what I have so far written I acknowledge being off to a strange start, listing a series of deaths in a choppy, sloppy way, and then describing two new Superior Bodies personalities.  There were lots of changes at the end of 2011 and the new year. Most of them were sad. One thing that remained constant, though, was Linden and our children. I recall after I got Drucilla wondering how I ever could have lived without her. The same thing applies to Linden and Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I have determined that after suffering the losses of Drucilla, Herod and the other canine babies in my life I would have to pre-decease Linden, because I could never bear to lose him. He must stick around at least as long as I do because I can’t live without him 



EEEEK, I’m getting morose again, so I will close here with my husband and my having asked our children at about this time if they would prefer to be called Jacob and Samia, or Jake and Sam, or LJ and LS or anything but Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. They both said 

“No” right away, and then Lil’ Samia said it a dozen more times. So Lil’ Jacob Gallagher Midwinter and Lil’ Samia Midwinter Gallagher they will remain. 
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Chapter 2 

Blue 




I started Bina Dunkle’s book that night, which was in the spring of 2012. March, I think. 

It was a seriously good read; so good that I began reading parts of it aloud to Linden and, lying in her special place between us, The Whore of Babylon. After an hour of that my husband said, “Just read it all out loud.” I did and then we took turns. We read that way until three-thirty a.m. 



The following day Linden, the babies and I had breakfast and then Linden and I hung out under a tree in the back yard while Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia horsed around with the beagles and foster mutts. We continued our tag team reading of “Blue” as our kids carried on and then took naps on the grass beside us. When they woke up we packed snacks and walked to Superior Bodies. 



Upon arriving at the club I looked around for Bina. I both wanted her to be there, so I could gush about how Linden and I were enjoying her book, and didn’t want her to be there, so we could continue enjoying it without the awkwardness of its author sitting spitting distance from us. She wasn’t there, which left Linden and me free to continue reading “Blue” to each other as we played with the babies in the pool and, later, had the special naps where Lil’ Jacob went to sleep on my chest and Lil’ Samia went to sleep on Linden’s. 



Our reading was interrupted twice by members asking what the book was. We told them politely and quickly and went right back to it. A few listened in and others, including Crock during his smoke breaks, watched us. Our reading was slow going because the babies often distracted us. Also, we found ourselves repeating phrases, sentences and whole paragraphs that were especially rich. It was lovely and relaxing and great, eager fun. On occasion we skipped parts of the book if they were racy or, as with a description of Deacon Ducette’s conception, violent. Linden and I marked them to share later in bed. 



This was my family’s schedule for the four days it took Linden and me to read “Blue,” a thick book that would have taken longer had we not stayed up past three a.m. every night to finish it. Truly, it was as good…better, really, than the book Jacob and Joshua Kelly and I read four years before as we zoomed around the country visiting Superior Bodies clubs. Several times as he read my husband would stop, imagine Bina Dunkle, who had worked as an investigative reporter for “The Miami Herald” for decades and had also penned sleazy biographies about former mayors of Miami and Key West and said, “Are you sure she wrote this?” Then he would turn the book over or search the inside cover flaps for an author pic and biography. There were neither, though it didn’t stop Linden from looking several times. 



“Why would she lie?” I asked, several times. “She’s already a successful author.” Several times my husband said: 



“This first person account is entirely too rich and detailed to have been written by someone who didn’t actually live it.” And several times I replied: 
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“Yes, but she said she imagined parts of it.” 



“Can she do that? I mean, where’s Deacon now? Why hasn’t he responded to it?” 



“Keep reading, dear, and we’ll find out.” 



And we read, and we read, and we read. My voice held out longer than Linden’s, likely because I talk more than he does and my vocal chords are stronger. He insisted on continuing, though, and I found his hoarse voice so strangely sexy we had to leave the babies with Grayson Abel and disappear into Room One, which was, conveniently, 

empty. 



Bina Dunkle did not appear at Superior Bodies during the week it took Linden and me to read her book. I imagined it was because she was visiting old friends and making nostalgic trips to area parks she had enjoyed as a young person. I advised my husband that when she returned we would ask her to autograph the book for us and put it someplace special in our home; this, in spite of all the members and coworkers who had asked to borrow it when we were through. “Sorry,” I said to each. “You’re going to need to buy it. Bina’s got her eye on another sequined tote bag and she needs the cash.” As I finished the last chapter of the last page, looking up from a prone position because our son was lying on my chest, asleep, I looked to my right, past Linden, on whose chest our daughter was sleeping, to see four members enjoying “Blue.” On my left were three more. When I finally sat up, I saw two more were reading it at patio tables. Linden also noticed how many folks were enjoying the book and said: 



“How great for Bina to show up right now and see how many sales we made.” As if on cue, the author opened the door from the lounge, lifted her rhinestone sunglasses and made eye contact with me. I indicated the nine folks reading her book and her face cracked into a smile so wide it made me laugh out loud. She descended the few steps to the patio and walked around the pool to the chaise lounges our family were occupying. 

Linden and I both stood up, leaving our still sleeping children to share a chaise lounge, and gave her hugs and compliments. Then we spent an hour gushing about the book. 

More specifically, we asked her what she knew and what she imagined. Then we asked her where Deacon Ducette was. Yeah, I called him Deacon instead of Blue because that word described so many things in the book: his home in Blue Springs, the title of the TV 

show the production of which made up close to one half of the book, and the color of his extraordinary eyes. 



After what I thought was an hour but turned out to be two-and-a-half, I verified this: Deacon Ducette was born in February, 1950, to a troubled, angry young woman named Martha Ducette. She was blonde and extremely pretty, looks that caught the eye of an equally blond and pretty young drifter who found himself shoplifting from the small Daytona Beach grocery store Martha’s father Pierre Ducette owned. That was 1948 or early 1949. I can never remember dates. The pretty blond thief was named Edge 
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Rockland. Bina, writing in Deacon’s first-person voice, said he didn’t know how what turned out to be his father came to be called Edge, though he was confident it wasn’t his real name. Edge and Martha fell in love and he found a room to rent and work as a groundskeeper for the city of Daytona. 



Martha Ducette refused to copulate with Edge Rockland until they were married and, in spite of his feelings for her, he refused to marry her. “I’m not the marrying type,” was among the first, and most frequent things he said to her, however the strength of her love for Edge convinced Martha that she could change him. Its strength also led her to forgive him for all the intercourse he had with loose Daytona women. Pierre Ducette, a native of New Orleans who left that city after knocking up some important person’s daughter, had Edge’s number. He saw himself in the young man and actually liked him. In spite of this, he wasn’t going to have his daughter pregnant and later dead from a botched knitting needle abortion, like the young socialite he left in Louisiana. He did his best to convince his daughter to give up Edge. He put as much effort into discouraging the young man, even offering him money to move on. Martha wouldn’t give up her fantasy of marrying and raising a family with the handsome drifter, and he wanted Martha too badly to leave the city without making love to her. 



Blah, blah, blah, it was all very Tennessee Williams, except for the requisite gay male character. Edge finally forced himself on Martha. Later, Pierre found him packing his bags in the rented room and shot him in the stomach. As he bled out he didn’t say “Tell your daughter I love her” or anything romantic. According to Pierre and Edge’s landlady, it was, “Fuck this.” 



Edge died. Pierre and the landlady, who had been among the loose Daytona women who had fucked the pretty blond ne’er do well, advised police it was self-defense. Martha found herself pregnant and nine months later blue-eyed, blonde-haired beauty Deacon Ducette was born. 



Having killed a younger version of himself drove Pierre Ducette to drink. Having given birth to the son of the man she loved, failed to domesticate, and who raped her made Martha bitter, angry and abusive. She showed no affection to her son. Instead, she hit him and told him he was the child of rape and gave him all kinds of details about his father, the attack during which he was conceived and how his grandfather had murdered him in cold blood. This information and physical abuse should have caused Deacon to become a serial killer, but his drunken grandfather gave him love and comfort, apologizing for his mother and advising the boy that he was special, loved and an angel. 



Deacon was breathtakingly beautiful, like Remy Whitefire before he got fat. He grew up in his grandfather’s grocery store. He was not booksmart, but he learned quickly how to run the store and often did when Pierre was passed out drunk and his mother in too great a rage to be around customers safely. Though a trashy city, presently and sixty years ago, the whites of Daytona Beach still thought themselves too good to let their children hang out with the illegitimate son of a whore whose drunken father killed the innocent man she had seduced. For this reason, and because his angry, bigoted mother wouldn’t let him 14 

hang out with any of the kids in the black neighborhood that bordered his family’s store, Deacon had no friends. He was happy, though, staying busy looking after his grandfather, avoiding his mother and operating the store. 



The Ducettes got a TV and Deacon watched it. He also went to the movies. He liked both, so much that when, in early 1964, he heard a production company was shooting 

“Blue” not twenty miles away he took a rare day off fro and hitchhiked to the small Florida town to see it firsthand. Deacon spent several days watching the TV crew shoot exterior scenes of the show’s pilot episode. The director noticed him and invited the thirteen year-old, whose hair was brown and whose eyes were the definition of blue, to appear as an extra. Before wrapping, he and one of the producers, who had also noticed Deacon, invited him to do an informal screen test. They submitted it with the pilot to CBS and the network agreed to pick up the show provided they recast the main character, young Blue Baxter, with Deacon Ducette. 



Deacon’s being cast in “Blue” thrilled his grandfather but made his mother angry, ‘cause everything did. At first she refused to let him be in the show, you know, just to be mean. 

Pierre recognized the show as an opportunity for Deacon to get out of trashy Daytona and away from Martha and told his daughter if she didn’t let him do it he would shoot her in the stomach, too. “Did he really say that?” I asked Bina. She nodded and said: 



“According to Janet Bollinger,” the actress who played Mary Baxter, Deacon’s TV 

mother. “She’s going to be at the film festival,” Bina added. 



“Really?” I asked, and then thought of how I could work her in to an episode of “An Elite Force,” perhaps as an old nemesis of Isabel. They could exchange some witty insults and have a catfight that ends with The Whore of Babylon saving Isabel’s life by tearing up Janet Bollinger. To Linden I said, “Remind me to find her agent.” He knew what I was thinking, smiled and nodded. 



Deacon spent four years shooting “Blue” in Blue Springs and elsewhere in Florida. He stayed in hotels with the cast and crew during production and with the show’s executive producer and his family in Beverly Hills when it was on hiatus. He kept in almost daily touch with his grandfather but didn’t see or speak to his mother at all. While in Beverly Hills Deacon took small roles in films, playing this actor’s son or that actress’ brother. 

When “Blue” finished its fourth and last season, Deacon moved to Los Angeles 

permanently. He invited his grandfather out for a visit and the old man agreed. Pierre spent the last two years of his life living with his grandson in a Los Angeles apartment he rented from the producer who had cast him as Blue Baxter. Deacon filmed six teen romantic comedies in that time, returning each night from filming to tell his grandfather about his day. The night before he died peacefully in his sleep Pierre told his grandson that those two years were the best of his life. The next morning Deacon found the old man he loved had died. 



Before he could contact, via an attorney, his mother to advise Martha Ducette that her father was dead, she was fatally shot in a robbery. The combination of his grandfather 15 

and mother’s deaths threw Deacon into a depression that caused him to cancel contracts he had for additional movies. He spent several months in his apartment, seeing few people and writing a screenplay called “Harlan Meyer.” It was about his parents, grandfather and his conception. At twenty, he was the age Edge Rockland had been when he shoplifted from the Ducettes’ grocery store, and he was going to play Edge/Harlan in the film. 



Deacon spent more than a year peddling the script around Hollywood but could find no one who would produce it. Even his friend, the executive producer, turned him down. 

“It’s a brilliant script,” the man, whose name I can’t remember, told his young friend, 

“but it’s not commercial. Please, walk away from it” Deacon agreed to, and shot four more teeny-bopper films, even taking a turn as Moon-doggie in one of the “Gidget” 

movies. What he earned, combined with what he had saved from “Blue” and his other films, was enough to finance “Harlan Meyer.” 



“Harlan” was brilliant but too dark to enjoy more than a minor release. It received critical acclaim but made no money and bankrupted Deacon. Making it turned out to be very unhealthy for him, too. The pleasant young man who loved and was loved by his late grandfather, became as angry and abusive as his late mother. Deacon was hostile to the film’s director, a talented filmmaker who had directed several dozen episodes of “Blue” 

and two of the actor/writer/producer’s teen romances. He was cruel to the crew and cast. 

He drank and got in fights. He blew off members of the Hollywood press and, worse, insulted them. He drove drunk, a lot, and wrecked more than one car. “One actor I interviewed said he committed vehicular homicide,” Bina said, “and that” his friend the producer “covered it up.” She sighed and added, “It was just a rumor, though, so I didn’t use it.” Linden and I thought this was rich because our new friend admitted to having filled in gaps of Deacon’s life with information she made up. I mean, why then would she hesitate to include rumor of a hit and run? My husband and I thought about it, and then agreed that we liked Deacon, for all his troubles and bad behavior as a young man, and didn’t want to think of him as having killed someone while driving drunk. 



“Harlan Meyer” and Deacon’s behavior ruined his career. Though still very young and very attractive, and very popular among moviegoers in spite of his failed film, no one would cast him. Actually, I’m wrong. Someone did. In another romance, with Sally Field or Linda Evans. Linda Evans, I think. Deacon was drunk, abusive and unreliable. His behavior led Evans to quit the film. Producers recast Sally Field but she refused to work with Deacon and he was fired. No one cast him in anything after that. He was, like, twenty-two and finished in Hollywood. He borrowed some money from that executive producer whose name I’m too lazy to look up and returned to Florida where he 

disappeared for several years. 



For the next several decades Deacon Ducette turned up in different cities in Florida, Orlando first among them. He had taken a different name, Adam Blair, and worked at a mom and pop convenience store not unlike the one his mother and grandfather had owned. He would probably still be there if the interest in acting that had brought him to Blue Springs years before hadn’t led him to start a theater company. The Orlando Players 16 

wasn’t a clever name, but their production of Eugene O’Neil’s “Long Day’s Journey into Night” was extraordinary. Deacon directed and played the older son. It went on in the Edgewater High School gymnasium in the summer of 1973, I think. It was praised by 

“The Orlando Sentinel” and other media. Though his hair was buzzed shorter than he had ever worn it, Deacon’s eyes exposed him as the star of “Blue” and ten late sixties teen romances. The notoriety was good for ticket sales but bad for Deacon as he wanted to be neither the boy who lived in a campground and park and had insipid adventures stolen from “Flipper” and similar sources, nor the young hunk who partied and kissed Yvette Mimieux and Susan St. James on bright clean California beaches. He didn’t want to be Deacon or Blue or Harlan or anyone but obscure Adam Blair, the Orlando grocery clerk who just happened to be a brilliant actor. 



Deacon couldn’t bear the publicity his being found out brought to “Long Days,” so, one night after performing to a standing-room-only crowd of the curious, star-struck and alarmingly fanatic, he left the building and the city without a word to the cast, his landlord or employer. 



Four years later Deacon, as Ray O’Keefe, crewed a sightseeing booze cruise in Tampa, started The Tampa Players, and directed and starred in “The Taming of the Shrew.” He spoke with a British accent, had long black hair he wore in a ponytail, and had secured brown contact lenses years before I thought they were commercially available. That show was a big hit and ran for several months first in a community center and, after its successful first week, a storefront theater. And no one, not even the cast with whom he worked closely, knew he was not Ray O’Keefe. 



Deacon followed “Taming” with “Romeo and Juliet,” which he also directed and in which he played not Romeo, but Mercucio because, while significantly smaller, it is the better role. Again he hid behind the accent, long hair and ponytail, and again he got away with it. 



After a few months of “Romeo,” and having gotten Shakespeare out of his system, for the time being, Deacon directed himself as Chance in “Sweet Bird of Youth.” His accent was again American and he cut his still dark hair, but the contacts held and he remained Ray O’Keefe; that is, until an eye infection he got while pumping waste out of the booze cruise’ septic system caused him to reveal the breathtaking blue eyes that identified him to his coworkers, the theater company, and the greater Tampa Bay arts community. His eye healed quickly but it was too late, and the city was abuzz at having been tricked by the actor’s deceit. The publicity caused by his discovery was greater than in Orlando because the former child star had wowed theatergoers in not one or two, but three different productions. The cast was pissed at his deceit but eager to leech off his fame, such as it had been. Ditto the sightseeing boat owner, who wanted him to spend the drunken trips around the bay telling guests stories of TV and movies, recreating the balcony scene, even though he hadn’t played Romeo, and posing for Polaroid pictures for which he would receive a dollar per photo. 



Deacon left Tampa faster than he had Orlando. 
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In later years Deacon Ducette was discovered playing Stanley Kowalski in “A Streetcar Named Desire” as Gordon Sinclair with The Sarasota Players, Willy Lowman in “Death of a Saleman” as Jeffrey Parker with The Miami Players, Macbeth in “Macbeth” as Rick Davies with The Fort Lauderdale Players, the father in “Long Day’s Journey into Night” 

as Curtis Evans with The Cocoa Beach Players, and King Lear in “King Lear” as 

Frederick Jones with The Jacksonville Players. Over the years his appearances became less interesting to the public, but there remained enough fans and trouble-makers to warrant the fake identities. Actors and journalists throughout the state were increasingly likely to figure out they were performing with or watching Deacon Ducette, but they did him the courtesy of referring to him as Rick, Curt or Fred. 



I mention Deacon’s acting efforts because they’re the only part of his autobiography that’s verifiable. The adventures in between plays included a romance and engagement in Ft. Pierce, illness in Key Biscayne, incarceration in Pompano Beach, baptism in Melbourne, and nervous breakdowns in Mt. Dora, Eustis and Pensacola. Yes, it was often hard to believe Bina Dunkle wrote “Blue.” She was interested in the man and a life-long resident of the state. She had been a man, albeit a gay one, and was a legal and biological woman. “Why couldn’t she fill in those blanks?” I would say, defending her authorship to Linden. “What adventure is so specific to Deacon Ducette that only he could write about it?” I would ask him. “You could lift half the life events from ‘The Waltons,’ or pull them out of the classic plays Deacon directed every five years.” 



Whether “Blue” was written by Bina or Bill Dunkle, or Jackson Boyle or Deacon himself was curious but only to a point. The story was good. It was really good. Engaging, well-paced, humorous and sad and entirely believable. And rich. Rich prose, fun, full adventures and just enough introspection. It was a long book that wasted no words. And the character grew, without always knowing it. I liked that aspect of “Blue.” I liked it a lot. 



When we saw Bina we complimented her on her book. Neither of us was vulgar enough to quiz her on it to see if we could bust her for pretending to write it. We did, however, have plenty of valid questions about it that we put to her. She welcomed and encouraged our inquiries and answered all of them in a confident way that suggested she had full knowledge of every single word and punctuation mark in “Blue.” 



I was sold on Bina Dunkle’s authorship and, ultimately, so was Linden. And so was everyone else at the club. This didn’t stop my husband and me of raising an eyebrow when she told us she had approached the Florida Film Festival about speaking about Deacon Ducette and said, “They want to charge me to appear. Can you imagine? Of course my participation would lead to sales, but they would be negligible.” 



“Hmmm,” I said. 
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“I’m sure they suggested a fee to discourage me. It’s the Florida Film Festival. Why would they want to feature a writer? Why include me when they have Janet Bollinger and her dull anecdotes?” 



“Hmmm,” Linden said. 



“Of course it’s all political. And ego-driven. And I’m not entirely sure there isn’t an element of racism, too. You don’t get much whiter than the cast of “Blue” or any of his other movies, including ‘Harlan Meyer.’” 



“Hmmm,” I said. 



“And the committee, the ones that deigned to meet with me: white, white, white. Why, I think one of them might even be Norwegian.” 



“Hmmm,” Linden said. 



“I freely admit my biographies of Hargreave and Beam were, occasionally, salacious, but they were rich and deep. And completely accurate. I’m a journalist and a good one. I’ve won awards. And they spoke to me as if I were Judith Krantz.” 



“I have an idea,” I said. 



“What?” Bina asked. I looked from her to Linden, all of us on the patio, our children in the pool with Grayson during his afternoon break, and said: 



“Linden and I will go, with you, and during the question and answer session at the end of 

‘Harlan,’” which I decided to wait and see for the first time at the festival, “I’ll stand up, mention the book, and advise the audience that it’s author is my husband and my date.” 

Bina nearly jumped out of her seat she was so excited. Linden nodded and I smiled. Bina leaned over to hug me and I nodded with my eyes over her shoulder. She had to have written “Blue.” Her excitement was too genuine. Authors want to sell books, but they want to be acknowledged, and I was going to see to it that she was. 



Three days later I got a call from Bentley Howard, whom I had included in a mass e-mail gushing about Bina’s “Blue.” He said, “Christian, I contacted the publisher.” I was thrilled. He was going to option it. “She didn’t write it.” 



“What?” I asked and then said, stupidly, “It’s a different publisher than the one who published the biographies.” 



“No, Christian. I know that. Bina Dunkle wrote those biographies of the mayors but she didn’t write ‘Blue.’” 



“How do you know?” I asked, confirming my total stupidity that day. Bentley sighed and said: 
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“Mom was thinking about an option and so asked one her staff to call. The publisher told him Jackson Boyle is a pseudonym, but not for Bina Dunkle.” 



“You’re kidding.” 



“Nope. I called back myself and asked who the author was. The rep wouldn’t tell me but confirmed it wasn’t Bina.” 



“Why would she say she wrote it when she didn’t?” I asked. “She’s a successful 

journalist and her first books were successful. Why would she claim authorship of 

‘Blue?’” 



“I don’t know, Christian.” I thought about it and then said, to Bentley and later to Linden: 



“Maybe she just had to explain what she was doing in Orlando.” Both asked: 



“What do you think that is?” and I replied, to both: 



“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” 
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Chapter 3: 

Ted 




Bina Dunkle, the fake authoress of “Blue,” wasn’t the only new member of Superior Bodies, and not the only female member. Samia was the first woman to purchase a membership with the club, of course, but no other did until Grayson Abel took over Superior Mutts. While Rhoda and Kevin were still operating the rescue, they brought pups to adoptions at pet stores and festivals. As Grayson was legally blind, we invited potential families to come to the club to meet the available dogs. A good half of the folks who visit are single women, and some of them checked out the gym and patio after checking out the pups. “We have just one restroom and just one locker room,” I said to the first who decided, because the place was nice and also walking distance from her home, to join. 



“That’s fine,” said…Jennifer was her first name. By the spring of 2012 we had about twenty-five single female gym members and a dozen heterosexual couples, three married and nine living together. I was surprised at how little a deal it was, but I shouldn’t have been. But for Elio’s almost daily hookups, no sex went on at the club at all. Not even in the steam room. People just figured out Superior Bodies wasn’t a bathhouse anymore, and no one wanted to cross Linden or me. We brought our babies there. No one was going to fuck in the building with our kids there. 



Except Elio and whomever he hooked up with. Really, if he had stopped, I would have felt bad and insisted he get his groove on. I would have. 



So nice when things work out themselves and you don’t have to direct them formally. 



Among the couples who lived together were half siblings, male and female. The fella was a doctor, a general practitioner, and his half-sister, around twenty-five and a good fifteen years his junior, was his nurse and office manager. They had the same address, which was the condo community where Rhoda had lived. Neither appeared to be gay and I didn’t think they were a couple, though Crock and others told me the sister appeared to admire her brother to the point of worship. They both came in before opening their office, worked out hard, and left together. Doctor Alan Alexander was his name. And she was Nicole. Alexander, too. “There’s something creepy about those two,” Elio once said to me. I thought it was rich coming from him and replied, in a whisper because he was looking after Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia: 



“There’s something creepy about being hired to take a milk enema and shooting it out of your butt over your client’s face and down his throat.” 



“Ewwwwww, did they do that?” He asked, incredulous. 



“Did who do that?” I asked, stunned that he had forgotten. 



“The doctor, and his sister.” Unbelievable. 
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“Elio, you did that on the prostitute grand opening day.” He knitted his eyes as he tried to remember, relaxed them when he did, and then smiled saucily and even licked his lips, unconsciously I was sure. 



“That’s right…” Then Elio laughed and said, “I gotta call that guy.” Without an excuse me, he fired up the computer and began searching for the john’s info. I looked from him to my children, who were rolling a ball back and forth on the carpet at Elio’s feet, thought about taking them away from him and the club forever, changed my mind and went out to the patio to swim. 



One day in January, 2012, after a swim but before I was able to get down to any episode writing, Elio said, over the PA system, “Querido, I need you to come to the front.” 

Generally when he summoned me it was because one of the babies had pooped his pants or something. That day it was something much worse. I entered reception to find, on the other side of the glass, an overweight goofy-looking Puerto Rican man about my age with a big, haughty smile on a face so ugly I was certain it was a Halloween mask. “Querido,” 

Elio said, “This is Ted Nieves. He’s on the city council.” 



“Orange County Board of County Commissioners,” Nieves corrected, as if he were the president of the United States. “I’m glad to meet you, Christian.” Christian? So informal. 



“I’m glad to meet you, Mr. Nieves,” I responded, just to see if he got it. He didn’t as he continued: 



“As you know I was appointed to the county commission after the unfortunate passing of Lester Holt.” He paused and watched me for a reaction. I had none as I didn’t know who Lester Holt was and I didn’t care about him or Ted Nieves. “As I had challenged Les in the last election, Governor Scott asked me to fill the vacant seat on the commission until the next election.” Again, I didn’t care. “As your representative on the county board of commissioners, I felt I should introduce myself so you could get to know me better and tell me what you think of things in Orange County and if I can help you.” He paused, waiting for me to respond in an eager and grateful way, I was sure. I said, politely: 



“I’m very glad to meet you and very happy you stopped by. Things are good and I have no needs, but if something comes up I’ll call your office.” I nodded, excused myself and picked up both Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. “You wanna go for a swm?” I asked. 



“Yes!” said Lil’ Jacob. 



“Yes, I do,” said Lil’ Samia. “I wanna go for a swim. I wanna swim. Swim, swim, swim.” As I left the reception area I heard Nieves mumble something to Elio. I figured it was some remark about how cute the kids were or something. I didn’t care. One minute of my life was all I had for Ted Nieves of the Orange County Commission and I took myself and my children away from him. 
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Nieves was the first politician to visit Superior Bodies in the twelve years I had owned it. 

I found it curious that no one had come to see the place when it was a bathhouse, but learned, from Detective Manion after Eleanor van der Walls died, that the city was happy to leave me alone as I was discreet and I had taken some of the prostitution and cruising out of downtown parks. I think someone from the mayor’s office, maybe his assistant, had adopted a Pomeranian from us, too, but I wasn’t sure. 



I carried the babies, who were almost five years old and kind of heavy, to the patio where I would change them into their suits and inflatable wings for our swim. I could have asked Linden to give me a hand but he was helping Grayson administer medicine to some of the pups and I didn’t want to interrupt him. As I changed Lil’ Jacob, Lil’ Samia got restless and darn near ran from me into the water. “No, sweetie,” I said, firmly, which made her cry. “Come here, my darling,” I said, in a gentler tone. She returned to the chaise lounge I had secured but still cried. I finished getting Lil’ Jacob in his suit and sat him on the chaise. “Relax there, buddy, while I get your sister ready.” He, too, was restless and tried to get down and said he had to go to the bathroom and then cried, just because. I was as patient as I could with my children and regretted not having left them with Elio, at least until Linden was free to help me with them. Then I felt like a pussy because Linden looked after them more than I did and seemed to have no problem. 



“Can I give you a hand, Christian?” said a familiar voice. I looked up to see who it was and didn’t recognize the above-average looking man of average weight. His tone and manner suggested we knew each other and so I responded as if we did. 



“You’re kind to offer, but I got it.” 



“How about I blow up the water things?” the guy said. I thought about it and decided it would be helpful for him to do so. 



“I would appreciate that. Thank you.” I indicated a tote bag. The guy I should know and whose voice was familiar but whom I couldn’t place found them, sat at the edge of the pool with his legs in the water and got busy. Then, Lil’ Jacob said: 



“Can I help Reggie blow up the wings?” Reggie? Reggie who? Lil’ Jacob climbed off the chaise lounge again and approached the fella blowing up the wings and sat down next to him. “Reggie” turned around to see if it was OK with me that my son give him a hand and I realized that Reggie was Reggie. Reggie was the big, fat, gigantic, obese Reggie that the pervert john paid to humiliate ten years or so before. The fattie I secured for a visitor who had a fetish for beating off while rubbing food over a naked fat man and insulting him. Reggie, who later asked me for additional compensation because the guy was so mean to him. EEEEK! 



“Reggie?” I said, floored. “Reggie???” I said again, before I could stop myself. 



“Yeah,” he replied, in a tone that said DUH. 
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“What happened?” I asked, too shocked to be polite. 



“I got the surgery. The stomach stapling. I thought you knew.” 



“I didn’t,” I said, realizing I had been rude. “I’m sorry. I…” I was speechless at his transformation from a five hundred pound, barely ambulatory freak show to an normal sized person. 



“Yeah, I got it done in the fall.” 



“Wow,” I said, and then finished getting Lil’ Samia changed. 



“I wanna blow up a wing,” she said once, and then six more times.” Reggie looked at me for permission and I nodded, lifting my daughter up and plunking her down on one side of my newly not-gigantic friend while Lil’ Jacob made himself comfortable on his other side. Reggie handed a deflated wing to each and said: 



“OK, take your time blowing them up. Don’t exhaust yourself ‘cause you want to have enough energy to swim.” Oh my God, I thought, this was whiney Reggie against whom Rhoda had railed for being such a worthless fat piece of useless, worthless shit and who cried and then she threw him out. 



“Wow,” I thought I said to myself but realized I had said out loud. Reggie looked from the kids to me and winked. Wow, I deliberately just thought as I continued to look at the back of his normal-sized torso. 



Suddenly, my attention went from Reggie to the door to the lounge, through which Linden led that ugly, irritating Ted Nieves and I groaned,  out loud. Reggie looked at me and said, “Christian?” I indicated the county commissioner and said: 



“I think he’s going to be trouble.” Reggie looked at Nieves and then back at me. 



“You can handle him,,” he said, confidently, and then returned his attention to Lil’ Samia and Lil’ Jacob’s inflatable water wing-blowing efforts. I looked from Nieves to him and said, out loud again: 



“Wow.” 



Nieves’ tour of Superior Bodies lasted twenty minutes during which Reggie and I played with the babies in the pool, and I can’t believe I’m writing that! It ended with my husband and our new friend approaching us. “Christian,” the latter said as I tried to pretend I didn’t see him. “Could you…Christian,” I still ignored him. “Chri-” 



“HONEY!” Linden finally said, making me laugh really hard, ‘cause we never called each other that word and it was hilarious. With a look I asked Reggie to mind both kids, and I can’t believe I’m writing that, either. I climbed out of the pool and sat next to 24 

Linden on a chaise facing Nieves, who it seemed had something he wanted to say to us, you know, had prepared something, and he was going to say it to us then. 



“Thank you very much for the tour and thank you for what you do for the stray animals of our community.” I zoned out and began humming “On the Street Where You Live” 

from “My Fair Lady” to myself. Then I realized it’s the same song I sang while I was strangling Seth at Superior Bodies Tell Tale. This made me laugh and Nieves frown. He said, “Christian, I need you to take this seriously.” 



“Take what seriously?” I asked, because I hadn’t been paying attention. Linden said nothing and didn’t knock my knee with his or anything and I wondered if he, too, was singing “On the Street Where You Live” to himself. Nieves continued: 



“I am pleased that you cleaned up your club over the years, but the fact remains that even though it’s not a whorehouse, you have them in Tampa and Miami, and other cities, too.” 

Nieves paused, expecting some kind of reaction. Maybe outrage or excuses or something. 

Neither my husband nor I responded. Nieves continued, “It’s important to me and the community that your club remains free of prostitutes and lewd sexual behavior. I know that you turned the sex stalls into dog kennels, but there’s always a chance that you could turn them back whenever you want.”  He paused again, this time for dramatic effect. “I want you both to know that I won’t let that happen on my watch, so please don’t think about doing anything like that or any murders or anything while I am on the county commission.” God damn, the knowledge of my killings was so common even Ted the 

douchebag had heard of them. Again, neither Linden nor I reacted in any way. Nieves continued, “I like to get out into the community and get to know my constituents,” a pity that, “and I want to get to know you better. So I would like to come by here regularly. To work out and get in shape. I’m forty-six, so it’s tough to keep in shape.” Our guest patted his stomach and I couldn’t resist replying: 



“I’m also forty-six, and I don’t seem to have a problem.” 



“Well,” Nieves said, kind of knowingly, “you gay men like to keep yourself in shape more than the rest of us.” EEEK, he was accusing me of being a gym bunny. The cheek! 

“I just bought a house in Belle Isle, which isn’t far from here, so I want to come here and work out, too. Even though I’m not gay.” EEEK! “Now, as a commissioner I’m not able to take gifts from my constituents, but as my visits will be…inspections, kind of, I think maybe we can work something out.” Linden leaned over to me and kissed me on the lips so I wouldn’t say anything. As he did he mumbled: 



“I will handle this.” He broke quickly and said to Nieves, “I apologize, I don’t know what came over me. I assure you those kind of displays of affection are forbidden at Superior Bodies these days.” Nieves was startled but rallied and said: 



“Of course.”  Linden nearly cut him off as he continued: 
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“Why don’t we barter?” Nieves raised an eyebrow, with interest. “You mentioned your education in horticulture and having worked as a landscaper for the county and at the theme parks.” Linden later told me Nieves told him he cut grass for the county and a couple of its parks after having done so at the city’s two major theme parks. He went to school to learn about plants and flowers or something and tried to use his knowledge to make all the parks where he cut grass more beautiful, but his bosses just told him to shut the fuck up and cut the grass and shut the fuck up again. Lots of info, quickly told. My apologies. “In exchange for a membership you could landscape the exterior of the club,” 

which meant no digging up Eleanor van der Walls’ remains inside. “It could be your own personal canvas. You can do whatever you want with plants and flowers, shrubs and everything, and even put a sign out advertising your creative services.” Nieves’ fat, ugly face lit up at the suggestion. “It would benefit us by making the place beautiful, and you could take pictures of your work and create a portfolio for other clients.” 



“Yes!” he said. “Yes! That’s a great idea.” 



“As many club members as we have,” Linden continued. “Most of them gay with two incomes and no kids…” 



“Yes, I could show off my work to them and they could hire me. Yes! Yes!!!” 



“Yes!” Lil’ Samia echoed Nieves from the pool. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” she continued. Nieves looked from Linden and me to her and sad: 



“Is she making fun of me?” Poor Ted Nieves, of whom I imagined everyone made fun. 



“No,” Linden said, less friendly. “She’s mentally challenged and she repeats everything people say.” Nieves sensed Linden’s annoyance, so quickly after having made his exciting offer, and got nervous he might withdraw it in anger. He looked at Lil’ Samia, splashing around with Reggie and her brother and saying “Yes!” again and again and said: 



“She’s precious.” Linden took a breath and said: 



“We can split the cost of plants, as both of us will benefit from your work.” 



“Exactly,” Nieves said, happy to be talking about the barter again. 



“You can work out as much as you want when you’re not busy doing county commission work or working on the exterior landscape.” I hoped both kept him too busy to come inside the building. 



“Yes,” he said, softer, so that Lil’ Samia didn’t hear. “Yes, that’s fine. I’ll examine the outside right away and get started.” 



“Well,” I said, “after you’re done visiting all your constituents. I’m sure that’s a priority.” 
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“Yes,” Nieves said, softly again. Linden and I stood up, indicating our meeting was over. 

We stuck our hands out for him to shake and he did. Then Linden led him around the pool, up into the lounge and out before he could take a look at the plants and impatiens and everything around the patio and also offer to work on them. I took a deep breath and got back into the pool. 



“Thanks for watching the babies,” I said to Reggie. 



“I was glad to, Christian.” We continued splashing around until Linden returned and our children suggested one of our special naps. Exhausted from indulging our irritating representative on the Orange County Commission, we were very glad to take one, Lil’ 

Jacob on my chest and Lil’ Samia on Linden’s. 



My husband had arranged for irritating Ted Nieves to spend most of the time he came to Superior Bodies outside the building. He gave instructions to Elio, Crock and every other employee and member to bring Nieves drinks so he wouldn’t come in for one. He did enter the building to use the men’s room and sometimes rested on the patio, but he never entered the gym. If Linden or I were at the club when Nieves came inside we disappeared into the office, Room One or on the roof of the building. It was kind of cool and I found I got a lot of writing done for “An Elite Force” and “Winter Key” up there alone. 



I asked Elio to find out as much about our new gardener as he could, being Puerto Rican and having a lot of relatives and contacts in that community. It turns out that cousin or whatever of his who stripped at the  Superior Bodies Grand Re-opening had gone to Barry University School of Law with Nieves’ ex-wife, and he had all kinds of 

information on the freak. 



Ted Nieves was from Puerto Rico and his father was a successful flower farmer there. 

The family was worth tons and tons of money. Mr. Nieves was one of those Latinos who wished he was a gringo and married a white woman from Boston he met during a flower convention there in the early sixties. Mrs. Nieves’ family had had money but lost it. Still, she had breeding and she carried herself like a queen of the manor. She moved to the Nieves family farm in Puerto Rico and installed air conditioning in every square foot of it. Then she had Ted. Afterward, she paid her doctor to tell her husband it was dangerous for her ever to engage in coitus again and he should go fuck whores instead. He was disappointed because he truly was in love with his wife. She found him irritating and found their son irritating. She hated Puerto Rico and the Spanish language and refused to learn it. She found reasons to travel and, when she was home, spent her time in her private bedroom suite. Mrs. Nieves had no friends on the island and never entertained. 

On a rare occasion she went with her husband to a party or function, but more often than not complained of illness and stayed home, isolated from her husband, son and Puerto Rico. 



Ted Nieves was diagnosed as severely dyslexic as a child. His father was extremely concerned about this but his mother could not have cared less. Mr. Nieves learned as 27 

much as he could about dyslexia and hired tutors and doctors to help his son while his mother read Jacqueline Susann, Judith Krantz and Jackie Collins in her private sitting room. Mr. Nieves tried to engage his wife in their son’s condition and succeeded only in getting her rather enthusiastic permission to send him to a special school in Boston. She advised her husband she would take Ted to Boston by herself and did. She hardly spoke to the then eleven year-old boy on the plane and when they landed she put him in a taxi and advised the driver to drop him off at the school. She then spent six weeks in her home city visiting relatives and friends and not seeing her son once. 



This made me feel kind of bad for Ted. What made me feel worse is that he was treated badly at the school for being Hispanic. His father wanted to bring him home but his mother said no, even though she didn’t see any less of him that he was away. Ted spent a few years at the first school and then went to another when he became a teenager and then went to a college in a Boston suburb for dyslexics. He came home at Christmas and in the summer. His mother saw him at Christmas, because she deigned to eat a holiday meal with her husband and son, but during the summers she traveled when he was home or just remained in her part of the house. 



During his senior year at the college in suburban Boston, Ted met another guy from Puerto Rico. He was a freshman named Daniel. They hung out because Ted had no other friends, being Latino, initially, but having no social skills because he never learned any from his parents. Daniel was scared to be away from home for the first time and happy to have someone from Puerto Rico to hang out with. Daniel had one sibling, a sister, who was then a senior at Boston University. She was a bitch, like Ted’s mother, and was embarrassed by her brother’s dyslexia. Her name was Rosa something-or-other. Daniel suggested she visit him at his school or he go to B.U. to see her. She refused until he told her he was friends with Ted Nieves, whose family was wealthy. She did her homework on the family and then booked to her brother’s school to meet him. They began dating right away and got married after each graduated. 



Neither Rosa nor Ted enjoyed cold Boston winters and they considered moving back to Puerto Rico. Ted’s mother discouraged it, recommending instead they live in Orlando, which had a large Puerto Rican community. As Mr. and Mrs. Nieves were in their sixties and in good health, and Ted’s dyslexia prevented him from making any real money, Rosa realized if she was going to live a comfortable life until the her parents-in-law died and left their money to her and her husband, she would have to make it herself. A smart and manipulative girl, she asked her father-in-law to pay for her to go to law school. He was delighted by her ambition, apparent love for his son, and seeming desire to make a good life for them, and agreed right away. 



Rosa finished law school quickly, passed the bar quickly and started her own personal injury practice because it was the easiest and most lucrative form of law. Also, without knowing that her mother-in-law had also done so, she got a doctor’s note that said she couldn’t have sex with her husband. She invited him to pay hookers but he refused, being completely in love with her and he told her he would always be faithful and a bunch of other mushy stuff that made her sick. 
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Ted and Rosa had no kids. His father had a stroke and became an invalid, which annoyed his mother so she poisoned him with some flower they grew on the farm and he died. 

Then, on the Christmas that followed Mr. Nieves’ death, Mrs. Nieves fell out a second story window and broke her neck, and it really serves her right, you know. Rosa sold the farm, divorced her husband, took her half of the inheritance and disappeared who knows where. 



Ted Nieves was wealthy enough that he didn’t have to cut grass for the county or anyone anymore. He never had to work as his wife made a lot of money chasing ambulances. 

They also received an allowance from Ted’s father. Rosa took that money and put it in a private savings account to which only she had access, advising her husband she was investing it for their retirement. LOVE HER! She made him work and take horticulture classes because it kept him from calling her up or coming by her office and suggesting they have lunch or dinner together. 



Before her mother-in-law murdered her father-in-law and she murdered her mother-in-law, Rosa Nieves was a successful Orlando attorney who joined every association and civic club she could in order never to be home with her husband. She was president of the Hispanic Bar Association and president of the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce and she was on this charity’s board and that arts organization’s board. She knew everyone in the Hispanic community by name and every mover and shaker in Central Florida politics. 

Through her everyone knew Ted. It was when she was planning Mrs. Nieves’ murder that she was tapped to run for the Orange County Commissioner. “We need more Hispanic representation,” some combination of friends and colleagues told her. She declined because she was fixin’ to take the Nieves’ money and run, but suggested her husband. 

She thought campaigning would cause them to see even less of each other and, as she was about to be wealthy and book the city, she didn’t care how he made her look with his buffoonery. 



Ted lost the election, his mother died, he became wealthy, his wife left him, the fella to whom he lost the election died and he was appointed by the governor to finish the late commissioner’s term. “And isn’t that an interesting story,” I said to Elio. 



“Querido, that Ted is a loser,” Elio said. “A looooooseeeer.” I agreed completely. Linden also agreed and said: 



“As long as he’s on the county commission, he could cause trouble. We need to keep an eye on him. We need to indulge and control him.” I agreed completely, and so Ted Nieves became another new steady face at Superior Bodies, albeit outside the building and the privacy fence. 
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Chapter 4 

Murder 




So, I met Bina Dunkle, read “Blue”, and then spent a week shooting an “An Elite Force” 

at Superior Bodies Tampa which, of course, was the setting for the show’s headquarters. 

But for an opening and epilogue, I was the only regular character in an episode where the US Marshalls contract AEF to protect a government witness in a case against, are you ready…the gay mafia. The thing is, everybody, including Isobel, is out on another assignment. Not wanting to lose the business to another organization, AEF accepts the job, during which I will have to spend one whole night protecting the witness by myself. 



Curiously, neither Linden nor I wrote the episode, though it featured me exclusively. 

Rona Howard thought it would be funny and tasked one of our frequent writers to pen it. 

My character, Thaddeus, is kind of a loser and useless. The gay mafia somehow finds out that he, alone, is protecting the witness one weekday night and so they descend on the headquarters to take out the witness and Thaddeus. 



Well, and this is where it gets really good, the witness is a third grade girl who saw a murder arranged and executed by members of the gay mafia. And who did we get to play her but Dagmar Whitefire, Remy’s daughter. And what an eight year-old beauty was she. 

And so precocious. In the episode Thaddeus is, like, completely useless and he tries to contact all of his colleagues to come back to headquarters to rescue them. He can’t reach anyone, including Isabel, who is actually on vacation in the Poconos with William Bishop. Frustrated with her useless protector, Dagmar takes the reigns and says stuff like, 

“Look moron, if you want to stay alive you need to listen up and do everything I say.” 

The whole episode then becomes a “Home Alone” kind of thing where Dagmar booby-

traps the building and takes all the gay mafia people out. Additionally hilarious is that we hired all these gigantic muscled leathermen to play the gay henchmen. Oh, and even more delicious, and kind of moving, is that Dagmar identifies Thaddeus’ potential and innate heroism. In the third act climax, she deliberately sets herself up to be killed but for his effort. He rises to the occasion and totally beats the stuffing out of the biggest leatherman we could find. Kicking, biting, eye-gouging and hair pulling…the hair on the leather daddy’s chest, that is, since he was buzzed on top. Yeah, it was icky but so funny. 



It took a week of night shooting to complete the episode. It was great great fun but completely exhausting as my sleep got screwed up and I was in every scene and I had a lot of physical stuff to do. I was happy to work with Dagmar and spend time with Remy, who had slimmed down and was aging super well. The leather queens we cast as gay mafia Brunos were a lot of fun, too. They invited me to have an orgy with them every morning after we finished shooting and each time I turned them down, of course. 



My first full day back in Orlando was the Monday the Florida Film Festival started. It would last a week and then there would be a party and award ceremony on Saturday night. The “Blue” marathon of episodes was scheduled for Thursday night at a multi-plex near the Maitland theater that hosted the event and where most of the films were showing. Friday night, “Harlan Meyer” would play there at eight p.m. after which I 30 

would stand up and identify Bina as Jackson Boyle, the author of “Blue,” even though I knew she wasn’t. It would be fun and I was anxious to see how she would be received. 



That Monday morning I had to do the dogs as Grayson was shooting an “Elite Force” 

episode with his brother and Blinka. I woke up early, which was usually fine but sort of tough that day because my sleep was still out of whack. The Whore of Babylon woke up with me, which was also unusual because if either Linden or I was in our bed, she was in it, too. After her brother died, however, she became more attached to me, perhaps sensing her own mortality. In fact, when I left the house to open Superior Mutts, she shot out the door, something she never did. I mean, I can count on my penis the number of times she’s been at the club, and that was when Rhoda’s son dropped her and Herod off a hundred years before. Her need touched me and made me sad. 



Bless her heart, The Whore of Babylon was older and arthritic and overweight from lying around and often taking her brother’s and Romulus and Remus’ treats. As she walked beside me to the club she huffed and puffed, exaggerating her effort, I was sure, until I picked her fat ass up and carried her. Such a manipulator was that old girl. I mean, it was spring, so it wasn’t hot and the morning was overcast. She was in no way tired or overheated. Still, I was happy to hold her as I walked the four remaining blocks. 



Crock opened with me that morning. As I had lots of dogs to look after and clean up after, he agreed to watch The Whore of Babylon in reception, and that was fine with her since she had no interest in hanging out with any of the superior mutts. As I took care of business that doctor, Alexander, or Alan I mean, and his sister Nicole showed up for their morning workout. Ted Nieves arrived, too, to get an early start on whatever floral design he had going on in the front of the building. Reggie was also there early as, in addition to losing weight via stomach surgery, he had engaged our new trainer, a hot gym bunny with a big set of Donny and Marie teeth and a blonde Mohawk. His name was David and if I wasn’t twice his age and happily married, I would have been all over him. 



Bina also showed up early that day, and got herself comfortable on a chaise lounge on the completely empty patio. I guess she usually arrived then, but because I didn’t, I didn’t know and said, “You’re here early,” to her. 



“I get my best work done in the morning,” she said to me as one of the mutts I let out to go winkie & poo-poo approached her for some love. I saw she was scribbling her shorthand into a notebook and said: 



“Don’t you have a laptop?” Bina smiled, shook her head and said: 



“I guess I’m old fashioned. I like take notes on plain paper until I’m ready to write a first draft.” 



“And you’re writing notes about…?” I didn’t expect her to tell me, but I was reassured when she said: 





31 

“Not you, Christian.” We shared a laugh and I brought the doggie back inside. 



I worked fast that morning, letting everyone out, cleaning crates, feeding and letting them out again because it looked like it would rain and nothing is harder than getting a dog to take care of business in the rain. When I was done I got a fresh cup of coffee from the office, woke up The Whore of Babylon, who slept on a big comfortable blanket at Crock’s feet, and took her out to the patio. I sat on the edge of the pool with my bare feet splashing around, sipping my coffee with one hand and giving my old beagle love with the other. Bina said, “That coffee smells good. May I get a cup?” I made to get up to get her one and she said, “No, Christian. You and your baby are too comfortable. You stay there and I’ll help myself. I’ll just ask…” 



“Crock,” I reminded her of the old fella’s name. 



“Thank you,” she said, getting up and going inside. Before she could return it began to rain, and as much as The Whore of Babylon was enjoying my full attention, it wasn’t worth getting soaked. She booked around the pool and up the three steps to the door to the lounge, moving a lot faster than she had that first block to work earlier. She scratched on the glass door before I could catch up with her and Dr. Alexander let her in. He and his sister had finished their workouts and were enjoying some special drinks they had brought with them at one of the tables before showering and heading to their clinic. As The Whore of Babylon and I entered from outside, Reggie and David entered from the gym, having also finished their workout. Bina had her coffee, put it down on one of the tables, and hurried outside to get her things before they got soaked. Finallly, Ted came inside and into the lounge, too. 



Yup, there we all were, milling about, safe from the rain and, but for a handful of folks in the gym, the only ones in the building. Crock even joined us, turning on the television and finding the weather station so he could see how long the rain would last. It was between eight-thirty and nine a.m  the first Monday in April, 2012. The reason that’s significant is because during that half hour period, everyone I’ve mentioned as being in the Superior Bodies lounge had access to Bina Dunkle’s coffee. And you can guess what happened to her that morning. 



Bina Dunkle, nee Bill Dunkle, successful crime reporter and author of only two books, was murdered by someone who poisoned her coffee with a high-enough dose of 

recreational tranquilizer to knock her out and, within minutes, stop her breathing.  As she had spread herself on one of the couches, the rest of us just thought she had nodded off and so let her be. The rain stopped and the sky began clearing at nine fifteen or twenty and everyone but Bina’s dead body went about his or her business. Crock went back to reception to sign someone in. Reggie went home or somewhere. David took another client into the gym. The doctor and his sister got dressed and went to their clinic, which was within walking distance. Ted went back outside to plant something. And I left The Whore of Babylon with Crock so I could give a couple of baths before volunteers and potential adopters showed up to see the mutts. 
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And dead Bina Dunkle just stayed dead in the lounge, holding a pen in one dead hand and her shorthand-covered notebook in the other. 



David noticed her first. Her being dead, that is. He had finished up with his second client and was walking her out when he looked at Bina and thought that if she were asleep she would at least be drooling out of the corner of her mouth. He said a friendly goodbye to the housewife he told me hired him on a whim and whom he turned into a serious 

workout and vegan health nut, approached Bina and put his fingers to her neck. No pulse. 

He tried her wrist. Nothing there, either. Then he took her face in his hands and, he said, 

“felt death.” He didn’t say it dramatically, and I knew what he meant, having felt death in the pups I had owned or fostered and had discovered dead. And that sort of brings me to my reaction about Bina Dunkle dying in my club and damn near in front of me. 



I didn’t care. 



It’s cold, or maybe unduly cavalier, but I don’t care that I didn’t care. I had lost so many people in the last six months: Sam, Malachi, Marty and, most painful, Herod. Karen from 

“Winter Key” and my cousin…whatever her name is, don’t count because I didn’t like or know them. Honestly, in the short time I had known Bina I spoke more to her than I had with either Karen or my cousin. I think. At least it seemed like I knew her better. And there was her connection to Deirdre, Bina having interviewed her and admired her. Of course, everyone had admired Deirdre. The whole world, or at least those who watched her defend me that summer of 2003. Good heavens, that was nine years ago. WOW. Only two deaths in ten years. That wasn’t bad. Or maybe it was but I just didn’t care. 



My parents, my sisters, Eleanor, Calisto and my other pups. Joelle. Samia’s baby. Those are people whose deaths hurt me. Bina’s…not a big deal. That she was murdered would be a concern, but it wasn’t that morning because I figured she just stroked out or had heart failure or something. Ann Margret arrived with some potential adopters and I asked her to show them the pups, leaving me in the lounge with David and, well, with only David I guess. I excused myself from him and crossed to the exit window and asked Crock to call the police. He nodded and asked, “What should I tell them when they answer?” I said: 



“Bina Dunkle is dead.” He said, just: 



“Oh,” and picked up the phone. I returned to the body and thanked David for bringing it to my attention. 



“You don’t have to stay,” I said. 



“OK,” he replied, about as concerned as I was. “He turned around and walked toward the gym, and my eyes zeroed in on the bubble butt over which a thin layer of nylon stretched. 

I was aware he wore nothing underneath as his wee-wee was outlined clearly through the fabric in the front. A cocktease was our new trainer, and always vague about his sexuality. He claimed to have a girlfriend but would then flirt with his gay male clients. 
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And his female clients. To my knowledge he had no straight male or gay female clients, though I didn’t know all of them. David never flirted with me, though. He must have known I wouldn’t respond to it, either positively or negatively. I was in another place and might always have been. That sort of thing just annoyed me. I was always a fuck me or shut the fuck up kinda guy. 



Yeah, I thought about all of this while I watched David…his last name will come to me, maybe later, returned to the gym and Bina Dunkle decomposed next to me. 



And she was next to me. I sat down beside her, actually. There was some increasing traffic through the lounge that morning: David’s third client, additional doggie adopters, some older men who, like my friends at Sultan Springs, came only to hang out at the pool and visit with each other. I didn’t want to upset any of them. I mean, just because I didn’t give a shit there was a corpse on the couch didn’t mean others wouldn’t. I sat 

comfortably next to Bina and took the pen and notebook out of her hands, putting them on the coffee table in front of us. Then I saw the cup of coffee Crock had made her and I had a thought: What if someone had poisoned it and that’s why she was all dead and everything? I chuckled to myself as I arranged her stiff hands on her lap, or tried to, and then I dismissed the thought. I mean, why? And who? The idea made no sense. Still, I didn’t touch the coffee, even when paramedics and police arrived and I moved the pen and notebook to make space on the table for their equipment. 



I remained in the lounge, greeting emergency personnel and making myself available to them. Crock propped open the door from reception to the lounge so police and others could come and go as they needed. He and Ann Margret kept everyone calm and away from the drama. As I stood watching the paramedics load Bina up my phone rang. It was Linden. He told me he was taking the kids to a play date with some others in the neighborhood and I said I was watching Bina Dunkle get wheeled through the lounge and out the door with a sheet over her face. He said, “You didn’t kill her for lying to us about having written ‘Blue,’ did you?” 



“No way,” I said. “I killed her because she wasn’t writing a tell-all about me. I mean, how much more interesting am I than those dull-assed mayors?” We chuckled and he advised me he’d call later. I put my phone away as the officers, also done, prepared to leave. I looked at one and said, “You know, and this is just a thought, you might want to secure that coffee cup.” They looked from me to it and he asked: 



“Do you think she was poisoned?” 



“No,” I said, “but if she was and you haven’t bagged that, you’re gonna be in big trouble.” I said this lightly and both officers took it well. Unprepared to secure liquid evidence, one called…I don’t, dispatch? and requested a crime scene unit. I couldn’t hear the person to whom he was speaking, but I got the idea he was getting push back. 

Annoyed at not being obeyed he said: 
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“We’ve got evidence we need to collect and you need to send someone here to collect it!” 

The cop was suddenly embarrassed by his verve and, so, took it outside. He returned a moment later and said, “They can’t get a unit here until this afternoon, and I can’t leave the cup here unsupervised so…” 



“So, I guess you’ll be hanging out with us today.” 



“Actually,” he said, looking at his colleague, “my buddy, Officer Wright is going to be hanging out with you today.” Officer Wright smiled politely but I could tell he didn’t want to be there. “Relax,” his colleague said, “it’s not a bathhouse anymore.” Wright blushed and shook his head as his pal added, “Unless it is and you just fuck dogs.” He laughed at his joke and Wright blushed harder. I said to the first officer: 



“That was stupid,” and then excused myself and went to the office to the kennels to see if Ann Margret or anyone needed me. 



We had four adoptions that day, some additional rain and an injury in the gym. Someone dropped a free weight on his foot. David told me the fella tried to pretend it didn’t bother him because he felt foolish, but eventually the pain and swelling became too great and he asked a friend to drive him to a Centra Care. “That’s too bad,” I said, and didn’t mean it. 

I left the club to get some vegan takeout at an Asian place ten minutes away. I considered asking Office Wright what he wanted and then thought I’d ask Crock and then David and, of course, Ann Margret. Then I changed my mind about Asian and called this place that makes veggie pizzas with soy cheese and ordered three gigantic ones. They arrived thirty minutes later, as the place was close. I opened two of them up on the sidewalk cover table and the third on another and then went around the club inviting people to help themselves to a slice. Crock produced cold sodas from a fridge in the office and we had a pizza party to celebrate Bina’s death. Hahahahaha. 



Officer Wright enjoyed the pizza that had olives, sun dried tomato and fake chicken. 

“That pizza had fake chicken on it,” I said. “Made out of textured, flavored wheat protein.” 



“No way,” he said, impressed, and then asked, “Why?” I explained to him what chickens endure in factory farms and he seemed very interested. I gave a copy of the “Farm to Fridge” DVDs I keep around. It’s a twelve minute visit to slaughterhouses and fish farms narrated by James Cromwell, the actor who played the farmer in “Babe.” Wright assured me he would watch it and helped himself to another slice. 



As soon as lunch was over a crime scene unit arrived. Two technicians parked a van in the handicapped space next to the front door and entered. Behind them came Ted Nieves, who had left to go to Dondi’s nursery after the rain stopped and so missed the ambulance that took Bina away. He asked the crime scene techs what they were doing there and they ignored him. He followed them into the building and asked Crock what was going on and he ignored him, too. Crock didn’t like Nieves a bit and, unlike me and Linden, didn’t feel compelled to be nice to him. Nieves had once complained to me that Crock deliberately 35 

ignored him when he needed to be buzzed into the building to use the bathroom or clean up after a day of gardening. I said, “Oh, that’s just Crock!” as if it were some adorable habit he had with everyone. Nieves next approached Officer Wright and said: 



“I’m Ted Nieves,” in a way that suggested the guy should know who he was. David told me this as he was in the lounge at the time. “I’m Ted Nieves, of the Orange County Commission.” As Wright was a city employee who answered to the Orlando Chief of Police and not the Orange County Sheriff, he said, only: 



“Hi.” 



“Ummm, I demand to know what’s going on here today,” Nieves said, all officious. 

David rescued Wright, answering: 



“That transsexual got her ass poisoned this morning and the CSI people are here for the coffee that killed her.” He paused to enjoy Nieves express shock and Wright suppress laughter. “You better not leave town, Nieves,” he continued, “you’re their number one suspect.” David told me Wright lost it, laughed and pretended it was a sneeze. Nieves was too stunned to notice and said, quickly: 



“Where’s Christian?” 



“He’s downtown already. The detectives have been hammering him all day. Now that you’re here they’re gonna take you down, too.” Yeah, David didn’t like Nieves, either. 

Wright excused himself, ‘cause he didn’t need to be there anymore, and the crime scene people left, too. 



“This is outrageous,” the county commissioner said. “A murder, in my district!” 



“And you’re going down for it, Nieves,” David later told me and Crock he continued. 

“Someone’s gotta take the fall and you were the only Latino in the building when she got her ass poisoned.” I roared and generally calm Crock did, too. 



“But I didn’t do it,” Nieves sort of whined. “I didn’t even know her. What’s her name?” 



“Save it for the cops, amigo. They’re the ones you’re going to have to convince.” 



“This can’t be happening!” Nieves kind of hollered, attracting the attention of other members, an adoptive family and their new Heinz 57, and Ann Margret. “I didn’t kill that woman. I didn’t know who you mean. I didn’t know her name, even! Why would I kill her?” 



“Because you hate negroes,” David was relentless, and completely enjoying the show an increasingly hysterical Nieves was providing. “ 



“Does that mean black?” 
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“You hate women, too.” 



“I don’t hate women!” 



“You hate transsexuals.” 



“I don’t know what that means!” 



“Chicks with dicks!” He could have stopped there but had to add, “When the county commission hears this,” David said, between bites of the pizza with artichokes, green pepper and fake sausage, “you’re going to be impeached.” 



“I can’t!” cried Nieves. “I didn’t have sex with her. Who is she? I didn’t know her!” 

David swallowed, took a sip of diet cola and asked: 



“Then how do you explain the cum stain on her dress?” David said he couldn’t take himself anymore and busted out laughing. Instead of revealing his having teased the totally freaked out commissioner, the trainer’s laughter confirmed everything he had said and Nieves began shaking and crying. David kind of felt bad at driving him to tears so, in an effort to be nice, he held up a box of pizza and said, “You should try this. Pineapple and fake ham.” 



Well, listening to David recreate his kind exchange with loser Ted Nieves for me and Crock later that day was extremely entertaining, but I had to let the pups out again and then go home to my husband and kids. As I stood up to leave the office where the three of us were enjoying leftover pizza and shots of Jack, a fella I recognized as Detective Manion of the Orlando Police entered the building with a colleague, I figured. I looked at the two of them through the reception window and said, out loud and before either of them could, “Bina Dunkle was poisoned.” 
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Chapter 5 

Investigation 




Detective Manion identified himself and Detective Long, a woman, to us and said, 

“We’re going to need a list of everyone who was at your,” he hesitated as if trying to control his disgust, “club, this morning.” 



“Oh,” I said, taken aback by his tone. Detective Manion was the fella who came to see me nine years before. He was investigating Eleanor van der Walls’ death and the theft of items from her condo. Expecting someone on the police force to visit what was then a complete bathhouse with hookers and everything, I had the cubicles dismantled. Manion had advised me the police and city weren’t interested in my operation provided I kept a low profile. 



Nine years ago Detective Manion was very nice and we had a nice visit. He didn’t seem so nice then as he said “club” with a sneer. Perhaps it was because he had a partner with him. He came alone the last time. I didn’t know what was up, and just said, “Well, there were the three of us,” David and Crock nodded. “And you had a client, David.” 



“Reggie,” he said. 



“Of course,” and how could I forget that Reggie had a trainer. 



“And Orange County Commissioner Ted Nieves was here, too,” David said directly to Manion. If he was looking for a reaction he was disappointed. The detective just stared at our newest personality, his Mohawk, his pretty and pretty big teeth, and his tight spandex clothing. 



“And the doctor, too,” said Crock. “And his sister.” Manion: 



“I’m going to need contact information for all of them, including cell phone numbers and e-mail addresses if you have them.” Crock looked at me for permission to share the private information and I nodded. David handed Manion’s colleague his card. “I’m going to need to speak to each of you,” the senior detective advised us. “May we come in?” 



Crock buzzed the detectives in and they came through the lounge, past the check out window and into the office. Long asked David and Crock to go with her to the lounge and they did. I took a seat behind the desk I shared with Linden and, really, everyone else, and gestured for Manion to sit on a folding chair in front of it. My old friend shook his head and said, “I need to sit where you are.” I replied, quickly but casually: 



“No you don’t.” 



“Yes, I do.” 



“No, you don’t.” 
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“Mr. Gallagher,” Manion was all ice, “we can do this the easy way or the hard way. It’s up to you.” 



“The hard way,” I said, flatly. “I got no place to go.” 



My interview with Manion didn’t take long. He asked if I knew Bina, for how long, and how many times she had visited the “club,” with a sneer each time. He was not the man I knew years ago. I wondered what had changed. I mean, Superior Bodies was now a gym with all kinds of different folks, and a dog rescue. No sex except for Elio. “May I use your office for the rest of the interviews?” the detective asked as if he thought the request was just a formality 



“No,” I said, flatly. I no longer ran a bath and whorehouse and therefore had no reason to kiss his ass. “I would prefer you take everyone else downtown so I can close up and go home to my family.” Curiously, Manion didn’t sneer at my reference to Linden and our children. “But as a courtesy to my colleagues and the guests I know live closer to my lovely club than the police station, I will be glad to make the lounge available to you.” I looked around the office. “There’s private information in here to which you don’t need access.” Manion was annoyed but not unduly. He knew I knew we weren’t friends and didn’t appear to mind taking it to the front. Without a word he got up and left the room. 



I remained in the office watching the camera that covered the lounge. As Manion began interviewing Crock, Detective Long requested permission to enter. “May I take the security tapes you have from this morning?” 



“Of course,” I said, and collected what she needed. Then she left the room and I called Linden. “Bina was murdered. Poisoned. An OPD detective just interviewed me. He’ll be interviewing everyone who was in the building this morning.” 



“There?” he asked, sighing. 



“Yes,” I said. Neither of us spoke for a moment. Then my husband said: 



“I’ll wait up for you.” 



“You don’t have to,” I said, though I knew I would wait up for him. 



“It’s not like I’ll be able to sleep.” 



“OK. Kiss the babies for me.” 



“Roger that.” We hung up and I watched, but did not hear, Manion and Long finish speaking to Crock, then David, then Reggie, who arrived pretty quickly. Alan Alexander and Nicole Alexander took longer to appear, though they lived closer than Reggie, and their clinic was a stone’s throw away. 
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I wasn’t interested in Reggie’s interview or the Alexanders’. I did want to hear how stuffy old Crock responded to Manion’s questions, though. And David had revealed himself to be a cheeky little monkey, immediately focusing blame on Ted Nieves, who didn’t come to the club like the others. I figured visiting him in his home was an indulgence the police gave politicians. I wondered if they would even wait until the following day. And then I wondered if they, too, would realize Nieves was an imbecile who could no more poison someone else’s coffee than the rest of us could pole vault to the moon. 



When the detectives finished their initial interviews Manion thanked me, insincerely, and advised me to be available for additional questioning. I just smiled, insincerely, and nodded. They left, The Alexanders said brief hellos to the rest of us and also left. Reggie visited with David after Manion and Long were through with him, and Crock stuck around to help me finish with the dogs and lock up. Reggie left after Alan and Nicole and David also gave me a hand with the pups. 



When we were alone on the grass beside the patio David, who was completely 

unconcerned with Bina’s death and his being a suspect asked, “Are you concerned about Bina’s death and your being a suspect?” 



“Not a bit,” I replied without thinking. 



“I think it’s actually going to be kind of fun,” the trainer said. I wasn’t sure it was but didn’t say it wasn’t. I know Linden would be concerned since we had Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia now. He wouldn’t be upset with me, though, because I didn’t kill anyone. A murder hanging over the club, however, would make bringing the kids there 

irresponsible. 



“It’s interesting for sure,” I said to David, and then explained how different Detective Manion had been years before when Eleanor van der Walls died. He listened carefully and then asked: 



“Do you think he was friends with Chris Grace?” I looked at him hard and thought how much sense that made. I didn’t express my approval of his suggestion verbally, as taking him into my confidence would have been foolish. My face revealed my thoughts, though, and always did. David nodded and said, “Yeah, he was probably friends with Grace and thinks he didn’t kill your friend but you and The Coven killed him anyway.” My 

goodness. Cheekier and cheekier. Though what he suggested made sense, I only said: 



“Let’s get these two in.” And we brought the pups, who had done their evening business, back into the building. 



Later, at home, I told Linden what David said and he agreed it was possible Detective Manion knew Grace and many other OPD personnel did, too. “They could really make things difficult for you,” he said over The Whore of Babylon, who was asleep in between our pillows. 
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“I’ll be fine,” I said, because I would. Not as confident, Linden said: 



“Christian, if Manion and…others want to pin this on you as payback for Grace, they will, because they can.” I thought about it and said: 



“Sure they can. They can manufacture evidence and build a rock solid case against me, but so what?” My unconcern made my husband sit up. 



“So what?” he asked. 



“Yeah,” I said, looking up at him. “So Terry Carmichael has a chateau outside of Mexico City. The cops arrest me, I post bond and we hit the road.” I put my arm on The Whore of Babylon, including her in the “we.” Linden thought about my solution for half a second, nodded and said: 



“We hit the road.” Satisfied, Linden laid back down. As he did I thought about David asking me about enjoying Bina’s murder. That Linden and I had agreed on my very simple plan of fugitive escape, I felt OK about the death and investigation. Indeed, had David been in the room I would have said to him that yes, I think it’s actually going to be kind of fun. 



The following day Linden offered to stay home with the kids while I went in to be available to any visiting law enforcement. “And the commissioner,” my husband 

reminded me. “Nieves?” 



“Oh, yeah,” I said as I left the house with a tall cup of black coffee. I arrived at the club a couple of minutes later entering to find Elio as worked up as I’ve ever seen him. 



“Querido, did you hear that guy, the gardener, killed the writer, Bina?” And it had begun. 



“What gardener?” I asked, though I already knew. 



“That loser I told you about, Nieves. You remember, his wife killed his parents and then divorced him when she got half their money.” 



“Right,” I said, and then asked, “Who told you he killed her?” 



“David,” Elio said right away. “He told me the guy, Nieves. Ted. The commissioner,” he laughed at that. So did I, “He hates black people.” 



“David told you this?” I confirmed. 



“Yes,” Elio was in earnest. “He said Ted hates black people and he hates women and he hates gays and he hates men who become women and he hates Puerto Ricans.” 
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“Hold it,” I said. “I get the whole blacks/gays/transsexuals thing, but why would he hate Puerto Ricans when he’s from Puerto Rico?” Elio looked at me as if I were an idiot. 



“He’s full of self-loathing.” DUH. “His mother was a gringa, remember, and she never liked Puerto Ricans or any Spanish and she never learned the language. And she hated him. Remember?” I did. And it was sad. But Elio was hilarious and so I said: 



“Don’t forget he’s retarded.” 



“Yeeeees!” he said, an epiphany. “Yes, he is. He’s a retard and she was very smart and wrote books. She could read and write and he can’t and so he hated her for that, too.” I wanted to roar, but instead asked: 



“How do you think he did it?” 



“He poisoned her.” Well, duh. 



“What sort of poison?” I asked, patiently. 



“Oh, fertilizer. Some crazy, fuckin brew. The cops’ll never identify it.” But they already had, which is why they concluded Bina was poisoned. “Something untraceable.” But it had been identified. “They’ll never catch him,” Elio said, confidently. “Not until he kills again, and keeps killing. One day he’ll fuck it up and make a mistake and then they’ll catch him. But many more people will die. David said so.” Oh, David, you are the limit. 



“Who do you think will die next?” I asked my deliciously gullible friend. 



“It could be anyone,” he said and raised his hands to the sky as if beseeching God for protection. 



“Well,” I began, slowly and seriously, “considering how much he hates Puerto Ricans, I bet it’s going to be another Puerto Rican.” Then I looked wide eyed at my darling little friend and said, “You’re Mexican, Elio. Right?” He shuddered. 



“No baby, I’m…” He couldn’t go on. 



“Have you had coffee?” I asked, and then signaled him to buzz me in before he threw himself up in the bathroom. 



The next person I ran into was Ann Margret, who was updating the Superior Mutts website with new rescues and removing those profiles of dogs that had been adopted. 

When she saw me she quickly saved her work and said, “Christian, did you hear Grayson, the guy who runs the kennels, killed the writer, Bina?” OK, first of all, that Ann Margret had to explain that Grayson was that guy who runs the kennels has less to do with her or me not knowing who he is, really well, and more with her being a really strange bird. 
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“Ann Margret, are you kidding?” 



“No,” she said, sincerely. “David told me.” 



“I see,” I said, ‘cuz I saw. “What reason did David give for Grayson killing Bina?” I wondered, out loud. 



“He hated her.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“Yeah.” 



“Why?” Ann Margret thought about it and said: 



“He didn’t say,” an answer that made more sense than the list David provided Elio about Nieves. “Oh, yeah, I remember now he did say.” 



“Why?” 



“Because she was black and black people don’t like dogs and dogs don’t like them.” 

While it was true that some dogs don’t like black people, and I don’t know why, and Superior Mutts had very few black visitors, Bina never expressed an opinion to me about dogs and I had spent the most time with her. I started to explain this to Ann Margret and then realized David, of course, was fucking with her and it would have been a waste of energy. Instead I asked: 



“How did he do it?” 



“He poisoned her.” Another DUH. 



“How did he administer the poison?” 



“In her coffee cup.” 



“How did he get it in there?” 



“He put it in there.” 



“How did he know where the coffee cup was?” 



“He smelled it.” 



I came super close to asking how he got from Superior Bodies Tampa, where he was shooting an episode of AEF, to Orlando, sniff out her coffee, poison it, and then go back 43 

to Tampa without anyone knowing he was gone, but I was afraid she’d say “bus” and I would pull my hair out and maybe hers, too. 



“I’m gonna take a swim, Ann Margret. You just get back to what you were doing, OK?” 



“Should I tell the police?” she asked. 



“No, thanks. I’ll take care of it. I’ll see that he’s arrested and put to death by lethal injection.” A beat, “Anything else going on?” She shook her head and I left the office thinking how good she was at computers and other stuff but how she probably lived in someone’s attic. 



The next person I ran into was Nathan, who had helped drag that guy (Gordon?) off Reggie years ago when I pimped him out and Gordon paid me a hundred bucks to 

ridicule Reggie and rub food over him while he jerked himself off. Yeah, not my favorite memory. I saw Nathan in the locker room where I changed into the suit I wore to swim since the cubicles became the kennels. He said to me,“Christian, did you hear Samia, that British lady who used to come here, killed the writer, Bina?” 



“SAMIA?” I said, as incredulous as I have ever been. “Who told you that?” 



“The trainer, David.” 



“But he’s never met her!” Nathan just shrugged. 



“I suppose Rhoda Feinman rose from the dead and drove the getaway car.” Nathan said: 



“Oh, you spoke to him, too?” I left the locker room before I had a grand mal seizure. I walked quickly past the door to the gym inside of which David was telling someone Bina poisoned her own coffee in order to implicate everyone ever associated with Superior Bodies, living or dead, in her murder. 



Outside I saw Reggie, whom I now recognized in his new, fitter body and face that had surprisingly good bone structure. He was splashing around the pool in board shorts after having finished a workout with…David. Before I could turn around or jump the fence or drown myself in the shallow end the formerly three hundred pound man said, “Christian, did you hear Barak Obama, the president, killed the writer, Bina?” I couldn’t speak, breathe or move for thirty long seconds. Not because David said something that 

outrageous to Reggie, but because Reggie’s tone told me he believed it. When I came out of my shock and was able to function and brainwaves were transmitting again and everything, I asked, simply and softly: 



“Why?” 
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“Oh,” the thinner and better looking but no less a loser man said, “Bina had sex with him for years when she was a man. And then he got a sex change so he could be a she and she could be his…” He looked for but could not find the word: 



“Beard.” 



“Yeah, but when he became a her Obama already found a new boyfriend who didn’t get the surgery and is pretending to be a woman and pretending to be the first lady.” Huh? 



“Do you mean to tell me, Reggie,” I don’t know why I dignified it, you know? “Do you mean to tell me the president is gay,” which I could believe, “and Michelle is a transvestite?” A bigger stretch, but possible. Reggie thought, and then said: 



“Tell me what a transvestite is again.” 



“A man who dresses up as a woman.” 



“Yeah, that.” 



“OK.” I stood looking at Reggie, wondering how I should proceed. “OK,” I said again and then one more time. 



“What do you think I should do?” 



“Nothing, Reggie. Don’t do anything.” 



“That’s what David said.” 



“Well, that’s good at least.” Without another word I turned around and climbed the three steps up to the door to the lounge and went back inside the building. I walked straight through to the office, leaned over Ann Margret as she continued to update the site, and turned on the PA system we rarely used. Into it I said, “Attention everyone at Superior Bodies and Mutts, did you hear that guy David, the trainer, killed the writer, Bina?” I counted to three. “Be careful of him, and don’t ever leave a beverage, hot or cold, unattended when in his company. Thank you for your kind attention. Please return to your activity.” I shut off the speaker, deliberately ignored Ann Margret when she said: 



“I knew it couldn’t have been Grayson. He’s blind!” and stepped into the hallway in time to watch the client whom David was then working out run for his life, out of the gym and out of the building. I remained standing there, watching the gym door, as David poked his head out, smiled at me and held one hand up for a high five. I approached him, slapped his hand and returned to the patio and pool for my swim. 
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I recognized Superior Bodies Orlando as a freak show on my first visit. Stevie greeted me nastily, James and Ron wore skin tight shorts with sheer panels, the former talking in a nasally voice that made me want to punch something, the latter in squeaks. Buck was a cartoon character. And Elio was a horny little ball of fire. A dozen years later Elio was still a horny little ball of fire and the club was still a circus side show, the current headliner of which was the newly slim, kind of handsome Reggie. 



Reggie was attractive, relative to what he had been, though only slightly above average by all other standards. His improved appearance gave him tremendous confidence, though he still had no social skills. None. Not at all. He demonstrated this by marching up to every man in the gym and patio and asking, “Do you want to have sex?” To be fair, it was what Elio asked him after he recovered from his stomach stapling surgery. “Do you want to have sex?” was how the longtime receptionist greeted the longtime member when the latter visited for the first time since becoming surgically skinny. That the holes in Reggie’s stomach through which the surgery…I don’t know, occurred, were still seeping fluid didn’t bother Elio because few things did. And Reggie…well, he had no awareness, or shame. 



They fucked in Room One. Elio enjoyed himself and Reggie, whose first sexual 

experience, except for the fat food fetish fiasco with Gordon, had a really good time. 

“Wow!” he said to Elio, who replied: 



“Honey, that was routine. You just wait until you get some experience. You’ll have more fun than any single person deserves.” 



“Really?” 



“Really, puta. You develop some skills, do some experimenting, use some toys, get a three or four-way going and you’re really gonna shout.” 



Reggie wasted no time in developing these skills and experimenting, with different and multiple partners, all at the club that was no longer a gym and bathhouse but a gym and pet rescue. 



Linden asked me what I thought of Elio letting Reggie use Room One for sex, saying, 

“It’s funny and charming when Elio does it,” and it was, “but do we want Reggie inviting people in there?” I kind of didn’t, because Reggie was neither an employee nor a friend. 



“I don’t know…” I could be such a softie and suggested, “How about he can use it when we have no aggressive dog or quarantined dog or cat in there?” My husband nodded and asked: 



“For how long?” 



“I don’t know.” I recall this conversation with no small amount of embarrassement. “Two weeks?” Linden considered it and agreed. Because I didn’t want to speak to Reggie about 46 

his goings-on directly I asked Elio to share with him the terms with which Linden and I had come up for his sexual blossoming. 



“Awwww, Querido, you’re a good guy,” my sassy little employee said. 



“Yeah, OK,” I replied, and then sought out Grayson to tell him what would be going on in Room One for the next fourteen days. 



“Awwww, Christian, you’re a good guy,” my blind, crippled employee said. 



“Yeah, OK,” I replied. I also told the rest of the staff, mostly part-timers, and Crock, who spent as much time checking people in and out of the club as Elio; more, if you consider he never left to have sex with anyone. 



“Awwww, Christian, you’re a good guy,” my crusty old employee said. 



“Yeah, OK,” I replied, and made a mental note of the current date and the date thirty days hence. 



Well, I have never regretted a decision faster than I did that one. And few things have I regretted so much. This is because no sooner had Elio communicated Linden and my offer to Reggie, you know, for being a long term and devoted club member and having missed the bathhouse heyday and all, the two booked it to the back and got it on so loudly and for so long I thought I would do a swan dive in the shallow end of the pool to make it stop. 



I played with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia in the pool, trying hard to have a good time, for their sake, while agonizing over the monster(s) I had created while Linden watched the front. Seeing my frustration over the security camera, my husband got on the little-used PA system and said to me, for everyone on the patio, in the gym, kennel, wet area and…Room One, to hear, “Relax, Querido, it’ll all be over soon.” Cheeky monkey, he would pay later. 



When Reggie and Elio were done, the latter returned to reception while the former went right out to the patio and began soliciting members and day guests. He went down the length of the patio asking “Do you want to have sex?” until someone agreed. He made no effort to be subtle or to engage in any of the subtext-filled dialogue men do when they want to hook up but are too well bred to get to the point. Just “Do you want to have sex?” 

with the closest person, and down the row until someone said yes, he did want to have sex. 



Linden and I saw and heard Reggie ask one old regular, who was packing up and said no, then the young couple next to him, who thought he was joking, to the pre-op transsexual who had a touch of stomach flu to, finally, another retiree who agreed. The men went right back to the only briefly vacant former prostitute room and got busy, while my husband and I looked from them to each other with stunned expressions. “It’ll all be over 47 

soon,” I said to my husband with a tone that advised him not to expect anything from me that day or for the immediate future. Linden responded to me by laughing, hard, which he doesn’t often do. I laughed, too, and hugged him hard. 



“Hey,” said Lil’ Jacob as he splashed around on my right. 



“Hey,” said Lil’ Samia as she splashed around on my left. We opened our arms and drew them into a wet family hug during which my husband and I continued laughing, Lil’ 

Jacob grabbed our wet hair and pulled it and Lil’ Samia said “Hey” over and over again ultimately making it into a song. 







Reggie made it with one other man and then a straight couple, and I’m not kidding. He rested only to enjoy a light snack on one of the patio tables and then hit the gym for a workout with David. When they were done David later told me Reggie asked him to if wanted to have sex, to which the trainer said, kindly, “I’m tempted, but I have a policy of not having sex with clients. You understand.” On the phone to me minutes later David said, “Christian, I didn’t even finish my sentence than he was on to the next guy. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 



Reggie’s final tryst of the day was with Nathan and Ted, the two fellas who, years before, had busted through the door when that guy Gordon was spreading food on Reggie’s naked body, yelling insults at him and jerking himself to an impressive climax. I later asked them if they knew their partner was the fattie they helped me rescue a decade before and they said yes, they did, and hasn’t he changed. “Yes,” I said with a big friendly smile. “It’s so nice to see.” I couldn’t do it and didn’t know how they could…get it on with the guy they watched endure that humiliation. I just didn’t get it but said nothing further. 



On the second of Reggie’s fourteen-day Room One access pass, he did Elio again and then that pre-op transsexual, who told him who told Elio who told me that he spent the morning cleaning out his bowels in anticipation of a big, long fuck. As gross as that was to hear, grosser was Reggie asking me to have sex. I mean it. I was shocked at first but then figured, why not. I didn’t say no right away, because I was swallowing down the vomit I was afraid I would cover him with. When I did manage to stammer, “No,” Reggie said: 



“How about Linden? Is he here?” 



“Linden and I are exclusive to each other, Reggie, but,” before I could thank him for asking, he walked away from me in search of someone else. “Manners!” I shouted after him, but he either ignored me or didn’t realize I meant him. Though maybe he didn’t know what manners were. Hmmm. Yeah, that’s it. He had never heard of them. 
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Reggie heard of “balls,” though, and “cheek” and “nerve” because when he left me it was to find Grayson Abel…YES! Grayson!!! And ask him to have sex. 



“No, thanks,” he told me he said. 



“How about Garrett? Is he here?” 



“No, thanks,” Gray answered for his brother. True to form, Reggie responded by turning around without a word or nod and walking in someone else’s direction. 



In the time it took for Grayson to find me Reggie had found someone who agreed to have sex with him. Indeed I had to take my friend and kennel manager’s arm to stop him from telling me about the proposition while Reggie led some eager young bottom to the back. 

“He’s really something,” Gray said, over laughter, after describing having turned him down for himself and his brother.” I responded, seriously: 



“You have to pull an aggressive dog from Orange County,” in order to fill Reggie’s love nest and, thus, forcing him to carry on elsewhere. 



“I’ve got one coming,” he said, to my relief. “He can go in the steam room, though. It’s broken.” 



“Broken?” It hadn’t broken in years. Grayson nodded, and laughed. “Did you?” I asked him if he broke it and he shook his head, and laughed. “Elio,” I determined, gravely. 



I would have killed anyone else for breaking the steam room so it could be used for an aggressive dog or quarantine so that Reggie could fuck uninterrupted for thirty days. 

Anyone but Elio, whom I loved but with whom I was still angry. OK, if Gray had done it I would have forgiven him. And a couple of others. GRRRRR, I was so angry, still, and everyone thought it was so funny and I should have, too, except that I found the idea of Reggie having sex at all so grotesque, notwithstanding his improved appearance, and anyone having sex with him to be as disgusting and, perhaps, mentally ill or disabled. 



The whole thing makes me shudder to this day. 



Reggie spent the next thirteen days wearing a path between Room One and every other part of the club including, finally, the entire kennel. 



Yeah, after tapping every member and day guest our boy began approaching folks there to adopt dogs and cats and asking, “Do you want to have sex?” Uh-huh. Yeah. As 

horrifying as he had been, and as gross a person as I knew he was, even I didn’t think Reggie would go there. Still, when Grayson told me about his bothering potential adopters I could help responding with laughter that was identical in tone and volume of that he expressed when advising me the steam room was busted. Karma’s a bitch, 

Grayson, and so am I! 
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Finally, after two weeks that seemed like two years, an even skinner, toner and better looking Reggie got off for the last time at Superior Bodies. It was with Jeffie, the still hungry bottom who used to stalk his pickups and threaten to kill himself until a then-new Linden held his Walther PP Super to his head. Jeffie was older but still cute and in good shape. Better, he’s not the drama queen he used to be, at least as far as I know. 



I opened the club the morning after Reggie’s final fuck day confident the steam room would be back up and running and Elio would be the only one getting off in the building. 

Business as usual had never been such a relief to me. I helped a part-timer check people in, washed, dried and folded some towels, and did laps with a happy heart. The kids were going on a picnic with Olivier and Kristen so Linden and I were going to have a lunch out and then get a motel room so we wouldn’t have to clean up after ourselves. 



It began as a good day and then, surprisingly, got better when Reggie approached me as I was toweling off after my swim. For a long, dreadful moment I was afraid he would again ask me for sex or at least ask to continue his fuck-a-thon in Room One. Imagine how thrilled I was when, instead of asking either, he said, “Thank you for these two weeks, Christian. I really appreciate it.” Seriously. He said this. I was so moved I nearly hugged him. The ever-present image of him naked, crying and covered in masticated food prevented me from doing so and, instead, I smiled, nodded and said: 



“You’re welcome.” I left the club shortly after that. Before I did I noticed Grayson enjoy his late morning break by the pool, clad in military shorts but without his fake arm or leg. 

He was reading something in Braille. I hesitated to interrupt him but wanted to tell someone about Reggie’s lovely thank you, so I did. 



“That’s nice,” Gray said, and clearly wanted to say more. 



“What?” 



“Nothing.” He had as lousy a poker face as I. 



“What, or you don’t get your limbs back.” He laughed and said: 



“I don’t want to spoil your thing with Reggie. But,” a beat, “it’s Reggie, you know.” 



“Sadly, yes. I know.” 



“Well, I heard him and Crock.” 



“No, he didn’t ask Crock, did he?” 



“Um, probably,” Gray said. “He asked you and me and every other person, gay, straight, male, female.” 
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“Yeah,” I said, “of course he asked Crock.” I thought and added, “Not to ask him would have hurt his feelings.” Gray laughed again and so did I. “So, you heard him and Crock…” 



“Yeah, well.” He hesitated. 



“Missing limbs,” I reminded him. 



“Crock told Reggie that after his two weeks were up that he needed to find you and thank you for your kindness in letting him use Room One.” OK…so? I thought and then said: 



“OK…so?” 



“So it wasn’t Reggie being, I don’t know, grateful.” 



“Yeah, I guess that was too good to be true.” I would get over it. But then Gray opened his mouth to add something. 



“Christian, it was weird listening to him speak to him. Crock.” A beat. “It was like he was talking to a kid.” 



“Grayson, Reggie’s a kid.” He ignored my sarcasm, and continued: 



“It was like Crock was talking to his kid. Like, ‘make sure you thank Aunt Matilda for the scarf she knitted for you.’” 



“Hmmm,” I said, sarcastically. 



“Christian…” 



“OK, you make a good point. But I have a question.” I deliberately sounded serious. 



“Yeah.” 



“This is it.” 



“Uh-huh.” I hesitated and Gray leaned toward me. 



“Where did you come up with ‘Aunt Matilda?’” I then busted out laughing. Gray put down his book, found his fake leg and swatted me with it harder and more accurately than he planned, catching me in the face. MY FACE!!! In spite of the pain and everything I thought it was funny and didn’t want him to feel bad for hitting me as hard as he did, so I took it from him and threw it in the pool. 



“Christian!” he shouted, though he thought it was through laughter. 





51 

“Breaks over,” I told him. “Now hop over to Room One and clean up all Reggie’s dried cum.” I laughed and Reggie threw his fake arm at me. It missed and joined his leg in the pool, and we both continued laughing. 





Someone fished Grayson’s limbs out of the pool and gave them back to him. I wouldn’t have left the club or, indeed, the patio, without his having them. Satisfied that they were in armslength, I called Linden and told him I was ready for lunch and to pick me up at the club. I exited the building and crossed the parking lot to wait for my husband on the road when I noticed a figure disappear into the bushes. I thought it was Ted Nieves as there was a wheel barrow, shovel and assorted potted plants scattered about. I found it strange that the gardener/county commissioner wasn’t all over me about this or that. He had to have been propositioned by Reggie. Everyone else, including an elderly couple who adopted an elderly peke, had been. Why wasn’t he railing about it to me? Even if Reggie had missed him, as he spent most of his time outside the building and privacy fence, he had to have heard about the fortnight Superior Bodies had become a bathhouse again. He was that nosy. And yet he didn’t complain to me. Or approach me about anything. Or say hi. Or nod… It was very strange. 



Then my husband pulled up in his sedan and smiled at me and I remembered I was the happiest man on the planet. 
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Chapter 6: 

33rd Street 




Detectives Manion and Long, and a couple of uniformed police officers arrested me for the murder of Bina Dunkle one weekend evening as my family and I had dinner. 



Manion could have done it differently. He could have gotten me at Superior Bodies, where I was spending most of my days. He could have called me and I would have come in. He had to do it in front of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, though. To scare and upset them. 

My four year-old mentally challenged kids had to watch their father being cuffed and taken away. 



He could have knocked on my door and asked me to come outside and I would have, quietly. Instead he knocked and shouted “Police! Open up!” As I thought this sort of thing a possibility, I was prepared and booked to the door, albeit with a calm expression. 

I turned the knob on the front door and Manion pushed it open, bursting into my home with his gun drawn. I stood between him and my family with my arms up. Ditto Linden behind me. Behind Manion, Long and two male officers gave me apologetic looks. 

Embarrassed and angry, too. “Mr. Gallagher, you are under arrest for the murder of Bina Dunkle,” the asshole freak said. “Please turn around.” I did so, quietly and with as ho-hum an expression as I could given that Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia were crying. One of the cops approached and put handcuffs on me as Long said: 



“Put your gun down for God sake, Manion.” When I turned back around to be led out of my front door, I saw Detective Manion reholster his weapon. 



“You have the right to remain silent…” he gave me my rights. I wasn’t listening. I could hear nothing but my son and daughter crying and my husband assuring them it was a game. They would be all right I said to myself over and over. They were the “An Elite Force” masterminds of the high-heeled shoe robberies and Zombie Apocalypse drug craze. Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia would be fine because they were tough and they were with Linden Midwinter. 



The cop who cuffed me led me to the patrol car he and the other officer shared. He opened the door for me and I got inside. I noticed the fella’s name was Edmonds. He was very polite and gentle. He asked if the cuffs were too tight. “They’re fine, thank you.” He made sure my head didn’t hit the top of the vehicle as I got in. “Thank you.” He asked me what radio station I enjoyed. “Whatever you have it tuned to.” We drove away from my home. Manion and Long followed us in an unmarked car. 



I got over being upset over my kids being upset really fast and chose to enjoy my second arrest. In spite of my three sincere thank you to Officer Edmonds for his kindness, I thought it best to spend the rest of my visit to the 33rd Street jail in silence. When we arrived Edmonds and his friend let me out of car and led me to a holding area that was more of a garage than a room. The other cop uncuffed me and I nodded my thanks. He invited me to sit on a bench with some other arrestees, mostly drunks, homeless and whores. I did so without comment. 
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Everybody smelled really bad but otherwise they were perfectly polite. Still, I didn’t engage anyone in conversation. Instead I sat and looked around and thought of who my phone call would be to. Linden? He already knew I had been arrested. Matthew? Linden would be calling him. Mr. Aiello, the family friend who had gotten me out of the Eleanor van der Walls/Buck thing nine years before? I didn’t have his number. I didn’t have anyone’s number, actually. They were all in my cell. The only ones I knew by heart were Linden’s and the club’s. And Matthew’s, curiously. “Christian Gallagher!” a 33rd Street guard shouted. He was a fat Hispanic man. I raised my hand and he waved me over in as condescending way as a 33rd Street fat prison guard could. I stood up and walked over to him. “Remove your shoe laces and ponytail holder.” I would have asked him to introduce himself politely and say please but I wasn’t in the mood and he wasn’t worth the energy. 



I obeyed the guard and he had me stand on a dot and look at a camera that was so small I didn’t notice it. Before he could tell me to say cheese, the picture was taken. Just one. No profile. Then he handed me off to a fat black guard who brought me inside this huge round room. In the middle were fat 33rd Street guards hanging out among desks, 

computers and finger-printing equipment And food. The first thing I saw was, well, all of their tummies. Sixteen of them. Sixteen fat 33rd Street guards in green uniforms. Men, women, white, black and Hispanic, young and old. A lot of them. More than there were desks. Hanging out, talking, making coffee, unwrapping hoagies and stuffing them in their fat mouths, chewing gum, passing around boxes of donuts and cookies. Chugging power drinks, licking fingers. Wiping mouths. Chatting. Refilling coffee cups. Picking teeth. 



The fat black guard led me to a fat old white guard who crumpled up a Subway wrapper and threw it out as I approached his desk or station or whatever. He had all this food in his teeth. A lot of it. Bread mostly. “This is Christian Gallagher,” the fat black guard told the fat old white guard. He said it in a plain way that suggested he didn’t know who I was or, if he did, didn’t care. And that was fine with me. Without introducing himself or flossing his teeth the fat old guard ordered me to empty my pockets. I had only my shoelaces and ponytail holder in them and I put those items on the surface in front of him. 

He put on latex gloves, gathered them and put them in an envelope. Then he fingerprinted me on a glass computer imaging surface that was covered with crumbs from his hoagie. 

When we were done he told me I needed to sit down. There were several rows of plastic chairs in a semi-circle facing the guards and their eating and work area. Without a word, nod or anything else, I found one. 



I sat down and looked around. I looked from the fat guard staff, of which there were too, too many, to the drunks,  homeless and whores and asked myself which group was ickier. 

I considered this for five minutes and then noticed one of several TV monitors hanging from the ceiling. They showed a five or ten minute video, played in a loop, welcoming prisoners and communicating information about the jail and its rules and operation. 



There were also phones. Lots of them. White ones, though they were all really dirty. 

They were connected to wires plugged into the floor. I picked one up and saw that I could 54 

make a local call at no cost but had to reverse the charges to make a long-distance call. I called Linden. “Hey,” I said. 



“How are you?” he asked. 



“Fine. The kids?” I asked. 



“Better,” said my husband. “Dan and Susie are here so I can come down there and bail you out. They’re playing the smell-my-farts-and-tell-me-what-I-ate game.” 



“Hah,” I said, happy they were OK. 



“Should I come now?” Linden asked. I looked around and thought of asking someone what the procedure was and when could I get out of there and away from those freaks, and the other prisoners. 



“What time is it?” I asked, and then noticed a clock on the far wall. It was a few minutes to nine. “Let me call you later. For some reason I think I’m going to be here a while, and maybe overnight.” 



“Christian,” said my husband with real concern. 



“Oh, it’s OK. I just think I’m going to have to see a judge before I’m let out. Murder’s not jaywalking or soliciting, you know.” 



“Matthew is calling Mr. Aiello,” Linden said, which made me smile genuinely. 



“I can’t wait to see him,” I remembered how great he and his wife were to me and my family. “Remember how great he was?” I asked. My husband hesitated half a moment and said: 



“I wasn’t really in on all of that, Christian.” I thought about all the drama surrounding my arrest for running a whorehouse and my siblings and Mr. Aiello getting me out of trouble. 

I thought about Linden’s limited role in all of it and then said: 



“I see you and me as always having been together.” He didn’t respond right away and when he did it was to say: 



“Call me when I should come down and get you.” I smiled again because I knew he was touched by what I said but he didn’t say so because I was on a jail phone and it was certainly being recorded. 



“I will.” We hung up without telling each other we loved each other because we knew that already. 
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I stayed in jail overnight. I wound up being taken with a bunch of other men to a large room with a lot of bunk beds. I chose a bottom one. I took off my shoes and jeans and slept in my t-shirt and boxer briefs. It was hard sleeping that night. I wasn’t worried about going to jail or prison or anything, because I had too many resources and knew too many people for it to occur. I missed Linden and The Whore of Babylon, whom I also felt had always been with me, but that didn’t bother me much, either. What kept me up were two things: the smell of the other prisoners, and the number of them who cried. Oh, and the number of them who snarled at and said mean thing to the ones crying. 



Truly, if I hadn’t already lost all faith in and respect for the human race, with the exception of people I had faith in and respected, I would have that night. I was sorry for the sad men, some who probably had no family or friends to help them and some who I was sure were mentally ill. There was nothing I could do for them, though, at least then. I would have to volunteer, I thought. Or fund an organization. I would talk about it with Linden. 



The mean prisoners and all the guards could drop dead. 



Funny, I thought as I waited for exhaustion to take me. Why wasn’t Manion questioning me? Isn’t that what happens to people when they get arrested? Then they ask for a lawyer and then wait around until the lawyer comes. I thought of all the police shows I watched over the years and tried to recall a prisoner being booked, forced to watch employees of an overstaffed jail eat, drink, eat some more, visit, eat, chew gum, take a smoke break, and visit and eat more, and then go right to bed. In a large room with plexiglass and no actual bars. It was weird. And boring. And smelly. And frustrating. 



I must have slept because I recall waking up, with all my new roommates. I didn’t know what time it was but thought it was probably six or seven a.m. I put back on my shoes, without laces, and jeans. We were allowed to use the bathroom and then led to a small cafeteria and served icky breakfast sandwiches and weak coffee. I had the coffee. Then we went to a holding area similar to the one from which I had called Linden the night before.  The only difference was the seats weren’t pointing to a guard station on which all these fat people kept eating non-stop. 



I sat there for about an hour and a couple of people tried making conversation with me and a couple of people asked me if I ran the whorehouse and I discouraged all 

conversation as politely as I could. 



Finally a guard shouted “Christian Gallagher!” This one was a fat black lady with faux dreadlocks that fell nearly to her feet. She was unpleasant, probably because her mouth was momentarily empty of food. She told me to follow her, which I did. She led me to a room where I was surprised and thrilled to see Mr. and Mrs. Aiello. Both stood up, bless their hearts they had to be pushing ninety, and opened their arms to me. 
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And I burst into tears. And as quickly I began laughing because I thought it was hilarious that I should be crying. 



I warned them both that I hadn’t showered since early the day before and Mr. Aiello said, 

“I don’t care,” and hugged me hard. Then Mrs. Aiello hugged and kissed me. “You haven’t aged a day,” she said, and then added, “since high school.” I cried and laughed some more and then said: 



“Well, all this was worth it just to hear you pay me that compliment, Mrs. Aiello.” Then we sat down. My attorney regarded my clothes and said: 



“They haven’t given you a jumpsuit.” No, they hadn’t. “That’s good. It means they don’t expect you to be here very long.” 



“Isn’t that up to the judge?” I asked. 



“Yes,” said my parents’ old friend…my old friend. “But I’ve been up all night with your husband and your brother and a criminal attorney I know, also retired in Boca.” 



“You haven’t…” I said, feeling terrible for his sleepless night. 



“Nonsense,” Mrs. Aiello said. “I’ve never seen him more excited.” He sort of bumped his wife, playfully, with his shoulder. “Your friend Bentley…lovely name, sent a limousine to our condo. It was a lovely ride.” 



“Fully stocked, too,” said Mr. Aiello. 



“That’s Bentley,” I said to them, so grateful and thrilled. Matthew would have sent a town car. Had Rona Howard been aware, she might have arranged a helicopter, and then issued a press release. I was confident she still would. 



“Christian,” the old fella got serious for a moment, “why have you been arrested for murder?” 



“Why do you ask?” I asked, as seriously. 



“The evidence isn’t great,” he began. “It barely meets the minimum standard. Miss Dunkle gets poisoned in front of a lot of you. You insist she could be poisoned and arrange for a police officer to monitor the coffee cup. Police find evidence of the victim, an author, having done research on you in her hotel room.” 



“Really?” I asked. 



“Yes, but not a lot of it. Clippings of articles about your TV shows, mostly. Some items about your student’s murder at the school. Just one about Ms. van der Walls’ 

disappearance.” 
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“How do you know what they found already?” I asked. “I only got busted last night.” 



“I spoke to the detective. Not Manion, whom I understand you met when Ms. van der Walls went missing.” 



“Yeah, Manion. He arrested me. Who did you talk to?” 



“His partner. Detective Long. Intelligent woman.” 



“And when did you speak to her?” I was stunned at how quickly he made her 

acquaintance. 



“She went back to your house and spoke to Linden Midwinter.” 



“Lovely name,” said Mrs. Aiello. 



“He’s a class act,” I said to her. 



“My cousin Phyllis knew Lexa Midwinter.” 



“You don’t say.” Mr. Aiello smiled at our exchange and then said: 



“She made an unofficial visit to your home last night and told Linden, off the record, what they found in Miss Dunkle’s hotel room.” 



“Just clippings?” I asked. “Anything on a computer? Any word files with finished chapters?” 



“No.” I recalled Bina scribbling in a notebook and asked: 



“Any notebooks with scribbling?” 



“No.” 



“Just the clippings, which could have been planted.” 



“By Manion.” I paused and looked around the interview room. 



“How private is this room?” I asked both Aiellos. Mr. said: 



“Should someone be listening to us, and I don’t think they’d risk it, nothing can be used as evidence.” I took a breath and said: 



“Detective Manion used to work with a guy named Chris Grace.” Mr. Aiello nodded, but his wife said: 
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“The police officer that went missing after your friend died. Whose body was found months later…on the other side of the state I think.” Wasn’t she on top of things! 



“Manion thinks my students and I thought Grace killed our friend Abigail and so we killed him and hid the body for months.” A beat. “We didn’t.” Another beat. “His wife says he was kidnapped from their house by Middle Eastern terrorists and she’s been after the federal government for compensation.” 



“Really?” asked Mrs. Aiello. I nodded. 



“Long seems to think you’re being railroaded. She didn’t work with or know Chris Grace. Neither did their captain. Manion lobbied for your arrest and he relented.” 



“So, Long took a chance going back and speaking to Linden?” I asked. Mr. Aiello nodded. I thought I would have to reward her in some way. 



“You’ll be arraigned today, and bail set and paid. Then Brandon, our driver, will take you home in the limousine.” 



“He’s out in the parking lot,” Mrs. Aiello said. “A nice young man. Also gay.” I smiled and even chuckled. She chuckled, too. I asked her husband: 



“What happens after that? I mean, it’s not like Bina Dunkle is going to appear.” It was my reference to Aunt Fiona’s having shown up at the courthouse during a hearing about the wrongful death suit Eleanor van der Walls’ niece had brought against me. Shown up as Eleanor, and imitated her brilliantly. 



“The evidence and whatever witnesses the state gathers will be presented to a grand jury. 

They will decide whether you will stand trial.” I nodded. “The evidence they have so far is not enough to try you on, but there’s no telling what Manion and Grace’s other friends in the department will find by then.” I nodded and paused, thinking. Then I asked: 



“What do you recommend I do?” Mr. Aiello said: 



“Find out who killed Bina Dunkle.” 











That day, whatever day it was because, increasingly, I’m lucky if I get the right year, was a long one. Waiting, waiting, waiting, that’s all people do in jail. Prisoners, that is. I already explained what guards do. I did also shower and change into a suit Linden had brought and gave to Mrs. Aiello in the parking lot. Then an officer brought me to the Orange County Courthouse. I entered through the rear and waited in a series of rooms 59 

before being brought into the courtroom of the very same judge, Raymond O’Hearn, who had arraigned me nine years before when I got arrested for running a whorehouse. And then, curiously, because it was a civil suit and not criminal, presided over Nancy Schofield’s wrongful death hearing thing. “Mr. Gallagher,” he said. 



“Judge O’Hearn,” I answered, and then couldn’t resist asking, “are we back to criminal?” 

He looked at me strangely. Mr. Aiello just let me talk, smart man. “You recall Miss Scofield’s suit.” The judge smiled and said: 



“I called in a favor for that. It was just too much fun.” Bless his heart. “How is your aunt, by the way?” he smirked. 



“She passed away,” I said sadly, and O’Hearn told me he was sorry. “My sister 

communicates with her now and then. I’ll ask her to give her your best regards.” 



“Thank you, Mr. Gallagher.” Detective Long thought my arrest was bunk and clearly O’Hearn wasn’t taking it seriously, either. Ditto the state attorney who appeared as embarrassed to be there as Long had to be at my house the day before. Manion must really have had something, or a lot of things, on a lot of people to have taken me as far as he had. I sighed as I thought of it, and him. I really didn’t want another nemesis. I just wanted to relax at the Superior Bodies pool and watch my children swim. 



“We request bail set at fifty thousand dollars,” said the prosecuting attorney. It was a pittance. 



“OK with defense,” Mr. Aiello said. Manion revealed himself to be in the courtroom because he stood up and got the attention of the state’s attorney, Ms.  Howe, a pretty, young black woman with tasteful makeup and a charcoal suit. He gave her a look and she resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Then she asked the judge that I wear an ankle bracelet. 

She actually had to ask him twice because her first request was made at so low a volume I doubt it reached her own ears. 



“For what reason?” the judge asked. 



“Mr. Gallagher has resources and is a flight risk.” The judge sighed and regarded me. 



“Mr. Gallagher, do you have resources and are you a flight risk?” To be nice, to Ms. 

Howe I said: 



“Yes.” Mr. Aiello looked at me, smiling. “I should wear an ankle bracelet. Can it have a large enough range for me to go to the club I own? It’s only five blocks from my house.” 



“Oh yes,” Judge O’Hearn said. “That ‘club.’” He winked with his tone. I replied: 



“Judge, I assure you, nothing vulgar goes on there. The building contains a gym and a dog rescue.” The judge nodded and Manion shouted: 
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“What about the other ones? And all those kids?” O’Hearn regarded Manion but didn’t bang his gavel or say anything to him. He made fleeting eye contact and shook his head back and forth, slightly. The detective needed to be silenced but not validated. It was delicious. 



“Thank you, your honor,” said Mr. Aiello. O’Hearn nodded and said: 



“It’s nice to see you again, counselor,” acknowledging his age and clear devotion to me, albeit through my parents, though maybe just directly to me this time. 



“Mr. Gallagher and I are glad to see you, and are grateful to you.” The men shared a mutually respectful smile and O’Hearn looked at Miss Howe. 



“Let’s get Mr. Gallagher home to his children,” he said. She nodded and we were dismissed. 



A guard, a fat one, though assume from now until eternity that all prison guards are grossly overweight, brought me…somewhere, where someone else secured an ankle 

bracelet. I was glad this could be done in the courthouse because I didn’t feel like returning to 33rd Street. It was close to six p.m., nearly twenty-four hours after Manion arrived at my home, when I exited the courthouse in my suit, stolen from Matthew and altered, and ankle monitor. 



Linden was waiting for me on a bench in the plaza in front of the courthouse building. I sat down next to him and took his hand. “Thanks,” I said 



“Anytime.” 



“Where are the kids?” 



“With Grayson and Blinka,” Linden said. “And Bentley.” Bentley? 



“What did you tell the babies?” I asked. 



“The truth.” Cool. 



“What’s Bentley doing at the house?” Linden smiled. “What?” 



“Someone sent out an e-mail or a tweet or something and everyone knows Bina died and you were arrested for it.” I figured that would happen. 



“And some of our international friends called.” 



“They did?” Linden nodded. “They called Bentley,” I said, because I figured our phone was tapped. 
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“J.J.,” from The Coven, “offered you a place in Johannesburg.” 



“Does the U.S. have an extradition treaty with South Africa?” I wondered out loud. 



“Would they bother?” my husband asked. 



“Who else?” 



“Anil, of course.” Another former student and Coven member. “The Imamura sisters.” 

How delightful I thought and also said. Linden agreed. “We could go live in Japan with them.” We both imagined it for a handful of moments and then Linden continued, “Clark, from Belgium.” 



“That was sweet of him.” 



“He called the club. Elio gave him Bentley’s number in case we’re being bugged.” 



“Good thinking.” 



“Mark Mann, too.” The doctor had reconciled with his parents and brother, the three of whom were living, with the housekeeper Grady married, in a wing of a Mexico City mansion some combination of the Sea Grass escapees were restoring. 



There were other offers from folks I knew through Rona. Linden, the babies and our pups also had places to go in England and New Zealand. Even better, international fans of both 

“Winter Key” and “An Elite Force” were e-mailing additional offers of asylum. “Who knew I had a fan in Myanmar,” I said to Linden. 



“Who knew there was internet there?” 



“Or electricity?” I also asked. “Wasn’t there a tsunami or something?” Linden seemed to remember it and nodded. We sat in silence, happy to be sitting there with each other. 

Then my husband said: 



“You know I’d go anywhere with you.” I squeezed his hand and said: 



“And I wouldn’t go anywhere without you.” We stood up and walked to Linden’s car, still holding hands. 
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Chapter 7 

Alan and Nicole 




I got arrested on a Wednesday evening and went right back to Superior Bodies with the kids on Thursday. No one asked me about getting taken to jail and I offered no 

information. It was business as usual for me. 



David the trainer had given up teasing Nieves about the murder, but the gardener still looked sad. Crock showed me the notebook Bina had been holding when she died. “Do you think I should give it to the police?” he asked. 



“As mad as I am at them for busting me,” I began, “No way. Besides, I want to translate it first. Let me think about who might understand shorthand.” Crock agreed. 



I wrote, swam, played with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia and continued to be stunned by the new Reggie. I hadn’t slept well at the jail and fatigue caught up with me in the afternoon. 

I took one nap with Lil’ Samia lying on me and another with Lil’ Jacob. Linden and I brought them home and then I returned to the club to help with the dogs. 



I locked up Superior Bodies/Mutts at…I don’t remember, but it was dark. Everyone had left including Crock, who had closed the club while I let the mutts out one more time. I shut and locked the front door and crossed the empty parking lot on the way to my house when Alan Alexander appeared from around the building. “Hello Christian,” was the first thing, I think, he said to me. 



“Hello…” I knew his first name was Alan, but I didn’t generally call people by their first names unless invited to do so. 



“Please call me Alan,” he said. I don’t know how, or if, you picture the doctor. He has so far had so little to do with this story that you may not see him as anyone. Indeed, prior to his greeting that night I would have had a hard time making a mental image of him in spite of his being a regular club member and another suspect in Bina’s murder. 



Dr. Alan Alexander was tall, skinny, blond and had a narrow face and pinched features. 

His eyes were too close together. His mouth was very narrow and I don’t think held as many teeth as everyone else. There just wasn’t room. His limbs were narrow, too. Skinny but strong from working out. 



“Alan,” I said, looking from his face to the loose khaki trousers he wore, and probably had worn all day in his clinic. His right hand entered his right pants pocket and held something hard that was not his penis. “You have gun,” I said. “How wonderful.” The doctor smiled nodded awkwardly. 



“I need to talk to you, Christian,” he said, softly and slowly. His voice was deep and rich. 

Educated. It was nice to hear. 



“Talk?” I asked, wondering if it was a euphemism for kill. 
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“Yes, Christian,” he spoke faster. “I have no intention of hurting you, at all. I only brought this in case you refused to talk to me. And, really, I didn’t know how I was going to use it to make you talk. I’m just…” He searched for a word, didn’t find one, and looked to me for help. I gave him none, but not out of spite, anger or inconvenience. This was his show and he had to do all the work. “I’m not violent.” 



“Does that mean you didn’t poison Bina Dunkle?” I thought it was a reasonable question. 

Alan opened his mouth and then closed it. He shook his head. 



“Can we go inside?” he asked. 



“Of course.” I turned around and led him to the club’s front door. I unlocked it and held it open for him.” He hesitated and then said: 



“You go first.” He had the gun and he wasn’t letting me out of his sight, even to enter the building. I went in and unlocked the door to the lounge as there was no one to buzz it. I indicated the sidewalk cover table and my new friend shook his head. “Can we go out to the patio. I’m too nervous to sit.” I led us out to the patio and took a chair at one of the tables. Alan sat down at another and then stood up. He sat down again and then stood up. 

I was extremely patient and said nothing. Finally, he said, “You saw the notebook.” I figured he was talking about Bina’s and so I nodded. “You know what’s in it.” Shorthand that I hadn’t had translated yet. “Do you?” 



“I didn’t, ‘cause I couldn’t understand the writing, but I’m starting to think it has something to do with you.” Alan sighed heavily, and then sighed more heavily. Then he sat down. Then he balled his right hand into a fist and brought it down on the table. I said, 

“Look, I would have figured out what it said anyway, so just go on.” Alan nodded his agreement and remained seated as he said: 



“Bina Dunkle wasn’t researching you, Christian.” Though I could have made any number of remarks, some of them witty, I said nothing. I did nod once, just to keep him going. 

“She was researching me. And my sister, Nicole. But mostly me.” 



“Why?” I asked since neither of them seemed interesting and yet they had to be super interesting to warrant research. Alan opened his mouth to tell me what Bina had discovered about them and I stopped him. “You don’t have to tell me. You don’t have to tell me what’s in the notebook.” I have kids. “I can get you the notebook and you can take it with you. You don’t have to confess to killing Bina over it.” I looked at Alan, who was as easy to read as I, and realized his sister Nicole poisoned Bina Dunkle. “You don’t have to say anything and I can forget this evening ever happened.” He didn’t respond in words, though I could tell he was very close to just calling it a night. I stood up, saying, 

“Let me just get the book.” Alan suddenly shot out of his seat, took the gun out of his pocket and pointed it at me. 
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“No!” he said, very nervous and in some real distress. I raised my arms at my sides and sat down slowly. “I’m sorry, Christian. I am.” He lowered the gun and raised it again and then lowered it. He truly didn’t know what to do with it and so I said, gently. 



“You can put it away again, Alan. I’ll stay and listen to what you have to say.” He looked at me hard and I looked back, as hard. Dr. Alexander had to get something off his chest. 

A confession, though it wasn’t to killing Bina Dunkle. He was there as much to stop whatever investigating I was doing with regard to her notebook, as to tell me what it is she was investigating. 



“I’m sorry,” he said, and put the gun back into his pocket. “I’m sorry, Christian.” I really believed he was. He was sorry about the whole night. About the murder, too, I was sure. 

“Can I sit down? Can we…” 



“Yes, Alan. Please sit down and tell me what you have to tell me.” Yeah, I was his therapist. I was. Alan had something heavy to get off his chest and he wanted to tell it to me. 



“Thank you, Christian,” he said. So polite and apologetic. And earnest. My new friend was so anxious and still so polite. I really was starting to like him in spite of the threat of death. Alan sighed heavily once, and then twice. Then he opened his mouth to sigh again and I said: 



“Why did Bina take notes about you?” Alan began to speak and then stopped. He 

continued thinking, though, of a good place to start his story, I was sure. He was taking too long, though, and so I said, “She wasn’t here to collect information about me. And she wasn’t here for the film festival and that actor.” Alan didn’t appear to know to whom I was referring. “She told me she had written Deacon Ducette’s biography in the first person and that she was going to speak at the Florida Film Festival, ‘cause they were showing ‘Harlan Meyer.’” Alan didn’t know what to say. His face said he was unaware of the Florida Film Festival, and that he knew neither Ducette nor Meyer. I asked, “What did Bina know about you and your sister that you didn’t want her to print?” I asked this firmly and he replied, without any sighing or awkwardness: 



“My sister and I sterilize people without their consent or knowledge.” His tone was calm and almost conversational. It was also the last thing I expected to hear. Alan paused and looked at me, smiling a bit and shrugging a bit. He didn’t know how to put what he had to put and his smile and shrug, however mild, were far too awww shucks. I mean, Dr. 

Alan Alexander, a general physician and apparently decent guy just told me he sterilized people without their knowing about it. That was some serious shit, I thought. Too much for me to appreciate fully at the time. 



“Oh,” I said. Then I smiled and shrugged. “OK, then. Now I understand.” Alan looked confused. I felt confused, so much that I asked, “Did you really just tell me you sterilize people? You make them infertile? You prevent them from having the ability to 

reproduce?” 
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“Yes, Christian.” 



“Oh,” I said, again. “OK.” 



Dr. Alexander then launched into an explanation of why he and his half-sister Nicole made people sterile. It was the whole there’s seven billion people and people are starving and there’s war and animals suffer to feed people and humans are raping the earth and I didn’t disagree with any of it. Bless his heart, he had prepared a long, persuasive argument and I held up my hand and said, “What’s the story with you and your sister?” 

because that was more interesting to me. Alan stopped and smiled. Then he shook his head and said: 



“I should have known that would be of more interest to you.” I didn’t know how to take that and my face must have said so because he continued, “That wasn’t an insult. I’ve just done a lot of research on you.” 



“Like Bina?” I asked, very interested for his answer. 



“No, Christian. Not like Bina.” A beat. “The last place Jen…Nicole and I worked was in rural Kentucky.” I nearly asked if there was a part of Kentucky that wasn’t rural, but didn’t as I wanted him to go on. “You and your family have been in the news more than once over the years, and then I saw you on the cover of that magazine.” He paused, trying to remember. I offered: 



“’TV Guide?’ ‘Entertainment Weekly?’ ‘Genre?’” 



“’True Crime,’” the doctor said. 



“Really?” “True Crime!” “Do you have the copy?” 



“No,” he said. “It’s among the material Jen…Nicole…” 



“Just call her Jen,” I said. “I get it.” 



“After Jen poisoned Bina, we planted all the stuff I had collected about you in her hotel so it would look like you were the target of her research and not us.” 



“Right…” Fuckers. Of course, that also meant Manion hadn’t, though he was a fucker anyway. 



“We took her laptop, which didn’t have much of anything on it,” because she preferred to take her notes in shorthand, “and destroyed it rather than writing up chapters or additional electronic notes about you.” Clever. Alan paused and I said nothing. Then he went on, kind of remorseful, “We never thought they’d nail you.” We? “OK, I never thought they’d nail you, Christian. You’ve gotten away with so many other things. 
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“And Jen?” I asked. This made Alan sigh. Heavy and hard. “She hopes you’ll be tried and convicted. I won’t let it happen, though.” I would have laughed at that if I wasn’t so annoyed with the two of them. I said: 



“Tell me more about Jen.” Alan, which wasn’t his real name but which is what I’ll continue to call him, sighed heavy and hard again. Then he said: 



”Jen and I have the same father. Johnson Rick. Dr Johnson Rick. He’s a neurosurgeon in St. Paul, though I think he retired. I don’t know. We don’t keep in touch, of course, and I stopped keeping tabs on him…ten years ago or so.” He paused to reflect and I didn’t have time for that and so said: 



“Go on.” 



“My father has a big ego. He’s an excellent surgeon. The best in the country and maybe the world. He’s operated on world leaders and their families. He married my mother when he finished his residency. They met…well, they didn’t really meet so much as he went looking for her. She was someone in his broader circle of associates who he knew was intelligent. He wanted to marry someone as intelligent as he but in a different profession. My mother was a psychologist. Also very successful. Always publishing. 

She’s been on talk shows. She’s the top in her field. Dr. Rhonda Larkin and Dr Johnson Rick got married when they were in their mid-thirties. They had me when they were both forty and then mother’s doctor discovered a cyst on her ovary and she had him perform a hysterectomy.” Alan paused, just ‘cause. I gave him this break. Then he continued, “My parents’ marriage wasn’t one of love. It was more an experiment. Really, I was the experiment. The two of them pushed me at an early age to excel intellectually, and I did. I inherited their smart genes and I sailed through grammar, middle and high school faster than anyone but the mutantly intelligent.” That was an interesting way to describe it, I thought but didn’t say. “I graduated high school at fourteen, though the last two years I took AP classes in math and science. I did my undergrad in two years, though that was also because I took classes year-round.” How modest. “Med school and residency were also, you know…” 



“Cake.” Alan nodded, awkwardly. 



“Yeah, cake.” 



“And when did Jen’s mother drop her off?” Another heavy, hard sigh. 



“Three days after I graduated Minneapolis. She was three. Her mother had been a prostitute. High-end. But she was dying. My father had been a frequent client of hers and she claimed the baby was his.” 



“Oh?” 
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“Yeah. She wanted a baby. Max. That’s Jen’s mother’s name. Max wanted a baby and then wanted to get out of the business. She knew my father was a genius and wealthy and so she went off her birth control with him.” 



“Why did she wait until Jen was three and she was dying to approach him?” 



“After she had Jen she loved her so much she didn’t want to share her. She thought maybe Johnson,” I loved it when people I knew who hated their parents called them by their first names instead of Dad or Mom, “would take her away completely. Max thought it was better to be poor and keep Jen than risk losing her and still being poor.” Alan paused again, which gave me an opportunity to consider who among the characters in this story I liked. I could think of none. Alan continued, “Max visited our house with Jen when I was in med school. My father wouldn’t see her and my mother wouldn’t see her either. I was home and so I did. Max told me she had blood cancer and that she wouldn’t live another year. She asked if she could leave her daughter with us to raise and I said yes. She hugged her, left, went home and shot herself in the head.” Oh, my. Another pause. A long one. I couldn’t wait and asked: 



“Did your parents accept her?” 



“No,” Alan said. “They didn’t. They wouldn’t speak to her or look at her.” A beat. “I could forgive my mother for it, but not really. My father…He was despicable. Both of them were. Are. I don’t know.” 



“Where did you live?” I asked, kind of thinking it wasn’t that house. 



“I told Johnson and Rhonda I wanted an apartment with three bedrooms, the third for a live-in housekeeper who would look after Jen while I was in class or studying. They agreed. I saw them infrequently after that, and then after I finished my residency we left Wisconsin.” 



“And where did she learn to become a nurse,” I asked, anticipating the answer. 



“She never did. She learned from me, really. Jen was…off.” Hmmm. “Gertrude,” a large pause and another sigh. Gertrude was significant. “The nanny, from Sweden, loved her. 

She was with us for twelve years. She was kind and she loved Jen. Jen didn’t give a hoot about her but loved me. She pretended to love Gertrude for my sake, I think.” Hmmm. 

“My sister went to school. A private one, and she did well academically. She excelled at computer science, which came in handy later.” For creating, or stealing, identities was implied. “She didn’t make friends. The other girls were scared of her, though she wasn’t mean or cruel. She was just very smart and very unsocial.” And had those narrow, pinched features she must have gotten from her father because her high-end call girl mother had to have been beautiful. Another shame… 



“You left Wisconsin?” 
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“For Chicago. With Gertrude.” Another pause. 



“What happened to Gertrude,” I asked, knowing it wasn’t good. Alan took a breath, a deep quick one, and said: 



“I got a job at,” some large Chicago hospital the name of which I can’t remember. “We got an apartment. Jen went to school…” a quick beat, “and one day two men broke into our apartment while Gertrude was home alone, and they raped and killed her.” Alan began crying, the way I would have cried had someone done so to Linden. Alan loved Gertrude, romantically. As a wife, perhaps, though I didn’t think they ever had sex. I didn’t ask him if they had because I was starting to like him, for looking after his sister. 

And his grief was so real. 



Alan Alexander cried for a full minute during which I offered him no words or gestures of comfort. It would have been…I don’t know. Just not appropriate. Then he pulled himself together and said, “Jen found her.” Yikes, as if she wasn’t fucked up enough. 

“She was emotionless about it. Almost matter-of-fact. It was terrible. Awful and frightening.” 



“I should say,” I said and wished I hadn’t. Alan took no offense, and even nodded. 



“She was upset for me, though. She suggested we kill the people who did it, when the police found them. I agreed, but we never did.” 



“They never caught them?” I asked, and wondered how they knew there were two. 



“They did,” Alan said, “but they went to jail and we never had access to them.” I wondered how long after this he and his sister began sterilizing people. I had only seconds to wait as, after another big sigh he said, “We never got them and we never killed them. I learned about them, though.  I learned that they had horrible, violent childhoods, these men that killed Gertrude. I thought of murdering their parents and even suggested it to Jen. Then she said, ‘they should never have been born.’” Uh-huh. “And that made me think of all the people who never should have been born.” Yup. “Not just the children of troubled and abusive people, who would grow up and be killers, but children of the poor or mentally ill. In Chicago and the United States and everywhere.” It all made sense and I could have said so and therefore ended that part of our conversation, but Alan appeared to want to go on. “People in poor and violent neighborhoods. Children in poor and corrupt countries whose families had to risk their lives to come to the United States or Europe in order to have a decent life. Children of famine and war…” Alan went on about this, a long time. Having not ever articulated it to anyone but his crazy sister, and clearly needing to, he went on for what seemed like days describing his motivation and effort in Chicago, southern California, Mexico, Central America, Romania, the former Yugoslavia, several African countries, Appalachia and, finally, Orlando. 



“And you came to Orlando, why?” 
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“To meet you, Christian. To tell you.” Initially this was creepy to hear, but it quickly made sense. Alan explained, “I never confided in anyone about what Jen and I did. 

Never. I couldn’t risk someone not understanding and busting us. I was tempted to, though. And I’m sure people guessed. When Jen or I thought they did we left.” I couldn’t resist saying:  



“And you never heard from the person you suspected of guessing again, did you?” Alan shook his head, sadly. “She took care of that.” 



“I think so,” said Dr. Alexander. 



“Come on, Alan,” I said, kind of firmly. 



“OK, I’m sure.” 



“Are you OK with that?” 



“No,” he said. “I’m not. I don’t know what to do about it, though.” I thought about it and could suggest nothing except to kill Jen, but I didn’t think my new friend and I were close enough, yet. Alan thought otherwise because he said, “I thought of killing her.” His face sort of brightened as he said this. Like the responsibility of looking after his troubled half-sister, as helpful as she was to him playing nurse and arranging new identities and jobs…oh, and murdering people who suspected them of sterilizing whole communities, was very appealing. “I can’t, though. Even after this.” The Bina thing, in which I was the prime suspect. “I know you’ll get off, Christian. You always get away with whatever you do.” 



“Yes,” I said, annoyed at how much he and everyone on the planet knew about my 

adventures in justifiable homicide, and also because in seeking me out as a friend and confidant he put my life in danger from his nut-job sister. “You and Jen need to hit the road, Alan. Today. She needs to go, right now, or she’s going to kill me to, A, prevent me from exonerating myself of Bina Dunkle’s murder and, B, leaving no one with 

knowledge of your campaign alive to talk about it.” Alan paused and held his head in his hands. He had put his gun down on the table. I knew he wouldn’t use it and therefore made no effort to grab it. Alan Alexander was not about killing but about preventing people he thought shouldn’t be having kids from having them. His mission was a noble one, to him, and I wasn’t entirely against it, not the least because of all the adoption that went on in my family: Joan and Winston adopted Marcus; Deirdre and Tim, Luke and Cory; Matthew and Rosalie, Billy, Chris and John; Linden and me, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia. I was surrounded by adoption, and homeless kids. Superior Mutts was all about finding homes for dogs. My original partner in it, Rhoda, more or less adopted Kevin, who was in foster care with Siobhan. Dondi may as well be Linden and my legal son. So much adoption. So many children without parents. Imagine Alan’s happiness when I said all of this to him, validating his mission, to cheer him up. 
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“Yes!” he said. “I knew you would understand.” I did. I got it. I wasn’t completely down with it as there was the whole human rights thing and everything, but I understood. 



Alan and I were both quiet for thirty long seconds and then I asked, “What now?” My question was answered very quickly by not Alan, but Jen, who had followed us to the club and heard every word of our conversation. She appeared out of the darkness, took her brother’s gun off the table and said: 



“You die.” Even faster, and more surprising, Crock appeared out of the dark, shot really, and tackled her, right into the pool. Alan and I stood up and booked to the edge of the pool, the inside of which was lit. Crock released Jen immediately and found the gun she had dropped when they hit the water. She surfaced screaming. He came up a second later, pointing the gun at her. Jen ignored him as she looked at her brother and continued screaming like a wounded animal. She screamed and screamed and then took a breath and continued screaming at him. And she did not say a word. She didn’t have to as the betrayal was evident on her face and in her voice. Alan burst into tears and said: 



“I’m sorry, Jen. I’m so sorry,” over and over. And Jen kept screaming at the one person she loved. The only person she cared about. The person who had done so much for her and for whom she had done so much. Like, killing. And she kept screaming. I just stood and watched. This extremely powerful exchange between these two incredibly, 

breathtakingly interesting people. 



And I felt sorry for Jen. I felt tremendously sorry for her. Her dying mother drops her off with a father who not only doesn’t love her but won’t look at her. Then she goes home and blows her brains out. She’s raised by her brother, who loves her, and a woman who also loves her and whose raped, dead body she discovers when she’s a teenager. There was clearly some chemical mental illness going on but the abandonment and later discovery of her housekeeper/nanny’s body was enough to make any girl nuts. Oh I felt sorry for Jen Alexander. And I felt sorry for Alan Alexander. Asshole parents and the woman he loves is murdered. The two of them. So sad. So creepy delicious, yeah, but ultimately so sad. 



Jen finally stopped screaming and then just breathed heavily, looking from her brother to me to Crock and to her brother. Several times, assessing the situation. She felt no threat from Crock, who she knew held her brother’s gun at her to protect me and himself, only. 

She said to Alan, “Don’t stop our work.” A goodbye. I didn’t think she would say goodbye to him but, in retrospect, could think of no other way this could have played out. 

Standing chest deep in the pool, her face and hair dripping, Jen Alexander smiled and said, “We can cover twice the number now.” Then she laughed, almost as loudly as she had screamed a moment before. Then she cried and then laughed again. Then she shut her mouth, climbed out of the pool and hopped the privacy fence. 



When Jen was gone I looked at Alan, whose face wore the bright relief I had seen earlier and, honestly, it disturbed me more than his sister’s insanity. I mean, she was whacked and everything, but that was nature. Alan was all nurture. He was also off the rail, in spite 71 

of his having never murdered anyone and his reasonable description of his and his sister’s life and life’s work. I couldn’t bear to look at him anymore and so looked at Crock and was more surprised by what I saw than by anything so far that evening. I looked at the weathered old toothless man who had saved my life and was standing waist deep in the pool, his face and hair dripping. I recognized the shape of his head was similar to that of a young actor whose pics I had seen in his autobiography. Oh, and when he hit the water he lost the brown contacts he had worn since he began working at Superior Bodies, because his eyes were, “Blue.” 
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Chapter 8 

Blue 








I wasn’t really listening to Alan, but had an idea he was saying stuff like, “I’m sorry. I’m leaving. You’ll never hear from me again.” He went on a bit like this and then, mercifully, left. 



“So, what took you so long to figure it out?” Deacon “Blue” Ducette asked, still standing, fully clothed in jeans, work boots and a t-shirt, in the Superior Bodies pool. 



“I’ve never seen you wet,” I said. “You were wet in a couple of those pictures in the book,” I said. “The shape of your head when your hair is plastered down on it.” A beat. 

“Also, even in the dark, your blue eyes are as bright as klieg lights. 



“Shit,” Deacon said. 



“Thanks for saving my life…Deacon?” 



“That works, so long as you don’t call me ‘Blue.’ Man, am I sick of that.” 



“So why did you name your autobiography,” I was about to say “Blue” but stopped, to spare him. 



“I didn’t,” he said, still standing in the pool. “It was the publisher. I wanted to call it 

‘Double D.’ It’s what one of the crew called me on the set.” We were both quiet for a moment and then I said: 



“Would you like to have a drink? I know I could use one.” 



“A tall whiskey sounds good,” my employee, the former child star Deacon Ducette, said. 



“I’ll get you a towel and the bottle,” I said, and left him. When I returned with both Deacon was wringing out his shirt. I handed him the largest towel I could find and he dried himself off with it, wrapped it around his waist, and removed his jeans. I opened the bottle of Jack and took a long, sip. “Here,” I said, handing it to my rescuer. He took it and helped himself to a nice long pull, while I nodded approval. 



“So,” I said, indicating the two chairs on which Dr. Alexander and I had just sat. “What brought you to Superior Bodies?” As I sat down Deacon said: 



“My son, Reggie,” information which caused me to stumble and fall to the concrete. 

Recovering quickly I said: 



“It’s a good thing I wasn’t holding that bottle.” 
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“It is,” Deacon said, offering me his free hand. I took it and he lifted me up enough to sit down safely. He sat also, took another swig and handed me back the bottle. 



“Reggie’s your son,” I said. Deacon nodded once. “You wrote that book to earn enough money to buy pay for his stomach stapling surgery.” Deacon nodded again and said: 



“It’s been on my computer for years, and before that, on paper. Lots of paper. God bless the computer. I was sick of hauling around that manuscript.” 



“It’s a great book,” I said, and then wondered if I had already said it to him, when he was Crock. 



“It had to be,” he said. “My name’s not enough to sell it.” I began to say: 



“I don’t know…” and then stopped, remembering that with all my knowledge of 

television, including shows produced before I was born, I hadn’t heard of “Blue” until Bina showed up. 



“’Flipper’s’ on all the time,” Deacon said, without jealousy. “It’s thirty minutes. Easy-peasy. ‘Blue’ was more complex.” 



“Oh?” I said, never having seen an episode. 



“We had good writers,” Deacon said. “Better than the show warranted.” He took the bottle, drank again and said, “’Blue’ never knew what it wanted to be. A ‘Flipper’ knock off. A ‘Route 66’ drama. A family comedy. It was all over the place. It did well when it was first broadcast, but it never became a classic. I thought one of these cable stations would pick it up, like Nick at Nite or something, but none ever did. I suppose the execs couldn’t figure out to whom to market it.” 



“Do you have any cigs?” I suddenly had a need for one. Deacon said: 



“Inside,” and made to get up. 



“I’ll get them,” I said. He gestured for me to sit down and said: 



“I’ve got to get a pair of pants.” I let him go and had a third shot of whiskey. He returned wearing a clean pair of jeans and a clean t-shirt. I wondered why he had them at work and then realized he was living at Superior Bodies. I said: 



“The book…wasn’t it enough to set you up?” 



“Yeah,” Deacon said, “for a while. But I had to pay for that gastric bypass, and the trainer. Some still comes in.” I nodded. “I’m sorry I’ve been staying here, Christian.” 
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“Oh, I don’t care,” I said, because I didn’t. “I wish I had known, though, so I could help you out.” 



“I’ll be all right,” Deacon said, lighting two cigarettes and handing me one. “A couple more weeks and I should be able to get a place.” 



“Let me give you an advance.” My front desk receptionist thought about it and decided to refuse would mean admitting he planned to continue sleeping at my club which, again, didn’t bother me. So he said: 



“OK,” and then, “Thanks.” 



We smoked in silence and then I said, “What are you going to do now?” Deacon took a couple of long drags and said: 



“I think I’m going to have to come out.” 



“Why haven’t you?” I asked. Another long drag and Deacon said: 



“I don’t want to be ‘Blue’ again. At all. He was a good time and I learned a lot being him. 

On the show and in the teeny-bopper movies. I want to act. I always have. And I always have.” I thought about him going around the state, assuming new identities, producing classic plays in which he took classic parts. “I couldn’t do the serious stuff. In Hollywood. I tried ‘Harlan Meyer,’which was as serious as you can get, and audiences didn’t want to see it. They didn’t want to see me, ‘Blue,’ in it. I was done with the light stuff.” 



“I can work you into ‘An Elite Force’ with one phone call,” I said. “’Winter Key,’ too.” 

Deacon nodded, though not with enthusiasm. “Bentley, my friend, and his mother are producers. They can get you other roles, too. Buy the rights to ‘Blue,’ and write a good made-for-cable movie. A good one.” Deacon continued to nod, still with no enthusiasm. 

“Has someone optioned your book?” 



“Yes,” he said, “but it’s going nowhere.” 



“Bentley could option it, or I could,” I said. “There’s a few bucks. You, Linden and I could write a script. Cast Garrett,” whom Deacon knew. “It’d be awesome.” Deacon nodded a third time, without enthusiasm, and then said: 



“Christian, I appreciate all of your plans, and I’ll take every role I’m offered, but I’m not coming out to work.” I thought this was strange and asked: 



“Then why?” Deacon flashed his one gross tooth and said: 



“To cast doubt on your guilt.” About Bina. About Bina Dunkle. 
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“About Bina,” I said, not a question. Still Deacon nodded, seriously and in a way that would tolerate no argument. 



“Deacon…” I started to say. 



“Christian, you could go down for this. You’ve gotten away with other shit in the past, but that Manion wants to nail you, bad. And he’s probably not the only one who does.” 

He lit us two more cigs and then asked, “Do you know why, besides just wanting to take down a high-profile suspect?” I thought about whether to bring Deacon into my 

confidence and then reminded myself how common was the knowledge of all, or at least most, of my murders. 



“Two words,” I began. “Chris Grace.” I then told Deacon what began as the short version of the goings on that year at Montverde and how my class and I wound up executing Abigail and Bosco’s killer. 



“So Manion thinks you killed his old friend,” Deacon said. 



“And he’s right,” I sighed. “He doesn’t believe Grace could have killed Abigail and Bosco. He didn’t know what a looney-tune he was. 



“I have to come out,” my friend said again. “As ‘Blue,’ the author of the book Bina Dunkle was going around taking credit for.” 



“Deacon, I won’t go down for this,” I said without confidence. “And if it looks like I’m going to, Linden and I will take our kids and dogs and leave the country.” Deacon looked around the patio and shook his head. 



“No, Christian. This is your home. This is where you need to be.” I also looked around and considered, not for the first time since being accused of Bina’s murder, how much I would miss the place. Linden and I had the means to live anywhere we wanted, and we chose Orlando, Florida, two houses five blocks away from our club. “I never left Florida,” Deacon said. “It’s my home, too.” I said nothing, though my silence told him I didn’t want to leave my home. Curiously, out loud I added: 



“Not for this.” I then looked at Deacon, who understood, and he said: 



“Enzian is running ‘Harlan,’ right?” 



“Yup,” I confirmed. “It was that big a hit at the festival.” It’s writer, director and star shook his head. 



“It only took forty years.” 



“The timing couldn’t be better for a comeback.” The term made Deacon laugh. 
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“Christian, I never really was anywhere.” 



“Maybe,” I replied, “but you’re going to be.” He nodded, thought and said: 



“I think I’ll attend one of the showings, and then maybe hit the stage when the lights come up.” 



“I think that would be grand.” 



“Introduce myself to the audience. Thank them for coming. Ask them if they have any questions about the movie.” 



“Yes…” 



“And then I’ll mention the book. I’ll advise them that I wrote it, anonymously, and that I resented Bina taking credit for it. The film festival board will confirm this because she tried to get a spot in the festival.” 



“That is, if she did,” I said. “She was just using you and the book as cover for her investigation of the Alexanders.” 



“Oh, she did,” Deacon said. “I called the office and asked…someone, if Bina Dunkle was going to speak at the ‘Harlan’ showing or between episodes of ‘Blue.’” 



“Really?” 



“Oh, yeah. I heard her carrying on, directly and from you and others. I wanted to know what her deal was. Why she was doing it. She wasn’t getting a piece of sales. She wasn’t blackmailing me because she didn’t know who I was.” 



“Did you suspect Alan and Jen?” Deacon shook his head. “So who did you think did it?” 

He shrugged and said: 



“I didn’t know. I didn’t think it was you, though.” 



“How come?” 



“Because, Christian. Poison doesn’t seem like your thing.” I nodded, because it really wasn’t. Deacon continued, “I make a fuss about Bina. Then I explain that I wrote the book to fund Reggie’s surgery.” 



“You’re going to bring him into this?” I asked, kind of concerned. 



“He’ll be one more ‘person of interest,’ Christian.” He would, but I didn’t know if it was right. “Christian,” Deacon said slowly and sadly, “My son was a fat piece of shit. Now he’s a thin piece of shit with a lot of extra skin.” 
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“Deacon!” I fairly shouted, and then shut my mouth and looked everywhere but at Reggie’s father. He responded by laughing and said: 



“Christian, my son’s a fat piece of shit no matter what his weight is. And it’s my fault, in part, for not being part of his life.” He chuckled wryly. “Though he might have been a fat shit, anyway, because what kind of father would I have made?” It was a rhetorical question, though I wouldn’t have answered it anyway. “He’s skinny now. He’s working out and he’s healthier. I owed him that, at least.” He paused. “No one’s going to arrest him for poisoning Bina Dunkle because she was taking credit for a book I wrote. In fact, we can spin it to where he didn’t know me, but knew he was my son and suggest he took her out for doing a hatchet job on me.” 



“We could,” I thought and said, admiring this man’s mind. He continued: 



“We suggest Bina threw herself at Ted Nieves and wouldn’t take no for an answer.” 



“And so he poisoned her?” I said. “That’s kind of a stretch.” Deacon considered it and said: 



“Not when we tell people he was all in your shit, trying to rid the club, which is in his district, of sexual abnormality.” 



“Fantastic,” I said. “And whom do we tell?” I asked, and Deacon answered: 



“Elio, for starters.” 



“Fantastic!” 



“The Alexanders’ quick exit is worth some suspicion. And David…” Our trainer. 



“What motive could we give him?” Deacon thought about that and opened his mouth. 

Before he could suggest something I said: 



“He likes Reggie. Even loves him. He hates you for abandoning him as a child and thus causing the emotional damage that led him to be a fat shit.” I stopped and put my hand over my mouth, realizing I had just insulted Deacon’s son. 



“Christian,” he said in a tone that told me to get over it and go on. 



“Reggie didn’t know who you were but David figured it out. He tried to poison you but got Bina by accident.” Deacon laughed, clapped twice and said: 



“It’s just what I was going to say!” He laughed some more and then we had two more smokes and finished the whiskey. “We’ll arrange so many suspects there will be no way 78 

the state’ll prosecute you.” I looked at Deacon Ducette....Blue…Double D…the man I knew as Crock and said: 



“Thank you, for saving me from Jen, and for saving me from jail.” 



“Anytime,” he said. “Anytime.” 







I left Deacon at the club and walked home feeling strangely safe in spite of my nearly having been killed by Nicole Alexander. As I approached my house I felt a nervous energy and knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I was too wired. The attempted murder, of course, but recognizing Crock as Deacon Ducette really got me going. I considered returning to the club and waking him up to talk more, or at least doing laps. Something to drain my energy. Then I remembered about the marathon. 



On the sidewalk in front of my house I called 411 and asked to be connected to Enzian Theater. I got the box office recording and, as I suspected, the all-night “Blue” marathon was going on that night. “Sweet,” I said out loud and then got into my Miata. 

Twenty minutes later I approached the tired-looking box office attendant at Central Florida’s art theater. It was after midnight I think. “How much for the ‘Blue’ marathon?” 

I asked. Too weary even to open his eyes, the fella just waved me in. “Thank you,” I said, and entered the theater. 



The concession stand in front of me was empty and the lights were off. The door to the one large theater, which contained tables and chairs rather than rows of seats, was on my right. No one was tearing tickets so I just opened one of the doors to see about twenty or so people turn their heads toward me. I smiled awkwardly at some combination of them and then took a seat at the nearest table. 



I hadn’t been to Enzian Theater since it played “Strictly Ballroom,” an Australian movie about a ballroom dancing competition that was so delightful and hilarious I saw it nearly every night for its three week engagement. That was in the early nineties. I wasn’t much of a theater goer, preferring to wait until movies came out on VHS and then DVD and watching them at home. “Strictly Ballroom” and the two or three other films I had seen at Enzian were well attended. The episode of “Blue” that was going at who knows what time was not. 



I settled in quick and watched the large screen, on which a first-season episode, played. It was black and white. The entire first season was. The other three, in color. I had missed a good portion of the episode, coming in to find that Blue and his mother, Mary, were in the Blue Springs Welcome Center, being held hostage by three escapees from a nearby state prison. 



Yeah, it’s been done before, and since, a lot. Most notably in “Key Largo,” but also in that movie with Frederick March and Humphrey Bogart, the name of which I can’t 
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remember and am too lazy to look up. And on tons of episodes of television. Once a season, at least. Every season since TV was invented. 



I had seen pics of Janet Bollinger as Mary and Crock/Deacon as Blue. Janet was lovely to look at and even lovelier to watch act. She had extremely high cheekbones and just a hint of an underbite, like Valli and some other actresses of the period. I wondered if it was considered attractive at the time. Her dark wavy hair was short, in a motherly way. And what a tiny waist she had. She probably broke some hearts as a younger woman, and she wasn’t doing so bad in her thirties, either. Blue’s father Vince, played flatly by an actor nearly as dark and handsome as Bentley, was outside the Welcome Center with the local sheriff, a few deputies and state police. The escaped prisoners didn’t know they were there and were aware they had Mary and Blue hostage. 



Whatever. The story was trite and the leader of the escapees kind of was acting like Bogart. The actors playing law enforcement were routine, but Janet was very beautiful to watch and young Deacon Ducette was riveting. In cutoff jean shorts, a V-neck white t-shirt and bare feet, he was a skinny adolescent, like Luke Halpin in “Flipper.” He had some eyes going on, though, under straight, light brown hair, eyes so stunning you could tell they were blue even though the show wasn’t in color. You really could. 



And Deacon looked scared. And resolute. And protective of his mother, who was as protective of him. Both had black eyes, which I thought was interesting for a light, mid-sixties drama. I figured one of the prisoners messed with Mary and Blue got between them and got clocked, and then Mary struck the guy and also got clocked. I wonder how the censors let that happen. Violence against women and children. You didn’t see much of that in “Father Knows Best” or “Make Room For Daddy.” 



Anyhow, the episode ends with Blue going to the bathroom and using a combination of things, including an also-not-often-seen toilet paper roll to start a fire. He gets it going in the building’s windowless bathroom, comes out backwards, coughing in a cloud of smoke, and then hurls a wastebasket filled with lit paper on the most belligerent of the three men. He trips the third prisoner with an also-not-often-seen plunger and kicks him in the face, and then throws a wet towel across the leader’s head. These distractions buy Blue and Mary enough time to escape the welcome center. When they see the deputies and state troopers outside with rifles pointing at the building, Mary tackles her son and they roll out of the line of fire. And then the good guys have an OK-Coral shootout that was also kind of standard. 



There was a cloying epilogue where Blue gets some commendation by the sheriff and his parents are golly-gee proud and I would have torn my face off watching it had Deacon not paid the material more respect than it was due, with line delivery and facial expressions that suggested a depth I wasn’t sure any “Blue” script would capture. 



As the credits rolled and a few people left and a few people came in, I thought about the young actor who was so clearly above his material, but still brought all he could to the 80 

role. And I thought of him bursting out of the bathroom with the fire, plunger and towel and thought maybe the writing would rise to Deacon’s abilities. 



There were no breaks between episodes and no lights came up in the theater before the teaser for the next one began. Still, I took a moment to see who else was enjoying watching the old TV show on the big screen. There were a couple of older single men, sitting at separate tables. I figured they were contemporaries of Crock…Deacon, who spent their adolescences lusting after the actor. There was an older foursome—two straight couples. Friends enjoying a nostalgic double date. There was a young gay couple and then a group of young kids who reminded me of the students who shot “An Elite Force.” There may have been other folks around the theater, but I could only see these. 



I adjusted myself in my chair to get more comfortable and realized I had my phone and it was on. Though I didn’t expect calls so late at night I thought it was a good idea to shut it off. Before I did I fired off a text to Linden letting him know I couldn’t sleep and was at Enzian watching “Blue.” I sent it and shut off my phone. 



The next episode was a comedic one featuring Deacon as Blue and his identical cousin, right down to the eyes, Oswald. From England. Like “Patty Duke.” Like Carolyn Jones on “The Addams Family” playing that blond character whose name I can’t think of; Elizabeth Montgomery on “Bewitched” playing dark-haired Serena; and Barbara Eden on 

“I Dream of Jeannie” playing dark-haired Jeannie. Deacon’s Oswald had the same light brown hair as his cousin Blue, but a British accent that was far better, and far more consistent, than the one I used in “Winter Key.” 



In the episode, Oswald comes to Blue Springs and causes all kinds of trouble, though not as a result of his resemblance to his American cousin. There was a line suggesting this wasn’t his first visit and their being identical was already explored. In his second visit, citified Oswald does his best to camp like a rural Floridian and succeeds in starting a campfire that consumes his tent, being chased up a tree by a black bear, which was an actor in costume, and trying to impress an adolescent female camper with swimming skills he did not have. This final effort led to his being saved by Blue, who got soaked and whose soaked image made me think again of the man who tackled my would-be 

killer into the Superior Bodies pool a few hours before. 



It also made me think how very talented an actor, and comedian, Deacon Ducette was. 

Even, and especially, as a teenager. Yeah, there were only a handful of us in the theater but he had us laughing so hard and loud someone in the lobby would have thought the place was filled. It was all slapstick and had all been done before, but Deacon gave the fire, bear attack and near-drowning a freshness that made me howl. The episode was his. 

Oswald, throughout. There was the girl camper and Blue rescuing him and the parents, I think, but for all intents it was Oswald and the fire, Oswald and the bear and Oswald and the spring. A tour de force, and I don’t use that term lightly. I wanted to give him a standing ovation over the end credits and so I did. Others did, too. Go Deacon. 
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Following the Oswald episode was one in which the same young girl, Alice-something, who had charmed Blue’s wacky British cousin, returns. Oswald was in black and white, which meant first season. Alice’s second appearance was in color and, I think, in the fourth season because both the actress who played her and Deacon appeared an inch or two taller and generally more developed. Anyhow, Alice doesn’t mention Oswald in the episode, but she does indicate she and her family have camped at Blue Springs before. 

She and Blue fall in love but there’s a sadness about Alice that suggests their romance is star crossed. Had there been another person at my table, Linden or anyone, I would have said, “She’s dying.” So confident was I about it I nearly approached the couple closest to me and told them. Blue falls in love with Alice and they kiss and it’s all very Blue Lagoon until she tells him she’s dying. He gets all upset and is in denial and carries on to his parents and her parents and the adults shake their heads sadly and its all kind of irritating until Blue packs a tent and takes Alice deep into the woods without telling anyone. She’s OK with it because, you know, she’s dying and what are her parents going to do, ground her? Kill her? 



Blue and Alice went deep into the woods and it got dark and the episode got good because, knowing she wouldn’t be around much longer, Blue asks Alice to marry him. 

She agrees right away and they kneel on some leaves or pine or something facing a bright star and make vows to each other. He produces a ring and puts it on her and they kiss, and it was so perfectly and flawlessly done I and everyone else in the Enzian Theater audience wept openly. I was watching “Blue,” a TV show older than I was and I was bawling harder than I had at “Terms of Endearment” or “Boys on the Side.” In the second to final scene, Blue wakes up spooning Alice in the tent. They’re both clothed, she’s dead and I’m beating the table with my fists I’m so sad. In the final scene, the parents, all four, come upon their campsite and find Blue sitting by a fire that has gone out, holding Alice’s body and singing to her. And I collapsed. And so did everyone else, to a man, in the theater. It was terrible and perfect. So moving and lovely.  And impossible. It was TV. And the writing was so obvious; that is, until the third act. Amazing. And Deacon was so amazing to watch. Brave and sweet. Loving. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and tell him it was going to be OK. And then I heard him say: 



“We had to fight with the censors to get that broadcast.” I wiped the tears out of my eyes and looked up to find my all but toothless old grizzled smokestack employee also couldn’t sleep and so came to the theater to kill some time. “The producers argued that Blue and Alice got ‘married’ in the woods and reminded them they slept with their clothes on. It was a tough battle, one I and other actors, and industry folks, participated in. We won.” 



“Oh, Deacon,” was all I could say before sobbing further. He joined me at the table and we stayed for the rest of the marathon. I don’t recall how much longer that was or what the time was when I arrived or he arrived or we left, though the sun was up. I do recall being moved by two more episodes. One featured the obligatory hurricane the few shows set in Florida feature, “Miami Vice,” “Golden Girls,” and “CSI Miami” among them. 

Like the “Walk to Remember” episode that made me cry so violently, it was all routine until the end. It opened with people enjoying the park. Then there was a warning. Blue 82 

and his family encouraged campers to return to their homes or secure hotels. Most did, some didn’t. In the third act Blue and his father rescue campers who remained and bring them back to the lodge in which they lived and out of which they ran the campground. 

Deacon told me it was a façade, you know, like the Waltons’ house. I figured as much. At the end of the act about twenty folks, mostly families, are hunkered down in the lodge’s great room, albeit away from windows over which Janet Bollinger secured drapes and additional fabric. The place is dark, the storm is raging and covered in blankets, everyone is shaking with fear. Then Blue opens a box of candles. He and his mother light them and distribute them. Slowly. Reverently. Almost like a ritual. And as they do so Blue begins singing, and it wasn’t pre-recorded, “Be Not Afraid,” a hymn that, curiously, Thomas arranged to have sung at our father’s funeral. He began alone and, of course, without accompaniment, and it was so moving I hugged myself with arms covered in goose 

pimples. 



I looked from the screen on which the beautiful young man comforted everyone in the room with a song sung like an angel to the fella sitting next to me. He looked back at me, showed off his tooth in a big, silly smile, and shrugged hard. I smiled back at him and shook my head. Then I looked back at the screen as the rest of the group began singing, too. There were some irritating expressions of hope and fortitude, but throughout the scene and the song, Blue’s voice rang above the others’. 



The song ended, the storm ended and the episode ended. Over the closing credits I said to my date, “Why didn’t you record?” Deacon shook his head and said: 



“Because I wanted to be Richard Burton, not Ricky Nelson.” It was a good line. I thought he might have said it before but then chose to believe he made it up on the spot. You know, ‘cause I liked him so much. 



The final episode Deacon and I enjoyed was one where a black family visits the 

campground. A father, mother and son Blue’s age. The boy’s name was Ethan. Though on vacation camping, the father and son wore chinos and sports shirts and the mother wore a dress. I recall reading something about Dianne Carroll’s show, in which she played a nurse. I don’t recall the name but I do remember some writer saying that because it featured a black character, she had to be extremely white in every other way. 

The same applied to this family. They dressed, spoke and acted like all the white characters. The father’s hair was even parted, and the mother’s was relaxed and worn like Marlo Thomas’ on “That Girl.” 



Blue and his parents welcomed the Johnsons to Blue Springs. Other campers didn’t. 

Many left. They asked for their fees back and Janet Bollinger returned them with a smile. 

Ellen Corby, the grandmother from “The Waltons” appeared on that episode. She 

complained that the negroes were taking over the campground and there was no place left to go to avoid them. EEEEK! It was terrible hearing anyone say that, but I loved the actress as Grandma Walton, which made the lines more difficult to hear. 
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Most of the remaining campers avoided the Johnsons. Among them was a family with a boy and girl, apparently twins, Ethan’s age. He watches them at the swimming area until their father catches them and makes his kids return with him to the campsite with him. 

He’s all nice in front of Ethan, but when he gets his kids away he says mean things and orders them to avoid that negro boy. Blue witnesses this and approaches Ethan. “Why aren’t you swimming?” he asks. 



“I can’t,” Ethan admits. 



“Do you want me to teach you?” Blue offers. 



“Will you get in trouble?” Ethan asks. 



“No way,” says Blue and then follows a scene, like so many other diamonds among the routine TV fare, that is so moving I have to pause to grab my chest remembering it. Blue takes off his sneakers and shirt and Ethan does, too. The former leads the latter into the water slowly, and then teaches him how to blow bubbles. He demonstrates the Australian crawl from a standing position, and then how to take breaths by turning your head to the side. Then Blue supports Ethan in the water, facing down, as he puts the strokes, breathing and kicking all together. Mary Baxter and her husband (Max?) watch their son from the lodge’s deck. They hold hands and smile proudly. Their joy is interrupted by a man who approaches them on his way out of the park and nods toward the spring. 



“That water’s contaminated now.” The Baxters are too happy to let his and others’ 

remarks bother them, and so Max says: 



“You’re right. The whole place is contaminated. The ground and the air. You better go. 

Fast. Run for your life!” Mary laughs and the man realizes he’s being made fun of. He spits on the ground and stomps away. Mary and Max look from his retreating figure to the spring to find Blue has let go of Ethan. The boy swims a few feet successfully, realizes he’s on his own, panics and stops. He coughs and breathes heavily but before he can say something defeatist, Blue congratulates him on his effort. 



“You swam four whole strokes. And you breathed right. That’s amazing.” 



“It is?” asks Ethan, still pulling himself together. 



“No one I’ve taught has ever picked it up so quickly.” As written, this dialogue and the whole scene could have been excruciatingly trite. But it wasn’t, because it featured Deacon Ducette as Blue Baxter, and the young actor made the material better than it was. 

Janet Bollinger, too, but to a lesser extent because there was less of her. In brief, Deacon was amazing. I told him he was as we crossed the parking lot to my car. “I don’t know about that,” he said. “If I was, why would the show be so new to so many?” 



“Marketing and sales,” I said. “It wasn’t promoted as well as ‘Flipper’ and other shows of its time.” Deacon had taken a cab to the theater so I drove us back. I unlocked my door 84 

because it was closest, however, before getting in I said, “Deacon, you took run-of-the-mill TV scripts and stories and made them special, even if it was just one scene.” I referenced the end of the “Walk to Remember” episode, the one where he thwarted the kidnappers, singing during the storm and teaching Ethan to swim. Then I got into the car and opened the passenger door from inside. As my friend opened the door and sat down I said, “And you wrote that Oswald episode, didn’t you.” It wasn’t a question, but he still nodded. Without thinking I said, “Singing the hymn during the storm was your idea, too.” 

He smiled, with his mouth closed, and nodded. “And the vows. With Alice.” Deacon said: 



“Those were already in the script, but they weren’t written well. Kind of gushy.” 



“So you rewrote them.” Another nod. 



“And the swimming?” He nodded and then shook his head and said: 



“That scene was supposed to be a sing-a-long of Negro spirituals. Ethan sings to himself in the woods and I join him.” I thought about it and said: 



“EEEEK!” Deacon went back to nodding and said: 



“We shot it, and then I asked the director to shoot the swimming scene. A bunch of us watched the raw footage and decided the swimming was better.” I started the car and pulled out of the lot and into morning traffic. 



“So you took something ordinary and made it extraordinary.” 



“Yes, Christian. I guess I did.” 



“Wonderful,” I said. We drove in silence for a few moments and then I said, 

“Wonderful,” again. Deacon said: 



“Sort of like season two of ‘Winter Key.’” I didn’t say anything, feeling as modest as he that morning. “Or Superior Bodies. And Superior Mutts.” I looked at him and asked him with my eyes to knock it off “And pretty much anything you touch, Christian.” I got the message and so said: 



“Coffee?” 
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Chapter 9 

Number 2 




Dr. Alexander didn’t return to Superior Bodies or to his clinic. I didn’t check the condo he and his sister shared but assumed they weren’t there or any other place in the city or Florida. After telling Linden about them, their history, his confession to me, her attempted murder of me and Blue tackling her into the pool, we wondered if the half siblings would reconcile. “Can they come back from that?” my husband asked early the following day as we relaxed with kids and pups in the back yard. “Can she?” 



“I don’t think so,” I said. “I think she was more devoted to him than their mission. After hearing him tell me what he thought about her…I wouldn’t forgive him. Of course, she’s crazy and who else does she have?” 



“If I were him I think I would stay as far away from her as I could,” Linden said. “I would have been concerned about her before she overheard me tell someone else what I thought about her. Now? No way.” 



“I think you’re right,” I said. “I wouldn’t go to sleep if she were in the same house.” 



We both were quiet for a few moments during which we both wondered the same thing. I was the first to ask, “Do you think I’m safe?” 



“I don’t know,” Linden said. 



“She didn’t murder me, though Blue prevented that. She might just have been pissed off.” 



“Do you think the kids are safe with her on the loose?” my husband asked. “Alan doesn’t know if his sister’s killed other people who knew or suspected they were sterilizing people.” 



“His tone suggested he thought she did but deliberately didn’t ask or otherwise confirm it.” 



We both were quiet for a few more moments during which we both thought the same thing. Linden was the first to say, “I think maybe I should take the kids to Kingdom Come.” Though I thought so, too, I didn’t want to say so out loud. So I nodded. 



Linden, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia left that day. I would have joined them but for the tracking thing on my ankle. Yeah, I could have found someone to transfer it to one of the pups, and Grayson even volunteered to wear it, but I knew Manion and, perhaps, Long were watching me. If they discovered I left I would either have had to return to Orlando and gone to jail until my trial, assuming there was one, or I would have had to go underground or leave the country forever. Nicole Alexander was a concern but not a solid threat. Moving the kids was a precaution. I would be careful. She was probably gone, either with her brother or alone. 
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I continued to spend whole days at Superior Bodies, as I had before teaching at Montverde and way before doing television. I spent my time there writing, swimming, visiting, assisting Gray and Ann Margret in the kennels and with adoptions, and hanging out with Deacon Ducette in reception and elsewhere. 



Deacon maintained his “Crock” persona with everyone but me. Thanks to the Florida Film Festival and the autobiography that remained on the Superior Bodies bestseller list, acknowledging that he was Blue Ducette would have invited a lot of attention he didn’t want. “I liked acting, Christian,” he said to me as we shared a smoke in the same place Rhoda and I had shared so many. “I don’t need fans. I’m happy when people enjoy my work. I don’t want people fawning over me, though.” I looked around the patio, saw three people reading the book and six more I knew had read it and said: 



“You would have plenty here.” 



“Acting makes me happy,” Deacon said taking a drag on one of those cheap cigarettes that still cost more than five dollars a pack in 2012. “It doesn’t make me special,” he added, blowing out the cheap smoke. I looked at him through my peripheral vision and thought Deacon Ducette was very special. 



“Do you think she’s gone?” I asked. “Crazy Nicole?” 



“I think so,” he said. “Though I think you’re wise to send the kids away.” He chuckled softly and I asked: 



“What?” He inhaled again and said, a broad smile revealing his one tooth: 



“I was kind of hoping now that we know each other that you’d leave them with me in the front sometimes. They sure are cute and I’d be glad to look after them while you worked or helped Gray there.” I smiled, too. Hard. Then I said: 



“Would you let me get you dentures?” I gasped at my cheek and even covered my mouth with the hand that wasn’t holding my own cheap cigarette. All this made Blue laugh harder, and he said: 



“Yes, Christian, you can get me dentures. In fact, I’d be very glad to have them.” 



“I am so sorry,” I said. “Oh, Deacon. I am sorry.” He continued laughing and when I got over the rude inquiry that he found amusing and, actually, welcomed, I said, “Have you thought that a full set of teeth might make you look more like ‘Blue Ducette?’” 



“Yes, I have. I think the rest of me’s weathered enough, though. And my voice is a bit rougher, too, thanks to these smokes.” I nodded, putting mine out. He put out his and lit 87 

us two more. “If someone busts me I’ll be OK. Reggie doesn’t know ‘Blue’s’ his father. 

That concerns me most.” I wanted to ask why, but as nosy as I am and had so far been with him I resisted. He continued, “I feel responsible for him, Christian, but I don’t like him and I don’t want to know him.” To this I only nodded. I mean, it’s one thing to call your baby ugly and another for someone else to. Reading my mind he said, “It’s OK to call my baby ugly, Christian.” This made me laugh, though I still didn’t. I was raised in Rowaneck, you know. “I don’t want to have a relationship with him. It’s awful, I know. I owe him one. I owe him a father, but I don’t think he’d be the better for knowing me.” I disagreed. I thought he would. I thought Reggie was gross. Had been gross and still probably was in spite of his thinner body and increased confidence. People don’t change, really. Deacon might not make Reggie a better person, but he might bring a little joy to his life, and he was owed that. You play, you pay. “You’re right,” my friend said, which made me ask: 



“Did I say that out loud?” 



“No, but I know you well enough.” I looked at Deacon directly, my expression asking him to acknowledge that Reggie would be glad to know his father. “Yes, he would. And I will. Just not today.” I responded with a brief nod and looked back at the patio. Deacon and I finished our cigarettes and put them out. He returned to reception and I to a chaise lounge where I outlined an episode of “An Elite Force” in which he would appear. 







I locked up Superior Bodies/Mutts at…I don’t remember, but it was dark. Everyone had left but Crock, who agreed to let me buy him dentures, but wouldn’t take an advance to get an apartment. “I like staying here with the dogs,” he said. That was fine with me and Linden. 



I shut and locked the front door and crossed the empty parking lot on the way to my house when Ted Nieves, of whom I hadn’t seen much since Bina’s murder, appeared from around the building. “Hello Christian,” he said to me. 



“Hi Ted,” I replied. “The garden looks great,” I added, though I hadn’t looked at it and it was dark, so I couldn’t see it anyway. I was just being polite. 



“Thank you,” Ted said, and then stood looking at me. Something was off about him. 

More so than his just being irritating. I wasn’t interested in what it was. I wanted to go home. 



“Good night,” I said in a friendly way and then continued. Immediately I heard him take several quick steps toward me. I turned around to see why and before I could say “Don’t tase me, bro,”he tased me. Ted Nieves, the loser gardener whom I indulged and to whom I was nice tased me. He TASED me! I collapsed, shaking, in pain and unable to speak from the shock. It hurt. It HURT. Worse, I was completely irritated by it. Before I could collect myself; indeed, while I was still shaking, he took the keys to the club out of my 88 

pocket and then picked me up and threw me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He approached and unlocked the door and went inside the first and second doors into the lounge. 



Ted threw me down on the couch that was actually one of the benches taken out of the Superior Mutts van years before but which I quit thinking of as anything but an actual real sofa. Then he produced duct tape out of somewhere and wrapped my hands together and then my ankles. Finally, seconds before I regained the ability to speak he put some over my mouth. Thus bound I could have struggled, but it would have been in vain, so I relaxed. Curiously, as irritated as I had been by being tased, because it HURT, I was strangely calm and not angry. I mean it was Ted. He was a loser. How big a threat could he be? He said, “I’m sorry I had to do this to you. But I have to. Because you deserve it.” 

Oh. OK. Then that’s fine. “Do you want to know why you deserve it?” Actually, no. I just want to go home, and the garden doesn’t look any different than I ever has. Good night. “Do you?” I think he wanted me to nod. I deliberately didn’t, wondering if he would take the tape off my mouth in order for me to respond verbally. Hah, it’s what he did! “Do you want to know why you deserve it?” Because I couldn’t take him any more seriously than I did Buck when I first knew him I said: 



“No.” Hah! This made Ted really pissed off and he slapped my face. Imagine. The cheek of it. Yet even then I wasn’t angry, because I couldn’t take him or the slap seriously. As I didn’t respond, in anger or at all, to the slap, Ted asked: 



“What do you think of that?” 



“Of what?” I asked. 



“Me slapping your face.” I thought for a moment and then said: 



“Considering how easily you threw me over your shoulder, I thought it would be harder. 

You better try again.” And he did. And it was harder. And I responded this time, but with laughter. 



“What do you think of that?” he asked again. I quit laughing long enough to say: 



“It made me laugh, or weren’t you paying attention?” And he hit me again. This time really hard. I stopped laughing and said: 



“OOOWWWW!” A beat. “Satisfied?” 



“Why do you make me hit you, Christian?” he asked, a question in a tone that reminded me of “Mommie  Dearest.” 



“No,” I said, “It’s ‘Why do you make me hit you, Christina!’” imitating Faye Dunaway as Joan Crawford. 
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“What are you doing?” Ted asked, confirming that my dead-on-balls accurate impression was wasted on him. 



“What are YOU doing?” I asked, indicating my bound wrists and ankles. 



“I tied you up,” said my loser representative to the Orange County commission. 



“WHHHHHHHHHHHHY????” I shouted, scaring the fuck out of him. Truly, the 

apparent aggressor, he took a few steps back and flinched. He might even have teared up. 

He said, his voice shaking: 



“Because you killed Bina.” I couldn’t speak I was too shocked, but my face said Huh? 

And then HUUUUUH???? Because he took a few more steps back and flinched further. 

His voice shaking harder, he said, again, “You killed Bina. The love of my life.” And again, I couldn’t speak. I was too shocked. I was. I couldn’t speak or laugh. I couldn’t breathe, even, but just for a moment. Ted continued, “You killed Bina. I loved her and she loved me.” Speechless. “She and I were lovers and we were going to get married.” 

Nothing. “We were in love.” Still nothing. “We had a clandestine relationship that we revealed to no one.” I found my voice for that one, and I said: 



“You either had a clandestine relationship or a relationship that you revealed to no one. 

One or the other.” I hate redundancy. I just hate it. Ted thought about it and said: 



“We had a clandestine relationship then.” 



“OK,” I said, because that was what had so far bothered me the most that visit. “Now, why am I tied up?” I asked this because I forgot. I did! 



“Because you killed Bina. You poisoned her coffee.” 



“That’s not true,” I said. 



“Don’t deny it,” he said. “You were arrested.” 



“Was I tried? Was I convicted? Am I in prison?” Dumb Ted—I’m calling him Ted here instead of Nieves without thinking about it, likely because he was such a CHILD—had to think about those questions. 



“No,” was his brilliant deduction. 



“OK, then.” 



“But you did,” Ted said. “Who else would have? No one. No one had a reason but you.” 



Now, I could have explained to him that Manion was out to get me because he knew my students and I had killed Chris Grace, who was his friend and who he didn’t believe 90 

killed Abigail and Bosco. I could have explained to him that Alan Alexander and his crazy half-sister Nicole spent their adult lives sterilizing useless people like, well, Ted Nieves and that Bina was onto them and Nicole killed her. I could have explained to him that as much information as tons of people had about all the justifiable homicides I had committed, I could have cared less if Bina Dunkle had erected a billboard on the interstate detailing them. I could have told him about this and Blue Ducette and my having shoplifted a maroon and gold scarf from the Boston College bookstore and an infinite number of other things but Ted Nieves wasn’t worth another breath. I would have told him this had it not required that other breath he wasn’t worth. 



As dumb as he was, Ted read the disinterest in my face and got madder than he so far had. Then he pulled grass clippers out of one of his pockets and said, “You killed her and you’re going to die now.” 



And with that Ted Nieves graduated from worthless as an old crumbling turd to deranged maniac. Even so, I couldn’t control my sarcasm, and I said, “Fabulous, now please cut me out of this tape.” He began to. He really did, and I wanted to laugh for it. I didn’t, though. 

I didn’t feel like dying. Not there. Like that. With him. That was out of the question. And so I began moving my feet in a way that I thought would jar the ankle bracelet off me, thereby alerting the police of a an attempt to escape. 



As I struggled with the bracelet I distracted, and stalled, Ted by asking, “How did you and Bina hook up?” He opened his mouth to tell me in what appeared to be a calm way, and then shut it. He got all mad and opened it again to say: 



“I’m not going to sully the details of our beautiful love by explaining them to her killer.” 

I so wanted to shake my head and tell him he had to be kidding. Instead I asked, because I kind of wanted to know what her vagina looked like, cause it was created by a surgeon and all: 



“What did her vagina look like?” He looked at me as if he didn’t understand. “’Cause it was created by a surgeon and all.” His face froze except for his eyes, which got super wide. “You knew that, didn’t you?” That explains why Nieves didn’t know right away that it was Bina, the love of his life, who had died that morning. David said she was transgender, and Nieves didn’t know his soul mate had once been a man. I wanted to confirm this with my kidnapper but didn’t have the opportunity because he raised the grass clippers over his head, fully intending to bring them down and into my chest, and Deacon Ducette grabbed them, spun Ted’s dumb ass around and brought them down into his. 



Ted fell backward, collapsing on top of me, his head falling next to mine. As he died I whispered in his ear, “She didn’t love you. She said you were a pity fuck, and not a good one.” 
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“Oh, Christian,” Deacon said, “did you have to?” 



“Did I have to, nothing,” I replied, kind of annoyed at the man who had just saved my life, for the second time. “He tased me, tied me up and then made me listen to him whine. 

He deserved that. He deserved worse, actually.” I prodded the corpse, which still lay on top of me. “Dammit, I thought he might still be alive and I could say more mean things.” 



“Christian,” he admonished me again. 



“Oh, Deacon, just get him off me, would you?” He leaned over and grabbed dead Ted and began to lift him up when we heard sirens. “Did you call the police?” I asked. 



“No,” he said. Then I remembered my anklet. 



“My ankle bracelet,” I said, frantic. “I tried to damage it so the cops would come and rescue me from this dumb oaf.” 



“Did you forget I was here?” Deacon asked, annoyed. 



“Just get him off me, please, before the cops get here. Throw him in Room One. And then come back, fast.” Deacon did what I said, quietly and quickly. As he half carried, half dragged Ted Nieves’ corpse down the hall I realized the dogs were barking hard, and probably had been since I shouted, ‘WHHHHHHHHHHHHY.’” I stood up, undid the 

button and zipper of my jeans and pushed them down. Then I pulled my t-shirt over my head. When Deacon returned he took off his jeans and t-shirt without having to be told, which I thought was extremely cool. 



Two police officers came through the still open front door and busted through the one from the entrance to the lounge to find Deacon Ducette, as the apparently gay “Crock” 

rolling around on the floor with his bound and gagged “slave,” Christian Gallagher. 

Deacon pulled the tape off my face and said, “Honey, did you call the police?” 



“No,” I said, and then looked at my anklet. “Would you look what I’ve done!” Deacon also looked and we both began laughing in as gay a way as we could. “I am so sorry,” I said to the officers, still lying on the carpet with Deacon’s arms around me. 



“We are so sorry,” he said, sheepishly. 



“As long as you’re here…” I began, and my partner, in murder, not sex, that is, shook his head as if to advise me not to ask the nice officers to join us. “What?” I said to him. 

“Why not?” 



“Christian,” Deacon admonished me. “Now behave.” 



“Yes. Master,” I said, giggling. 
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Then one of the officers, neither of whom appeared to be shocked at our goings-on, sniffed and asked, “Is that blood?” Deacon laid one hand on my bound ones, telling me what he was going to do would hurt, and then dug the nails of his other into and down my back so hard he drew blood. You would never have known it by my expression, though, I think. OK, maybe my eyes, which neither police officer could see because it was dark. I smiled brightly, though, and even said, as playfully as I had everything else. 



“I told you you were being too rough.” Finished tearing up my back, Deacon said: 



“Would you officers help us up? Christian here’s tied up and my arthritis is killing me.” 

Neither cop appeared interested in approaching much less helping us. One said to the other:  



“We should wait for backup,” and they both stood, looking at us from across the lounge. 



Backup came quickly in the form of Detective Manion, who regarded Deacon and me with ten times the contempt I had for Ted Nieves. He even said, “You people…” and then ordered two other officers to get us up and untangle us. Deacon pulled up and fastened his pants and put on his shirt. A cop got me into a seated position on the couch and undid the duct tape on my wrists and ankles. Then I stood, pulled up and fastened my pants and put on my shirt. 



Then Manion produced another anklet, which he put on me himself. 



Then everyone left. Quickly. The detective was last to exit the lounge and building. 

Before stepping through the now-busted inner door he looked at Deacon and me, hocked the mother-of-all loogies, and spat it onto the carpet at his feet. “Murdering freak fags,” 

he said, and then left. 



Deacon and I continued to sit on the couch. We said nothing until we were satisfied the two patrol and one unmarked car had left the Superior Bodies parking lot. Then my friend leaned into me and said, of Manion, “He’s gay, you know.” 



“Really?” I said, super discouraged. I hated it when gay guys were closeted and self-loathing and they called other gays “murdering freak fags.” “That makes me sad,” I said to Deacon. “Why can’t we all just be out and happy?” He shook his head. We were silent for a few more moments. We had to rest, you know, as it had been a busy night. 



“What do you want to do with the body?” Deacon asked. As I was too tired to chop him up and feed him to our fosters, a la Stefan and Vivian Lane, I said: 



“Let’s just bury him. In his garden.” We continued to sit where we were. So tired. Then Deacon said: 



“He did a nice job with it, you know,” and I asked: 
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“Did he?” 







We didn’t bury Ted in his garden in the front of Superior Bodies because I didn’t want him around. Instead, Deacon butchered his corpse in the shower area and then drove the pieces to the St. Johns River and fed them to the alligators. “I appreciate your doing that,” 

I said. He told me it was no problem as he had worked for many years in a 

slaughterhouse. I changed the subject. 



Linden and I used a series of disposable cell phones to communicate as we were both certain our regular ones were being bugged. I told him about Ted Nieves having tried to murder me. Though generally steady, this freaked out my husband, who insisted we both fly to Chad or some South Sea island. “I’m OK,” I assured him. “It’s fine. Deacon rescued me, again, and took care of the body. He won’t be back.” 



“Christian,” Linden said, “who’s next?” 



“What do you mean?” I asked. 



“Who is going to…try to kill you next?” 



“No one,” I said. 



“That girl. Nicole, could try again.” We had been over her and I said: 



“She’s had plenty of opportunities since that day in the pool and she hasn’t. She’s gone.” 

Linden was quiet and so was I. Then he said: 



“Put the bracelet on one of the pups and come to Honey Bunches of Oats,” the mansion in Kingdom Come, Maine, named after our late shi ‘tzu. “At least until your next court appearance.” Linden was super concerned. I didn’t want to alarm him or fight with him, nor did I want to patronize him by saying I would think about it. “I’m going to stay here,” 

I said, gently but firmly. “We’re going to shoot an AEF episode here featuring Deacon. 

There will be a lot of activity and plenty of people around. I’ve invited him to stay with me and he said yes. 



“OK,” my husband said, and he was right. Linden was quiet, so I asked: 



“How’s George?” The mansion’s owner. Linden didn’t answer immediately. Then he 

said: 



“Happy.” A beat. “He loves the babies and they love him. They call him Grandpa.” I thought that was marvelous, not the least because both Linden’s father and mine had passed away. “They play that fart game, too.” 
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“You could have spared me that,” I said, laughing as I imaged the nonagenarian passing gas into our children’s faces. Linden laughed, too, and then I said, “I’m going to be fine. I always am.” 



“You always aren’t,” he said, though not as seriously. “Someone’s always bashing in your face.” My husband was right. Someone always was. 



“I love you,” I said. 



“I love you, too.” 
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Chapter 10 

Bentley 




Bentley Howard called me very early one morning even before I got out of bed, which is generally before the sun comes up. “What are you doing today?” he asked. 



“Nothing special,” I said. “Why?” 



“Can we have lunch?” Bentley’s tone was grave. I wondered what was up. 



“Of course.” 



“I’m flying up from Miami. I’ll call you from the airport.” 



“I’ll pick you up,” I said. 



“No, I’ll get a…” he began to say and then continued, “yeah, please pick me up.” I called Garrett to work for me at the club that day. He said he, Grayson and Blinka would run things and to enjoy a day off. 



Two hours later I pulled into the arrivals area of the Orlando International Airport. 

Bentley was waiting for me, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt which, I only noticed then, was something he rarely wore. It was something I always wore, but Bentley generally wore chinos and a polo or oxford. And shiny shoes. No matter how casual the occasion. He was also unshaven, which he never was, and his hair wasn’t combed properly which it also always was. 



The day was nice and the top of the Miata was down. I pulled up to the curb in front of my young friend…twenty-five he was? “This rough look suits you.” Bentley didn’t acknowledge the remark. Instead he said, softly: 



“Thanks for coming,” and got into the car. I pulled away from the curb and out of the airport without a word. Bentley needed to see me. This was his trip and I would follow his lead. When he was ready to speak, I would listen. 



I drove away from the airport up 436 toward east Orlando. I didn’t know where my friend wanted to go or what he wanted to eat or if he wanted to eat and so I drove toward Ethos, the city’s yummiest vegan restaurant. 



At more than one stop light and, indeed, throughout the trip, we were checked out by this gay man or that straight woman. Couples, kids and old people, too. We were a pair. My unshaven forty-five year-old ass, long graying blonde hair escaping from my ponytail in a black t-shirt next to his unshaven twenty-something ass, short blue-black hair and a navy blue t-shirt. Bentley was the better looking. Better looking on his worst day than me on my best. Better looking on his worst day than even Remy Whitefire on his best. Did people think we were a couple? Brothers? Father and son (gasp!)? 
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“Haaaaaaay!” a young gay male couple in an SUV said to us at Holden and Orange. 

Honk-Honk went the horn of two horned-up teenage girls at Orange and South Street. 

“You are beautiful,” said a handsome older woman from her Miata at Orange and 

Central. And “Wow,” said a homeless man who crossed in front of us at Orange and 50. I responded to each of these and more with a nod and peace sign. Bentley was silent and stone faced. Completely. I’ve never seen someone so unresponsive. I wondered if he would be so if we crashed and considered running into a telephone pole in front of the restaurant just to see. 



I pulled into the tiny parking Ethos shared with the shops along Ivanhoe Row, a stretch of Orange across from which was Ivanhoe Park and Lake…Ivanhoe! For the first time since I visited the restaurant or any other place in the neighborhood I thought of the movie 

“Ivanhoe,” which featured unrelated actors Robert Taylor and Elizabeth Taylor. I thought how handsome he had been and how beautiful she had been and how neither could touch Bentley Howard. 



I shut off the engine and looked at my friend, who remained stone-faced until I said his name. He snapped out of it and then apologized. “Are you hungry?” I asked. He shook his head. “How about I get us some drinks and then we get a bench in the park?” He nodded. “Stay here,” I said and got out of the car. 



I bought us a couple of bottles of some locally-brewed beer and brought them out to the car. Again I had to rouse my friend and again he apologized for being a zombie. He got out of the car and followed me across north Orange. It was a weekday and there wasn’t a lot of activity in the park. Generally someone’s water skiing on the lake or they have those other things, the name of which I can’t think of right now. Bentley and I found a bench quickly and sat down. I handed him his beer, in a small paper bag, and opened my own. I kicked off my sneakers and sat Indian-style on the bench. I took a sip and looked at the water. Beside me Bentley opened his beer and sipped it, too. We watched the water for a full minute and maybe two full minutes. Then he said, dully, “The man who provided the sperm that got my mother pregnant is suing her for money.” 



This information hit me like an actual punch in the gut. Indeed, I brought my left hand over my stomach. “Oh, Bentley,” I said and put down my can. He put down his and crossed his arms over his stomach. “Oh, Bentley. I’m so sorry.” He leaned over as if he were going to vomit, though he didn’t. Still, I put my left hand on his back and began to rub it. I did so for another minute or two and then he sat up. I kept my hand on his back as he looked at me and said: 



“It makes me feel like I’m a product.” I let go of his back and he gave me his right hand to take. “People think I’m a Ken doll or a superhero. Superman. They’re products. 

Manufactured.” Oh, boy. “I wasn’t born, Christian. I was manufactured.” It was coming. 

“Rona ordered me.” Not “mother,” “Rona.” “Chris Grace was right.” He said it. He referred to the remarks the late police chief of Montverde, Florida, said in his “Coven” 

email. I can’t recall exactly how he put it and don’t feel like looking it up, but it was something like what Bentley was saying. “I always thought so and Rona never said 97 

otherwise.” No, I don’t imagine Rona ever did. “I was always able to ignore it, even when Grace wrote it. Then Bob Evanstead had Rona served.” I didn’t like Bentley calling his mother by her first name. Grayson and Garrett called their mother by her first name and Jennifer Abel was a true monster. For all her faults, Rona Howard was not a monster. 

Not even close. 



“How does he know?” I asked. Bentley responded by pulling a folded piece of paper from a back pocket. He handed it to me. As I unfolded it I knew it would contain his biological father’s image and my heart beat very quickly. I felt another punch in the gut as the document contained images of Evanstead at Bentley’s age and him now, at roughly forty-five. “Oh, Bentley,” I said again. They could have been twins, born twenty years apart. I stopped myself from saying “Oh, Bentley” a third (fourth?) time and asked, “Is there DNA evidence?” My friend looked at me and I blushed. “Yeah, that’s not really necessary, is it.” I looked again at the images and asked, “Does your mother have a contract?” Bentley looked at me again and I blushed again. “I’m just going to stop saying stuff now,” because Bentley had flown from Miami seeking comfort from me and I was not providing it. We sat in silence for a while and then he said: 



“Would you rub my back again?” I was glad to and did. For another while during which I folded up the paper and put in next to my beer. I still saw the image of twenty-five year-old Bob Evanstead, the head shot of a young actor it was, and thought how silly I was in the car thinking anyone would think I could be Bentley Howard’s father. I kept rubbing and thinking about my friend and his mother. About how Rona wanted a kid and how she got him. About how she pushed her handsome son into being in that TV show and, later, a print model. Bentley failed at both and found himself an effective producer. As skilled as his mother, he was successful without being the bully she was. Was that because Evanstead was gentler? I mean, what personality traits, if any, did he inherit from him? I considered that for a couple of moments and then felt embarrassed a third time. 



I determined not to say anything or think anything for the rest of our visit. Then Bentley said, “What a whiner I am, Christian.” Nothing from me. “What a baby.” OK, I didn’t think Bentley was a baby. He was anything but a baby. I didn’t say so, though. “I have had every advantage. I was born with a silver spoon. I got everything I ever wanted. 

Toys, vacations. I spent my childhood surrounded by rich and famous people. Anyplace I ever wanted to go I could. Anyone I ever wanted to meet. I went to the best schools.” I laughed here. He did, too. “I had the best English teacher.” I laughed again and knocked our heads. “I produced the first television show I ever wanted.” He skipped past the acting and modeling careers, which I thought was awesome. “I made it with the sexiest woman on the planet.” Samia. He paused here, and then said, “I always knew 

Rona…Mom, went to a sperm bank. She was always honest.” I wondered how she put it and then asked: 



“How did she put it?” 
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“She said, ‘I wanted you all to myself, Bentley, and so I went to a place where I could get pregnant without having an actual man. And so you’re all mine.’” He was silent after that, which gave me time to repeat it, to absorb it, and I said: 



“I don’t think that’s so bad.” Bentley repeated it, out loud and, I think, to himself a few times. Then he said. 



“No, I guess it’s not.” I wanted to ask if we were done because I was hungry. Then Bentley said, “It’s everything since.” Yeah, not solved so quickly. 



“Bentley, I don’t think my father ever told me he loved me, verbally.” I said it before thinking about it. 



“I know,” he said. “I know she loves me and she’s just a bitch and so she never says it.” 



“Yeah,” I said encouragingly, and then repeated the “she’s a bitch and so she never says it” and wanted to chuckle at finding that remark a comfort. “So, what’s the matter, then?” 

I asked, and then put my free hand over my mouth, mortified at having asked what I did, and so cavalierly. I was even more appalled with myself when Bentley began crying. 

“I’m sorry, Bentley,” I said, withdrawing my hand from his back. “I didn’t mean to…” I didn’t know how to finish that sentence, which was fine because as my friend continued crying he shook his head. He started to say something more than once but found he couldn’t for his sobbing. When he finally could he said: 



“This guy, this Bob Evanstead,” a deep breath. “He ruins everything.” Yes, he did ruin something, but what? I asked only myself. Bentley was manufactured, sure, but his mother loved him and he knew it. What had Bob and his suit ruined? Bentley took another breath, looked at me and said, slowly, “Christian, I want you to be my father.” 



What? 



What??? 



WHAT?????????????????????????? 



“These last years. As long as I’ve known you. From the day we stayed up all night in the hurricane and then went to the club to take out those assholes. And then we saved the dogs. That day. That night, or whenever, I thought for the first time in my life…” he paused. “I spent my life knowing all these famous men. Actors and producers. Athletes. 

Politicians. Rich people. Astronauts. And it wasn’t until I met you that I thought, God, wouldn’t it be great to have him as a dad.” 



That hit me hard. Not a punch in the gut, but something else. 
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“I used to think how cool it would be. Like if you somehow provided the sperm, you know? But I knew that was impossible and so I thought that maybe I could will it if I thought, or prayed, hard enough.” 



That caused a punch, of pain, for my young, sweet friend. He covered his face with his hands and said, “I am such a loser. I’m so pathetic, wanting it that badly.” I wanted to say something but didn’t know what. “My mother loves me and I love her but I don’t think she’s a good person. She’s selfish, Christian. And she can be so mean. So belligerent in business. People call her a barracuda,” I had, “but she’s so much worse. I love her but I don’t like her. She says she wanted me all to herself, and that’s why she…conceived me the way she did, but no man would have her. Not for herself. And you’re the opposite.” 

He paused again and again I couldn’t think of what to say. “You’re a barracuda, too, but for good.” A barracuda I agreed I was. I wasn’t entirely sure about the for good, though. 

“You do nice things for people and you only run over people who deserve it.” OK, maybe. “You only pretend to be shallow. Mom is.” A beat, “And this guy. This Bob Evanstead.” He shook his head and sobbed once. “Going after her for money. Over me.” 

He sobbed again and continued. “Over me.” 



Bentley bent over and held his head and in his hands and cried, hard. I rubbed his back again and then, without thinking, took him by the shoulders and drew him into a hug. He hugged me back and continued crying on my shoulder. Then I said, also without thinking about it first. “You’re my son, Bentley. Rona’s your mother and she loves you. And I’m your father and I love you, too.” 







We went back to my house and let the pups out. It was sunny, warm and beautiful. I indicated a chaise lounge I had stolen from the club and suggested Bentley relax on it. 

“I’m going to make coffee,” I said. “Something for you?” 



“Whatever’s cold.” I went inside to get us beverages. When the coffee was ready I poured a cup and brought it and a large glass of raspberry lemonade outside. I would have handed the latter to Bentley but he was asleep. I put it on the ground next to him and sat cross-legged on the grass beside him. I took several sips of coffee and then felt my phone vibrate. It was an incoming text. From Rona. It said: 



“I’m at the Executive Airport. Can I join you?” I texted back: 



“Yes,” and then waited for her in front of my house. 



Rona showed up in a town car. She wore jeans and a pink t-shirt. I had never seen her in anything but black: either a cocktail dress or business suit. She also had sneakers instead of steep pumps. She paid the driver and approached me, slowly. “How is he?” She asked. 



“Sleeping,” I said first. Then, “Better, I think.” 
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“What should I do, Christian?” Rona, the confident…more than confident TV and movie producer whose name made people in the industry shake with fear, was wearing a pink t-shirt and asking me for advice. I didn’t have an answer right away. I was thinking about what a strange family we made: The ruthless single businesswoman, her successful, handsome and needy son, the handsome loser who donated sperm, and the middle-aged homo to whom mother and son were looking for comfort. Not quite the cast of “Blue,” I thought, and then I had an idea. 



“You should help me pack a picnic lunch, Rona. We’re going to Blue Springs” 



“That sounds like fun,” she said. Of Blue Springs. Without knowing there was a TV 

connection. It was just a place to her, and she said she thought it sounded like fun. That’s how focused she was on her son. 



I offered Rona my arm and she took it. We went inside to find Bentley was awake and topping off his drink in the kitchen. Before either of my guests…my family, that is, could greet each other awkwardly I said, “We’re burning daylight so we have to hurry.” 



“Hurry, why?” Bentley asked. 



“We need to get to Blue Springs before all the cabins are rented.” Bentley smiled and I led the two of them into my bedroom to get a change of my clothes for him and a change of Linden’s clothes for her. We threw the clothing in a bag and grabbed our wallets. 



“A picnic lunch?” Rona said. 



“We’ll get snacks at 7-11. It’ll be a real road trip.” 



“Sweet.” 



“I call shotgun!” Bentley shouted. I looked at his mother and said: 



“That means you get to sit in the back with The Whore of Babylon.” 



“Bring it on!” Rona was a good sport. 



We hit the nearest 7-11 and got chips, soda, wine coolers, nuts, gum and jerky for The Whore of Babylon. As I pulled Linden’s car onto Interstate 4 west toward Daytona I said, 

“Nicole Alexander tried to kill me the other night.” Neither knew who she was so I explained about her and her brother and their mission to sterilize the planet. “Where can I fax them my list,” Rona said, which made all of us laugh and The Whore of Babylon fart. 

I told them “Crock” saved me from her and they both booked, never to be seen again. 



“So Bina Dunkle was there to investigate them?” Bentley asked. 



“Yeah,” I said. “She only pretended to be the author of ‘Blue,’ there for the film festival.” 
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“Did you see any of the fims?” Rona asked, just out of curiosity. She wasn’t a distributor so mining festivals for movies wasn’t her thing. I told them Crock and I were so wired after learning about Dr. Alexander’s efforts and Nicole Alexander’s attempted murder of me we couldn’t sleep and went to the all-night “Blue” marathon. 



“What was that like?” Bentley asked. I answered: 



“Much less exciting than Ted Nieves’ attempted murder of me.” Hah! I told them first about the pitiful deceased Orange County Commissioner and then his murderous mother and murderous wife. 



“Oh my God!” Rona Howard shouted. 



“Oh, yeah.” 



“So Bina was the only person who was ever nice to him?” Bentley asked. 



“Probably,” I said. 



“Do you think he would have stabbed you with those shears?” Rona asked. 



“I didn’t until he held them over my head,” I said. “He was such a nothing, really. Under other circumstances he would have chickened out. Enjoying that brief bit of kindness and love and then losing it…” 



“So Crock saved you twice,” Bentley confirmed. 



“Yup. We carved up the body and dumped it in the St. Johns.” Bentley and Rona nodded, completely unaffected by the man’s death. 



“Don’t tell me,” Rona said, “no one’s gone looking for him.” 



“Nope.” She chuckled and Bentley sort of laughed, too.” I exited I-4 onto one of the county roads and took it twelve miles. It had only been an hour away and yet it was a completely different world. Orlando may not be New York, but it was a city whose name nearly everyone on the planet recognized. Blue Springs was woods, woods, woods, its entrance so obscure I would have missed it had Bentley not pointed it out. 



I pulled onto the dirt road that led into the park. It had to have been a good quarter of a mile to the gravel parking lot that surrounded a small log cabin office that had to be older than dirt. 



“It’s not just a different world,” Rona said, “it’s a different time.” Neither her son nor I disagreed.  I parked and said: 
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“Let’s see if there’s a cabin available. Then we can explore.” We got out of the car and Bentley walked The Whore of Babylon, who was twice as excited to be there as the three of us combined. She went berserk smelling everything and exploring as fast and far as she could drag Bentley. As Rona and I approached the cabin she said: 



“This is nice, Christian.” I thought it was, too, and nodded. I held the door for my friend and we entered the office to find a wrinkled old crone who sat behind a large wooden desk. 



“Well hello there,” she said or, rather, whistled through dentures that didn’t fit and were probably given to her by someone who died rather than fitted by a proper dentist. 



“Hello,” Rona said. “Do you have a cabin for my husband, me and our son?” She was keeping it simple for the old bird. 



“When did you marry Christian Gallagher, Rona Howard?” the hundred year-old woman asked. As we were too shocked to reply she added, “You don’t think I get ‘E 

Entertainment?’” Rona and I began laughing and she said: 



“Do you have a cabin for me, my friend and my son?” 



“I do,” she whistled. Rona paid while I explored the room, the walls of which were decorated with photographs that went as far back as 1900 and included a special section featuring stills of “Blue.” 



“Were you here when they shot the television show?” I asked my old new friend. 



“Oh yes,” she said, and then introduced herself as Phyllis. “That was a good time. There was lots of excitement with the filming. Lots of stars and actors.” She listed them, here. 

The cast and then guest stars who had been famous or went on to become famous. When she got to Ann Francis Rona said: 



“I love her!” Phyllis nodded. 



“She was a beauty, that one.” A blonde Elizabeth Taylor, she did mostly B-movies and television. 



“I always wanted to be her,” Rona said, which just stunned me. The vulnerability of it. 

“She was so beautiful and talented. And she aged really well, too.” Phyllis agreed with a nod. “I first saw her on ‘Route 66’ when I was…I don’t know, five?” 



“She was on that show more than once, I think,” Phyllis said. 



“That guy from ‘Hawaii 5-0’ was also in it. He played a musician. Troubled. What was the actors name?” 
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“Jack Lord.” Phyllis’ tone said she liked Jack Lord. 



“Yeah,” Rona said. “Wow, Ann Francis was on ‘Blue.’” Phyllis nodded again and listed a few more familiar names. 



“That must have been exciting,” I offered. 



“Oh, it was,” our old host said. “And dramatic. The drama. The drama!!!” 



“Actors can be that way,” Rona said in as friendly a way as I’ve ever seen her. Bentley poked his head in and asked if he could bring The Whore of Babylon inside, to which Phyllis replied: 



“Bentley Howard, you are so handsome you could bring in the Devil himself.” They entered and the old beagle wagged her tail as she approached old Blue Springs clerk. 

Phyllis loved on The Whore of Babylon as she scoffed: 



“The actors? Not so much drama with them. The crew provided the real entertainment. 

This cameraman was seeing this makeup girl and then left her for that carpenter and then this P.A. was living with one director and then left him for another director. And then the line producer had one of our cabins decorated like a Roman bathhouse and all kinds of things went on in there…” 



“Oh, my!” I said, surprised and amused. 



“The actors were the only normal people,” Phyllis said, firmly. “And kind, too. That mother, Janet Bollinger, was a class act. She liked to bake, too. She had an apartment in DeLand when they were here and she made all kinds of things and brought them for the park staff.” 



“And Deacon?” I asked, wondering what my other new friend was like as a teenager.” 



“As nice as could be,” Phyllis said, scratching The Whore of Babylon behind her ears. 

“Polite and respectful. A hard worker, too. He took his job very seriously. Didn’t waste time. Didn’t put on airs. Respected the work. Even when some of the stories were silly.” 



“Did you read his autobiography?” I asked. 



“Not yet. Did you?” I nodded. “What’s it like?” 



“Good,” I said. “And you’re right, he doesn’t put on airs.” 



“You think he wrote it?” 



“I do.” Phyllis opened her mouth, about to say something, and then hesitated. “What?” I asked. 
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“Do you want something to drink?” she asked the three of us. 



“Yes,” Rona said, “but do you have a ladies room?” Phyllis indicated a door to her right and Rona excused herself. Then she opened a tiny refrigerator behind her and pulled out of bottle of water for The Whore of Babylon and Scotch for herself and us. Rona finished quickly and then Phyllis invited us to sit on what appeared to have been a church pew next to the cabin’s door. When we all had drinks and were comfortable, Phyllis asked: 



“Does the book mention the episode about the gay man who tries to seduce Blue?” 

Bentley and Rona’s eyebrows shot up and they looked at me. 



“No,” I said. Phyllis nodded and smiled, but just a little. 



“A class act, that boy. And balls for days.” She paused to savor the memory. “It figures he wouldn’t boast about that.” She took a sip of her drink. 



“Tell us about the episode,” I said to our hostess. Phyllis took a deep breath and said: 



“Well, it happened to feature Jack Lord, whom I have always liked.” The old girl smiled saucily. “Very handsome he was. And sexy. In everything he did…” She shivered in delight as she recalled it. “Well, one of the writers came up with an episode about a single male camper who takes an interest in Blue.” Rona groaned. Bentley shook his head. I sighed. The Whore of Babylon pawed the old lady to keep loving on her, which she did. “They cast Lord as the man. I was very excited to meet him in person. Then I heard what the story was about.” 



“He was going to try and recruit Blue to be gay,” I said. Phyllis nodded. 



“You’re all too young, but it was a terrible time to be gay. Even worse than when I was a girl.” That, I thought, was very interesting, and I made a note to chat more with Phyllis about it at another time. “Now, I may have been born a backwoods Florida cracker, but I knew about gay people, though we called them queers, and I knew they were just people, like anyone else.” That was a relief to hear. I caught Rona and Bentley smiling softly in my peripheral vision and determined they thought so, too. “My father had a sister who was a lesbian, and she was lovely and kind. And there was an old gay couple that ran a hotel together in Hawthorne, where I grew up.” That was near Marjorie Kinnan 

Rawlings’ house. I wondered if Phyllis met the author of “The Yearling,” but didn’t ask. 

“They said they were cousins but we all knew better. They were good people and so I learned early not to fear gay people.” Hundred year-old Phyllis just got better and better. 

“Well, Lord gets here and they start shooting and then Deacon’s shooting his scenes with him and then the boy stops and says, ‘I can’t do this.’” Go Deacon. “And the director, not one of the regular ones, another one, says, ‘What?’ and that boy says he’s not going to shoot the episode because it makes homosexuals look like they’re bad people. The director said he doesn’t give a shit and Deacon is under contract and a whole bunch of bullshit and Deacon still refused.” 
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“What season was this?” I asked. 



“The first!” Phyllis said. 



“Oooooo,” Rona spoke for me and Bentley, too. 



“Yup.” The old lady nodded her head and scratched The Whore of Babylon’s behind. 



“He could have been replaced,” Bentley said. 



“Yup,” Phyllis said, again, and then continued, “That’s what the director said and Deacon said, ‘So do it,’ and then walked off.” 



“Oooooo,” Rona spoke for the three of us again, and Phyllis said: 



“Yup,” again. “He left, and then Janet, who was in the makeup trailer but heard what Deacon did went over and up to the director and said she wasn’t doing the script, either.” 



“Oooooo,” the three of us actually said together this time. 



“And then one of the cameramen said he wasn’t shooting it and the sound guy said he wasn’t recording it and then Lord said he was going back to Los Angeles that day and everyone left the set.” I later learned they shot interiors in a warehouse in Daytona. “I think they would have shot the episode. All of them, including Janet, but for Deacon.” 



“Wow,” said Bentley. 



“I need to meet him,” said Rona, who I knew would. 



“He just liked to act,” I said. “It didn’t have to be on TV.” 



“No, it didn’t,” Phyllis agreed. “I heard about him popping up here and there in the state over the years. Doing “The Iceman Cometh” and “King Lear,” and the like. I never saw him, though. Seems no sooner did someone realize it was him than he moved on.” 



“Have you seen ‘Harlan Meyer?’” I asked Phyllis. She shook her head: 



“No. I haven’t wanted to. I’m sure it’s excellent, but I don’t want to see Deacon all troubled and violent.” I understood. “I didn’t see any of those teen beach movies, either. 

They seem a bunch of crap to me.” I assured her they were. Phyllis looked at a desk clock and said, “You’ll be wanting to check into the cabin if you want to enjoy yourselves in the light.” 



“We are enjoying ourselves,” Rona said, again for all of us. This made Phyllis blush. 
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“The Whore of Babylon is enjoying herself, too.” Phyllis chuckled at her name, and said: 



“She’s The Whore of Rubbies and Scratchies.” We all laughed and then thanked her for the visit. She gave us our key and a map of the park and we left the cabin, The Whore of Rubbies and Scratchies with great reluctance. 



The only reference to work anyone made during our visit was Rona, who said, as we left the office, “We need to shoot something here, and include her.” And again, she spoke for the three of us. 



Bentley, Rona, The Whore of Babylon and I went to our cabin, which was small but clean. It had a full size bed and a fold up cot. It also had a small bathroom with only a sink and toilet. We settled in and then explored the rest of the park: a hiking trail, swimming hole, fishing area and canoe/kayak rental. There were plenty of people also enjoying Blue Springs, though probably not as many as during the summer. 



Many of the guests recognized us, or me and maybe Bentley, or they were just awed by his beauty. No one approached us, though. 



We walked the length of the park on this wooden walk of sorts. It led us over a swampy kind of area. There were a couple of bridges under which people paddled by in canoes. 

We waved, just to be neighborly. We wound up at a swimming area with diving platform and a small float. “I feel like going in,” Rona said. Bentley and I did, too, but none of us had a swimsuit. 



“I guess we need to go in our clothes,” I said, and with my eyes ordered Bentley to pick up his mother’s legs while I grabbed her torso. She laughed like a girl as we carried her, the three of us fully clothed, into the water and tossed her in ahead of us. She went under briefly and surfaced still laughing. We dove in after her and splashed and paddled around. 

Rona swam out to the float and climbed onto it while Bentley approached the platform. I returned to shore and got The Whore of Babylon, with whom I paddled out to the 

platform. Bentley and I took turns jumping and diving off it, still in our clothes, as Rona rated our efforts on a scale of one to ten and The Whore of Babylon ran around in circles and also jumped in a few times. She always got a ten. We continued enjoying the swimming hole until we exhausted ourselves. We swam to the shore, which was a small patch of sand trucked in from the Gulf Coast I was sure. We threw ourselves onto it and enjoyed the setting sun. 



We stripped to our underwear and rinsed off under public showers several yards from the beach. Someone told us about a campfire and ghost stories that was a nightly thing at the park. We returned to the cabin, dried ourselves and changed, and then brought our wine coolers and remaining snacks to the campfire. 



We hung out with a dozen and a half other Blue Springs campers sharing ghost stories and no one asked who we were and that was fine with us. Then, super tired and a little 107 

buzzed, Rona, Bentley, The Whore of Babylon and I returned to the cabin and threw ourselves on the bed where we slept in a giant four-layer spoon. 



Quickly, because I don’t want to get too mushy, Bentley has told me more than a few times since our visit to Blue Springs that it was the most fun he ever had in his life. Rich enough to have traveled anywhere, eaten anywhere and stayed anywhere and my friend’s fondest memory is of eating junk food, visiting with an old crone and jumping off a creaky old platform into the Blue Springs swimming hole while his mother shouted 

“Nine-point-five” and his Dad-for-a-day and, OK, forever, lifted him out of the water so he could jump again. 
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Chapter 11 

Number 3 




Deacon Ducette agreed to appear in an episode of “An Elite Force,” playing Isobel’s estranged husband and my and Barbara’s father. In it he would be all cleaned up and handsome, sport his spankin’ new snow white dentures, and be all 007. And he would be listed in the credits as Deacon Ducette. 



For all his efforts to be anonymous, Deacon accepted my offer for a role on the show quickly. He liked it, liked me and liked the salary I offered. I think he was also moved when I said, “There’s plenty of roles for you to play. This comeback will lead to a lot of opportunities. Do you want to have an accent?” I asked, because I knew he could do ‘em. 

He ran his tongue over his new teeth and said, awkwardly: 



“I better not. I’m still getting used to these.” 



“OK,” and then I said, again, “Bentley could buy the rights to ‘Blue,’ you know. You could do a TV movie or something. Janet Bollinger is still alive and might agree to reprise her role as Mary Baxter.” My friend just sort of mumbled. Then he said, more clearly: 



“I thought of that.” Deacon sighed, took a long drag and continued, “The script would have to be good. I can’t do it just for the nostalgia.” 



“It would be,” I said. “You could write it.” Then I added, just to be cheeky. “In it you could have a kinky gay relationship with a forty-five year-old hottie whom you tie up with duct tape and whose back you scratch until it bleeds.” 



“Hah!” he said, nearly spitting out his upper set. That made him laugh harder and he covered his mouth to keep his new teeth inside. I laughed and then excused myself to call Bentley to tell him Deacon had also agreed to appear in a ‘Blue’ movie. As would be my luck, Rona was with him. Bentley warned me and then put his phone on speaker. 



“How long have you been sitting on this, Christian?” she asked, all loud and angry. I didn’t need to respond or justify anything to her, but I did anyway, because she was so generous and she liked to be indulged. 



“Three weeks,” I said. “He’s aged badly, though I think he can be made up to look decent.” Rona did the math and said: 



“What is he, early sixties?” I confirmed his age and she said, “How does he look next to Isabel?” 



“Like they’re the same age.” She muttered to herself, just as Deacon had. Then she said: 



“This is fantastic, you know. It’s a coup, Christian. Especially since ‘Harlan’s’ all over the place, now.” She might not attend film festivals, but our Rona knew her independent 109 

movie distribution info. “This is grand.” I agreed it was and politely found my way off that phone call. 







I locked up Superior Bodies/Mutts at…I don’t remember, but it was dark. Everyone had left but Crock, who still hadn’t saved enough for first and last month’s rent plus a deposit. 

“I still like staying here with the dogs,” he said. That was still fine with me and Linden. 



I shut and locked the front door and crossed the empty parking lot on the way to my house when an old white van came screeching into the parking lot and a big, angry black man jumped out of its side door. “Hello Christian,” he said to me, and then clocked me in my ever-injured face. I didn’t lose consciousness, but I fell backward. 



The driver and the fella who struck me picked me up and carried me into the van. I have often heard that once you’re taken into the van, you’re dead. Women, kids, and men, need to fight as hard as possible. I did my best, but that punch was hard and disorienting and the men were much bigger than I. 



Inside the vehicle they bound my wrists and ankles with duct tape…doesn’t anyone have rope anymore? And they put a piece of it over my mouth. Satisfied I was immobile, my attackers took seats in the front of the van and drove away. 



Once bound I didn’t struggle, instead I listened and watched the driver in an attempt to determine where we were going. Then I felt my jeans for my cell phone and realized it wasn’t there, that one of the guys had taken it while I was still resisting their efforts. 



Curiously…very curiously, and very quickly, the van came to a stop. I reviewed the direction and distance we had gone and determined we were behind the Publix 

supermarket that was walking distance from the club. I asked myself why we were so close and then felt my ankle bracelet. My kidnappers knew I was wearing it and didn’t take me beyond its range. I wondered how they knew and regretted not having read articles about my arrest in the local newspaper and elsewhere. I didn’t know if my anklet had been shared with the public. Still, even if it had been, how did these men know its radius? It could have only let me go as far as my front yard, but it didn’t. How did they know this? 



The driver shut off the van and the two got out of their seats and approached me. One said, “Do you know who we are?” I shook my head. The other said: 



“I’m Don Dunkle,” a relative of Bina? A brother? 



“And I’m Jere,” the first one said. “Bill was our brother.” 
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Because I felt like being a smart ass, because that’s always how I feel like being when I’m staring death in the face, I assumed an expression that suggested I didn’t know Bill Dunkle was Bina. 



“Bill Dunkle,” Don said. No change in my expression. 



“BILL,” Jere said, very firmly. Nope, still don’t know him. Don screwed up his face and said: 



“You probably knew him as,” he screwed it up further and spat, “Bina.” Recognition. Of who Bina was and why the brothers had kidnapped me. Like so many other folks, they thought I had killed her, and so they were going to kill me. 



I was in their van and once you’re in the van, you’re dead. So I just relaxed and closed my eyes and waited for the blow to come: the tire iron over the head or the switchblade in my stomach. I waited, thinking of Linden and our children and my parents and Deirdre. 

And Rhoda. I waited and waited and suddenly felt someone tear the tape off my mouth. 



“What do you have to say?” asked Jere. I looked from him to his brother and asked: 



“What was the question?” 



“We’re Bill’s brothers,” Don reminded me. Silence. 



“That wasn’t a question,” I said. Frustrated, Jere asked: 



“What do you think of our being Bill’s brothers?” Suddenly frustrated and very angry I said, in a controlled voice: 



“I think you kicked the shit out of Bill and degraded him his whole life, and you’ve got some nerve avenging his death when you didn’t give a shit about him while he was alive.” This earned me a whack from Don, and I noticed a tooth was missing. I wondered if that blow had done it or if it was the punch he gave me in the parking lot and I just noticed it missing. I would have asked them, you know, just to be smart, but Jere said: 



“Bill was a little pansy. A little freak. He needed to man up.” 



“Oh, so you were showing him a little ‘tough love,’ huh?” I asked. 



“Yeah,” said Don, who seemed to think that was a very good way of putting it. I didn’t comment further. Instead I shut my eyes and waited for the tire iron. 



“And you killed him,” Jere said, just to say something. 



“No, I didn’t,” I said, opening my eyes. “Just so you know that when you kill me, you sister’s killer will still be loose.” 
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“Don’t call her our sister!” Don shouted and whacked me again, dislodging another tooth. 

His brother said: 



“If you didn’t do it, who did?” Instead of telling them it was Nicole Alexander and why, I realized why they took me where they did and said: 



“Ask your boy Detective Manion.” Both their eyes went wide. “Yeah, I figured he put you onto me. I bet he searched you out. All sympathetic and ‘queers like him made your brother change his sex’ and ‘you all enjoy some prairie justice.’” I suddenly spat and saw, even in the dark, it was more blood than saliva. “And by the way, do you know how much a bridge costs these days?” Neither Dunkle knew about what I was talking, and Don said to Jere: 



“Let’s just kill him and throw him out of the van.” Jere thought about it and said: 



“Yeah, OK. But first I want to know who he thinks killed Bill.” I thought quickly about whether I would say Nicole or someone else and chose to say, simply: 



“Manion.” 



“Manion?” asked Don. 



“Manion,” I confirmed. 



“Detective Manion?” Jere asked. 



“No, Queen Manion of the lost Sambuka tribe,” I snapped, having no idea then or now how I came up with that. 



Whack went tooth number three. I swallowed it and said, “It makes sense, dildos. I mean, who’s the homophobe, me or Manion?” They thought. “Did he tell you she was writing a book about me? I could care the fuck less.” They looked at each other. “I read her book, 

‘Blue,’ and gave it a five star rating on amazon. Does that sound like someone who would then kill her?” They looked at me and then each other. “How many killers do you know give their victims’ books five star ratings on amazon and then put rat poison in their coffee?” I wanted to laugh but didn’t. Jere said: 



“Manion didn’t say it was rat poison. He said it was something else…” his expression asked Don if he remembered. 



“It was a technical name. I don’t remember.” I saw an opening, however long a shot, and said: 



“Well that proves I didn’t kill her, then, if it wasn’t rat poison.” The brothers looked from me to each other and shrugged their agreement. And I wanted to laugh again. 
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“What do we do?” asked Don. 



“I don’t know,” Jere said. “He’s seen our faces.” 



“He knows who we are.” The brothers looked back at me, expecting me to suggest 

something. I just shut my eyes again and waited for the tire iron. 



And then I heard metal. I thought first it was one of them dragging the weapon along the floor of the van but then realized it was the side door opening. I opened my eyes and saw Deacon Ducette, holding two pistols pointed at Don and Jere. Like some wild western gunman or something. Before I could tell him to let ‘em have it, he unloaded each into the brothers. Twelve deadly pops were the shots. So much quieter they sounded in real life. Like tiny firecrackers rather than loud bangs. Both men fell backward, onto me, which was super gross, but I didn’t care really ‘cause they were dead. 



I pushed the corpses off me and maneuvered to the door. “Well,” I said casually, “does that count as save number three or three and four?” Deacon looked from me to the Dunkle brothers’ bodies and said: 



“Four, baby.” I nodded my agreement and offered him my wrists. While my rescuer had two guns he had no knife, so we searched the van for one and then I searched Don and Jere’s pockets. I found cell phones and checked the recent activity of Jere’s, because he had been the leader. I saw the same number, probably from a disposable cell phone, and said to Deacon: 



“Can you imitate a black man?” I could, and have when I used to do No Laughing 

Matter, but I was afraid Manion would recognize my voice under my effort. To my knowledge, he had never spoken to Deacon. He nodded and I handed the phone to him. 

Without coming up with a formal plan, he dialed the phone. When Manion picked it up Deacon said: 



“You gotta come here. Gallagher got away.” Through the phone I heard the detective scream: 



“What!!” 



“He got away.” Deacon looked at me and pointed at Don. I stage whispered his name and he said to Manion, “Don went after him. He’s coming back, without him. You need to come here now.” Manion screamed a bunch of expletives and then said: 



“I’ll be right there.” Deacon hung up and I said: 



“Now what do we do?” Immediately, and flatly, my friend said: 
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“Kill him.” I looked from Deacon to the bodies of Don and Jere Dunkle and thought I didn’t want any more people to die that night. Really, I wasn’t pleased that anyone so far had. Ted Nieves was a total loser and I’m confident I could have talked him out of hurting me, though maybe not. Though maybe. Bina’s brothers were a mess, but they were given false information by Manion and encouraged to execute me. I don’t know if I could have talked them out of killing me, but I was still sad that it happened. A little. A little sad. 



Detective Manion really was the one who needed to die but, strangely, I didn’t want him to. I kind of wanted him to live and be miserable. More so than he already was. Stripped of his rank, job, and reputation. Exposed for being a liar and setting me up for arrest and death. Yeah, he needed to stick around. 



I explained all this to Deacon in the time it took for Manion to show up. When we heard his car I said, “Just hold him at gunpoint until I get back.” 



“Will do,” he said comfortably. I heard Manion shut off the engine and step out of his car. When I was certain he had reached the side door of the van I opened it quickly and stuck one of Deacon’s western revolvers straight out and found myself pointing it at nothing. The detective was peeking in the front passenger window. He saw my gun and began to lift his toward me. Before he could aim, however, Deacon whacked his other western revolver on the side of his head, stunning him. Manion fell to his knees. I grabbed his gun and handed it to Deacon and then searched his jacket and then pants for the keys to what I found was his personal car. 



“Thank you,” I said politely as Manion struggled to recover from the blow. I was gone before he could speak again, driving his car back to Superior Bodies so I could get the undercover recording device Linden and I used on Ben Maitland. 



I was there and back in twenty minutes. I returned to find Manion sitting in the back of the truck between the corpses of the Dunkle boys. Deacon covered him with both his and the detective’s guns. I switched on the recorder, which was stuck in my shirt, and said, 

“Haaaaaaaaaay!” to my nemesis. He made no reply. He held his head low and stared at his lap. This wasn’t going to be fun so I said, all business, “You were in love with Chris Grace.” Manion’s head shot up, and I thought maybe it would be fun. 



“Busted,” said Deacon, who was also going to enjoy it. 



“You’re a closet case, which is OK. Many are, especially in law enforcement I bet.” 

Manion looked at me but didn’t reply. “You’re gay, which is why you volunteered to come visit Superior Bodies years ago when Eleanor van der Walls’ niece accused me of all that nonsense.” Still nothing. “Chris Grace was an Orlando Police officer and you were in love with him.” Manion grimaced and looked back at his lap. “Don’t be 

embarrassed. I also thought he was charming.” He looked up again. “The thing is, I didn’t kill him,” I lied, because I was recording myself. “So if you want vengeance for him, you need to find it elsewhere and don’t send any more of Bina Dunkle’s brothers to kill me.” 
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“You killed him,” Manion finally said. Softly, but creepy serious. “You and your little friends…your coven, killed him because you thought he killed that girl.” I said nothing. 

“That Lake County sheriff,” Butcher, “wrote a book about it. It’s common knowledge. 

No one thinks you didn’t do it.” 



“I didn’t do it,” I said, casually. “I don’t know who killed Abigail and I don’t know who killed Bina.” 



“That boyfriend…that…loser, killed Abigail,” Peter Polaski. “You and your students killed Chris,” Manion choked as he said the name of the man he had loved. “I don’t care who killed Bina. She was a freak.” 



“Pardon me,” Deacon said. “Is having a sex change so much worse than being gay?” 



“Shut up,” Manion said to him. To me, he asked, “How could you make it with this guy?” Make it? When did Deacon and I make it? My expression, even in the darkness, must have betrayed my confusion as my friend said: 



“Honey, he was there when we were getting all rough. Remember you set off the ankle alarm?” 



“Oh, yeah.” Right. Ooops! “So,” I continued, running from that subject, “you planted all those clippings and research in Bina’s condo.” Manion looked at me but said nothing. 

“They were your clippings, weren’t they?” They were Nicole’s clippings, but Manion didn’t say they weren’t his so I continued. “You were obsessed with the man, me, you blame for killing your lover.” He kept saying nothing. I wanted to get his admission on tape and so went for the kill. “Did Chris Grace encourage your interest? Did he lead you on?” Manion winced. “Did he imply he was bisexual and found you attractive, too?” The bound detective shook his head, sadly. He was probably unaware that he was doing it. 

“Did he tell you he had always been completely straight? Until he met you, I mean? That there was something about you. Something so special he reconsidered his sexuality for you?” 



“SHUT UP!” Manion finally shouted. “Shut the fuck up!” 



“He tried to pull that shit with me,” I said. “I saw through it right away, though,” I did. 

Eventually. “Didn’t you?” 



“SHUT UP!” 



“Oh, Detective, how long did he string you along? Months? Years? And he never touched you did he? He used you, though. Favors at work. Loans? Gifts?” 



“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Manion shouted again. “You don’t know anything. Chris loved me. He did. He loved me but he wouldn’t leave his wife for me and I loved him all the 115 

more for it!” Deacon and I both burst out laughing so hard and so cruelly it bothers me to remember it; that is, until I remember the prick also sent the Dunkle boys to kill me. 

Manion raged and struggled with his handcuffs. He cursed at us and tried to spit at us. He told us to shut up five or six more times and then I said: 



“You think I killed him so you set me up to take the fall for Bina’s murder.” 



“YES!” he shouted. “Yes, I did, you silly faggot. You fucking fag. I did. I did and you’re going to jail for it. You’going to jail and you’re going to get raped and you’re going to like it!” I had what I needed. I reached into my shirt and shut off the recorder. Then I produced it. 



“No, baby,” I said. “You’re going to jail, and you’re going to like it.” Manion raged all over again, hollering and pulling at his own cuffs so hard he drew blood from both wrists. 

Then I had an idea. “Look,” I said. He still raged and I wasn’t going to shout over him so I waited until he stopped. “Look,” I said again. “I’m going to give you some choices here.” I looked from Manion to Deacon, asking his permission to continue without consulting him. He nodded and I went on, “I can bring this to OPD tonight and you can go to jail for trying to kill me and all sorts of other shit.” Manion glared at me, but said nothing as he was listening hard. “I can shoot you and feed your body to the gators along with your boyfriends, here.” I indicated both bodies. “Or I can blind you, thus preventing you from working as a cop anymore and you can go on disability. Maybe redeem 

yourself somewhere down the road but, of course, you couldn’t come after me in the future, because you’d be blind and all.” 



“I like that one, Christian,” Deacon said. 



“Thank you, Deacon,” I responded. “I just came up with that. I don’t know how. Maybe there’s a muse working through me.” 



“Could be,” he said. “Hmmm, which one of those nine sisters would suggest blinding our friend here?” We both chuckled and Manion asked, all low and creepy: 



“Any other choices?” 



“Yes,” I said. “We can give you your gun and you can shoot yourself in the head.” He sighed in a way that suggested he figured this would be an option and he had weighed it against the others. “You have five minutes.” I shut the door, giving him some privacy, if you don’t include Don and Jere, to think. Deacon said: 



“I’m thirsty.” 



“Me, too.” We chit-chatted about nothing for five minutes and then I opened the door again. Detective Manion, whom I didn’t think had the courage, said: 



“Blind me.” I looked from him to Deacon, who also was surprised. He said: 
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“How do we do it?” and I replied: 



“You worked in a slaughterhouse. Don’t you know?” 



“We never popped the cows’ eyes out, Christian.” 



“OK,” I said, and then thought about it. 



“Just gouge them out for Gods sake, and do it fast,” Manion said, to no one specifically. I looked at Deacon. 



“You heard him.” 



“I’m not doing it,” he said. 



“Why not?” I asked. 



“My hands aren’t clean. I have gunpowder residue on them.” 



“So, we’ll drop him off at a hospital. They’ll give him antibiotics.” 



“I’m not doing it, Christian,” Deacon was kind of whiney saying this. It made me smile. 

He added, whinier, “I killed those brothers. It’s your turn.” 



“Hah!” I said. 



“Get these cuffs off me and I’ll do it,” Manion snapped. I looked at Deacon and he shrugged. 



“OK,” I said, kind of not wanting to watch him do it and wishing I hadn’t given him the option. “Wait,” I said. “Are you sure you just don’t want me to drop this tape 

downtown?” Manion said, firmly: 



“If I go to jail I’ll be a human toilet, for the rest of my life. I won’t survive.” I thought that was probably what would happen and said: 



“And you’re sure you don’t want to shoot yourself in the head?” 



“No,” he said, and then started to say something further. He stopped and I asked: 



“What?” Manion took a deep breath and looked at Jere, then Don, then me, right in the eyes, and said: 



“I want to be redeemed.” It was a powerful delivery and I feel it now, in my stomach. I thought he was even braver, then, for being willing to gouge his own eyes out to do 117 

penance. I even thought, and I’m ashamed to admit it, of just letting him go. He must have read that thought in my face and said, “Take off the cuffs and shut the door. And don’t open it until I say so.” I looked from Manion to Deacon, who said: 



“Scooch out here, son, and I’ll get ‘em off.” He scooched past the Dunkles’ corpses and stepped out of the van. He turned to present his cuffs to Deacon to remove. Instead of doing it, however, my friend patted him down. He felt something around Manion’s right ankle and lifted up his pant leg. Manion shook his head and spat. I went red with embarrassment for not having realized he planned to use the gun on us after he claimed to have finished tearing his eyeballs out of their sockets. 



“Just shoot me with it,” he said. 



“Nope, I don’t think so,” Deacon responded. “Though it’s Christian’s call.” He looked at me and I reset the digital recorder and then played Detective Manion’s confession over. 



“Your friends on the force are going to looooooooove this.” He pulled himself together, spat again and said, his voice trembling: 



“Whatever.” 



“Whatever, nothing,” Deacon laughed, “You’re going to be a human toilet!” He 

continued to laugh and so did I, though I had to force it because I was still so mortified that he convinced me he was going to gouge his eyes out to be redeemed and I even considered letting him go I was so moved. Bless their hearts, neither man rubbed my nose in it. 



“You’re still under suspicion for Bina’s murder,” the detective said. That made me laugh genuinely because I had so damn many options. Still cuffed, Manion turned around and sat on the edge of the van. I found Jere’s disposable cell phone and called 911. 



“Hello,” I said to the operator. “I need to report a…” I looked at Manion, then past him at the bodies and then Deacon, who shrugged again. “Could you just send a patrol car to the Publix,” I gave the address, “and you might also want to wake up the Orlando Chief of Police, too. Thank you.” 
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Chapter 12 

Number 4 




Deacon Ducette and I spent a very long night at Orlando police headquarters. During our visit the actor revealed himself to be the Blue Ducette whose work the folks at the Enzian and elsewhere were enjoying. No one was interested in his celebrity, though. Police personnel, to a man, were all about the one of their own who had been busted planting evidence and arranging a hit on me. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Gallagher,” said the police chief, and I believe he was. 



“It’s no big deal,” I said, because my life being threatened and Deacon rescuing me had become routine. 



An officer drove us back to my house the following morning around ten a.m. He could have dropped Deacon off at the club and driven me home, but I wanted him to stay at my house until he found an apartment for himself. I insisted and he agreed. In the back yard with the pups I asked my friend, “Do you think we’re done?” 



“I think so.” Deacon reviewed my attackers, “We got Nicole Alexander. No one’s heard from her and she hasn’t struck again so she’s probably sterilizing people in the Philippines or Borneo. Ted Nieves is alligator shit. Bina’s brothers were a couple of damn ass cowards who wouldn’t have come if Manion hadn’t paid ‘em to. And he’s 

probably getting shit and pissed on right now. Yeah, I think we got everyone.” I agreed. I also thought with Manion in trouble for pulling all the shit he had, a grand jury would choose not to proceed against me and my ankle bracelet would be removed. 



I was relieved but tired. Wired, too, and too jazzed to be silent. As we waited for Linden to get us outside at the police station I suddenly remembered something and said, “You know, Bentley’s PR gal arranged a press conference for Thursday.” 



“For what?” Deacon asked, though he knew. 



“For you. Your appearance on AEF. Your being in a sequel to ‘Blue.’” 



“Good,” he said. “Is Janet doing it?” 



“I think so,” I said. “She wants an awful lot of money, though. That’s what Bentley said.” 

Deacon shook his head. 



“She was nice enough, but she always thought she was worth more than she was. She was only in a few episodes that last season.” I remembered. Salary. It happens. “She worked only occasionally since, you know. I think she married a doctor. I think she did real estate, too.” 



“Hopefully she and Bentley’s people will have come to an agreement and she’ll be there, too.” 
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“Where’s it going to be?” my friend asked, running baby wipes over his hands to make sure they were completely free of Manion’s blood and gore. 



“Enzian Theater.” 



“’Harlan’s not still playing there, is it?” 



“No,” I said, though they’re going to screen all of your beach party movies starting Wednesday night through Sunday. 



“Whoopie-do!” 



“You can bring copies of ‘Blue.’ Sell them and autograph them for people.” Deacon just kind of nodded. 



“I suppose I’m going to have to speak,” he said. 



“Yeah. I guess. You want to work on a statement or just take questions?” He sighed. 



“Questions, I guess.” He thought twice and said, “No, a statement, and no questions.” He thought again and said, “I don’t know.” 



“People will want to know where you were and what you were doing. And what brought you back to the industry. They’ll ask questions about the TV show and the book. Maybe who your favorite costar was.” Deacon thought about all of this as we continued to wait for my husband. 



“Will you be there?” Deacon asked. Not needy or pitiful. Just a question. 



“Yes,” I said. “I’ll introduce you.” He nodded and was again silent. 



“You’ll have interviews with the local and national press. Appearances. Bentley’s person is putting it all together. Is it OK with you?” Deacon nodded and said: 



“I’ve been through it all before. It’ll be fine. I want your show to do well. Our episode. I like that it funds that pet rescue endowment.” I did, too. “It’ll be fun playing Blue again. I think.” A beat. “It’s just that going back there, well, it reminds me of who I was then and who I could have been. I made some bad choices. I could have done things differently. 

Not produced ‘Harlan’ so soon. Not gotten discouraged when it tanked.” Two beats. “Not been so devastated by its failure. And so lonely.” So lonely, I almost repeated it. “I love to act, Christian. I loved it then, even when the scripts sucked. I always found something challenging in every character.” Three or four beats. Or ten. “Thank you for offering me 

‘An Elite Force.’ It’s just what I needed to get my butt going again. It’ll be a good time.” 



“Of course, Deacon,” I said. Garrett arrived and drove us back to our house. He kept the conversation light, knowing I would give him details of the prior evening later. Inside 120 

Deacon and I both had something to drink and then I looked into the back yard where the beagles and mutts were relaxing. I said to my guest, “What do you say we give everyone a doggie biscuit, just to quell their hunger, and then take naps out here in the sunshine with them?” 



“I think that’s a great idea, Christian.” 







When we woke up from our naps Deacon cleaned up the poops and peeps while I fed everyone. Then he tooled around on the internet, with which he was generally unfamiliar, while I called Linden and told him about the night before. 



“Should we come home?” my husband asked. 



“If you want,” I said. “Are you having a good time?” 



“Of course,” he said. “George is so terrific. I don’t know a kinder or happier man. Joan, Colin and Thomas are enjoying the kids, but they like George the best. They won’t give him any peace and he’s being so patient with them.” 



“I love that,” I said. “You stay there. I’ll put Deacon in Lil’ Jacob’s room and then he and I will go apartment hunting.” Then I paused. 



“What?” Linden asked 



“I think I want to go there and join all of you.” 



“Your anklet?” 



“I’m going to ask Mr. Aiello to file a Motion requesting it be removed, in light of Manion’s setting me up.” 



“Won’t that take long?” 



“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe I’ll ask him to call the state attorney and advise them that if all charges aren’t dropped against me, we’ll sue the city for all that shit their detective pulled.” 



“That’s a better idea,” Linden said. “You might have it off this afternoon.” 



“They should have taken it off while I was downtown.” They really should have. 



Linden and I said our goodbyes and I called Mr. Aiello. He put me on speaker and I gave him and his wife the long version. It took over an hour and maybe ninety minutes. 
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“You do tell a good story, Christian,” said Mrs. Aiello. 



“I agree,” said her husband. Mr. Aiello said he would call the state attorney right away. 

We said our goodbyes and then I told Deacon I was going to the club to swim off the nervous energy I still had over everything 



“I’ll be along later to get the rest of my stuff,” he said. “I’m really enjoying this internet.” 

I was glad he was. I was even gladder when he said, “Do you know I  have…a fan site?” 



“I believe it,” I said and then took a peak at the one he was reviewing. 



“How ‘bout that!” he said, truly amused. I left him at the house and walked the five blocks to the club smiling broadly as I pictured him exploring his fan site. I also showed him the Internet Movie Database. I thought that would keep him occupied for a while, checking out his list of credits and seeing what his old costars were up to. 



I swam at the club and then took another nap. Then I told Grayson and Elio I’d finish up for them and they went home early. 



I locked up Superior Bodies/Mutts at…I don’t remember, but it was dark. Everyone had left. I shut and locked the front door and crossed the empty parking lot on the way to my house when David the trainer whom I hadn’t seen at all that day, appeared from across the parking lot. “Hello Christian,” he said to me. 



And I pounced. On him. Yup. I threw myself at him, fists flying, raining blows on him like a maniac. My life had been threatened too many times since Bina Dunkle got her ass poisoned, and I wasn’t putting up with anymore attacks in the dark parking lot. I didn’t fucking kill Bina and I wasn’t explaining it to another person. Fuck him, if David wanted to kill me because he thought I cost him a potential client, well then he could fucking join her in Hell. 



David and I rolled over the asphalt in the parking lot, me pummeling him with no experience or strategy, and he trying to protect himself without returning the blows. This went on for a minute that seemed like twenty until a couple of arms grabbed me from behind and lifted me off the much stronger, far younger Superior Bodies trainer. 

“Christian!” said Deacon as I struggled to get free and continue beating David to death. 

“Christian, STOP!” he shouted. I couldn’t hear him over my own cries of: 



“I didn’t kill her you fucking cocksucker. I have KIDS for God’s sake. You just try and kill me, JUST TRY IT!” Poor David didn’t know what was happening. He stood up and held his hands up toward me in a conciliatory way. I wasn’t interested in his hands or his apologies. I wanted blood! 



Deacon, who is a strong sixty-something year-old, finally turned me around and smacked me really hard. “STOP!” he shouted and then shook me, too. I stopped and he continued, 122 

“David’s not here to kill you. He’s here to train me.” Instantly calm and curious and everything I said: 



“Really?” 



“Yes,” said the fella who had rescued me several times but that night was rescuing someone from me. “If I’m going back in the spotlight I want to be as fit as I can.” 



“Why didn’t you say so?” I asked. 



“I was kind of embarrassed. I’ve never been that vain, but when I saw those websites and all the pictures of me as a kid I thought I looked pretty bad now. I want to look better. So I called David and he told me he couldn’t get here until after we closed.” 



“Oh,” I said. Then I turned around and saw David. “Hi.” 



“Hi, Christian,” he said, running his hand through his Mohawk and examining his arms and feeling his face for cuts. 



“Sorry,” I said. 



“I’ll forgive you if you tell me what that was all about.” I was too mortified to be in David’s company so I said: 



“I gotta go. Deacon’ll tell you. Bye.” I made to leave and heard David say behind me: 



“Deacon…Cool.” 







That Friday morning Bentley’s people arranged for a press conference at Enzian Theater. 

It’s in this gigantic historic building that once used to be…something else. The architecture is all gingerbread-housy. It’s got an adjacent outdoor bar, too, that’s super popular, even to those who don’t see the movies. 



The 2012 film festival was long over, as was the run, which was extended, of Deacon’s re-released “Harlan Meyer.” Bentley’s PR people made arrangements with the theater’s management to hold a press conference re-introducing Deacon “Blue” Ducette to movie and TV-goers followed by a handful of his young adult romantic comedies. Before each film would run a preview of “An Elite Force” the show that would be his return to the small screen. 



The event would begin at ten a.m. and be at the outdoor bar. I would host it along with Isobel Lamb, whose participation was my idea. Following some remarks we both made would be, on several television monitors throughout the bar, a series of images of Deacon from “Blue,” the teeny-bopper movies that would then play, and “Harlan Meyer.” After 123 

two or three minutes of that I would introduce Janet Bollinger, who would speak a bit and then introduce Deacon, who would say a few remarks. They’d take questons, pose for pictures, and then the first of the beach party movies would begin. 



It was all carefully prepared and nicely scripted. Both Isobel and I plugged “An Elite Force” and “Winter Key” by mentioning Deacon’s having been cast as her husband and my father on the former and agreeing to appear in the latter in an as yet undetermined role. Isobel made some additional remarks about the crush she had on the young actor in the 60s, and how fortunate she, in her 80s, was to appear with him as her ex-husband in scenes that would contain some thick romantic tension. She would get carried away with her description of their work, getting all horned up, and I would cut her off. Hardy-har. It was a good, though obvious, idea, nicely written and Isobel would wail on it. 



The problem was, the press conference didn’t go like that at all. Oh, it went on and was well attended by the media. Extremely well attended by local TV, radio, print and web, and national and international outlets sent staff and stringers to cover it, too. The parking lot was overflowing with vans and the vehicles of “Blue” and “An Elite Force” fans. 

There were also a couple of police cars as we needed crowd control. A private school across a side street from the theater offered their parking lot and the streets surrounding the theater, including 17-92, were lined with cars. 



Yeah, everything was prepared and bartenders served mimosas and Bloody Marys. There was plenty of coffee and Danishes from a vegan bakery. I insisted on vegan catering wherever and whenever I could and Bentley indulged me. Bentley’s staff distributed discs with the two minute video montage, the rights to some of which he hadn’t secured but too bad, plus an advanced copy of “An Elite Force’s” second season opening. They also provided complimentary signed copies of Deacon’s autobiography. 



Isobel, Deacon, some Enzian staff and a few other folks, not all of whose roles I knew, were hanging out in the theater lobby waiting for the event to begin. And Janet Bollinger. 

In her nineties, she was in good health and still an attractive woman. Bentley gave her what appearance fee she asked for and she was happy and, indeed, quite lovely. She and Isobel had worked on a project together. An episode of “Murder, She Wrote” or 

something. They also knew many of the same people: actors, writers, directors. They had a high old time visiting and drinking champagne and orange juice. 



While Deacon had only just begun working out his weathered body, he still looked good in a light wool suit. His thinning hair was cut and styled and he wore a small but effective amount of makeup. And his dentures sparkled. He was thin and would remain so, but he would also become firm with David’s help. That was important as he would need to go barechested in at least one or two scenes of a “Blue” TV movie reunion. 



Everyone looked good and was getting along. The coffee was hot and yummy and the day was bright and cool for late spring. A PR person said to me and Isobel, “Showtime.” 

We excused ourselves from our friends and left the lobby through the theater’s front entrance. Isobel took my arm and we approached and ascended a small stage in front of 124 

the main bar. I introduced myself and my friend. I made my remarks, she made her remarks and got herself all hot and bothered over Deacon and I calmed her down. 

Attendees laughed and then we played the video featuring images and brief scenes of his work on “Blue” and his films. 



When the video ended I said, “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Janet Bollinger, 

‘Mary Baxter’ from ‘Blue.’” I expected the actress to ascend the small stage and approach Isobel and me at a casual pace. Instead, not Janet but Deacon jumped the three steps, ran straight for me and tackled me to the floor. I was stunned, of course. Too stunned to have heard the gunshot that was meant for me but hit one of the hanging TV 

monitors. I figured everything out when Deacon said: 



“Nicole.” I shot to my feet and looked around spotting her in the crowd of confused press and fans. 



“That bitch!” I shouted. Then I jumped off the stage and booked after her, faster than I thought I could run. She was twenty-plus years younger, but was in the middle of the crowd and that prevented her from getting away as quickly as she might have. While I was pushing fifty, I was a lifelong swimmer with no more gut who had enjoyed only a few cigarettes in the last several years. I ran around the crowd to where I thought she would burst through it. Regrettably, she got out before I could reach her and zipped across the parking lot. I zipped after her. Nicole leapt through bushes and crossed the side street into the school’s parking lot and I followed her. Then, curiously, she ran into the building, I guess to lose me among the hallways and classrooms. It turned out to be a mistake because she ran across a freshly scrubbed floor on which she slipped and fell so hard she couldn’t get up immediately. 



I caught up with the woman who tried to kill me, twice, and grabbed her by her hair. 

Then I dragged her back out the door we entered and to the parking lot. I was so rough the small gun Nicole used to shoot at me fell out of the light jacket she wore. I picked it up with my free hand and stuck it in the front pocket of my own suit. Then I threw the crazy young lady into the bed of a maintenance truck that was parked in the lot and I climbed in after her. 



Nicole lay on her back and I sat straddling her chest. She struggled and I smacked her a few times until she stopped. Then I leaned over until my face was an inch from hers and stage whispered a shout, saying, “I’M NOT GOING TO EXPOSE YOU AND YOUR 

BROTHER!” As softly, but not a shout, I continued, “I don’t care whom you sterilize. 

The whole world should be sterilized as far as I’m concerned, at least until every single parentless boy and girl has a home.” She looked at me strangely and I shouted, for real, 

“DUH!” Then I said, in a regular voice, “That’s not going to happen in your lifetime, so get back to work. Get out of here. Forgive your brother for saying you’re crazy, which you are but that’s not always a bad thing, and stop trying to kill me.” I took a couple of deep breaths in an attempt to calm down. Though I remained on top of her, she still had breath enough to respond, and what she said was: 
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“Oh. OK.” Then she smiled. I got off her and she got up. I sat on the side of the bed of the truck while she arranged her clothing and hair and then she said, “Bye now.” I nodded a goodbye and she leapt off the truck and walked away, quietly. 



Nicole wasn’t quite out of sight when Deacon reached the truck in which I remained sitting. “What happened?” he said, looking from me to the young woman’s retreating figure and back to me. 



“I told her to quit trying to kill me, that I didn’t mind that she was sterilizing people and to get back to work.” 



“And what did she say?” he asked and I said: 



“‘Oh. OK,’” and then, “‘Bye, now.’” Deacon looked at me strangely, and then back at Nicole as she disappeared behind a Dunkin Donuts, and then back at me. He smiled and said: 



“Oh. OK,” and then held his arm up to help me out of the truck. School security and a couple of administrators approached us as I jumped out. 



“What was that?” an older man asked. 



“Oh, nothing,” I said. “Sorry to bother you.” 



“Bye, now,” said Deacon, and we left them dumfounded. 



When we returned to the theater we noticed Isobel Lamb and Janet Bollinger onstage visiting and sharing stories of old Hollywood and the golden age of television. 

Bollinger’s credits were longer than I knew, having never searched for them online. In addition to acting she was an accomplished artist, and was art director on many films, including some directed by Orson Welles and John Ford. “I grew up in the southwest,” 

she said, “and always thought I would be an artist,” she said. “I still paint desert landscapes.” Who knew? 



The press conference turned into the Isobel and Janet show, with special guest Deacon Ducette. The three of them found chairs and continued their chat, talking both about 

“Blue” and “An Elite Force.” That went on for a good ninety minutes during which everyone stuck around and either recorded the impromptu talk show or just enjoyed it. 

This forced the theater to cancel Deacon’s first movie, which was fine because those who showed up to see it were happier to see the three old actors. 



So interesting were they that no one asked about Deacon tackling me and one of the TV 

monitors being shot out. How ‘bout that! 



Bentley Productions claimed rights to the ninety-minute “special” in which Deacon, Isobel and Janet Bollinger had appeared. No other production company or network 126 

challenged this claim because none wanted to deal with Rona Howard. Bentley and his mother had watched it live, albeit from her home in the Hollywood Hills. Halfway through it he called me and asked, “Did someone try to kill you?” 



“Yeah,” I said. “It seems to be happening a lot lately. I’ll tell you about it later.” I dismissed the issue because I was more interested in suggesting Bollinger shoot an episode of AEF before she returned to her home in Santa Fe. 



“Mom and I were thinking the same thing. What do you suggest?” 



“I suggest a cat fight with Isobel around which we build an episode.” 



“Excellent, Christian. Do it.” 



I had the episode outlined before the press event-turned talk show was over. Some attendees left while others stayed to watch the second scheduled Deacon Ducette teen movie. I secured a table at the bar for me and the veteran actors. “What do you think of this,” I said, and then described an AEF episode in which Janet, Isobel’s mentor-turned-rival appears gunning for her over something that happened in 1958. “Then you discover that Isobel’s ex-husband had been hired to drop a dirty-bomb on Tampa…” 



“Tampa!” he said, and we all laughed at how insignificant the city is, you know, in the grand scheme. 



“And you wind up joining forces to stop him.” 



“Marvelous!” Bollinger cried, clapping her hands and laughing. She suddenly spotted the busted TV monitor and asked, “What happened to that television set, by the way?” Isobel knew me well enough to determine I had been shot at and therefore supported Deacon when he said: 



“It looked like it was about to short out. That’s why I rushed the stage. I didn’t want Christian getting hurt.” Bollinger smiled and said: 



“I don’t believe a word of that,” and we all enjoyed another laugh. 
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Chapter 13:  Honey Bunches of Oats 


As produced-on-the-fly as “An Elite Force” was, we still needed ten days to prepare for the episode in which eighty-something year-old Isobel Lamb and ninety-something year-old Janet Bollinger have the mother of all mixed martial arts cat fights, not the least because it required us to cast stand-ins who were their size who could do everything we needed. We wound up with gymnasts from the University of Central Florida, a couple of young ladies who were so delightful and grateful for the opportunity to be stunt doubles for the two elderly actresses, I determined I would write an episode that featured them as themselves. In it, a couple of Olympic gymnasts contract An Elite Force when their team members begin dying in accidents they think are really murders… 



I asked George Mayne if I could visit and bring Deacon Ducette with me the day after the press conference. We would have gone after it was over, but Bentley and I arranged for the actor to be available for question and answer sessions after each movie. They lasted into the evening. Though the movies were generally forgettable, they were campy fun and some had catchy musical numbers. Deacon was a decent singer, as evidenced by the hymn he sang on the ‘Blue’ hurricane episode. Still, he had his songs dubbed by Bobby Rydell, which was interesting. I stayed for most of the movies and found the sessions with Deacon after each were all more interesting than the actual films. 



I drove the tired actor back to my house after the final question and answer session after the final movie ended. We were both extremely tired; indeed, my friend fell asleep during the short ride. Deacon was serious about getting in shape. To that end he gave up smoking, cold turkey, and assumed a raw vegan diet. I was impressed by how he was able to change his lifestyle on a dime and then thought how sad his biological son Reggie required stomach stapling surgery to lose weight when a diet would have accomplished the same thing, without his body being carved open and the size of his stomach surgically altered. EEEK! It hurts to imagine it. 



As became our habit in the very short time Deacon had stayed with me, I let the pups out while he cleaned up the accidents. There were few, as I came home more than once during his beach party-teeny bopper movie marathon. Nevertheless, there was always an old or ill dog who couldn’t control his bladder and bowels, and a half-dozen others, including The Whore of Babylon I was sure, who took advantage of my patience by having accidents of her own whenever she wanted. 



When the house was clean and the pups put away I went to bed and Deacon also did, in Lil’ Jacob’s room. Before he said goodnight my guest asked what time we had to be at the airport for our flight to Kingdom Come. I said, “A town car is picking us up at eleven and driving us to the Orlando Executive Airport, where a jet will fly us directly to the Honey Bunches of Oats airstrip.” 



“Well, OK then!” he said, laughing. “Good night, Christian. And thank you.” 
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“Good night, Deacon,” I said. “And thank you for saving me, again, today.” He laughed again and then we went to bed. 



The following morning Deacon and I played with the beagles and foster mutts in the back yard while I indicated that area that was our cemetery. I told him about Drucilla, Herod, Hades, Cupid, Dahlia, Happy Boy and several of the other babies who were buried there. 

It was strangely not morose. Deacon was interested in each one and I enjoyed…loved, remembering them to him. I considered The Whore of Babylon, Romulus and Remus and how old they were, particularly The Whore of Babylon. Then I called my sister Joan. She answered right away and said, before I asked, “Bring anyone you want,” paused to speak to George, with whom she was having coffee, and added, “What are Isobel and Janet Bollinger doing this week?” Isobel had returned to the Tampa condo she and her sister shared while “An Elite Force” was shooting. I didn’t think she would leave her on such short notice and for so long, and her sister, whose name is among the few I’m actually ashamed to have forgotten, was too sick to travel. I said: 



“Janet Bollinger is being put up at Universal Orlando for the weekend and then going to Disney. Both theme parks have movie studio sections and actual soundstages and both are feting her as TV royalty.” 



“That sounds like fun,” Joan said. 



“Yeah, she’s going to have question and answer things at both parks and sign autographs. 

Have a star on a Walk of Fame. I think both have parades she’s going to be in, too.” As I explained this to Joan, Deacon called his former costar. “It’ll kill time ‘til we’re prepared to shoot her episode of AEF.” Deacon got my attention, saying: 



“She wants to come with us. She says she’ll do the parades after we shoot.” 



“Awesome!” I told Joan to expect us, three beagles and Janet Bollinger. 



Deacon and I packed quickly and then I took another look at the beagles. “We should bathe them,” I said, not having done so in a couple of weeks. 



“We’ll do it there,” he said. A town car pulled up in front of the house. Deacon took a bag and Romulus and I took a bag, Remus and The Whore of Babylon and we left the house. The driver got out to open the rear door and I said: 



“I apologize for not mentioning the dogs. I’ll pay whatever additional money it costs.” 



“That’s no problem, Mr. Gallagher,” the fella said, and the five of us got in the backseat. 



“Oh, and could you go to the Portofino Bay Hotel? There’s going to be an additional passenger. I’m sorry about that, too.” 



“No problem, Mr. Gallagher,” the fella said again. 



129 



Though I gave each of the pups a tranquilizer, they were still beyond excited and it was all Deacon and I could do to keep them from jumping through the roof of the car. The driver seemed to enjoy watching us in his mirror, and really we had a good time wrestling them. Janet was waiting for us in front of the hotel, flanked by a couple of harried-looking PR people. I told the driver I’d get the door for her. 



“I told you my great friend and former lover George Mayne is very sick and I must go to him,” she explained to the Universal staffers as I approached. 



“But we’ve already reprinted our show schedules,” said a young, female promotions representative. 



“And we’ve sold out the VIP party,” said a young, male publicity representative. 



“And the parade!” said the promotions rep. 



“Yes, the parade!” said the publicity rep. 



“Enough!” shouted Janet. “I’m not Greta Garbo, for God’s sake.” This made me laugh and I opened the front passenger door for her. 



“Miss Bollinger,” said the female, “you signed a contract to…” blah, blah, blah. 



“Miss Bollinger,” said the male, “people have come to the park specifically to…” blah, blah, blah. Replied Janet: 



“If they want to see me that badly, they’ll come back at the end of the month.” I took one of her hands and guided her into the seat while the woman said to her colleague, deliberately loud enough for me to hear: 



“What makes her think she’ll be welcome back?” I carefully shut Janet’s door and the driver helped her with her seatbelt. Satisfied she was comfortable and secure I turned my attention to the Universal lackeys and asked: 



“Do you not recognize me?” They had both been so concerned with the celebrity guest whose appearance Bentley’s people had actually arranged, they hadn’t looked at me. As they realized who I was their frustration turned to fear. The young man said, seriously: 



“Please don’t kill us!” I wanted to explode in laughter but resisted, just long enough to say: 



“Have your people call Bentley Howard Productions and tell them Christian Gallagher said to schedule the shooting of an episode of “An Elite Force” on your New York backlot during which Isobel Lamb and Janet Bollinger have a verbal catfight that escalates into a mixed martial arts,” I looked for a word, “brawl so violent and complex it 130 

will be studied by fight choreographers for decades.” Their fear turned to joy so great neither could speak, so I said, “Go!” and they did. 



I got back in the car in time to stop The Whore of Babylon from jumping into the front seat and taking control of the steering wheel. “How delightful!” Janet said. “She’s adorable. And what fun we’re going to have!” 



“Did I mention George Mayne has arranged a private jet to take us directly to his home?” 

Janet fairly squealed. She was like a sixteen year-old on her way to an A-list cotillion or something. 



The town car pulled into the Orlando Executive Airport and right up to the jet. The driver, pilot and two flight attendants greeted us and helped us onto it. “I should probably let them go winkie one more time,” I said, of the beagles. One of the attendants took Romulus and I took Remus and The Whore of Babylon and we found a patch of grass on which they could pee-pee one more time before the three-hour flight. 



Deacon, Janet and I buckled ourselves into big, comfy swivel chairs on the jet with the help of the attendants. I held Romulus and Remus on my lap, their tranquilizers finally kicking in. The Whore of Babylon determined Deacon was extra special and so ignored my lap for his. Janet watched us with them and laughed. Once in the air we were served beverages and snacks and I spent the next couple of hours describing Jacob, Joshua, Honey Bunches of Oats and my visit to Kingdom Come years before. 



The trip was extremely fast, or so it seemed to me as I was running my mouth the whole time, though Deacon, Janet and the two flight attendants agreed it also seemed fast. We landed on the Honey Bunches of Oats airstrip very smoothly; this, in spite of my laughing harder than I can remember as the pilot said, over the loudspeaker, “We’re starting our descent into Honey Bunches of Oats.” I laughed and then thought of the old blind girl I had picked up on the road and whose last months were spent driving across the country with me and the Kelly brothers. Without realizing it I sobbed once, and then continued laughing. Then I hugged the beagle brothers and I was good. 



George, Joan, Colin, Thomas and Dash, a servant I remembered from my first visit to Kingdom Come, were waiting for us at the airstrip. Winston and Marcus were in Dubai making gobs of money working on some joint project. The pilot escorted Janet out of the jet first. Then Deacon and I led the pups. Behind us the attendants carried the bags only Deacon and I brought. After introductions and hugs and goodbyes to the jet crew Joan said to Janet, “Have you no luggage?” to which the old actress replied: 



“In my hurry I didn’t have time to pack. I thought I would pick up what I needed here.” 



“We have everything you need here, Janet,” George assured her, and the rest of us, including the beagles I’m sure, observed them exchange a spark of nonagenarian sexual interest so obvious I caught myself saying, out loud, what I only thought I thought. It was: 
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“Fabulous.” 



Linden, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia were playing with two elderly Pomeranians named after George Burns and Gracie Allen on the patio when we arrived at the mansion. I hugged and kissed the kids and then my husband while the beagles and Poms smelled each other’s butts. Colin and Thomas gave Deacon a tour of Honey Bunches of Oats while Joan showed Janet to the 007 room to freshen up. She brought her some clothing of Lorraine’s, though nothing with fur or fur trim, as a courtesy to me, I think. My sister told me Janet marveled at the dresses, which were top-of-the-line and included two or three one-of-a-kinds. A handsome woman, even in her nineties, she asked Joan to help her get made up for dinner. She agreed and even chose to wear one of the dresses herself. The girls had a high old time playing dress up and giving each other makeovers or whatever. 



I remained on the patio with my family, the doggies and George, whom I hadn’t seen since the flash mob we did in Wayward. Dash brought us drinks and produced a toothless old poodle named Asa for George to pet and a blind and deaf old Lhasa named Holly for me. “Honey Bunches of Oats has become a rescue of sorts, Christian,” my host 

explained, causing me to smile so hard I thought my face would split. 



Deacon’s tour led him past the 007 room. Colin knocked on the door and Joan invited the fellas to come in. When they saw my sister and friend having so much fun, they asked if they, too, could wear Lorraine’s dresses to dinner. 



At seven, or thereabouts, Dash advised those of us on the patio that dinner was served. 

He took the dogs from us and the five of us hit a downstairs powder room to wash our hands. Then we entered the dining room to find we had arrived first. We took seats and booster seats and waited patiently for the rest of the party. Joan arrived first, in some black gown and then Janet entered the dining room in another. Then Thomas in a yellow something-or-other and Deacon in a peach something-or-other and, finally, Colin in a silver something-or-other. And George laughed. And laughed. And stood up and clapped. 

And laughed more, and hugged each one of the models. And then we posed for pictures. 

My siblings and friends wore their dresses well, thanks to quick tailoring tricks my sister did. They all sported complementary jewelry and the boys wore wigs, of which I learned Lorraine had plenty but rarely wore.  My brothers and Deacon were barefoot as none of the mansion’s former mistress’ shoes fit them. It didn’t matter, though. 



Dash, who was generally low-key, being a servant and all but I think in his spare time, too, laughed nearly as hard as George as he photographed all of us and then just the 

“ladies,” in the living room, on the staircase and in the foyer under the painting of George and my late shi ‘tzu, Honey Bunches of Oats. 



Over dinner while everyone else was engaged in some story, and Deacon alternately put his wig on Lil’ Jacob, to Lil’ Samia’s delight and Lil’ Samia, to Lil’ Jacob’s delight, I said to Joan, “This is going to be a fun week.” 
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“Oh, yes it is,” she said. After a pause she added, “Lorraine’s here, you know.” Joan indicated an empty seat at the table in front of which rested a full place setting. 



“I have no doubt,” I replied, studying the space. “What’s she wearing, Joan?” 



“The same silver gown Colin has on.” I laughed, but not loudly enough to draw anyone’s attention. “She said she looks better in it than Colin.” I smirked and snapped: 



“The old girl’s lucky I’m not in it.” And then Lorraine kicked both of my shins. My pained reaction got everyone’s attention. 



“Christian?” said Deacon. I ignored him and asked my sister: 



“How can she reach me from where she’s sitting?” Joan just shook her head and smiled. 

“And how can she kick me with both feet at one time?” 



“She’s a ghost,” Thomas explained, as if I were an imbecile. “She can do anything she wants.” 



We had coffee and a vegan cheesecake on the patio after dinner and then played board games or watched TV. Deacon asked Dash if George had any camping equipment and he produced a tent which they set up in the foyer. The kids, and beagles, thought it was the greatest thing and had no end of fun going in and out of it. Dash also produced three sleeping bags. Deacon and The Whore of Babylon slept in one of them, Lil’ Jacob and Romulus slept in another and Lil’ Samia and Remus slept in the third. 



This left my husband and me to catch up in the Medieval bedroom we had enjoyed during our last visit. 



The following morning the Honey Bunches of Oats servants set up a vast and yummy buffet in the dining room. It would have been on the patio, Dash explained, but it had begun to rain during the night and it was supposed to last all day. Thomas said, “Why don’t we have breakfast in the playroom,” which contained a gigantic TV, “where we can enjoy a ‘Blue’ marathon.” 



“You’re kidding,” I said. My brother shook his head and continued: 



“When I heard Deacon was coming I realized I hadn’t ever seen ‘Blue.’” 



“How did you get it?” I asked, as I had contacted Netflix and it wasn’t available. And then it occurred to me and Thomas and I said, at the same time, “Bentley.” 



“I haven’t seen the show in years,” Janet said, and then corrected herself, “years before the festival.” She looked at Deacon and continued, “And throughout it you were twenty minutes away.” Deacon just kind of shrugged. “That terrible murder forced you to reveal 133 

yourself, Deacon.” We had given Janet an edited version of the circumstances that led to his identifying himself. “I’m glad you did.” 



“I am, too,” he said. 



I asked Deacon and Janet to take George and the kids into the playroom so I could visit with my husband and siblings. We took a pot of hot coffee out to the patio and sat under an awning. We finished one pot and most of another as I told them about Bina Dunkle pretending she was in town for the film festival and claiming to have written “Blue” as cover for her research of Alan Alexander and his sister Nicole. About her death and Manion’s wanting to pin it on me as payback for my having killed Chris Grace, the love of his life. Nicole’s attempt on my life, Ted Nieves’ attempt on my life, Don and Jere Dunkle’s attempt on my life, our busting Manion and his being a human toilet in jail, and Nicole’s second attempt on my life. 



“Well,” Thomas said, “That’s all very interesting, but I learned to ride a horse, which is far more exciting.” We laughed and then joined the others in front of the gigantic TV 

screen. Joan had seen “Blue” when she was a girl but as it wasn’t as popular as “Flipper” 

or other classic TV shows, it didn’t get syndicated, at least when the rest of us were kids. 

George had heard about it but never seen it. 



We spent the rest of the morning and half the afternoon watching the show. Janet and Deacon further entertained us with commentary and back stage dish we all found 

fascinating. Also interesting were the stars that had made guests appearances on the show. “That’s Leonard Nimoy,” I said. “That’s Barbara Babcock,” said Thomas, “That’s Charles Bronson,” said Colin. “That’s Sylvia Sidney,” said George. 



Mid-afternoon we got a little restless, but as it was still raining we couldn’t go outside. 

We did get up and stretch our legs and then I saw the front staircase and had an idea, the same one I had visiting the Solmes mansion years ago. 



Thirty minutes later George, Lil’ Samia, The Whore of Babylon and I were all helmeted up and sitting on a mattress at the top of the Honey Bunches of Oats front staircase. 

“Ready, go!” I said and Colin and Linden gave us a push, sending us flying down the stairs and crashing into the front door. 







That night we all wore our own clothing to dinner, during which I got a call from David. I wouldn’t have taken it but, as David didn’t generally call me I knew it was important. I excused myself from the table and took it in the foyer. “Hey Christian, I’m sorry to bother you, but I thought you and Deacon should know Reggie’s in the hospital.” So interesting that I was less concerned with Reggie’s health and more that David referenced Deacon. 



“How did you know?” 
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“What’s he doing in the hospital?” 



“He went on an eating binge,” David said, sighing. 



“So?” It was Reggie. He went on an eating binge every single day. 



“Christian, when you get your stomach stapled you can’t eat tons of food. Your stomach can’t handle it. It’s supposed to send signals to your brain turning off your hunger after eating just a small amount of food.” 



“So why didn’t it?” I was truly unconcerned with Reggie, in spite of my fondness for his father. 



“It probably did. I don’t know. Reggie’s just a fat loser.” Love David! “He stopped training a couple of weeks ago. He said he wanted to take a break, but I knew he was done. I figured he’d start getting his eat on.” 



“Is he going to survive?” I was kind of hoping David would say fat, loser Reggie had hours to live, so there would be no point in telling Deacon, who might feel compelled to rush back to see him. 



“I’m afraid he is,” David said sadly. “But if he continues to pull this shit, he’s going to die,” he added in a brighter tone. We both laughed a bit and then I thanked him for calling. I stuck my head back into the dining room and asked Deacon to join me in the foyer. Everyone looked concerned but no one said anything. 



“What’s going on?” my friend asked. I told him about Reggie and he shook his head. He sighed and said, “There’s no helping him, is there?” I thought there wasn’t and then asked Deacon something I didn’t know. 



“What’s Reggie’s mother like?” Right away his father said: 



“Trash. Real bad. A user. Lots of boyfriends. Too lazy to hold a job. Diane’d rather go on food stamps than go to work. I sent her money when I had it, so I’m not much better. At least she was there for Reggie.” Nice and brief, and it explained everything. 



“Maybe you should be there, now.” 



“I don’t know Christian,” Deacon said. “How am I better than his mother? When you met me I had one tooth in my head, looked twenty years older than I am and had so little money I had to sleep at the club or under a bridge.” 



“Deacon,” I said. “You wrote your autobiography so you could afford to buy your son’s staple surgery so he wouldn’t die of heart disease or some other weight-related illness. 

That’s no small thing.” He wasn’t having it. 
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“It’s one thing, Christian. One thing in forty years. The kid never saw me. I met his mother in the lobby of some piece of shit theater in Mt. Dora after opening night of ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream.’ We played to forty people. We fucked and I never saw her again, in person. She tracked me down in Panama City a couple of years later, opening night of ‘All My Sons.’ She left a baby picture of Reggie and her address with the box office. She said she needed money. I sent her what I could when I could for the next twenty years.” Deacon was getting irritating and I wasn’t having it, so I said, brightly: 



“Who’d you play in ‘Midsummer Night?’” He laughed, but said: 



“Christian, Reggie wouldn’t recognize me if handed him a towel.” I was done, so I pulled out the big guns: 



“Deacon,” I said, very seriously. “You saved me,” I counted, including the night with the Dunkle brother and Manion as three, “six times in two weeks. Now go save your son.” 



I returned to the dining room with a big smile and no explanation. No one asked for one. 

A few minutes later Deacon returned and said, “I regret I have to return to Florida tomorrow.” 



“No,” George spoke for everyone. 



“Yes,” Deacon said. “I have a son who needs me.” 
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Epilogue 


Deacon, Linden, the babies, beagles and I took the jet back to Orlando the following day. 

My husband and our children had enjoyed a long enough visit to Kingdom Come and I never felt far away from my family. George invited Janet Bolliner to stay and she agreed to remain at Honey Bunches of Oats until shooting on her episode of AEF began. With publicity stills and promos, her work on the show took a week. When she was done she flew back to Maine and stayed there until she died six years later. 



In Orlando, Deacon moved into a condo in the same community as Rhoda and, more 

recently, Alan and Nicole. It was close to Superior Bodies/Mutts, where he asked to remain working in spite of his comeback on AEF and the “Blue” reunion movie Bentley would produce. 



Nicole didn’t bother me anymore. I didn’t hear from her or her brother again, though I saw a picture of him in a direct mail piece for a Save the Children-type organization. It was a three-quarter profile of him standing among poor, Third World kids whose parents he clearly hadn’t sterilized but whom I was confident he would. 



Isobel Lamb’s sister died the summer of 2012. It was extremely sad as they had been so devoted to each other all their lives, through everything. My friend took it very hard and I was afraid the loss would ruin her health. I asked Linden if we could build a mother-in-law cottage in our large back yard and invite her to live in it and he said, “OK.” She was with us by Thanksgiving. 



Deacon visited Reggie in the hospital the evening we returned to Orlando. He asked me to go with him and I agreed. We entered the hospital room he shared with a young man who had just received a heart transplant. He was out of it the whole of our visit which I spent next to his bed. He had family and friends but none was there at the time. As I watched him breathe I thought, morosely, of the person from whom his donor heart had come, how he had died, if it was violent, like a motor cycle accident, and whether the fella would acquire any traits of the donor. 



I focused on the transplant in order not to hear Deacon tell Reggie he was his son, how sorry he was he hadn’t been there for him all his life and would he let him be a part of it now. I knew Reggie better, and had known him longer than his father. In spite of the brief transformation caused by the stomach stapling surgery, the temporary confidence he enjoyed, and the fleeting good looks, I thought Deacon’s son was a fat shit and would always remain so. Reggie confirmed this when, in reply to his father’s profound Hallmark-Channel declaration, he said, “Are you rich? I thought all actors were rich.” 



“No, son, I’m not rich.” 



“Oh. OK.” A beat. “Can you pick me up a couple of Happy Meals when you come back. 

I can probably eat only two now, but when I get out I should be able to have more.” 
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I hadn’t focused enough on Reggie’s roommate and heard everything. His inquiries made me sick to my stomach, for Deacon. It was too late for him and his son. Reggie was who he was, and might have been whether Deacon had been part of his life or not. 



Finally, after just a few more awkward minutes, Deacon said goodbye to the useless blob he sired, the soon-to-be gargantuan again piece of shit whose interest in his father was nothing more than a source for food. We left together. In the car on the way out of the hospital parking lot Deacon asked, “Where was Alan Alexander and his crazy sister when I was a young man?” 



I agreed silently and Deacon and I went home. 



My brother Thomas thanked George Mayne for hosting him in Kingdom Come and 

returned to Boston. He sold the condo he and Malachi had lived in and moved, 

permanently, into the house they had in Provincetown. So much of his work is done electronically, the graphic arts and all of his other creative projects. He plays piano at a bar one night a week. A piano bar, for singing. He’s alone but won’t be for long. Thomas needs a husband. He’ll find another, and Malachi will be very glad for it. 



My sister-in-law Deborah returned to the New Jersey house where she and Colin had raised their son, Sam. When she found her husband wasn’t there she called my sister-in-law Susan, who advised her Colin was in Kingdom Come She gave her the number and Deborah called there. My brother was thrilled and Deborah said she was sorry for leaving him and would he have her back and Colin said yes of course and would you like to visit Honey Bunches of Oats. George Mayne sent a jet to fetch her at the Newark airport. He was happy to see everyone, human or canine. Deborah and Colin stayed there for two weeks and then flew to St Petersburg, Russia, to hang out with Christina Gallagher, my brother’s daughter by my second grade teacher Drucilla Graham, and my namesake. 



Isabel didn’t get to visit Honey Bunches of Oats, which neither I nor George Mayne will ever shorten, when I brought Deacon and Janet Bollinger there, so I planned a special trip with her. Linden said, “Why don’t you ask Mr. and Mrs. Aiello to go, too.” It was a great idea because they would enjoy seeing Joan and her family and enjoying the mansion and, more importantly I think, they could hang out with folks, George and Janet, specifically, who were their age. 



After I contacted them and they agreed to go Isabel told me I didn’t have to. “I’ll have company on the plane and I know Janet already,” she said. “I’ll be fine.” I thought she would and so chose to stay home with my husband, our children, The Whore of Babylon, Romulus, Remus and the assorted superior mutts at my house, the place I always prefer to be. 



Oh and, finally, someone else prefers to be at my house with me and my husband and our babies. Bentley Howard never spent a lot of time in Orlando, not the least because but for some animal rights demonstrations at which Ben and Reid Maitland appeared, he had no production going on there. I saw him in Tampa on occasion and in Miami more 
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frequently. We went to industry events together, but no more than two or three a year. 

After his biological father brought the suit, which he settled for the very small sum of ten thousand dollars, though he didn’t deserve that or any more than he was paid by the sperm bank, Bentley began making monthly visits to Linden and my house. For dinner. 

Or to babysit the kids so Linden and I could have a date. Nothing formal or structured. 

No specific day of the month. Just, “Can I come over Sunday?” or “What are you doing this weekend?” He generally stayed overnight, and always left the following day. 



Bentley asked me for nothing but a day a month, though I would have given him more. I would have given him anything. It’s what father’s do. It’s what Deacon Ducette has done for Reggie, the least deserving son on earth. And what he continues to do, as Blue. 
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