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	Off Season

	By R.W. Clinger

	


Part 1: Friday, July 1, 20--

	


Chapter 1: Arrival at Holly Kill Cottage

	Lake Erie

	Pennesco Island, Pennsylvania

	Holly Kill Cottage

	4:21 P.M.

	Brett Gardner steers the flat-bottomed fishing boat to the thirty-foot long pier, butts its starboard side against the pier's weathered wood, and tells me that it's safe to step out of the boat. He's a somewhat mature young man for eighteen with his curly brown hair, broad shoulders, and massive nipples. Today he sports a yellow pair of Nike running shorts, white bootie socks, and a pair of Reeboks. There's nothing unsexy about the youth except for his naiveté. His aqua blue and intoxicating eyes sparkle in the glistening summer sun. He wants to kiss me or do things with my body that he can brag about with his queer friends. My days of sleeping with very young men are long over and I simply smile at him, still find him attractive.

	"I'll carry your two bags up to the cottage, Mr. Falcon," Brett says, securing the fishing boat to the pier, providing me with an escape from our one-point-seven mile trip from Erie City to Pennesco Island.

	I've paid the young man in advance for his services and thank him again. As the boat wobbles to and fro on Lake Erie's choppy surface, I climb out of the boat, and step onto the wooden pier, arriving at Holly Kill Cottage after two long years without Thaddeus Force at my side.

	It's the same island and cottage that I have always remembered. Nothing seems to have changed in the past twenty-four months since seeing it last. Not the sloping green backyard that leads up to the cottage, not the back deck with its wooden steps and picnic tables, and not the two-person swing hanging from the one hundred-year-old oak to the far left. The place is exactly how Thad and I had left it: sleepy looking, at peace, and without any hardships connecting to the abode whatsoever. I see the utility shed to the far left where the banana-shaped canoe, inflatable rafts, two Schwinn bicycles, and inner tubes are kept for summertime fun along the lake. Beyond the shed is the Pennesco State Forest, which is no longer a part of the Holly Kill property. And near the lake, approximately twenty feet from me, is Thad's handmade stone fire pit with a set of freshly painted Adirondack chairs in a blinding white hue.

	The two-floor red-boarded cottage is spectacular, I deem. Everything about it is perfect, and missed. The salt block structure is nothing fancy, but quite enchanting the same. Three massive windows on the second floor stare down at me. The first floor showcases eight windows, four of which look into the living room. The other four reveal the kitchen and downstairs bedroom. On the far left side of the cottage is a sky reaching chimney, which Brett had hired someone to clean. To the far right is a shade garden where Thad sometimes labored, enjoying his green thumb tasks.

	"You've done well, my friend," I say to Brett, walking toward Holly Kill. "I can't thank you enough for everything that you've done."

	The young man has worked hard for his twelve hundred dollars during the last month. The grass is cut, the navy shutters and windows are open on the cottage, and the surrounding Pennsylvania trees have all been trimmed. He's even put Thad's ceramic and colorful gnomes throughout the yard. Everything looks storybook perfect, just as Thad and I had kept Holly Kill when visiting here before his death.

	The island is fifteen miles in diameter and resembles a woodsy peek. Three inhabitants visit the island during the summer months: the Glossner Family from Baltimore have a two-bedroom abode opposite Holly Kill Cottage; the retired marine, Victor Monroe and his twenty-six-year-old trophy wife, Tiffany, stay in a bungalow to Holly Kill's right; and two lawyers (I only know their first names, minding my own business), Malinda and Dixie, from Columbus, Ohio, have a five-bedroom place to Holly Kill's left. There are no grocery stores, tiny coffee shops, or small businesses to trap mainlanders. The island is secluded and private, and most of its property is owned by the state and is unused. One dirt road connects the four properties on the island, which is called Round Road, and skirts the edge of the island. Branching off this rocky main road are numerous bisecting walking and biking trails. Some are wide enough for an ATV or golf cart. Others are narrow and lined with reaching and dangerous blackberry bushes.

	There's also a smallish outbuilding on the island where Brett stays when summer people visit Pennesco. The building has a bed, a toilet, sink, but no electric, gas, or running water. It's a rustic little shack in the woods that sits approximately seven hundred yards north of Holly Kill. The door to the place is always unlocked because there's nothing for a trespasser to steal. Brett has a battery-operated generator there to operate a light and microwave, which he cooks with, or boils water to drink. He fetches water from Austere Spring, a nature aqueduct near his outbuilding. And next to his shack is an oak swing that hangs between two trees; a place where he sometimes sits and reads battered paperbacks.

	* * * *

	It was agreed two years ago--a mere three days following the death of my lover, Thad Force--among Gillian Shank, Saul Mellow, and myself to meet at the island and Holly Kill Cottage to establish a five-day wake for Thad over this extended weekend. None of the chosen group opposed the idea. Instead, we shook on the agreement, and committed ourselves to the weekend getaway. From what I understand both Gillian and Saul will be arriving, and two other guests of interest, which should spark some excitement on the island. As intended, I am the first to arrive, since I own the cottage, want to settle in early, and review Brett's detailed work with proficiency. 

	Brett carries my two bags and follows me to the cottage. He's a strong young man and can handle such a task without complaints. He says, "I've cleaned the entire cottage from top to bottom, Mr. Falcon, just as you have requested. There isn't a spiderweb or spot of dust anywhere."

	"Thank you," I tell him, delighted with his intense labor. "You can place my bags in the kitchen if you don't mind. Then you can head back to the mainland and fetch my friends."

	"Just as you have already told me," he says, seeming happy to help me.

	I slow down, sidle up to his right side, stop him from walking, and slip a hundred dollar bill into his short's front pocket. He doesn't jump away from my contact, realizing that he is receiving a healthy tip for his services. Instead, the young man grins from ear to ear and says, "Thank you, Mr. Falcon."

	"No, Brett, thank you. Once all the guests arrive, will you be staying in your outbuilding?" I ask, watching him pass in front of me, continuing his trek up to Holly Kill Cottage with my bags.

	"I will. Unless you'd rather I not."

	"Oh no," I said, waving a hand. "Feel free to come and go as you please this weekend. You're part of this island. There's no reason to keep you at bay."

	"Thank you," he says again, thrilled with my news, the mysteriousness of the weekend ahead.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2: A Toast to the Beloved

	Brett rows back to the mainland to fetch Gillian Shank, Saul Mellow, Tom Klayson, and Bernie Cavanaugh. I doubt that all five people will be able to fit in the flat-bottomed fishing boat with baggage, but Brett will know what to do, perhaps toting the people to the island first, and their belongings thereafter.

	I become settled in at Holly Kill Cottage. Just as Brett has said, the place is spotless. The pantry off the kitchen is loaded with provisions, bottles of water, and other necessary supplies. The beds within the small trio of bedrooms are all tightly made and smell like fresh lake water and wind. The miniscule bathroom on the second floor sparkles and is decorated with brown towels, two bars of Dove, and tissues galore. And a small pile of chopped wood sits next to the fireplace in the living room, ready for use during a chilled evening. I note that even the dishes and flatware are dust-free in the kitchen, which tells me that my money was well spent on Brett's tasks, which he has carried out.

	There is also a stockpile of alcohol in the kitchen (bleached oak floor, brown walls, and a low ceiling), scattered over the quartz countertop: a variety of wines, hard liquors, and imported and local beer. I wonder how Brett has obtained such illegal matter at his young age. Perhaps his father has taken the four hundred extra dollars I had provided Brett with and purchased the alcohol for the holiday weekend. Not that it really matters, since the deed is done and I don't have to worry about any of the weekenders staying sober.

	I carry my bags upstairs, taking one of the two rooms next to the only bathroom in the cottage. It is the largest bedroom with a queen-size bed, dresser, reading chair, and two windows that overlook the lake. The floor is oak and the walls are paneled in faux redwood, which gives the room a rustic and outdoorsy feel or staying in Big Sur, California or rustic Oklahoma. I spend a few minutes and unpack, become thirsty, and decide to have something strong to drink thereafter.

	Thad Force liked to drink. Any of his friends that will soon arrive know such a fact. Gillian, Thad's best girlfriend, or who he called his hag, still believes that Thad was an alcoholic, but Gillian's a bitch and always likes to cause trouble. Thad did like to consume his whiskey, finding the brownish gold liquid soothing after one of his football games or a jockish run around the island. This is why I open a bottle of Wild Turkey, pour myself a shot, and make a toast to the picture of my dead husband on the fireplace's mantle.

	Thad was a handsome man at thirty-nine when he died. He had a rugged frame, dark crew cut, thick eyebrows, and a sturdy jaw. There wasn't anything twinkish about his six-four frame and two hundred and forty pounds. He was like a tank of armor, but still soft around his emotional edges. No wonder the man was a wide receiver for the Eastern States Football League (ESFL) for nine years. No one ever questioned that he was one of the best players for the Vanmer Vipers because of his intimidating size, toothy grin, strong attitude, soft side, and deeply set blue eyes. If they ever did, there would be hell to pay, which Thad wasn't afraid of dishing out, but only when necessary.

	"I miss you, guy," I say, raising my shot glass to his smiling face, wishing I can run fingers around every dragon tattoo on his upper body and hold the man against my bare structure again. How I long for his bare and tight bottom to collide with my private parts, and enjoy an afternoon delight together with him, just the two of us, sinning wildly without any inhibitions whatsoever.

	I swallow the shot down, decide to fetch a second one from the kitchen for the hell of it, and ask the photograph, "Are we ready for this long weekend, Thad? Your friends are being boated over here and God knows what will happen."

	Thad answers my mind in his baritone voice, All's good. This weekend will bring the five of you together. Don't worry, Jay, and keep your chin high. Power up.

	Power up. I laugh out loud at this because it used to be one of Thad's favorite things to say. It was like one of his strong handshakes or aggressive nods, which proved that he was an aggressive man who could face anything head-on. The statement suggests that nothing could beat him down, except maybe for a heart attack on the beach two years ago, which had taken his life.

	"Power up," I whisper, smile, and imagine his hulking frame wrapped around my smaller one, squeezing me against him, suffocating my face in his wide chest, and protecting me from all the bad in the world, including this weekend with his reunited friends and other guests.

	* * * *

	Vanmer, Pennsylvania bumps against the southernmost part of Erie City. I have a small house there without pets. My neighbor is a retired Marine who constantly yells out his window, "Ooh-rah!" in search of other Marines. I drive a light green Fiesta, sit on the rear cobblestone patio and read, and love the city and its Vipers. Few call the town queer, but I don't take offense since it has a high population of men who seek men. It's a hip little town with museums, Talon Park, and coffee shops. There are quite a few gay bars, which I sometimes frequent, enjoying one in particular called the Rowdy Inn.

	Thad loved the house in Vanmer, and its gay bars. He never seemed to mind the ex-Marine next door, either. Thad always said he wanted to work at the Rowdy Inn, but football took over his life. Maybe that's why we spent a lot of time together there, enjoying the bar's limited lights, jocks, and house rock. 

	Things in my life are missed, this is what I'm trying to say. The visits to the Rowdy Inn, touring the museums, and spending valuable time with Thad. Those events are gone now. And Thad is gone. Life blows. Yes it does.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3: Gillian Miller-Baskow-Hillshire-Shank

	5:37 P.M.

	There isn't enough time take a nap, although I crave one. Gillian Miller-Baskow-Hillshire-Shank arrives at Holly Kill Cottage with Brett's assistance. She looks like Cleopatra in the fishing boat, splayed over her seven Doonie and Bourke bags. The thirty-eight-year-old woman is overly dressed in a white evening gown that was probably purchased in Milan, four-inch high heels, and diamonds on her fingers, wrists, neck, earlobes, and one ankle. She reeks of glamour and foolishness all at the same time, and is quite the sight to see, which causes me to shake my head on the small pier, watching her absurd and rather comical arrival.

	"I've arrived at last, Jay!" she calls--because a woman like Gillian never hollers--from the boat, sounding like an A-list actress from the forties. "How are you, darling?"

	"Fine, Gillian. Just fine." I see that she has her platinum blond hair pulled up in a bun, a yellow sunhat on her lap, and a pair of sunglasses in her left hand. Then I say, "You may have overdressed for the occasion, Gillian. You do know there are acres of mud on this island, right?"

	She laughs, being trite. "No worries, young man. You'll pay for my clothes. Thad always did. Now I bequeath it as your job."

	Brett helps her out of the boat. The two wobble to the left, then the right. Gillian barks at the bare-chested man, "You animal! Be careful with me!"

	"Gillian, be nice," I say down to her, reach for her right hand, and help her make the single step up and on the pier.

	"He's nudging me like a dog in heat, Jay," she proclaims, huffing with anger, obviously irritated with Brett's help.

	The crook of my right arm leashes around her left arm and I walk with her thin frame over the pier and up to Holly Kill Cottage. Half of me hopes one of her heels accidentally gets caught between two of the pier's boards, just so I can have a good laugh. Such bedlam doesn't occur, though, and she navigates her footpath with skill.

	* * * *

	Gillian Miller was Thad's high school friend, or hag as he sometimes called her. The two went to prom together in 1994 at Restenchild High School outside of Pittsburgh, then attended four years at Pinehurst College in West Virginia. Both were inseparable before Thad passed away, staying best friends through the good and bad times in their lives. Following college with a degree in Business Management, Gillian married Sasha Baskow, a wealthy vodka maker who was twice her age. The marriage lasted fourteen months. When Sasha divorced her he had given her two things: three million dollars and a venereal disease. Her second marriage also lasted fourteen months. The husband's name was Blake Hillshire, a banker from Miami who enjoyed the company of little girls instead of a Marilyn Monroe look-alike. Gillian knew she couldn't compete with children and divorced the man. She walked out of the marriage with a Mercedes, a chalet in Aspen, and almost two million dollars, some of which she banked in Switzerland. Her third husband was Hubert Shank, a Hollywood producer whom she claimed she loved, marrying the man for his heart because she had plenty of her own money. Hubert died in a car accident five years ago in San Francisco after leaving a film set. His head was decapitated and rolled down Lombard Street. Gillian was left with a hefty life insurance policy, a Porsche, and almost fifteen million dollars. 

	One can believe that money causes Gillian to be bitchy, but this isn't the truth. Thad knew the woman well and always reminded me that she was fat ass broke while growing up and was still a bitch then. He had often said to me, "Don't let her fool you, Jay. She's all talk. The bottom line is simple: the woman is just like you and me."

	No matter what kind of attitude the woman shares at Holly Kill Cottage she is here to stay until Tuesday morning, suffering from quality time with me and the other guests, no longer a princess of cash, and having men at her beck and call. She may just try and use Brett as her personal butler, but I will tamp such actions if they evolve. Frankly, I think Gillian will have a miserable weekend and will often roll her eyes and cuss at me, but only time will tell, of course. All of us will see and learn, won't we?

	* * * *

	


Chapter 4: Tom Klayson

	Gillian decides that she wants the second bedroom in the upstairs all to herself. I don't want to irritate her and will let her fight such a matter out with the other three gentlemen who will be arriving by dusk.

	Brett says that he is pleased to tote Gillian's seven bags over the pier, through the backyard, and up to the second floor because it feels like a workout and he enjoys taking care of his body and sweating.

	She says to him, "Don't expect me to give you a tip, young man. I am not made of money." It's total bullshit since I know her financial numbers, many assets, and off-shore accounts that Uncle Sam doesn't know about. She can be frugal, though, watching her every dime, and not at all generous in sharing such a fortune with others.

	At approximately 6:11 P.M. Brett steers the fishing boat with its Mercury Four-Stoke outboard motor back to shore to pick up Saul, Tom, and Bernie. Gillian retires to her chosen upstairs room with a glass of ice and bottle of cheap vodka, claiming, "I need some time alone, Jay. The lake's water was choppy. I feel a migraine coming on. Please don't bother me."

	An hour later Brett returns with the clan of men. The puppy of the bunch at thirty-two, and adorable as hell with his pretty boy face, is Tom Klayson. He exits the flat-bottomed boat first. He's a small man who is twig-like with blond spiked hair, a handsome grin, gray eyes, and stands at five-five. Tom's waistline is tapered and his chest is thin without any fat. The sports newscaster for Channel 7, WPXZ in Vanmer, Pennsylvania, carries his own shoulder bag off the boat, down the pier, up and over the groomed lawn, and drops the bag on the rear deck. Once he returns to my side, he greets me with a masculine handshake that could break a steal beam into two equal parts.

	"Thank you for inviting me here this weekend, Jay," he says, shadowing me.

	"Glad you could come."

	"I think we'll all have a very good time together. What do you think?"

	"I believe we will," I reply, feel comfortable next to the man, somewhat protective of him because of his size.

	I rather like Tom and think he's a soft and good man. We've met two times before at parties and tend to run in the same circle of friends. He's a somber man I have learned with very little to say, except for when he is in front of a camera. One can believe that he's a voyeur by nature, preferring to observe people instead of carrying out conversations with them. He's educated, articulate when he speaks, and has the reputation of being a happy drunk. If I were to have a private dinner with anyone I would maybe choose him, because I know very little about his childhood and where he has grown up. One of my goals this weekend is to get to know him better, and learn whatever I can about Tom, particularly why he is with Saul. In the meantime, I still deem the reporter as a sweetheart, and someone I don't mind being around.
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