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This cozy mystery is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Jeff Berman is in freefall. He's been denied tenure, then lost his follow-up job as a presenter on the History Channel. But rock bottom comes fast and painful when he learns that the love of his life, the charismatic, passionate, and devastatingly self-destructive Pascal Montrouge, has died. 

At Pascal's funeral, Jeff meets his lover’s parents, who explain that the man Jeff knew was a completely invented identity. As a journalist, Pascal played with facts, and he did the same in his life, where he was the consummate fabulist, fooling everyone a little, and Jeff most of all. 

Distraught and betrayed, Jeff is compelled to dig into the dark secrets of his lover's life. His exploration is part amateur sleuth story, part meditation on the nature of love. As Jeff solves the mystery of Pascal life and death he learns how he can move forward into his next chapter. 

A book for everyone who has ever loved and lost.
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Prologue
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“All the way home from South Sudan, on plane after plane, I could only think about how much I wanted to share everything I’ve learned with you.” 

Jeff sat up in bed, pushing his tousled hair away from his forehead. Dawn was barely breaking through his bedroom window. He scrambled for his glasses and glanced at the clock as he asked, “Pascal? Where are you?”

“At JFK. It was so amazing. To go back to Africa after so long. It really struck something inside me.”

Jeff looked at the clock. It was way too early to deal with an ex-boyfriend. “I’m glad. But listen, I was up late last night reading, and I’m going back to bed now. Have a nice day.”

“Jeff, wait. Please?”

“What?”

“I need a place to crash for a few days. To write this up. You still have the apartment on Ninth Avenue, don’t you? I’ll sleep on the sofa.”

“The one you threw up on? That’s gone. I tossed it right after I kicked you out.” Slowly becoming more alert, Jeff remembered his last encounter with Pascal. A knot was forming in his throat. Was he ready for this...again?

“I know. You were right to do that. I was a shit. I know it. But I’m changed, I promise. I had this spiritual awakening. I’m a new man.” 

Jeff leaned back against his pillows. Was this conversation going to be over soon, so he could go back to sleep? Pascal didn’t say anything for a minute, and Jeff thought maybe he’d hung up, or the connection had been broken.

“Please?” Pascal’s tone reached something deep inside of Jeff. 

Yes, Jeff should say goodbye. Yes, he should hang up the phone. 

No. He couldn’t.

Jeff wondered out loud, “How do I know you won’t go on another bender, end up in someone else’s bed?”

It had happened before.

“All I can tell you is that I’ve changed. And I know people say that all the time. They make promises—I’ve made promises—that don’t get kept. But being on this trip, so far away, made me realize that I want to have someone to come home to when I travel. And that person is you. I want to come home to you, Jeff. That I want to email you when we’re apart and text you and show you how much you mean to me. I don’t want to go on like I have been.” 

“I don’t know what you want from me, Pascal. Do you want me to be your boyfriend? Your friend? Your editor?”

“All of the above. I can write from anywhere, but what I want most is to be with you.”

Jeff looked around his bedroom. He’d never rearranged things after the last time Pascal had left. There were still empty drawers in the bureau, a space at the end of the closet.

His life was already on a downhill slide. Three years before, he’d lost his bid for tenure as a college professor of American history. After much angst and struggle he’d been able to reinvent himself as a TV presenter on a history program. Then a week after he’d been told his program wasn’t going to be renewed, he’d discovered Pascal was cheating on him. How many losses could he stand?

He hadn’t dated anyone since Pascal. Somehow he knew there would never be anyone who could compete with the handsome Frenchman who swept away his heart, his body and his mind.

He sighed. “What can I say, Pascal. There’s never going to be anyone else like you. Never. If I’m going to try again, it might as well be with the real thing, instead of me chasing after some impostor.”

“You have no idea how much I was hoping you’d say that,” he said. “I’ll get the next express bus and then get a cab up to your place.”

Jeff tried to go back to sleep, but there were too many ideas running through his brain. He gave up and got the newspaper from his doorstep, reading it over his cereal. Then he switched into rapid cleaning mode.

His apartment had only a single bedroom, but there was still a lot to do to get it ready for a houseguest. Jeff hadn’t decided if he’d make Pascal sleep on the futon in the living room, share his own bed like a roommate – or go back to where they had left off, before he’d come home one day and discovered Pascal in that very same bed with a male hooker.

He’d thrown those sheets away, scoured the bathroom with cleanser, done everything he could to wipe Pascal Montrouge from his life. And yet he was on his way back, riding a bus into midtown.

He thought of Pascal’s long body hunched over his laptop at the kitchen table, his work materials spread around him, and felt emotion rising within him. But that made him worry—how could he focus on the next step in his life with Pascal a few feet away? What if he was too needy, always asking Jeff to read a paragraph or help him with research?

No, that wasn’t the Pascal he knew. Pascal probably wouldn’t even ask him to read whatever article he was writing about South Sudan until it was into its third or fourth draft.

What was more important was how Jeff would feel, having him in the house. Would he be watching Pascal’s every move? Worrying about him drinking too much or snorting coke when Jeff wasn’t looking? Afraid that every time he walked out he might never come back?

By the time he finished cleaning he had made up his mind. He was going to open his heart to Pascal, offer him a place in his bed and the kitchen table as an office. Then the doorman rang and said that Pascal was downstairs, and should he be sent up?

“Of course,” Jeff said, and he went out to the hallway to wait for the elevator. A long minute later Pascal jumped out, carrying a backpack and a duffle bag. He dropped them on the carpet and ran over to Jeff, picking him up and swinging him around. He looked healthier, tan, clear-eyed. His hair was usually so dark it was almost black, but the African sun had lightened it. He’d always been taller than Jeff and stronger, and Jeff felt safe and whole in his arms.

They were both laughing like maniacs. Pascal was as handsome as ever, his dark eyes flashing, his eyebrows wild and untamed, like the heart that beat within his chest. How could Jeff ever think of letting this man go?

Pascal put Jeff back down on the ground and then kissed him on the lips. He felt himself swooning, like that nurse being kissed by the sailor in the famous V-E day picture.

That evening, when it was time for bed, they were both awkward. “I can sleep on the futon,” Pascal said. “I said that I would.”

“Why bother?” Jeff asked. “We both know you’ll end up back in bed with me.”

“Do we both know that?”

Jeff shrugged. “I do.”

Pascal threw him a broad grin. “I do, too. Come here, you.”

The next morning, Jeff awoke first, and was surprised at how easily they’d fallen back into their usual sleeping patterns. Jeff had dozed off as soon as they’d made love, and Pascal had stayed up longer. Perhaps he’d been writing, but he’d also unpacked, done a load of laundry in the machine down the hall, and hung his clean clothes neatly in the closet. Jeff stared at the row of shirts and slacks, smiled, and went back to sleep.

The next few days flew by as if they were enchanted. They were dining one night in SoHo when a beautiful blonde with a heavy French accent came up to their table. Pascal embraced her and kissed her on both cheeks. They rattled off in French for a while, too fast for Jeff to understand much, until Pascal turned to introduce him. “This is Mireille. We knew each other in Paris.” Then he looked back at Mireille. “You are eating here tonight?” he asked.

“No, picking up food for a party later. You must come, both of you. You still have the address?” She looked at her watch. “Oh, I must move. People will arrive very soon.”

She kissed Pascal again and smiled at Jeff. “See you later!” Then she dashed away to the back of the restaurant.

Pascal’s face clouded over after she left. “Do you want to go to the party?” Jeff asked.

“I have behaved badly in my past. There will be too many memories at Mireille’s.”

“And yet people always seem to forgive you,” Jeff said. “It’s that Gallic charm.”

“They do, don’t they?” Pascal asked. “That is perhaps the worst part.” He picked up his wine glass and drained it, then poured more from the bottle in the bucket by the table. “We should go. I can’t let these old demons control me.”

They finished dinner in a happy buzz of wine and romance, then walked the few blocks from the restaurant to Mireille’s apartment. Jeff wasn’t accustomed to seeing Pascal so unsure of himself. Pascal hesitated before pressing the button at her building. “We don’t have to go in if you don’t want to,” Jeff said.

“Non, on y va.” He pressed the button and Mireille’s voice sounded through the speaker. He spoke to her again in French, and she laughed and buzzed them in.

The sixth-floor apartment was a loft with huge windows that looked out to lower Manhattan. It was impossibly chic and Jeff couldn’t have felt more out of his element. Many of the people were French and spoke to each other in that language, and Jeff could barely follow. Pascal was good about introducing him and trying to steer the conversation to English so Jeff could understand, but eventually Jeff gave up and observed.

Pascal was, as usual, dazzling to watch, and Jeff felt like this was the beginning of their new lives together. He’d find a job soon, he was sure, and with Pascal’s charm and contacts, they could become a new power couple, moving in high-fashion circles. With Pascal by his side, anything seemed possible.
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1: Three Months later
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“Jeff, it’s Zenobia. I have terrible news. Pascal is dead.”

Jeff sank down on his bed, the cell phone wobbling in his left hand as his heart raced. He felt like a door had slammed closed between the past and the present. Pascal Montrouge, the man he had loved and lost over and over during the last three years, and recently found again, was dead.

His voice broke as he asked, “What happened? Why did they call you and not me?”

Zenobia was Pascal’s sounding board and friend of last resort, host of a couch that had seen him through many down times. “You know when he went into the hospital last year for that urinary tract infection that got out of hand? He gave my name as next of kin because his parents were overseas somewhere.”

He heard the same pain in her voice that was burning through his chest. “I just got off the phone with a cop, calling me from the ER at Lenox Health.”

Jeff realized he was sitting on the side of the bed that Pascal slept on, when he stayed over at Jeff’s instead of the sublet he had taken in the Village where he could work uninterrupted on his latest project. He rubbed his right hand over the comforter but any trace of Pascal was long gone.

“The cop told me that witnesses saw Pascal rush out of the building where he was subletting on Hudson Street.”

“He hadn’t moved out on me, you know. He said he needed more space to lay out the project he was working on, and there wasn’t enough room here.” In January, Pascal had announced that he had a big project in mind, and needed some solitude to work on it.

Jeff’s immediate reaction had been to believe Pascal was drinking or using drugs again, planning to hide his return to addiction by relocating. But the only signs he’d seen had been Pascal’s immersion in his topic, to the elimination of everything else. But Jeff believed that Pascal was a genius with words, and if it took brief periods of isolation to make that happen, then he’d agree.

“He still slept at this apartment with me a couple of nights a week. He was here—what—night before last.”

Jeff was still having trouble making sense of it all. “What happened?” he asked.

“The cop says Pascal tried to run across the street, but a guy driving a tampon truck was only looking behind him, spotted a break in traffic, and pulled away from the curb. He didn’t realize Pascal was in front of him until he felt the thump.”

She took a deep breath and he could imagine she was pushing the air down with the palm of her hand the way she often did when forcing herself to be calm.

“A tampon truck?”

“That’s what the cop called it. Then he excused himself and called it a truck delivering female monthly supplies, which didn’t make it any less offensive.”

Jeff was simultaneously hurt and relieved that the police had called Zenobia first. He and Pascal had been in love, but Zenobia had been there for Pascal through addiction, lost jobs and ill-fated sexual encounters. The news was easier coming from her than from an anonymous officer, even though somewhere in his heart he thought, “It should have been me. I was his boyfriend. His partner. The man he called the love of his life.”

But then, if all that had been true, Pascal would have been living with him instead of on his own in the Village.

“The cop said I can pick up his wallet and phone at Lenox Health, and he suggested that I go over to Pascal’s sublet and see if he had any instructions about burial.” There was a hiccup in her voice when she asked, “Would you go with me?”

Jeff felt numb. He couldn’t quite grasp the idea that Pascal was dead. They’d had dinner a week before, and Pascal was full of life, obsessed with his story and how it was coming together. Maybe going to the sublet would make this all seem real.

“Of course.” He had picked up the pieces in the past when Pascal had fallen apart; there would be little difference now, except in the fact that Pascal could not come back from this last fall from grace.

They made plans to meet an hour later at the one-bedroom apartment on Morton Street by the Hudson River that Pascal had been illegally subletting, only a few blocks from the accident. 

The weather forecaster had promised that it would be the first March day with a bit of warmth, so Jeff left his heavy overcoat in the closet and chose a leather jacket and jeans instead. In the pocket he found a scrap of paper with the words A Salt and Battery written on it.

It took him a long minute to remember it was a British-style fish and chips restaurant in the Village where he had met Pascal once. A world traveler from the time he was an infant, Pascal had an innate knack for finding authentic food everywhere.

Only one of the talents now gone. Who would introduce Jeff to the next hot food trend in the city, the cleverest underground theater performance, the self-taught outsider artist who was about to be a big name? Who would be there to steady him when Jeff stumbled, dry his tears when he cried?

The bright sunlight of the bitter spring day was a shock as Jeff walked outside, blinking hard until the photo-sensitive lenses in his glasses adjusted. He glimpsed a mourning dove flitting through the new buds on the plane tree at the corner. People passed him on cell phones, carrying shopping bags, going about their business as if nothing monumental had just happened.

He walked the few blocks to the subway in a daze, catching the number 3 local almost by accident, because he was still wrapping his head around the fact that Pascal was dead.

As the train racketed downtown and graffiti-strewn walls flickered past, he remembered the last time he had seen Pascal alive, as they parted from the restaurant where they’d eaten two nights before. Jeff had turned to ask him a final question, but Pascal had already turned away, the bottoms of his leather greatcoat flapping as he hunched over his phone, dictating words he worried he’d lose if he waited to get back to his laptop.

At the Christopher Street station, Jeff clambered up the stairs and headed toward the Hudson. Clouds had blocked the sun, leaving the busy street in shadow, and Jeff tried to imagine Pascal racing across Hudson Street. What was he chasing? Some drug-driven dream? Or had he overslept for an important meeting again?

Jeff stopped in front of the address Zenobia had given him, but he couldn’t remember the apartment number. He pressed one buzzer at random, and then another, and another with no answer. Finally he heard Zenobia’s voice say his name, and the door bleeped open.

The tears that had refused to come when Zenobia called him arrived in force, wracking his body as he stumbled up the three narrow flights. Zenobia was waiting for him at the top of the stairs. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. I would never have asked you to come here if I knew it was going to upset you so much.”

She had wrapped herself in a black shawl that complemented the black and orange kente cloth headwrap over her hair.

He hugged her, smelling the sugary flavor of sweet potatoes. She must have been cooking something for her podcast when the cop called her.

Jeff took a deep breath. Pascal was gone; there was no getting around that. The only way to get past the grief was to walk through it, with his head up. “I’ll manage. Let’s get to work.”

He heard a plaintive whining, which turned into barking as he approached the sliding glass door that led out to the fire escape, which had been left open a foot. Through the glass he saw a brown and white beagle puppy cowering outside. “Z? Did Pascal have a dog?” he asked, over the sound of the dog barking as if it was a hound from hell.

Zenobia joined him staring at the dog through the glass. “I heard some whimpering when I came in but I thought it was from the apartment next door.” She looked down at the dog. “Oh my god, the poor thing must be starving. There’s an automatic dog feeder in the kitchen with a bag of food. I’ll get it.”

She handed him the feeder, which he carried over to the sliding door. She dumped the food into the reservoir. “I’ll fill up the water, too.”

Jeff sat on the floor a few inches inside the door and pushed the food dispenser closer. The dog stuck his head through, sniffed, and immediately dove into the bowl.

“Pascal never said anything to me about a dog,” Zenobia said. “Did he say anything to you?”

“He mentioned someone named Rex a couple of times. But I thought he was a source for his story. That must be the dog’s name.”

Rex’s head was light brown, with an X-shaped white stripe from his pate to his square muzzle. He had low-hanging silky ears, and the rest of his coat was a mix of tan and white. “He’s so small,” Jeff said. “He can’t be more than a few months old.”

Zenobia stood a few feet back and watched as the dog ate. “How long do you think he’s been here alone?” she asked.

“Since Pascal died, I guess,” Jeff said. “Funny, we had dinner a week ago and he didn’t tell me anything about a dog. You think maybe he was watching him for someone?”

“Jeff. You’ve seen Pascal when he was absorbed in a project. Total focus, forgetting to eat, sleep, shower. Knowing that, would you have trusted him to watch a dog for you?”

“Maybe the person didn’t know him that well,” Jeff protested feebly. “Maybe it was an emergency.”

“There are photos,” Zenobia said. “Of Pascal and the dog.” She pointed to a couple of pictures on the desk. The little dog perched on Pascal’s shoulder, at a park somewhere. The dog in the crook of Pascal’s arm, wrapped in the long maroon wool scarf Pascal wore in the winter.

She picked up a couple of others from the desk. “These were printed at the drugstore two weeks ago. You don’t go to that trouble for a dog you’re watching for a few days.” 

She turned to Jeff. “You never came over here? Not in the two months he’s been working here?”

Jeff shook his head. “This was his office. When he was here he needed to focus. And we talked on the phone all the time.” He frowned. “I did hear a dog barking a couple of times, but he said that was coming from outside.”

The dog finished eating, slurped some water, and immediately hurried out to the patch of artificial grass on the balcony. He raised his head, sniffed the air, then circled around the green square twice before he peed against the railing, then came back inside.

Right into Jeff’s lap.

“He likes you,” Zenobia said.

Jeff stroked the dog’s silky ears, and almost immediately he wiggled over so that Jeff could rub his tummy. “This is very sweet, but I can’t help you sort through this place while he’s stuck to me.”

“There’s always this.” Zenobia held up an over-the shoulder sling with a pouch and the name Rex embroidered on it. “I think he goes in here.”

“No.” Jeff loved dogs, always had, but he drew the line at spoiled pooches who rode around in baby carriages or snuggled up against their humans like babies.

Zenobia knelt down, and Rex rushed over and jumped into the pouch.

“Fine.” Jeff stood up. “Leave him there and let’s get started.”

“We need to contact Pascal’s parents, wherever they are,” Zenobia said. “And figure out how and where Pascal wanted to be buried.”

“Aren’t his parents in his phone?”

She shook her head. “No one else named Montrouge, and no overseas numbers.”

It appeared that Pascal did his work at the kitchen table, a scarred and pitted piece of butcher block that was covered with files and stray papers, with barely room for his laptop. “I’ll look in here; you check the bedroom,” Zenobia said.

“Let’s clean this place up first,” Jeff said. “I can’t focus with all these dirty dishes around. This is yet another reason why Pascal had to sublet this place for writing. I wouldn’t have tolerated all this in my apartment.”

Rex watched them toss empty bottles and fast-food containers into the trash. Then he rested his head on the soft pouch and closed his eyes. Jeff picked up a glass mug from an Irish pub around the corner from his apartment. There was still a faint residue of dark lager at the bottom—the only kind of beer Pascal drank.

“He called me from this bar, the first time I saw him get falling-down drunk,” Jeff said, holding up the mug. “He had lost a freelance gig he was counting on, and he had forgotten my address. I had to come and get him.”

“He pulled that on me once or twice, too,” Zenobia said.

“I thought it was no big deal. You know, everybody gets a little down sometimes, and I already knew that Pascal had an addictive personality.”

Rex began to whine, so Jeff picked up the sling with the dog in it and hung it over his shoulder. The puppy couldn’t have weighed more than ten or twelve pounds, and it felt warm against his stomach. He sat on the sofa, petting the dog. 

“That was the beginning of a downward spiral, though. He stopped writing and went through a six-pack of beer or more every day. Then one day he threw up magnificently all over the eggplant chesterfield I brought with me when I moved into the city from Pennsylvania.”

“I remember that sofa. It was so comfortable I wanted to curl up there and let the world go away.”

“Me, too. That was when I said enough. I encouraged Pascal to go somewhere and dry out.”

“I’ll bet he did not take that easily.”

“He did not. He packed his bags and his laptop and marched out of the door, leaving me with a living room full of vomit.”

“At least we’re not cleaning that up,” Zenobia said.

Jeff threw the dirty mug into a big white plastic trash bag and then, swinging the pouch around so that Rex was against his back, he helped Zenobia fill the bag with beer cans, old newspapers, and fast-food flyers. He took the bag from her, tied it up and left it by the front door.

When he looked up, he noticed a shelf by the door for hanging keys, with a single plaque above it. An embossed feather was at the top, above The George Polk Award in fancy script. Below it, a gold circle had been engraved with Pascal’s name and the category Justice Writing. He looked closely at the year, 2017.

“Did you know about this?” he asked Z.

She joined him by the door. “Oh, yeah. He won it for a piece he wrote about the problems of gay men accused of statutory rape. He had it shipped to my apartment because he was on the road somewhere.”

“Hold on. He justified that?”

“Not the whole concept, of course. But he found a lot of cases, particularly in the south, where two teenagers were involved, one of them under eighteen and the other over. How homophobic parents and the legal system convicted the older boys and had them sent to prison.” She shook her head. “For an age gap of only a year or two. Not like these were pedophiles, but the law let them be treated that way, branded as sexual offenders. You didn’t read it?”

Jeff shook his head. “When he wasn’t with me, I avoided him and any mention of his name.”

“He came back to you after he dried out, didn’t he?”

Jeff nodded. “I didn’t hear from Pascal for six months. Then one night he called, collect, from Palm Springs. I didn’t know you could still make a collect call—didn’t everyone have a cell phone? But I accepted the charge.”

He swiveled the pouch around so Rex was against his stomach and he leaned against a wall. “Pascal said he had crashed and burned in LA and a friend scooped him up and brought him there to dry out.” Jeff’s voice broke. “He asked if he could come home.”

“Oh, Jeff.” Zenobia walked over and put her arm around his shoulders. Even in her platform heels, she was a couple of inches shorter than his six feet, and he remembered that same feeling with Pascal—only it was Pascal who was taller.

“I had to wire him money and pay for his airline ticket. I was in my second season of The American Presidents on the History Channel, and I had plenty of money. I felt like I owed part of my success to Pascal.”

“And he owed part of his to you. If you hadn’t helped him back after that first crash, he never would have written that article or won that award. Through his efforts, three of those young men had their convictions overturned and the sexual predator designation taken off their records.”

Jeff took a deep breath. He had known about Pascal’s journalism, of course. It was how they had met. But he’d never stopped to consider the change Pascal made possible in the world through his writing, and how he might have played a small part in that.
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2: Cleaning Up
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They moved into the bedroom, where Jeff began putting the few pieces of clothing Pascal had taken to the sublet into two piles: trash and donation. It was awkward because Rex kept sticking his head and front paws out of the sling and trying to sniff everything.

A red-striped pair of Pascal’s boxer briefs were balled up at the corner of the living room. The second time he threw Pascal out, Pascal wore a pair like that. He could still see Pascal sleepy-eyed and tousled, sitting in bed. With a naked stranger beside him.

He threw the briefs in the trash as Zenobia came into the bedroom. “One day I came home early from a trip and found Pascal smoking crack in our bedroom with a skinny male hooker.”

“Oh, snap,” Zenobia said. “Did you kick them both out?”

“The hooker had to go immediately, but I let Pascal have an hour to pack up. He didn’t say a word to me the whole time.”

“He was probably high.”

Jeff shrugged. “Or angry.”

Outside the window, a construction team on Hudson Street broke up the pavement with an electric drill that shook the walls and sent staccato bursts of noise into the apartment.

After that, Pascal had taken a storage unit on the Upper West Side. Even when he came back from South Sudan and moved in with Jeff for the third time, he kept much of his stuff there, only swapping out winter for summer clothes and retrieving the occasional book.

That was fine with Jeff, because the closet at the Ninth Avenue apartment was so small and their clothes were jammed together. They were wildly different sizes, Jeff nearly four inches shorter, with a narrower waist, and it drove him wild to drag a shirt or pair of pants out of the crush only to discover it wasn’t his.

It was obvious Pascal had raided the storage unit after taking the sublet. Jeff had never seen the Polk award, for one thing, as well as many of the books scattered around the apartment. Some were brand new, the bookstore decals still on them. Still others had come from discount booksellers. Almost all were on gay history, either biographies or academic treatises. Randy Shilts’ three books were there, mixed in with Secrets of a Gay Marine Porn Star by Rich Merritt and biographies of Dave Kopay, Esera Tuaolo and Mark Bingham.

Most of the clothes Pascal had taken with him went into the trash pile—torn T-shirts, jeans ripped in all the wrong places, jock straps, bikinis that might have been alluring before they became faded and stained. He remembered one pair of silk boxers patterned with a Thai dragon, and how sexy Pascal had looked in them, with his arms up above his head, swaying his hips to the electronic dance music he loved.

Now he noticed the tear at the bottom hem, and the cheapness of the fabric, which wasn’t silk at all but a thin polyester. Into the trash they went.

That breakup had lasted over a year. Until one day he left the studio on West 26th Street where the History Channel program was being filmed, and he found Pascal outside, leaning against the ever-present scaffolding around the lower floors of the building. He had that bashful smile, that said he knew he’d been a bad boy and hoped to be forgiven. Jeff had forgiven him, with hardly a word. Hailed a cab to take them back to his apartment, both of them pretending to be absorbed in the scenery along the way.

They’d gotten all the way upstairs before Pascal had said, “I’m sorry. For everything.”

Jeff had turned on him then, not sure whether he should punch him or kiss him, and decided on the latter. That was all they’d ever said about that missing year, until what Jeff still referred to as the incident with the hooker. 

A year had passed before Pascal called from the airport and moved back in, and they’d been together since, except for some of Jeff’s business travel and occasional nights Pascal had spent at the sublet. Staring around him at the debris Pascal had left behind, Jeff couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that it was all over, the wild roller coaster ride of the last six years.

Zenobia was trying to straighten the ratty sheets on the bed when she found Pascal’s zippered wallet. “I wondered about this,” Zenobia said. “The police said all he had in his pocket was his card holder with a couple of his business cards. I assumed someone stole the wallet from his body after the truck hit him.”

She looked at the wallet and began to cry, and it was Jeff’s turn to comfort her. She turned a tear-stained face to him. “Did he know he wasn’t coming back? Left it for us?”

Jeff squeezed her shoulders. “He could get so involved in his research that he’d forget to eat,” he said, the dog nestled comfortably against his chest. “If he was in a hurry to get somewhere I’m not surprised he forgot his wallet.”

“Come look at the books with me,” Zenobia said, drawing him back to the living room with her. She had tried to organize the teetering piles of books on the floor. “There are a lot of American history books here. Are some of them yours? Reference for your TV show?”

“Let me see.” The first she handed him had his bookplate in the front, a gummed sheet with a sailing ship at the top and the lines “There is no frigate like a book, to take us lands away,” from the Emily Dickinson poem. Underneath he had written his name in simple block letters.

“I had this vision when I started in TV,” he said. “That I would become famous, and later historians would analyze my library to see what had influenced me.”

He tossed the book onto a pile that he would take home with him. “See how that worked out. Pascal came back to me as my career started to tank. Ratings were down and the History Channel wanted to revamp the programming, sending me out to visit presidential homes and act more like a museum docent than a college professor. I went along with the idea, even though it meant leaving Pascal alone in the apartment for a week at a time while I was in Indianapolis or Ohio or New Hampshire.”

“He and I worked on a couple of projects then,” Zenobia said. “I was so glad to see that he’d recovered. He was writing well, getting published, paying off back debts and mending fences.”

Though they hunted through the debris in his bedroom, and through all the folders and files on his computer, they couldn’t find any address for his parents, or any information about what he wanted done with his body. So they made a series of executive decisions.

Zenobia called the morgue using the speaker on Pascal’s phone. She identified herself and was patched through to a medical examiner named Jonathan Hayes.

“We’ve completed the autopsy, and we’re ready to release the body,” Hayes said, with a hint of a British accent. “Where would you like Mr. Montrouge sent?”

“Can you recommend a funeral director?” Zenobia asked. “We haven’t been able to contact his family and so we want something very simple.”

Hayes gave her the name of a funeral home near the hospital that often picked up bodies there. Zenobia thanked him and hung up.

“What do you think happened to him?” Jeff asked, sitting back on the sofa and stroking Rex’s head. “It seems like the ultimate insult for a gay man to get killed by a tampon truck. Pascal swore he’d never even seen a vagina up close, no less penetrated one.”

“He was a savvy New Yorker,” Zenobia said. “I really doubt he would have jumped in front of a moving truck unless he was high, suicidal or running away from something.” She paused. “Though the detective did say something odd.”

“What’s that?”

“One of the witnesses to the accident said that he heard someone call Johnny! right before Pascal ran in front of the truck. He thought maybe Pascal’s name was Johnny, and he was responding to someone calling him.”

“Must have been someone else. Maybe Pascal was distracted and looked around to see who Johnny was.”

“Do you think there’s anything in what he was working on that would give us a clue? It looks like he was in the middle of an article.”

“You’re the serious writer, I’m just a food blogger,” Zenobia said. “If you think there’s a secret in all those files, have at it.”

Jeff was reluctant at first. Maybe Pascal was seeing someone else during the time he was supposed to be holed up, writing. Someone named Johnny? It would tear his heart apart even further to believe that Pascal was cheating on him during his last days.

But he had to know.
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3: Settling Rex
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Jeff called the funeral home and rented a limo to take them out to the cemetery in Queens three days later. Zenobia sat at Pascal’s laptop and wrote an obituary – brief, because they had to pay by the word – to be placed in the Times and the Post.

She agreed to call the people she knew in Pascal’s phone directory, and Jeff took on the task of calling a few others, either his friends or people he’d met through Pascal. 

Over the next hour, they continued to clean and sort, and ended up with several piles neatly stacked by the front door. Pascal had left behind a couple of pairs of decent chinos and a good quality blazer that could be given away, along with a few sweaters, a pair of extra-large winter gloves, and his leather duster, which Jeff would have kept except it was too long on him, and too broad in the shoulders.

Jeff wanted to take Pascal’s notebook computer, a cluster of zip disks and the drive that read them, and a few folders of clippings related to stories Pascal had been working on – or perhaps pretending to work on, they didn’t know for sure—at the time of his death.

He also agreed to take a couple of boxes of Pascal’s books, which he wanted more time to look through. He didn’t know why exactly; perhaps because he was a historian and learned so much from written materials he thought he could understand Pascal better from them.

“What are we going to do about Rex?” Jeff asked as they prepared to leave Pascal’s sublet. 

“I think he’s bonded with you,” Zenobia said.

“I can’t have a dog in my apartment.”

“Why not? Does your lease say so?”

“I don’t think there’s a prohibition. I mean, there are other dogs in the building. But I don’t have a fire escape like this place. I’d have to walk him outside.”

“And?”

Jeff frowned at her.

“It’s not like you’re super busy at the moment,” she said. “Your job at the History Channel ended what, two months ago? What are you doing with your time?”

“Panicking, mostly. I’ve put in applications to teach as a part-timer at almost every college in the city, but all I hear back is budget cuts and diminishing enrollment in the liberal arts. It used to be that a two-semester American history survey course was required for almost any major in the humanities, but now it’s being replaced with new courses like Strategies of Resistance: From Slavery to Hip-Hop and Historical Approaches to BIPOC Culture. I don’t know anything about that material and there are plenty of young PhDs who’ve studied it.”

He sat on the sofa with Rex in his lap. “I didn’t lose my job until December, and by then it was already too late in the cycle to apply for full-time teaching positions. Most of them opened up in October or November, with applications due by the end of the year.”

She sat on a chair opposite him. 

“I know from working at Eastern that part-time faculty are rarely hired during the summer. There are usually enough full-timers eager for the extra income to pick up the few classes offered.”

“Could you be a department chair or some other kind of administrator?”

He shook his head. “I don’t have any managerial or budgeting experience. And all my background is at the intersection of American and gay history, and there aren’t a lot of fellowships in that area right now.” He sighed. “A grad school friend of mine who majored in Arabic history went to work for an oil company, because it’s important to know all the tribal histories and political deals. And another friend who majored in modern European history works for a think tank in DC.”

“Couldn’t you go work for one of those? There must be dozens devoted to politics that could use some historical background.”

“I’ve looked. I still have my subscriptions to a bunch of magazines and I check the help wanted ads at the back every month.”

Zenobia crossed her arms over her chest. “Until you get a job, you’ll have plenty of time to take care of the dog.”

“I’m not denying I have the time. But there’s so much here. How am I going to get all of Rex’s crap, the books, and whatever I want to keep of Pascal’s to my apartment?”

“A taxi,” she said. “You know, those yellow cars that drive you from place to place? There’s an AIDS charity thrift shop down the block from my apartment. I’ll take the clothes and the books you don’t want and drop them there on my way home.”

She looked at him. “Is there still a lot of Pascal’s stuff at your place?”

Jeff shrugged. “He was a light traveler. I think he left most of his summer clothes in storage, but I have lots of his books, of course. I can pack it all up myself.”

They had stuffed a huge plastic bag with Rex’s toys, bones and blankets. Beside it sat a bag of food, the two dispensers, and the box of piddle pads.

“It’s like a puppy layette,” he said, waving hand over the stuff. “Who knew Pascal could care enough for another living being?”

“Hush. He cared, in his own way. He certainly cared for you, because he kept coming back to you.”

Jeff felt the need to argue, though he didn’t know why. “Probably because I was the only one who’d put up with him.”

“Grab a bag and let’s get going.”

They made one big trip together down to the street, and then alternated going back and forth until they had emptied everything they thought belonged to Pascal. “I should come back and do a good clean,” Zenobia said. “But I’m fighting against centuries of the stereotype that African-American women should be maids.”

“It’s an illegal sublet in Greenwich Village,” Jeff said. “As long as we didn’t leave it strewn with empty needles and used condoms, I’d say the original tenant is ahead.”

It took a couple of minutes to hail a taxi willing to take on the pile of stuff, and Zenobia helped Jeff load everything. “I’ll get the next one,” she said, and kissed his cheek. Then she rubbed Rex’s head. “You take care of your new daddy.”

Jeff groaned and slid into the back seat. At his apartment, a high-rise on Ninth Avenue west of Columbus Circle, the valet helped him load everything onto the cart and drag it upstairs.

They piled Pascal’s stuff inside Jeff’s door like a lazy houseguest, and as soon as the valet left to return to his post by the front door, Rex began fussing inside his sling. “I am not carrying you like this for the rest of your life, so get over yourself,” Jeff said.

He dug a leash out of the bag of dog stuff and clipped it to the beagle’s collar. “Best behavior,” he said.

They made it out to the street without incident, and began walking west. It had grown chilly, and he wondered how the dog had managed outside on the fire escape. He must have spent most of his time indoors, and rushed out when those unfamiliar people, Jeff and Zenobia, invaded his space.

Rex peed, then he squatted and pooped. “Shit,” Jeff said, realizing he should have brought a bag with him. He looked around, and there were people on both sides of the street, probably watching and judging him. He dug into his back pocket, found a couple of tissues, and daintily picked the poop up. At least there was a trash can nearby.

As they walked back to the apartment, Jeff wondered what he was doing. He had too many uncertainties in his future to take on a dog. At the end of the month, his lease was up, and so was the severance and health insurance he had gotten from the History Channel.

Without a job, he couldn’t commit to a $2500 a month for his basic expenses. He had expected Pascal to return from the sublet in a couple of weeks and share the rent, but without him he’d have to move. He’d be able to collect unemployment, and if he found a cheaper place, with his savings he’d be able to buy himself some time to kick start his career. But as what?

When he got home, he called his own BFF, Naomi Schechter. They had met at new faculty orientation when he began his stint as an assistant professor of history at Eastern College, eight years before, and their mutually effective gaydar led them to each other. Eastern was in Leighville, a charming Bucks County town where the few LGBTQ activities were directed at college kids, so they had learned to lean on each other.

Their friendship had lasted through endless committee meetings, training in the latest computer technologies, and the near-memorization of college policies on things like plagiarism and grade appeals. He’d been sad to leave Leighville for New York only because he was leaving Naomi behind.

“Not a good day,” he said, when she asked how he was doing. He told her about Pascal’s death and cleaning out his sublet with Zenobia. “And he had a dog.”

“A dog? Is this the same Pascal Montrouge, the one who couldn’t even take care of himself?”

“He was an enigma wrapped in a conundrum,” Jeff said, as he sank into the uncomfortable futon in his living room.  “It wasn’t like we broke up. He said he needed that sublet to focus on writing. We had dinner every couple of days, though I admit he said he was crazy busy these last couple of weeks and I hardly saw him. I thought we’d finally found a way to be with each other. And now he’s gone.”

He stroked the little dog’s head. “I don’t know what to feel, Naomi. And this is the worst possible time. My lease is up at the end of the month, and I’m going to be unemployed and without direction.”

“I have too much direction right now. Anne Marie and I are moving to Potter’s Harbor.”

“Is that like Potter’s Field?”

“You know where it is. Down the hill from Leighville, along the Delaware, where the old pottery kilns are. A mile or two north of the Route 202 bridge over to Jersey.”

Jeff looked out the window, at a nearly identical brown brick building. “I didn’t realize there was a town there.”

“It’s not much of one, I admit. There’s a coffee shop that’s trying desperately to be hip when most people in the area have never heard of affogato or Dalgona. A gas station mini-mart, an antiques store with more dust than my grandmother’s garage, and a raft-rental operation that’s only open in the summer. Some old houses on the side streets and farms farther out into the country.”

She took a breath. “And a hair salon.”

“Is Anne Marie going to work there?” Naomi’s girlfriend was ten years younger than she was, a stylist at a salon in New Hope.

“She inherited some money from a great-aunt and decided she wanted to go into business for herself. She was able to buy this run-down salon in Potter’s Harbor, which came with an apartment above the shop.” She paused. “So we’re moving. Next month.”

“Congratulations.”

“You should come to visit us now, while we have a spare room. It’ll be good for you to get out of the city. You can focus on your own future.”

“Anne Marie won’t mind?”

“Not at all. And she loves dogs. Especially little ones. Listen, I have an appointment in the city on Tuesday morning. I can come over and pick you up that afternoon.”

He thought about it for a minute. Naomi and Anne Marie were moving forward with their lives, and maybe he could get some inspiration from them. If he sat here surrounded by the detritus of Pascal’s life, he was in danger of never moving forward at all.

He hung up and sat back on the futon. Rex climbed up to lick his chin, and Jeff petted him. In the space of a day, his world had shifted, and it was all he could do to keep his balance. Fortunately the little dog seemed willing to support him.
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4: No Place for Truth
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That night Rex tried to sleep next to Jeff’s head. That was one bridge too far, though, and Jeff had quickly repositioned him at the foot of the bed.

Rex scampered back up into his preferred position, and they repeated the exercise three times, until Rex finally compromised by sleeping next to Jeff’s stomach. He was a side sleeper, his little brown and white legs stuck out, and occasionally he kicked Jeff in his sleep. 

The next morning they began to establish their routine. They walked down 58th Street to Columbus Circle, and Jeff carried Rex through the subterranean tunnel and up into Central Park. They strolled through the park until Rex had finished his business, and then returned home. 

Each morning Jeff searched through magazines and online job sites for jobs, either temporary or full time, and when he found something remotely possible he carefully customized his curriculum vitae and his cover letter. In the afternoon he read, or did crossword puzzles, or sat with Rex on his lap, stroking him with one hand and using the TV remote with the other. After Rex ate his dinner, they took another walk, then climbed into Jeff’s bed together.

The morning of Pascal’s funeral, Jeff debated taking Rex with him in his sling. But even though the dog had belonged to the deceased, he decided he’d look too silly. Instead he sat Rex down and spoke to him.

“I’m going out for a while today, and I want you to behave.” Rex turned his head to the side and looked away.

“I’m talking to you,” Jeff said. He put his index finger under Rex’s chin and steered him back. “No trouble, you understand? I can still take you to the Humane Society.”

Rex slunk down and turned on his side, away from Jeff.

“It’s your decision.”

Then the doorman called to say the limo was there, and Jeff left, checking one last time to be sure Rex had food and water in his dispenser, and a couple of piddle pads on the kitchen floor.

“When was the last time you saw Pascal in person?” Jeff asked Zenobia as the limo crossed the lower roadway of the Queensboro Bridge.

She frowned. “A little over a year ago, maybe? I was on my way to see a play at the Cherry Lane Theater when he flagged me down. His eyes were red and his nose was running and his skin had that kind of fine paleness you can only get when you haven’t eaten in days.”

She looked down at her own dark brown wrists, sticking out from her coat. “Not that I would know that myself.”

“So he was using. That must have been six months before he came back from South Sudan. I know he was clean then.”

“He asked me if I could lend him some money. I had about a hundred bucks in my purse and I gave him that, and he hugged me and kissed me and promised we would get together soon.”

She wiped a tear from her eye with her leather glove. “Nearly broke my heart, because I knew it was going right into his arm, but you can’t tell other people what to do.”

As they passed Dutch Kills Green eco-park, Jeff said, “You can pick your friends, and you can pick your nose, but you can’t pick your friends’ noses.”

Zenobia turned and stared at him.

“What?”

She shook her head. “You made him laugh. Drop that Eurotrash façade and show a real person underneath. I spoke to him on the phone now and then after he moved back in with you, and I could hear it in his voice how happy he was.”

The car pulled up at the gate to the cemetery and the driver scanned the area for a tent over an open grave, and then headed that way.

When they got there, Jeff got out and offered a hand to Zenobia. She stepped out and stood beside him in a bright red wool trench coat and a red and gold turban. Not exactly funeral attire, but who had the right clothes at this age? In your mid-forties, your friends weren’t supposed to die.

Jeff remained by the car for a moment, looking up at the sky as a steady stream of planes took off and landed at La Guardia. Pascal had been born to travel, from his childhood in Africa to his globe-trotting journalism, so it seemed fitting.

“I’m glad we hired the car,” Zenobia said. She squeezed his hand. “And I’m glad you’re with me.”

“Same here.”

Zenobia looked at the small group of mourners already gathered beside the awning. “That skinny guy over there, the one with the pointy beard? Gulliver Jensen. He was Pascal’s editor at Brooklyn Weekly.” She raised a gloved hand and caught his eye. “We should talk to him. Maybe he knows what Pascal was working on.”

She took Jeff’s arm and they crossed the uneven ground to Gulliver, and Zenobia introduced them. “Oh, yeah, weren’t you his roommate on the Upper West Side?”

Jeff frowned. “You could call it that. Was Pascal working on anything for you?”

Gulliver shook his head. “We’d been out of touch.” He lowered his voice. “Honestly, he started getting flighty last winter. When he was writing well, it was like hearing the angels sing. Really. He had such a knack for words. But then he handed in this profile of a gay twelve-step pottery group and it was so terrible I had to kill the story.”

“A gay twelve-step pottery group,” Jeff echoed. He tilted his head in question.

“They combine hands-on emotional therapy for people with sexuality issues with the rigors of a program like AA or NA. The article was so confusing I couldn’t even tell if he thought they were successful or not. It was a jumble of facts from Wikipedia and a couple of random quotes.”

“You think he was using?” Zenobia asked.

“Something was messing with his brain, I’ll tell you that.”

Jeff saw a young man waving at him, and it took him a moment to realize it was his literary agent’s assistant. He thanked Gulliver for coming to the funeral, though he wasn’t sure that was appropriate for him to say, and with Zenobia in tow, he walked over to the assistant, only realizing as they got there that he couldn’t remember his name. Was it Carter? Carson? Carmichael?

Fortunately Zenobia saw his confusion and introduced herself. “I’m Carky Winters,” he responded. “Winky Bindlestein’s PA. She couldn’t fit this into her schedule so she asked me to come and represent.”

That was it, Jeff thought. Carky. Pascal had made a rude joke about his name’s resemblance to car key, wondering what you had to stick him into in order to turn him on.
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