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CHILDREN OF ALL AGES


Part One: Strange Bedfellows
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She emerged from the shadows of a dying day, Lottie Layah, the second most popular porn star in the United States, or so Reverend Jeremy Winsome was able to discern in a high-speed internet search between her phone call fifteen minutes ago and her appearance right now beside an ominous black limousine with tinted windows.

Night had nearly fallen on this late June day and the glowing street lamp behind her cast the slight young woman in gloom. Her dark hair was tied beneath a scarf and incongruous sunglasses hid her eyes. Red lipstick accentuated her pale skin. Her garb gave no hint to her chosen profession: black shoes and ankle-length black slacks and a white, long-sleeved blouse buttoned to the top.  

At first, he thought it was only by chance that he happened to be in his office when the call came, but then he realized he'd been spending longer hours there with nothing to go home to - reading, writing, thinking, praying - although probably not enough praying these days. 

"Is this Reverend Jeremy Winsome?" she said in a hushed tone, like she was afraid someone would overhear the call. When he flatly acknowledged his name, she continued. "You've probably never heard of me. My name is Lottie Layah. I'm an adult film movie actress."

"I'm not interested in . . ."

"I'm not trying to sell you anything, sir. Your name was given to me by Bonnie Bishop. Do you remember her?"

It took a few seconds for the mental file to surface, but he could answer honestly, "Bonnie Bishop. Yes, I remember her."

"You helped her out a couple of years ago. She said you were good people, somebody I could trust. She's my cousin."

It was just over three years ago, actually. Although she worshipped in a nearby Roman Catholic congregation, Bonnie Bishop had been a member of his church youth group, when Protestant, Catholic and even some Jewish teens got together in Schoening Hall on Sunday evenings for games, secular music, topical conversations and the occasional dance - a youth group that was now defunct, like so many other of the church's programs. The Sunday after Easter, Bonnie, claiming she had called her parents, waited until the others had left before re-entering the church and knocking on Winsome's office door (he always stayed until all the youth and advisors were safely on their way home).

"Reverend Winsome?" she said, "I've got a terrible problem and I don't know who to talk to." He knew immediately what the problem was. Only one could be terrible to a teenaged girl - one that she could not talk about to her parents or her own priest.  

Although she cried profusely, she seemed genuinely comforted by their mutually agreed upon solution. "I can't drive, yet," she implored. "I need somebody to take me, and it has to be far away."

The minister weighed the formidable risks against the tugging of his heart. If he were discovered, if she told someone, if anyone saw her in his car - so many scenarios not even considered could end his career.  

He never told the young woman that he did it for the unborn, not for her. Perhaps she would have been a good mother, despite her immaturity, but he doubted it. We already have enough abused, neglected and starving children in the world, he mused. God will find a better home for that little soul, if one had even been planted in this unformed body. Some believers might condemn his behavior, but no one could question his motive.

His friend across town Father Patrick agreed with him, but of course, being a priest, he could never say so openly.

Bonnie Bishop was the daughter of a fiercely conservative father who also served on the town council. She could not bring herself to humiliate him or bear his wrath. She forged a letter from her mother asking that she be excused from art and phys ed (which flanked lunch hour on a Friday), slipped out of school, walked the half mile to Forsgate Park and climbed into the car driven by Reverend Winsome, who drove a half hour to the Family Services Clinic in Easton, New Jersey. There, a team awaited her. After the procedure she couldn't go back to school, so he risked all by dropping her off in front of her house. 

By the grace of God, no one saw them, or at least no one said so. Also by the grace of God, Bonnie never told a soul.

Now what possible trouble could a porn star be in that she needed his help?

"So, what can I do for you, Ms. Layah?"

"I need to talk to you in private, someplace I know we won't be overheard. If anybody hears what I have to say, it could end my career - or worse."

"And that would be a bad thing, Ms. Layah?"

After a pause, where he could almost see her frowning, she answered sourly, "I made over two million dollars, last year, sir. So, yeah, that would be a bad thing."

For the first time in years Jeremy Winsome was intrigued. He considered the privacy issue. The previous minister once accused his church council of bugging his office and the adjoining parsonage. While that bout of paranoia resulted in lengthy professional rehabilitation, Winsome considered other factors that could threaten confidentiality. Chief among these were the Creightons.

At one time Johann and Tami Creighton numbered among Winsome's most ardent devotees. Now in their early thirties, they had tried for years to have children but were unsuccessful. So frustrated and heartbroken were they that they frequently approached the minister for prayers and encouragement. Eventually, their prayers were answered. Tami gave birth to a premature and sickly baby boy, who managed to eke out three years of life on this earth before heading home. The couple, of course, was devastated, and according to the testimony of many clergy colleagues, their reaction was not unusual. Their warmth toward Winsome turned to hostility. Winsome theorized they were angry at God, and since he was God's rep in the church, he became the obvious target. Rather than leave for another church, the Creightons launched a persistent, vocal campaign to have him removed, which became even more intense after the minister's wife Laura died of breast cancer a year and a half ago. He once caught Johann sifting through his recycling bin in front of the parsonage to determine how much the minister had been drinking, which Winsome had to admit was considerably more than he should - not enough, however, to compromise his job performance. 

So, they waited - and watched.  

A park with several open acres visible to the naked eye ran adjacent to his office and the church yard. If no one was taking an evening stroll or sitting on the nearby bench, it would probably be safer to talk outside.

And so here they were.

Winsome could not believe how little she was, perhaps five two, lean frame. Curiosity had gotten the better of him - or was it prurient interest? After reading her biography in Wikipedia, which included little more than her hometown and film credits, he typed her name in the search box and brought up over twenty entries, including fan clubs, adult film companies and even her own website. This last one he clicked on to be greeted by a smiling, totally naked and quite pretty young woman barely out of her teens, inviting him, the one millionth two hundred and twenty-seven thousandth six hundredth and fifteenth visitor to watch her do her "stuff," but only if he promised to be over eighteen and clicked on the appropriate box as a pledge. 

She had a comely shape, larger breasts than her present garb would suggest, seemingly unenhanced, but narrow, almost girlish hips. Her open, uninhibited pose proved she was a natural brunette. Winsome, gazed at the picture for several minutes, surprised by his reaction to it. Was it because she was simply too young looking or he too old that he felt no sexual desire whatsoever? Suddenly, the minister imagined the Creightons looking over his shoulder and clicked off the site immediately. It never occurred to him to erase his browsing history.

The unseen driver of the limousine kept the engine running. 

"Are you sure nobody can hear us here?" The young woman's whisper was barely discernible above the thrum. She glanced around furtively and adjusted her kerchief as if doing so improved her disguise.

"I can't speak for satellites and Homeland Security, but as far as the neighbors go, I think we're safe."

She stepped up onto the curb. The added inches failed to make her imposing. "What I have to tell you is dangerous information - definitely dangerous for me and it could become dangerous for you. So, if you want to stay safe, just say so and I'll get right back in the limo."

Winsome stifled a laugh. "I've been made privy to dangerous information before," he said.

"Yeah, well, not like this. Believe me. You don't know the type of people who are involved. Only people in my business get a close enough look at them to know how dangerous they are."

"OK. Shoot." He immediately regretted the term, although the young woman seemed not to notice. 

She sighed, either measuring her words or reconsidering her decision to share them. She began haltingly. "I have it on good authority . . . no, I am personally aware of a place in the Hollywood Hills where children are being kept as slaves, and I believe it is almost certain that they are sex slaves."

All other dangerous information stored in his memory evaporated into irrelevance.

Myriad questions caromed off each other and blockaded his thoughts. One found its way passed the others, "Why are you telling me this, and not the police?"  

"Because I'd be finished if I did. And I don't mean in the business. If I told the wrong person I'd be killed."

"The police are the wrong people?"

She nodded and finally removed her extraneous sunglasses revealing piercing, worried eyes. "The people I'm talking about have a network so wide and secret it could even reach into law enforcement."

"OK. Next question. How do you know this?"

The young woman hesitated and studied the man before her as if seeking an aura of dependability. Winsome fully accepted her reciprocal sexual disinterest. He harbored no delusions regarding his attractiveness. If he had ever turned a head, those days were long gone. Now in his mid-fifties, he had lost mankind's universal battle with a pot belly, even though he worked out regularly (he called this buying the right to drink beer). The only question regarding his thinning sandy blonde hair was what would happen first. Would it turn gray or simply fall out? His wrinkled tan polo, baggy jeans and stained sneakers almost completed this picture of middle-aged frumpiness. The bent wire-rimmed glasses and two-day stubble added the finishing touches. 

She cleared her throat. "Every month or two there's an exclusive party in the Hollywood Hills, mostly for successful or fast rising stars in the adult film business - so exclusive that nobody knows where it is. Guests receive a hand printed invitation delivered directly to their homes. No return address. They are given twenty-four hours to call what is almost assuredly a disposable cell phone and say either yes or no. The yeses are instructed to leave a number where they can be reached at any time. Someone from the party calls less than two days after that and tells you to go to some innocuous place like a laundromat at nine o'clock, or some other time, and wait. Soon a limousine stops in front of you and a recorded voice comes through a speaker mounted on the door telling you to get in. The windows are completely dark, so you have no idea where you're going. You know it's someplace in the Hills simply by the up and down motion of the car. After about a forty-five-minute ride the limo stops and a masked man in a black suit opens the door and motions you down a long canopy covered corridor leading to a gigantic front door. You can't see anything through the canopy, so you can't identify any landscaping and especially the design of the house. Another masked man in a black suit opens the front door and guides you into a huge foyer filled with tall potted shrubs. There, yet another masked man directs you down a short hallway which opens into an enormous meeting room, I guess, for lack of a better word. Almost as big as a football field. To the left you see table after table of food from rare delicacies to hot dogs, imported desserts to chewing gum, surrounded by people just helping themselves, sometimes not even bothering with a fork and plate, just gorging themselves right from the trays."

"All people from the porno business?"

"From adult films? I guess so. I don't know everybody in the business, but I assume we're all in the same field. Anyway, to the right there's the bar, but far more than a bar, which, by the way, offers some of the rarest wines to be found anywhere, free of charge of course, and a couple of tables full of the best designer drugs that money can buy, from pot to heroin. These tables attract quite a few non-paying customers, as well. After about an hour of eating, drinking, smoking, snorting, shooting- whatever - the lights dim and the band starts playing, a really good band, too, from rock classics to European techno disco, like the shit you hear in health clubs."

They don’t play that shit in my health club, Winsome thought, fighting a smile. 

"After about an hour of this, when everybody's either stoned or drunk or otherwise chemically aroused, the band leaves, the lights get dimmer yet and then spotlights come on in the center of the dance floor. At the far end of the room a masked man wearing a robe walks out onto a stage to a chair big enough to be a throne and there he takes his seat. For the rest of the evening - who knows, two, three, four hours - he chooses people from among the guests to come forward where he tells them to strip and perform various sex acts, like the conductor of an orchestra. Usually, people who aren't chosen also get into the act, so you end up with a full-scale orgy. The thing that sticks in my mind, like I had a bullet lodged there, is that this man does not come out onto the stage alone. In each hand he holds a chain which is attached to a metal collar which is fastened to the neck of a child who can't be older than nine. A boy and a girl. At least that's what happened the night I went."

"You've only been to one of these parties?"

"I don't drink and I don't do drugs, and believe me when I say you don't get much in the way of witty or stimulating conversation from people in the adult film business. Add to this the fact that I don't like spending my leisure time with people I work with, plus I don't have sex without a camera and a hand holding a paycheck nearby, and I think you can figure why I would only go to just one."

Winsome nodded.

"When the guests begin to leave, they are warned not to speak of anything they did or saw, or there would be dire consequences. Most adult films are made by amateur schlubs trying to turn a buck, but we all know there's a darker, meaner element in the business and there's little to no protection for anyone in it, so the warning is usually enough to encourage a person's silence. I know some girls who have been to more than one of these parties and the few who will talk about it to me say they've seen different kids on that stage each time. I've told you this in so much detail because I want you to know I'm on the level."

Winsome sighed. "I don't doubt your integrity, Ms. Layah. I just have no idea what to do with this information. Did you fly all the way out from California just to tell me this?"

She gave him an oh, please look. "Not exactly. If you get your local paper, you might have seen advertised the Flesh and Bone Adult Film Convention in the Riordan Center beginning tomorrow and running through the weekend. I'm one of the featured participants. I'll probably sign ten thousand autographs by Sunday afternoon."

And I'll be lucky if fifty people show up in church on Sunday morning, Winsome thought.

Lottie Layah continued as she turned and headed for the back door of the limousine. "I figured a reverend would know what to do about this. If you don't, then who does?" She opened the door. "If you learn anything you want to share or have any more questions, you know where to find me - for the next four days, anyway."  

She slid into the seat and closed the door behind her. In seconds, the limousine pulled away. 

With his hands in his pockets Jeremy Winsome watched the car disappear down the quiet, brightly lit street, and remained on that spot for over a minute. Finally, he turned and re-entered the church, failing to note the light green Mazda twenty yards away by the border of the park in which sat Johann and Tami Creighton. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

[image: ]




If a reverend doesn't know what to do, who does?

Was that sarcasm or sincerity? Given the young woman's cynical demeanor, who could tell? Maybe the better question, the veiled one was "if a reverend won't do anything about it, who will?" And it was that question that Jeremy Winsome acted upon, albeit reluctantly. With his sabbatical scheduled to begin the next week, he felt more and more stingy about his time, and he was not relishing the thought of losing any to an uncorroborated statement. 

Still, we're talking about children here. 

Before he locked his office that Friday morning to begin his journey to Alexandria, Virginia, he surveyed the large meeting hall outside his door where forty-six three and four-year olds used to play on rainy days before they moved the nursery school to the Civic Center. Without fail, whenever he journeyed through their play area, at least two thirds of them would cease their activity and cry out, "Hi, Pastor Jeremy!" Occasionally, one or two would even run over to hug him. He never figured out what he did to earn this adoration; he had no official contact with the school that rented this space from the church. But for a few brief seconds, once or twice a week he knew what it felt like to be a rock star.  

Now, as he crept behind a stream of traffic on Prince Street, home of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, after a three-and-a-half hour drive from New Jersey, he doubted how fruitful this visit would be. So many children disappeared every year from all over the world the agencies dedicated to finding them simply did not have the personnel to make more than a minor dent in the evil behind it. 

That's what Tom Jessico told him in their brief, hastily scheduled meeting just before noon.

It had taken a dozen phone calls and many hours of waiting before Winsome finally tracked down a person who agreed to talk. First, he contacted Stan Kinney, a local policeman whom he married to a former parishioner. Kinney referred him to the North Warwick Police Chief Sal Vintieri. He in turn suggested the New York Office of the FBI, where he was transferred to three separate offices that told him the very same thing: "We'd like to help you, but we don't handle cases like this. That's the purview of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children." "That's a long way," he answered, "Isn't there anyone I can talk to up there?" "We could schedule a meeting, but you'd still be referred to NCMEC."

So, he took their number and phoned the Virginia office. A receptionist promised to have his call returned. When he insisted on speaking to someone right away, she asked if he was calling about an emergency. He answered honestly that he wasn't sure. In that case, she replied patiently, she would forward his name and number to a case manager, who would contact him "as soon as possible." 

Winsome waited ten minutes and called again, hoping to hear a different receptionist. This time he told her it was an emergency and that he needed to talk to a case manager immediately. The operator put him through to Tom Jessico, who listened to his story without interruption. Maybe identifying himself as a minister got him that much, but Jessico's response was less than encouraging. 

"I appreciate your concern, Reverend Winsome, but we have so many cases pending now I would have to put yours at the bottom of the pile, which means I may never get to it. The problem is this. You are not an eyewitness to anything. You're acting on second-hand testimony. We have too many cases looking at us right now with a lot more than that to go on. I guess it's a kind of triage. Only those with the best chance of survival get the treatment."

"If I drove down there to speak with you personally would it make any difference?"

Jessico sighed. "It would certainly impress upon me that you're serious."

"Are you in tomorrow?"

Winsome took a seat outside the glass enclosed office of Thomas Jessico, Case Manager. Through the Venetian blinds he could see a robust, tan, bearded man with light brown hair wearing a Hawaiian shirt talking animatedly to a diminutive Hispanic couple. Shortly, the three of them rose simultaneously, Jessico extended his hand to shake theirs, seeming to offer words of encouragement that had little effect on the deeply distraught couple. The two seemed crushed with grief as they passed Winsome without speaking to each other or acknowledging his presence nearby.

Jessico's massive frame filled the doorway. "Reverend Winsome?" he asked.

After another brief handshake, the case manager motioned the minister to one of the chairs and closed the door behind them. 

"You must shake a lot of hands in a day," Winsome said, trying to ingratiate himself to the younger man.

Jessico's face fell a bit. "An empty gesture most of the time, since the people who come this far have usually waited too long. We have a pretty good success rate finding children who have gone missing for less than three days. After that it falls off a cliff. The couple you just saw? He sold his oldest daughter several months ago to save his family from of the favela of Rio. Now, he wants to get her back. Guess what, Dad? It's not gonna happen." 

"Where did she go?"

"She could be in any city, in any country on this earth. And she's probably moved from place to place to make it impossible to track her down. By now she's just another crushed and lifeless spirit in the sea of exploited humanity - if she hasn't already killed herself. But hey! How about those Nats!" He meant the Washington Nationals baseball team. "Listen," Jessico continued, "would you mind if I ate a sandwich while we talked? If you think it's rude, I'll wait."

"A working lunch, huh? Would you like me to say grace?"

Jessico smiled. "I already did, but thanks for the offer." The case manager reached into a desk drawer and produced a child's lunchbox picturing Beauty and the Beast. "This belonged to Carey Parker," he said, but added nothing more. As he took out the sandwich, Winsome glanced around the office and noticed for the first time a small portable stand holding a television and DVD/VCR. Jessico saw him looking at it. "Actually, that's for you," he said. "I thought you'd like to know a little bit more about this Lottie Layah of yours."

"Of mine?! I assure you I had never heard of her before two nights ago."

Jessico tried in vain to hide a smile. Winsome could see he was sizing him up. "Then you don't watch too much TV, do you?"

"TV? What do you mean?

"The line between pornography and main stream culture thins by the year. Nowadays, you'll find adult film stars mentioned on evening entertainment magazines; they're guests on daytime talk shows. It's not quite as stigmatizing to know the name of porn stars today like it was, say, twenty years ago."

"I assure you, Mr. Jessico . . ."

"Call me Tom, Reverend, please."

"Then you call me Jeremy"

"Jeremy. Done."

"I assure you, Tom, I'm not a prude, nor a hypocrite. I was into pornography at an earlier time in my life. I knew who the stars were, the studios even. Although I admit I didn't share that information with anyone I knew. Over the years, I just lost interest. It got boring . . . like everything else," he added, barely above a whisper.

"Well, it is boring, isn't it? You fast forward through hours of material to find one scene that gets your heart pumping, for lack of a better term. Today, except for some of the more ambitious studios, they don't even bother with a script and most of the videos cater to specialized tastes, one scene after another of the same sex act. At least that's what we found out when we conducted a brief though effective investigation of Lottie Layah. We have a snippet of one of her most notorious scenes in the DVD player by the window. I suggest you look at it, so you'll understand why we're skeptical of her character. I'm going to step out, because I've just eaten. I'll be back in ten."

Jessico assumed rightly that Winsome knew how to operate the equipment. The minister turned on the television, then the DVD unit and hit play.

The picture flickered to life. A very young woman, the same one who visited him two nights before, enters a room full of men. He counts ten of them. She's wearing a lacy blue nightie with garter belts and fish net stockings. The men are wearing nothing at all. Some are stroking themselves, already aroused. In the middle of the floor there appears to be two king sized mattresses lying side by side covered by a large blanket or rug. There is no other furniture within view of the camera. In the heavily cut scene, she fellates each one of them, naked now, then takes them all in each of her orifices, one after another, sometimes filling all three at a time. All the while she is shouting for more in a tone that suggests more than sexual aggression. To him it seems almost violent. He figures at least three quarters of the scene has been cut out in the interest of time. It ends with the young woman kneeling on the mattresses with her head tilted back as each man ejaculates onto her. When the last one has finished, the camera zooms in for a close up. She smiles and the screen goes blank. 

"That's from a movie called The Gang-Bang Coeds." Jessico's quiet return startled Winsome. "There are three other similar scenes on the same DVD, but she's the featured performer."

"You were wise," Winsome mumbled, "I'm glad I hadn't eaten anything."

"Oh, that's nothing, Reverend . . . Jeremy," Jessico said with a wave at the television. "You wouldn't believe what girls are doing on camera these days. That last scene was far from a record." 

Winsome shook his head. Now he remembered another reason why he stopped watching pornography. It always depressed him. 

"So now you can see why we're somewhat reluctant to act on the testimony of this young woman. If she's willing to do that, then she could be willing to say or do anything."

"But the fact that she is willing to do that means she doesn't have to lie to get her kicks."

Jessico nodded. "That may be true, but there's more to the story. Her real name is Kathryn O'Brien. She grew up in Westfield, California, the daughter of second generation Irish-American parents. She has two younger sisters. Up until half way into her junior year in high school she was a straight A student. Then suddenly her academic performance fell off precipitously. She barely graduated. The day she turned eighteen she showed up at the offices of Yin/Yang Studios - their logo is the familiar Chinese image, which you might have seen?" Winsome nodded this time. ". . . and she immediately signs on to do a series of 'gonzo' scenes. That's what these compilations are called, movies without plot, just similar scenes over and over. The performers make a flat fee and are not under contract. After three months she is recruited by one of the more successful adult film studios, given a heftier contract and star billing. Six months after that she negotiates a new contract with a different studio that now provides her with a percentage of all video and DVD sales featuring her as a performer. She suddenly becomes one of the wealthiest women in the industry and she has not yet reached the age of twenty-one."

"She said she made over two million last year."

"And, given her continued popularity, that could balloon to four million this year, since new fans will snatch up her old videos."

"How do you know all this?"

"That's another interesting story." Jessico glanced at his watch. "I've got a twelve thirty, so we're going to have to move this along. We actually obtained this information from Homeland Security, who solicited her file from the FBI. That's right, the FBI. It seems the adult film industry learned its lesson over the years; it learned how to play politics. The major studios act on the assumption that the best way to keep Congress and the moral police off their backs is to provide candidates and officeholders with special perks - and I don't mean financial contributions. These special perks come in the form of some of today's most popular and desirable porno actresses, who gladly render occasional services to a select few senators and congressman - and even some congresswomen - for the purpose of maintaining the cash flow and the democratic majority. While we have no indication that Ms. Layah engaged in such activity, she, like so many of her colleagues who have achieved a certain degree of notoriety, become a security threat through the historically profound leak called pillow talk. You've heard of the Profumo Affair, Samson and Delilah? Men in times of sexual arousal like to impress their mates with their knowledge and power and have been known to spill state secrets either before, during or after the throes of sexual passion. With that in mind, it seemed prudent for our investigative agencies to know something about the most likely candidates for intimate congress - no pun intended. Ms. Layah is one such person. They probably know where she first used a credit card."

"That's comforting - I guess."

"Oh, by the way, there's one other thing you should probably know about Lottie Layah or Kathryn O'Brien: until her dramatic fall in her junior year her friends said she wanted to be a nun."

Winsome's jaw dropped. "Good God! What happened to this girl?"

"The file does not say. Either they don't know, or they chose not to include it."

"She looks like she's sixteen in that scene," the minister whispered.

"That's exactly why it sold two hundred thousand copies. The younger the better in that business, which is why we keep a close eye on the industry. She was eighteen, by the way. We did determine that much." 

Both men fell silent. Finally, it was Winsome who spoke. "So, you won't help me?"

Jessico sighed, "It's not you who needs help. It's not even someone you know. All we have is the word of a woman with a very erratic history. Even if I were so inclined to take this case on, the Director would shoot it down as a waste of time. We just have too many other pressing matters to deal with."

Winsome folded his arms and stared at the desk in thought. "So that's it then."

"Unless you can scrounge up more reliable testimony - yes, that's it."

The minister shot the case manager a forced smile and moved to the door. 

Almost as an afterthought, Jessico added, "I mean . . . if you saw this, it would definitely get the machinery going."

Winsome gave a mirthless laugh. "I'm not usually invited to parties like this." Come to think of it, he thought, I haven't been invited to any party since Laura died. 

The case manager glanced at his watch again. "How well do you know this girl?"

"I told you, I just met her Wednesday night."

"Do you think you could make friends with her?"

"We don't exactly travel in the same circles."

"I mean, maybe she could get you an invitation to this party - somehow."

"Her word is mud with you guys, and I have to tell her. Somehow I don't think she's going to take that well."

"I'm sorry, Jeremy," Jessico said quietly, gesturing at the door, "that's all I've got." 
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It took him almost forty-five minutes to find her, and he was successful only because of the crowd of young men surrounding the display where she stood, signing autographs and posing for pictures. 

It had been nothing short of an ordeal reaching this point. His ears rang from a steady pounding of bass speakers, which emitted some indiscernible support to the equally indiscernible melody. When one song ended, an even louder live band created its own din. That's when the erotic dancers took to their cages, two young women wearing only bikini bottoms waving their artificially enlarged bosoms to an adoring throng. When the strobe lights started, he felt like bolting for the door. Despite the plethora of naked flesh and vivid sex acts on wall posters and the ubiquitous DVDs, the environment did not even tickle an erotic whimsy. He chalked that up to his age, because thousands of younger men clearly enjoyed it.

My God, what if somebody sees me here, he thought. But that was a risk he knew he was taking before he even got into the car. As usual, he called his sister for advice, having learned long ago that few clergy could keep a secret such as this. 

"You have to tell her, at least," Mallory said. "It would be too uncool if you didn't - and a very bad reflection on your profession." Winsome cursed the fact that Lottie Layah had not left him with a telephone number or a hotel room where he could leave a message. If he were to contact her at all, he would have to attend the Flesh and Bone Adult Film Convention. Maybe she planned it that way to test his mettle - or to tease him - or to mock him.  

When he balked Mallory settled it with a simple phrase: "Jesus would go."

Jesus, the man who was vilified for visiting the dens of iniquity and showing compassion to tax collectors, prostitutes and other outcasts of his culture, would indeed go - but, Winsome thought, Jesus would go to save souls, not to be titillated. When he recalled his own purpose, the decision was made.

It took a half hour to drive from his home in North Warwick to the Riordan Center, a huge convention facility in the midst of a sprawling complex of warehouses, industries and offices located at the crossroads of New Jersey's major highways, not to mention the railroad and seaport. 

He paid twenty dollars to get in, and everywhere he looked he saw stacks of DVDs selling for twenty dollars. Winsome tried to remember the last time he saw a twenty-dollar bill in the collection plate on Sunday morning, but failed. 

In this noisy, blinding place, millions of dollars were being offered up to a god of American culture: the almighty orgasm.  

When was the last time I . . . don't bother, he thought. He scanned the giant facility packed to the rafters it seemed with scantily clad, undulating females posing for flash cameras and offering a peck to the awestruck young men who purchased their videos, many of whom must have flashed fake identification.

Who's the outcast now? he pondered, suddenly feeling marginalized and irrelevant.  

Before he could get close to Lottie Layah, he had to stand in a long line - stiffly, self-consciously, glancing furtively around to locate any familiar faces from which to hide. At least he didn't have to fear the Creightons, who would never venture into a place like this. But he could be spotted from a distance and end up prime fodder for the rumor mill for weeks to come. 

Their eyes met when he advanced to fourth in line. For a moment her expression flickered and her smile diminished, but like a seasoned pro she resumed her polished public relations, pressing her cheek to that of a scruffy homely man while a camera flashed, and then allowing him to kiss her hand. The next one must have said something crude or insulting, because she glared at him before hurriedly autographing a DVD and calling over her shoulder for a nearby bouncer. The beefy enforcer pulled the young man away, who was laughing and stumbling and obviously under the influence of something. The one in front of him, an Asian man, simply bowed as she signed his video. She gave him a curt, but friendly nod in return. 

All the while Winsome had been thinking: she certainly is pretty, much better looking than she appeared three nights before, this being Saturday. Unlike so many of the other performers who, while certainly attractive, seemed to carry a hard edge to them, Lottie Layah still maintained an air of innocence with her fey closed lipped smile and girlish bob. He could see why so many men found her powerfully attractive, although the scene he witnessed in Jessico's office evoked no such response in him.

As if she had never seen him before, she extended her hand, offered that trademark half smile and said, "Hello, sir. Would you like to buy my latest video? I'll be happy to autograph it for you." 

Out of courtesy, Winsome took her hand, but pretended like he didn't hear the rest. "We have to talk," he said. 

"I'm sorry?" She leaned closer. "What did you say?"

He leaned closer, too, and when he did she reached her hands around his neck and pulled his face up against hers. "Look at the camera," she said, which Winsome did, an expression of astonishment soon to be immortalized on extra high glossy photo paper. "There's an Employees Only door by the refreshment stand. I have a break at one thirty. Knock three times." Then she let him go like tossing away a piece of scrap paper and turned to her next admirer. 

This left him a half hour to kill, a half hour to be seen and exposed to his parishioners. He passed the half hour sitting on a stool at a portable hot dog stand, his back to the room. He shooed away thoughts of voluminous calories and aorta clogging fatty deposits and actually enjoyed his lunch. Before long Lottie Layah strode majestically down the outer aisle followed by two bouncers and an eager entourage of about thirty men. She paused in front of the Employees Only door, turned to address her fans with words that Winsome did not hear, then entered the room and closed the door behind her. 

The minister waited while the bouncers scattered the crowd, then approached the door. As he prepared to knock a thick powerful hand grabbed his forearm and pulled him away. "Hold it, buddy." A huge, bearded bull of a man with a pony tail and t-shirt that read "I got it easy and hard at Flesh and Bone," spoke not unkindly, as if he had dealt with situations like this many, many times before.

"I have an appointment to see Ms. Layah," Winsome began innocently.

"Sure you do, buddy, you and a thousand other guys."

"No, really. She told me to knock three times and she'd let me in. I'll stand over there." He motioned to a Dipping Dots ice cream stand. "Why don't you just knock three times and ask her?"  

"Listen, buster, they all say something like that, and it's always because they want to get an exclusive look at her . . ."

"No, you listen to me, young man," Winsome adopted his most earnest tone, "I am a minister and Lottie Layah asked to speak with me." 

"Lottie wants to talk to a minister?' he asked, jaw agape. "This I gotta see." The bouncer pounded three times on the door. Moments later, Lottie Layah opened it. She and the bouncer exchanged words lost in the din, then the gigantic man waved him over. "Have fun," he said with a smirk. 

The spacious room contained two modest couches, end tables with illuminated lamps and a big screen flat panel television which displayed a women's tennis match. Three females of varying ages and dressed in extremely low cut mini-dresses lounged on the sofas, each one smoking a cigarette. When they saw him one of them said, "I thought we weren't doing anybody. Wasn't that the rule? We weren't supposed to do anybody?"

"I'm not doing him, Felice," Lottie said, annoyed. "He came to talk."

The three women smirked simultaneously. One said "whoa." Another said, "He came to talk, did he?" The last one said, "That's called intercourse, too, isn't it?" to which they all laughed. 

"Back here," Lottie said. "I've got a private dressing room."

"That's right. The prima donna gets her own dressing room," Felice chided.

Lottie put a quick end to their teasing with, "Careful, girls, or you might find out how many guys leave when I do."  

The private dressing room was actually semi-private, two folding chairs faced a make-up table, one apparently for another prima donna. A clothes rack, empty except for a few metal hangers was the only other item in the room. Winsome noted a door which he assumed led to the outside, allowing for a quick getaway. He wondered how often this young woman needed one. 

Lottie Layah sat on one of the chairs, but did not offer him a seat in the other. She folded her arms across her chest and looked at him expectantly. "So, what did you find out?"

Winsome took the other chair, anyway. He figured there was no point mincing words. "You're not going to like this." He told her of his phoning ordeal and the drive down to Alexandria to NCMEC. Once or twice he thought he detected a look of surprise on the young woman's face as if his efforts had impressed her. When he shared Tom Jessico's conclusion she frowned, but otherwise did not react with anything close to the emotions he expected. She merely curled the corner of her mouth as if to say, "That figures."

"So," Winsome concluded, "that seems to be as far as it goes."

"Fuck it!" Lottie Layah jumped from her chair and began tapping on the makeup table with her fingers. "I know there are kids up there! There might be dozens for all I know!" She began to pace the tiny room.

Somehow this troubled conscience seemed incongruous in a woman of such relaxed morals, but Winsome chose not to voice that thought. "I wish I could help you. I honestly do. Clearly what you saw weighs deeply on your heart."

She looked at him like the words sounded rehearsed, and they were. The minister inwardly winced at their feebleness.

"That's it?" Suddenly her face looked like she had eaten something sour. "That's all you're gonna say - and do?"

Winsome shifted uncomfortably. He wanted to rise, but he didn't want to give the impression that he was leaving. "What else do you want me to do, Ms. Layah? If NCMEC can't help, where can I go from here?"

Her disgusted expression eased a little, giving way to deep thought. "I can't . . . I can't walk away from this. As long as I know this is going on, and I don't do something . . ."  She started pacing again. "I mean, shit, what is it with you men? You can have a grown-up piece of ass for a couple of bucks almost anywhere in the world. Why can't you leave little kids alone?!"

"I assure you, Ms. Layah . . ."

"I'm not talking about you, padre. Although the clergy are not exactly squeaky clean, are they?" She stopped to think some more. "What did this Jessico guy say might bring some action from the Center?"

"If . . . somebody other than a porno star made the report."

She glared at him accusingly. "No, he didn't. He said if YOU saw it, they'd follow up. That's what he said, didn't he?" She nodded emphatically, her eyes boring into him.

Winsome dropped his. An awkward silence followed. Finally, in barely a whisper he said, "Yes." He found it surprising after saying it out loud, considering how far the clergy had fallen in the estimation of the general public, why his word would still be respected more than hers - or anyone else's, for that matter. 

Lottie Layah sighed, "So?"

The minister looked at her quizzically. "So . . . what?"

"So when do you get some vacation time?"
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Three hours into the flight he still couldn't believe he was going through with it. The thirty-one people who attended worship on his last Sunday before leaving on sabbatical reacted with mild surprise to his announcement of a slight change in plans. Before heading south for two months to take up residence in an off-season Florida seaside rental, he would be flying to Los Angeles for perhaps as long as two weeks to do "research" for the book he planned to write the rest of the time. If he was needed for an emergency, he could be reached by cell phone. 

Of course, he knew no one would call, and the reserved smiles on the faces of the hand-shakers after the service reinforced this fact.  

In truth, Jeremy Philip Winsome had other plans for his sabbatical. After a few weeks of fun in the sun - a term he conjured in sarcasm, since he hadn't had fun in years - he would wash all his clothes, clean the house, make out checks to his favorite charities and then one evening under a clear sky, perhaps even gazing at the stars, he would take his own life. He had not decided how he would accomplish his final task. A gunshot was out of the question - never owned one, never will. A razor to the wrists seemed messy and wimpy. Somehow, he wanted to go out boldly, but with most of his body intact. Perhaps Derek Humphries would help, founder of the Hemlock Society and author of Final Exit, a book detailing ways to depart this life that he had already uploaded into his electronic reader.  

Ah, well, there would be time for that later, he thought. The nice thing about suicide was that you never had to rush it. About this, of all things, he could take his time. 

Winsome turned his attention to the next several days. Fighting sleep induced by the soothing hum of United Airlines Flight 1371's jet engine, he slipped a crumpled folded sheet out of his side pants pocket. Even though the woman to his left and her teenaged daughter in the aisle seat both seemed to be sleeping soundly, he still turned his body so they couldn't see what was typed on the page. 

Lottie Layah had given him a list of her film history. They had not yet decided what kind of relationship they would project when they began circulating through the world of adult movies, but he had to know her most popular releases for there to be any credibility in it. Lottie, who left for home two days earlier, promised to "figure something out."

Winsome scanned the list and took special note of those entries that Lottie had underlined: Sleazy Teases, Hungry Honeys, Teen Tarts, Black on White, Vol. 1 & 2; a few bigger budget European films, like The Bushmaster, King Zulu's Sex Slaves, The Egyptian Love Goddess; and the somewhat less subtly titled Coed Cocksuckers. For this Ms. Lottie Layah was a multi-millionaire. For this and many other productions like them, fifty thousand people paid twenty dollars each and spent over two million more at the convention, which also included sales of adult sex aids, inflatable dolls and cotton candy. 

How many came to church on Sunday? He shook his head clear of the thought. 

Ms. Layah promised to pay for the taxi, which was a good thing, since it took over forty minutes to reach her condominium from the airport, and the final fare would far exceed a hundred dollars. She did not feel comfortable picking him up for fear of being recognized and either overrun by fans or swamped by paparazzi. Winsome thought she might have an overinflated sense of her popularity, but when he remembered the line at Flesh and Bone he reconsidered. 

The taxi inched its way along the L.A. Freeway, what was still held to be the world's largest parking lot and one of the highest concentrations of carbon monoxide on God's green earth, a natural man-made gas chamber with a sooty cloud cover to prove it. Thus far, the city of angels had lived up to at least one facet of its reputation, but he knew it would show a more accommodating face before long. It had to. 

The taxi, driven by Mahmoud Zinfrehdi, made its exit after about eight miles onto a less congested thoroughfare which wound its way through a run-down section of town, up a hill and into a more upscale neighborhood. As he pulled a printout from his other pocket, he wondered about that term "upscale," and immediately felt ashamed for thinking it. Upscale meant moneyed-Caucasian, or at least not poor black or Hispanic. Even at this advanced stage of life he could not completely shake the inherent stigma of racism, although he truly loathed it.

The other piece of paper showed a picture of the Whispering Palms Condominiums, "an exclusive, gated community in an upscale Los Angeles suburb." There was that word upscale again. The facility appeared to be immaculate, beautifully landscaped, and there actually did seem to be a palm tree on the premises. But what struck Winsome the most forcefully was the airtight almost alarming security projected in the scene. Whispering Palms consisted of four separate wings three stories high, each with three residences, or thirty-six total. They formed a perfect square with the entry ways pointing inward toward an Olympic-sized swimming pool and a spacious clubhouse. Twelve-foot-high black metal fences stood at every corner, each with twisting vertical rungs every five inches or so and ending with a sharp point. Guards protected entrances at diagonal ends.  

The outer facades of the residences were as stark, perhaps foreboding was a better word, as the inner were inviting and attractive. The first floor was taken up entirely by garages, twelve for each wing, which opened quickly and automatically as the owner approached. The residences themselves extended over these, but no outer windows were included until the third floor.  Winsome assumed this allowed for graduated pricing. The least expensive condos offering the lowest square footage were on the first floor, a third of this was given over to the garages; the next tier, while equal in size to those on the third had no windows along one entire wall. The premium condos were on the third floor, spacious, airy, with plenty of light and no footsteps above to aggravate the owner. 
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