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			Chapter One

			The Oasis

			 

			 

			The angry, first chords of Blutnacht’s thrash metal rendition of “Dani California” rumbled my earbuds when Claudette, nudging a shin, startled me.

			“Hey, sweetheart,” I greeted, slumping from beneath the wine-weighted, leather satchel, “how you doin’?”

			The one-eyed, stray tabby gave another nudge. Oh, I knew what she wanted. She ever only wanted one thing. Nudge. Nudge. 

			“I love you, too, but you need to wait. Daddy’s got work to do.”

			Pulling the four bottles from the satchel, I placed them along the back of the bench. Each was wrapped in a plastic grocery bag that, skin from a shedding snake, squirmed under my excited palms. 

			The bench was a sun-bleached green, cracked-wood thing. Gouged and tattooed with graffiti, it squatted behind a wall of rhododendrons in a shadowy corner of Parc Montsouris.

			The bottles and bench were a comforting ritual, a secluded Parisian oasis for focusing, for attuning my palate before a competition. And if foul weather were the cast of the die, I’d sip disillusioned in Art’s Wine Emporium, lamenting fate’s fickleness. 

			Thankfully, as the old men had observed from their cafe chairs, it was “un jour du genou” and moon-pale knees, in plethora, had blossomed beneath newly freed, spring skirts.

			Sitting, I admired Hakim’s work. Years ago, when I’d explained to the thin-limbed, counter kid, “I want the bottles wrapped for anonymity’s sake,” his efforts had been flouncy as a babushka’s bloomers. But now? They were tight and trim, a bodybuilder in a Savile Row suit.

			As per usual, he’d replaced their original corks and stuffed the replacements in halfway. The lad had indeed earned the extra twenty.

			The issue, however, with such trimness, based on the bottle’s shape, it narrowed the scope of what it likely held. How practical was it to exchange frozen pizza boxes for the grocery bags? I’d ask. Maybe add a tenner to the twenty?

			I rubbed my palms dry and, grinning with anticipation, pulled cork on the first bottle. 

			It gave a satisfying pop, though annoyed poor kitty.

			Abandoning my ankles, she slunk from under the bench and extended a quivering paw toward the satchel.

			“Yes, sweetheart,” I assured her, popping the second, “everything’s there. It’s all planned.” 

			She meowed, unconvinced.

			Moving to number three, I countered her accusation. “You’ve never met Katrina. You don’t know that. And just because she owns a dog doesn’t make her evil.” Pulling cork on the last bottle, I noted, “The dog is evil, not her.”

			And the dog, Vlad, was evil. Besides being a snotty, teacup Brussels griffon, Katrina, my soon-to-be fiancée, claimed he had half a million followers for his show, Glad Vlad’s Humpty Dumpty Circus. 

			I, having a modicum of taste, had never succumbed to watching it.

			The revenues garnered from the show were how she, while attending culinary school full-time, afforded the luxurious, top-floor, two-bedroom in the 8th. I wasn’t so much jealous as annoyed.

			Claudette pawed at the satchel.

			“I told you, it’s all there. Trust me. Okay?” 

			She—meow—remained unconvinced.

			“Sweetheart, I went through it a dozen times last night. Twice this morning.”

			She, eye cast to the dubious shadows beneath the bench, raised an accusatory paw.

			“Damn it.” Lego in a sausage, I extracted Dr. Stanton Albright’s hefty tome, The Medieval Diet: A Pilgrimage of Plague and Plenty. 

			Claudette perked up. She leaned and sniffed at the tome’s yellowed pages.

			Snatching the gold envelope paper clipped to the title page, I removed the enclosed evidence and brandished it about, “Tickets to Athens. Reservations for a seven-night stay at a caldera-view bungalow on Santorini. And the pièce de résistance?” I tapped the gilt embossed, mauve menu card, “Dinner at the most exclusive pop-up restaurant in Paris, Chez Shea.”

			Claudette, aloof and pragmatic kitty that she was, desired something more practical than love tokens—the jambon beurre. And the mention of Chez Shea had only aggravated her hunger. 

			She gave another plaintive meow.

			“Chez Shea,” I extolled. “Chez Shea.”

			Meow. Meow.

			Resigned, I invited, “Fine. Get up here.” I patted the gouged proclamation SP + MC = LUV and added, “I need something, too. Those three double espressos are broiling my belly.” 

			The caffeine had compounded my morning’s anxiety and had ushered me into making the first mistake of my day—abandoning Katrina at my derelict one-bedroom in the 16th.

			Claudette hopped up and meowed more.

			Envelope returned, I wrestled Dr. Albright’s uncooperative tome back into the satchel and extracted the sandwich. The bag crackled sharply as I unsheathed a length. And she, a skinny, furry shark, circled, purring with anticipation.

			Plucking a hefty lump of butter out, she scampered over and greedily sandpapered my fingers with her tongue.

			Immediately, the nub was flicked off and thunked onto my lap. 

			“Son of a cosmonaut,” I swore as she, before I could stop her or snatch the butter, dropped her head and licked ravenously at it. 

			I grimaced as her claws dug into my hip and thigh.

			Familiar with her wrath, I knew removing her would be problematic. Besides, regarding the buttery stain, she was doing more good than harm. And her purring and biscuit-making, regardless my uninvited arousal, did great good for soothing my apprehension.

			Blutnacht’s thrashing transitioned to Dude Dingo’s didgeridoo-laden “Summer Wine” and I placed the first bottle to my lips.

			A bold uppercut of under ripe Bing cherry assaulted me. It, a heavyset Flamenco dancer in hobnailed jackboots, staggered around my mouth. The cherry tired, relinquished the stage to dark leather, dirty shale, and a powder keg of tannins. There were, after the initial brutal assault, a few more nuances to the tincture, but none that deserved assessing.

			I spat the “wine” into the rhododendrons and received a startled hiss from Claudette.

			“Yes, yes, I know. I know. But Hakim has created something distinctly—” I took another sip, properly slurped, and spat. Once the tart tang of green raspberries and burnt chocolate dissipated, I concluded, “Sinister.”

			Hakim had finally accepted my challenge: “Do what you will, though nothing illegal or lethal.”

			However, Crushed being Crushed, I hadn’t disclosed the rationale for my request. There were, as the bylaws specifically stated, repercussions for “loose lips.”

			Speaking of blathering more than one should... On the other side of the obscuring rhododendron, a group of giggling girls had gathered and were inanely chattering about football, soccer, or whatever one called the ridiculous game.

			Wanting to commend Hakim, particularly after years of waiting, I extracted my phone, paused Dude Dingo, and called him.

			Annoyed by the girls, I jumped in as someone picked up. “Hakim, my friend, thank you for the elixir. It was a magnificently twisted mélange.”

			Before I rattled off the varietals and the other various ingredients, a cold hand of insight squeezed my heart. Perhaps one of his parents had taken over at the register? Burak and Tuba, each in their own right, were formidable accusers regarding me leading their son astray. 

			“Hakim?” 

			“Hello, infidel.”

			It was worse. It was the beautiful harpy, Beren, his sister.

			Thankfully, though I didn’t think coincidentally, my phone buzzed. I laughed at the ID, Dildo.

			Claudette, suspending her work, raised her eye. 

			“Radcliffe,” I explained, “that bloody reporter from The Times.” 

			Avery Radcliffe, intrepid reporter extraordinaire, had been hounding me, Baskerville style, for the past week. 

			“My apologies, Beren—”

			“Infidel, you know I have told you—”

			“But I’ve another call.”

			“If you—”

			Hakim’s elixir had woken my “tasting persona” and, usually loath to offend, I did what must be done—I hung up and answered. I repeated the opening line I’d used the last three times he’d called. “What do you want?”

			Radcliffe did the same. “Just a few questions regarding the five-year anniversary of The Yank.”

			My first and only novel, The Yank, had been greeted with lukewarm reviews and negligible fanfare. It was why I’d abandoned literature for comedy.

			“Honestly, I don’t think it deserves it.” No one did. “Do you?” 

			“Wouldn’t be doing a story on it if I didn’t think it did.”

			“Really?”

			“Really.”

			Rather than confront Radcliffe’s lie or hang up, as I’d done before, I informed, “I need to talk with my agent.”

			“Perhaps I could give him a call?” 

			“Her.” And, offended at such sexism, I hung up. “Men,” I said, shaking my head in disgust. 

			Claudette, agreeing, returned to the butter, and I tucked bottle one under the bench for whoever was filling the Malongo coffee can with syringes.

			I’d not spoken to my agent, Naomi Waters, in four years. I had, however, on Radcliffe’s second call, texted her. She’d yet to reply, and I’d found myself missing her.

			Desiring to drown the frolicking girls and their growing cacophony, I selected the “Get Shit Done” playlist. And, while Claudette licked and licked to The Black Keys’ “Lonely Boy,” I put the second bottle to my lips.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Chapter Two

			Old Fashioned Ass Whooping

			 

			 

			The second bottle, a placid and disappointing 2019 Nebbiolo from Roero, wasn’t worth a second sip. Nor was it worth the 14.99 Hakim’s market charged. And at that price, I may reconsider the twenty I’d been giving the skinny-limbed thief. 

			I tucked the bottle under the bench with the other and considered the remaining two.

			Claudette, cued, left the slobbered expanse of my jeans, nudged past an elbow, and moved for a direct assault on the jambon beurre.

			Plucking an earbud out, Nephew’s Va Fangool! commencing, I held it to her notched left ear. “You, sweetheart, did not mention you were so sloppy. Look at this.” 

			She turned her eye to me.

			How could I blame her? Lacking such depth perception, of course she’d be sloppy. I’m surprised she hadn’t bitten me.

			With another meow, she made a half-hearted swat at the sandwich.

			“Fine. Fine. One second.” 

			Unsheathing more of the sandwich’s length, I tore at it. I succeeded in decapitating a section. However, a buttery slice of ham flopped upon my damp lap.

			“For the love of,” I started but ended in a sharp yelp of pain as Claudette pounced and, pinning the slice, attacked and tore at the ham slice.

			With a resigned sigh, I left her to her work and took a bite of my own.

			A dagger shard of crust stabbed deep and painful into my gums. The tart copper of blood filled my mouth.

			“Son of a clown,” I spat, pressing a clump of butter with my tongue to the searing, throbbing wound.

			Claudette’s machinations had involuntarily aroused a reaction in my groin and added to my annoyance. For distraction, I reached for bottle three as a ball rolled into the trampled dirt expanse in front of the bench.

			Lifting my eyes, I was startled to discover an incongruous tableau—three young, black novitiates, their sky-blue habits gathered and tied above their knees staring at me. Their rolled-down white socks made their legs seem all the longer, all the more fragile.

			I smiled.

			They gasped and two, crossing themselves, swore, “Dios mio.” 

			I ran my tongue over my bloodied, buttered gums and understood. Before I could calm them, an elderly, fire hydrant of a nun, in a black habit, burst into the clearing. 

			She squawked, “Cuántas veces, señoras, les he dicho—” and fell silent. Another five novitiates gathered behind her as she, frowning, studied the scene and danger her charges tottered on.

			The novitiate with a bandage straddling a knee observed, jabbing an emphatic finger at me, “Cuernos blancos.”

			With her own emphatic finger, the shortest added, “Como la profecía.”

			I jumped to my feet, prepared to counter such absurd accusations. Claudette, still ravenous, still gnawing at the ham, clung desperately to me. Her claws dug deeper into my hips, and, screaming, I was unable to mount a rebuttal. 

			“¡Silencio Diablo! ¡Silencio!” the nun shouted as Claudette, swaying, bit at the ham in sharp, insistent punches. “¡Silencio! ¡Silencio!”

			I slapped a palm across my mouth as Claudette, acquiring a firm grip on the ham, dropped to the ground and onto my phone, where it’d fallen. The clearing exploded in Va Fangool!

			Knocking over the Malongo can and scattering syringes, Claudette scampered off with her ham slice. 

			The novitiates, the nun, watched her run away.

			My groin had grown too stout for current company, and I attempted tapping, nudging it back into dormancy.

			Claudette, the swift kitty, was quick, too quick. The nun and novitiates turned back sooner than expected. My hand stilled. They, however, gazed at the video playing on the phone.

			To mimic a competition’s environment as closely as possible, I’d use the band’s video to listen to songs. Nephew’s visual interpretation of their lyrics wasn’t only curious, it was problematic.

			The video, a black-and-white, computer-generated cartoon, depicted a bar scene. The scene included band members, Tony Soprano, a topless stripper, a pig, and a rat, and neared its climax. What had once been a chummy, innocuous gathering had escalated into a blood-splattered, decapitation-filled fight fest, accented in bright red flashes of gore. It culminated in the bartender committing suicide via a sawed-off shotgun. 

			We stared—they horrified, I slightly amused.

			“Dorogaya mat, ya nay—” I started, but my morning with Katrina had strayed me into Russian.

			Eyes blazing, they turned on me.

			“Ladies, I’m sorry, but… Oh, right, Spanish.” My Spanish had been gleaned on the high seas in the galleys of the Oleander Princess. Therefore, it was perfectly mediocre, though likely worse. “Señoras—” Under the gaze of such an angelic, bright-eyed jury, such a stern-faced judge, I fell silent. Regardless of my eloquence, should I discover it, I’d of course be found guilty. I knew it, and I understood it.

			Thus beguiled, I was ignorant of the nun marching, in rapid strides, to me.

			I did, however, take exceptional notice of the swift kick she planted between my legs and the pain exploding there.

			Moaning, I crumpled to the trampled grass, curled tight and fetal. 

			The nun, having entered an ecstatic state, screamed jubilant and victorious, “¡Morir Diablo! ¡Morir!” And, calling the novitiates to her, she kicked me, over and over and over.

			The one with the bandage—a vindictive, little piece of work—stomped on my phone, once then twice, and joined the others kicking me.

			Rather than destroy the phone, she’d turned the volume up. The next song, DJ Shadow’s “Nobody Speak,” rose and reverberated through the clearing as if a concert were taking place.

			Between bright shards of pain, the metronome of kicking legs, I glimpsed fleeting flashes of forbidden fruit—their underwear. I didn’t desire such virginal delicacies. They only reminded me of something I’d forgotten long ago.

			I crawled across the scuffed, black-and-white vinyl, checkerboard floor as a voice boomed through the classroom, shaking and shivering braces, bra straps, and the prepubescent from their sexual indifference, “Mr. Belltower, what are you doing?”

			Stopping, staring past a scuffed, strawberry-hued knee, I replied to the cotton candy blue unicorn leaping over a rainbow and toward a mysteriously inviting cleft, “I dropped my pencil, sir.”

			“Mr. Belltower?”

			I raised my eyes. 

			Over the ruffle of a red and yellow polka dot skirt, I found Trisha Andretti gazing at me. Besides a thin, black choker with a silver heart pendant, she wore a curious smile, a mischievous glint in her hazel-hued eyes.

			Embarrassed, I looked away and found myself staring, again mesmerized, at the underwear-shrouded cleft.

			“Mr. Belltower!”

			“I’m looking for—”

			Mr. Lexington, the tallest math teacher I’d ever know, gripped my collar and yanked me to my feet. He, as he frequently related, had played basketball for the University of Oregon. Thus, I found myself tottering on my toes, swaying about like an ill-guided puppet.

			Being spring and recently freed from gym class, where for fifty minutes my classmates and I had hurled red rubber balls at one another, I was primed for arousal. And, like a mischievous cat, my erection swatted Trisha’s travel mug of chamomile tea, knocking it into her lap.

			Scalded, Trisha jumped from her desk, screaming and screaming, while Scott Stetson shouted, “Belltower’s got a boner! Belltower’s got a boner!”

			The classroom erupted in laughter, as Mr. Lexington dropped me and awkwardly consoled Trisha.

			Returned to my knees, I spotted the pencil and, crawling to it, knew, Q.E.D., from hence on nothing would be the same.

			The novitiates had gradually lost their enthusiasm and, one by one, they’d drifted and disappeared around the rhododendron. 

			After a final flourish of kicks, the nun, whistling contentedly, followed.

			Defeated and forlorn, I creaked an eye open. I glimpsed Salvation—bottle three. I reached for it. My arm was too short. The distance too far. The pain too much. My motivation inadequate. 

			Resigned, I wallowed deeper into my despair. I wouldn’t make the competition. I’d owe Boonen more. And he, vindictive, but gracious, would charge me to “go play ugly with the Amsterdam Boys.” And Katrina? She’d leave me for a caviar mogul named Dmitri.

			I knew my future lay lost and abandoned like the syringes from the coffee can and my tears welled as footsteps neared.

			A pair of shiny black shoes with white socks rolled down to the ankle and thin black legs trotted in. The traces of blood on the shoes were barely discernible, though upon the socks there was a red constellation I didn’t know. 

			Regardless my ignorance, I knew my savior had arrived.

			“¿Por favor?” I intoned, stretching a hand toward the bottle. 

			She, the chunkiest novitiate, picked up the ball. 

			“¿Por favor?”

			She hesitated and turned.

			“¿Por favor?”

			She gripped the bottle by the neck. 

			“Sí. Sí.”

			She cut me a sharp glance, tore the bag from the bottle, and pondered its label.

			Someone, likely the puta, fire hydrant nun, shouted, “Rápido, Sofía. Rápido.”

			I smiled.

			Sofía, with a shrug, handed me the bottle.

			“Gracias, mi angel,” I said, clamping a palm across the label.

			“De nada,” her smile brightened as she added, “Diablo.” 

			She trotted off as DJ Shadow shifted to Miike Snow’s The Rabbit.

			I struggled to a sitting position, leaned against the bench, and took a sip. Confused, I punched the button. The Rabbit died, and I took another, though longer sip. Not because I needed it. I mean, I did, if for no other reason than to quell the throb and ache of my ribs, but because the wine was exceptional. 

			It was as good as anything I’d ever had. It was also unlike anything I’d ever had. Infused with dark, dried fruit, layered baking spices with persimmon and plum, and wet, Algerian shale. 

			I savored the moment until I swallowed, for this was too sublime to spit, particularly in such a desolate expanse at such a desolate time.

			I pulled my hand away. 

			The label, to my confusion, claimed it to be a non-alcoholic halal wine from Syria. Being an upper mid-level Crusher, I knew what was in the bottle wasn’t that.

			I sipped again.

			Where had Hakim acquired such a treasure? I knew the store’s stock, too well. I’d suckled at that limited teat for years. It was why I loved his disguising this one.

			I considered calling him. Demand he disclose his source. Mostly, I wanted to thank him, but there was Beren.

			It was strange how much I owed and could blame on the skinny-limbed kid from Istanbul.

			I sighed, took another sip, and gazed through the jumble of branches at a startling, azure, blue sky. 

			Hakim had been emphatic that first time. “Pas ici. Pas ici.”

			I’d already twisted the cap off and held the bottle of mass-market Merlot to my lips, when the kid repeated, “Not here. Not here.”

			Lowering the bottle, I stepped back and to the left, the corner of the rack of bananas poking my butt. “Ici?” He glared. I adjusted a few more steps. Near the tomatoes, I repeated, “Ici?”

			He sighed. “There’s a bench in a nearby park.”

			I’d found it and had prepared for my first Parisian Crushed competition.

			Ever since being cast as Dopey in Aloha Mountain Elementary School’s rendition of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, I’d suffered from performance anxiety. Yes, portraying a mute dwarf placed an inordinate amount of pressure upon an eight-year-old. Having a mother who’d forsaken, not only her husband but her minor acting career for studies in psychology only compounded the issue. 

			“There are no small parts, only small actors,” she’d asserted one afternoon, a glass of Cabernet in one hand, a Rorschach card in the other. 

			It would be freshman year, Aloha High, doing a scene from Urine Town when Professor Magaldi assured me Mother had quoted Konstantin Stanislavski. “Nor,” the professor asserted, “is it meant to be literal.” Hence, why I’d always performed on my toes and been voted in middle school as “The most likely to die of a head injury.”

			“Okay,” Mother had asked, taking a sip and holding up the card, “what about this one?” 

			“Two pigs riding a dung beetle.” 

			“And this one?” 

			“Two Santa bears playing Patty Cakes.”

			“And—”

			As this was our third round in two days, I’d had the opportunity to prepare for this round’s answers. Overexcited, on the next card, I replied prematurely, “Formal peacocks at a punchbowl.”

			Mother took a long sip and slurped. She swallowed. She took another sip, put the cards down, and stood. “If you’re not going to take this seriously, why should I?”

			I’d considered utilizing my father’s patented reply to Mother’s rhetorical questions, “Because there are moments I make you feel immortal.” Instead, being eight and wiser than I am today, I’d said, “Because there is no one lovelier than you.” In the uneasy silence that followed, I took the bottle and held it to my nose. The elixir smelled remotely of tart black cherry and violets but not displeasing and mildly arousing.

			“Careful,” Mother declared, “it’s young, tannic, and overly oaked.” She added, grimacing, “Rutherford Valley, I think.” 

			I took a swallow and choked. 

			The wine gurgled up, spewed, and sputtered from my nose and mouth, staining my shirt, jeans, and the dull gray carpet I collapsed upon. Coughing, choking, I spewed mucous through wine-constricted nostrils.

			Dying, a landed fish, I gasped for breath and realized Mother had been correct, the Cabernet was young, tannic, and overly oaked.

			Mother slurped another sip. “And the reason you were cast as Dopey? It’s called ‘typecasting.’ Accept it and move on.” She didn’t take the bottle nor declare, “Lesson learned.” Instead, she said, “Write your answers down.” 

			We glanced around. Though it was our fourth month in the third-floor, two-bedroom apartment on the well-manicured grounds of Mauna Loa Estates in Aloha, Oregon, most everything remained in boxes. 

			Surfing on the rising wave of her frustration, Mother spat, “Just write it on something. I’m curious what cleverness you think you’ve created,” and left the room.

			Blowing my nose, I listened to her shuffling through boxes, bottles clinking, as she mumbled an incantation, “Dove sono gli Amaroni? Dove sono gli Amaroni?”

			I took another cautious, tentative sip. Behind the tannins and the oak, there lurked a nuanced hint of ripe plum, Cavendish tobacco, scuffed sandalwood, and a subtle smudge of Brazilian dark chocolate. 

			I swallowed and smiled. It was my first taste of love.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Chapter Three

			Shakespeare’s a Shitty, Little Shite

			 

			 

			In the low tide of my ass whooping, Sofía’s soapy scent lingering, I sipped from bottle three and watched a school of pigeons flash across the azure sea of the sky. Needing such inspiration near, I reworked the cork back into the bottle and, fighting Dr. Albright’s girthy tome again, tucked it back into the satchel.

			I’d abandon the book under the bench with the syringes and bottles, but it, and shipping its 2.4 kilos from Kilkenny, had cost more than expected. It was Wesley Winston’s, the renowned culinary historian and host of Amazing Ancient Meals, top, “all-time must-have” culinary book. And I felt it the lone token which, if Katrina had any reservations, would swing the pendulum in my favour.

			Midnight Oil’s Beds are Burning kicked in and, picking up the abused phone, I turned it off. Through the cracked, spider-webbed screen, I discerned I’d only lost ten minutes and found myself rallying and revisiting the necessity of having more than espresso, and now wine, in my belly. 

			Hoping fate couldn’t be so cruel, but needing to test it, I turned to the jambon beurre lying innocent on the bench. Pulling it free of its paper sheath, I took a wary bite. I chewed, once, twice… Another shard of crust stabbed a gum.

			Cursing, gums again buttered and bleeding, I chucked it, javelin style, toward the bush Claudette had disappeared in. I slammed bottle four to my lips and suckled, disappointed. It was Château Isolde, a cheap Bordeaux reliant for sales on the name and the impressive, though fictitious, manor house on the label. It was, as it’d always been, flat and tannic as an Egyptian mummy.

			Under the bench, the bottle went. 

			I staggered to my feet and, swaying, slung the tome-weighted satchel over a shoulder. Not desiring another ass whooping, I clambered down a short, grassy incline and limped into the dog park.

			I’d stepped in a pile of pooh and was dragging a heel as I searched for a taxi. The roadways, however, had grown thick with congestion. And the Metro? Its maw was clustered with commuters, heads bowed and buried in their phones, implying the worst—the authorities had been correct. They’d warned of strikes. Though most felt none would on such an auspicious day. The headline would read, May the Fourth Strikes, Again.

			Thankfully, a competition rarely commenced on time. There was the signing-in and the subsequent banter and bluster between competitors.

			I had about three kilometers to limp. If I could keep a steady pace, I’d be late, though not by much.

			Turning onto a quiet, side street, I called Remy et Stakos Imports. Ania, the congenial office assistant, the one who’d promised and failed to provide insider info, didn’t answer. Neither did Remy or Stakos.

			I tried twice more. Each time Ania’s melted butter voice droned, “S’ils vous plaît, laissez un message. Merci beaucoup.”

			To assuage my growing anxiety, I called Maurice at Bijou Bijou. 

			“Oui, oui,” he assured, “the ring is here. And remains stunning.”

			“And you’re open until nine?”

			“Seven.”

			“Perfecto,” I lied as my Spanish arrived, too late, “y gracias.”

			Ignoring the dog-shit brown footprints following me, I hung up and limped on.

			The competition kicked off at noon with the first glasses placed at noon-thirty. It shouldn’t run longer than a few hours. After a few congratulatory glasses, I’d dash off and grab the ring and a lone red rose from a corner florist.

			Yes, the proposal swag and glitter, the ring, and Greece, Chez Shea, were above my budget. It’s why I owed Boonen another twelve thousand. I’d been loath to ask him, but desperation and love can make one do stupid things. 

			Honestly, I’d hoped he’d have declined. However, “Boonen is fan of love. Yes, I grant this to you.” Smiling Mephistopheles, he extracted his infamous little, black notebook from a pocket. After a moment, having found the page, he licked the tip of a well-used pencil and adjusted my tally from 18.7K to 30.7K. “You will initial here.” The pencil tapped a spot where I jotted my initials.

			He handed me the thin stack of crisp hundred-euro bills, and admitted, “Boonen thinks your Katrina is very lucky. You? Not so much.” Walking away, he laughed and laughed.

			Making the quarterfinals would pay off my credit cards. The semifinals would be enough to clear me of cards and most of Boonen. And if I sputtered out in an early round, a “Niet” from Katrina would be the least of my worries.

			I, however, concentrated on the other side of the coin.

			“Father,” Katrina had once noted, “is a traditionalist. A man bound by his great love of food and drink. And his great loathing of Western Imperialism.”

			Her father, Oleg Vlasov, a St. Petersburg restaurateur, like the rest of her clan, I’d yet to meet. And, due to necessity, I was unconcerned with Russian nationalism, but whether Oleg would pay for the wedding, throw a few thousand rubles in as a dowry, and, perhaps, employ me in one of his restaurants. At this juncture, sommelier or “plongeur,” I didn’t care.

			The day’s competition, a “luncher,” was utilizing a modified Rural Rothschild. Rather than a fifteen-minute seeding round of three wines, competitors would be randomly selected and placed in brackets. Then it was single elimination, tête-à-tête flash rounds of ten minutes and three wines until a lone Crusher remained.

			The battle would be overseen by Isadora Cruz. Isadora, the illegitimate daughter of La Chica de las Pluseras de Oro, Maria Corbero, a Pamplonan Flamenco dancer, and Julen Herria, a Basque separatist, prided herself on innovation and intrigue. 

			I’d only competed in one competition which she’d overseen, Malta, 2010. She’d played a collection of Gregorian chants, A Clockwork Orange juxtaposed against the finals match from the 2008-09 Indian cricket championship, with burnt baklava befouling the air. 

			It’d been a disconcerting mélange, but I’d persevered and had made my first finals, where Arvi Und, an Icelandic wunderkind, had, thanks to a 2008 Omar Kayyam rosé, edged me, 23-21.

			My phone “dildoed” and, rather than answer, I recalled one of Isadora’s more provocative comments at the after party, “If ever I were cursed with a penis, I’d love to Super Tuscan a Neuf-du-Pape.” Everyone, laughing, knew what she meant, some even provided visual aid.

			Wobbling around a corner, I listened to Radcliffe’s message. “Mr. Belltower,” he bubbled, “I do think we should talk. Maybe get you, as they say, out in front of the situation? Call me.”

			Unsure of the “situation” he referenced, I was intrigued enough to consider meeting. Rather, I vowed to write a scathing email to Wesley Winston regarding Dr. Albright’s “must have” tome and its adverse effects on one’s posture.

			Waddling along another tree-lined street, Naomi, finally, texted. It was a short string of emojis—A smiling pile of poop. Middle finger. Heart with an arrow through it—and a brief, blunt message, FU will call soon.

			Such brevity was one reason I loved her. However, I needed to get into character. And the novitiates, Radcliffe, and Albright’s tome, and now waiting for Naomi, was hampering that process.

			No, I didn’t enter a competition as myself. I was, I thought, a fairly nice person. And a nice person in a Crushed competition got thrown out into the street, naked and shattered with their panties stuffed down their throat.

			It was why I hadn’t cleaned myself after the ass whooping. Oh, no, I was keeping the beaten visage. I was keeping everything—split lip, black eye, torn, blood-stained shirt, dirt and grass-covered clothing. It would add authenticity to my Durden glare. 

			The glare, named for Tyler Durden, the main character in Fight Club, was a competition technique. True Crushers could sit opposite a wolf-mangled corpse as if it were high tea at the Ritz-Carlton. Hence, why embellishing with hyperbole was a recommended addition to the glare.

			“Jumped by a squad of Spetsnaz. Killed all and ate most.” And mustering a burp, especially if tainted with époisses de Bourgogne? Oh, no need to tally totals, send me to the next round, muy pronto.

			Regardless of the nuances of the wine, the diplomas, and the accolades of the Crushers, competitions were little more than bouts of psychological warfare. Any Crusher could differentiate between a French or Chilean Malbec, or surmise which was an Austrian, German, or Croatian Spӓtlese, particularly at a cheese and cracker-infested reception with Bach playing lightly.

			However, stick that little sipper in an underground bunker with Shonen Knife playing, the ox slaughtering scene from Apocalypse Now on a loop, and cat puke underfoot, they’d crumble like a sun-baked cracker under a tank’s tread. That sommelier at that Michelin-starred restaurant, choking on fear, mortality, and their insignificance, mistook an Alsatian Riesling for a New Zealand Gewurztraminer. That article-writing, wine-rating pundit, out of the analgesic confines of the office, couldn’t distinguish a Viognier from a Sauvignon Blanc.

			In the Crushed trenches, when the lights dimmed and the music blared, and one was alone, staring into the glass, it didn’t matter one shit who you thought you were, or who people claimed you were. If you couldn’t tuck titties and balls and concentrate on those few ounces, well, you were another loser in a long line of losers. Loser! And after I’d won, I’d take the 50,000-euro purse and shove it in all their stupid, stupid faces!

			Oh, yeah. There we go. The adrenaline was up, and the “Hyde” was crawling out. The growing growl of my stomach, however, undermined my conviction.

			Yanking bottle three out, I stepped into the nearest boulangerie and took a long swallow.

			Ignoring the stares and glares of the other two customers, they as gray-eyed and gray-haired as the proprietress, I ordered two feuilleté au jambon. 

			Accepting the bag, I tossed a tenner down and, with a wave and a “Hasta mañana,” exited.

			The adrenaline surge, coupled with my nervous anxiety, had me limping faster and cursing Wesley Winston more.

			I was on the second gooey, ham and cheese-filled pastry, only a few blocks from Remy et Stakos Imports when my phone interrupted. 

			Naomi’s Bristolian accent basted my heart, “Dixon?”

			“No,” I replied, copping a posh barrister’s tone, “it’s the right honorable, Sir—”

			“Listen, Dixon, you shite, now is not the time. Not. The. Time.” 

			Her voice, the tone slapped me back those many years ago when, on our first and only “date,” we’d attended Hamlet at The Globe. 

			“Shakespeare was a little shite,” she’d declared during an intermission. “And nothing more than a glorified stenographer.”

			We were with the groundlings, and her statement treaded on blasphemy, particularly when declared in His cathedral. 

			“So, Zadie,” I said, after confirming we weren’t to be hanged, drawn and quartered, “jealous much?”

			Her head snapped round from ogling Ophelia, who was miming picking flowers upstage, and glared me quiet.

			At the time, I didn’t know much about Naomi, except she was bright, beautiful, worked part-time for Upton Ink & Associates, looked remotely like the author Zadie Smith, and had, after a pint too many at the Drawbridge Pub open mic night, accepted an invitation from a struggling American novelist attempting to break into the hard knock life of British stand-up comedy.

			“You know,” she asked, with a last glance at the fair Ophelia, “how this ends, right?”

			“Us or the play?”

			“Yes this, if we want to be generous and call this pile of slag a play.”

			“Well, I’m hoping it ends in a jubilant song and dance number, with Hamlet confessing he’s Harriet and eloping with Ophelia.”

			Aghast, she stared. “You saw, Thumbelina in Hades?”

			Past a ghoulish smile, I confessed. “Found the Brighton and Cork performances. The Internet is such a magical place. I even found Hoist High Your Hems.” She gasped. Hems was a convoluted amalgamation of Pirates of Penzance and the women’s suffrage movement. 

			“Not my best creation,” she admitted.

			“Shakespeare,” I said, hooking a thumb at the stage, “might say the same about this.”

			“Do not defend that shite.” Before I could, she was dragging me through the appreciative crowd (everything is a performance at The Globe!) and out into the street. 

			Minutes later, tucked into a pub’s dark booth, fresh pints in front of us, she confessed, after a long swallow, “I’m curious about cock.”

			“Well, who isn’t?”

			“No, I mean—”

			“I’m curious about life after death, but I’m not committing suicide.”

			“You’re equating—”

			“From what I’ve heard from some women about how some men perform, yeah, it’s reminiscent of dying.”

			Past her broad, beautiful smile, she asked, “Are you always attempting to be funny?”

			“Yes but looks aren’t everything.”

			“Particularly in your case.”

			Past the laughter, I tinked her glass with mine, and asked, “Then why’d you accept such an invitation from such a destitute comic?”

			“I read your manuscript.”

			I was confused. Not because I’d ten manuscripts in progress, six finished, but because I was only querying one. “The Yank?” 

			She nodded.

			“How?” And then… “Upton Ink & Associates?” She nodded. “Lionel Thames?”

			“I’m his assistant. I took it home and read it.” 

			With the condensation from the pint tickling my palm, I rubbed my chin, fearful, “And?”

			“And it’s brilliant.”

			“And that explains the curiosity about cock?”

			She smiled, and I’d fetched two more pints.

			“Dixon? Hello?” 

			Choking on a chunk of jambon, though keeping my hardnosed Crusher persona, I spat the gooey glob into a street corner flowerpot, admitted, “It’s good to hear your voice.”

			Begrudging, but sincere, she replied, “Yes. The same to you.”

			“So about Radcliffe?”

			“He, my idiot friend, might be the least of your worries.”

			I knew she didn’t know about the debt to Boonen. Nor, like Katrina, did she know about my relapse into the nefarious underworld of Crushed. There were, however, other skeletons in other closets, so… “Go on.”

			And, to my dismay, she did. 

			Giving a quick CliffsNotes highlight of being a shitty client and a worse friend, for which I agreed and apologized, she moved on to, “And let’s not mention your dalliances with Sabita and Beca while they were interns?”

			“Okay, let’s not mention them.”

			“How about I mention SloPony42?”

			“Is that some Native American DJ?”

			“It’s a street artist.”

			“Tagging buffalo or something?”

			She sighed and stabbed me with, “And then there’s Kenan.” 

			“What about him?”

			“A bit of denial would’ve been… Doesn’t matter. But there are the ramifications of pilfering his private life for profit. Particularly considering—”

			“Well,” I said, cutting her off before that skeleton escaped the closet, “I wouldn’t say profit.”

			“Shut up.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“So, are you SloPony42?”

			“Why would it matter?”

			“Well, there’s the little matter of The Home Office charging you, sorry, SloPony42 with vandalism and various acts of terrorism.”

			“What?”

			“You sound shocked.”

			“Because I am.”

			“Good.” 

			“So, what did you tell them?”

			“I told them I’d talk to you.”

			“Oh.”

			“Yeah ‘oh.’ Is it you? Are you SloPony42?” 

			For The Yank, I’d cobbled together the stories my Wickford Aldi’s coworkers were telling and yelling. The main character, Christopher Angus Mountjoy, was an amalgam of those curious cranks. However, Chris’s profession, a prostitute pleasing politicians and wealthy socialites with hand puppet hand jobs, was gleaned from one of my flatmates, Kenan. So Naomi mentioning “pilfering his personal life” rang too true. But isn’t that what writers did? And, seriously, what profit?

			Two coworkers, Bussy and Naria, were also street artists. One late night, early morning, after finishing our stocking shift and the last cans of Galahad lager, I was invited to “tag along.” And one thing led to another and becoming SloPony42.

			“Dixon? Hello?”

			Limping around another corner, making my excuse, “Naomi, I wish—” I stopped and blinked in incomprehension.

			What’d always been a quiet, bucolic, tree-lined street was engulfed in the flash-and-flare of a half-dozen squad cars’ blue emergency lights. Not unexpectedly, all were angled toward the front of what had once been an old barn and stables, then an auto body shop, and now housed Remy et Stakos Imports.

			Neighbors leaned out their flung open windows, while a few clumped in the street. Some, the most elderly, were in their faded nightwear. Small dogs on long leashes scampered around. Their barking and yapping exploded as a knuckled lump of gendarmes surged out of the import company’s front doors. They struggled with a broad-shouldered, shaved-headed brute.

			Under an undulating sea of fists, the brute momentarily submerged, though, like Poseidon, rose to his full height, six feet seven. The gendarmes fell away. Whirling, his falcon-sharp, gray eyes locked on mine. He smoothed the lapels on his 25,000£ Savile Row suit and smiled a blood-smeared smile. The nun’s voice echoed in my ears “¡Diablo!” I, however, knew him as T. Thomas Boonen. 

			It was Singapore, late November 2008, and the heat and humidity still clung to the air like a bat to a cave’s ceiling. I was on the second day of a three-day layover wending my way to Osaka for the world championships. Gripped by insomnia, I found myself wandering the infamous Geylang district, looking for distraction and the improbable—a wine bar.

			Instead, I found a man, his height, demeanor, and suit stood out like a thumb in a jar of maraschino cherries. Smooth and deadly as a prowling panther, he slipped through the crowded sidewalk unconcerned with the stares and whispers following him. 

			After a few blocks, he turned into a narrow side street and spoke to a doorman with a grouchy mustache at one of the many entertainment parlors, aka brothels. The man cupped his right hand in the shape of the letter C and pounded his chest twice—the Crushed greeting gesture.

			The doorman glanced around, nodded, and handed him a token. The man ducked into the parlor and I was left perplexed under the glow and glare of garish neon.

			Four days later, in Osaka, during preliminary seeding, I discovered myself sitting across the table from him. For the entire fifteen minutes, as we sniffed and slurped, appraised, and scribbled assessments, he was silent as a statue. 

			The finish bell sounded, and he stood. 

			Towering, with an accent I’d later discover was Belgium, he swore, “One day I will kill you.”

			Days later, during the semifinals, he did, figuratively, 23-15.

			The gendarmes regrouped and surged back. 

			Gradually, they overwhelmed him, though his eyes never left mine as they beat him into submission. 

			If I’d looked a quarter as ghoulish as he, the nun, the initiates, were justified to do what they’d done in quelling el Diablo.

			“Those,” Naomi asked, “are police sirens, yes?”

			“Yes.”

			One of the houses with one of the closets with one of my skeletons was Remy et Stakos Imports. It wasn’t just a Crushed venue, the mechanics’ bays being ideal for tête-à- tête matches, but it also housed a blending operation, which I oversaw.

			The counterfeiting of wine, besides being illegal, especially in France, could be quite lucrative. Blending cheap varietals and, if one was, like me, a philistine, utilizing other ingredients to mimic an expensive wine happened to be a forté of mine.

			Our current catalog featured, as to be expected, offerings from Burgundy and Bordeaux, as well as a Poully-Fuissé I was rather proud of. There was also a smattering of reds from the Languedoc, Italy and Spain. Nothing too high-end, mid-range standards, where a buyer wouldn’t be suspicious if the body and bouquet weren’t exact. Remy explained, “Wine is a romantic creature and, like passion, fluctuates.”

			Besides Remy and Ania going round to hotels, we also worked with a network of restaurants, creating ultra-cheap house blends. Something they could glug into a carafe and be moderately proud of, though, more importantly, content with the profit. 

			We were, however, nearing the bottom of some barrels on several blends and were in the midst of creating new ones. This meant the blending room, a large basement built as a bomb shelter during World War II, was cluttered with an array of jugs, bottles, tinctures, spices, herbs, scales, beakers, et cetera.

			Even to a novice, it would be apparent what we were doing.

			“Dixon,” Naomi queried, “why are there police sirens wailing in the background?”

			“Naomi, now isn’t a good time. How about I call you back?” 

			The gendarmes, fire ants swelling over a beetle, fought, shoved, and stuffed Boonen into a squad car. From the backseat, out the back window, eyes engulfed with flame, he glared as they sped off, sirens blaring.

			Naomi pressed, “SloPony42, on rental signs, would paint an i shaped like a penis between To Let.” 

			“Okay. So?”

			“You don’t sound surprised.”

			“I’m not. To let, add an i, toilet. Clever. But not surprising.” The flashing police lights were assisting in playing it Bogart casual. “So? Go on.”

			“As it was related to me by Agent Anderson, the tags, or whatever you want to call them, were set in a series of letters. I-S-I-S with an exclamation point. ISIS!”

			“No,” I said, losing my casual, “that can’t be.”

			Instead of mentioning it, she added, “Oh, and the period on the bottom of the exclamation point? It coincided with the eastern terminus of the Piccadilly line.”

			“Cockfosters,” I confessed, confused.

			“You’ve heard of it?”

			“Of course. It’s infamous amongst… A friend told me about it.”

			“Sure they did,” she scoffed.

			Before she demanded details, Remy, thin and angular, and Stakos, round and meaty, were escorted to a pair of squad cars. Both were handcuffed, sobbing and proclaiming their innocence to the beautiful, blue sky.

			One could assume (their wailing apologies so sincere) they were repentant. However, having worked with them for the past two years, I knew the cold-blooded bastards they were.

			“Dixon,” Naomi, anticipating, cut in, “if you hang up again—”

			Again? Oh, she referred to four years ago. 

			I’d been wallowing in a second tumbler of Jameson’s and wondering if I should’ve added some onion pakoras to my order I’d just placed with Bangalore Gardens, when I’d inadvertently answered. It wasn’t Manesh confirming my order, but Naomi pleading, “Dixon, you need to tell me why. I need to know.” 

			I’d, again, missed a deadline for The Jerk, the sequel to The Yank. I’d pitched it in a morning delirium, after a cover reveal mixer and waking with two sweetly delusional interns, Sabita and Beca.

			“Christopher continues administering hand puppet hand jobs. However, falling in love with a North African illegal immigrant, he begins blackmailing clients to ensure their future together.”

			“Rough draft in three months?” she’d asked. 

			I’d agreed but hadn’t delivered.

			Guilt, until Kenan, was something I’d never experienced. And I didn’t like it. 

			“Dixon,” Naomi had proclaimed, “if you hang up, I’m going to call Lidia and—”

			I’d hung up.

			Deluded, I’d believed I hated Lidia Newcomb, our Ganymede Press editor, more than the truth. That and The Yank’s lukewarm reception wasn’t due to my unenthused and dower readings, but the public’s incapacity to discern talent.

			A few weeks later, out of Jameson’s and sick of Bangalore Garden, I’d packed my squeaky wheeled suitcase, and, next to the Doctor Who TARDIS tea tin, left two months’ rent and a short, stupid note—“No excuses. I suck. Dixon”—and vacated the shitty, little flat. 

			I’d wandered out into the usual gray morning filled with pissing rain and porridge-faced villagers. I’d caught the next train to London, where, staring at the station’s departure-arrival board, I continued trying to understand Kenan’s suicide. How could one seem so happy and light-hearted and yet be so miserable?

			Thanks to Mother I knew the answer—overcompensation.

			Doors slammed and the two squad cars drove off with Remy and Stakos screaming their innocence.

			“Dixon?” my phone asked as I lowered it from my ear.

			Sensing the excitement drifting into denouement, the spectators trudged home, their dogs yapping less and less until a precarious silence settled on the street.

			Ania, deep in conversation with a plainclothes officer, exited. The officer and his goatee did and didn’t look familiar.

			They slipped into the last car and drove off.

			“Dixon?” my phone asked from my hand, dangling at my hip. “Dixon?”

			From a second-floor window, an old woman in a baggy, stained, blue bathrobe, a droopy, splotched breast flopped out, stared accusingly at me.

			I waved and blew her a kiss.

			She, with a practiced toss of the head and huff, clattered her window closed and smartly snapped the curtains shut.

			Feigning I hadn’t heard Naomi’s last words—“I’ve missed you”—I hung up and limped off.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Chapter Four

			Thou Art a Spongy,

			Sheep-Biting Scut

			 

			 

			A dozen blocks or so fled from Remy et Stakos Imports, my panicked limp had deteriorated to a sullen stagger. A cold sweat percolated my skin, as my heart and lungs, regardless of the diminished pace, raged like a rabid monkey in a cage.

			I had had a plan. Perhaps not a good one, but I had had one. And I’d committed to it, fully. Professor Magaldi would’ve been proud, and surprised.

			But now? Now a vast, churning chasm of the unknown broiled on the horizon. It aggravated my condition and angered the monkey more.

			Of course, not being as delusional as I’d once been, I hadn’t expected to win the competition. Regardless, the twenty thousand for third, even the ten for fourth, would’ve allotted me some respite from Boonen’s clutches. Though with a few properly placed side bets, I may’ve managed another five, maybe ten thousand.

			I slowed. Stopped. Waited for the monkey to escape.

			Prison sentences in France for wine fraud were severe. 

			Remy would lose everything. And not just the business, as dubious as it was, but also Francesca, his wife, and his two daughters, Celine and Audrey.

			Stakos would be forced back to Greece, where he’d return to working the family vineyard with his two homophobic brothers, Giorgos and Dinos, making “shit Retsina for overpriced tourist restaurants.” 

			And what of Isadora and the competitors? Crushed was as illegal in France as everywhere else in the world. And my absence would be suspicious and would, partially, explain Boonen’s hate-filled glare.

			Then there was Katrina. Theoretically, I was in the west of the city, making sales calls to boutique hotels near Versailles. Perhaps, before being arrested, I should, confess my many lies? Prostrate my pathetic self before her, disclosing the skeletons and where they were housed, and ask for forgiveness? That, I knew, wasn’t to be done over the phone. Maybe after dinner and the proposal? Of course, depending on her answer.

			Achieving another block, Professor Magaldi’s voice, accompanied by the rabid monkey, rang repeatedly in my ears, “The show must go on!” It was decided that Chez Shea, the stunning ring, the rose, the proposal, everything would be staged as it’d been rehearsed.

			Throughout my childhood, Mother had repeated, “You won’t get the lead, but you’ll be cast.” So, no matter my part—prisoner, fugitive, Amsterdam love slave—Katrina and I, stronger than ever, would persevere through this.

			Mother had also, in a rare moment of lucidity, likened the difference between performance anxiety and a panic attack to “Being afraid of being hit by a car and being hit.” She’d added, shoving me onstage for my first audition, “Just ask your father.”

			After another few blocks, hyperventilating as the tiring monkey grew desperate and erratic, my phone again “dildoed.” 

			“What, Radcliffe, do you want?” 

			“Nothing more than I’ve asked for from the onset.”

			“An interview?”

			“Exactly.”

			With my freedom dubious and suspect, and my apartment likely being redecorated in “modern gendarmian upheaval,” perhaps I could squeeze a few quid from Radcliffe and his overlords to assist with my escape?

			“Okay. When and where? And maybe—because a big bollocks on The Yank’s anniversary—you can give me some notion of what this is about?”

			“How about now?” I hesitated. “This afternoon?” I hesitated. “Tonight?”

			“No.”

			“Okay. Ten tomorrow morning?”

			“And the where?” He hesitated. “Where?” 

			“Deux Maggots?” He sounded oddly excited, embarrassed as if a fantasy were nearing fulfilment.

			Shaking my head at such a cliché, though appreciating the sentiment, I agreed. “Fine. But now, the real why.” He hesitated. “Or I don’t.”

			“Well, at the moment, this,” he said, his voice infused with gleeful mystery, “would be why.” In quick succession, two jpgs pinged my inbox. His voice sounding thick as a noose, he repeated, “Tomorrow at ten,” and hung up.

			A nervous dread enveloped me as I, Pandora, opened the files.

			Each was a photo of a morning television news broadcast. Under each the identical caption, at the bottom of the screen, declared, “Not Terrorists, Just Genitals.”

			The first was of the Eiffel Tower. Its jutting, girded height had been transformed into a giant phallus. Huge, hairy, pink balls bulged at the base. A bulbous, pink, and billowing foreskin sprouted at its tip, and listed south in the morning breeze. There’d never existed a more bewilderingly beautiful phallus, ever.

			The second was a split-screen view of another iconic Parisian monument, the Arc de Triomphe. It, also, had been ingeniously altered. The image on the left, from the Place de la Concord, showed traffic on the Champs-Élysées at a standstill. Bystanders, curious and confused, had wandered into the street and stared transfixed at the Arc. The image on the right, a close-up from its base, showed it magnificently transformed into a giant, hairy vagina.

			Having a good idea of how it’d been accomplished, and by whom, I swore, “Well, fuck me,” as salvation’s door swung open. 

			A bright-faced, young man, carrying a box stuffed with bottles, smiled and replied, “Name the time and place. Por favor. Though you will need to clean whatever this is.” Fingers from a hand under the box waggled at my beaten visage.

			I smiled back, “Sancho, you know you’re too hot and too much for me.”

			“Sí. But that doesn’t mean—” 

			“And you know I prefer colder climes.” 

			“Katrina y las mujeres. Sí.”

			“So is Art in?”

			“When is he not?” Sancho Miguel Alejandro Ortega, besides the name, had the smoldering good looks of a Spanish bullfighter. We’d been friends since he and Art had started their hyphenated relationship—lovers-partners-confidants-friends-soul mates, et cetera.

			Leaning against the shop door, Sancho added with a wink, “Tell Katrina she can join us.”

			“I’ll keep it in mind.”

			“No, you won’t.”

			“You’re right. I won’t.”

			“Well,” he sighed, jiggling the box, bottles laughing crisply, and killing the awkward silence, “deliveries.”

			He slipped out, “Hasta mañana, my friend,” while I slipped in, “Yep. Yep. Hasta.”

			Art’s Wine Emporium, an oasis to the most venerable of liquids, was a trailer park of wine boxes and crates after the tornado had hit. They were strewn and scattered in random disorder. Walls, floor to ceiling with shelves and racks, were stuffed with bottles.

			It was, should it exist, like entering heaven, though without the necessity of dying or talking to a doorman. 

			Three steps in, the bell finished tickling the silence, and the bald man at the counter, the yellow stub of pencil working furiously upon a section of a newspaper, looked up. Over his wire-rimmed reading glasses, he asked, “Five-letter word for tragic loser?”

			“Dixon,” I replied, glancing around for someplace to throw the satchel.

			Straightening, he shrugged, “I’ll accept it.” He tucked glasses in a pocket, the pencil behind an ear, and asked, “Three letters for what your breath smells like?”

			“Ass.”

			Walking around the counter, an enthusiastic smile washing over his stern features, he asked, sincerely, “How are you, Dixon?” 

			Arthur Aldous Sinclair, if I wasn’t me, would be the cranky curmudgeon I’d want to be. And not because he was a three-time Crushed world champion. The trophies—golden Bordeaux wine glasses with a pair of golden brass knuckles incorporated in the stem and engraved with the year and city of the event—sat atop the top shelf behind the register, embalmed in dust and neglect. 

			He extended a hand and, like being pulled into a life raft, I took it.

			However, he declared, “You, my friend, are in trouble,” and I thought, maybe, I should’ve remained in the water with the sharks. 

			“And you’ve got an art for stating the obvious.”

			Rightfully ignoring my pathetic pun, he slipped past, turned the sign from Ouvert to Fermé, and locked the door.

			Once the bolt’s sharp, metallic shout faded, I, with a satisfying thud, dropped the tome-laden satchel at my feet and asked the obvious, “That serious?”

			Being a true Crusher, he kept his eyes locked on mine. “Pull up a chair, Little Killer.” 

			Always gently pushing, and prodding, Art claimed, “If you can’t take shit from those who love you, then you’ll be eating it from those who hate you.”

			Hence, “Little Killer,” his sarcastic nod to my failed comedy “career.”

			Returning to the counter, he called over his shoulder, “Start making your excuses, I’ve dozens more questions for you,” and glided around a black felt curtain, disappearing into the back of the shop.

			A portion of the shop, behind the smoked glass front window, was dedicated to tastings and contained three old bistro tables, each surrounded by rickety, wicker chairs. 

			Dragging, in lurches, the weighted satchel, I selected the farthest chair in the farthest corner and promptly collapsed into it.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Chapter Five

			Oedipus’s Courage

			 

			 

			Waiting for Art’s return, rather than popping a cork on a nearby bottle, I texted Naomi: “I beg forgiveness. Help.” Smiley face. “I am” pile of poop. “Help me. Please.” Prayer hands. Prayer hands. Prayer hands. Smiley face.

			In the unnerving silence, I scrolled through news reports regarding the chaos at the Eiffel penis, the Triumphal vagina. 

			I wanted to believe it coincidence, but the fact the night I’d chosen to propose to Katrina was the day the Parisian monuments were transformed and Remy et Stakos Imports was raided, at least to me, verged on conspiracy. 

			Panic welled and flooded me.

			I stood and did a few laps around the table. Beginning to dizzy, I stuffed the phone into the satchel and plucked an issue of La Revue du Vin de France off a nearby chair, sat to read.
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