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​Chapter 1 – Mustache Royalty
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The parade began with a squeak and a cheer.

Welvin’s town square looked like a thrift store had won the lottery. Banners hung from lampposts. Kids wore fake mustaches painted in chocolate syrup. A brass band tooted its way through a surprisingly vibrant cover of Limp Bizkit’s “Faith,” the trombones straining with every “gotta have” like they were summoning the heavens. Frank Peniston rode above it all on the shoulders of four firefighters, his neon crossing guard vest catching the sun like a holy relic. He grinned down at his people with a mixture of awe and mild terror, one hand lifted in a salute that could pass for regal if you ignored the grease smear on his knuckle.

Behind him, Ronald Whitaker was carried as if he were a rolled carpet someone was trying not to scuff. Two junior lifeguards had his ankles and two had his armpits. His glasses slid down his nose every few seconds. He tried to push them up with his shoulder. It never worked.

The square had been decorated with Ross Haverston’s legacy, if you could call stolen inflatable men a legacy. The tube men from the previous chaos stood in a wide ring, de-gassed and tamed. Welded frames kept their limp fabric upright. The town electrician had fitted each with a small fan at the base, just strong enough to make them twitch in unison. The effect was spooky and sweet. A circle of previously evil wind serpents now performed an awkward wave for their new champion. Every third twitch, the crowd cheered as if cued by some invisible conductor.

Frank soaked it in. He had saved them. He had punched evil. He had mostly not shot anyone/anything important. Madge sat at the curb in her finest wash, chrome blinking, hood ornament aligned with military precision. Someone had tied a ribbon around her antenna. She took it with dignity.

At the plywood stage stood Mayor Jenkins — timid, dumpy, sweating under a toupee that shifted each time the breeze touched it. His tie was crooked, his posture apologetic. He cleared his throat into the microphone, which whined like it was embarrassed for him.

“Citizens,” Jenkins said, voice wavering. “We are alive. Our town is intact. The dunes still roll. The pine trees still gossip. We owe this to two men who stepped up when handsome villainy reared its ugly head.”

Laughter moved through the square like a small, polite wave.

“Frank Peniston,” he said, and the crowd roared. “Ronald Whitaker,” he added, and the crowd roared again, a touch more dutifully.

The firefighters lowered Frank onto the stage. He landed with a grunt and a bounce. Ronald arrived with less ceremony, deposited like luggage near the podium. He adjusted his glasses and tried to stand in a way that did not look recently carried.

“On behalf of Welvin,” Jenkins said, “I present you with our key to the city.”

Two public works guys lugged a key that might once have been part of a prop barn door. It was six feet long, gold spray paint still tacky on the teeth. Frank took one end. Ronald took the other. For a brief second they looked like a couple trying to pose with a surfboard. Then Jenkins squeezed between them for the photo op. The tube men in the circle fluttered in unison, as if clapping.

“There’s more,” Jenkins said. His assistant waddled up with a velvet envelope the color of a bruise. “Welvin is not rich in money. We are rich in appreciation. We passed the hat. We worked the phones. We asked favors from cousins who owe us for all sorts of things. The result is two hero packages.”

He slid out two thick packets with airline logos stamped along the top. “First, a VIP flight to Pennsylvania with meet and greet tickets to a Limp Bizkit concert. Second, a week-long Cape Cod cruise. Private cabin. Ocean view. A voucher for the ship’s steakhouse. And, uh... the art auction.”
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