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  Into the Closet


  OKAY, I SUPPOSE YOU’RE WONDERING WHAT I’M DOING IN here. I mean, really, it’s not every day you find me locked in a closet, crouching behind two boxes of Bibles, three cases of votive candles, and covered by a dozen choir robes. And I suppose you think it strange that all I’ve got on is a pair of underwear—albeit a snazzy pair of Armani silk briefs. Weirder yet, what am I doing in a church out in the middle of the desert? Not exactly my usual venue, right? Jeez, full of questions and we’ve only just begun. Why not save your queries until the end; it’ll make this a hell of a lot easier on the both of us.


  This whole ordeal did start innocently enough, surprisingly, and ended, well, here, for now. Though with Justin and me, ordeals seem par for the course. Oh, and in case you didn’t already know it, Justin is my best friend. Just as crude, just as conniving, just as troublesome and full of mischief as when we first met. Naturally, I’m right by his side, come hell or high water. Though I wasn’t counting on the water to be as high and as choppy as it is right now. Yet here I am in this closet, and guess who we have to thank? (Well, I’m sort of to blame too, I suppose; though you’ll never hear me testify to that in a court of law. My mother didn’t raise no stupid son, you know.)


  Anyway, I guess now’s as good a time as any to try and explain how I got here. There’s not really much of anything else I can do. Besides, I’m sure it’ll all be hilarious in retrospect, though right now it is a bit daunting. (Well, terrifying is really the word for it, but I don’t want to alarm you too much. You don’t happen to have a gun on hand, do you?)


  Okay, so here we go.


  This mess began a few weeks ago. Me and Glenda, my other best friend, who, on a side note, just so happens to be stunningly beautiful and unabashedly bisexual, were managing Buy the Book: your average small-time bookstore/coffeehouse. Justin, at the time, was out gallivanting around an unusually sunny San Francisco, looking for love in all the wrong places and, generally, finding it. And life, for the three of us, was sweet and luxuriously boring. Even I, looking back on it all now, was seemingly content.


  Of course, life rarely remains that humdrum for very long. The bottom was about to drop out from under us and there we were, as usual, without our protective bottom-dropping safety apparatuses on. Luckily, there was a silver lining, but again, only in retrospect do I now see how tarnished that silver was. Why, oh why, is hindsight twenty-twenty? Too bad you can’t have some kind of LASIK surgery on your foresight. Oh, well, I guess, as they say, that’s what makes life interesting. Anyway, here comes that dropping bottom I promised.


  Brian, the owner of Buy the Book, made an unexpected and rare appearance at our little store. He was usually more than happy to leave me to manage the business, and we rarely had much contact with him. So when he walked in that morning, I thought something might be up. That and the nervous look he had on his face. Plus, he locked the door behind him and put the Closed sign on. The two small suitcases he had with him were kind of suspicious as well. Okay, I didn’t need a ton of bricks to fall on my head; I knew he was bringing us some shitty news.


  Glenda emerged from the back office, noticed the impending-doom look on Brian’s otherwise adorable face, and walked over to my side. Brian gave us a weak smile and motioned for us to have a seat. Naturally, we both grabbed for a life-sustaining cup of java first.


  “Yo, dude, what’s up?” I asked.


  Brian sat across from us and set the minisuitcases down on the table before he responded. “Um, okay, I have good news and I have bad news,” he said, his feet tapping furiously beneath the table. My heart was beating along to his rhythm and I had a lump in my throat the size of a lemon.


  My stomach was doing the gastric samba as I proceeded to the next question. “And are these two lovely Guccis the good news or the bad news?”


  “They would definitely be the good news,” he responded, strumming the cases with his fingers.


  “Um, Brian, could you stop with the tapping and tell us either one of these two newses? You’re wrecking my last gay nerve here.” I grabbed his hands to keep them still.


  “Ditto,” Glenda chimed in. “Out with it.”


  “You’re not going to be too happy with me for the bad news, so wait until the good news before you start screaming.”


  “No promises,” I warned him.


  There was a pregnant pause before he continued. Whatever he was about to tell us must’ve been really awful because Brian was usually cool as a pack of menthols. “Okay, here goes,” he began. Glenda reached for my hand and I gratefully squeezed it as we heard the bad news first.


  “Well, you guys know that business has been really good lately.”


  We nodded our assent, though how that would be the bad news I couldn’t begin to imagine.


  “Actually, our revenues have almost doubled compared to last year,” he informed us, but he wasn’t smiling as clearly he should’ve been.


  “And this is bad why?” Glenda asked.


  “Oh, for us this is great, but for the Edges store down the street...” he trailed off, and we both knew what he was getting at.


  “Let me guess,” I said. “The competition is none too happy with our success.”


  “That would be putting it mildly. Though they were nice as they could be about it, they would prefer it if we were no longer in the picture. Damn chain stores.”


  “So, again, this is bad why?” Glenda asked, yet again.


  Brian looked at us with a pitifully sad expression. He reached over, grabbed our free hands, and blurted out, “I sold them our store.”


  Drop went my heart. Drop went my stomach. And drop went that floor I was telling you about. We had been sold out and I was about to lose a job I dearly loved. And, truth be told, I wasn’t exactly qualified to do much else. That degree in English lit wasn’t about to open any big doors for me. Visions of restaurant aprons and brief romances with busboys ran through my already addled brain.


  “But why?” I moaned. “If business was so good, why did you agree to sell it to them?”


  Brian reached into his back pocket and pulled out a copy of a check with the Edges logo neatly printed in the left-hand corner. He handed it to me.


  “Holy shit,” I gasped, and dropped the paper onto the table.


  Glenda picked it up, took one look at the amount, and echoed my sentiment. “Holy shit.”


  “That much?” I asked in disbelief.


  “That much,” he answered. “And I know I should’ve filled you guys in sooner, but I needed to work this out on my own. I’m really sorry. I know how shocked you both are and I know how unfair this all must seem, but—”


  He pushed the suitcases toward us. “The good news.”


  I had an inkling that Brian was about to assuage his guilt with some cold, hard cash, but neither one of us was ready for what we were about to behold. What lay before our gaping mouths and bulging eyes went way beyond what I had expected. It turned out there were mounds and mounds of cash in those lovely cases.


  “Dude, there must be, there must be thousands of dollars in these,” I sputtered.


  “Thirty thousand each, to be exact,” Brian informed us, and allowed himself the slightest grin. “Am I forgiven?”


  Glenda and I looked at each other, then looked at him, paused for a few seconds to be cruel—what are friends for?— and then nodded a vigorous and heartfelt yes. We jumped up from our seats and ran around to hug our newfound sugar daddy.


  He looked incredibly relieved—which was great for him, but I was rich, and that was even better. Thirty thousand was a lot for a lowly bookstore manager. That was almost what I cleared in a year. And Glenda made a lot less than I did, so I was pretty sure that she was just as excited as I was.


  “Oh, my God,” she screamed, “I just wet my pants.”


  Yep, she was just as excited.


  “Now, one more question,” I stopped jumping up and down just long enough to ask. “When is our last day?”


  “Next Friday. And they’re buying our entire inventory. I made that part of the bargain so that we don’t even have to pack up. As simple a transition as we could’ve hoped for,” he replied, though even through his smile I could clearly detect a note of sorrow. Brian had put many years into making the store successful, and what did he get for it? His reward would be to lose it all. Bitter irony. I hoped he would take those lemons and make some lemonade. And with all the money he was getting, I hoped the lemonade would be heavily spiked. Least that’s what I was planning to do with mine. (Planning and doing are two totally separate things, mind you.)


  Ten minutes later, Glenda and I were once again alone.


  But not for long. “What’s up? You two look like you just won the lottery.” It was Justin, swishing in and looking fabulous as ever. I had hoped that age would take its toll on his almost-perfect being, but alas, he got more and more devastating with each passing year. Was it wrong of me to think such nasty thoughts? Well, probably, but I’m sure Justin’s thoughts were even more wretched, so I didn’t worry about it too much. Besides, I did love him, jealous as I was and all. Plus, I was temporarily rich and seriously thinking about some nips and tucks to try and keep up with the Joneses.


  Justin walked over to our table and took a seat. “Well, Miss Things, what on earth caused this outbreak of jocularity at such an ungodly early hour?” (To Justin, any time before noon was too early. Unless, of course, Mimosas or Bloody Marys, or both, were involved.)


  We answered by pushing our suitcases toward him and nodded for him to lift the lids.


  “Um, I take it that I should open these up?” he asked, with a tilt of his head and just a touch of curiosity to his voice.


  “Open’em,” I said.


  “What’s in’em?” he asked.


  “Just lift the lids and see,” I replied, starting to get testy.


  “Big old snakes aren’t going to pop out, are they?” He pushed his chair slightly away from us in mock fear.


  “Bitch, just open the damn things.” Typical Justin to turn the tables on us.


  “You know how I hate snakes,” he said, grimacing.


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” Glenda shouted, and then jumped up and threw the lids wide up, revealing our joyous loads of wampum.


  “Ah, cash,” he purred, drawing the word out. “Whose?”


  “Ours,” we told him.


  “Nuh-uh,” he nuh-uhed.


  “Yuh-huh,” we yuh-huhed.


  “No way.”


  “Dude, it’s ours,” I asserted.


  “Well, I seriously doubt it, all things considered.” Man, he was aggravating.


  “Fine, you’re right,” Glenda replied. “It’s just sitting here waiting for its owner to come pick it up. There, happy now?” Glenda’s minute-ago good humor was now replaced by hostility, which Justin simply adored.


  “Okay, okay, no need to get huffy. Man, you guys should really lay off those double mochas. Te-ense.”


  “You are one big fucking fuck fucker, you know that?” I spat, and slammed the lids down in front of him.


  I locked the suitcases and started to leave him there while I went to my office for some much-needed peace and quiet, but as usual I was stymied.


  “Know what you’re gonna do with all that cash?” he asked. I stood there motionless. Glenda stopped her getaway as well to turn around and stare at him. His Cheshire cat grin was disturbing if not completely intoxicating. Too bad for us.


  “We just now got the damn things,” I answered. “How on earth could we know how we’re gonna use it?” Which was true, but Justin wasn’t from this earth. “Do you know?” I asked, though I should have known better.


  “Maybe, but tell me how you got it first,” he commanded.


  So we told him. It was a short story, and by the end he had that look that I had grown to both adore and be utterly terrified of. And rightly so, I might add.


  “Well?” I asked, with just a bit of trepidation.


  “I’ll tell you at the party on Thursday. Let me work it over in my head a bit.”


  Oh, Lord, we were in some deep shit now that Justin was involved. I know it, you surely know it, and Glenda knew it; but we also knew better than to tell Justin to just forget about it. Never tell a child no; it’s better to let him make his own mistakes and learn from them. Of course, Justin was no child and none of us ever really learned from our mistakes, so we just tried to enjoy what good fortune we had until the police, the ambulance, the press, or the preacher showed up.


  “What party?” Glenda thought to ask, but Justin’s mind was already far, far away.


  Needless to say, by the end of that fateful day, I was depressed as hell over losing my job and just wanted to go home and slip into something comfortable—like a bowl of chocolate-chip ice cream covered in hot fudge and Kahlúa. So when seven-thirty rolled around, I locked up, said my goodnights to Glenda, and lumbered on home.


  I made it just in time to catch my all-time favorite program: Antiques Roadshow. I love watching those inbred hicks bring in an heirloom that they normally keep on the back shelf of a cupboard because they think it’s so hideous. Then they find out that it’s worth a small fortune, and claim that they don’t care how valuable it is because they would never part with a piece of their family’s history.


  Yeah, right. As if. You know as well as I do that they turn around and hock that piece of crap the very next day.


  Anyway, the show usually keeps me riveted for the full hour. But even though they had some nifty things to display on that particular episode—a thirty-thousand-dollar Tiffany lamp, bought at a yard sale for twenty-five dollars; a dresser purchased at Barbra Streisand’s home auction (I know, I had goose bumps just looking at it); and a signed, original Rembrandt that had been hanging in a child’s bathroom (are people really that stupid?)—I just couldn’t get it out of my head that I was about to lose the only real job I ever had and one that I truly and deeply loved.


  And then, boy howdy, fate stepped its big, fat, stinky foot in, and I nearly fell off my chair. For there, on the screen before me, was my dear departed grandmother’s favorite vase. It had sat in her home for as long as I could remember, and she constantly warned us not to go near it and never, ever to touch it. When she passed away, it was left to my mother.


  Now, normally, my mother would’ve cherished anything her mother gave her, but this vase was the bane of her youth. Up until the time she married my father and moved away from home, she was told to stay clear of it. Even as a child, I had noticed that she completely avoided the side of the room that the vase was on. Hell, I couldn’t even look at the damn thing without getting nervous myself.


  So, when it came into my mom’s possession, it was no great surprise that she sold it at a garage sale and was glad to finally be rid of it. Or at least she thought she’d be glad. The very same night she sold it, the guilt started to creep in. By morning my mom was a big old miserable mess. She felt horrible that she’d sold something her mother valued so dearly. Plus, she had sold it for a mere two dollars and fifty cents. Grandma must’ve been rolling over in her grave. (Well, except for the fact that we cremated her, but you get the gist.)


  To try and get it back she posted reward signs all over the neighborhood. There was no response; she felt worse and worse with each passing day. She even took out classified ads in all our hometown papers to try and locate the damn thing. Again nothing. All these years later, my mother still rues the day she let that vase out of her sight. And now, large as life, that very object was staring at me right through my television screen.


  That particular episode was being televised from the Las Vegas Convention Center. Mary, the lovely older woman chatting away about Grandma’s vase, was explaining how she had found the item at a garage sale and knew it must be worth a great deal more than what it was being sold for. The television appraiser was nodding her head and said that Mary was right in her quick assessment. (Well, duh, she bought it for less than three dollars.) She went on to ask what Mary thought the vase might actually be worth. I leaned in to within a foot of the television screen, holding my breath, anxiously waiting for her response.


  “Um, maybe a hundred dollars,” came the timid reply.


  What an idiot. They never put you in front of the camera unless you have something truly valuable.


  “Well, Mary, I’d say it was worth a considerable amount more than that. Your vase”—my grandma’s vase!—“is a good two hundred years old. Possibly made by one of this country’s earliest china makers and extremely rare to find in such pristine condition. The original owners must have taken impeccable care of it. It looks almost new.” (That’s because no one was allowed to touch it for fifty years.) “Would you like to know what I think your vase is actually worth, Mary?” she asked, and my heart started racing. I was also getting awfully pissed at hearing the appraiser repeat “your vase” when it was clearly not her vase, but my family’s vase, accidentally lost in a moment of temporary insanity.


  “Yes, please,” Mary chirped, clearly eager to hear what her two-dollar-plus bargain was actually worth.


  “Well, Mary, conservatively, I’d say that your garage sale vase would sell today, in a well-advertised auction, for about twenty-five thousand dollars.”


  When I saw the photo of the vase flash across the screen with the appraised value printed beneath it, I knew then and there what I had to do—besides fix myself a strong cocktail and take a pretty blue pill to relax my extremely frazzled nerves. (Yes, I’m aware that you shouldn’t mix booze and pills, but there are exceptions to every rule. Naturally, I’ve memorized all of them.)


  The next day, I decided to do some research. First thing I had to do was find Mary. Shouldn’t have been too difficult, right? How many Marys could there be in the greater Las Vegas area? So I locked myself in my office with my morning coffee and set out to search. And really, I had only one place to look. Yep, that was to the good people at Antiques Roadshow. Naturally, they were much less enthusiastic to talk to me than I was to talk to them.


  “Antiques Roadshow,” said the voice over the phone.


  “Um, hello, my name is Bill Miller and I’d like to speak to one of your producers, please,” I asked, ever so politely.


  “And the nature of this call?” replied the voice.


  “Oh, er, well, you see, I’d like to find one of the people you had on the show this week. She had that two-hundred-year-old vase and it used to belong to my grandmother and I’d like to try and buy it back from her,” I tried to explain.


  “I’m sorry, sir, we can’t give that kind of information out. It’s confidential. Thank you for calling Antiques Roadshow, and have a nice day.” Click.


  Click. My heart shattered.


  Click. There went my good intentions.


  Click. Now what?


  Click came the sound of the doorknob turning to reveal the answer to my prayers—though the good Lord sure has strange ways of answering you sometimes.


  “Dude, how’s it hangin’?” asked the one man I knew who could help.


  “Dude, like, the fickle finger of fate has rammed itself up my ass and I need some help lubing it up,” I answered, somewhat metaphorically.


  “That’s a visual. And am I supposed to supply the lube or actually do the lubing?”


  “Never mind. Just help.”


  “Gladly, old friend. Does it involve anything illegal, immoral, decadent, depraved, wicked, or corrupt?” He was beaming in anticipation.


  “Oh, poor Justin, you must be bored.”


  “Totally, so lay it on me, sis.”


  And I did. I told him the whole story of the vase, all the way up to the previous three minutes. His face went from jaded to jaw-dropping in a flash.


  “Man, that fickle finger has just been joined by a thumb up your ass. You ain’t gonna believe this, but this totally jibes with what I had planned for you to do with your moolah,” he practically shouted at me.


  “Tell me, tell me,” I shouted back.


  “Wait, can you remember if Mary said she lived in Vegas or not?” he asked me.


  “Yes, definitely. She said she had retired there because that’s where her daughter lived. I remember it very clearly because I thought I actually liked her. Thought she reminded me of my own grandma. That is, until I found out how much that damn vase was worth. Why?”


  “We’re going to Vegas, Em!”


  Most people call me Em, as in Auntie, in keeping with the whole Oz theme Glenda and I have going on. Sometimes I refer to Justin as the Tin Man, as he clearly is in need of a heart. “We are?” I thought to ask.


  “Boy howdy, yes! It’s what I was planning anyway. Now fate has stepped in and showed us the way.”


  That fickle finger was starting to feel good up there. (I prayed it wasn’t into fisting.)


  When the jubilation died down a bit, I asked, “But how do we find Mary?”


  “Hard, but not impossible. Did you happen to tape that episode last night?”


  “Of course I did. It is my favorite show, you know,” I proudly answered.


  “Man, you need a boyfriend, Em. That is really sad. But on this occasion it bodes well for us,” he said, squashing my already diminished pride.


  “How so?”


  “Because now we can get some pictures made of our dear friend Mary to take with us to Vegas. Duh. Make that a boyfriend and some common sense.”


  “Hey, can we throw in a new best friend, too?” One small point for moi.


  “Fucker.”


  “Fuck fucker.”


  “Love me?”


  “Of course. Now get out of here and go get that picture made for us. The tape is in the VCR.”


  Before I knew it, Thursday night had rolled around. A chapter in our lives was ending and a new one was about to begin. To be certain, I was going to miss my morning cup of coffee with Glenda, miss hanging out in the café with Justin, miss all my regular customers, the arrival of the newly printed and fresh-smelling books, and everything that my life as a bookstore manager entailed; but I was still relatively young and I had a major adventure ahead of me. More important, I had a suitcase with thirty thousand dollars in it. So when it came time to close up shop and start the farewell party, I was, more or less, ready.


  Justin organized the whole shebang. Brian, Glenda, and I had nothing to do but show up and invite a few people. Was this a wise idea? In truth, handing over responsibility to Justin was never a smart thing to do. But what were a few fines and shattered brain cells in the grand scheme of things, just so long as everyone had fun?


  The first surprise was the arrival of an entire minicasino, complete with dreamy card dealers and ravishingly handsome bartenders. All of whom, apparently, knew Justin in some way or another. My guess, if history is any indication, was that he had slept with a good number of them. My best friend was an easy lay. Sometimes this worked in my favor. Just you wait and see how.


  The second surprise was the guests. More specifically, the increasingly large number of them. With each passing minute after we closed, the shop became more and more congested, every other man looking more stunning than the next. I felt awed and completely out of place. Luckily, the bar was well stocked with high-quality booze, and, several gin and tonics later, I felt like the belle of the ball.


  And so, newly relaxed and recently out of work, I mingled. Well, at least I tried to mingle. Besides the couple of customers I invited, plus my few other friends, I really didn’t know anybody there. Though I did of course recognize nearly all of them, what with San Francisco being a teeny, tiny town and all. Then, after a full half hour of small talk with nobody in particular, I found myself at a Blackjack table in the rear of the store. And, to my extreme good fortune, the bar was situated to my side.


  With my right hand I received a hundred dollars’ worth of chips. Everyone received that upon entering the party, and the person with the most chips at the end of the night received a weekend at Beck’s Motor Lodge. If you know San Francisco, you know that this is no great reward; not that winning the grand prize was a goal of mine, really. Anyway, with my left hand I reached for the real desired treasure: a nice, tall, frosty glass of gin with just a splash of tonic and a twist of lime. Heaven on earth.


  Now that my hands were full, I looked up for the first time at the waiting Blackjack dealer. Heaven, it seemed, was missing an angel. I set my drink down, I set the chips down, and my stomach sank down to my feet. Yu-fucking-ummy. Chris (it said it on his name badge) was five-seven, blond hair, deep, dark eyes, and, be still my heart, he had a light tuft of chest hair peeking out over his collar. He was thin and tight and oh so stunning. And he was smiling right at me with his dazzling pearly whites. At first I thought he was cruising me, but, of course, he was just waiting for me to place my bet.


  Okay, I was no seasoned card player, but I knew how to play Twenty-one pretty well. And there wasn’t anyone else playing, what with all the schmoozing and drinking going on, so I plopped down a five chip, smiled nicely up at Chris, and waited for my cards. Chris drew an eight and a six. I drew a seven and a jack. I indicated that I wanted to stand. Chris did the same.


  “Um, aren’t you supposed to hit?” I inquired.


  “Says who?” he responded, with a sly and glorious smirk.


  “Oh, well, them—the people who say, er, who say you’re supposed to.” I was eloquent.


  “Nah, the rule is that the dealer can stand if the guy sitting across from him is a hottie.”


  I pointed at myself inquisitively and turned around to make sure that he wasn’t talking to anybody behind me. Glenda was behind me, actually, grinning, so I assumed that he must’ve been talking to me. But just to make sure, I pointed to myself again and tilted my head, as a dog does when it’s confused. He nodded in the affirmative that he indeed was referring to me. (Me! Holy cow, me!)


  Bravo for me. I received a pretty yellow chip. And a pretty, glimmering smile from the handsome dealer. Then I got another gin and tonic. And so did the dealer. “Just keeping up,” he explained, which was fine by me. I figured my chances were better the drunker we both got. Though I had no use for a weekend at a so-so motel, I certainly didn’t mind sitting there all night flirting (and drinking).


  “I’m Bill,” I said, by way of introduction, and shook his hand. “But my friends call me Em.”


  “Chris,” he said, pointing to his badge. Man, I just wanted to sit there and listen to him and stare at him and never, ever let go of his big, strong, and somewhat hairy hand.


  But I did have to let go. And, lo and behold, a good bit later, I was awash in chips. Piles of yellow and blue and red chips lay strewn before me, and before I knew it, the party was drawing to a close. This made me sad for two very important reasons. First, I hated the night to end because it meant the closing of my beloved shop. And second, for a much more selfish and shallow reason, I didn’t want my night with Chris to end either.


  At precisely midnight, when we no longer owned our bookstore, Brian made a short but sweet speech. He thanked everyone for coming and for their years of support. Though, looking at the crowd, I seriously doubted that there were a whole lot of heavy readers among them. (Inches and Honcho excluded.) Then, just before we all piled out, Justin walked through the crowd and counted up everyone’s chips. “We have a clear winner, folks,” he shouted. “And it just so happens to be the manager of this very store. Come on up here, Em.”


  Oh, my God, I won. I won! I had never won anything in my life. And I was embarrassed as hell. The person who throws the party is never supposed to win the prize. But the crowd was cheering for me and pushing me up toward Justin to claim my prize, so I humbly accepted. Why not? I mean, after all, I had just lost my job. I did deserve something good. (Besides the thirty thousand dollars.)


  Now, I know you probably saw this coming way back at the beginning of all this, but I didn’t realize it until Justin handed me my certificate for the motel and I just happened to glance up and see Chris grinning at me that—“You planned this whole thing,” I whispered in Justin’s ear.


  He winked at me and kissed me on the forehead. “Nice gift, huh?” he whispered back.


  I looked over my shoulder at Chris, then back to Justin, then down at my weekend pass, and I nodded a yes; indeed it was a good gift. Even if it was sort of cheating. But you haven’t seen my dealer man. Sometimes the ends do indeed justify the means. And Chris had one mean end.


  So I kissed my friend on the cheek, ran through the crowd, grabbed my gift’s hand, and headed on out the door for the very last time. Holding on to Chris, I walked as fast as I could away from it all—feeling, well, I don’t really know. Sort of a mix between terrified, elated, and super horny. A fairly nice feeling, I must say.


  Chris and I walked in silence for a while. Being alone with him made me nervous. Mind you, I’ve slept with my fair share of cute guys before—well, someone’s share anyway— but there was something about Chris that gave me those fluttery stomach butterflies.


  “Um...” I tried.


  “Um...” he echoed.


  And we kept walking. And my tummy was doing flips. And my pants were starting to get some heavy lumpage in them. So I stopped walking and pulled Chris to a stop as well. And there on the sidewalk, just in front of a lovely flower shop, I turned to him, put my hands around his thin waist, looked him deep in the eyes, and softly, gently, delicately kissed him on his beautiful, full lips. They tasted sweet, with just a hint of gin and lime. And with the smell of roses and lilacs wafting over us, we stood there in a comfortable embrace and made out, mere yards away from the motel.


  His dick pressed up hard against my leg. “Um, can I see it?” I asked, emboldened by all the gin. Not so much by the tonic, though.


  “The motel is just over there,” he said, with a sly grin, pointing up ahead, yet already sliding down his zipper.


  “Yeah, but, well, just checking out the merchandise.”


  “Okay, but once the package is opened, there’s no taking it back.”


  As if there was a chance in hell of that happening. In any case, I gave him a nod and then stared down, the moon now bathing him in a soft, silver glow. His prick sprang out, thick, the wide mushroomed head already slick with translucent precum. I ran my hand across it, then sucked the salty-sweet jizz off my fingers. “Yep, that’s a keeper, all right,” I told him.


  He swayed it from side to side, slapping the underside. “Anything else you want to check out before, um.” Again he pointed to the motel.


  “Nope. I’m good,” I replied, leaning in for another kiss, harder this time, more urgent.


  There were, of course, some questions that still needed answering. I asked them a few minutes later, while leaning on the metal railing of the motel, before we walked into the room.


  “So, obviously you know Justin somehow?” I asked, rhetorically.


  “Somehow, yes,” he answered, cryptically.


  “Sexually?” Another rhetorical question.


  “Is that how you know him?” Another cryptic reply.


  “Hmm, hard to answer. Yes and no. At first, sort of, but nothing ever really happened. We became friends instead. Best friends. Thankfully. His sexual friends don’t hang around as long. Which class do you fall into?” I tried again.


  He leaned in and slid his long, wet tongue in my mouth, and then down my neck and around my earlobe. “Both,” he whispered. “But we’re just friends now.”


  “Did he pay you to be here?” Last question. Not that it would’ve scared me off if he had said yes. I simply wanted to know.


  “He paid me to work the party and to let you win. I’m here because I want to be here and because I like you. Okay?”


  Well, that was just fine and dandy by me. “Okay,” I responded, and unlocked the door to the motel room. I’ll let you use your vivid imagination to fill in the rest of the details. (Fine—the backside was just as nice as the frontside. Happy now?)


  He spent the next two nights with me there. We ventured out only to get our meals at nearby Castro restaurants. (And some lube and some rubbers.) It was nice. Actually, it was more than nice, but I knew he was going to leave on that third day to go back home, someplace not in San Francisco; and I also knew better than to get attached. Too bad my heart wasn’t as smart as my head. I could have seriously fallen for the guy. Oh, well. Anyway, I had a big adventure ahead of me, so I enjoyed our time together and, when it was time to leave, I told him how great he was and that I would miss him.


  “Thanks, I’m sure we’ll cross paths again.” That was it. Less than what I would have liked, but he was off before I could get any more out of him. Two nights and days of fabulous sex was more than I usually got, which means I wasn’t about to complain.


  So, with a smile on my face and a gleeful spring to my step, I left the motel and headed over to Justin’s. It was weird not having a job to go to. And by weird, I mean terrifying. But I had money to live on for a while, or at least until I got that vase back. And though I love Justin, I prefer not to rely on him too much for his money, of which he has gobs. His friendship was way more than enough. (Way, way more.) And I was sure I’d find a job once I returned. It was just, well, I wasn’t too sure what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. Also, I’m just naturally the kind of person who needlessly worries. Which probably goes a long way to figuring out why Justin and I are such good friends in the first place: he worries about absolutely nothing and I worry enough for the both of us.


  “Oh, honey, you look positively fucked out.” He greeted me at the door, martini in hand, and then led me to his comfy leather sofa. “Spill.”


  “Please, you’ve been there and done that already. Why do you need the nasty details? Must you live vicariously through me?” I giggled into my martini.


  “As if. And, for your information, Chris and I have never done it before. He’s not my type.”


  “Huh? He breathes. He walks. He talks. Fits your criteria exactly. And, knowing you as I do, the talking thing isn’t all that mandatory anyway. So what’s the real reason?”


  “Yes, dumbass, he meets all that and then some, but he has that one fatal flaw I simply can’t tolerate.”


  I knew the answer. “Ah, he’s relationship-oriented. Am I right?” I knew I was. It was the one and only thing that frightened little Miss Fuckit away.


  “Bingo. But we did fool around some, just not all the way—which, by that frightful glow you’re emitting, I take it you achieved.”


  “Well, I didn’t want to see that lovely motel room go to waste, now, did I?” I was playing coy. Justin knew I was not one to kiss and tell, so he gave up.


  “Fine, fuck if I care. So, I take it he left for home already?” he asked, pouring us both a second round of drinks.


  “This morning,” I replied, rather glumly. “Where is home anyway?”


  “He didn’t say?” Justin snickered.


  “We had other, more pressing topics to discuss.”


  “Ooh, like which flavored lube to use or who was gonna get spanked first?”


  “No, just nothing that personal.”


  Honestly, it never came up. I’m sure you’ve been in that kind of situation before: where you spend a whole weekend with someone and don’t bother to get their last name, or family background, or career highlights, but you end up finding out who their favorite Backstreet Boy was. Well, Chris and I had one of those kind of short-term things. Blissfully ignorant, I like to call it.


  “Whatever, Mary. Never mind.” And he made the universal “whatever” sign: three fingers waving in the air. Actually, they were waved in my face. But so was my martini, so I ignored his rudeness.


  “Speaking of Mary,” I said, now speaking of Mary.


  “Ah, our new raison d’être. I just have to pack and then we can skedaddle. Oh, by the way, I bought us our plane tickets,” he announced.


  “You really didn’t have to do that. I have money now, you know,” I offered.


  “First-class tickets,” he added.


  “Okay, rightee-o, then. First class: drinkees in crystal glasses, warm nuts served on white linen, and hot towels…”


  “These are a few of my favorite things,” Justin singsonged. I agreed, though. There’s nothing like first class, and I never would have paid for two tickets at whatever price he had paid, so I gratefully accepted the offer.


  “And when do we leave on our hunt for the great, white Mary, Tarzan?”


  “We swing from big tree vine when sun comes over mountain, little queerboy, Jane.”


  “Yikes, that early?” I asked, surprised, as Justin rarely if ever woke before sun was over mountain.


  “The early bird catches—” he began.


  “The Mary,” I finished.


  “Nope, the breakfast buffet at Caesar’s. So let’s get packing and get the hell out of this one tree vine town. I so need this vacation.”


  He had to be joking. The man didn’t work, had no stress in his life, and this trip was certainly not going to be a vacation. Finding my vase was going to be work. Or at least I thought it would be. But I let it go. He was paying for the tickets and was going to help me on my journey. Why burst his gin-soaked bubble?


  “Okay, then, I’ll go home and I’ll be over to your place as soon as I finish packing. I’ll spend the night and we can get up early and start our adventure.”


  I was starting to get sort of excited about the whole thing. The whole, I don’t know, well, unknown of it all. Where would we find Mary? Would we find Mary? Would she sell us back my grandma’s vase? I was full of questions and my body was a bundle of nerves all of a sudden. And it was obvious, too.


  “Will you take this pill and calm your ass down?” he asked, and magically handed me a nice yellow pill.


  “If it will make you happy, fine, I will.” And I swiped it from his hand. I did need to calm down a bit, I justified.


  “Now go home, pack, and hurry on back over,” he commanded. “I’ll have dinner ready when you get here. Now scoot.”


  And scoot I did; though twenty minutes later the pill had kicked in and my scoot became more of a crawl. I arrived home, moving a bit slowly, and packed. Also, I made a few farewell phone calls to some friends. I wanted them to know where we were in case we needed bailing out. I was nervous about going to Sin City with the man who practically invented it—sin, that is.


  And then, three suitcases later, I was out the door and on my way. The taxi I had called arrived in less than five minutes. Now that I had some money, I gladly squandered it on such extravagances. Me and my bags were at Justin’s a few minutes later.


  I lumbered slowly up the stairs with my luggage. Of course, being medicated, I didn’t care. I rapped on the door and, lo and behold, was greeted by Justin in full Las Vegas showgirl attire. (A definite plus about living in San Francisco. I doubt you would or could find someone dressed like that in, say, Des Moines.)


  “Oh, were we supposed to be dressed for dinner? I left my outfit at the cleaners. Damn,” I said, and dragged my belongings into his apartment.


  “Sweetie, now, you know it’s always cheaper to buy these things in pairs.” Dear God. He pulled a nearly matching outfit from behind his back and handed it to me.


  “Before dinner?” I gulped. It looked beautiful floating there. All shimmering in blue and gold sequins. In my present state, I simply didn’t know if I had it in me to slip my ever-widening ass into it, though.


  “Before, during, and after. Yes. Here,” he commanded, and handed me my outfit.


  Why not? I figured. I was fast getting beyond my prime to do such things and still look good at the same time. So I gracefully took the ensemble, laid it on his couch, and proceeded to undress.


  “Wait!” he shouted, and ran to the kitchen. “Dinner is served.” He handed me a martini in a frosted glass and then curtsied. Or at least tried to. The dress looked painfully tight on him.


  “Ah, a liquid dinner. How dietetic of you.”


  As I stood there almost naked in his living room, drink in hand, pill in stomach, dress spread out before me, I had a strange premonition that a bizarre adventure lay ahead of us. Thankfully, I was never one to believe in such nonsense or I might have put my clothes back on and hightailed it out of there. On second thought, maybe not so thankfully. (You might recall I am sitting in this closet and I am still wearing practically nothing. Even worse, I have no martini in hand. Ah, there’s that nasty hindsight dilemma again.)


  I set my drink down and lifted my dress up. It weighed a ton. The gown itself started at the neck in vivid blue sequins and, as it worked down to the bustline, turned several shades of paler blue. Beneath what would soon be my fake bosoms, the material came to a sudden stop, creating a large and very revealing circle over the tummy region. There was some sequin-covered Lycra on the left side and around the soon-to-be-padded ass. This was done up in several shades of yellowish gold. The colors for the remainder of the dress, the part that cinched in the thighs and legs, grew progressively darker blue again. It was lovely, actually, though certainly not on my body.


  “Holy hockey pucks, Batman, this is a doozy of a dress dilemma. Are you sure I can fit into this thing?”


  “One size fits all,” he told me, reassuringly. “Just step on in, suck in that gut, and pull hard.”


  “Oh, when you put it that way…” I grimaced, slid my feet through the narrow opening at the middle of the dress, stepped in, sucked in, and pulled with all my might. The heavily weighted gown bunched clumsily around my body, so I had to yank it up in bits and stretches until it encased me. Then I slid my arms through the holes near the top. Justin zipped up the side until the tiny white zipper was at my neck. Voilà—instant diva. Almost.


  Again he shouted, “Wait!,” and ran out of the room. “Oh, please, another drink!” I shouted after him. “For dessert!”


  He returned, drink in hand. In one hand, that is. The other hand held a stunning and oh-so-high pair of sequined pumps. My heart was racing. It had been quite some time since I last donned heels. In all honesty, I loved that towering feeling. I gracefully slid them on and ventured to stand up. Between the pills, booze, and sheer height of the shoes, it certainly was a challenge. I tottered for a few seconds, but retained my balance. (Drag queens wobble, but they don’t fall down.)


  Standing there like that, I felt, er, regal. Justin slid his heels on as well and stood face to face with me. Other than the colors of his gown, which were red and gold, we had on identical outfits. He looked stunning. I knew better than to imagine that I did.


  “Wait!” he shouted, yet again. I gulped as he sauntered out of the room, though he was not as fast in the heels as the previous two times. What next? I thought.


  Next came the headdresses. And, goodness gracious me, they were enormous once fully assembled and fanned out. Each one matched our specific dress and was equipped with two dozen extra-long feathers surrounding a high crown covered in shimmering rhinestones and sequins. Glamour, glamour, glamour. Though glamour had a price. Each headpiece had to weigh a good five pounds, and we had to be securely strapped into them so they wouldn’t slide off, so we helped each other get them on. The effect was mesmerizing. (Then again, that might have been more from the pills and booze than anything else.)


  “How do I look?” he asked.


  “Fashion Girl Barbie on steroids,” I answered, somewhat awestruck. In fact, he did look stunning.


  “And me?” I asked, rather pathetically. I never could pull off the whole drag thing. It must’ve been some kind of genetic predisposition of mine to look tragic in female attire.


  “Come see for yourself.” He pulled me into his bedroom and placed us in front of his double-wide, full-length mirror. (Vanity, thy name is Justin.)


  “Wait! Don’t look!” Again with the wait. I obeyed and shut my eyes tight. Seconds later, I felt the familiar feeling of lipstick being applied. When I was allowed to open my eyes again, I beheld a vision of, if not loveliness, then at least not downright ugliness. The outfit had such a strong presence to it that I think most everyone would have looked somewhat glorious in it.


  Justin stood next to me and we both, simultaneously, crouched an inch and flung our hands up in the air as if to say, Ta-da! We did indeed look dazzling.


  “The return of Marilyn and Tabitha!” he proclaimed. Though officially we were known as Miss Em and Miss T. The EmT Twins. (Pronounced “empty.” Though I usually called Justin Humpty and he called me Dumpty. Sad, if not befitting.)


  “I missed them. It’s been too long.” And I was telling the truth. Our alter egos were so much fun. Certainly more glamorous than our usual day-to-day personas. Well, mine anyway.


  “Me too,” Justin agreed as we stood there and admired ourselves.


  “Where did you get all of this?” I asked, when the magic started to wane.


  “Good question,” came the response.


  “And is there a good answer?” I knew better, but tried nonetheless.


  “Wait. Just wait.”


  Well, that word seemed to be working for me so far, so I did. And now, so will you.
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  One-Armed Bandits

  & Two Hot Men


  THE NEXT MORNING, WITH MEGALUGGAGE IN TOW, WE found ourselves at beautiful San Francisco International airport—ready, willing, able, and fully medicated. I really don’t like to fly, even though we were flying first class. Something about being suspended thousands of feet in the air, with nothing holding me up but some incomprehensible technology, makes me highly nervous. Thankfully, my best friend always has something to make me forget my worries.


  “Yellow, blue, or white?” he asked, reaching out his hand to me and producing a variety of pills to choose from.


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Ah yes. The yellow reduces stress. The blue reduces anxiety. And the white, er, oh—well, I forgot what those are for, but I think they reduce tension.”


  “Uh-huh. Okay, so really they all do pretty much the same thing?”


  “Basically. Either way, you won’t be bothered by the whole flying thing. So take one and shut up.” Doctor’s orders. I took a blue one. My favorite color. It went down smooth and I felt instantly better. Pretty sick, huh? But I mean, really, anything that helps you get through life a little bit easier can’t be all bad, right? What’s a little addiction problem in the grand scheme of things, anyway?


  Thirty minutes later, they were boarding our plane and my pill had fully kicked in. I smiled and hummed a happy tune as we took our seats. Truly, one of the best things about flying first class is being able to board first. This has two distinct advantages.


  One, the obvious perk: you get to board ahead of all those icky poor people. And getting on the plane first also means plenty of room for your overhead luggage. Though on this trip we had way too much stuff with us, and it was all resting comfortably in the cargo hold. Since we had no idea how long we’d be in Vegas, we packed for a very, very long trip. Basically, clotheswise, we were ready for everything: from blizzard to searing heat and everything in between.


  And two, and not as obvious unless you’re as trashy as Justin and me, you get to cruise all the other people while they board the plane. Plus, they get to see you while you’re sitting in first class, sipping your wine and snacking on cashews. No bigger aphrodisiac than gazing at rich, good-looking people. (Yes, shallow, I know. But my pool started draining years ago.)


  Unfortunately, this trip looked less than promising: old women on Vegas junkets, families on their way to Circus Circus and Excalibur, straight businessmen traveling to seminars and conventions, etc. Not what I would call good cruising material. And then, as chance would have it, some major hotness stepped on board.
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