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        “Pour yourself a drink, put on some lipstick, and pull yourself together.”

        – Elizabeth Taylor
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      Stéphane Dobson and Brian McCartney celebrated their romance’s 45th anniversary by packing up their life together into 180 Home Depot boxes. They left shivering Chicago and relocated to the sweatbox of Palm Springs, California. Like many couples before them, they succumbed to the Siren call of the Coachella Valley. Unlike the mythical Greek Sirens of Thelxiepeia, Peisinoe, and Ligeia, luring sailors to their doom on the jagged rocks, the Palm Springs Sirens tempt gay seniors with vodka on the rocks. Other reasons why gay seniors move to Palm Springs are the wide-open spaces and wilderness. The desert. The nothingness. The peace and quiet. The face-lifts. The windmills. The Hollywood rumors. The gummy blowjobs. For lesbians, it’s the annual Dinah Shore Golf Tournament. But mostly, Palm Springs is popular with “oldies” because of the senior care facilities. Palm Springs is not only a great place to live but also a fabulous place to get sick and die. Ideal for those among us who have traveled that long journey from “hip” to hip replacement.

      Palm Springs is surrounded by desert and mountains. And beyond that, the real world continues along its perilous and unpredictable path. It’s a retirement resort for gays, abstract artists, Hollywood D-listers, and beauticians. You can’t walk along the street without bumping into someone who once did Doris Day’s hair or catered a private fuck-party for Rock Hudson.

      The city also has more realtors per square inch than any other city in the world. Their photo-shopped faces smile out from billboards every 100 yards or so. In Palm Springs, anyone with advanced photoshop skills can make a good living out of digitally removing the wrinkles from realtors’ billboard faces. There is a veritable army of cosmetic surgeons for getting rid of realtors’ real wrinkles. Palm Springs is a city of wrinkles. No amount of piercings, tattoos, and beards, can hide that fact.

      Stéphane and Brian were both retired. Stéphane from hairdressing. He owned Short & Curly’s Hair & Nail Salon on N. Clark St. in the Windy City – and Brian from the University of Chicago where he was a history professor. What Brian didn’t know about Elizabethan codpieces wasn’t worth knowing. At parties, he often waxed lyrical about the Industrial Revolution in the mill towns of Northern England, sending the other partygoers into a catatonic stupor. It’s said that some even contemplated suicide for the first time.

      Stéphane and Brian had recently married with little fanfare. In fact, in secret. If they invited one friend, they would have to invite them all. That meant a reception costing thousands of dollars – money they needed to pay for their move to Palm Springs. So, one cold, bitter morning, they trudged through the snow to Chicago’s City Hall to tie the knot. Along the way, they found two homeless bag ladies and paid them to be witnesses. That was a mistake. According to the judge officiating the wedding, that was the first time anyone had ever dropped their drawers and defecated on the floor at a Chicago City Hall wedding. This explained Stéphane and Brian’s lack of wedding photographs.

      Stéphane and Brian first met back in the 1970s in a Chicago disco. Brian, wearing a purple glittery jumpsuit, was attracted to Stéphane, whose gold spandex hot pants shimmered under the Disco ball. They boogied to KC & the Sunshine Band’s “That’s the Way I Like It” and “We Are Family” by Sister Sledge. It was love at first sight until the Quaaludes wore off.

      A year later, their paths crossed again. This time they were both buying Frango Mint chocolates at Marshall Fields. Then later in the men’s room on the third floor. A month after that, they combined their beanbag chairs, pet rocks, and triple-tier macramé beaded flowerpot holders and began forty-five years of sharing a sock drawer. The years flew by. From the early days of living in a closeted twilight world until now, out of the closet and beginning their retirement at Twilight Manors, a gated community for seniors.

      Palm Springs International Airport is so small, you can barely see it from the air. Stéphane Dobson and Brian McCartney flew into Palm Springs a day before their furniture arrived. They were hit by waves of heat as they carried their bags out of the airport and onto the sidewalk. Brian hailed a cab. The driver was a Russian woman wearing men’s shoes, a nose ring, and a wolf tattoo on her left arm. She was a refugee from the lesbian wing of the KGB. Built like a Turkish oil wrestler, she loaded the suitcases into the trunk of her cab. “My name is Nadya. Where are you going? I’ll take you there. It’s my job. But I don’t have to like it.” Her voice could strip paint off a Russian T-35 tank. “In Russia, I drove a truck from Moscow to Novosibirsk in Siberia. I don’t know what was really in the back of the truck, but sometimes I heard people crying. They told me it was turnips. So, where are you going?”

      Brian unfolded a scrap of paper. “We’re going to the Sandy Dunes Gay-O-Rama Hotel.”

      “Ah, that’s where all the intimates are revealing themselves, yes?” Nadya smiled.

      “Yes.” Brian shrugged. He had no idea what she was talking about. He was still focused on the crying turnips.

      At the Sandy Dunes Gay-O-Rama Hotel, Stéphane and Brian picked up the keys to a cabin at the front desk. The receptionist looked like one of the Osmonds, a cross between Donny and Marie. All teeth and perfectly coiffed hair. When Stéphane and Brian stepped outside, Brian froze. “I see what the cab driver meant about ‘intimates revealing themselves.’ We’ve managed to book ourselves into a clothing-optional resort.”

      “It’s only for one night.” Stéphane’s eyes dropped as a naked man walked past them.

      “Stéphane, did you see that?”

      “Yes, I did. He must be in his eighties.”

      “At least. The Judy Garland tattoo on his arm.” Brian smiled.

      “The pierced you-know-what.”

      “The testicles knocking against his knees like church bells calling parishioners to service.”

      Stéphane laughed. “You would think in a town with this many cosmetic surgeons that he would invest in a testicle lift.”

      “Is that possible?”

      “Is what possible?”

      “Is it possible to get a testicle lift? … Asking for a friend.”

      Brian composed himself. “We shouldn’t laugh. In a few years, we’re going to look like that ourselves. We should admire him for his confidence. He’s living his authentic life.”

      The two men giggled.

      That first night, the couple ate dinner at El Jardin, a nearby Mexican restaurant with a harpist playing El Condor Paso and Guantanamera. Sadly, though not on the menu, the waiter’s ass was so deliciously perfect even John Wayne would throw on a pair of stiletto heels and a prom dress and go gay. Brian shuddered at the thought of John Wayne wearing a dress and heels. He often amused himself by imagining famous people in drag. He couldn’t stop himself from doing it. It was his private thing. Josef Stalin in a 1960s A-line style knitted mini dress of bright yellow and green stripes, hair by Vidal Sassoon. Or Charles Bronson wearing a poodle skirt and kitten heels. Clint Eastwood in nothing but a pink uplift bra and panties. Queen Elizabeth II wearing nothing but Y-fronts and combat boots.

      Back at the Sandy Dunes Gay-O-Rama Hotel, a cabaret singer, wearing a cheesy grin and a sparkly rhinestone jacket, stood on a small stage by the pool crooning “That’s Amore” to an audience of two men – one bent over a fence, the other bent over him. By the time the singer tackled “Sweet Caroline” and Wichita Lineman,” there was a full-scale orgy happening.

      Stéphane turned away, “Classy joint you brought me to.”

      “Only the best for my Stéph-a-kins.”

      “You call me Stéph-a-kins again, and I WILL KILL YOU.”

      The following morning, Stéphane and Brian woke early. They were eager to get to their new house in Twilight Manors, a gated community for the over-60s. But first breakfast. Down the street from the Sandy Dunes Gay-O-Rama Hotel is the Crusty Loaf Diner. It was cheap and cheerful with a surprisingly adventurous menu. The Eggs Florentine sounded good. They sat at a table in the window, where they people-watched the tourists passing by. This was the main tourist strip where you could buy “Yes, but it’s a dry heat” T-shirts or get your tarot cards read by a nudist.

      A family sat nearby, mom, pop, and the regulatory two kids. The husband had once been handsome – the blond surfer type – but had given up on himself at some point. Now he was balding and almost spherical in shape. The wife had bleached blond hair piled up into a skyscraper on top of her head. Stéphane confided in Brian. “As Dolly Parton once said, ‘the higher the hair, the closer to God.’ And she’s about as close to God as you can get.”

      “I bet there are no cobwebs on the ceiling in their house. She must be sweeping it all day long.”

      Stéphane and Brian studied the menu. Pop at the next table started reading loudly from a Bible. “Exodus 16:12. … I have heard the grumblings of the sons of Israel; speak to them, saying, ‘At twilight, you shall eat meat, and in the morning, you shall be filled with bread; and you shall know that I am the Lord your God.’”

      The more he read, the more he became animated. “And as I stand here, I can feel myself filled to the brim with the love of Jesus Christ. Fill me up, Jesus! Fill me up with your love!”

      Stéphane stared out the window at a handsome African American man walking his pink poodle along the sidewalk. Brian studied a speck of ketchup on the table.

      “Feel me, Jesus! Come on and feel me! I want to feel your love bursting inside of me.”

      Brian called the waitress over. “Excuse me, is there any way you can stop that man from reading the Bible out loud. I find it very annoying.”

      The waitress sighed. “They come here every morning and pray before they have breakfast. We’ve tried to stop them before, but they ignore us. You can’t throw somebody out for praying.”

      “So, you won’t mind if we have our own little Bible meeting then.” Brian picked up the dessert menu, stood up, and began to read from it loudly. “Lord Satan, we thank you for this abundance of food, especially the Dulce de Leche Crunch pancakes, which look delicious, by the way. We, your loyal homosexual cocksuckers, will slaughter oodles of Christian babies, then throw their bleeding corpses into the fire of wickedness. And Lord Satan, don’t forget to slap my genitals into a dish of Caramel Apple Pie Crisp. Amen.”

      “Amen!” echoed Stéphane. Then a split second later, “There must be a sale on pop-tarts at Walmart.” The Christian family made a hasty exit, the children dragged out of the diner by the scruff of their necks.

      Brian and Stéphane were asked to leave the restaurant. And not return. Ever!

      Outside on the sidewalk, Brian laughed. “So much for ‘you can’t throw somebody out for praying.’ We’ve been here one day, and we’ve already been banned from a diner. Let’s find somewhere else to eat.”

      “Over there, a French café.”

      Le Petit Bordel, a French patisserie and café with espresso coffee, crepes, and chocolate croissant, was a better choice anyway. Brian and Stéphane strolled the half block to the café with its ooh la la! décor. There were pictures of rosy-cheeked men riding bicycles over cobblestones, wearing berets and carrying baguettes and strings of onions. On the tables sat dumpy green wine bottles with candles dripping wax. In the background, Edith Piaf sang “Non, je ne regrette rien.”

      Brian took a step back. “Mid-century modern meets French stereotype. Where’s the plump chef with the Salvador Dali mustache?”

      Stéphane pointed to a poster. “There he is, up there, standing next to the Eiffel Tower.”

      The couple sat at a table for two in the garden, intoxicated by the fragrance of honeysuckle. Inquisitive hummingbirds hovered in their faces as if to ask, “Who are you?” and “Where’s that $50 you owe me?”

      A young waitress appeared. “You boys look like you need breakfast. I’m your waitress this morning. You can call me Genevieve. It’s not my name, but you can call me Genevieve anyway.”

      “What’s your real name?” Brian was intrigued by this petite waitress with soft auburn curls and breasts like pumpkins.

      “My real name? My real name is Butch, Butch Carter. Genevieve is my waitress name. What’s your waitress name? Everybody has a waitress name.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Your waitress name is your mother’s first name and the first street you ever lived on.”

      “The first street I lived on was Shtoop Street. My mother’s first name was Amanda.”

      “That means your waitress name is Amanda Shto … Do you want coffee to start with?” The two men nodded and smiled. “You study the menus. I’ll be back with your coffee.”

      Genevieve disappeared inside, then pushed through the saloon doors into the kitchen. There she prepared a pot of coffee, sugar, a milk jug, and two cups.

      Brian opened the menu. “Did you see her nails?”

      “Yes. Looks like she’s been attacked by a serial killer with a nail file.”

      The two ordered mushroom and leek crêpes, orange juice, and hot buttered croissants. A woman with tinted blue hair sat down at the next table. She had a shih tzu in a stroller. Stéphane leaned across the table to Brian. “I recognize her from somewhere, but I can’t remember where.”

      “You’re mistaking her for someone else. She looks a bit like Ernest Borgnine.”

      “Ernest Borgnine! She doesn’t look anything like Ernest Borgnine. Nobody looks like Ernest Borgnine, except Ernest Borgnine. Anyway, can you see Ernest Borgnine pushing a shih tzu in a stroller?”

      “Actually, yes I can. I can imagine Ernest Borgnine dressed as Madame Butterfly, a geisha girl in a kimono, silk slippers and singing. I can imagine him as Cho Cho San singing ‘Nessuno si confessa mai nato in povertà. Non c’è vagabond che a sentirlo non sia di gran prosapia. Eppur conobbi la ricchezza.’”

      Stéphane leaned toward the woman. “That’s a lovely dog you have there. Can I pet her?”

      “It’s a boy. His name is Sissy.”

      Brian locked eyes with the dog. It was pure hate at first sight.

      Stéphane coughed. “Nice name for a dog.”

      Leaving the café, Stéphane asked the waitress. “That woman on the table next to us. I recognize her from somewhere.”

      “She’s an actor. Maybe you’ve seen her in films.”

      “What films was she in?”

      “Jaws. She was scared woman on beach No 54. She was a dead body with her head in a toilet – her eyeballs were in the sink – in Law and Order, and she’s currently filming a docudrama. She plays Ernest Borgnine.”

      Brian stared at his feet. Stéphane stared out the window.

      They picked up their cases at the Sandy Dunes Gay-O-Rama Hotel, where all the “intimates” were “revealing themselves.” The place was awash with genitals. Another cab took them to the Toyota Center of the Desert in Cathedral City to pick up the new car. The couple then drove to Twilight Manors. They had bought a four-bedroom house with a large garden, fruit trees, and a pool. The car pulled up at the main gate, and Colin, the guard, gave them gate keys and waved them through. They turned onto Las Pensamiento Rosados, a quiet litter-free street of manicured lawns, desert landscaping, and a flutter of rainbow flags. It brought to mind the sterile streets in Desperate Housewives and The Stepford Wives. At 49100, they turned into the garage and closed the door behind them. They both breathed a sigh of relief. Neither of them enjoyed traveling. The older they got, the less tolerant of fellow travelers they became. And Stéphane and Brian were not too shy to speak their mind, which often got them into trouble. Not that they really noticed.

      “The moving company said they would be here at two-thirty.” Brian eased himself out of the driver’s seat. He steadied himself before stepping into the empty house. “I’m glad we stopped off at Starbucks. I can’t face the day without my caffé misto. Did you know that in France they call this café au lait?”

      “Yes, I did. You’ve mentioned it several times.”

      “And in Spain, it’s called café con leche.”

      “You’ve mentioned that several times too. In Stéphane-land, we call it frothy coffee.”

      Stéphane and Brian stripped off their clothes, sat naked on the edge of the pool, and dangled their feet in the cool water. Brian closed his eyes and listened to the mourning doves. Stéphane wondered if he would get bored in retirement. For him, boredom was a trigger. It led to mischief. He was a man without a hobby, and a man without a hobby is a dangerous thing.

      The moving truck arrived on time, and two swarthy men jumped out and unloaded furniture and boxes.

      “Have you seen the blond?” Brian fanned himself with his hand.

      “Tattoos and muscles, yes, I’ve seen him.”

      “Do you think he swings both ways?” Brian crossed his fingers.

      “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure he won’t be swinging in your direction.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Look at him and then look in a mirror. What do you see in the mirror? You see an old man past his sell-by-date. That young man wants a young woman with enormous boobs.”

      “I can be a young woman with enormous boobs.” Brian smiled.

      “You’re an old man with enormous moobs. That’s not the same as being a young woman with enormous boobs. Not the same thing at all.”

      It was early evening when Stéphane and Brian finally collapsed exhausted onto the couch. They were surrounded by a Manhattan skyline of boxes and piled up furniture.

      “We should have just sold everything and started over.” Stéphane rested his head on Brian’s shoulder. “It would have been much easier. Or just thrown everything away.”
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      The doorbell rang. Brian answered it to find a slim, balding man in his mid-sixties wearing frayed pajama bottoms and a plain white T-shirt. A pair of wire-framed reading glasses perched lopsidedly on the end of his nose. He sported a rakish dyed-black Douglas Fairbanks mustache, and beneath it hung a wide smile. The man was carrying a Tupperware box.

      “Hi, my name is Jeffrey Collier, I live across the street, and I’d like to welcome you to your new home. I’ve baked you a cake.”

      “Thank you, how thoughtful.” Brian took the cake. “Please come in.”

      “Oh no, you must be busy and exhausted. Let’s get together when you settle in a bit. I just wanted to welcome you to Twilight Manors. Our sleepy little community where very little happens. Your names are?”

      “I’m Brian, and my husband, Stéphane … he’s around here somewhere. He must be out back in the yard. Thank you again for the cake.” Brian watched as Jeffrey shuffled back across the street.

      Brian carried the box into the kitchen. “Stéphane, it’s a welcome cake from a neighbor. Said his name is Jeffrey something-or-other. Can’t remember his last name. I swear I’m getting Alzheimer’s. Anyway, he was going bald. Dyed mustache. Mismatched flip-flops. Needs to moisturize. Nice eyes. No underwear. Fly open.”

      “How kind of him to make us a cake. Wait a minute, his fly was open?!”

      “I’ve seen more old man’s testicles in the last twenty-four hours than I’ve seen in the last twenty-four years. What did I do in a previous life that earned me this terrible karma? I must have been a serial killer or something. Or Adolf Hitler.”

      “Or Eva Braun.” Stéphane smiled.

      Brian ignored him. “It’s as if everywhere I look, some old guy is slapping his testicles in my face. And that’s not what I want. A young man’s testicles, yes, but testicles that lost the fight in a prolonged ugly brawl with gravity, no! How can I stop this? I’m being buried alive in old testicles. My body has been lowered into the grave, and the gravediggers are shoveling old testicles onto my coffin. That’s what’s happening right now. As we speak.”

      Stéphane tried to stem the tsunami of Brian’s hysteria. Brian was prone to working himself up into a froth over things that most people ignore. Stéphane changed the subject. “Nobody baked us a cake when we moved into our house in Chicago. We were completely ignored.”

      “That’s true. In fact, all we got was a bullet through the window on our first night there. Remember? One minute we were watching I Love Lucy re-runs, the next minute the window shatters.”

      “Yes, I remember now, there was an incident outside. One gang member shot into a crowd of men from a rival gang. The Latin Queens versus the Lavender Nellies … or some such nonsense. Just a group of bored teenagers, trying to kill other bored teenagers. I have no problem with teenagers killing each other. I’ve never understood why teenagers exist at all. What use are they? What do they contribute to society? Nothing, that’s what. Then one of those zit-faced youths fired a bullet through our window.”

      “We still have that bullet somewhere. Shattered, the window then became embedded in that poster of Cher we bought on her final tour. That was the final tour she did before the next final tour, the one before her last final tour. Shot her right between the eyes. An attack on Cher is an attack on all of us.” Brian folded his arms across his chest. Stéphane winced. He knew what was coming next – he braced himself. Brian puffed up like a puff adder. “And then remember what happened next?”

      “Yes, but we don’t need to go over it again.”

      Brian smiled maliciously. “Oh, I think we do. You rolled up the poster and sent it to Cher. A poster of her with a bullet hole in her forehead.”

      “I thought she would find it funny.”

      “And then what happened next? You’ve probably forgotten.”

      “No, I haven’t forgotten.”

      “I’ll remind you anyway. After you sent Cher a picture of herself with a bullet hole in her head, the FBI turned up on our doorstep and accused us of sending Cher a death threat.”

      Both men shuddered at
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