
	Johnny Fabian has won the trip of a lifetime to the sunny, sandy, sexy Caribbean. It’s a huge thrill until he realizes it’s an all-gay resort.

	 

	 

	Country boy Johnny’s been having a tough time ever since he caught his wife in bed with his best friend and business partner. The comic book café owner and graphic novelist throws himself into his floundering business. He’s getting over a nasty divorce and getting on with his life. He can’t believe his luck when local vet, Nelson O’Keefe, the only other single guy in town invites him on a trip—a free spa resort vacation he won in an online contest.

	For Johnny, whose luck has been down, down, down, things might finally be turning around. Johnny thinks a break is just what he needs, but en route to Montego Bay, he discovers his dream holiday is one big gay Mardi Gras. He freaks. Not only that but he can’t get a flight out of St. Maarten for at least a week. Advised by his friends and his traveling companion to have fun and relax, he goes berserk. He’s not gay. Never was. Never will be. He’s just a country boy. Isn’t he?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Not much can get me out of bed most mornings, and a frosty fall day is my idea of the perfect time to stay under the covers and listen to the radio. Something... some inner sixth sense woke me that day and forever changed my life...

	I didn’t hear any noise, though I was aware of activity outside. A scrawny coyote had lurked for two years in the patchy garden of my sprawling, dilapidated ranch house in Meiners Oaks, a blink of an eye south of Ojai. I assumed it was him and paid him no mind as I listened to the Lady Antebellum song, ‘Need You Now.’ I adore that song and long to love and need somebody like that.

	For a moment, I thought about the coyote. He’d realized I was harmless, and sought refuge from the searing valley heat in my garden most nights and early in the morning. I guess we both appreciated living in one of the last cowboy and orange grove towns in southern California.

	It wasn’t unusual for a wild creature to be seeking refuge here. Most of us knew the rangy critter, who’d showed up as a pup a couple of years before in this soothing pocket of eucalyptus-infused oasis. Located just an hour and a half north of the madness of Los Angeles and half an hour south and slightly inland from the hoity-toity beach community of Santa Barbara, Meiners Oaks, to me, was paradise.

	This hardy coyote, like me, had found its sweet spot. We kinda liked each other. I didn’t feed him and he didn’t try to eat my cat. I had just the one, a big Maine Coon called Pablo. I would have been damned pissed if the coyote munched on my pal. Instead, he fed on rodents and scraps that mysteriously showed up in various places on my property on Ash Lane. He ate, and I turned a blind eye to his sleeping arrangements in the old dog den on the back of my property.

	Occasionally, well, okay, often, I gave him water in a big steel bowl I kept on the back porch. He was a skinny guy, but like I said, he was hardy.

	When I awoke a little after six, I got up and trotted to the kitchen, looking out the window. He was lying in the grass. He lifted his head when he sensed me. He was too skinny to be handsome, but he kinda was. There was a nobility to him. He dropped his head again and licked his paws. I brewed me some Starbucks Christmas blend and contemplated toast or an English muffin. When I heard the crackle of gunfire, it surprised me.

	The agonized yelp that followed had me running out the back door, Pablo close on my heels. I shut the cat indoors, feeling his fury prickling at the back of my neck. The coyote lay in a bloody heap right where I’d just spotted him in the middle of the garden. His pain-filled eyes looked up at me. Half his body tried to move, while the other half lay paralyzed. He’d been shot in the back. The poor guy whined again. Geez, who the hell could have taken a potshot at a perfectly good pest controller?

	I scanned the property line. Movement at the far corner on the other side of the fence told me somebody still lurked.

	“Leave him alone,” I commanded. “He isn’t bothering anyone.”

	Whoever had targeted the coyote remained where he was. I was pretty certain it was a he. I could hear heavy breathing.

	“Earl? Is that you?”

	Silence except for the scary breathing, both from the coyote and the gun-crazy asshole on the other side of the fence.

	“You okay, Johnny?” my neighbor Billy asked over our adjoining fence. He poked his head over the newly-painted line of redwood.

	“Call 911. Somebody just shot the coyote.”

	Billy’s face turned grim. I’d pretended not to know it was Billy who fed the coyote. I heard him on his cell phone. The coyote lay still. I approached him. His breathing was shallow, his tongue lolling out of his open mouth. His eyes were open, his expression glassy.

	By the time the police arrived, the coyote was in acute agony and I was damned upset. I kept my hand on his flank. His fur felt wiry to the touch. He’d allowed me to pet him once in all the time I knew him, but he was my pal. I stole a look over my shoulder and glimpsed Pablo’s little ears in the kitchen window, his head erect at an odd angle. This was the way he usually held it when the coyote came near.

	The cops in Meiners Oaks are a friendly bunch, and one of them called the local vet. I hardly knew Nelson O’Keefe since Pablo was a healthy cat, but Nelson, dressed in pajama bottoms and a thick, nobbly sweater that looked homemade, greeted me and knelt beside me. He began preparing an injection.

	“I’m going to put him out of his misery, Johnny,” he said. “It’s the kindest thing we can do for him.”

	“No,” I said. “Can’t you save him?”

	“His spine is shattered. He’s paralyzed.”

	The coyote was close to death, I was certain, but I still wanted to fight for him.

	“I have money, I’ll pay for it.”

	Nelson looked up at me, shaking his head. “Johnny, he’s badly injured.”

	I took a deep breath and watched him tape up the coyote’s paw. He administered a sedative and the dog’s rapid, agonized breathing slowed.

	“Good boy,” I said, stroking the coyote’s thigh, when Nelson injected the final, pink stuff. And just like that, the coyote was gone.

	Nelson hung out with me and the dead furry guy, but the cops cleared out. I wanted to bury the coyote on my property, but Nelson said it was against the law.

	“Can’t we bend the rules just once?” Billy asked, coming over with a shovel.

	“I can pretend I know nothing.” Nelson shrugged. “I’m kinda good at that.”

	We buried the coyote near the dog house, and except for the massive amount of blood where he’d been shot, he might never have been there at all.

	It hit me hard. Harder than maybe it should have, but coyotes have a right to live as much as anybody else. I tried not to look at it as another loss.

	Nelson was awesome. I knew he ran the local vet hospital with his aging father, and that his mom was their front office person. I also knew that people requested Nelson to tender their pets because he had a way with animals. His old man, on the other hand, tended to be grumpy and loved to tell people to declaw their indoor cats.

	Nelson hosed off the blood, and I offered him and Billy coffee. We sat on the porch like three old men, staring out at the eucalyptus trees, mugs in hand, swinging on the rocking chairs I’d picked up dirt cheap at Treasures of Ojai antique mart. And we weren’t old. Not me and Nelson, anyway. He had a thatch of dark, unruly hair and bright blue eyes. He smiled a lot.

	Like me, he was in his early thirties, and I knew he had a girlfriend. She had been the vet tech in his hospital. I wondered how it was going. I, too, had dark hair, as well as a persistent shadow of a beard that appeared within an hour of my morning shave. I had eyes the color of dirt. At least, that’s what my ex-wife said. I sipped my Starbucks and tried not to feel bitter about Sam. She’d always hated the comic book store and café I owned and managed on Ojai Avenue up in Ojai, but liked some things about it. She ran off with my business partner. Yeah, Frankie was a total bastard. Stole my wife, stole my Ford SUV and emptied our business bank accounts. Yay him.

	I wondered how he was getting along with Sam, whose favorite pastime, apart from shopping, was complaining.

	“How ya doing these days?” Billy asked as we swung in companionable silence.

	I knew he was referring to Sam.

	“Okay, I guess.”

	Billy was a cool guy. The coolest. He fed all the local stray cats, and he’d kept his eye on the coyote. At the age of sixty-six he’d retired, and he and his wife lived on a comfortable income. They worked every day in one local charitable organization or another, donating their time and their money. I deeply respected him.

	“You missing her any?”

	“No,” I said, and it was true. We’d been married five years. She’d been gone six months, and each
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