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Synopsis

 Sexy gay private eye Chanse
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now wishes he didn’t know. When Paul disappears, it seems his past
has caught up with him in a terrifying way.
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Prologue

For the tenth time in less than two hours, he peered
out through the blinds.

The digital clock on the VCR read 11:13. It figured
today would be the day the mail came late. He took a sip from his
diet Coke and let the blinds close as he turned away from them.

The entire house was dark, despite the high sun
outside. All the blinds were closed tight. He liked the gloom;
there was something comforting in the darkness. Even before, he’d
liked the dark. He almost tripped over a pizza box filled with
hardened crusts. He swore, sending the box skidding across the rug
with a reflexive kick. It hit a couple of empty cans somewhere out
there. He didn’t care.

He followed the blue light from the blank screen of
the television around the end table and sat down on the couch,
picking up the remote for the VCR off a pile of old TV Guides. He
hit the ‘play’ button with his index finger. After a brief pause
and a whirring sound, the tape began playing again.

A faint smile played across his lips and he settled
into the sagging sofa cushions. This was his favorite tape. He’d
practically memorized it in the six months since it had come in the
mail. He never tired of watching it; some days he watched it as
many as six or seven times.

His left hand drifted down to his pierced left
nipple and he started to pull on it just a little bit. His
breathing became shallower, and his surroundings faded into the far
corners of his consciousness. He no longer smelled the litter box
or the mound of garbage on the coffee table— fast food bags and
soggy paper cups and partially full coffee mugs where tiny gardens
of mold had begun to grow.

The sound of someone groaning filled the room. He
pressed the volume button, and a little green graph crossed the
bottom of the screen. The groaning got louder. He tugged harder on
the nipple ring. His eyes gleamed as the camera moved in for a
close-up of a reddened face, once handsome, now hideously twisted
in pain: veins bulged in the forehead, the eyes were scrunched
close and the mouth an open grimace limned with spittle. His cock
began to stir inside his white underwear and his predatory smile
got wider.

The camera pulled back from the face to reveal a
muscular pair of legs gripping the head. As the legs flexed, cords
of muscle rippled beneath skin that was smooth, hairless, and tan.
The camera continued to pull back until the full bodies of the two
men filled the frame.. The man being squeezed was young—maybe in
his early 20s, possibly even as young as 19. He was wearing a tight
pair of purple square cuts. Even as he tried to shift his position
and slapped at the legs wrapped around his head, his erection was
clearly visible.

“Come on you little bitch,” panted the man with the
advantage. “Give up or I’ll crack your skull.”

“No way,” the younger man said. He let out a howl as
the other man applied more pressure.

The boy was beautiful, certainly, with no body fat
to obscure the muscle in his gleaming body. But it was the other
wrestler the man with the remote liked best— his curly black hair
and bright blue eyes, the small patch of wiry black hair in the
center of his sculpted pecs, the wet hair under his armpits, and
the hard muscles in his legs.

Cody Dallas, gay wrestling superstar.

He owned all 12 of the tapes Cody appeared in; he
knew them frame by frame. The scene he was watching now, in the
match between Cody Dallas and Jay Robbins, was one of the hottest.
Somehow, Jay managed to overcome the strength of Cody’s powerful
legs; in about another half minute he would manage to escape for a
brief moment. But he wouldn’t be free for long. Cody would
eventually get him down again, tie up his legs, and flip him into a
Boston crab. Jay would hold out for a few moments, suffering
beautifully, resisting mightily, before finally surrendering. Jay
lost two straight falls, and after the second submission, Cody
stripped him of the purple square cut, straddled Jay’s face and
pulled it up into his crotch. No doubt after the match Cody fucked
Jay Robbins until he screamed with pleasure.

It was, he thought, too bad it happened off-camera.
He would have gladly paid more to see that.

His cock was fully hard now. He slipped his hand
under the elastic waistband and stroked himself. Jay was still
moaning on the screen.

He imagined himself in the same position; Cody’s
legs of steel around his head, demanding a submission from him, his
ears ringing, the blood rushing to his head, refusing defiantly to
submit to the pressure. “Come on, you little bitch,” he heard
Cody whisper into his ear. “You know you’re going to—why make it
harder on yourself?”

But he would hold out even longer than Jay, because
he’d want Cody’s legs around his head forever. He’d never want Cody
to let go. That was his chief fantasy; to wrestle Cody, to take on
the video superstar.

He knew he couldn’t beat Cody in a wrestling match.
Cody was too skilled, too strong, too talented. But it sure as hell
would be fun to try—to be that close to him, to feel his skin, to
smell the funk of his sweaty armpits, the must from his crotch.

The sound of a vehicle out front interrupted his
reverie. He hurried back to the window and cracked the blinds a
bit. The little mail jeep had stopped at the foot of his drive.
Today it was the girl with the lazy eye, in her uniform of blue
shirt and darker blue shorts and a pith helmet. She wiped sweat out
of her eyes as she searched through a white plastic tub and finally
retrieved a couple of envelopes.

Pay dirt. One of them was a manila envelope, which
could only be the new Cody Dallas tape.

His pulse racing with excitement, he grabbed a pair
of sweatpants and stood at the front door. He waited for the jeep
to pull off so he could run down the driveway and claim it at last.
He’d cursed himself since he ordered for not paying more for
overnight delivery. Every day he’d waited he’d berated himself,
watched Cody’s older tapes and fantasized about the new one on its
way.

Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the girl
with the lazy eye got back into the jeep, pulled out of the
driveway and disappeared around the curve in the road. Barefoot, he
ran down the driveway, opened the mailbox and pulled out his
prize.

Yes, it was from Full Nelson Productions.

He tore it open right then and there, not caring if
someone came driving along to see him,standing there in just
sweatpants in the hot afternoon sun. Like all Full Nelson’s tapes,
this one was in an unmarked tape box. He slid it out and read the
label on the cassette.

Musclestud Challenge 12:

Jay Robbins vs. Kevin Marshall

Shayne Goodwin vs. Jamie West

Gunther Schmidt vs. Max Mann

Cody Dallas vs. Mark Miller

As usual, they saved the best for last.

Humming to himself, he managed not to run back up
the driveway and into the darkness of the house. Once inside, he
peeled off the sweatpants and hit the eject button on the VCR. He
took out the old tape and slid in the new one. He walked back to
the couch and slid his underwear down and off. His hands trembled
with excitement. He’d been looking forward to seeing this tape
since he’d first seen it advertised on Full Nelson’s website last
week. Mark Miller was tough— a good looking blonde with a great
attitude and a body to match. On the website, the bout was billed
as a “Battle of the Unbeatens—the match you’ve all been waiting
for.”

The Web page for the match featured some incredibly
hot action shots from the match. After he’d ordered it, he found
himself going back to the Web page time after time, getting
aroused, beating off until he came with a shout, his body
trembling. He closed his eyes. His heart was racing. It was
time.

He hit play on the remote, and the usual cheesy
music began as the tape rolled. He hit fast forward to get through
the opening credits. The television screen flickered as the first
match began—Jay Robbins got his ass kicked, like he always did,
this time he wore an orange Speedo as he got tossed about and
finally beaten by Kevin Marshall, an imposing black muscleman in an
incredibly brief white bikini. Even in the fast forward mode, he
could tell Jay suffered magnificently, as he always did. When that
match was over, Jay lay broken on the mat, Kevin Marshall flexed,
his foot on Jay’s prone form.

And now it was Shayne Goodwin’s turn to destroy an
opponent. Shayne had been his favorite until Cody Dallas’ debut.
Shayne was tall, lean and muscular, and had a shaved head. He
always wore a tiny blue squarecut to emphasize his amazingly round,
hard ass. He didn’t lose very often, but it looked like this time
he was going down. Jamie West was the same height, but outweighed
him by about 20 pounds of hard defined muscle. Jamie also seemed to
have no problem with breaking rules during the match; he choked
Shayne and grabbed his balls whenever he was in trouble. Sure
enough, after Shayne won the first fall, he lost the next two.

It was a good fight—one he would have to watch and
savor at regular speed sometime in the future.

The next match was clumsily staged. Both guys were
new to the sport and the holds were obviously faked. They had
flawless bodies— maybe at some point, with more experience, they
might be able to wrestle a real match, but for now, they were
strictly making a video for the pleasure of the viewers.

He hated watching matches like that—he preferred to
watch real matches, with real holds and real pain.

And finally, that mess was over, and Cody climbed
into the ring to warm up and stretch. He clicked from fast forward
to play and let out a long sigh.

His erection was so hard it almost hurt.

He reached for his bottle of poppers and inhaled. As
the rush spread through his body, his skin became sensitive and his
nipples stood up hard and firm.

Cody wore a tight yellow bikini that rode up a bit
on his hard ass. The yellow showed off his tan to perfection. He
was perfection.

Then Mark Miller climbed through the ropes and
removed his blue satin jacket. He wore a black squarecut. He had a
head of thick blonde hair, a pretty face, a great body, but he was
nothing compared to Cody.

“So, you’re the great Cody Dallas,” he said with a
big grin.

Cody struck a double biceps pose. “Yeah.”

“You’ve never lost.”

“Nope.”

Mark’s smile grew. “Until now.”

“You’re dreaming.”

“Well, bring it on then, big guy.”

They started to circle each other, one feinting
toward the other, then backing off without locking up. Cody made a
sudden lunge and managed to get one of Mark’s legs, which he lifted
and twisted. Mark fell backwards and landed on the mat with a thud.
Cody planted his own leg and twisted Mark’s around his own. Mark
let out a shout of pain and slammed his fist into the mat whenever
Cody applied more pressure. This hold lasted for a minute or so,
until Mark managed to get some leverage. He used his free leg to
kick Cody square in the chest. Cody lost his balance and his grip,
falling backwards into the ropes. Mark sprang to his feet, and as
Cody came forward out of the ropes, Mark drove his right hand into
Cody’s abs.

Cody doubled over and fell to the mat, groaning.

He reached for the bottle of poppers and inhaled
again as Mark began to work over a prone Cody. He dropped elbows
and then knees into Cody’s exposed and vulnerable abs. With each
blow, Cody convulsed and moaned. His eyes were closed, his face
grew dark red and sweat poured down from his hairline. Finally,
Mark grabbed a handful of hair, dragged Cody to his feet, and
shoved him into a ring corner. Mark started to drive his right knee
into Cody’s abs, which were starting to bruise.

“Come on, Cody, kick his ass,” he muttered as he
reached for the bottle of poppers again. Cody never lost!
This Mark guy was good, and sexy, and had a serious attitude—he
grinned like a little boy on Christmas morning each time he drove
that knee in again—but Cody would come through. He ALWAYS did.

Mark stepped away, and Cody slid down to the mat.
Then Mark kicked Cody in the side. Cody slid out under the ropes
and dropped to the floor.

Mark posed, flexed both arms over his head, and
wiped sweat off his forehead. He looked into the camera, making his
lightly furred pecs bounce while he growled.

In the background, he saw Cody use the lower rope to
pull himself up to his feet.

He watched as the camera zoomed in on Cody’s ass. It
was truly magnificent—round and hard, and the yellow bikini had
slipped into the crack, like a thong. The exposed cheeks were white
against Cody’s tan-line.

He slid his underwear down,and his erection slapped
up against his lower abdomen. He held the poppers to his nose again
and inhaled deeply.

Cody climbed through the ropes. Mark stopped flexing
and started toward Cody. Cody leaped into a perfect dropkick and
his bare feet slammed into Mark’s chest. Cody rolled in the air to
land on his back and quickly spring back to his feet. Mark fell
backward, hit the ropes and bounced forward back into the center of
the ring. Cody connected with a powerful fist to Mark’s abs and
Mark crumpled. Cody grabbed Mark by the head, launched into the air
and drove Mark’s forehead into the canvas. Mark twitched once. Cody
rolled him over with his foot, straddled his chest, and flexed as
Mark shook his head, to try to reorient himself.

He picked up the remote and hit the pause button and
the picture froze into an awesome still. He started to stroke
himself. He imagined Cody sitting on his chest, just like in the
video. He imagine staring right up into Cody’s crotch, where the
yellow lycra was soaked with sweat. As his eyes traveled up, he saw
the beads of sweat glistening in Cody’s curly black torso hair, a
drop of salty water dangled from the elbow of Cody’s flexed right
arm.

He stroked faster.

When he was close—when only a few more strokes would
bring him to climax—he stopped.

He pressed himself deeper into the spongy sofa, his
breath came in quick gasps. When his breath and his heartbeat
returned to normal and the throbbing in his cock subsided to a dull
ache in his balls, he picked up the remote and hit “play”
again.

On the television screen, Cody stood and sauntered
to a neutral corner and leaned back against the ropes while Mark
slowly got up, shook his head and stretched a bit. Then he walked
to the center of the ring and grinned at Cody.

“You’re good,” he said, “but not that good.”

Cody just shrugged. “Apparently good enough.”

Mark beckoned him with his fingers. “Come on, muscle
boy, let’s see if you can keep it up.”

Cody just ignored the taunts, another reason he
loved him so much. It was hot when the other guys taunted each
other at times to get their blood and testosterone pumping. But
Cody was impervious to trash-talk. He preferred to coolly and
methodically go to work and taking his opponents apart.

Mark suddenly sucker punched Cody. The entire second
fall went that way—Cody was barely able to mount any kind of
offensive. When he did, Mark pulled some dirty trick to lay him out
again. After a few minutes of this, Cody finally submitted to a
brutal standing backbreaker.

He didn’t touch himself during the entire second
fall. He didn’t enjoy watching Cody get worked over. It didn’t
happen very often, but when it did, he usually fast-forwarded
through it. This fall would definitely be a fast-forward moment in
the future.

The third fall started with Cody losing his cool. He
was furious—it was plain in his face. He pounded the padding in the
corner as he watched Mark flex for the mirror. Taunting never moved
him into anger, but falling victim to dirty tricks certainly did.
If Cody ran true to form, he would blast Mark to pieces with
superior wrestling skills and some dirty tricks of his own to
further humiliate the loser who dared get in the ring with Cody
Dallas.

He inhaled some more of the poppers and his dick
began to throb again. He started stroking slowly as Cody tortured
Mark through hold after hold.

Cody trapped Mark in the corner, kneed him in the
gut and then snap-mared him out to the center of the ring. Mark
landed flat on his back with a groan. Both men were covered in
sweat and Mark grew more wobbly with each move. He couldn’t last
much longer. Cody methodically wore him down, the way he did all of
his opponents. He punished them until they couldn’t fight on, until
they lost the will to continue.

His smile got bigger and he began to rub his cock
faster.

Here it comes, he thought as Cody moved in
for the kill.

His breath started coming faster.

Cody was almost within reach of his victim, a big
grin on his face. The end was near for Mark Miller. Cody looked
into the camera and paused for a moment to flex his arms; the
muscles strained against the skin. He drew closer.

His body began to stiffen.

-- and as he reached down, Mark reached up and
slammed Cody in the balls—

He tried to stop himself but he felt the climax,
could tell he wouldn’t be able to stop it.

--Cody collapsed in agony to the mat and tried to
crawl to the ring apron. Mark came after him and landed a kick on
Cody’s lower back, driving him back down to the mat. Mark grabbed
him by the legs and twisted them into a figure 4, a big grin on his
sweating face—

He screamed “NO!” as his body convulsed, white gobs
shot up into the air, his body rocked stiffly and cum spattered his
chest and stomach.

--and Cody was pounding the mat, submitting, his
face red and twisted with pain, LOST the match—

“No,” he whimpered as his spams subsided, each one
slighter and shorter than the one before until finally they
stopped.

And Mark flexed for the camera and held his arms
clasped over his head in victory. “I’m the man, I’m the man,” he
chanted for a few seconds. He cast a disdainful glance at Cody,
motionless and moaning. After a few seconds, he walked over to Cody
and grabbed him by the hair. “Who’s the man, bitch?” he screamed
into Cody’s face, spit flying.

Cody recoiled from him. “You—you are.”

“SIR!”

Cody screamed the words back at him, then Mark
slammed Cody’s head down into the mat again. Cody moaned, his back
arched and his body convulsed.

“No.” he whispered. He reached for the remote, hitt
STOP, and found himself staring at a rerun of Designing
Women. “No.’ He said, louder, standing up. “No.” He raised his
voice still louder.

It couldn’t be. Cody Dallas NEVER lost.

Who the fuck did this Mark Miller think he was, to
cheat that way and then taunt the greatest wrestler in the world?
Anger surged through him. He kicked the coffee table aside and
lunged for the VCR. Cans and paper crashed off the table as it
slammed into the reclining chair.

He stabbed a finger at the eject button, and when
the tape popped out he threw it against the opposing wall and
screamed, “NO!” Spittle flew from his lips. He heard his heart
pounding in his ears. It couldn’t be—Cody never lost. So what if
Mark Miller fought dirty? Other guys—better wrestlers with hotter
bodies and more attitude— also fought dirty and Cody always beat
them, this wasn’t possible, it had to be a FIX, it was just
couldn’t be.

He sat at his desk in the kitchen where his eMac was
purring. He was connected to the Internet 24 hours a day thanks to
the cable company. He typed www.codydallas.com and
clicked “find.” The little wheel spun as the engine searched for
the site. Finally the black background loaded. But instead of the
picture of Cody posed in a black jock that usually greeted him,
there was simply a white box with blue text:

Dear fans:

I wanted to thank all of you for supporting my
wrestling career over the past few years. Your kind emails have
picked me up whenever I was having a bad day.

But the time has come to hang up my tights and
retire from the ring. It wasn’t an easy decision for me to make,
but I recently became involved with someone, and we’ve been growing
more and more serious. I want to focus all of my time and energy on
this relationship, and one of the changes I have had to face is
that I don’t have time for a wrestling career any more at this
time.

Again, thank you.

Your brother in wrestling,

Cody Dallas

 


Retired? Boyfriend?

“No,” he whispered. “No.”

He shook his head to clear it. He bit down hard on
his lip until tears filled his eyes. He wiped away the tears and
stared at the computer screen.

“No, Cody, I won’t let you leave me.” He said,
smiling to himself.

Now he understood. Cody had thrown that match, had
LET Mark beat him as a farewell to his fans. But Cody didn’t
understand. He loved Cody not because he was an undefeated wrestler
but because he was a hot, sexy guy with a great attitude. Cody was
more than just a fantasy. The other wrestlers—they were okay. They
had great bodies and nice faces. Some of them had great attitudes
and some of them seemed to enjoy wrestling. But there wasn’t anyone
else like Cody. He was the handsomest, the sexiest, the best
wrestler. Even when he was losing, Cody was having a good time. He
could always tell Cody was losing on purpose to make the match more
interesting.

Cody had thrown that match. Mark Miller was
unbeaten, but there were matches he should have lost. But not Cody.
Cody had gone out on a losing note, which was just wrong. What
thanks was that to his loyal fans? He should have gone out on
top.

His eyes narrowed as he stared at the screen. No, he
couldn’t just let this stand.

It doesn’t end here, he thought, his eyes gleaming
in the darkness. No way, this isn’t the end of things, Cody can’t
just leave his fans in the lurch like this,,,,


Chapter One

I took a streetcar named St. Charles down to Canal,
crossed the street and walked down to Royal.

It was eleven o’clock in the morning on one of those
splendidly sunny September days that makesyou glad to be alive.
Taking the streetcar had been a good idea. The long heat of summer
had broken, and the air was crisp and in the mid-seventies. The sky
was that blue unique to New Orleans, with wispy white clouds
scattered across its expanse. There was just a hint of cool
moisture in the air. There were a lot of people milling around the
sidewalks on Canal— a good sign for the tourist season. Canal used
to be the main shopping drag of the city, with huge department
stores like Maison Blanche and D. H. Holmes. Those were long gone.
They had either gone out of business or fled to the suburbs— now it
was mostly hotels, fast food, and Foot Lockers.

There were hopes that putting the Canal streetcar
line back in place would stimulate a recovery for the street. So
far, all the construction work had simply made the Quarter
difficult to get to from uptown. Add to that the chore of trying to
find a place to park that would get me a ticket in two hours or
cost ten dollars, and I was kind of glad I was having car
trouble—the streetcar down and a cab home was very simple.

Not that riding the streetcar didn’t bring its own
set of aggravations. If the cars ran on any fixed schedule, I’d
never been able to figure it out. You could wait for one for half
an hour and then three in a row, all packed to the gills, would
show up. The streetcar ostensibly operated as public
transportation, but was also a de rigeur tourist attraction. There
was no way of telling when you’d be able to catch one with a place
to sit. But when you did, it was nice to find a window seat on a
sunny day and enjoy the city clacking by.

I knew my car was on its last legs. I’d had it for
over ten years, and the transmission was starting to go. My
boyfriend, Paul, was all for my getting a new one. He didn’t like
my red Cavalier. I think it embarrassed him in some way. He always
offered to drive his car if we were going anywhere. I tried to
explain my attachment to the car to him once, but he didn’t get it.
It was the first thing I’d ever really owned on my own, and was the
first truly expensive thing I’d ever bought and paid for. I’m not
one of those people who get into cars. For me, they’ve always just
been a way to get from point A to point B. I’m also a creature of
habit. My next car was most likely going to be a Cavalier. They’re
good cars that last. I sometimes had the impression Paul wanted me
to get something more expensive and stylish, but that was too
bad.

I looked at my watch as I started to walk up Royal
Street. I was running a little late for my appointment, which is
usually not like me. Then again, I’d been acting like someone else
for a few months. Maybe being in a relationship had changed me. I
hadn’t been in one since college—and that was a long time ago. It
ended badly, with hurt feelings all around, and I didn’t ever want
to go through anything like that again. My memories probably
weren’t completely accurate—there had to have been some good
times. But those memories were gone. It probably hadn’t been as bad
as I remembered it. I’d managed to quit smoking (well, I still
snuck one every now and then), cut back on the pot, and had even
started taking my workouts a lot more seriously.

These changes were all due to Paul Maxwell, my
boyfriend. He didn’t like my smoking, and he really
disapproved of the pot smoking. He was right, of course. You can’t
argue with the Surgeon General. Cigarettes were damaging my health.
And the pot, well—I’d heard it was illegal.

Paul and I had also become workout partners, which I
hadn’t thought I’d like. But it was fun, actually. I’d always
thought my workouts were tough, but they were a piece of cake
compared to Paul’s. He also encouraged me to eat better. Since we
ate most of our meals together, he usually cooked one of his
healthy dishes. I didn’t mind, because my muscles were getting
bigger, I was getting more defined than ever, and my abs were
starting to really show. I liked the way I looked in the mirror
now. My clothes fit in an entirely different but better way. I’ve
always been a pretty big guy—I played scholarship football at LSU
for Christ’s sake—and other guys seemed to like that. But now my
body was becoming hard, solid muscle, and even more people seemed
to take notice. I found women smiling at me on the street or in the
grocery store. I got faster service in the bars. It was pretty
cool.

But every once in a while I really craved a bacon
cheeseburger.

Maybe after this appointment I can go have one at
the Clover Grill, I thought as I dodged a couple of tourists
looking at a map and jabbering in German at each other. The thought
made my mouth water. I haven’t cheated on my diet in a
while, I reasoned, so I’m entitled to a treat. Paul’s
theory of diet included rewarding yourself with something fattening
and bad for you every once in a while, but he never seemed to
indulge, so when I cheated, I did it when he wasn’t around.

Call it diet adultery.

My appointment was at Domino’s, an unopened club on
the 700 block of Bourbon. It had opened briefly during Southern
Decadence, but closed to complete renovations and improvements
immediately after. It was a good location, close to the corner at
St. Ann, which put it in easy walking distance of the gay bars. It
was a dance club trying to go for both the gay and straight
markets. Lots of straight people, mostly women, frequented Oz and
the Parade for their great dance music—but the straight boys stayed
away. Domino’s planned to court straight people who liked to dance
along with some of the gay boys, too.

I was meeting Dominique DuPre, the owner/manager.
She hadn’t said why she needed a private eye when she’d called, but
I was going to find out soon enough. I’d done an Internet search on
her after she made the appointment. She was in her early 30s, had
been divorced fairly recently, and had some moderate success as a
dance music diva. She’d never made the big leagues— like Donna
Summer or Madonna—but she had a big gay following. Her biggest
dance hit was a song called “I Don’t Want You Anymore” which went
to number 5 on the Billboard dance charts. She’d been interviewed
in a gay national glossy, but the article read like the typical
straight celebrity in the gay press interview. She loved her gay
fans, she loved performing in gay bars, and did lots of AIDS
benefits—the typical kind of crap.

I was wearing a pair of black jeans and a yellow
short-sleeved cotton pullover that fit a lot tighter than it used
to. I caught a glimpse of myself in the reflection of a gallery
window,and grinned. My shirts were all getting tight in the chest
and shoulders. I stopped to look at myself for a while, until I saw
that one of the street mimes was watching me. Embarrassed, I dumped
my change into his hat and hurried up Royal.

The guy dressed as a hand grenade was standing in
front of Tropical Isle on the corner of St. Louis and Bourbon,
trying to urge the passing tourists to come in. I always wondered
about that guy. What do you do for fun at night when you spent your
days dressed as a hand grenade? I paused there on the corner for a
minute. The Lucky Dog vendor on another corner was making a chili
dog for a man in a business suit. A beer truck rumbled by followed
by a couple of cabs and a very slow-moving convertible blaring rap
music, and filled with white teenagers—an even mix of boys and
girls. When it went past, I saw it had Mississippi plates. College
kids. They were probably from USM over in Hattiesburg, out playing
hooky for the day in the Quarter. It must be great going to
college in close proximity to New Orleans, I thought with a
grin. I’d escaped down here from Baton Rouge plenty of times.

A woman started to sing into a microphone somewhere
down the block. She was singing an old Aretha Franklin hymn, “Sweet
Bitter Love,” which has always been one of my favorites. The singer
was no Aretha, but her voice ached with pain as she sang every word
in a deep register that was almost a growl. I started to walk in
the direction the suffering voice was coming from, which was the
way I needed to go. As I got closer to Domino’s, the voice grew
louder.

I walked in the front door. Just inside the foyer
there was a door to my left and a hallway directly in front of me.
There were five stairs that led to a window marked CASHIER. That
would be the entrance, then. The door to my left was open,
revealing a room decorated almost entirely in dusty slightly faded
red velvet. I could hear people moving things around. Ignoring the
proper entrance, I went in.

The room was big. Everything was covered with red
velvet; upholstery, walls, even the carpet. The red velvet
wallpaper ran up the wall about six feet from the floor,; it was
faded, torn, and stained. Yellow-painted sheet rock, water-stained
and cracked in places, went the rest of the way to the ceiling. A
dirty black iron chandelier hung from the ceiling in the center of
the room, and cobwebs waved in the air between the sconces. To the
right of the room was a long bar. Behind it, against the mirrors,
glasses and bottles were stacked. There was a guy with really broad
shoulders in a white T-shirt and a long black ponytail shining
glasses and tadding them to the pyramid in front of him. On the
other side of the room two guys holding walkie talkies smoked
cigarettes. Both wore toolbelts which hung below their waists.

Beyond that room was what had to be the dance floor.
It was pitch dark back there. At the far side of the dance floor
was a stage. A woman stood on the stage and sang into a
microphone—hers was the voice I’d heard from the street. She was
tall, dark and rail thin. She wore a knee length tight black skirt
and a black silk sleeveless blouse, with enough buttons open to
expose some cleavage. A spotlight shone directly into her face,
giving it an unearthly glow. Her eyes weren’t open, and her hands
were at her sides as she began to raise her register to make the
bridge, each note came louder and higher than the one before. I
wondered if she’d make it all the way when feedback squawked,
hurting my ears.

“GODDAMNIT!” she screamed into the microphone.
“Can’t you assholes get this right?” She glared up at the wall
above the entryway before jumping off the stage. She tossed the
microphone back onto the stage – a loud “thump” echoed through the
space. She headed directly to the room I was standing in, and her
low black heels clicked on the floor. Her face was furious--eyes
wide, lips compressed into a tight line. She walked to the bar and
drummed her long red fingernails on the shiny wood surface. “Give
me a Wild Turkey, Sly.”

The ponytailed guy poured her half a glass of
bourbon, and noticed me as he put it down in front of her.
“Something I can help you with, bud?” He had an anchor tattooed on
his right forearm, a mermaid on the left. Thick eyebrows over a
broken nose gave him a thuggish look, but his voice was
friendly.

“Maybe.” I stuck my hand out. “My name is Chanse
MacLeod, and I have an appointment with Dominique DuPre.”

“Sly.” He shook my hand, then gestured to the woman.
“You’re looking at her.”

The woman took a long swallow, and closied her eyes
to savor it before she turned to look at me. She was easily six
feet tall, and ber slenderness made her seem taller. Her arched
eyebrows were actually pencilled on. Her eyes were big, round, and
a deep chocolate brown. Her cheekbones were high and hinted at e a
Native American in the bloodline somewhere. Her hair was pulled
back into a tight bun. She had a white rose behind her left ear.
“I’m Dominique DuPre.”

“A pleasure to meet you.” I walked over and shook
her hand.

“You want a drink?” she asked.

“Coke’s fine.” Sly filled up a glass with ice and
squirted Coke out of a hose until the glass was full. He popped a
Maraschino cherry and a straw into my drink, then slid it across to
me.

Dominique gave me a half-smile, saluted me with her
glass, and downed the rest of the Wild Turkey. She closed her eyes
for a moment, then opened them, letting out a satisfied sigh. She
smiled at me. “Self-medication, Mr. MacLeod. Otherwise I’d be
completely insane.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Come on.” She stood up. “Let’s go up to my
apartment.”

I followed her as she walked back across the dance
floor. Almost every step of the way she shouted an order to
whomever she passed. They would nod or give her a thumb’s up and go
back to what they were doing. We walked around the stage and she
opened a door into a hallway behind it. We stepped into a cement
stairwell lit by fluorescent lights, which made the gray walls and
stairs even more depressing. As she started climbing the stairs,
she said, “I suppose I should have this meeting in my office, but I
am fucking starving, and I have to eat something. Care to join me?
I made fresh chicken salad last night.”

I hesitated. That bacon cheeseburger at the Clover
Grill still sounded awfully good, but even with mayonnaise chicken
salad would have a lower fat gram content—ultimately a better
decision. I laughed at myself. Since when did I start caring about
fat grams?

Since Paul started pointing it out to you, that’s
when.

“Yeah, that sounds great, thanks.” Why not? People
tend to open up more over food. And the bacon cheeseburger would
take an additional ten minutes on the Stairmaster at least to burn
off. Yeah, better to have the chicken salad. I hated the goddamned
Stairmaster.

She smiled at me. Her smile was amazing. It was
huge. Her mouth was large,, and when her lips moved into a smile to
reveal large even white teeth it seemed to almost take over her
face. She smiled with her teeth apart, making the allusion of a
shark’s mouth even stronger. There was no menace in her smile,
though, just joy. She seemed to be the kind of woman who liked to
smile and liked to laugh loudly, long and hard.

We climbed up past two landings. It was a long way
up and the stairs were steep. My calves were starting to burn a
little bit, and my breath was coming a little shallower. She showed
no signs of slowing the higher we climbed. She bounced from step to
step— and in heels, no less. Her butt swung out with each movement,
first to once side, then the other. She waited for me at the top.
“It’s quite a climb,” she said charitably when I finally dragged
myself up the last step.

I just nodded, humbled, as I caught my breath. I
thought I was in better shape than that. She unlocked a large,
warehouse-style door, and swung it out and open. She flicked a
switch, and light filled a cavernous space. The floor was hard
wood, polished to a shining mirror’s surface. The overhead lighting
came from four wrought iron chandeliers—each with little
flame-shaped bulbs that hung in a straight line from one end of the
loft to the other. The blades of ceiling fans began to rotate
creating an artificial breeze. Various pieces of unmatched
furniture were strewn around the room; there had been no visible
attempt at feng shui. A loveseat was under a small window facing
the river. A black leather couch with several worn spots in it was
in the middle of the room and a couple of boxes in front of it
apparently served as a coffee table. An ashtray, a couple of dirty
plates, empty soda cans, and newspaper pages were scattered on top
of them. Boxes and cartons were stacked in groupings that betrayed
no sort of order. Some open boxes lay on their sides spilled out
clothing, towels or sheets. In one corner there was a wrought iron
bed half hidden by a Chinese screen with a fire dragon design in
red, black,and orange emblazoned on it. In another spot was a white
screen with several lighting instruments in front of it. A lone bar
stool stood crookedly in front of the screen, as though it were
waiting for someone to pose on it. Dominique’s shoes clicked on the
hardwood as she walked over to a little kitchenette area.

There was a stack of framed prints leaning against
one wall. The print in front was a black and white photograph of a
nude man with rippling muscles sitting sideways on the crooked
stool as he brushed through his hair with his right hand. His head
was tilted back, which made his abdominal muscles rigid as a
washboard. His legs were strong and muscular, and just a wisp of
pubic hair peeked above his hip. His front foot balanced on one of
the rungs and the other hung to the floor. But the most arresting
thing about the photograph was the model’s eyes. Wide open and
staring at the camera over his near shoulder with an air of
nonchalant innocence, they were luminous and almond shaped and
framed by long lashes that curled slightly. The eyes seemed to
stare into my soul.

“Those aren’t his real eyelashes.” Dominique handed
me a plate with a sandwich cut in half and surrounded by a handful
of potato chips. A lengthwise slice of pickle nestled on the far
edge of the plate. She laughed. “Everyone falls in love with his
eyelashes, but they’re false. I applied and curled them myself.
Something to drink? I have beer, whiskey, iced tea, or Diet
Coke.”

“Iced tea.” She poured me a glass, then grabbed her
own plate and led me to a small wrought iron table with a glass
top. We sat down. “Did you take the picture?”

“Yeah. Photography is a kind of hobby of mine, a
different way to express myself and be creative other than music.”
She took a bite from her sandwich and peered at me. “You’ve got an
interesting face. I’d like to photograph you sometime.” She reached
across the table and grasped my face by the chin, turning it one
way, then the other.

I was flattered. “I might take you up on that
sometime.” Wait’ll I tell Paul, I thought to myself. Paul
was a good-looking man. Whenever we went out, people hit on him,
tried to buy him drinks, grabbed his ass, or touched his biceps.
Nobody ever seemed to notice me when Paul was around. And Paul
could be a little mean sometimes. Well, not mean, but
unintentionally thoughtless. Even when he told me I looked good,
there was always a criticism involved. “Those pants look great on
you,” he’d say, “and just think how great they’ll look when we
tighten your butt up some more.”

So this was kind of a minor triumph. I wasn’t
that ugly.

She let go of my face and smiled. “Let me know.” She
winked at me. “Anyway, you’re probably wondering why I called
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