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Tuckage. That was all Latrine could feel. Her package was tucked and pulled so tight she believed she had a vagina. It was the drag queen version of method acting, and she proudly was the Meryl Streep of the drag world at that moment. She had to accept it as truth to quell the anticipation and the uncertainty of the evening. By morning, not only would she have made her debut stateside, but she’d also be named the newest Countess of Central Florida. 

Her anxiety was not helped by her husband’s tardiness. They needed to get to the club. Latrine understood selling tickets at the basketball arena could be keeping him a little longer, but punctuality wasn’t his strongest quality anyway. If he dared to present a pair of courtside seats as redemption, they’d be ripped up on the spot. There were more important matters to attend to, and no ticket to a game with bouncing balls not biologically attached to a human body was going to relieve her frustration. She was only half-made up and half-coiffed—nowhere near the enchanting goddess necessary to thrill the crowd and the judges. Each second of time that passed felt like a sequin falling from her gown.

Latrine stood as close to the main road as possible so Peyton wouldn’t have to waste time pulling into the parking lot outside their flat. The chorus of crickets and critters native to the balmy Florida landscape forced Latrine to stand squarely on the asphalt, even if it meant having to dodge oncoming traffic. A diva simply did not wait beside the road in the uncut grass for fear of venomous snakes or long-tailed lizards or rabid raccoons. Her shiny red-pleather platform heels seemed to glow, their iridescence increasing in intensity. 

Two twinkling beacons of hope set against a dark, moonlit sky headed in her direction. It was Peyton’s van, careening around the bend in the road. He leaned forward over the steering wheel as if to add a few extra pounds of inertia to impel it forward.

The van’s brakes screamed and shrieked. 

“What took you so long?” 

Peyton rolled down his window. “For fuck’s sake. Get in.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Latrine with an edge of facetiousness. She climbed into the back of the van and planted herself in front of her vanity. Peyton slammed on the accelerator, throwing her off the back of her stool, legs thrust up overhead. Fortunately, her makeup was tucked away in a proper bin, or it’d be strewn about from Peyton’s recklessness.

“Love, can you be careful driving? I have to be precise here.” Latrine climbed back onto her stool and tried to focus. 

“We’re running late,” he shouted from the front of the van.

“I know we are.”

“You should be mostly dressed.”

“I am, but these finishing touches require precision.”

Latrine looked at herself in the mirror at her vanity, soft lights illuminating her face. A clothing rack with an unimpressive few outfits hung pathetically in the background. The hangers slid back and forth across the stainless steel bar as Peyton drove. Her nerves simmered just below the surface of her concealer. Peyton had been telling her all week she had the capacity to win. She had the right dress, the right wig, the right song, and on top of it all, the right heels. She rifled through her makeup kit as it trembled from Peyton’s tense driving. For a moment, she couldn’t be sure if the shaking was all in her mind—her vision obscured by her own anxiety. She applied her eyeliner, casting sideways glances at Peyton as he drove.

She had to let go of their tardiness and give him all her trust. He was her rock. Someone she could look up to, despite his height. Peyton was a pygmy Teddy Graham in a jar of gingerbread men. He was a shriveled chick pea in a crate of organic brown eggs. He was a mini-whisky bottle on a shelf of wholesale bulk carafes. She would never tell him that though. He was known to bite. 

They met in Glasgow at an underground club. He wasn’t put off that she was from Edinburgh, even with there being the presumption that people from the capital always thought themselves better than everyone else. Latrine accepted his being a Weegee—a Glaswegian—and didn’t hold it against him. They were compatible in other ways. He was a great top, especially after he’d been drinking. Their liquor cabinet was always stocked and ready to go. 

Latrine smiled to herself as she applied her mascara, just as the van dipped into a pothole. A frantic glance in the mirror revealed a smear angling out of one eyelid like Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra. She wiped the cake of makeup from her face with a gentle cloth, reapplying with a more ginger touch and compensating for any sudden dips in the road. She looked down at her rainbow of lip colors and decided on red. Bright red. Eye-catching red. 

With a more lingering look in the mirror, her cheeks were sculpted into sharp crags perched high above a glen. Her coiffed red wig was nestled upon her head, wavy tresses hugging her shoulders like a warm blanket. But no wig, no rouge, no drag queen would be perfect without applying the pièce de résistance.

Glitter.

Latrine loved glitter. Every gay she knew loved glitter. What gay didn’t? 

“Are you throwing that glitter shit again?” Peyton asked.

“Just a wee bit.”

“That’s right. Just a wee bit only.”

“Are we almost there?” She said to deflect his attention, tossing some extra sprinkles across her upper chest. 

“Almost.”

When Peyton stopped at a traffic light, he peered into the rear view mirror. Latrine stared back at them. His eyes were as blue as Loch Lomond on a clear summer day.  Isolated in the rectangular frame, they caught Latrine’s attention like in a Salvador Dalí painting. The skin on the back of his neck—rare fine porcelain on which to serve a sugary scone. His hair—a golden mane of barley cropped above his ears.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

Latrine’s heart blushed. She could feel his appreciation of the time and effort it took to get to that level of beauty, rising from the dull depths of the ordinary Scotsman he married and metamorphosing into a dramatic drag queen. 

“You really think so?”

“You’re going to rip the place a new arsehole.”

Before Latrine could thank him for the compliment, he slammed on the gas, forcing her to brace herself. She grabbed her wig, glancing in the mirror to see if it was crooked. A slight adjustment and it was ready to go. As the van rounded a corner, she peered out the front windshield. The colored neon

ofthe Parliament House cast rainbow hues into the van. Her stomach dropped, and the well of gastric juices boiled in her gut. Her body trembled so hard her press-on nails chirped like an orchestra of crickets. 

The van passed a bunch of parked cars outside what looked like motel rooms. They rounded a corner, and a lakeside beach was visible. Peyton slammed on the brakes. Latrine nearly vomited. 

“We’re here.” Like a gentleman, Peyton hurried to the rear

of the van to open the door. The multicolored lights heralded

the arrival of Latrine, front-lighting her like she was a top 

model during Fashion Week. He held out his arm like he was Leo and Latrine was that bitch Kate descending an opulent staircase 

on the HMS Titanic. That was how she felt. She didn’t care 

that the ship sank. With Peyton by her side, she was the Unsinkable Latrine. Confidence coursed through her veins, neutralizing the gastric magma chamber in her gut. The calming presence and reassurance of Peyton was a lighthouse forever guiding her to shore.

“Will you hurry the fuck up already?” When she stepped off the van, Peyton yanked her by the arm so hard she almost ate the pavement. Latrine compensated with a large step forward on her ten-centimeter stiletto heels, trying to keep upright for fear of falling. One slip, and the queens would impale her with snickers and gossip in a massacre worse than Glencoe. Her career would be over before it even started. 

Parliament House was a gay resort—the tacky offspring of a motel fucking a club. Peyton led her toward the motel portion, which was on the unfortunate path to the club area. The pulsing sound of dance music shook the ground, filling their anticipatory silence with distracting rhythms. Latrine’s insides warred with each wobbly step. Her body didn’t know whether to be nervous or excited. Confidence versus chaos. She knew that once she hit that stage, she would be performing before an American crowd for the very first time. If she did well, she could win the competition. If she won, she would get to move on to Duchess Regionals. Then maybe Nationals. She could be the next Grand Dame.

They reached the outdoor courtyard of the motel. Thunderous music shot them in the ears. They stopped and looked out at the throngs of gay men clad in minimal attire. Peyton glanced up at Latrine.

“Are you ready to push through?” 

She swallowed and took a deep breath. “I’m ready. Get me to that stage.”

***
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Peyton hadn’t really gotten the chance to take her in. Her efforts paid off. His pride beamed as she strutted in her stilettos, one step at a time. It actually looked like she was concentrating with each step, like she was trying to keep from falling over in her insanely high heels. He knew she’d shock the judges—not from her outfit—but because of her beauty. Her hazel eyes popped when she wore that eyeliner. She was tall and slender, just the right proportions to be a winning queen.

Parliament House was a madhouse. Gays everywhere. Gays on the dance floor. Gays in the bathroom. Gays at the bar. You need a drink? There’s a gay for that. You need your cigarette lit? There’s a gay for that. You need your arse wiped? There’s a gay for that. Fucking. Gays. Everywhere. Peyton knew Latrine was going to win and reign over all of them. They’d be her subjects. Queen Latrine. All hail the Queen.

They entered a gated area with a swimming pool, packed with shirtless gays busy sipping their vodkas in Red Bull in their designer swimming apparel. They entered another building and walked through a tacky bar with pec-tacular bartenders trying to keep the thirsty packs intoxicated, yet hydrated. The entire club seemed to be laced with the same scent wafting through the air—a smell that was a foul mix of sauerkraut, body odor, and forgotten dreams. Some gays stared them down as they passed. Peyton couldn’t tell if they were giving them the stink eye or checking them out. American gays seemed different, tougher to read.

They passed through a hall with ceiling-to-floor mirrors on both sides, and a few twinks compared the size of their ribcages, all in a competition, it seemed, to determine who looked the most anorexic. A sign pointed them to the famous Footlight Theatre. Peyton thought a queue had formed 

before the theatre’s entrance, but it was just a mob of gays loitering outside the doors. Fortunately, they made like an overeager bottom’s ass crack and parted at the obvious royalty coming through. After dodging many inebriated men down the side aisle of the theatre, they finally reached the backstage area.

The curtains were a glittery tinsel, the fecal droppings of a disco ball on stage. Peyton was repulsed. He saw Latrine was enamored by the shimmering lights being reflected, her head looking in all directions like they were in the gay Sistine Chapel. His attention was diverted by the booming baritone of the emcee talking to the audience. They approached the wings to take a look, but a hand reached out to stop them. Peyton locked eyes with a black woman, a real woman—or at least, he thought she was a real woman.

“Who’s this?” Miss Black Woman asked.

“I’m Latrine Dion. I’m competing tonight,” said Latrine.

“And you?” Miss Black Woman looked at Peyton. She had her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail, far too simple for even the local contest of the Grand Dame Competition. She wore a black t-shirt that said Security. Why she couldn’t at least cut up the t-shirt into a crop top? He hated her but masked his distaste.

“I’m her husband and manager, Peyton Dingwall.”

“She missed her place, Dingwall.” 

“I’m sorry. What’s your name?” asked Peyton.

“Duffy MacDuff. You Irish?”

“Scottish,” the both of them replied.

“Fucking Irish,” said Peyton under his breath. “Why does everyone think we’re Irish?” Being stereotyped as gay was fine, but being stereotyped as Irish made him want to spit nails.

“Competition started thirty minutes ago. She missed her place.” Duffy turned and watched the stage, her arms folded.

“You have to do something,” Latrine said to Peyton.

“You’re always the damsel in fucking distress.” Peyton tapped on Duffy’s shoulder. “Let me talk to the boss.”

“You’ll have to wait.” She pointed to a giant black queen on stage. Peyton stared at her. He finally matched the commanding voice with that of the thing dancing on stage. Twatla Tharp wasn’t a man—at that moment. She was wearing a form-fitting tweety-bird yellow evening gown that accentuated a very big pair of fake titties. Her hair was a shitheap of curls pouring out of a tiara so big it looked like her head would collapse from the pressure. She had yellow nails like lemonade ice-picks and was adorned with costume jewelry that made the Crown Jewels look unimpressive.  

Peyton looked at Latrine as she stared at the stage in awe. As he followed her gaze back to Twatla, he finally honed in on what she was saying to the crowd. 

“Give it up, ya’ll. Give it up for Miss Ina Godda the Diva.” 

Twatla sashayed off stage. Peyton saw his chance. He could run over and chat her up while the next queen performed. But just as he was about to make a mad dash for her, the music started, and he froze. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He looked at Latrine. She was dumbfounded. Ina Godda the Diva was so fierce, so daring, so fabulous, you couldn’t keep your eyes off of her. 

Standing at what looked like six feet tall in heels, she wore a sheer navy blue kimono with a faint pattern embroidered over the boob area, resembling a bonsai tree. Her jet black wig was pulled up into a large bun, impaled by a pair of chrome chopsticks and a strange black rod.  

Within the first few bars of music, Peyton could tell what it was. Ina Godda the Diva flailed her body around to the bass of Cyndi Lauper’s “She Bop.” With each beat, she contorted her body into moves resembling a Kabuki show. To say the audience loved it would be an understatement. The gays jumped up and down like it was a free concert in Hyde Park. Within a minute of the song, Ina Godda the Diva ripped open her kimono to reveal a pair of silicon-enhanced breasts. Her nipples were obscured by a pair of mirrored pasties, miniature disco balls that refracted the light like lasers shooting from her boobs. 

Latrine gasped—a sound she likely couldn’t control.

Whenever Cyndi squealed the title of the song in her chorus, Ina Godda spread her legs and covered her mouth as if she were a geisha Minnie Mouse. With a slight Japanese bow, she reached into her wig, threw the chopsticks off stage and grabbed the black rod, collapsing her wig into flowing black tresses that whipped around her. The black rod, it turned out, was a fan, which she unfurled and incorporated into the routine. She fanned herself, twirling it in intricate moves, weaving it under and over her body. Peyton wished she would just shove a cork between her legs and end the song already. The craning of his neck to see if Twatla was on the other side of the stage caused a dull pain.

It was obvious to Peyton that Latrine enjoyed watching Ina Godda the Diva the way the Scottish Rugby League would enjoy Braveheart after they’d drunk twelve pints each. He knew he needed to snap some sense into her. “You okay?” 

“I’m fine. Just nervous.”

“You should be,” Duffy added. 

Peyton turned away from her and rolled his eyes. Shut the 

fuck up, Duffy. As the music ended, Twatla assumed her position on stage. 

“Give it up for Miss Ina Godda the Diva, ya’ll!” she said. 

The crowd roared, and dollar bills flew at the stage. 

Fuck yes, Peyton thought. They throw money at you?

Ina Godda bent down to pick up her tips. Peyton noticed a couple of gays down front swipe a dollar bill off the stage, out of the eyeline of Ina Godda. With that, Duffy darted out from backstage, leaping into the audience and grabbing the two bastards by the collar. He could hear her demand for them to put it back. One of the gays held up the stolen dollar up to Ina Godda. She made a show of opening the fan, closing it, and smacking him on the head with it.

“That’s my girl, Duffy. Give it up for my wife Duffy, ya’ll. Keeping everything all lawful and shit up in here,” Twatla said. 

The crowd threw an enthusiastic cheer Twatla’s way, but her voice sliced right through it.

“Judges, can we see the score for Miss Ina Godda the Diva?”

The judges held up a 9.5, 9.5, 9.6, 9.7, and 9.6. Peyton looked at Latrine, and she took a deep breath with a dour look on her face. He grabbed her hand.

“I will get you on that stage. You’re getting all perfect

tens, okay?”

She managed a smile as Twatla’s voice let out another thunderous roar.

“And now, queens, ladies, bears, daddies, twinks, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. We have for you a sexy bitch. This bitch is so sexy we didn’t even want her near this stage because she’d burn it down, ya’ll. But she made us an offer we couldn’t refuse, so give it up for Miss Cunny Corleone!”

Twatla exited left to the other side of the stage again. Peyton considered just running across the stage to talk to her before the next performer started, but he was too late. Cunny Corleone strolled out on stage in a skin-tight leather jumpsuit and corset, holding her fake boobs in place like a vice. He couldn’t believe she had actual real fake titties. And her heels. They had spurs on the backs of them, like she was ready to sheer off the hands of the poor bugger that got to bag her for the night whenever he grabbed her legs in the spread eagle position. Zippers and chrome chains that would make even a dominatrix cower covered the leather jumpsuit. Her blonde extensions were tied up into a high pony-tail, flinging around her head like yellow mistletoe flapping in the wind. She kind of looked like if “Blonde Ambition” Madonna fucked “Human Nature” Madonna. Not surprisingly, her song was “Ray of Light.” Peyton wanted to smack her and tell her to get her Madonna decades right. That song was after she had Lourdes. Every gay knew that.

Latrine looked on, folding her arms. Cunny tossed her hair back and forth and around again like a leather-clad maypole. She performed what looked like Olympic-level figure skating with simply her ponytail. Her hair took off for a triple lutz, swung behind her and threw in a triple toe loop for good measure. It was some serious haireography. How she didn’t topple over from dizziness in those heels was a silver-medal feat—silver because Latrine would take the gold.

Peyton turned away from the athletic carousel of hair to see Twatla stroll by. Seeing his chance, he crept over to her as she picked up a clipboard. 

“Twatla?”

No answer. She didn’t look up either.

“Ms. Tharp?” 

“I’m listening.”

“Latrine is here.” 

“Oh how nice,” she said with attitude.

“We know she missed her place.”

“Damn straight, she did. If she was still performing, she’d be docked five points.”

Peyton leaned into her. She backed up slightly, like she might catch a bad case of the Scots. He whispered, “You know, I put aside some season tickets at the arena for you. It’s going to be quite the season. Wouldn’t you like to see every game? They’ve got your name all over them.”

She looked at him for a moment, causing his knees to quiver with anticipation.

“One for Duffy too?”

Peyton hated the name Duffy. It was daffy. “One for

Duffy too.” 

“Courtside?”

“Courtside.” 

“She can go last, but remember, I’m the encore.”

“And she gets to keep the five points?”

“Fine. Whatever.” Twatla stormed away as Cunny’s rays of light dimmed. Thoughts about how Twatla never once said there’d be a penalty for showing up late rushed through his head, but he wouldn’t question her. Not when Latrine was back in the game. He strolled over to Latrine who looked frozen with fear. He flashed a smile at her, hoping to thaw her out. 

“Love? You’re in.”

“I’m in?”

“Last one before the encore.” Peyton could see the color returning to Latrine’s face, her nerves kicked off the field like an old deflated football. He could see the spirit revive in

her. He was proud. She was ready to take the stage and make it her own. 

“You think I can take Countess?”

“Tomorrow we’ll pick out your gown for Duchess Regionals.”

***
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Latrine looked out at the judges holding up Cunny’s score. She got a 9.4, 9.5, 9.4, 9.4, and a 9.3. Cunny didn’t quite stick the landing, apparently. A smile crept across Latrine’s face.

Peyton gave her a nudge. “You’re on. Show them what the Scottish can do.”

Latrine waited for Twatla’s introduction. She couldn’t tell exactly what she was saying. It was all a muffled blur. But when she finished, Latrine strutted out onto the stage and struck her opening pose.  

***
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As Twatla passed Latrine walking out on to the stage, she could tell her knees were about ready to buckle. She knew Latrine was new to it all. Her years of experience had given her a sense of smell for bitches like her. Latrine had barely mastered the art of walking in heels, but compared to the other queens competing, she was an amateur. Amateurs just didn’t make Countess. They didn’t deserve it, and furthermore, they’d be an embarrassment at Duchess Regionals. Sure, she let her perform, but she was staunch in her belief that Latrine wouldn’t be winning. She could make that happen too. The judges were on her side. They didn’t know about Latrine’s thinking she was hot shit and how she couldn’t be bothered to show up on time to her first competition. But they would if it were necessary.

Twatla hated all the pretty little white queens who thought they ruled the world. She hated how they sauntered about, thinking they were all creative and shit, and then they’d go ahead and turn in a mediocre performance to a mediocre song in a mediocre dress. She was sick of how they all thought they didn’t have to work hard because they naturally looked feminine in drag. They all got to take their makeup off, revealing their gleaming baby faces like the Karate Kid. Then they walked around the club looking to land a sugar daddy for the night. Latrine was just another one of them. An entitled bitch.

Twatla looked at Duffy when she got back to the wings, their eyes smiling at each other, knowing Latrine looked terrible. From behind, they could see just a mass of sheer red-tulle bustle and a mop of teased ginger hair like you’d see in a Glamour Shot in Texas, circa 1991. The girl looked tragic. 

“You were nice when you announced her,” Duffy whispered.

“She didn’t deserve it,” said Twatla. “By the way, we have courtside seats for the season at the Pillsbury Scones Arena.” 

“How did you...?” 

Twatla didn’t respond. She just looked at the stage and nodded. That was all Duffy needed. She smiled, tossing a glance back. Only she didn’t lock eyes with Twatla again. Her eye caught someone else. 

Twatla turned around to see who the distraction was. It was Detective Ross, Duffy’s cop partner. 

“You made it,” she said. 

Ross was almost stark naked save for a pair of square-cut Aussie Bum trunks. You’d think with a body like his, he’d walk more like he was on a runway, but he didn’t. He walked like his ass was having an allergic reaction to them, completely out of his suit-and-tie element. He stood before Duffy, kind of hunched over, his arms crossed over his chest. It was clear he wanted to crawl into a ditch and curl up in the fetal position. 

“I knew you had abs under that uniform, Ross,” Duffy said with a hint of lust. Twatla wasn’t happy. She could see Duffy’s eyes dropping to his sculpted stomach with sideways glances at the peaks of his biceps. Twatla looked around to see if anyone else saw the display of her wife ogling another man, but every queen backstage seemed to be glancing at his arms too.

Duffy reached out her hand, and, in slow motion, counted the number of abs rippling across his stomach. Twatla grabbed her arm and relocated it to her chest.

“Are my tits straight?”

Ross looked up. “Wow. I didn’t even recognize you. You

look great.”

“This old thing?” Twatla softened a bit, content in his acknowledgement of her beauty.

The crowd’s cheers crescendoed. They all turned around to see Latrine Dion, flailing about onstage to Celine’s rendition of “I Drove All Night.” She was driving the crowd nuts. Twatla scoffed at the song choice, thinking to herself that Cyndi Lauper did it better. The dress looked ridiculous from the back, but the front was actually impressive with its sequin patterns in the form of some Celtic dragon. It flew up like Marilyn on a subway grate when she started pirouetting across the stage. Her hair whipped around her as a protective shield from the tornadic winds generated from the centrifugal force. Her bracelets dangled and clanked to the beat. The smile on her face grunted with Scottish pride, as if she had just inked a deal to grant their independence and she was sticking it to the English. For a moment, an ever-so-brief moment, Twatla was slightly intimidated.

As the song grinded to its final bars, Latrine threw her hands up into a final pose and bowed. Money flew onto the stage as those queens welcomed a new brand of scotch to the US of A. Twatla hated scotch. 

Just as Latrine bowed and started picking up her tips, her boy Peyton dashed out onto the stage to help. Twatla grabbed Ross’s arm and nodded toward the stage. Ross darted out to grab Peyton, seeming to pick him up by the collar. It was like watching a mangy cat dangling an unruly kitten from its mouth. Latrine took her final bow. And then another. And then another.

Until Twatla marched out onto the stage. “Can we have the scores for Miss Latrine Dion?”

***
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The judges held up a 9.5, 9.6, and three 9.7s. Latrine knew that was enough to top Ina Godda the Diva and Cunny Corleone, and she shrieked internally. Assuming they scored higher than the queens who performed earlier, Latrine had it in the bag. She blew kisses to the judges and waved to the crowd.

“Beat it bitch. It’s my turn.” Twatla had the mic down by her side as she nudged Latrine to the side.

Latrine scurried off stage and threw her arms around Peyton. She had come to America with a dream, one she was making come true.

***
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Duffy glanced over at her as she was hugging her runt of a husband. She towered over him as they kissed, and she wanted to give her a swift kick to the knees to knock her down to his level. She shook her head to snap out of it, realizing Twatla was on.

Duffy loved watching Twatla perform. It was why she married her. She was a stud in the bedroom and a diva on the stage. Not many girls got to try on dresses with their wife, stop at the makeup counter for a makeover with their wife, and then make it home in time for the Bucs game—with their husband. They even got victory mani-pedis after each win. It was the best of both worlds.

Twatla struck her opening pose on stage, and the music started: Whitney Houston’s “Million Dollar Bill.” A few gay squeals of delight over the opening chords assured Duffy that Twatla had them in the palm of her bedazzled hand. Yellow was definitely her color. She worked that parakeet-yellow dress like it was a Chinese finger trap, slinking and stretching her taut frame into place. The color popped against her milk-chocolate skin. She was a Mr. Goodbar waiting to be unwrapped. 

The music pulsed. Some of the gays in the audience thrust one hand in the air, as Ms. Houston commanded. Duffy watched as her girl worked it. She involuntarily tossed her hands into the air too, shaking her hips to the beat, taken by the grooves cut deep into the echoing chambers of Whitney’s voice. Twatla made her feel like a million dollar bill. Duffy looked around backstage as the queens all danced along to it. Duffy grooved on over to Ross and grabbed his hand, forcing him to move his hips. A small smile flashed over his stern face. She wanted him to let go for once. They weren’t cops at that moment. The seriousness should be left at work.

“He’s really good,” he said.

“She,” said Duffy. “She’s my wife.”

“She.” 

On stage, Twatla waved her arms in the air like the best R & B divas did, painting the notes with her hands. The song even told her what to do with her hands, and Twatla knew how to listen when Ms. Houston told her what to do. And those notes. Those powerful belting notes delineated by her precise interpretive choreography. If Whitney’s voice was the closest thing to God on Earth, then Twatla ensured everyone she was really the second coming, sashaying and twerking in her glamorous gown. Twatla was the only queen who could sing about a million dollar bill but look more like a billion while doing it.

The music reached its breathtaking final bars. Duffy anticipated the adulation, the undying adulation of their gays. She never tired of seeing the way they showered Twatla with cheers and with praise. As Whitney belted her last note, she struck her final pose. But to Duffy’s surprise, only a polite clap of gratitude replaced the normal thunderous applause. Twatla was their comfort food—their den mother. Without her, that club and community were nothing. Duffy couldn’t figure out what was wrong with her gays. That performance was fierce. She could tell the subtle applause left Twatla uneasy. 

Twatla took her bow unfazed and then walked offstage and down to the judges’ table in the front row. Duffy could see her whispering to them in an ad hoc meeting. She always knew when Twatla was being serious because she’d clenched her fists when she talked. There, down by her sides, were her fists, gripping tightly. The judges smiled at her, scribbling some notes as she spoke.

Duffy cast a glance over at Latrine and Peyton. Latrine smiled a big toothy grin, which was surprisingly not as fucked up looking as the rest of her peoples’ when they opened their mouths. To the satisfaction of those two Scottish expatriates, Twatla headed back on stage to lead the program into its finale: The awarding of the title of Countess.  

“Thank you, Ladies and Ladies,” Twatla said. She was always so generous to her subjects. They needed to appreciate her more.

“Thank you,” she continued, “That was fun. I know what you’re all waiting for. Ya’ll’s waiting to hear who wins the title of Duchess for our region, aren’t ya’ll?” The crowd went wild. She definitely knew how to bring the crowd back to her. “Well, wait no further. Can we have all ten contestants to the stage, please?”

Peyton grabbed Latrine’s hand. She looked down at him. He smiled at her and stood on his tip toes to kiss her. It was kind of a cute gesture coming from a garden gnome. Latrine glided over to the stage in her heels, trying to hide the strain of being an amateur queen in four-inch stilettos. She took her place in the lineup, and it was complete. Duffy lamented how similar the queens were. Not one of them stood out as unique. They all kind of looked the same: Big hair, big dresses, big egos. Couldn’t one of them wear a freaking understated pantsuit? She longed for a queen to emulate Barbara Walters.

Duffy pointed Detective Ross over to the flowers and sashes since he was the objectified male for the night. When Twatla announced the runners up, he was responsible for draping the sashes and handing them flowers. It was supposed to be a fun job, but it was clear he wasn’t too comfortable. It took a bribe of Starbucks for a month to get him to agree to do it.

“It has been a fabulous night,” said Twatla. “And each and every one of these ten ladies has performed their hearts out, and no matter what happens, we have a lovely gift basket for each of you backstage. Tonight, you’re all winners. But I know you all have your eyes on the big prize, so let’s not wait any further and get right down to business, shall we? Now, I’m going to announce our two runners up and then the judge’s choice for our local Countess. Remember that our Countess and the first runner-up get to move on to the Duchess Regional Finals in Tampa. The top five Duchesses move on to the National Grand Dame Competition. So, our second runner up, who will also serve as an alternate choice if anything should happen to our Countess or our first runner up is...”

Ross strolled onstage and handed her an envelope. She 

smiled at him.

“Thank you, Detective Rossie,” she announced. “This is Rossie, everybody. Strike a pose, Rossie-poo.” 

Ross stared daggers at her.

“Isn’t Ross cute, ya’ll? I think he just needs a little encouragement.”

A few catcalls erupted from the audience. Ross’s glare softened as he walked off stage. As the catcalls faded, Twatla ripped 

open the envelope.

“Our second runner up is... Miss Latrine Dion!” 

A polite applause. Perhaps a little confusion. Latrine looked completely shocked. Ross regaled her with a sash and pink roses as she tried to feign a smile. Duffy wished she could smack some manners into her. Peyton spouted off more “fucks” than a dude with Tourettes. Twatla smirked at Latrine before taking a deep cleansing breath.

“Thank you, Rossie. Can we get a little booty shake?”

“No.”

“Aww, Rossie ain’t playing nice, ya’ll.”

Shouts of “boo” from the audience forced Ross to hurry off the stage.

“I should just get my own Starbucks this month,” he told Duffy after he returned to the wings.

“Just take it in stride. It’s a compliment. If the gays like you, you’re hot. If they don’t, then that’s when you need to be worried.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t want to feel violated, that’s all.” 

“Oh no. You’re onstage. They’ll worship you while you’re on stage. You only get violated if you go on the dance floor dressed like that.”

“Oh.”

Twatla opened the envelope. “And our first runner up, the lady who will be joining our Countess to represent us in the Duchess Regionals Competition in Tampa is... Miss 

Cunny Corleone!”

Cunny shrieked in genuine excitement, her ponytail wagging with glee. Ross placed a sash on her and handed her a bouquet of yellow roses. Cunny was super-gracious. Ross headed offstage and picked up the next envelope.

“And now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Rossie, the envelope,” 

Ross handed Twatla the envelope before facing the audience and making his pecs dance. 

“Oh, okay,” Twatla said, surprised. “Work it, boy.”

The crowd squealed with delight before he exited. Twatla opened the envelope and looked up at all ten of the contestants. Latrine’s face wore a nonplussed scowl. 

“The honor and title of Countess, who will join our first runner up in representing our region as they compete for the title of Duchess and the winner of $5,000 to spend on gowns and glitter and whatever the hell else us queens need to get all glammed up is...”

The pause seemed to go on for an eternity.

“Miss Ina Godda the Diva!”

The crowd gave a mixed reaction. Definitely some confusion, but Duffy knew the right person had won. Latrine missed her spot. It was only fair. And Ina Godda was better and would put the money to good use anyway. Latrine could try again the next year, so she could wipe that sour look off her face. Peyton needed to shut up and take a Xanax.

Onstage, Ross placed the sash over Ina Godda and the crown on her head. He handed her a dozen red roses. Ina Godda curtsied before her subjects. The applause got warmer. 

***
[image: ]


Ina Godda the Diva ran her dainty hands along Detective Ross’s abdominal muscles as he handed her a bouquet of crimson-colored roses, not at all surprised she’d won. She was steadfast in her belief that no queen in that room had ever done what she had done on that stage. She had transformed Cyndi Lauper’s “She-bop” into a legendary routine that sat on the shelf alongside her other winning performances. 

As Ina Godda the Diva sauntered down the runway with her tiara, her sash, and her bouquet, she was reminded of just how powerful she had become in Orlando. The veneration of her fans. The appreciation from the judges. The reverence from her fellow contestants of whom she was reciprocally grateful. They were healthy competition to keep her on point, but in the end, she wasn’t going to feel guilty about winning again. The strongest and most creative queen to represent the community at the Duchess Regionals had won again. There, she’d compete alongside queens who were actually at her caliber and could provide her with the challenge she deserved: a challenge she would meet and overcome. 

***
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Latrine leaned down to give him a hug, but he didn’t seem to be in the hugging mood. He fumed. All the queens congratulated Ina Godda, kissing her arse since she was the new reigning Countess and they were her vassals. Someone even curtsied. 

“Bloody unfair.” Peyton was ready to spit nails. “I heard how they cheered for you. I saw your scores. They were way better than hers. Did you see the look on the judges’ faces?”

Latrine heard what Peyton was saying, but her attention had been diverted over to Twatla, who whispered something to Duffy. Whatever it was piqued Duffy’s interest. She released a laugh, covering her mouth and casting a sideways glance over at Latrine. As Twatla and Duffy slapped hands, Latrine felt her heart sinking, confident the gesture reflected the extent to which she’d been screwed.

“Those buggers.” Latrine noticed Peyton had his eye on 

them too.

“Fucking wankers, the both of them.”

Latrine just couldn’t understand why she lost. Perhaps it was jealousy. Maybe they were mad she got the biggest applause. Maybe it was because the judges definitely liked her better than anyone else in the competition, including the terrible performance Twatla gave at the end. Maybe they were mad because she had the bollocks to perform to Celine—the world’s greatest diva.

“I can’t believe this. We need to smack down the fucking cunts.” His voice was throaty and tense.

“Keep your head, Peyton.” 

“I am keeping my bloody head. You know you want to bash their fucking skulls in for doing whatever they did.” Beads of sweat formed on his brow.

“I guess I’ll have to wait until next year.” 

“They stole that title from you. Ina Godda and Twatla. It was all a conspiracy. I know it.”

“This has taken a lot of energy. I’m done in.” She figured a warm bath at home would help.

“I’m not done in. I want to give them what they deserve.”

“Can’t we talk about this some other time?” 

“How about we go get your gift basket and fuck with them a wee bit first.”

The gift basket. She’d forgotten about that. Latrine took solace she at least got something. Since cash was out of the question, a lovely basket of spa gift certificates, bath oils, and the like would be an adequate booby prize—if indeed those were actually in it. Peyton took her by the hand and led her over to a cramped dressing room with unflattering fluorescent lighting. Some of the other contestants transformed themselves from their magical stage personas to streetwalker-goddess apparel for the predictable purpose of clubbing into the wee hours. Ina Godda, clad in a pink satin bathrobe and a wigcap, removed her false eyelashes in one corner. The lighting did nothing to hide her many facial imperfections. The makeup didn’t do much to help her either. Latrine made eye contact with her in the mirror and issued a phony smile. 

“You know, Latrine, you’re lucky you didn’t hurt yourself. That kind of twirling is dangerous for a neophyte.” Ina Godda’s fangs were in full view as she wiped her face with a cloth.

“I thought I did great. The judges thought so too.” Latrine raised her stinger for a counterattack. 

“You keep living in Mayberry, or whatever your people’s version is. McMayberry.” 

Peyton leaned over to Latrine and whispered in her ear, Latrine still keeping her eyes on Ina Godda to make it obvious he was talking about her.

“I don’t
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