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            GODZILLA VS. FRIDA KAHLO

          

        

      

    

    
      Brian closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair at the breakfast table in the garden. In front of him was a pot of coffee and a pitcher of freshly squeezed juice from the orange tree down the side of the house. He could hear the chugging engine of the robotic pool vacuum cleaner and a croaking conversation in the palm trees above his head between two ravens. Now, in Brian’s retirement, his mind often wandered back into the past, to his childhood, back in Lowell, Massachusetts, which now seemed like a million miles away.

      For a while, his parents ran a corner store selling everything from cigarettes to screwdrivers. Brian grew up in the shadow of Lowell’s famous son and daughter, Jack Kerouac and Bette Davis, both long gone from the town by the time he came along—Davis to Hollywood and Kerouac to somewhere out there on the road.

      Like many queer kids, Brian felt a strong urge to leave his hometown, to spread his wings and ass cheeks and get the fuck out of homophobic Dodge City.

      His childhood wasn’t happy. No gay childhood was happy back then. However, there were some precious moments of joy—like the time his mother took him to the Strand movie theater to see West Side Story, and then there was the ogling of Mr. Thompson, the PE teacher with the hairiest ass crack, this side of Sasquatch—he showered with the boys.

      It might sound inappropriate now, but nobody gave it much thought back then. They were simpler times. Leave It to Beaver times, when doctors smoked Marlboro cigarettes in their surgery, and ham in aspic was haute cuisine.

      The sight of Natalie Wood singing “I Feel Pretty” in West Side Story and the occasional glimpse of Mr. Thompson’s chocolate starfish and hanging jingle bells when he bent over to pick up his dropped soap in the showers were the highlights of Brian’s childhood.

      And, of course, Robert Conrad in The Wild Wild West—this goes without saying for any American gay man of Brian’s generation.

      Brian’s reverie was disrupted when Stéphane joined him at the table with a tray of bagels and scrambled eggs, hash browns, muffins, and a jar of Stéphane’s homemade strawberry jam.

      Stéphane placed the tray on the table. “Brian, you look lost in thought.”

      “I was just thinking about my childhood. I was a lonely kid.”

      “Brian, all gay kids were lonely back then. There were no cultural references to hang our hats on. Not positive ones, anyway. No Lady Gaga, no Lil Nas X, just screaming headlines when the police raided a bar—a homosexual ‘hangout.’”

      “That’s true. I never really found a family until I met you.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, Brian.”

      “I think that’s what gay men do when they leave home—they replace their birth family with a new mother, father, and siblings.”

      “I agree with you, Brian. Our gay friends become our family. For example, you became my surrogate grandmother. Growing up, I never had an overweight older woman in my life. Then, suddenly, I had you. You even smell like an old woman. Musty with a sprinkling of lavender water.”

      Brian raised his eyebrows. “Thank you, Stéphane. That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      Stéphane sniggered and dropped a stack of envelopes and flyers on the table. “The mail came. Mostly junk as usual.”

      “Anything interesting?”

      Stéphane picked up an envelope and tore it open. “We’ve been invited to the opening of the Queen Victoria & Prince Albert English Tearooms on Palm Canyon Drive in downtown Palm Springs. It’s…it’s from our neighbors Nigel and Simon. They’re opening a café of some sort.”

      Brian laughed. “Well, there’s an accident waiting to happen.”

      Nigel Dickering-Smyth and Simon Twisleton-Wykeham lived in Twilight Manors. A British couple, they were both retired makeup artists who had worked in British theater in London’s West End, and later in Hollywood films. Nigel boasted that he touched up Peter O’Toole’s eyeliner in Lawrence of Arabia. Simon boasted that he touched up Peter O’Toole—or Peter’s Tool, as Simon called him.

      Who cares whether it’s true or not? It’s a good story.

      Stéphane waved the envelope. “Who sends invitations in the US mail anymore? Old-school. Brian, that’s old school. We can’t miss this. Simon has no filter and is a rich seam of celebrity gossip.”

      “And Nigel’s wound up tighter than a girdle on a Baptist minister’s wife at an all-you-can-eat pancake breakfast.”

      Stéphane laughed. “That’s true.”

      “What’s this café called again?”

      “The Queen Victoria & Prince Albert English Tearooms.”

      “Stéphane, are you kidding me? They must know that a Prince Albert is a dick piercing, right?”

      “I doubt it. Think about it, that pretentious little queen Nigel wouldn’t name his tearooms after a dick piercing, would he? He’s a terrible snob.”

      “If he doesn’t know, someone will tell him. We must go to the opening. I want to be there when Nigel finds out he’s named his café after a PA dick piercing instead of an homage to the German husband of Queen Victoria. I want to see his face. Anything else in the mail?”

      “Bills, bank statements, nothing important.”

      Brian picked up The Desert Sun. “Stéphane, look at this. Someone has defaced the Sonny Bono statue.”

      “Do you mean the Sonny Bono statue that looks nothing like Sonny Bono?”

      “That’s the one. It’s been defaced.”

      “Like it wasn’t ugly enough in the first place! What did they do to it?”

      Brian held up The Desert Sun. “Take a look.”

      Stéphane looked at the paper and laughed. “I think it’s an improvement. It’s probably just kids.”

      Someone had graffitied a cock, balls, and three cum shots onto the life-size bronze statue of the ex-Mayor, lousy skier, and Cher sidekick, Sonny Bono, on Palm Canyon Drive in the heart of downtown Palm Springs.

      Brian read the article. “Oh, it wasn’t kids who did it. It was Wanksy.”

      “Who’s Wanksy?”

      “Who’s Wanksy? Stéphane, where have you been? Wanksy is an underground graffiti artist. Nobody knows his identity. He’s the one who spray-painted a cock, balls, and three cum shots on the Statue of Liberty, the Eiffel Tower, and Mother Theresa’s grave in the Mother House of the Missionaries of Charity, Kolkata in India. Now, it’s the Sonny Bono statue here in Palm Springs. Wanksy gets around.”

      Stéphane shrugged. “But why? What’s the purpose of it? Anyone can draw a cock and balls on something. I could do it.”

      “But you didn’t, Stéphane. Wanksy did, and that’s what makes him an artist, and you…well, it makes you whatever you are.”

      “I still think it’s stupid. Anything else in The Desert Sun this morning?”

      “Another restaurant has closed because of a cockroach infestation. This time, it’s a restaurant.”

      “Brian, I don’t know why they just don’t put cockroaches on the menu. In some cultures, they’re a delicacy.”

      “People could catch their own, hand it to the waiter, who takes it to the chef to prepare and cook. As Issey says in Fried Green Tomatoes, ‘It’s all in the sauce.’ I’m sure that cockroaches are delicious in a red curry sauce. And if they’re running around in the kitchen, at least you know they’re fresh. Yum!”

      Ping!

      Brian picked up his phone. “Oh my God. I’ve just got an email from Josh Cassidy.”

      “Who’s Josh Cassidy?”

      “An old school friend of mine. I haven’t spoken to him for years. We lost touch. He’s visiting Palm Springs with his new wife. Someone must have told him that we moved here. He wants to buy us dinner. He wants to thank me for something.”

      “What does he want to thank you for?”

      “He doesn’t say.”

      “So, he has a wife, so he must be straight.”

      “He wasn’t straight when he was banging me in the woods. But the rest of the time, he was straight. I recall that he was broad-shouldered, had a narrow waist, and was an accomplished swimmer. He had a mole on his ass that looked a bit like Patsy Cline. He was the first one in our class to grow hair on his chest and under his arms. He always dated women. He’s probably forgotten everything that happened between us—straight men have the capacity to forget same-sex sexual encounters that gay men remember until their dying day. I think my ass was just a welcoming port in a storm.”

      Stéphane couldn’t resist it. “And you’ve had more ships and merchant seamen dropping off their load in there than in the Port of Shanghai.”

      Brian ignored him.

      “Josh and I hung out together until I started college. I don’t know where he got my email address from. I haven’t heard from him in years…well, Janis Joplin was alive last time I saw him.”

      “Didn’t you ever wonder what happened to him?”

      “No, but I can guess. Like most of the kids I went to school with, he got married, had kids, and worked in a low-paying job his whole life. I know that Josh never went to college.”

      The side gate opened, and in walked Brian and Stéphane’s gardeners, a lesbian couple, Margarita and Isabella, both actors in low-budget movies. Isabella was petite, but Margarita was a different story—CLUE: she was Jason Momoa’s stunt double in Game of Thrones and Aquaman. She was a big-boned gal.

      Margarita waved. “Hola! Sorry to interrupt you, but we had to come early this morning. We’ve got rehearsals later. For the first time, Isabella and I are co-starring in the same movie.”

      Brian sat up. “Congratulations! Which movie is it?”

      Margarita slid the leaf blower off her back. “It’s called Godzilla vs. Frida Kahlo. I play Godzilla, and Isabella plays Frida Kahlo.”

      Brian stared into space, trying to keep a straight face.

      Stéphane focused his attention on the cherub pissing into the pool.
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            WHEN KRISTIN SHEPARD SHOT JR

          

        

      

    

    
      Brian examined himself in the mirror. “How do I look? I thought I’d dress up a bit.”

      “You’re wearing 501 jeans and a sparkly electric blue shirt. That’s not really getting dressed up, is it? And you’ve left two buttons undone on your fly. We’re going out for dinner, not for the Village People Disco Revival Night at Bunter’s gay bar.”

      “Well, dressed up for dinner in Palm Springs means not wearing shorts and flip-flops. I’m not wearing shorts or flip-flops. Therefore, I’m dressed up. What are you wearing?”

      “Chinos and a nice shirt.”

      Brian yawned. “You’ll look like every other gay man in Palm Springs. A cookie-cutter gay.”

      “And what do you call a pair of jeans and a sparkly electric blue shirt? You look like a cut-price cabaret singer on a Caribbean cruise ship…Guantanamera, Guajira Guantanamera, Guantanamera, Guajira Guantanamera or Fly me to the moon, Let me play among the stars, And let me see what spring is like, On Jupiter and Mars. And Brian, why did you pick Benson’s for dinner? It’s ridiculously expensive. You know I hate those snooty restaurants with boring rich people looking down their noses at me.”

      “I just wanted to try the place, just once. I suggested to Josh that we go to Benson’s. He’s reserved a table for us.”

      “But Brian, that’s where all the billionaires, oligarchs, and the Hollywood A-B-C and D-listers go. Mostly D with their toy boys, trophy wives, and their hangers-on. It’s where you go to see a Kardashian wannabe who isn’t, never will be, but tried anyway. I’ll feel out of place. And Josh can’t afford those prices. You said he’s most likely doing a low-paid job.”

      “Josh insisted on paying. The chocolate cake alone is $60 a slice.”

      “$60 a slice! What’s in it?”

      “Ugh…chocolate, I guess.”

      “Does that come with a blow job on the side?”

      “I doubt it.”

      Stéphane sighed. “Do you have any idea why Josh wants to thank you? After all these years, it must be something important. Something unresolved.”

      “Stéphane, I’ve been racking my brains. I have no idea. To be honest, I don’t think I’ll recognize him. I remember his mother wore pearls and heels.”

      “Oh, that’s very Donna Reed, Brian. It’s also the kind of thing a gay man would remember.”

      “And I remember his father was a Baptist preacher who got arrested. He was a little bit touchy-feely with some of the underage girls in the church. I remember Josh’s older brother followed in the footsteps of Jack Kerouac and ran away from home, becoming a beat poet in Greenwich Village—he was the smart one. But Josh…well, Josh was a few fries short of a Happy Meal, if you know what I mean. Not the sharpest knife in the drawer. I do remember Percy, their Great Dane bitch, who got knocked up by Buster, the toy poodle who lived next door. Weird puppies—they looked like Salvador Dali and Picasso had butt babies. But I can’t remember what Josh looked like—not his face, anyway. Isn’t that strange?”

      “But you remember what Josh’s dick looked like, right?

      “Of course, you never forget your first few dicks. They’re practice dicks, where you learn your technique and hone your craft. Then, as you get older, there’s a tsunami of dicks coming at you from all angles, and you can’t remember them all. They’re just a blur in the end. I think that’s the collective noun for dicks: a murder of crows, a pride of lions, and a blur of dicks. Stéphane, can you remember your first few dicks?”

      Stéphane glazed over. “I remember Billy Goodman’s. He had a beautiful dick.”

      “But can you remember his face?”

      “You know something, I can’t. I remember that his mother was an Avon Lady, selling cosmetics door-to-door—I used to sneak lipstick out of her sample bag. Mocha Rose was my color. I remember Billy and I used to grope each other while watching I Love Lucy in the living room, on the old black-and-white TV, while his mother made tuna casserole in the kitchen. But I can’t remember Billy’s face. Beautiful dick, though. Uncut.”

      “You mentioned Billy Goodman before. Wasn’t he the one you were sucking off when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated?”

      “Yes, we had the TV on. I finished him off, though. I’m talking about finishing off Billy, not Kennedy. Somebody else finished off Kennedy. And the jury is still out on who that was.”

      “And didn’t the same thing happen when Robert Kennedy was assassinated?”

      “Yes, but that wasn’t Billy Goodman, that was Jimmy…I’ve forgotten his last name. Then there was Bob, who I was sucking off when they landed on the moon. And then, I was sucking you off when Kristin Shepard shot JR in Dallas.”

      “I remember that. You finished me off, though—that’s the sign of a real gentleman.”

      “I aim to please.”

      “Stéphane, I hope nobody is listening to this conversation. We’re confirming everyone’s suspicion of what gay men are like—obsessed with sex.”

      “And Cher.”

      “Yes, of course, sex and Cher. I almost forgot Cher. Stéphane, what do you think of this coral necklace? Does it make my ass look fat?”

      Stéphane stepped back and scanned Brian from head to foot. “Yes, it does. I’d go with the fossilized walrus tooth necklace you bought in Alaska—it’s very slimming.”
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      Brian pulled the Toyota Prius into the parking lot and parked between a Ferrari 12Cilindri and an Aston Martin DBS 770 Ultimate.

      At least nobody is going to steal the car, thought Brian as he locked the door.

      Benson’s was situated against a mountain, tucked away on a quiet side street, not far from the busy downtown area popular with tourists.

      Inside, it was busy. Nearly every table was occupied; each was adorned with stiff linen tablecloths and napkins, along with fresh-cut flowers. The actor-waiters all walked off the cover of GQ, and the maître d’ from Marie Claire magazine—the latter led Brian and Stéphane to their table as if she were scraping dog shit off her shoe.

      Brian nudged Stéphane. “Did you see her face? I don’t think we’re welcome here. We should have dressed up. They’re all staring at us.”

      Stéphane sniffed. “I hate this place already. It’s a dump. I feel about as welcome here as a fart in a spacesuit. Look at all their privileged, smug faces looking down on us.”

      “Well, we’re stuck with it now.” Brian cast his eyes around the room. “Isn’t that Matt Damon?”

      Stéphane recognized a couple of faces from TV, but he couldn’t put names to them.

      Stéphane was fidgety. “We are still being stared at, Brian. I might have to give them something to stare at.”

      This was a red flag to Brian. A fidgety and irritable Stéphane was a dangerous and unpredictable Stéphane. He was capable of anything.

      “Stéphane, calm down and don’t do anything stupid. This is my night, not yours. I’m meeting an old friend. I don’t need you causing trouble.”

      “I’ll behave, I promise.”

      Now Brian knew he was in trouble.

      A waiter brought the menus and turned to Stéphane. “Can I get you anything to drink, sir?”

      Stéphane sat bolt upright, and his voice boomed around the room. “Young man, please do not call me Sir. You will address me as ‘Your Lordship’ and bow slightly. I’m Lord Toby Spicer, second cousin to King Charles III.”

      The waiter stiffened. “I apologize, your Lordship.”

      Brian stuttered. “And…we have two others joining us. So, we need two more menus.”

      The red-faced waiter scurried away.

      Brian lifted his gaze to the ceiling. “Stéphane, what was that all about?”

      “How was my British accent?”

      “It sounded good to me, but I’m no expert.”

      “I was channeling Maggie Smith in Downton Abbey.”

      “You realize that you’re stuck with that persona now. I’ll have to tell Josh that you’re a British lord.”

      “Oh damn. I didn’t think about that.”

      “That’s your problem, Stéphane, you don’t think.”

      The waiter returned with two menus. “Your Lordship.”

      Brian smiled weakly and perused the menu.

      The door to the restaurant opened, and in hobbled an elderly man—bespectacled, slightly stooped, and sporting an elaborate combover that was fooling no one. He was squeezed into a pair of tight blue shorts with a pineapple motif, wearing flip-flops and a pink Palm Springs T-shirt. He struggled to push a wheelchair.

      Stéphane nudged Brian. “Look at those two. That’s taken everyone’s attention off us.”

      The old man struggled to navigate the tables, repeatedly bumping into them and the diners, much to the horror of the four Kardashian wannabes sitting near Brian and Stéphane.

      The waiters and maître d’ did their best to clear a path for the newcomers, but somehow, it only made things worse.

      When they reached the table with the four Kardashian wannabes, the old man accidentally knocked over a bottle of red wine, spilling it onto a woman’s white dress.

      Brian and Stéphane’s jaws dropped open.

      The woman screamed…as much as she could scream after all that facial surgery. “This is a Stella McCartney…red wine and Stella McCartney don’t mix.” The woman passed out, face down, in her risotto with caramelized onions, bacon, and mushrooms.

      Her friend tried to help. “Wake up, Chrissie. You’ve fainted.”

      A woman at a nearby table whispered to her companion. “She knows what she’s talking about. She played a nurse in Grey’s Anatomy.”

      Stéphane mischievously grinned. “Brian, that looks like it might be your friend Josh.”

      “I don’t know if that’s him or not. It’s been decades since I last saw him.”

      “If he got his dick out, you’d remember that, right?”

      “Of course, but something tells me he’s not getting his dick out here.”

      The man pushed the wheelchair up to their table. “Hey Brian, is that you?”

      All eyes were now focused on Brian and Stéphane’s table.

      Brian’s heart sank—the broad-shouldered young stud, who was a good swimmer, had grown into an even bigger blob than he was.

      Several people attempted to clean up the mess on the Kardashian wannabe table.

      The lady in the white dress sobbed and ran out of the restaurant. Her friend from Grey’s Anatomy followed behind her like a puppy.

      Ignoring the chaos around him, Brian stood up and shook Josh’s hand. “Josh, I didn’t recognize you. This is my husband, St...”

      “…Lord Toby Spicer, I’m very pleased to meet you, my jolly good fellow.” Stéphane shook Josh’s hand.

      Josh smiled. “Oh! Brian didn’t tell me you were a British Lord. So that would make Brian Lady Spicer, the wife of a Lord, a titled Lady. I’m a big fan of the Royals. I watched every episode of The Crown.”

      Brian’s eyes widened. Lady Spicer?

      Neither Brian nor Stéphane saw that coming.

      Stéphane grinned. “Yes, you are correct. Brian is Lady Spicer.”

      Josh pushed the wheelchair up to the table. “I’d like you to meet my wife, Carol.”

      Brian’s jaw dropped.

      So did Stéphane’s.

      Their eyes were like saucers.

      Carol was a life-size silicone mannequin wearing a crop top and a mini skirt—she had a 1960s Mary Quant blue eye shadow vibe. Amid the jostling to get through the tables, Carol experienced a wardrobe malfunction—one of her nipples was showing. She wasn’t wearing a bra.

      Josh quickly covered up the nipple.

      Carol remained expressionless—of course, she would be, as she was a doll. “It’s nice to meet you both.” Carol’s lips didn’t move. “Josh has told me all about you, Brian, from his school days.”

      Josh’s lips moved slightly as he ventriloquized her voice.

      The other diners froze. Forkfuls of Salmon en papillote hovered in mid-air. And then the silence fell by the wayside, and the quiet muttering began. It sounded like muffled cicadas.

      Brian lifted Carol’s hand and shook it. As did Stéphane.

      “I’ll leave you three to get acquainted. I need to visit the men’s room. I won’t be long.”

      When he was gone, Stéphane stared at Brian. “Brian, she’s a doll. She’s a life-size doll. And he’s doing her voice.”

      “I know. I don’t know what to say or do in this situation. This is a new one for me.”

      The restaurant staff huddled behind the bar, whispering to each other.

      The rest of the guests were unsettled. Some were asking for their checks.

      Stéphane reached over to touch Carol’s hair.

      Brian slapped his hand away. “What are you doing?”

      “Brian, I want to see if this wig is real hair.”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “If it’s real hair, where is the original owner of the hair? Maybe she’s in a shallow grave in a forest somewhere. Josh, your old lover…”

      “…Stéphane, he was not my lover! We diddled around together. That was it. He was not my lover.”

      “Well, whatever he was, the man’s as creepy as hell. He has all the charm and charisma of a child molester. He reminds me of Peter Lorre in The Maltese Falcon. For all we know, Josh might be channeling Hannibal Lecter. I need to put my mind at rest. If that wig is real hair, then your old lover might be a serial killer.”

      “Like I said, he was not my lover.”

      Stéphane reached over and lightly touched Carol’s hair—her head fell off and landed in her lap. “Oh! Shit!”

      “Stéphane put it back.”

      “I can’t. There’s a clip here. I think I’ve broken it. There…I’ll just wedge her head on her shoulders. I think it’s okay. He probably won’t even notice.”

      “He’ll notice if he sits on her face.”

      “That’s true.” Stéphane clutched his pearls. “I can’t think of anything worse than sitting on someone’s face, and suddenly the face rolls away. That would be shocking. A gay man could get PTSD after something like that. On the trauma scale, that’s up there with losing a favorite earring.”

      “So, Stéphane, did she have real human hair?”

      “Yes, she did.”

      “Well, that’s normal, isn’t it? Some wigs are made from human hair.”

      “Brian, this whole situation is giving me the creeps.”

      “Stéphane, pull her skirt down a bit—it’s too short. She’s showing everything that God gave her. She’s not wearing any panties, either. I can see her bush. It looks like a tarantula crawling out of a gopher hole.”

      Stéphane slipped his hand under Carol’s miniskirt.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Brian, I’ve been a hairdresser my whole life. I know human hair when I feel it. She has human hair on her head. Now, if her muff is made from real human pubic hair, we need to contact the police and find out where the real Carol is buried.”

      “Stéphane, leave the poor woman alone. What are you doing?”

      “I’m feeling her muff.”

      “That’s sexual assault.”

      “It’s a doll, Brian.”

      A look of horror swept over Stéphane’s face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Stéphane’s face had turned a whiter shade of pale. “I accidentally fingered her. She’s moist.”

      A waiter approached. “Is there a problem, your Lordship?”

      Brian panicked. “No, his Lordship is fine.”

      The waiter bowed and left.

      “Stéphane, what do you mean by moist?”

      “He’s lubed her up.”

      Brian’s jaw dropped in astonishment.

      Stéphane rallied. “Yep! He’s lubed her up so that he can jump on her at any moment. But the good news is that her muff is fake. A serial killer would use real pubic hair, wouldn’t they? I’ve watched every episode of Law & Order: Special Victims Unit. I’m channeling Olivia Benson.”

      “Stéphane, forget Law & Order; go straight to the bathroom and wash your hands. You have no idea what that gunk is.”

      “Shh! Josh is coming back.”

      Josh returned to the table, sidestepping the debris from the previous debacle that was still being cleaned up by the restaurant staff. “Now, let’s take a look at the menu.”

      Stéphane disappeared to the bathroom.

      When a gunk-free Stéphane returned, he picked up the menu as if nothing had happened, as if he hadn’t just accidentally fingered somebody else’s wife, who happened to be a doll.

      They ordered from the menu.

      Josh picked a salad for Carol. “She’s a picky eater.”

      Carol ate none of it. Nobody said a word.

      Brian poked at the poached salmon pasta. “Are you still living in Lowell, Josh?”

      “No, I left there years ago. And I’ve never been back.”

      “That surprises me. I don’t know why, but I never saw you leaving that town. I thought you would have stayed there, gotten married to a local girl, and had kids.”

      What Brian wanted to say was that you were as dumb as a box of rocks. Too dumb to leave…

      “Oh, Brian, I couldn’t stay in Lowell, no more than you could. I could never be open about my sexuality. I ran away from Lowell not long after you left for college. When Dr. Crocker’s Circus, Fun Fair, Rodeo, and Freak Show came to town, I left with them. I was with the circus for quite a few years.”

      Brian was intrigued. What sexuality was he talking about? “What were you doing in the circus?”

      “I started out as a gofer, trimming the bearded lady’s beard, cleaning up after the tigers, painting and repairing the equipment. Nothing excites me more than the smell of a Big Top.”

      Stéphane couldn’t stop himself. “I like the smell of a big top myself. You’re not alone with that. You’re preaching to the choir.”

      The joke was lost on Josh.

      Josh continued. “It was while I was working in the circus that I met a ventriloquist and got interested in that. I bought a book called Ventriloquism for Dummies and never looked back.”

      Brian was intrigued. “So, when did you leave the circus?”

      “I left the circus after doing a side gig at a Subaru convention in San Diego, where I met some Japanese businessmen. One of them, Akihiko Hayashida, shared my erotic interests—he was married to a crash test dummy named Tsumugi. I ended up moving to Japan, where Akihiko pulled some strings, and I had my own successful marionette TV show. On the side, under a different name, I ran a porn website called Doll Love. It was through Akihiko that I met Carol. Now, I’m retired, and we’re moving to Portugal. We’ve got a home there. We stopped off in California because Carol wanted to see Disneyland. Next, we’re heading to Disney World in Florida, and then Disneyland Paris. We had Carol’s DNA tested, and she’s a second cousin to Pinocchio. That’s why the 1940 Disney movie is significant to her. She had posters of Jiminy Cricket on her bedroom walls when she was a teenager.

      Brian and Stéphane were mesmerized.

      “Carol was not my first love. You see, it was in the circus that I first met and fell in love with Madame Supreme, a ventriloquist rag doll. We were together for five years before she ran off with someone who had better lips, someone who could throw her voice further than I could. Then I was with Crystal for a few years, but she was wooden and always dry down there—I had to have splinters removed from my private parts on more than one occasion. I had a lot of explaining to do in the emergency room. And then she got woodworm, and all her hair fell out. It’s hard to love a bald woman riddled with holes.”

      Brian was aghast. Stéphane crossed his legs. They both listened intently.

      “And then I met Carol. It was love at first sight.”

      When dinner was over, Josh paid the bill.

      Outside in the parking lot, Josh hugged Brian. “It was good seeing you again after all these years. Come and visit us in Portugal. You’re always welcome. Although it’ll take some getting used to, calling you Lady Spicer.”

      Brian wanted to crawl into a hole and disappear.

      “I’m glad that everything worked out for you, Josh. I can see that Carol is the love of your life. Good luck in sunny Portugal.”

      Brian meant it—everyone deserves love, even if it is with an inanimate object.

      Josh was pushing the wheelchair down a slope to the parking lot when Carol’s head fell off, rolled down the hill, out into the street, and under the wheels of a tourist pedal-powered Palm Springs Social Cycle with sixteen passengers; they were a women’s arts and crafts group visiting from Akron, Ohio.

      As the head rolled under the wheels, the screams of the women on the Social Cycle were deafening.

      One woman who saw the head rolling toward her jumped down onto the street and ran into a saguaro cactus.

      Brian and Stéphane held their breath.

      Josh stayed calm. “No worries.” He threw open the trunk of his rented SUV, where there were three spare heads. “I think blonde tonight.”

      Josh attached a new head to Carol’s shoulders.

      Well, she’s not the first woman to lose her head over a man, thought Stéphane, but he wisely said nothing.

      Josh struggled to get Carol and the wheelchair into the car. Moments later, the police and an ambulance arrived.

      As the Akron Women’s Sewing Circle received treatment for bruises and shock, Brian turned to Josh. “You said in your email that you wanted to thank me for something. I’ve been wondering what it is.”

      “Yes, I wanted to see you before I retired to Portugal. All those years ago, when we had our little bit of fun together. You opened a new world to me. You made me realize there were other ways of loving someone. It doesn’t have to be one man and one woman. I want to thank you for teaching me how to accept my sexuality.”

      “I don’t understand, Josh. What sexuality?”

      “You showed me that I could love any person I liked. You showed me that it was okay to love a doll.”

      Brian was baffled. “How did I do that?”

      Josh smiled. “Because having sex with you was like having sex with an immobile woman.”

      Brian and Stéphane froze.

      “Well, it’s time to say goodbye to you both, Lord and Lady Spicer. I hope we meet again sometime. Thank you.”

      Brian didn’t notice Josh and Carol driving away. He didn’t even see the police retrieving Carol’s head from under a jasmine bush or the ambulance taking away the tourist from Akron, who sat on a cactus.

      Brian stiffened. “Stéphane, this night must never be mentioned again. This is something I want to forget.”

      Stéphane grinned. “So, we can’t tell anyone that having sex with you is like having sex with an immobile woman.”

      “I’m never going to hear the end of this, am I, Stéphane?”

      “No, Lady Spicer, you are not. This is just way too good.”
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      Stéphane buttered a slice of raisin toast. “Brian, is there anything interesting in the paper today?”

      Brian shook out The Desert Sun. “It looks like…oh, you’re not going to believe this, Stéphane —the Seward Johnson Marilyn Monroe statue Forever Marilyn is leaking.”

      “What do you mean, leaking?”

      “It’s turned itself into a water feature. Marilyn is crying. Tears stream from her eyes. The headline reads ‘The Weeping Marilyn of Palm Springs.’”

      The 26-foot-high steel and aluminum statue of Marilyn Monroe, inspired by the up-skirt subway grate scene in The Seven Year Itch, stands in downtown Palm Springs.

      Stéphane was intrigued by the leaking statue. When he was a child growing up in Fort Wayne, Indiana, a local church claimed to have a crying Madonna—only she cried blood. After gaining national news attention, it was discovered that the church's pastor was bleeding himself and then dropping his own blood into the eyes of a bathtub Mary in his garden. He received a five-year sentence at the Miami Correctional Facility for fraud. Rumor has it that while incarcerated, the pastor “married” Miguel Álvarez Pérez, the head of the Sinaloa Cartel. I guess you take love wherever you can find it.

      Brian continued. “The paper says that a tourist noticed a puddle on the sidewalk under the statue. At first, they thought that a dog had peed up against Marilyn’s leg.”

      Stéphane laughed. “Maybe they hosed Marilyn down, and these are the last few drops of water trickling off the statue.”

      Brian shrugged. “Maybe. The police are testing the liquid to see what it is.”

      “I don’t understand why that statue is so controversial. Some people want it removed because you can see Marilyn’s panties.”

      “Stéphane, some poor, sad, pathetic souls have empty lives and no friends and no reason to live. They are nothing. Nobodies. Scabs on society. Dog turds on a well-manicured lawn of this heavenly palace we call Planet Earth. Forever Marilyn triggers their completely fictional, made-up, morbid, and—quite frankly—demented and psychotic fear of underwear and genitals. Also, as the statue gives pleasure to thousands of tourists, that alone is very upsetting to miserable, selfish losers who have achieved zero in their whole dismal, moronic, wasted lives. In the future, when it comes time to celebrate Cinco de Mayo, nobody will be sitting next to their graves to celebrate and remember them. They will be forgotten.”

      “Ooh! The anti-Forever Marilyn brigade has pissed you off, haven’t they?”

      “Quite frankly, Stéphane, I see no reason why these grouchy idiots even exist. I mean, who has the time to create this much fuss over a dead movie star’s underwear? It’s not like Forever Marilyn is going commando—she’s wearing panties, and her forest of love is covered up. The tourists are not looking up her skirt and seeing a vagina smiling back at them.”

      “Brian, I don’t think vaginas smile.”

      Brian
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