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SHIMMER SAW THAT it was time. She began to materialize, perched atop the dark wood dresser in the corner of her old dressing room, her legs crossed, the slit in her sequined gown showing off her lovely legs.

She still had it.

The latest pretender hoping to fill her shoes, Chantel La Foxe, gave a start.

“You could give me some warning, you know,” Chantel said, shaking her pretty little head, ever the drama queen. “You scare the crap out of me every time.”

Chantel, wearing only her breastplate and black body girdle, shivered. She retrieved a black bathrobe from the full-length closet that ran along the right wall, slipped into the robe, and cinched the belt. She gave another shiver. The temperature in the small, windowless dressing room had plummeted, as it always did when Shimmer appeared, by fifteen degrees. The smell of strawberries filled the air.

Chantel lit a cigarette, a Virginia Slim menthol light, and took in a deep drag. She tilted her head upwards and exhaled a cloud of blue smoke, obscuring for a moment the view of the three framed posters that hung on the wall above the vanity. Depicting Shimmer in her most famous roles, they served as a reminder to Chantel, as they had been to her predecessors, of the greatness to which they might aspire.

And forever fall short.

Chantel took another puff, and set the cigarette down in a plain glass ashtray.

“Those things will kill you,” Shimmer said. She pursed her lips, knowing the whore red lipstick stood out even more against the pallor of her cheeks.

Chantel started to say something, then stopped. She picked up the cigarette and drew in another deep puff.

“Go ahead, say it, I won’t bite,” Shimmer said.

Chantel shrugged. “It’s just an odd thing for a…for a ghost to say.”

“That isn’t what you were going to say. You know it, and I know it.”

Chantel busied herself staring into the mirror and applying pancake to her cheeks.

“When I said that cigarettes will kill you,” Shimmer began, “you wanted to say, ‘And so will unprotected sex.’”

Chantel flushed.

“You can’t hide things from me, Chantel. Don’t even try.”

Chantel silently applied her gaudiest fake eyelashes.

“He lied to me,” Shimmer said. “We were supposed to be exclusive. He cheated on me.”

And as a result, Key West’s most famous female impersonator, had become a name etched into the black stones of the AIDS memorial down by the White Street pier.

Anthony “Shimmer” Rosati.

Perhaps the memorial in stone would outlast the memories of those who’d seen her perform, but perhaps not.

Female impersonators were a dime a dozen in Key West, like wanna-be actors and actresses in Hollywood and country music singers in Nashville. Key West was, after all, where CNN went on New Year’s Eve to televise the dropping of a drag queen in a gaudy ten-foot red shoe at midnight.

But there were the average, garden-variety female impersonators and drag queens, lip-synching to everything from “It’s Raining Men” to “Born This Way.”

And then there were the stars.

Performers who would no more lip-synch than date a woman. Performers who brought alive the likes of Lucille Ball, Marilyn Monroe, and Carol Channing.

And in Key West that meant only a handful of stars.

All of whom had circled the brightest one of them all: Shimmer.

Until…

Well…

Her final curtain closing was a tragic occurrence mirrored all across the globe. Shimmer received no special mercy.

Except that she haunted the cabaret that she’d made famous even to the point of it being posthumously renamed in her honor, Café Rosati.

As she was haunting it now.

“You need to over enunciate even more when you’re doing Lucille Ball and Carol Channing,” Shimmer said. “In your last act, you were drifting toward them both sounding far too normal. The exaggeration is what makes it work.”

Chantel opened her pretty mouth to speak, but said nothing.

“You know I’m right,” Shimmer said.

Chantel glanced over, but averted her eyes. “I can’t do Lucille Ball and Carol Channing as well as you did.”

“Of course not.”

“I need to do something different,” Chantel said. “Change the act.”

“We change the act all the time. Toss in a few new jokes. Switch up the subjects. It keeps the locals coming back for repeat performances when they have guests in town. Hell, we even dropped Cher from your repertoire—”

“But—”

“—when you added a few pounds.” Shimmer knew it had been a gratuitous cheap shot, but she’d been unable to stop herself. Chantel had gained a couple pounds and, more importantly, as she strained at confines of her body girdle she’d also strained at the confines of her script.

Megastars could freelance. Shimmer had done it all the time, delighting audiences with her improvisational interactions.

But Chantel was no megastar. No star at all. And she never would be.

“I can’t be you,” Chantel said. “I hear people talk. They say, ‘She’s good, but she’s no Shimmer.’ They say it all the time.”

Shimmer smiled.

“If I keep trying to be you,” Chantel said, “I’ll always be second-rate.”

“Honey,” Shimmer said. “You’re going to be second rate no matter what. It’s either second rate or a complete embarrassment. You’ll never be a star. But you can be…serviceable.

Stick to the script I give you or bomb out. You’ve got a legend guiding you. How many female impersonators would love to be in your shoes? They’d give their right testicle for the chance. Their left one, too. Ignore me and people will talk about the fool who got the opportunity of a lifetime and flamed out. You’ll be legendary, but only in the most humiliating way.”

Chantel licked her lips, still pale and devoid of lipstick. She took a deep drag on her cigarette, then stubbed it our fiercely. “Thanks for your honesty.”

“Tough love, honey. But it’s for your own good. They didn’t name this place after me for nothing.”

“I know I’m just a minor league talent in your eyes. I know I’ll never be a legend like you. But I’ve got to…I’m still going to…”

Shimmer watched Chantel swallow hard. Her hands shook as she fumbled for another cigarette.

Chantel turned toward Shimmer. “Tonight, I’m doing Barbara Bush.”

*

BARBARA BLEEPING BUSH.

Holy Mother of God, Shimmer thought, what was Chantel thinking? Key West was somewhere to the left of nearby Fidel Castro, so taking potshots at Republicans hardly qualified as a risk.

But doing a female impersonation of Barbara Bleeping Bush? There was…nothing to work with. The woman didn’t sing, or dance, or act, or make people laugh, or…

Or anything.

There was only one Barbara in female impersonation and that was, of course, Barbara Streisand.

Barbara Bush? It boggled the mind. If Chantel insisted, she would bomb. And not just bomb a little. Bomb spectacularly.

Go up in a roaring ball of flames.

So Shimmer had tried to reason with Chantel, using all her vast insecurities against her, like a sliver under a fingernail.

But now, as the show unfolded, Shimmer suspected Chantel might just do it anyway. She’d probably chicken out…or come to her senses. Both gave the same result.

But Chantel might actually defy Shimmer.

Shimmer watched with a sense of impending horror. Chantel began with the standard warmup. She came out as Barbara Streisand, singing “The Way We Were,” punctuating passages of legitimate cabaret singing with exaggerated lip puckering and widening and pretentious enunciations that got the crowd laughing and clapping its approval.

“Good to see all of you,” Chantel said to the capacity crowd of a hundred fifty, all arrayed at circular tables seating four each with all chairs turned to see the stage. A spotlight shone down from an improvised balcony halfway back on the right.

Chantel placed a hand over her eyes and peered out at the audience. “How many homosexuals do we have out there tonight?”

Loud, enthusiastic clapping erupted.

“My people!” Chantel said.

Shimmer nodded her approval. Chantel was sticking to the script.

“How about heterosexuals?” Chantel asked. “How many out there tonight?”

Again there was loud clapping, signifying the typical 50-50 split, but the straights weren’t quite as enthusiastic.

“I’m sorry,” Chantel said, looking mournful. “But it’s not your fault. You were born that way.”

The room erupted in laughter, as it always did. It was a joke used by performers up and down Duvall Street, stolen so long ago from its original author that no one quite knew who deserved the credit. But it delighted even those who were hearing it for the tenth time.

Chantel moved off stage to change into her next costume, but continued to talk to the audience, cracking jokes about places like Peoria and Cleveland.

Sticking to the script.

Shimmer wondered why she felt so nervous. So what if Chantel went freelance and flamed out? Her successor, equally mediocre, would arrive and prove no more of a threat to Shimmer’s legend than her predecessors.

They’d say of the next one, just like they’d said of all of them, “She’s good, but she’s no Shimmer.”

And Shimmer would smile her pallid, bright-red smile and feel the contentment befitting a legend.

Chantel emerged from the side of the stage, dressed as Madonna in her iconic pink cone brassiere, belted corset, and garter belts. She sang, of course, “Like A Virgin” and stepped down from the stage and moved along the stage-right aisle, pointing to conspicuous audience members when she got to the word virgin. While still singing, she curled the few remaining strands of hair in a balding man’s pate, then took his glasses off and, while taking a breath before the next line in the song, planted her lipstick on the lens.

The audience loved it, as they always did. It was a B+ or even an A- performance. Not the stuff of legends, but serviceable.

Chantel was back up on stage by the end of the song and she curtsied to the loud applause. It was pretty hard for a female impersonator to screw up that number. She ducked off-stage, then came back as Dolly Parton, with balloons for boobs.

Chantel continued perfectly on script. She referred to her new measurements as forty-four, twenty-eight, thirty-eight, nine and a half.

The crowd roared.

It was all part of the script, the jokes copied by other performers far and wide. Chantel even spotted an opportunity for an approved “improvisation”, every bit as scripted as the rest of the show, but possible only when the right audience members were in the right position.

“Are the two of you a couple?” Chantel asked, as the spotlight moved in to illuminate a photogenic young man and woman in their early twenties, sitting in the front row of tables.

They both nodded enthusiastically.

Chantel got their names, Jason and Cindy, and focused on the young woman. “Is he good in bed?”

As everyone else laughed, so did Cindy, covering her mouth with one hand, and nodding.

Chantel shook her head in mock disappointment. “That’s not a very enthusiastic response. Tell the truth. Tell little old Chantel La Foxe. I won’t tell a soul. He’s a dud, isn’t he?”

The young woman shook her head, but like the rest of the audience, was laughing so hard she could barely speak. She finally managed, “He’s great!”

“Really?”

“Yes!”

Chantel turned to the young man, and sounding like a man for the first time in the show, said in a low, masculine voice, “You go both ways?”

The room erupted. Shimmer began to relax. All of Chantel’s talk about trying something new had been just that. Talk. She’d smartened up and realized that second-rate talents don’t question the legends. They don’t make waves. They follow directions and put the lyric widget in position A, the melodic gizmo in position B, and the comic widget in position C.

They kept the assembly line moving.

And with each performance, or at worse every few performances, the phrase “She’s no Shimmer” would be uttered one or two more times, a phrase that never grew old.

“Are you married?” Chantel asked the couple.

They shook their heads, no.

Chantel looked at the woman with dismay. “You’re giving it away for free?”

More scripted improvisation. More laughter.

“We’re engaged,” the woman said.

“You’re engaged,” Chantel said in apparent delight. “Can I see the ring?”

The woman thrust the ring forward and Chantel bent to look at it, fumbling a bit with her Dolly Parton boobs, but quickly returning attention to this woman, Cindy. “It’s beautiful,” Chantel said. “That’s quite a diamond, but…it’d be bigger if you swallowed.”

Again, the room erupted, and with the scripted improvisation at its end, Chantel launched into Dolly Parton singing a song about mountains, and on each line she knocked one of her giant boobs out of alignment to the amusement of all.

It was a show that had been performed a thousand times.

Until…

Chantel curtsied, shifted Dolly’s boobs finally into alignment, then ducked off stage to make her next
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