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            THE SEASHELL COVE HOTEL

          

        

      

    

    
      The Seashell Cove Hotel perched low on a cliff face overlooking the Carlsbad, California coastline. The azure-blue Pacific Ocean stretched out as far as the eye could see. It resembled an undulating magic carpet. Brian stepped out onto the balcony on the second floor. He closed his eyes and inhaled the salty sea air. A fishing boat bobbed on the waves a few hundred yards from the shore. Plovers, grebes, gulls, and loons crisscrossed the sky, some flying to nests and chicks on the cliffsides. Others dived for fish.

      A group of muscular young men, laughing and joshing, carried their surfboards to the shoreline. The camaraderie was deep and suspiciously gay. The Beach Boys played in Brian’s mind… “I bought a ’30 Ford wagon, and we call it a woodie (Surf City, here we come).” These strapping young men reminded Brian of his teen years watching beach blanket movies at the local drive-in theater, starring Annette Funicello and the dreamy Frankie Avalon. Brian was obsessed with Avalon’s nipples. But that was before he discovered Sean Connery and Burt Reynolds—real men with hairy balls and buttocks.

      As far as Brian was concerned, surfing was on a long list of activities that “other people do”—including bobsledding, jewelry-making, listening to Barry Manilow, and “giving a fuck.” However, he did envy those surfer boys, their youthful energy, their muscular bodies, but mostly their strong thighs that could crack walnuts. Brian remembered his tight buttocks when he was a young disco bunny dancing to Chic’s “Le Freak” at the Bistro in Chicago. But now, his disco days were long over, and his slipped disc days had begun. He’d gone from hip to hip replacement, from hot stuff to cold and clammy, seemingly in the blink of an eye. And as for his tight buttocks—like Canada geese, they were flying in V formation south for his winter years.

      “Brian, did you make any coffee?” Stéphane stepped out onto the balcony, fresh from showering. He was wearing a bathrobe with Seashell Cove Hotel embroidered on the back. “I see you’re watching the surfer boys.”

      “I was just reminiscing about my once firm buttocks. How they’ve disappeared—sandpapered away by time. Soon to be buried in a cemetery on the far-distant planet of Gluteus Maximus. Or, in my case, is that Gluteus Minimus?”

      “Brian, you’re so poetic this early in the morning. But your buttocks haven’t disappeared. They’ve aged. Sadly, the older you get, the more you look like an animal print. Cellulite is not your friend. It’s nobody’s friend, but especially you. Neither are gray hairs and liver spots. Brian, I’m saying this out of kindness, but your buttocks look like two misshapen cauliflowers drizzled with cottage cheese. That’s not a criticism. That’s just an observation. After years of a gym-less existence, your formerly fat ass has finally given up the ghost. I, of course, have the buttocks of a twenty-five-year-old flamenco dancer. I could probably pick up a wrench with my ass cheeks. How’s the coffee?”

      “Terrible. It’s sludge, but the coffeemaker is in the room, so I thought I’d try it.”

      Stéphane joined Brian at the table and tasted his coffee. “See what you mean. What are we doing about breakfast?”

      “As it’s included, I thought we’d try eating here at the hotel. If it’s no good, we can find a restaurant.”
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived in the breakfast room, several of the tables were already taken. A young newlywed couple—He: dreadlocked, wearing a Slipknot t-shirt; She: pierced like a colander with purple hair. An older couple with a Texas twang—He: the cowboy-type; She: Dolly Parton’s Mona Stangley in The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas. They shared their table with another couple—He: a silver daddy; She: a nervous wife who resembled a waitress at the end of her shift. At a third table sat a straitlaced Mormon-ish couple—Donny and Marie Osmond lookalikes—with their twin daughters who looked like Alexie and Alexa Grady in The Shining. Brian and Stéphane poured mugs of coffee and sat at a table in the window overlooking the parking lot.

      Stéphane blew on his hot coffee. “It was a good idea of yours, getting away from the desert for a long weekend. The sea air blows away all the cobwebs. It reminds me of when we lived in Chicago and had picnics on the shore of Lake Michigan. Sitting there looking out over the lake, you could pretend the city behind you didn’t exist. This place is perfect. I’m looking forward to a quiet couple of drama-free days wandering around Carlsbad with nothing on the agenda. Sounds like heaven to me.”

      After a few minutes of contemplative silence, Brian and Stéphane picked up plates at the buffet and piled them high with scrambled eggs, hash browns, and banana mini muffins.

      All the guests followed the unspoken rules of hotel breakfast rooms—low voices and no eye contact. A pall of awkwardness hung over the room like ugly drapes. A stiffness. An atmosphere you could cut with a knife. You can blame this unease on heterosexuality—straight people are shy and reserved about talking to strangers. This atmosphere wouldn’t happen in an exclusively gay men’s hotel because the common denominator is that everyone wants a blowjob, and everyone wants to give them one. Fellatio is a great icebreaker—the gay equivalent of shaking hands. The common denominator at the Seashell Cove Hotel was—well, there wasn’t one. Like most hotel breakfast rooms, the guests all come from the island of misfit toys, i.e., a bunch of people who shouldn’t be in the same room together.

      And so, the breakfast room remained silent. Until, that is, Mr. Texas started regaling the couple at his table with tales of the Lazy Hole Ranch & Stables, his family-owned business outside of Fort Worth, Texas. Stéphane suspected the two couples were “swingers” who had met online.

      “I grew up on that ranch.” Mr. Texas boomed over the tinkling waterfall of New Age Windham Hill Muzak, playing quietly in the background. “I was sixteen when my daddy gave me my first horse, a chestnut mare called Pussy. I remember breaking Pussy in and riding her bareback. That’s how I started my lifelong love affair with horses. Now I’m retiring. Handing the ranch over to my son.”

      Brian stared into his coffee cup. Stéphane gazed out the window and focused on one of the hotel’s gardeners bending over to pick up a leaf blower. He had the ass of an angel. Brian and Stéphane struggled to keep a straight face. It was impossible not to think of the pink-haired Mrs. Slocombe in the TV series, Are You Being Served?—I mean, the slightest sign of danger, and my pussy’s hair stands on end.

      Mrs. Texas nudged her husband. “Tell them what happened to Pussy.”

      Mr. Texas teared up. “It was the worst day of my life. I remember it as if it was only yesterday. We were at the Texas State Fair. I was roping a steer when Pussy collapsed. It was colic. Never a day goes by without me thinking of Pussy.” He dabbed at his eyes with a napkin. “I’ve owned many horses since then, but none came close to my Pussy.”

      Mrs. Texas nudged her husband again. “Tell them what you’re going to do in your retirement. He’s got a new hobby, don’t you Tex?”

      “Yes, I’m going to breed dung beetles. I’ve just made a deal with Fort Worth Zoo to pick up their lion poop. Dung beetles love lion poop. I didn’t know that until I started doing research. There’s a lot that people don’t know about dung beetles.”

      Stéphane leaned across the table and whispered to Brian. “I can’t eat here with all this talk of lion poop. Let’s find somewhere else to eat. I’ll meet you in the lobby.” He made a rapid exit, dropping his breakfast into the trash untouched.

      Brian joined Stéphane, sitting on a gray sofa near the front desk.

      “I’m sorry, Brian, I couldn’t listen to another story about his Pussy without cracking up.” Stéphane wiped tears of laughter from his eyes.

      Brian did, too. “‘Never a day goes by without me thinking of Pussy.’ I can’t believe he said that.”

      Brian and Stéphane were helpless for the next five minutes.

      A woman checking in gathered her three young children around her like a mother hen. Feathers fluttered in the air. Nothing frightens, unsettles, and disturbs straight folks more than two happy homosexuals. The father, a butch little bear of a man wearing a Detroit Red Wings t-shirt, stood between his children and the two butt pirates giggling on the sofa.

      Eventually, Brian and Stéphane regained their composure.

      “Now I’m getting hungry. Let me look and see if there’s a restaurant nearby. Just a simple breakfast joint would do just fine.” Stéphane picked up his phone and Googled. “There’s something up the street called the Poodle Skirt and Bra Diner.”

      Brian laughed. “That sounds more like our kind of place. Poodle skirt and bra? Is that a dress code? If it is, I’ll have to pop back up to the room and change. Should I wear my pink bra or the red lacy one?”

      “The red lacy bra makes you look cheap, Brian. You don’t want men thinking that you’re giving it away free.”

      “But I am giving it away free.”

      The two of them giggled uncontrollably.

      As they were preparing to leave, an elegantly dressed woman stepped out of the elevator, sailed through the lobby with the grace of a two-masted schooner off the coast of Cape Cod, and lowered herself into a chair in the hotel lobby. She was dressed entirely in gray, and her long auburn hair danced about her shoulders like curtains in a breeze. She pulled out a compact from her bag and touched up her lipstick.

      Stéphane stifled a gasp and nudged Brian. “Look at that compact. It’s a Salvador Dali-designed Elgin Bird-in-Hand compact with a silvertone finish and gold-highlighted feathers. Circa 1951. It’s worth a couple of thousand dollars. Then there’s the Christian Dior bag, the Manolo Blahnik shoes, and she’s wearing Francis Kurkdjian’s À La Rose perfume. I wonder who she is. She must be somebody. But what’s she doing at a mid-priced hotel like the Seashell Cove?”

      Brian thought for a moment. “She must be hiding from someone or something. That’s the only thing I can think of. She’s flying under the radar.”

      “And making a lousy job of it. Our Lady in Gray stands out like a sore thumb at the Seashell Cove.”

      The woman gracefully slipped her compact back into her purse. In appearance and manner, there was something sleek and cat-like about her. Her eyes nervously darted around the lobby as if she were looking for an escape route—should something unexpected happen. She checked her watch several times, then drummed her long, slender fingers on the arm of the chair. You could tell she was feeling exposed and vulnerable. What was she frightened of?

      “Brian, did you see the watch? That’s a Van Cleef & Arpels Lady Féerie watch. We’re talking over one hundred thousand dollars. Who the hell is she? My gay gene has got to know.”

      A cab pulled up outside, and the woman walked out and talked to the driver. That’s when Stéphane noticed she had left her wallet on the chair. It fell out of her purse.

      Stéphane snatched it up. It snapped open. He closed it quickly and ran after the Lady in Gray, catching up to her as she was climbing into the cab.

      “Thank you so much.” The woman slipped on a pair of shades and tapped the driver on the shoulder.

      The cab drove away.

      Stéphane waited until it was out of sight, then returned to Brian in the lobby.

      “I wonder who that was.” Brian stared at Stéphane. “Going by your expression, I think you already know who it is.”

      “Are you suggesting I went through that woman’s wallet? I only had it in my hand for a few seconds.”

      “Stéphane, how long have we been together?”

      “Too long. It’s time for a change. I’ve recently considered trading you in for one of those nifty little Japanese models. Electric, of course. Eco-friendly. I’ve been married to a gas guzzler for more years than I care to remember.”

      “Stéphane, I’ve been with you long enough to know you can go through a woman’s wallet faster than greased lightning. You’re like Big Mary the Magician. All limp-wristed and sleight of hand.”

      Stéphane sighed. “I thought I heard a New York accent, maybe Brooklyn, but I also detected Russian. Her name is Natalia Volkov. She lives at 2022 Presumido Avenue in Indian Wells and wears colored contact lenses and a wig.”

      “I suppose you know where she’s going as well.”

      “Yes, 2025 De La Fuente Court.”

      “Stéphane, when did you become Sherlock Holmes, and how did you know all that?”

      “It’s elementary, my dear Watson. It was all on her driver’s license. It said her eyes were blue, yet our Lady in Gray has hazel eyes. Therefore, she must be wearing colored contact lenses. I’ve spent my whole life doing women’s hair, and that was a wig. She’s a blond.”

      “And how did you know where she was going?”

      “I heard her tell the cab driver.”
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            THE POODLE SKIRT AND BRA DINER

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a two-block walk from the Seashell Cove Hotel to the Poodle Skirt and Bra Diner—a funky eatery with a garish canary-yellow awning spattered with black poodle silhouettes and polka dots—a flashback to the bobby sox and drive-in movie theaters of the 1950s. Brian and Stéphane stood on the sidewalk and studied the grubby menu in the window.

      “This place looks alright. Nothing fancy.” Brian screwed up his eyes and peered through the window. “Let’s try it. It’s got to be better than listening to a guy who breeds dung beetles lamenting that his Pussy is taking a dirt nap.”

      Stéphane pushed open the door. The 1950s-style diner was half full. They sat at a table in a quiet corner. “Brian, have you noticed something?”

      “The fact that the place is filled with old men and not a gay one among them. This seems to be an old man’s diner. I’m detecting a strong smell of Old Spice, beer, and desperation.”

      “I was thinking more of the artwork.”

      Brian hadn’t noticed. The walls of the Poodle Skirt and Bra Diner were lined with framed 1950s Maidenform bra ads. “Oh my god, it’s a Hooters for seniors.”

      Stéphane laughed. But they were about to discover how close Brian’s remark had been to the truth.

      A guy at a nearby table saw them looking at the artwork. “Is this your first time here?”

      “Yes.” Brian smiled. “We’re vacationing. This is an interesting place.”

      “Well, you see that picture over there, the one that says, ‘I Dreamed I Painted the Town Red in My Maidenform Bra.’ That’s Elsie. She was a cutie patootie back then. Still is. And that one over there is Doris. She’s the cowboy in the picture, and next to her is Laverne. Those three gals run this place. Elsie will be out to serve you soon.”

      Brian and Stéphane perused the menu. A couple of minutes later, a waitress appeared wearing a poodle skirt and nothing on top except a white bra with a strap hanging loose off the shoulder. “Good morning, my name is Elsie. I’m eighty-nine years young, and I was once a model for Maidenform bras in the 1950s. I recommend the chicken apple sausage and eggs.” The strap slipped down further, revealing a nipple. The waitress deftly lifted the bra strap back in place.

      Stéphane struggled to speak. “Umm…”

      “My friend is trying to say we need more time to look at the menu.”

      “Well, you cute little sweetie pies, just call for Elsie when you’re ready. I’ll come running, you naughty boys. If what you want isn’t on the menu, then ask, and I’m sure we can accommodate you with other options.” Elsie winked and struggled back into the kitchen.

      “Don’t say anything, Stéphane. Not a word.” Brian tried to keep a straight face.

      Stéphane focused on the table basket of jams and jellies.

      The guy sitting at the next table leaned across. “When their modeling days were over, Elsie, Doris, and Laverne started a singing group along the lines of the Andrews Sisters. They were called The Silver Babiettes. They once whistled ‘The Poor People of Paris’ on The Laurence Welk Show. If you’re lucky, they might perform for us. If all the customers are men, they sometimes lock the front door and sing a couple of songs while serving breakfast. Now, if I’m not mistaken, you two look like men of the world.”

      “Oh, we are definitely men of the world.” Brian smiled.

      “Yes, men of the world—that’s us.” Stéphane echoed.

      “Well, you might say I work for these gals in a managerial capacity. I look after their interests. Keep them safe. And…” The man winked. “They do extras out back if you’re interested.”

      “What kind of extras?” Brian was intrigued. As the words came out of his mouth, he regretted asking.

      “They give $20 blowjobs out the back. All you need to do is walk through that red door. I think Laverne is out back now. Elsie is waiting tables, Doris is cooking—so yes, it’s Laverne on blowjobs this morning.”

      “Worth every penny.” Another man winked and interrupted. “Laverne is my favorite. For an extra five dollars, she takes out her dentures.”

      “They all do.” The first man was indignant. “They all do an excellent job. Deep throat, the works. They got a spittoon back there. I’ve been coming here for thirty-five years. I’ve always had a happy ending at the Poodle Skirt and Bra Diner. And that’s saying something when you get to my age. Let’s say that I won’t see eighty-five again and leave it at that.”

      Brian and Stéphane were gobsmacked. Unwittingly, they had stumbled on a brothel diner for seniors. Who knew such a thing existed? They certainly didn’t.

      Elsie stepped out of the kitchen again. Brian called her over. “We’re ready to order now. I’d like coffee, the vegetarian omelet, hash browns, and an English muffin buttered.”

      “And I’d like coffee, and I’ll try the chicken apple sausage with eggs and raisin toast.”

      While they were eating, three customers disappeared into the back room to savor the erotic oral delights of Laverne. As Brian and Stéphane finished their breakfast, Laverne appeared from the back room, pulled down the shade in the window, and locked the door. Then she opened two large shutters in the back wall, revealing a small stage. She was joined by Elsie and Doris—the latter took off her apron and tidied her beehive of gray hair that sloped to one side like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. The three women—average age 87—stood in a row, all wearing nothing but poodle skirts and bras. Then they undid their bras and turned their back to the men in the diner. A cheer went up. The air was electric. You could plug your hairdryer into it. Nikola Tesla would have got a boner over it.

      Wide-eyed, Brian and Stéphane held their breath.

      Then Elsie, Doris, and Laverne turned back and revealed everything God, old age, and gravity had given them. Then, the topless trio sang a cappella in voices that crackled like an out-of-control forest fire. My boyfriend’s back, and you’re gonna be in trouble (Hey-la-day-la my boyfriend’s back)…

      At the song’s end, with a grand flourish, Elsie jumped into the air and landed in the splits. As she did so, there was a loud cracking sound.

      Within seconds, every man in the diner ran for the door, fearing the police might turn up and discover what was really on the menu at this diner for male Medicare recipients. Only Brian and Stéphane remained.

      Elsie froze, unable to move or speak.

      “Oh Elsie!” Laverne clapped her hands over her face. “Doris, phone for an ambulance. Somebody needs to help me. We can’t let Elsie be seen like this. We at least need to get her bra back on. Can you two give me a helping hand? I can’t do this alone. I can’t bend down that far.” She gestured to Brian and Stéphane. “Could you lift her breasts so I can drop them back into her bra?”

      Stéphane stared open-mouthed at Brian. Brian stared back. This was a first for them both. And, hopefully, a last.

      Laverne pleaded. “Please help Elsie keep her dignity. The last thing we need is Elsie’s boobs plastered all over the front page of the newspapers or going viral on the Internet.”

      Brian stared down at the eighty-nine-year-old topless Elsie and took pity on her. After an illustrious career as a 1950s Maidenform bra model, a singer in a girl band, and lastly, as a waitress/cook/cocksucker, there was no dignity in being hospitalized for doing the splits topless. So, Brian knelt on the floor and lifted one of Elsie’s breasts. “Stéphane, get the other one.”

      Stéphane lifted Elsie’s other breast. “They’re quite heavy, aren’t they? Like watermelons. And wobbly. Oops! Dropped it. Hold on. Oops, there it goes again. They’ve got a mind of their own, don’t they? Let’s try again—there we go.”

      Laverne slipped Elsie’s sweater puppies into the cups and clasped the bra at the back. “I know, it’s like pushing a vanilla mousse into a slot machine, right? Now, don’t move, Elsie. Is there any way we can get some panties on her?”

      Stéphane couldn’t believe his ears. “She’s not wearing panties! She’s done the splits on a wooden stage—and she’s not wearing panties! What about splinters in her—umm—her, you know, her cherry orchard? Not the Anton Chekhov play, the—umm—her sausage wallet. Her whisker biscuit. Her sugar walls⁠—”

      Brian changed the subject. “So, what was that cracking sound?”

      Stéphane shrugged. “Maybe she snapped her clitoris.”

      Brian shot him a disapproving glance. A look that said, Stéphane, stop panicking and shut the fuck up.

      “Well, Brian, how would I know? I’m not a gynecologist. I can’t be expected to know everything. Women’s plumbing is a mystery to me. It’s like Home Depot, all couplings, valves, and adjustable hose bibs. Women’s insides are a mass of complications.”

      Brian and Stéphane comforted Elsie until the ambulance arrived.

      Two fresh-faced medics, one male and one that was anybody’s guess, burst through the door of the Poodle Skirt and Bra Diner. Without batting an eyelid, they lifted Elsie onto a stretcher and carried her to the ambulance, still doing the splits. As they lifted her off the wooden stage, there was a loud sucking sound that everyone pretended didn’t happen.

      Brian glanced at Stéphane and shrugged his shoulders.

      Outside, Doris climbed into the ambulance with Elsie, leaving Laverne standing on the sidewalk, dabbing her eyes with a paper napkin.

      Back inside the diner, Laverne regained her composure. “I’m afraid I’ll have to close the diner until Doris gets back. Thank you so much for helping us out. I can’t believe all our regular customers ran away and didn’t help us. It’s very kind of you. As Blanche DuBois said, ‘I’ve always depended
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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