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	Vonderlust

	By R.W. Clinger

	October 30, 2021. Saturday afternoon shone in shards of ice and snow. Winds of various strengths battered and pelted our little lakeside town of Harker, Ohio. Winter had mysteriously come early, sweeping a bitter coldness down from Canada, slicing through the streets and keeping residents inside, cozy and warm next to churning fires.

	I'd sat across from Mina Carpathia, my boss and best friend, and listened to her ramble for the last fifteen minutes about her current boyfriend, a much-older executive who cared more about numbers and financial investments than her raven hair, leprechaun-colored eyes, and voluptuous breasts. The woman was a beauty from toes to head, intelligent, and quite powerful when she needed to be.

	How many times had I told her to dump Renoir and find a dumb jock interested more in sex than money? So many fish swam in the sea of life. Mina deserved better, particularly a man who desired her dynamic curves over money and work.

	Again and again she kept saying, "He's just not into me."

	My bored gaze studied her shadowy office. Eclectic came to mind: too many orb-shaped and glass paperweights that reminded me of her past boyfriends, clunky Chippendale furniture, and a suit of armor in one corner that she had purchased somewhere in Wales on her travels.

	"Liam? Liam Dumar, are you listening to me?" She clapped her hands, gaining my attention. So feisty. Ambitious.

	Caught. Shame on me. I saved myself with a frequently used comeback, "Renoir Fresco is a dick. He likes his cash more than your succulent thighs. It's time to move on, darling. He's not a real man. He'd rather fuck his money. I've told you this before, and I will tell you again. He's shit."

	She blew me a kiss across the expanse of her desk and its piles of organized paperwork. Her smile was part wicked and part tame, very attractive, almost sensual. "I love you. You're my sanity and balance. If you weren't queer as Tinkerbell, I'd marry you. Shame on God for causing you to like cock."

	We both chuckled and moved on with our meeting.

	Icy snow ticked against the windows. The aggressive wind knocked on every wall, wanting inside. The storm increased by the seconds. It didn't stop her from reviewing my next task.

	I had been cordially invited to Hyde Manor by none other than its aged owner himself, Lord Harkford Mason Hyde. In a shaky hand, he'd jotted down the kindest note, writing in Vladimir Script that looked almost illegible. His communication was short, to the point, and in a deep crimson hue. It stated clearly that I had permission to retrieve the oil painting Lust Between Two Men, and delicately convey it by vehicle from Mount Castelul, specifically Hyde Manor, Lord Harkford Hyde's home for the last decade, and kindly deliver it back to Harker and to my employer, Mina Carpathia Antiques. She, in turn, would sell the exquisite piece to its fresh buyers, Lawrence Deaver and George McGlintock. Thereafter, on November 2, the new owners and wealthy lovers, were to pick up the rare art piece at Mina's office, happy with their painting. A done deal. Task completed. Everyone would win.

	Mina was paying me quite the sum of money to make the sixty-mile round trip from our small antique village of Harker, a unique northeastern Ohio town, to Hyde Manor by Lake Erie, and back. Truth said, I felt somewhat embarrassed to receive the hefty sum of cash from her, but she exclaimed, "You're worth the green, Liam. The storm is brutal today and the job must be done. And we both know that Hyde Manor is creepy and holds dark secrets and I don't want any part of it. So, you're doing me a favor, which I'm grateful for."

	As her assistant for the last dozen years, and best friend for what felt like forever, I understood her, and said, "Thank you for this opportunity. I'll get the job done. You have nothing to worry about."

	The plan was simple: I'd pack an overnight Gucci bag and leave Harker in an hour. Then I'd go east, into Pennsylvania, and end up on Mount Castelul, and Lord Hyde's manor. I intended to humor the wealthy Romanov gentleman, enjoy a refined brandy with him, chatter with him for few hours, and admire the rare painting. Thereafter, I would spend the night in the manor, rest contentedly within one of its large and airy bedrooms, and, the next morning, make the drive back to Harker with the expensive painting, handing it over to Mina.

	Looking back now...if only it were that easy, of course.

	If only.

	* * * *

	Mina Elizabeth Carpathia had started her antiques business some fifteen years before by accident. I believe we were twenty at the time. While traveling with me through Amish country in eastern Pennsylvania, both of us having left Temple University for the summer after a hectic semester, we stopped at a gas station in the middle of nowhere to take a pee and to grab something to drink.

	Near the rear of the Ma and Pa shop was a small table of trinkets for sale: pens, watches, pins, shells, metal toy cars, and other small whatnots that could catch passing eyes. What caught her most was a Nixon pin: oval-shaped, black-and-white, with Richard and Pat Nixon headshots. She bought it for a buck and...two years later--Mina with a bachelor's degree from Temple in business administration--someone asked to buy the pin from her for one hundred and twenty-five dollars, which she accepted. Such a transaction plus her obsessive liking for rare antiques had her diving into the buying and selling of antiques; something that had changed her world forever. Within weeks after the pin transaction, she was working for Harold Berger Antiques and learned the ropes of the business for the next eight years, until she branched off on her own, creating MCA, Mina Carpathia Antiques...I will go to the ends of the earth to find your perfect trinket.

	* * * *

	Being her best friend, then and now, I joined Mina's business after she got on her feet. She practically begged me to be her assistant: "We're a good team. You're the only person I can trust to do this with me, Liam. You have a strong mind, and your knowledge about antiques is incomparable. I can't see you doing anything else. So help me...Help me."

	And so it was done. I quit my job at the Phillip, a small libertarian paper in Harker and helped her build her business. Together we traveled the world in search of antiques for her buyers. Interested clients would pay ungodly sums of money for the strangest things, which we would find for them: a rare Aboriginal soup bowl near Warburton, Australia; a blood pressure cuff from Auschwitz; three handwritten pages from a diary by one of the hundred and fifteen missing residents of Roanoke in 1587; an allegedly powerful Inuit urn from Vancouver. So many tasks. So many prized antiques. Lots of traveling. Big money.

	I was in.

	Mina had caught me.

	We were a great team, just as she thought we would be. MCA was a huge success.

	* * * *

	The painting, oil on canvas...Lust Between Two Men by Renaldo Estuar, circa 1621. Estuar was said to be an understudy of the Flemish artist, Peter Paul Rubens. The two worked together for eight months in Antwerp before Estuar was murdered at the age of twenty-three. Like Rubens, Estuar practiced Counter-Reformation. Unlike Rubens, who created history paintings, Estuar, in love with a young man named Roberto Genova, painted himself with Roberto, concentrated specifically on scenes of lust. It is written in art history books that Estuar and Roberto were caught making love near a well. Hereafter, being caught, Estuar was hung in the well by his older brother, Stepho. Stepho thought the man-with-man sex was the devil's work. The young men were "serpents twisting together" according to texts that I had read about the painting. Outraged and disgusted by his brother's sickening behavior, Stepho wrapped a rope around Estuar's neck and pushed him into the well, hanging him to his death.

	Other specifics of the painting entailed: bluish-green-black swirls comprised the background of the miniature painting; the foreground showed two young men bent over a grayish-brown stone well; both men were naked. Dirty, beige robes were in wrinkled bunches at their bare feet. Art historians interpreted the two men as Estuar and Roberto; no one ever disagreed with this analysis of the painting. Estuar was believed to be positioned in the front, and Roberto was positioned behind Estuar. Roberto's ribbed stomach pressed against Estuar's ever so slightly arched back. Estuar's one exposed nipple was completely erect. Robert's left hand was affixed to Estuar's hip. Estuar's arms were both stiff and locked forward, his palms pressed against the well's edge, fingers digging into the sandy stones.

	Many critics of the painting said, "If you use a magnifying glass, and look close enough, you can actually see Roberto's penis pressed inside Estuar's bottom." And others said, "Look at the pain and pleasure and anguish and satisfaction on Estuar's face because Roberto is making love to him." Every college professor in America pointed out, "Bubbles or droplets of sweat are on both the men's foreheads and thighs. Such ecstasy. True lust between two men."

	Urban legends of the painting included: the artwork was said to be an aphrodisiac of sorts for the male gender. Being around the small oil painting (ten by ten inches) could raise one's testosterone and arouse men. Erections could become larger by an inch or two. Scrotums could swell in size. Stamina could increase by minutes. Sex could be the best ever.

	No wonder Lawrence Deaver and George McGlintock wanted to purchase the painting from Lord Harkford Hyde.

	No wonder.

	* * * *

	The drive to Mount Castelul and Hyde Manor felt hazardous and endless. I took Interstate 80 along Lake Erie, going west to east. My four-hundred horsepower Nissan Titan swerved left and right on the icy and snow-covered single lane. A massive eighteen-wheeler slowed behind me, flicked its lights, telling me to increase my speed; I waited for it to bump into me, pushing me blindly off the road. I kept at a slower pace, though. Careful. Wanting to get to Hyde Manor safely. Get my task done.

	As the afternoon darkened, closing on evening, the time and miles passed slowly. Again and again I looked in my review mirror at the tractor trailer behind me; it had backed off some, but not much. Occasionally I caught a view of myself in the mirror. Thirty-five wasn't bitch-slapping me. I had faint wrinkles around my eyes that men thought handsome and dignified. My brown wavy hair had curled more because of the wet day outside. Cinnamon brown eyes stared back at me. My mother's sharp, Norwegian nose screamed Hollywood good looks, landing me a man or two in bed throughout the last six months. And I had my father's rugged, rugby-like jaw; the better to rub a guy's cheek, chest, or inner thigh with, which each man I kissed seemed to enjoy and never complain about, instead coveting it.

	Mina couldn't believe a guy hadn't caught and scooped me up yet because of my handsomeness. Frankly, if I hadn't spent so much time with her, I might have been married and permanently under a man. Work kept us (me!) busy, though. Dating and meeting Mr. Right seemed out of reach when we were traveling to Lima, Peru and collecting a jade statue shaped like a panther, or flying off to Madrid to purchase a rare fan painted with Spanish Flamenco dancers. And one couldn't pick up a guy and have a night of naked fun with him while traveling with a beautiful woman like Mina. Because every queer guy thought she and I were happily married newlyweds and lost in love. Therefore, I stayed single, alone, and faithful to my sidekick antiques-girl. Too bad for me.

	Of course I had had emotional and sexual affairs with men in the last few years, but nothing that lasted more than six weeks: Martin Schuller, the boring accountant; Steven Bowers, the fireman who used his hose on little girls; Oliver Disdain, the professional quarterback who liked women more than men; Ivan Dickerson, the artist who liked heroin more than me. And last but certainly not least, Kevin Rotte, the blond underwear model with the chiseled stomach who...liked many, many, many other models out of their underwear.

	In truth, I wasn't an unhappy single man. One was supposed to love themselves before one could love someone else. I lived by that motto. I enjoyed working with Mina, traveling the world, finding antiques, and snuggling in the corner with a thick Stephen King novel in my small house on Chantier Street in Harker. I liked Russian tea cookies (my weakness), a variety of smelly cheeses, B-rated movies, almost all the holidays, heavy rainstorms, Walt Disney characters, and bright greens. I believed with all my heart that the man of my dreams was somewhere in the world waiting for me to find him, or vice versa. I also believed that life was short and I had to play its game hard.

	That was me. All of me.

	* * * *

	How long had I been driving on the interstate? Didn't know. Forever. Uncountable minutes. It grew darker and darker outside as the snowstorm thickened. Icy claws scratched at the truck's metal and windows. Wind rocked the beast to and fro. The tractor trailer was no longer behind me. It had pulled off somewhere, stopping, or exiting the interstate.

	I slowed the Titan because of the horrendous and biting
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