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    A HORSE'S TALE 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time in merry old California lived a man named Kevin who loved horses. The only thing he loved better than his horse was his groom whose name was Jeffrey. Often when the horse was bedded down for the night, Kevin would go out to the stable to be with his groom. Such was their passion for each other that they then immediately entered the brick mansion where Kevin lived on the outskirts of West Hollywood. After a glass of white wine or Perrier, off they would go to Kevin's bedroom on the seventh floor, there to wile away the hours until morning. 
 
    Occasionally, however, their hunger for one another precluded their repairing to the manse. Instead the two men wildly embraced, tearing at one another's attire, and ran to the nearest empty stall. Despite these physical needs and their love for one another, Kevin remained very much the lord of house and grounds while Jeffrey took care to remember his place: Keeper of the Horse. 
 
    One day as Jeffrey was bringing Old Penelope (for that was the horse's name) back to the stable after her daily exercise, Kevin dashed into the barn. "Groom, where are you?" he called. 
 
    Jeffrey at that very moment approached the door of the stable, leading the dapple mare. Immediately, he dropped her reins and rushed inside, sensing his employer's cravings. The two men flew into each other's arms. 
 
    Later, the fires of their need now quenched, the two men lay in their bed of straw and thought as one of Penelope. 
 
    Leaping into their apparel: designer jeans and plaid shirts—Kevin's royal blue and white as befitted a master, Jeffrey's black and brown as befitted a groom—they sped from the stable. Alas, to their dismay, the horse was nowhere in sight. 
 
    There was naught to do but to seek the errant equine. Soon, however, encroaching darkness made their efforts futile. Eyes spilling tears of frustration and sorrow, the pair made plans to meet at daybreak to resume their efforts. 
 
    Alas, upon the morrow, all it took was a certain tilt of the head on Kevin's part, the careless brushing of hair with hand by Jeffrey, and the men were once more in each other's arms. And so it was that by cocktail hour that late afternoon, all by herself the dapple mare returned. 
 
    Praising the gods up in heaven, Kevin and Jeffrey, the former on her right side, the latter on her left, led the horse to her stall, quickly closing the gate. 
 
    "What a burden lifted," Kevin exclaimed, "for dearly I love old Penelope." 
 
    "And don't I love her as well?" Jeffrey asked. 
 
    "Yea, verily. Still, you are the Keeper of the Horse. And since she had been quit of the grounds for the last full day, I must subtract one seventh of your weekly salary." 
 
    "But hadn't we planned to look—" 
 
    Kevin held up his hand. "Harken unto me, Groom," he said. "Is the care of the horse not your responsibility? Is that not why you are in my employ?" 
 
    Jeffrey stood with downcast eyes. "Yes, master," he said. "I cannot argue, for what you say is true." 
 
    And so it was that Jeffrey's pay check on the second Friday of the month was docked the sum of $315.25. 
 
      
 
    Moral: A dapple away docks the keeper a day. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    MUMMY DEAREST 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time an Egyptologist was doing a dig in the hot Sahara sands, his dearest wish to find the tomb of ... well, that was the problem. Few history books even mentioned the obscure ruler for whom Peter Potter was searching, and those that contained any reference were rather ambiguous in what they said, sometimes referring to the ruler as Queen Che Che I or Pharaoh Cheops LXIX. 
 
    Furthermore, vague warnings of a curse persisted, something having to do with a terrible stench. Yet the curse was vague, rarely hinted at, and thus often was referred to by cynics and wags as the riddle of the stinks. Yet, certain scholars like Potter felt that to dismiss the legend as mere fancy when searching for Che Che's tomb was to court disaster. 
 
    All his life Professor Potter had been obsessed with solving the mysteries of Cheops LXIX. Was he a man or was she a woman? Where was the tomb located? What really was the curse? 
 
    Professor Potter had devoted his professional life to the search for the tomb, each year finding it increasingly difficult to capture grants to finance his journeys. 
 
    One night as he lay abed in his pup tent, his faithful assistant and lover, Pembroke Smithington Schultz, snuggled against his deeply tanned chest, Professor Potter realized he was no closer to his goal than he had been forty years before. 
 
    "Alas, I've lived my life in vain," he said. Sadly, he smiled and placed a hand on either side of Pembroke's face. "Except for you, my love." He sighed. "Fortunate for me it was indeed that you found fit to enroll in my Introduction to the Pharaohs all those many years ago. For you have been my constant companion, my friend, my very reason for continuing the rat race." 
 
    "Oh, dear Pot," Pembroke answered, for such a term of endearment did he employ for his inamorato, "you've come so far, you've tried so hard, you deserve to be rewarded." 
 
    "Perhaps," Potter continued, "there exists no pharaoh or queen such as Che Che. Perhaps, I've wasted my time, in fact, my life." 
 
    Pembroke, student, lover, colleague, friend, reached out and tousled Peter's curly locks. 
 
    Just then there came a rippling of the tent, akin to the flutter of wings against a silken pillow (or so Prof. Potter thought, though, of course, he'd never heard such a sound). 
 
    Pembroke sat up, fear etched on his countenance. "Oh, Potty, what is it?" he asked, as the sound once more reached their ears. 
 
    Peter rose, or tried to, nearly ripped the tiny tent from its moorings in the shifting sand, dropped to all fours and crawled to the entrance. 
 
    A piece of parchment, ancient and weathered, pinned to the canvas, gleamed white in the glow of the moon. 
 
    Removing the pin, a bit of blanched bone, Peter Potter unfolded the parchment, hurried inside and turned on his torch. 
 
    Faint letters flitted across the page: 
 
      
 
    Friend, I've watched for forty years, take heed. 
 
    For if you find my tomb, a heart shall bleed, 
 
    the stink of human misery at its seed. 
 
    And in the desecration and your need 
 
    a stench, a stench shall envelope the greed 
 
    wherein the deadly vapors then shall feed. 
 
      
 
    And you of all who've sought my gauzéd clay 
 
    shall be the one who dearly has to pay. 
 
    For if you find you cannot stay away 
 
    the riddle's answer shall be yours today. 
 
      
 
    But yet if save you would your mercy true 
 
    Then, friend, salvation come to me and you. 
 
      
 
    P.S. Pretty good for someone dead for five thousand years, don't you think? Figure this all out and you help me too. 
 
    Hugs and kisses. 
 
    Che Che LXIX 
 
      
 
    "What does it say, Potty?" Pemby asked in a trembling tone. 
 
    "Someone's playing a joke, that's all. Someone who knows how much this means to me." He handed Pembroke the parchment. 
 
    Schultz perused the page, then looked into his lover's eyes. "Oh, but what if it isn't?" 
 
    "Nonsense." 
 
    "But why would anyone—" 
 
    "I don't know, Pemby, a jealous colleague." 
 
    "Just be careful, Potty," Pembroke answered. "I only care about you." 
 
      
 
    Later, as the lovers once more lay abed, arms encircling each other, an eerie keening wafted through the midnight air. "Aaaiiiii. Aaaiiii. Cheeeee, Cheee, Cheops. Cheee, Chee, Cheops." 
 
    As one, Potty and Pemby sat erect, glanced at the tent flap, glanced at each other. "Did you hear that?" Pembroke asked. 
 
    "Only the wind," Peter answered. 
 
    "There is no wind," Pemby countered. "The earth is as still as a tomb." 
 
    "Toooooomb. Yes, hah hah, as still as a tooooooomb." 
 
    "Whatever it is," Peter said, "it seems to be able to hear us." 
 
    "You doubt what I ammmmm, Professor Potterrrr?" 
 
    Peter pulled on his pants and scurried to the exit. 
 
    "Potty, please," Pembroke pleaded. "Don't go out there." 
 
    "But I must." 
 
    "Why?" Pembroke asked. 
 
    "You convinced me I have to see if this thing is real." 
 
    "But what if it is?" 
 
    "Don't you understand? If what I think it is…really is, then I've reached my goal." 
 
    Pembroke followed Peter to the flap, grabbing his ankle. "Is it so important?" he asked. 
 
    Peter turned, surprised. "Important? Of course, it's important. The most impor—" He smiled. "The second most important thing in my life." 
 
    "If that be true," Pembroke answered, "for my sake, don't go on with this." 
 
    "I love you, Pemby, God knows I do. And you love me?" 
 
    "Need you ask? After all these years." 
 
    Peter turned. "Of course not," he said. "But forty years, Pemby. Forty long years, and maybe now my goal's within reach." He jerked his ankle loose and crawled outside. 
 
    Off in the distance, he thought he saw a figure, a man or a woman, he couldn't tell. Pembroke crawled out beside him. Peter looked at his longtime companion and nodded toward the horizon. Just then the figure took a square piece of cloth from somewhere on its person, grasped it and with a limp wrist waved it quickly toward the two men. "Yoohoo, dearies, did you get my note?" 
 
    "Yes, yes, we did," Peter called, leaping to his feet. "But I don't understand what it means?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm bound to bid you follow, but beware 
 
    your earthly needs you do not tear. 
 
    And if my tomb you find, you find my purse 
 
    of gold and handsome jewels—" 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the voice became a campy parody of itself. "Maybe even as handsome as you Peter, or you Pem—" It cut itself off then and resumed in more ponderous tones. 
 
    "Ahem," it said, "ahem, as I was saying: 
 
      
 
    And if my tomb you find, you find my purse 
 
    of gold and handsome jewels. Then ponder well 
 
    whatever the histories and the legend tell 
 
    But as you ponder, follow me, 
 
    and the tomb of Che Che Cheops shall you see." 
 
      
 
    The figure turned, glanced coyly over its shoulder, raised a trailing finger and beckoned the two men to follow. 
 
    "You can't," Pembroke said, grasping Peter's muscular upper arm. 
 
    "I must," Peter answered, prying loose the fingers that held his bulging biceps. 
 
    "Then I shall follow too," Pembroke answered. 
 
    The men ran toward the figure that glided before them. They picked up speed, but the figure maintained its distance. Up one dune and down the other, the two men staggered on. 
 
    The figure faced them, arms akimbo. "Come on, loves," it teased. "Just over the rise." It raced lightly now to the top of a giant dune, waited till the two men were nearly upon it, then fled down the other side. 
 
    Peter and Pembroke hardly noticed for before them stood the most magnificent pyramid they'd ever seen. Whereas the great pyramids seemed to be of plain stone, this one gleamed gold and silver in the light of the stars. "Magnificent!" Peter proclaimed. 
 
    "But why has no one ever seen it before?" Pembroke asked. 
 
    "Perhaps they have," Peter answered. 
 
    "If so, why isn't it widely known?" 
 
    "Perhaps those who ventured on this trail, if any there be, were doomed by the curse." 
 
    "Dear Lord, Potty, what are you saying? Even to think of such a thing precludes our onward journey." 
 
    "Quite to the contrary, Pemby. For I'm certain we're seeing what few mortals down through the ages have seen before." 
 
    "But the curse?" Pembroke said. 
 
    Peter struck a noble pose. "But don't you see, Pemby, if die I must, happy I'll go to my grave. Joyful in the thought of my discovery." 
 
    "But what about me? What about us? I love you, Potty, with all my heart. With all my soul. With every fiber of my being. At least think about it, huh?" 
 
    "I promise. What harm can come from approaching nearer?" 
 
    "You mean you won't go inside?" Pembroke sounded so hopeful that Peter nearly weakened. 
 
    "Perhaps not, Pemby. Perhaps not. Though after all these years ..." His voice trailed off. 
 
    Pembroke took Peter's hand. "Then we'll approach it together," he said. "Hand in hand. Two lovers against the fates." 
 
    "Thank you, Pemby," Peter said. "I can always count on you in a pinch." 
 
    The two men gazed into each other's eyes, then staunchly followed the figure. 
 
    The closer they came to the pyramid the more magnificent it seemed, its outer walls encrusted with jewels catching the fire from the moon and flinging it once more heavenward. 
 
    Laughter pealed from deep inside the tomb. "Things are not always what they seem for even in your dearest dream—" The voice broke off, and again there was laughter, giggly and mocking. "Screw the poetry," it said. "I'm tired of all this caca." 
 
    Peter and Pembroke stood and waited. 
 
    "Well, dearies, remember what the note said. Remember everything you've read about the curse. And then I must bid you follow me." 
 
    Peter and Pembroke sidled closer and peered inside. Peter couldn't believe his senses. Everything was done in shades of lavender and pink from the furniture to the doilies. 
 
    Suddenly, the figure appeared in an archway separating the main room of the tomb from some sort of enclosure beyond. "Well, dearies, don't just stare," the figure said, assuming a campy pose. "I'm Che, sometimes known as Cheops LXIX. Won't you sit down and make yourselves comfy?" 
 
    "Who ... are ... you?" Peter asked, glancing at Pemby, whose wide brown eyes bugged wider still, his forehead creased in a frown of puzzlement. 
 
    "Well, now didn't I just tell you? I'm the—shall we say—the femme fatale you've been seeking most of your life." 
 
    "How do you know—" 
 
    "The power of the ancients, sweetie." 
 
    Peter rushed toward him. "This is some sort of put-on. And you're an actor, aren't you?" 
 
    The figure stretched to an imposing height. "How dare you?" it stated, the voice losing all traces of campiness. "I am Cheops. Dare you doubt me?" 
 
    Peter felt Pembroke grab the back of his shirt. "Please, Peter, let's do as Cheops asks." 
 
    Peter exhaled sharply. "All right, Pemby, but I still think—" 
 
    "Sorry to frighten you, Pemby darling," the figure said, resuming its former manner of speaking. "But one must, now and again, take advantage of what power is at one's disposal, as it were." The figure tittered. "Actually, I wouldn't hurt you. Not such beautiful men as you two. Now please sit down and we'll discuss this calmly." Suddenly, the figure threw off a long trailing cape, deep purple in color, made of a sort of silky fabric. It apparently noticed the two men's attention to the garment. "Don't you just love it?" it said. "But behold" It held out its arms and spun around to show them layers and layers of gauze, flamingo pink with hundreds of silver sequins scattered from the crown of the head to the ankles. The mummy, if such it were, noticed them glancing at its footwear, a pair of glittery pumps, much like Dorothy's in The Wizard of Oz. "Don't you just adore them?" he asked. "Though it does make walking from dune to dune just dreadfully difficult." 
 
    Peter shook his head. "Who are you really?" 
 
    "I'm as I say. Why would I lie?" The mummy paused, a wistful look in its eyes. "But I'd prefer that you call me Che Che." 
 
    Che Che indicated a pair of couches against the wall. "Frightfully dusty, I'm afraid. Supposed to be airtight, you know. But you can't find decent labor anywhere." He walked to a bejeweled throne on the other side of the room, turned and waited for Peter and Pembroke to go to the couches. Then he sat down as well. "A little pretentious perhaps," he said, indicating the throne, encrusted with rubies. "But one must do what one can to keep up appearances, mustn't one?" He sighed. "But that isn't what you want to hear?" He looked from Peter to Pembroke and back again. 
 
    "Okeydoke," he continued. "The curse, the jewels, what have you? I'm sure you're curious. Well ..." He licked his lips and tossed his head. "Yes, we do have jewels, riches almost beyond the imagination." Palm upturned, he extended an index finger toward the archway. "In the other room, in my tomb ... a damp, dark, lonely place." He sniffed. "But you don't want to hear my troubles, I'm sure." 
 
    He leaned back, regal looking despite the campiness and exaggeration. "I'm bound to tell you, the jewels can be yours. Everything you could ever want, wealth undreamed of. All you have to do is enter." 
 
    Peter started to rise but Pembroke grabbed his arm. "I'm frightened, Potty," he said. 
 
    "Well," Che Che said. "What are you waiting for?" 
 
    Once more Pembroke grabbed Peter's arm. "The curse, Peter, remember the curse. I wouldn't go in there, if I were you." 
 
    Alas, Pemby pleaded in vain, for Peter rose and shook him off. "Let's put an end to this nonsense. I'm not at all convinced." 
 
    "How then shall I convince you?" Che Che said. "But yes, of course." He grabbed the gauze that encircled his wrist and arm and yanked it away. "Behold." 
 
    Peter gasped. The arm was alabaster white and looked as hard as stone. "Touch it," Che Che said. "Won't you?" 
 
    "Please, Potty," Pemby said, "let's just leave." 
 
    But Peter strode across the room, reached out and grasped Che Che's exposed arm. The flesh, if such it could be called, felt hard and cold and exuded a slight odor of mustiness. Heart pounding, Peter looked into the mummy's eyes, dull and lusterless. 
 
    "Yes," Che Che said, "now you see. Now you must believe." 
 
    "My God," Peter said, "How is it that you—" 
 
    "That I speak and move?" 
 
    Peter backed slowly to his couch till he felt his legs touch the edge. He sat down abruptly, reaching for Pemby's hand, warm, soft, filled with life. 
 
    "I was cursed," Che Che said. "Because of, shall we say, my proclivities? One day, I was told before I was ... embalmed, that there would be a man obsessed with finding my tomb. At his birth, I would half awaken with a hunger for learning, a need to study languages. I'd travel incognito to distant libraries—Well, yes, you have a term for what I am, or at least one that will suffice. I am one of the undead. Neither dead nor—" Che Che sobbed. "Nor alive, but cursed throughout all eternity ..." 
 
    Suddenly, Pemby stood and rushed toward him. "Oh, you poor thing. You poor, poor dear—" He reached out as if to embrace the mummy, apparently realized what he was doing and stopped. 
 
    Che Che cocked his head. "Yes," he said. "That's my curse." He took a breath and seemed to compose himself. "It was, I learned—my bent, I mean—not at all uncommon. But you know about that. You two are kindred souls." He sighed. "So Doctor Potter, your search is at an end. If you but enter my tomb, you shall never have to want again. Not for anything money can buy." He paused for a moment. "Or maybe you'd just like to see what's there. Maybe you're simply curious. So go ahead and look." 
 
    Peter swallowed hard. "But what will become of you?" he asked, feeling a hint of compassion for this creature, this almost man who had bared his innermost self. 
 
    Che Che shrugged and glanced at the floor. "That should not be your worry." 
 
    "It would be nice," Peter said, "to see what you describe." 
 
    Once more he felt Pemby pulling at his arm. Irritated, he turned. "Yes, Pembroke, what is it?" 
 
    "What about the curse? And the note pinned to the tent?" 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "Oh, Potty, don't you understand. I love you. I couldn't bear for anything to happen to you. You mean more to me than life." His eyes glistened brightly. He sniffed and stood up taller, much as Che Che had done a moment or two before. "Dear Potty, let me be the one." The tone determined, still his voice trembled. 
 
    "Huh?" Peter said. 
 
    "Let me be the one to enter the vault." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Don't you see? If you're determined to find out what's there, let me go inside. Then if the curse—" 
 
    "Oh, Pemby, my love, my dearest darling, you'd sacrifice yourself for me?" 
 
    Pemby lowered his head. "Of course, Potty, you know I would." 
 
    "Oh, Pemby, it's been my life. My whole life searching for the answer. For years I've scrounged for money, for years it's been my obsession. But in the face of such love, how can I but answer in kind? Dear, dear Pemby, if it means that much to you, then we simply won't go in." 
 
    Pembroke's head jerked up. "You mean that, Potty? You really do?" 
 
    "I love you too, Pemby. In your words, dear boy, more than even life itself. So it's settled. We'll simply go back to camp and pretend that nothing's happened. In a way, you know it's a relief, the fretting finished. And in my heart I'll know we discovered the pyramid; I'll know—" 
 
    "Oh!! Thank you, Isis, mother supreme. Most powerful goddess of all. Love, yes love has truly triumphed!" 
 
    Peter looked quickly toward Che Che. Even as he gazed, the gauze that bound the former pharaoh broke free. The mummy, no, the man, expanded, grew, filled out, till every bit of gauze was gone. Before Peter stood one of the most handsome men he had ever seen. Young, vibrant, his hair as dark as ebon night, as shiny as a teardrop in the morning sun. His skin, the color of honey in a locust tree, throbbed with the beat of life. He wore a brief skirt and ribbed blouse. 
 
    "What is this?" Pemby asked. 
 
    "Your love has set me free," Che Che answered. "Again I can live. I couldn't have told you that, not in common words. Only in the obscure poem. You see, those who put me to death and entombed me here for centuries thought they knew the greed of man." 
 
    "I'm bewildered," Professor Potter answered. 
 
    Che Che laughed. "The part of the legend that was expunged from the histories told of a man, like me, well, sort of— Maybe not such a queen, if you'll pardon the pun. But a man who loves men. This man would become obsessed with discovering my tomb. And when he did, greed would cause his defeat." 
 
    "Then there is a curse?" Pemby asked. 
 
    "Oh, my yes. But not anymore. In my time, just like yours, there were men who condemned us, persecuted us. They said we were parodies of men, and so they'd make me truly become a parody of a man when a certain person sought me. And forever that way must I remain. Except—" 
 
    "Except if somehow the curse were broken," Pembroke said. 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "And by not going into the tomb—" 
 
    "You broke the curse's power," Che Che said. 
 
    "But what would have happened to Potty or me had we gone in there?" 
 
    "I believe you know of the supposed stench that would be released." 
 
    "Yes, though I always doubted that part," Peter said. 
 
    "Oh, no," Che Che answered, "never doubt simply because you don't understand. You see, my persecutors said that I'd chosen a rotten, stinking way of life—as if I had any choice. And so they'd make sure it really stunk. You understand, certain ... chemicals would have been released." 
 
    "In the tomb there?" Peter asked. 
 
    "Would that it were that simple," Che Che said. "But no, within my body ... chemicals that would react to my emotions and in my final despair at the realization that someone was entering my tomb, would thus be released." Che Che sat absently on the throne. "Remember the poem? The bit about the heart that bleeds the stink of human misery?" 
 
    "Yes." Both Peter and Pembroke answered. 
 
    "Injected into my heart." He pounded his chest. "Causing a stench so terrible, it could never be erased. You would become such a pariah that no one could venture within furlongs of where you stood. But once I felt joy and happiness, the chemical's power was dispelled." 
 
    Peter and Pemby turned and embraced each other. Then they turned to Che Che and reached toward him. Arms encircling each other, the three of them became a pyramid so powerful it defied the curse of ages. 
 
      
 
    Moral: Don't put the curse before the heart. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    A GRAVE SITUATION 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time a strange man started a cult. Now there was nothing unusual about this because many strange men had started many strange cults in the exotic lands of Southern California. Yet, this cult was more bizarre than most because the leader never wanted to show his face but demanded that his followers—all young and handsome men—romp naked before him. For this they were promised great earthly rewards. 
 
    One such young man was a twenty-eight-year-old hairdresser named Greg, who had a lover named David. David loved Greg so deeply that he would do almost anything on earth to keep him happy. David also knew how fortunate he was to have such a lover—a blond-haired beauty with a body to die for. 
 
    One night, David and Greg had arranged to go to dinner to celebrate the second anniversary of their deciding to live together. But Greg didn't come home from work at the beauty salon, and that wasn't like him. 
 
    Maybe he was ill, David thought, lying in a hospital bed somewhere, IV tubes sticking out of his arms; his head and body swathed in bandages. (David had a vivid imagination) Or maybe Greg had left him. That had to be it; he was at someone's apartment, drinking wine, eating cheese, doing things David couldn't bear to think about. 
 
    Tears dripped onto David's hands, clasped tightly in his lap. Life had been just too good to be true. For David had never understood what Greg saw in him. Even his name was phony. He wasn't David Pitney-Buchanan, as he claimed. He was ugly little Luther Higgenbothom from a farm outside Malvern, Ohio. 
 
    His thinning hair was mousey brown; his Adam's apple stuck out so much it looked like he'd swallowed a golf ball; he was short and skinny, with arms that hung below his knees. 
 
    He'd always been philosophical about his looks, even though his mother had once told him: "You're about as good looking as a fresh cow patty drying in the sun." Just after that, he'd left home for good, coming all the way from Northeastern Ohio to Southern California. 
 
    He glanced at his watch. It was after nine. Maybe Greg really was sick, he thought. Maybe— 
 
    Just then the door burst open, and Greg stumbled into the room, out of breath, his clothes awry. 
 
    "My God, Greg, where have you—" 
 
    "Sorry, Davey, I'm sorry." 
 
    "I thought you were ill—" He bit his lower lip. "Then I was sure you'd left me." 
 
    Greg sank into an easy chair. "At the gym today I heard the guys talking. About some sort of group." 
 
    David began to feel indignant now. "What sort of group?" 
 
    "A ... I don't know, a cult, okay? Oh, hell, David, I feel pretty stupid about this. But I wanted to get you something special. Something I couldn't otherwise afford." 
 
    "You've lost me." 
 
    "For our anniversary. I wanted ..." Greg's voice trailed off. He grabbed David's hands, pulled him around and looked into his eyes. "There's this guy, see. An old guy. He seems to have all kinds of money, jewels. And he'll give them to you." 
 
    "That doesn't make any sense." 
 
    "Probably not, I don't know. But it seems this guy somehow got out the word that he likes young guys." 
 
    A chunk of rock dropped in David's stomach. "Oh, no, Greg. And he's handsome, I'll bet—" 
 
    "You've got it all wrong. All he wants is to have us dance. And he watches. All you have to do is agree to join his group." 
 
    David felt worried, puzzled. These sorts of things didn't happen. And he still felt he was losing Greg. 
 
    "We dance, and he watches. That's it," Greg continued. "Then he gives us money and jewels." He paused. "I love you, David. That's the only reason I did this." 
 
    "Really?" He wanted to believe. 
 
    "Really. Dancing naked for some guy doesn't mean anything. You know it's you I love." 
 
    "Dancing naked!" 
 
    Greg reached into his pants pockets and pulled out a wad of bills and a handful of jewels—diamonds, rubies, emeralds. 
 
    "My God, Greg, is that stuff real?" 
 
    "The other guys told me it was." 
 
    "What other guys?" 
 
    "From the gym." 
 
    "How long's this been going on?" 
 
    He shrugged. "I don't know. But a few times and I'll have more money than I know what to do with. We can close the shop, travel, do whatever we want." 
 
    "And you don't question this? Where all this is coming from? What kind of man would try this sort of thing." A new thought struck him. "You said you had to join his group." 
 
    "Yeah, that's the bad part." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I had to sign this paper. Sign it in blood." 
 
    "What!" David leaped from his seat. "My God, Greg, you didn't." 
 
    "There were these two other guys, his bodyguards or whatever. Big guys. They stood there while I agreed to become part of his fold." 
 
    "What kind of man would do this sort of thing?" He glanced at his lover. 
 
    "I don't know. He wears some sort of robe, like a monk's outfit. It hides his face. And he wears these old leather gloves that are filthy-looking. And he has this bad odor. The guys warned me. When he pays you, they said, try not to breathe. But I couldn't help it. He ... he started to tell me how much he enjoyed my ... my performance. And I couldn't hold my breath. It was awful, Dave, like rotting meat in an open sewer. The foulest stench you can imagine." 
 
    David pulled Greg to his feet and embraced him. "Promise me you won't go back." 
 
    "I can't do that." 
 
    "Why?" David released him. 
 
    "The two bodyguards. I had to give my address. They said they'd find out if I lied." 
 
    David felt a headache coming on and slowly massaged his temples. "You've gotten yourself into something then, haven't you?" 
 
    "I'm worried, David. I didn't want to tell you that, but I am." 
 
    "Where do you meet?" David asked. 
 
    "Cemetery," Greg mumbled. 
 
    "What if I go with you next time?" He swallowed hard. "This guy's obviously gay, right? Wanting to watch young guys dance naked." 
 
    "I suppose." 
 
    "Well, I'll go and try to talk to him. Explain that you're my lover, and you're already taken." 
 
    "Do you think it would do any good?" 
 
    "We can try." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "What is it, Greg?" 
 
    "The two guys guarding the entrance. They don't let just anyone in. You have to be—" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Young and ... You know to me you're beautiful." 
 
    David laughed bitterly. "I understand," he said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next night David and Greg drove to a cemetery north of San Diego. They pulled to the side of the road and stopped. 
 
    David clenched his fists around the steering wheel. Then he looked over at Greg; he could see the fear in his lover's eyes. "It'll be okay," he said. He forced himself to relax. "Come on, let's get this over with." 
 
    As they climbed out of the car, they saw naked men running every which way, yelling and screaming. Dozens of young men. "What's going on?" David asked. 
 
    "I don't know." Greg stood directly in front of one of the men and grabbed his arms. "Jimmy," he said, "Jimmy, what the hell is going on?" 
 
    "We've got to get out of here. The guy is awful; he's a ghoul. A perverted ghoul." 
 
    "What has he done?" 
 
    "What do ghouls do, man? They rob graves. That's where he got all those jewels." 
 
    "Come on, Jimmy, calm down. Start at the beginning." 
 
    The young man sagged. "We got here a little early. A bunch of us. And this guy, this man had dug up a grave. Don't you see, he's a ghoul? That's why he smells so bad. That's where he got the jewels. Sold some, I guess. That's how he paid us." 
 
    "You've got to be kidding," Greg said. 
 
    "Look, Jimmy, is that your name?" David asked. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Greg tells me you had to sign some sort of pledge, or promise to join this man's cult." 
 
    "So what? The matched bookends, the monsters, they ran as fast as anyone else. It's all over with. There's no one left." He glanced from David to Greg. "Look, guys, I got to be going." He nodded and broke away. 
 
    "Well," David said, "I guess that's it." 
 
    "After all that worrying, it's kind of anti-climactic." 
 
    The two men climbed into the car, and David started the motor. Slowly, they pulled back onto the road. The ghoul was nowhere in sight. 
 
      
 
    Moral: A ghoul and his fold are soon parted. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    TO HALVE AND TO HOLD 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time in the land of New Jersey lived two men. Robert resided in West Orange and Richard in Morristown. 
 
    One day Robert pulled into the Livingston Mall to go shopping for a sweater to wear to a big bash at his ex-lover's. At the same instant, Richard, who'd promised his roommate he'd stop on the way home from work for a chocolate cheesecake for the dinner his roommate was preparing that evening, pulled into a space just opposite Robert's. Because both men's minds were on their purchases and not on parking, Robert's car and Richard's car hit bumpers. 
 
    Robert jumped from his silver BMW. Richard jumped from his red Ferrari. Each man realized he'd been daydreaming instead of paying attention to parking his car in the lot of the Livingston Mall. 
 
    Robert had been thinking about how he'd face his ex-lover after not seeing him for the last six months. Richard had been thinking how he really shouldn't have eaten the last two pieces of cheesecake, not because his roommate wanted it to complete his intricately planned dinner, though he did, but because Richard worked out so hard each week in the gym to keep off those extra pounds, then blew it all with his lack of self-control. 
 
    At any rate Robert looked up and saw this heavenly man walking toward him. He was tall and tanned with wavy brown hair, and for the first time since puberty when he was accused of cheating on a geometry exam in high school (all he'd done was slide his paper close to the edge of his desk so that terribly macho but dumb boy, Joey Something-or-other, could see the answers), he was tongue-tied. 
 
    At the very same moment Richard looked up and saw this gorgeous blond with eyes the color of lapis lazuli and the build of an Adonis coming toward him. And he felt giddy and gushy, which hadn't happened since he was a senior in high school and worked with that divine Mr. So-and-so who directed the senior play for which Richard was in charge of makeup. 
 
    "I ... I ... I ... I'm ... uh, that is," Robert said, unable even to think, while Richard blurted: "It was my-fault-all-my-fault-I-don't-know-what-got-into-me-I-simply-wasn't-thinking-you-know-how-it-is-when-your-mind's-not-on-what-you're-doing-but-on-something—" 
 
    Suddenly, they looked at each other and grinned. The grins turned to chuckles, the chuckles to laughter. 
 
    "Let's look to see if there's any damage," Robert said. 
 
    "Good idea," Richard answered.  
 
    The two men closely examined the bumpers, but not too closely. Richard hoped there would be no damage to his car, not because it mattered in the least to him, but so it wouldn't put Robert on the defensive. Robert hoped there'd been no damage to his car, not because he cared a smidgen, but because he didn't want Richard to feel bad. Fortunately, neither could detect the slightest scratch. 
 
    "Thank goodness," Robert said, "there seems to be no damage to your car." 
 
    "To my car," Richard said. "It was yours I was worried about." 
 
    "This old thing," Robert said, though the car was just eight months old. 
 
    "Well, it's my car that's older," Richard said, and he was right. He'd bought it exactly sixteen days before Robert bought his. 
 
    Robert was so taken by Richard he couldn't bear to let him get away without finding out more about him. Richard felt the same about Robert. One of them suggested having a cup of espresso in the Livingston Mall Coffee Shoppe, which they did, chatting about this and that and nothing of consequence, though each was dying, simply dying, to know more about the other. Finally, each knew they could think of no earthly reason to delay their parting, and so it came time to pay the bill. 
 
    Robert and Richard both grabbed for it. 
 
    "Let me," Robert said.  
 
    "But no, I insist," Richard answered. 
 
    "The accident was entirely my fault," Robert said. 
 
    "Oh, but, of course, it was mine," Richard countered. "I wasn't watching where I was going." 
 
    "Neither was I," Robert said. 
 
    They seemed to be at an impasse. What were they going to do? Robert didn't want to alienate Richard. Richard didn't want to alienate Robert. Exactly the opposite. 
 
    Since breaking up with his lover, Robert had felt somehow incomplete. 
 
    Richard, on the other hand, had always been a loner. His married friends like Peter and William insisted this wasn't natural. Richard pooh-poohed their arguments, contending that one didn't need another to be fulfilled. Now he was rapidly changing his mind. And he wondered why. Certainly, he'd been attracted to other men. But nothing like this. He thought of vine-covered cottages, Jacuzzis for two. 
 
    Both men had drifted into a reverie, each thinking about the other, each dreaming naughty dreams, involving warm bodies and tangled sheets. 
 
    Finally, Richard glanced at his watch. He simply had to get the cheesecake or Teddy would pout all evening. "I must insist," he told Robert, "that you let me pay the bill." 
 
    "Well, then," Robert said, "if we meet again, which I'd certainly like to do, maybe for cocktails, maybe for candlelight dinner, you must let me treat you." 
 
    "I'd love that, Robert, except I do insist that I treat you." 
 
    Robert felt that Richard was the most gorgeous hunk he'd ever met, bar none. At the same time Richard simply couldn't believe his good luck in literally running into someone as divine as Robert. Neither had ever been so infatuated with another, even counting Joey Something-or-other in geometry class, and Mr. So-and-so who directed the senior class play. 
 
    They exchanged names and phone numbers, found out they worked not far from each other. Robert was part-owner in a software company in Clifton, while Richard was president of his own advertising agency in Upper Montclair. Both were highly successful young men. 
 
    Neither had believed in love at first sight. How quickly the parking lot incident changed their minds. Yes, they were in love, and at the moment little else mattered. Maybe they would have had second thoughts, though it's highly unlikely, if they realized how rough the road ahead was going to be. 
 
    Why would the road be rough? Simply because each was used to having his own way; each was used to making decisions. Each wanted to woo the other, to take the initiative in the relationship. 
 
    When they went out to dinner—which they did often, after that first meeting—Robert felt he should pick up the tab. No, Richard disagreed, he should be the one. 
 
    On several occasions, because of these disagreements, they almost abandoned their relationship before it was really started. Yet, each recognized that he simply couldn't live without the other. They were deeply, madly in love. 
 
    They attended Broadway openings, and Richard insisted on buying the tickets. At Carnegie Hall or Lincoln Center, Robert whipped out a string of credit cards. They argued; they bickered over who'd pick up the tab. Often half the evening would vanish before they calmed down enough to enjoy their outing. 
 
    Robert tried to talk to his ex about it, and was told he was being silly. "Hey, man, if the guy wants to pay," Sam said, "Why not let him?" 
 
    Richard talked to his business partner Stephen. "I don't see why it's such a big deal," Stephen told him. "If someone wanted to buy things for me, I'd sure enough let him." 
 
    "But don't you see?" Robert told Sam. "But don't you see?" Richard told Stephen. "He means so much to me," they each said, using the exact same words, "that I want to do everything for him." 
 
    "But is that fair?" Sam asked. "Is that the right thing to do?" Stephen queried. 
 
    Despite the arguments advanced by Sam and Stephen, Robert and Richard simply couldn't or wouldn't give in. And the disagreements continued. They tried ways to outwit each other. Robert would call for tickets to an opening, and Richard would get there an hour early to pick them up. Richard would make reservations at an exclusive restaurant, and Robert would take off work to make arrangements so Robert would never see the bill. 
 
    Their entire relationship was being ruined. One day, at the ticket booth of the Helen Hayes Theatre, right in front of a line of customers, their worst argument occurred. 
 
    "Why do you always insist you pay?" Richard said. 
 
    "Why do I?" Robert said. "What about you?" 
 
    "You think, just because you're part-owner—" 
 
    "You think, just because you're president—" 
 
    The argument rose in pitch. 
 
    Suddenly, Richard realized that this isn't how he wanted it. Suddenly, Robert took time to look at Richard's face and see the hurt. Quietly, the pair stepped out of line, walked to a nearby cafe and ordered coffee. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Richard," Robert said. "Can I bare my soul?" 
 
    Richard nodded. 
 
    "I've never said this before to another man. What I mean is I really love you. I'd do anything for you. I wanted to sweep you off your feet." He sniffed. "It wasn't fair. I had no right." 
 
    "Of course, you did," Richard said. "I'm the one who's to blame. But with all good motives. I felt the same about you. I wanted to win you, have you, hold you. Forever and ever. And is that so wrong? What each of us felt?" 
 
    "Of course not," Robert answered. 
 
    "We both wanted the same thing, I guess," Richard said. 
 
    "To use an old-fashioned term, all we wanted was the chance to woo each other," Robert said. "So what are we going to do?" 
 
    "For a start, how about if something's your idea, you can pay for it." 
 
    "And if it's yours, you will." Robert finished the thought. 
 
    They two men shook hands. 
 
    "But ..." Robert said. 
 
    "But what?" Richard asked. 
 
    Robert laughed. "I was going to say: `Who pays for the coffee?' We just kind of wandered in." 
 
    "I will," Richard said. 
 
    "No, I will," Robert answered. 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "I said okay," Richard repeated. 
 
    And so began a new life. They fell, if possible, even more deeply in love, each now taking turns in wooing the other, a courtship that lasted the rest of their lives. And since this arrangement was so fitting, and since Robert and Richard were so surely made for each other, they lived happily ever after. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Moral: If the woo fits, share it. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    HOW WRITE BECAME WRONG 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there were two struggling writers, Don and Kerry, who lived in a loft in Greenwich Village. They were so poor that they often had to rely on the kindness of strangers to provide for their daily needs. 
 
    But that was all right. They were hard at work on the Great Gay American Novel, which once published, would bring them riches beyond compare. The trouble was they'd been working on it now for five years, struggling to keep enough food in their bellies to feed their bodies and fertile minds. 
 
    The book would be a masterpiece, combining all the best of old and new, experimental and traditional, history and technology. 
 
    One evening Kerry stood on the street corner, begging, having to fight off two older guys who thought he was hustling, which he'd never do because he and Don had vowed eternal love. But life was a bitch, and he couldn't help being discouraged. 
 
    He climbed the long flights of stairs to the loft where the two of them worked and threw himself down on the futon. 
 
    "You know, Don," he said, "maybe we've got it all wrong. Maybe we should just get jobs. You could go back to the corporate world, and I could go back to the Ivy-covered halls of learning, to teach those young eager minds." 
 
    Don looked up from the manuscript, Chapter 97, now completed. "We're so near the end, we can't give up now." According to their plot outline there were only two chapters to go. 
 
    "So near the end is right," Kerry replied. "I'm at the absolute end; I don't think I can go on much longer." 
 
    Don rose from the rickety table with the old Dell computer and came toward his lover. Gently, he took Kerry's face in his hands. "Just a little longer," he pleaded. "We have to last just a little longer." 
 
    Kerry sighed. "I suppose so," he said. 
 
    "A few more months at most," Don said. 
 
    Kerry thought of those ivied halls, the young minds, the regular paychecks. "All right," he agreed, then reached into the pocket of his raggedy, grey flannel slacks and pulled out two limp dollar bills, and a handful of coins. "This is it," he said, "after four hours of begging, standing in the icy wind, feeling the snow blow down my back." 
 
    "It's rough, I know," Don answered. "But it will soon pay off." 
 
    "I'm hungry, Don. I'm terribly hungry." 
 
    "So am I. But we have no choice now. We've been at this so long that we couldn't get other jobs even if we tried." 
 
    "That's true," Kerry said, though he hadn't wanted to face it. "Our clothes are frayed; our resumes outdated... 
 
    Days passed by, then weeks, and the two of them struggled on, starving in their garret. 
 
    And finally their efforts paid off. It was a bright day indeed that the mailman slipped an acceptance letter through their mail slot. Along with the letter was a contract; their book was going to be published. 
 
    They wanted to celebrate, but they had no money. And almost no food. And no advance; it was a small publisher. But they vowed they'd somehow hang on. 
 
    Finally, they were down to a can of condensed milk, an ancient egg or two and a handful of tapioca. It was at this time that the galley proofs arrived, those wonderful professionally printed sheets of paper. All they had to do was go through them to check for errors and typos. They were near the end of their struggles. 
 
    The publisher gave them only a week, for he found the book such a brilliant work that he wanted to bring it out immediately. 
 
    As a result of the good news, Kerry and Don decided to splurge and use all their food at once—the eggs, the tapioca, the condensed milk and some half-used packets of sweetener Don had sneaked out of a restaurant before the waitress had a chance to clear the table. 
 
    It was Don's turn to cook, and as he stirred the mixture in a battered aluminum pot on the old hot plate he perused the galleys, stirring and reading, reading and stirring. 
 
    Alas, as he stirred, he became so engrossed in the reading that he failed to pay attention to his cooking. His stirring hand came in contact with the pot and he was burned. He leaped back and raced to the half-clogged kitchen sink to run cold water over his burn. 
 
    "What happened, Don!" Kerry called, returning home from begging and alarmed at the expletives issuing from his lover's mouth. 
 
    "I burned my— Oh, no!" The latter came out as a terrible wail. 
 
    "What is it?" Kerry raced toward him. "What happened?" 
 
    "I dropped the galleys into the pot of tapioca." 
 
    "Oh, God," Kerry said, racing to the hotplate. He picked up a giant fork and tried to pull out the papers. All he found was a disintegrated pulpy mess. 
 
    He sank to his knees and slowly to the floor. The heart attack was fatal. Don stood at the sink, now filled with water that poured out over the cracked enamel and ran in divergent rivers across the torn linoleum. 
 
    So that was how it ended, he thought, with complete, utter defeat. He lowered his head into the water of the overflowing sink and inhaled. 
 
      
 
    Moral: The proofs were in the pudding. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    GET REAL 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there lived a handsome young man with emerald eyes and a fair skin. Well, actually, Roger, for that was his name, could have been handsome, except that he was a little too pudgy, padded in the wrong places, his body soft and unused to exercise. 
 
    His mom and dad had always sheltered him—given him food and clothing and a Cadillac for high school graduation. He'd rather have had a BMW or even a Porsche, but what the hell, it was better than nothing. At any rate he knew little about the real world. 
 
    One morning as he and his parents sat at the dining room table, his mother declared: "For eighteen years I've slaved over frozen dinners in the microwave till I'm sick, sick, sick!" 
 
    Roger knew this to be true, at least the last part. His mother's therapist had diagnosed her condition as acute paranoiac schizophrenia. For years she'd believed Roger wanted to poison her water and steal her jewelry. Well, Roger had never considered poisoning her, but he had often sat in front of her dresser, trying on earrings and necklaces. 
 
    His father spoke. "I'm tired," he said, "tired, tired, tired. I didn't get a Harvard MBA simply to earn more and more money for you to waste on candlelight dinners with the boys." The gist of the discussion was that Roger was being kicked out. 
 
    "From now on, all you can expect from your mother and me," his father said, "is $5000 a month pin money. And that's final." His father sat at one end of the long table, his mother at the other, their looks as cold as the marble floor. 
 
    "I want you packed and out of this house by the time I get home from work," his father said. 
 
    Roger leaped up, ran to his room and immediately called his friend, Ebert. 
 
    "It's horrible, Ebbie," he said. "Can you imagine anything so ghastly?" 
 
    "How uncivilized. But I'm certain that once your father reconsiders—" 
 
    Ebbie didn't understand. Roger slammed down the phone and pulled his set of alligator luggage from the closet. He piled his clothing and personal belongings inside—his Judy Garland dress, his Bette Davis poster, his hair tint and mascara, his case of gold chains and his box of rings. Exhausted, he sat on his bed and sobbed. 
 
    Maybe he wasn't the kind of son his parents wanted, but could he help that? Of course not. No more than a dog could help barking or a tree from sprouting leaves. He couldn't change what he was, could he? Sometimes he wished ... 
 
      
 
    Later, after his father left for work and his mother for her daily session with the therapist, Roger carried out his luggage, twenty-two pieces. He'd travel light. He'd show them. He'd get along with almost nothing. 
 
    By the time he came back inside and called all his friends to tell them of his plight it was early evening, a typical Southern California day, fog rolling in from the ocean. 
 
    He left La Jolla just at dusk when the world seems unreal. Very unreal! Since the further he went, the stranger the landscape looked. It was as if he'd entered an eerie sort of universe, separate from anything he'd previously experienced. 
 
    The longer he drove, the more things changed. Palm trees became beech and maple. Pampas grass and ice plants gave way to sumac and mountain laurel. The highway filled with bumps and potholes, becoming narrower and narrower. 
 
    Roger himself began to change. In the eerie half-light, his body looked browner and leaner. Perhaps a trick of the golden moon, he thought. Golden! Shouldn't the moon be silver? 
 
    He began to feel frightened. How could these things be happening? Was he going completely gaga, just like Mama? 
 
    Even his car had changed colors, from blue to white to— A horse! Instead of riding in a car, he now sat astride an ivory-colored steed. He glanced behind him; his luggage had disappeared, replaced by a large canvas bag. 
 
    He grabbed for the bag, opened it, and saw a strange assortment of clothing and articles. A wooden comb, rough-textured pants, coarse woolen shirts. It was enough to make him faint. But no, that was different too. He didn't feel like fainting, as he might have hours earlier. He felt strong, virile, ready for anything. 
 
    "But all this just can't be," he said. "It's like I'm right in the middle of a fantasy story, transplanted back in time or perhaps inside another universe." 
 
    "Or maybe all three," a voice said. 
 
    "Who speaks?" he demanded and wondered why he said it that way, and why he was only curious now rather than frightened. 
 
    "It is I," the voice answered as someone rode up on a horse as black as holes in space. 
 
    The rider was a young man about Roger's age, his brown hair hanging to the collar of a coarse linen shirt. "Who art thou?" Roger asked. 
 
    "Some call me Enemy, thou canst call me Friend. For I fight against inequity. I rescue fair damsels from dragons—fair lads too, if that be your choice. Thou canst call me Paul." 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "You feel you've plopped right down in the middle of an aberration, right? A fairy tale come true." 
 
    "Yes, yes, exactly," Roger said. 
 
    "Think about your past life," the young man continued. "Did you like it?" 
 
    "Why, yes, I guess. I had everything I needed or wanted." 
 
    "But were you happy? With life? With yourself?" 
 
    "Certainly, I—" Roger stopped and stared at the other man. "Now that I think of it, no, I wasn't. I thought I was. But I felt useless, pampered. And if the truth be known, I really didn't like myself very much." 
 
    "And you like this better? What the world has become? What you've become or are becoming?" 
 
    Amazed, Roger knew he did like it better. "But it's all unreal," he said. 
 
    "Nay, it is not." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You're right; it is a fairy tale, a different universe, a time outside of time." 
 
    "I'm dreaming, that's it. I must have gone back to my room, upset at being kicked out, and then ... fallen asleep. Is that it?" 
 
    "If you think so. If that's what thou desirest." 
 
    "I don't understand," Roger said. As the two of them talked, the horses trotted on down the road, which was little more than a trail now, no longer paved, filled with ruts and clumps of grass. 
 
    "If you want it to be a dream, all you have to do is wake up. You'll be back in thine own home, the home from which you've been kicked out, and thou can get on with your life there. Of course, your parents still won't take you back." 
 
    "You talk as if I have a choice." 
 
    "But, of course, you do. You can stay here. That's what I did." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "I came from a home much like yours; a very similar environment. But I'm much happier here." 
 
    "This is silly; it's a dream, that's all." 
 
    "Is it?" 
 
    "It's a story, a fiction, a mere tale." 
 
    "Ah, yes, but who is the teller?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Life is what we perceive it, what we teach ourselves it hath become." 
 
    "Then why am I telling myself this?" 
 
    "It's pretty obvious," the other boy said. 
 
    "Not to me," Roger answered. 
 
    "You wanted everything different, if you were like me. You'd established a role, a persona, and you found you didn't like it anymore. Yet you were stuck with it. You didn't like much of anything. And so you escaped." 
 
    "Then I must be insane, just like my moth—" 
 
    "Nay, thou art not. You can stay here if you wish." 
 
    "Oh, yes. Knowing as little about it as I do, still I want to stay. And besides—" Roger felt suddenly very shy. 
 
    "Besides ... what?" 
 
    He decided to blurt out what he felt. "It's you." 
 
    The boy laughed. "What about me?" 
 
    "I like you. I like you a lot; I could learn to like you a whole lot more." 
 
    "Aye, and me thee." 
 
    "Why do you do that?" Roger asked. 
 
    "Do what?" 
 
    "Change your whole manner of speaking. From modern to archaic and back again. Why do I do it, for that matter?" 
 
    "I told you, I'm pretty new here myself. And so I was sent to meet another newcomer. Someone like you. I ..." 
 
    Roger noticed the other young man was hesitant. In the moon's glow, his face seemed to have reddened. "You ... what?" Roger asked. 
 
    "Okay, you were honest with me, and I'll be honest with you. I too was looking for a friend. A very special friend, if you get my drift." 
 
    Roger chuckled, a deep masculine sound. "Of course, I do. And I'm glad." 
 
    "So you'll stay here?" 
 
    "I ... I don't see why not." Roger shook his head. "What am I talking about; it's not real." 
 
    "Oh, but it is. You'll see. Except you'll have to decide for certain. They tell me that once you've made the choice, there's no going back. And slowly the other life seems to be the one that's simply a fiction, an unreality. Already it's happening to me. So weigh it carefully, my friend. Weigh it very carefully." 
 
    "I want to stay; I definitely want to stay." Roger heard his words and knew that they were true. Still he wasn't convinced it wasn't a dream, a story his subconscious was somehow fabricating. 
 
    Paul still insisted that it was reality. 
 
    Roger eventually came to believe him, for he did stay in the new land, and it was wondrous. He and Paul grew to love each other deeply, and most of all nobody cared, nobody looked down on them because of their love for each other as might have happened in the universe from which they came. 
 
    With their own four hands they constructed their home, a rough-hewn cottage with a thatched roof. When they weren't there making love, they were out slaying dragons, rescuing young lads and damsels in distress. And it came to pass that what had seemed only a story became Roger's sole reality. 
 
    Because he and Paul were among the newest arrivals in the land, they had the responsibility of greeting other newcomers. And when they did, here is what they told each one: 
 
      
 
    Moral: Fiction is truth then, stranger. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    A FRIEND IN KNEAD 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, lived a man named Thomas Templeton. Now Thomas had two very good friends, Paul Paulson and Pete Pennington. For years Thomas worked as head chef at an exclusive restaurant in McKeesport, but found that he really didn't make much money, despite the fact that his cooking drew patrons from as far away as Philadelphia to the East and Indianapolis to the west. 
 
    No matter how hard he worked nor how many extra hours he spent on the job, he simply couldn't make enough money even for the essentials, like cruises to Montreal, winter vacations in Madrid, nor even Rolex watches. 
 
    What could he do? he wondered. At age twenty-seven he felt life was passing him by. In a few more years he'd be thirty and from there it would be all downhill. He'd be entering the twilight years of his life without having really lived. 
 
    Besides, beef Wellington reminded him of gigantic lumps of baked larva, cherries jubilee of burned bugs in a sand pile. He hated food, hated the sight of it, the smell of it. In fact, he had become a walking, breathing stick figure, who ate only enough to keep him alive—and then things like sardines out of the can or shoestring potatoes. All in all, he was a very unhappy man. 
 
    One day he decided he simply had to change his life. When he arrived back home, he reached for the phone to call his good friend, Peter. 
 
    "I've had it," he said, when Pete answered. "I simply can't go back there. I hate the very sight of a kitchen. You know, I've changed my own kitchen into a mini gym and thrown out the stove and refrigerator." 
 
    "I realize that," Pete answered. "I hesitate to give advice, but I think you definitely should consider a career change." 
 
    "But what can I do? I don't know anything else than cooking?" Thomas plopped his feet up on the table and leaned back in his chair. "Any suggestions?" 
 
    "What are you interested in?" Pete asked. 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "Well, think about it, why don't you? I really must run now. Henry and I are toddling over to the Big Apple for a few nights of theatre." 
 
    Thomas sighed and replaced the receiver. What was he interested in? He couldn't think of anything. Idly, he picked up the local gay rag and leafed through the pages. Near the back he came across the classifieds. And he began to get excited. There were all sorts of ads placed by masseurs. Now that was something he might like doing, giving massages. 
 
    Not only would he be able to set his own hours and his rates, but he'd be his own boss. Besides, he'd be doing something he enjoyed and something that would make others feel good, as well. And since there were so many ads in the gay papers for masseurs, there must be a big demand for their services. 
 
    He decided to call his friend Paul and feel him out, so to speak, on the idea. "Yes, lovey," Paul answered. 
 
    "Hello, Paul," Thomas said, "I hope I'm not disturbing you." 
 
    "Of course not, Snookums, I was only in the midst of talking to this big hunk I picked up in front of Three Rivers Stadium into letting me take him to bed—" 
 
    "I'm sorry, Paul. I'll call back later." 
 
    "Really, dearie, do be realistic. When was the last time you've known me to pick up any hunk? When we reach the age of ... well, suffice it to say beyond mere girlhood (Paul was all of twenty-eight, Thomas knew), why it's difficult to find a willing body who isn't positively ancient." He laughed, "It's my little joke, Tommy, that's all. But that isn't why you called, is it? To hear me prattle on?" 
 
    "Well, no." 
 
    "What is it, sweetie? Do I detect a note of despair?" 
 
    "I'm sorry to burden you with my problems." 
 
    "Oh, pish, Tommy, what are friends for?" 
 
    "You're sure?" 
 
    "Of course, I'm sure." 
 
    "It's my job. I hate it. I loathe it. I can't continue with it. And ..." 
 
    "What, Thomas? You can tell me." 
 
    "You might think it's silly, but I've decided I'd like to be a masseur." 
 
    "And run your hands over all those nude bodies? Well, heavens, yes, I can see why." 
 
    "You don't understand, Paul. I'm serious." 
 
    "I can see you are. So why not do it?" 
 
    "I suppose I'd have to go to school, take a class or something at least." 
 
    "So do it." 
 
    "It isn't that simple. I can't afford—" 
 
    "Now we'll have no talk like that. Money—I even hate to utter the dirty word—should be of no concern. If you're serious about this, I'll lend you what you need. And more than that, since Julian moved out, there's a whole empty room here." 
 
    Thomas felt overwhelmed. "I wasn't hinting—" 
 
    "Of course, you weren't, you silly boy. I know that. Besides, maybe you can practice your techniques on me. I mean ... May we be perfectly honest?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Well, Tommy, you know I've had—should I say it? Yes, I should. I've had this thing for you." 
 
    Thomas couldn't believe it. They'd been friends, ever since high school in Latrobe, both coming to the city at the same time, keeping in touch. And always Tommy had a crush on Paul, though he never knew Paul felt anything at all for him—anything romantic. 
 
    At any rate it was all arranged, and soon Thomas had given up his apartment and moved to Paul's mansion. 
 
    While Thomas learned his new trade, he was content to allow Paul to foot the bills. But he vowed that as soon as he was prepared to begin work, he'd set a goodly portion of his earnings aside to repay Paul, as well as assuming his share of the household expenses. 
 
    One day near the end of his studies, he called Pete, whom he hadn't spoken to in months, not since that fateful day when his whole life had begun to change. 
 
    "Thomas, how are you?" Pete asked. "It's so good to hear from you. So what are you doing now? The maitre d' told me you'd left the restaurant. And I've wondered and worried." 
 
    "I followed your advice." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Yes, I've been working on becoming a masseur." 
 
    "A masseur!" 
 
    "At any rate, I'm living with Paul now. You remember Paul, don't you?" Thomas asked, and as soon as he said it, he realized his mistake. The two men simply didn't get along. In fact, they despised each other. 
 
    "I see," Pete said, his voice distinctly cool. 
 
    The two of them talked, uncomfortably, a few more minutes and then hung up. 
 
    A few weeks later, Pete called. "He isn't there, is he?" Pete asked when Thomas answered. 
 
    "Paul?" 
 
    "That person, yes." 
 
    "No, he's not here. He's working." Paul was an interior decorator, constantly in demand. 
 
    "I called to apologize. We've been friends too long for me to let my petty concerns get in the way." 
 
    "I appreciate that, Pete. I don't want our friendship to end either." 
 
    "So how is it going? Are you ready to massage the world, or a goodly portion thereof?" 
 
    "Yes, yes, I am. I'm all finished now and ready to begin my new life." 
 
    "Well, good." 
 
    "I want to pay Paul back as quickly as possible." 
 
    "Well, it's none of my business, but if I were you I wouldn't have—" 
 
    "He's been good to me, Pete." 
 
    "Yes, I suppose he has. So, would you like a customer?" 
 
    "A customer?" 
 
    "Yes, yes, a massagee, I suppose you could say." 
 
    Thomas laughed. "Well, certainly." 
 
    "How about me? We'll make it a weekly thing. Schedule a regular appointment." 
 
    "Look, Pete, you don't have to—" 
 
    "I know I don't. But Sheridan, my regular, is moving to the East Coast, and I do need another masseur. And there isn't anyone I'd rather ..." 
 
    "Thanks, I'll call you." As he hung up, Paul came into the apartment. 
 
    "Was that for me?" he asked. 
 
    "No," Thomas said, "it was Pete; he called to see how I was doing?" 
 
    "Oh." He turned and left the room. 
 
    After dinner Paul said he wanted to talk. He and Thomas went into the living room. 
 
    "Of course, it's your business," Paul said, "but I don't understand what you see in that man." 
 
    "We're friends, that's all." 
 
    "I see," Paul answered. 
 
    "Besides, he asked me to be his masseur." 
 
    "And you agreed!" Paul sounded incredulous. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "I really wish you wouldn't." 
 
    Thomas felt his face flush. "Why not?" 
 
    "I told you. It means a great deal to me." 
 
    "Well, I'm going—" 
 
    "You just think it over, all right." 
 
    Thomas was angry. He owed a lot to Paul, but he and Pete were also friends. Sure, once Thomas moved in with Paul, it had developed into much more than friendship. They found they complemented each other; their feelings for each other grew stronger. For the most part, Thomas respected Paul and liked him, and there was a love, though it wasn't the falling down head over heels kind of love. 
 
    Despite this, when he finished his schooling and was ready to begin work, Thomas found that at first it was difficult to attract customers. And he wanted badly to begin paying Paul back for all his generosity. So, despite mixed feelings, he did take on Pete as his first customer. 
 
    And that's all it was, a business relationship. And it continued until Thomas secured other customers and was able to make a decent living. Yet it was Pete who was most generous in his tips; it was Pete who thus enabled Thomas to begin repaying all that he'd borrowed. 
 
    Then one evening just after Thomas returned home, Paul came in, and Thomas could see he was furious. 
 
    "Well," Paul said, "I see you didn't take my advice." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Thomas asked. 
 
    "I didn't want you to continue to see that man. That Pete. He simply isn't good for you." 
 
    "My God, Paul, he's just a customer. That's all. A friend and a customer." 
 
    "But how good a friend?" 
 
    "Are you accusing me of something?" Thomas asked. "Because if you are, I wish you'd come right out with it." 
 
    It turned out Paul was accusing him. And the stronger the accusations, the angrier Thomas became. The argument was a violent one, both men saying things they didn't mean but couldn't take back. 
 
    "And I want you out of here first thing in the morning," Paul said, "and I don't ever want to see you again." 
 
    "That's fine with me," Thomas said, as he stormed into the bedroom to pack his things. "I'll even do better than that," he said. "I'll get out of your way right now." 
 
    He threw his things into his luggage and rushed out onto the street. Then it struck him; he had nowhere to go, nor money to live on since he'd given most of his pay to Pete. 
 
    He could stay at a cheap hotel for a night or two, but that was all. Without access to a phone, he couldn't even continue his business. Slowly, he trudged down the street, walking on and on and on. 
 
      
 
    Moral: Don't rub Peter to pay Paul. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    A LAVENDER TRIANGLE 
 
      
 
    Long ago in a far-off land lived a shopkeeper named Dexter who suffered a terrible quandary. He fell in love with two men. One man was a manual arts teacher in a junior high school. He and Dexter met in a gay bar where Maxwell had come to do his lesson plans, for he was a conscientious and good teacher, devoted to his students. 
 
    The other man whom Dexter loved was a poor but talented artist, totally devoted to his goal of bringing culture to the masses. To this end, Modred, for that was his name, worked day and night, finishing canvas after canvas, which he sold for meager sums with the stipulation that they be hung where the poor of the land could have access to them. Living by himself in a tiny cottage willed to him by his mother, Modred had little need of money and saved enough just to scrape by and to purchase artists' supplies. 
 
    The two men met one day as Dexter jogged through the park where  Modred sought seeking inspiration for a large painting to be hung in the public toilets at the local mall. 
 
    In both instances, at the bar and at the park, it was love at first sight, at least so far as Dexter was concerned, he, a man who had never been in love before. A man, in fact, who scorned the idea of love, relegating it to fairy tales and romance novels. 
 
    Yet now, not only had he fallen in love, but with both men equally, and for the first time ever he realized his life was terribly incomplete. An only child by circumstances and a loner by choice, he had few friends and didn't miss having others because he felt he was self-sufficient. 
 
    Now all that changed. And thought he should be happy with Maxwell since Maxwell made it plain that he wanted to share his life and possessions—including scads of family money—with Dexter. Thus, the feelings Dexter had for Maxwell obviously were reciprocated since more than anything in the world, Maxwell remarked, he wanted Dexter to move in with him. 
 
    But Modred, who caused a welling up of the same sort of feelings. Hence Dexter's quandary. 
 
    Dexter not only was proprietor but sole employee of a men's clothing store that had been passed down from generation to generation, but which, alas, would no longer pass on to family since Dexter was the last in the line, having no brothers, sisters nor cousins and himself disinclined to produce any. 
 
    But that at present wasn't his greatest problem. Like Maxwell and like Modred, he was dedicated. In fact, he was a workaholic, thus having little time to devote to two blossoming relationships, which, incidentally, he kept separate. If the truth be known, he lived with a terrible dread that Modred would find out about Maxwell or Maxwell would find out about Modred. 
 
    Dexter didn't like this at all. Even though no real commitments had yet been made, he felt dirty and guilty, as if he were somehow cheating on both the men. 
 
    This was further complicated when Modred, like Maxwell, began to pressure Dexter into moving in with him and establishing a monogamous relationship. 
 
    Dexter was so bothered by his circumstance, that he lost sleep, often unintentionally shortchanged his customers, and broke out into cold sweats at unpredictable times. What was he going to do? He considered walking away from both men, telling them that up till now his life had felt complete. But he knew he couldn't do that. Never again could he return to the solitude, the loneliness of his former existence. 
 
    Then the worst of all possible scenarios occurred. He'd gone to dinner with Maxwell, who, for old times’ sake, suggested they visit the bar where they'd met. As they walked in, who should they see hanging one of his paintings but Modred himself. 
 
    Modred turned and saw Dexter. "Dex," he said, "I wanted this to be a surprise. It's a painting I did for you. You mentioned you used to come here." He hurried on to say that it was now the second month anniversary of their meeting and he'd done the painting as a special surprise. He'd planned to bring Dexter to the bar the following day and show it to him. 
 
    Dexter could hardly get his breath. He glanced at Maxwell, whose face was drained of color, and back to Modred, who now was beginning to realize that Dexter hadn't come to the bar alone. 
 
    There was nothing to do but introduce the two men. "Max, this is Mod," Dexter said. "Mod, this is Max." He looked from one to the other, Maxwell, tall and muscular, Mod, shorter, powerfully built. The two nearly opposites, yet both appealing to Dexter, who now couldn't bear the thought that he might lose both of them. 
 
    The situation was tense, no doubt about it. Dexter thought of escaping to the powder room, but realized that would be cowardly. And after all, it was his life and he hadn't really done anything wrong. He hadn't told either man that it was an exclusive arrangement. He hadn't— 
 
    Well, he thought, he'd just have to make a clean breast of it. He took both men by the arm and led them to a table in the corner where he sat them down, one on either side, he directly in the middle. 
 
    "Okay," he said. "I did a stupid thing." He swallowed hard. "I met you both within a few days of each other. And both of you turned me on. But it was more than that. Far more." He glanced from one stony face to the other. He was really screwing things up. From the quandary of having to decide which man to finally choose, he'd probably not have any choice at all. Both would likely ditch him. "I loved you," he continued. "Love you both." It was a relief to say it, to get it out in the open. The dread of their meeting, the suspense was ended. And he'd have to accept the consequences. 
 
    "I understand," Modred said, "of course, I do. And you're right. I have no claim on you." 
 
    "Nor I," Maxwell said. "Even though this all sounds like an episode from some silly sitcom,' I suppose I can understand it too." 
 
    Dexter could hardly believe what he heard. He looked from one man's face to the other, trying to see anger, hurt, replaying the words, trying to hear sarcasm. But he didn't. What he'd seen and heard, he realized, was complete honesty. 
 
    "But," Maxwell said, "you simply can't go on like this. It's one of us or the other." 
 
    "I heartily agree," Modred said. "One or the other." He turned to Maxwell. "What do you say? Shall we give him a time limit on making up his mind?" 
 
    "A day or two?" 
 
    "Perhaps a week." 
 
    "Yes, of course. He'd need that long." 
 
    They turned toward Dexter. "In a week," Maxwell said, "we'll meet back here ..." 
 
    " ... and you'll let us know your decision," Modred continued. 
 
    "In the meantime," Maxwell said. "I suggest you spend some time with each of us alone." 
 
    "That way you can better decide once and for all," Modred continued. 
 
    "Call us," both men said and stood up. Together they left the bar. 
 
    Stunned, Dexter sat there unmoving. 
 
    The next week was perhaps the worst, at least the most anxious and stress-producing of his life. For he knew that his future happiness was at stake. How could he decide? 
 
    He went to restaurants with each man, spent quiet hours with each. He weighed one against the other and found they came out nearly equal. Maxwell's generosity against Modred's thoughtfulness, for both seemed to anticipate Dexter's every wish. 
 
    Who should he choose? Perhaps Modred since he was so selfless in giving of his talents to the poor. And certainly Dexter could help financially since the store had always done well. Or should he choose Maxwell, who cared so desperately about his students. With him, obviously, there would be no question of needing money. In fact, rather than giving financially to the relationship, Dexter would take from it. And that would be nice, he thought, never to have money worries again. But none of these things could weight one man more favorably than the other. 
 
    Dexter also enjoyed the physical side of the relationships with both men. And it was finally this that decided him. Although both relationships in this respect were highly satisfactory, the best of his life, in fact, Maxwell seemed to have a slight edge. 
 
    So it was when the three men met again that Dexter was forced to break the news. And though he tried to lead up to it gently, so as not to bruise egos or hurt feelings, he finally came right out and said what was needed, the moral, in fact, which is: 
 
      
 
    Moral: A teacher is the best experience. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    SUCH FOOLISHNESS 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time in merry old England lived a young actor who was judged the handsomest man ever to tread the boards. Blond and fair, with the melancholy look of a Hamlet, the oratorical voice of a Marcus Antonius, and the youth of Valentino, he, in essence, had all the necessary equipment to play the best of Shakespearean heroes. 
 
    Yet like the Prince of Denmark whom he had portrayed countless times both in England and the Colonies, he was out of sorts, suffering the doldrums. Now Stanton Browning, for such was our hero's name, had a lover named Brad, who was as fine a director as Stan was an actor. 
 
    Nobody could match Brad's direction and Stan's acting in any of the heroic roles created by the pen of Will Shakespeare. Yet, such was Stan's discontent that never could he bask in the adulation of his audiences. 
 
    He had a wish; a strange desire to play one particular role—the Fool in Lear. Yet, no one would cast him in this part. 
 
    "It's stupid, Stan," Brad told him. "Any other actor would give his left gonad to be in your position. You're the toast of Merry Olde England, as well as the Great White Way. From the view of the audience, you can do no wrong." 
 
    "It doesn't mean crap," Stan said. "What would mean something would be to play the part of my heart's desire." 
 
    "Now that's what's crap," Brad said. "You stick with what you can do, what your fans expect, or you'll risk your reputation." 
 
    "The hell with that," Stan said. "I know what I want, what I can do. If you give me the chance, I'll be the best Fool anyone ever dreamed of." 
 
    "You're a fool all right." 
 
    "Damn it, Brad, if you won't let me play the role, instead of playing stupid Edgar—what kind of name is that anyway for a heroic character—I'll search far and wide till I find someone who will cast me." 
 
    "Then that's what you'll have to do." 
 
    Stan was so angry that he slept that night on the sofa. The very next morning he started his search from England to Wales, from Ireland to Boston. 
 
    "That's ridiculous, Mr. Browning," he was told. "You're too young for the part. I can't believe you're serious." 
 
    "But I am serious. Deadly serious. It's my lifetime ambition." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    "I'm tired of being typecast as a young romantic. I want to be an old fart for a change. A smart old fart." 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    And so it went. In the meantime, Stan and Brad made up, though the truce was an uneasy one. Stan continued to star in younger roles. But he was frustrated and blamed Brad for not giving him a chance. 
 
    Then Brad was asked by a little theatre in an obscure village in Oklahoma to direct a production of Lear. Normally, he would have turned it down since he received dozens of offers every week. But this time he decided once and for all to end his lover's complaints. He'd cast him as Lear out in the sticks where no one would see him fall on his face, where the miserable failure he was bound to be would go unnoticed. 
 
    Yet Brad quickly saw how wrong he'd been. His lover was brilliant, bringing new depth and perception to the role of the Fool. It gave Brad goosebumps just to see Stan walk onstage in the role. 
 
    Soon, news of the interpretation leaked out. On opening night the audience was filled with important critics from around the world. The ovation at play's end went on and on and on, not, as one might suspect, for Lear or his daughters, but for Stan as the Fool. 
 
    The production was a huge success, so that soon the theatre was incapable of holding even a small portion of those seeking tickets—people coming from as far away as Siberia and Paraguay. 
 
    Offers poured in from producers who'd give thousands of dollars for Stan to play the Fool in New York, Paris, London, Moscow—all the major cities of the world. 
 
    Brad admitted he was wrong, and agreed to tour the world with the production. And Stan was now no longer melancholy. He'd proved beyond any doubt that he was perhaps the finest actor of his time or any time. He didn't just play the Fool; he actually became the Fool. 
 
    He received uncountable riches. Before long he was the wealthiest man in all the world. And, of course, he shared his wealth with Brad, who had finally given him the chance to play the part. The two of them lived foolishly ever after. 
 
      
 
    Moral: A Fool and his part are soon monied. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    HOW HE BEGGED TO DIFFER 
 
      
 
    Many years ago in a faraway time and place lived a beggar. Like the other beggars of the land, he took great pride in his work, arriving at his assigned post precisely at 6:59 a.m., to catch early morning commuters, and leaving precisely at 5:48 p.m., when the last worker straggled off the last commuter train. 
 
    Now Jarvis often had a young charge assigned to him by the Spare a Dime Society, the union to which all beggars belonged and which offered apprenticeships to those wishing to enter the trade. 
 
    Because he'd worked long and hard, following all the rules, rising rung by rung on the ladder of beggary, Jarvis was one of the few in Jersey City to have received the title and privilege of Master Beggar ... uh, yes, that is Master Beggar. As such, he was entitled to train young and promising hopefuls. 
 
    In his late thirties, Jarvis had risen more rapidly than any other beggar in Jersey City and faster than most in the whole vast land. Most Master Beggars received their promotions near the end of long careers, when they were in the late fifties or early sixties, after years of pleading and kowtowing. 
 
    Because Jarvis was so successful, he was deluged with requests from young men who hoped to be selected to study with this most masterful of all Master Beggars, written up time after time as an example to the youth of the land, a man whose photo had appeared not once but four times on the cover of the Spare a Dime Society Newsletter. 
 
    One evening Jarvis was poring over photos and resumes. Sure, the photos were optional and weren't ever to be used in making final choices, but what the hell, Jarvis felt he deserved to have the rules bent. Wasn't his bank account in the millions, all as a result of his own hard work? 
 
    Nearly ready to make a random choice, Jarvis suddenly came upon that one photo that stirred up his feelings. It showed a handsome lad, standing with proud parents in front of a New York brownstone. But Jarvis barely noticed the parents; he barely noticed the brownstone. His eyes were drawn to the face of the boy, whom the resume revealed as Thompkins Betterton, eighteen years old, fresh out of university. Obviously he was an intelligent young man, though in all probability not matching the intelligence of Jarvis himself, who had an I.Q. of 192 and finished his doctorate in Almsmanship at the age of twenty. But the thing that most drew Jarvis' attention was the young man's looks—his wishful eyes, his lithe body, his sculpted face. 
 
    With no further thought, Jarvis summoned his butler to ring Betterton's residence. Assured that the young man was on the line, Jarvis took the receiver. "Thompkins Betterton?" he enunciated, his voice clipped, precise. 
 
    "Yes, sir," the voice answered, every bit as cultured as his own, and obviously polite and deferential, traits Jarvis liked. 
 
    "This is Jarvis," he said, deigning to give his last name, which he considered superfluous in light of his renown. "I do believe you submitted a request to take post-graduate training under my guidance." 
 
    Jarvis heard a sharp intake of breath. "Yes, sir, I did. I mean, I want more than anything to work with the best beg—" 
 
    Jarvis cut him off. "Yes, yes, of course. But I want to make certain you're willing to live with me, study diligently with me, learn the practicalities." 
 
    "Of course, sir. I'd consider it a great honor." 
 
    "Tomorrow morning then. Six-thirty sharp. We'll meet in front of the bus station. You know where it is?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "All right then. You have your uniform, I presume." Apprentices wore apparel similar to fully recognized beggars, except for the placement of the holes, which were slightly different so patrons and Guild members alike could know who was more worthy of receiving alms. 
 
    "I do, sir, and thank you very much." 
 
      
 
    The following morning Jarvis was certain he'd made the right decision. The lad was even more handsome and more intelligent than his photo and resume showed. He was the most gorgeous hunk Jarvis had seen in many a year. He knew they'd get along, certainly during the training hours ... and he hoped after-hours as well. For he had fallen in love, completely, helplessly in love. 
 
    The boy, a fast learner, already had memorized all the kneeling positions, the stretching-out-of-arms-palms-up maneuvers. He simply needed the chance to put them into practice. 
 
     He was immediately successful. Jarvis had no reason to doubt that when the time came for verbalization, Thompkins would be every bit as good. 
 
    But the best result was that Thompkins seemed as much attracted to Jarvis as he was to the boy. At first, Thompkins was merely in awe, but as the day went along, Jarvis noticed the boy's covetous glances. Because Jarvis was supreme master of the physical side of begging, he was well able to read body language and behavior, and Thompkins’ was pretty obvious from the licking of lips to the quickness of breath when their eyes met. 
 
    And so it was that as soon as they went to Jarvis' mansion where the boy would stay for the duration of his apprenticeship, they were in each other's arms. The lovemaking was the most passionate Jarvis could remember. 
 
    In fact, he cautioned himself, he'd have to take care to judge the boy fairly and objectively, which might be difficult in light of their developing relationship. 
 
    Yet, he needn't have any worry. The boy was a quick study. Jarvis was certain that like himself Thommy would go far and advance quickly to the rank of Master Beggar. 
 
    It was only after the young man had been with him three months that he was permitted to begin the verbalization half of the begging process. Jarvis could hardly wait to see the results, since already, on the basis of his body language, he'd collected more alms in a day than most full beggars did. 
 
    Yet Jarvis was in for a great disappointment. Oh, it wasn't that the boy didn't master the art of pleading. He did, perhaps too well. He became cocky, overly sure of himself, so that he began trying to tell Jarvis how he should conduct himself. 
 
    "First off, Jarv," Thompkins said, "what's with this 6:59 to 5:48 routine? I mean, let's get it all done and have the rest of the day to go to the beach, you know what I'm saying?" 
 
    Jarvis felt hurt and somehow betrayed. "No, I guess I don't know what you're saying. You'll have to enlighten me." 
 
    "Oh, it's not that I don't think you're good. You are, Jarvis, and I love you for it. But—" 
 
    Maybe he could straighten things out, Jarvis thought. Persuade the boy that he was wrong. Show him the error of his thinking. "Maybe it's because you're so intelligent," he said, "such a fast learner that you're impatient. I don't know. But you have to stay with what is workable, both for yourself and society." 
 
    "Screw society!" Thompkins shouted. 
 
    "I can't believe you said that. It's society that pays your bills, feeds you, gives you the extras." 
 
    "You're saying I should be grateful or what?" 
 
    "No. Yes. I don't know. It's just the way the system works. There are corporate presidents and opera singers and waiters—" He felt himself becoming flustered, his self-assurance deserting him for the first time in years. "What I'm saying is that they all have accepted occupations; they each have to follow the rules of those occupations. Sure, there can be allowance for individuality. But nevertheless, a painter has to stay within a canvas, a writer within a story's framework, a beggar—" 
 
    "You of all people to say such a thing. You, a great innovator. One who's led change." 
 
    "Change within the system, don't you see? Change for the better." 
 
    "That's what I'm advocating, as well. Change for the better." 
 
    "All right," Jarvis said. "Maybe you should explain." 
 
    "I realize, Jarv, that most people have to put in a full day. Most punch a clock to pull in their wages. But not us, don't you see?" 
 
    Jarvis felt depressed; this young man had been so promising. Their relationship had meant so much. "I'm afraid I don't." 
 
    "Five minutes, man, that's all it takes. Maybe less." 
 
    "For what?" Jarvis heard the discouragement in his own voice. "I don't understand. I'm not sure I want to understand." 
 
    "Maybe that's the problem. For all your talk of innovation, you're of the old school. Afraid to go out on your own." 
 
    He felt hurt, betrayed. "Thanks, Thommy. I appreciate—" 
 
    "Oh, grow up, will you?" Thompkins frowned, his face somehow not handsome anymore. Jarvis wondered how he'd ever viewed it as handsome. Maybe he should just get up and walk away. "What I'm saying is that if we intensify the beggary, if we give it our best shot, but just one shot, the pigeons will be happy. Happy to have us off their backs. Happy not to see us around all day long." 
 
    "Pigeons?" Jarvis could hardly believe the crudity of referring to clients as pigeons. Why some of these people he'd known for years, some more intimately, he was sure, than their very own spouses. They'd trusted him with their hopes, their goals, their ambitions. 
 
    "All right, clients, for God's sake. They're sick of seeing us all day long." 
 
    "No!" Jarvis felt deep shock. "We depend on each other. We need each other." 
 
    "I don't need anyone, man, you know what I mean?" 
 
    "I'm afraid ... maybe I do." 
 
    "Come on, Jarv, I didn't mean you. I need you. I care about you. What we have together is pretty terrific—" 
 
    The voice sounded insincere. "Do you?" 
 
    "What? Do I what?" 
 
    "Need me, care about me." 
 
    "For God's sake, Jarvis, this is business." 
 
    "All right then, finish." Jarvis just wanted it over with. He wanted to crawl into his bed, pull the sheet up to his chin, block out the rest of the world. 
 
    "As I started to explain, we go into this intense act. We plead and beg and beseech and implore, you know?" He looked toward Jarvis and grinned. "And that's it. Two minutes, three minutes, five minutes, and we're done for the day. The pigeons are so impressed they empty their pockets, and we hit the road." 
 
    "No, no, no." 
 
    "Oh, yeah? Why not?" 
 
    "First of all, it's unheard of. Second, sure our heaviest crowd comes in the morning. We don't get much in the evening. The clients have already given on their way to work. But we're there for assurance. That the world goes on, that everything stays the same. It's a security for them. And for us too. A certainty in our lives." He paused and angrily brushed away tears that formed in his eyes. "And the shoppers and the old people—the men and the women with nowhere really to go, nothing to look forward to." 
 
    "Hell, they don't give us anything." 
 
    "No, maybe they don't. Not much anyway. That is in coin of the realm. What they give us is what we give them—one human being touching another. One human being mattering to another. That's our purpose. Our real purpose in life. To make a difference. To matter to others. That's our goal. Not money." 
 
    "You, of all people, to tell me that. You, who've probably made more than ten other beggars combined." 
 
    "Sure, I've made money. Because I'm good, because I care. But don't you see, money's not the important part." 
 
    "Money's not important? I'm blown away, you know? I can't believe I'm hearing this." 
 
    "I didn't say that. Money is important, maybe even more important to me than it should be. But other things are more important." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "What I meant was the clients. But more than that, Thommy, you and me. What we meant to each other. What we mean to each other." 
 
    "I can't see it, man." 
 
    "Our relationship?" 
 
    "I mean being a damned stick-in-the-mud. My way's best. You'll see, it is." 
 
    "I don't think so." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "What you've said is that you want to take only a few minutes each day to be at our post, only a few minutes of begging. One intense effort, and that's it. No more responsibility for anything." 
 
    "You got it." 
 
    Much as it hurt him, Jarvis had no choice. "Then I'll have to terminate your apprenticeship and recommend your seeking another occupation." 
 
    "You don't mean that!" 
 
    "I'm sorry, Thommy, but I do." 
 
    "Well, screw you too, old man. Yeah, old man. That's what you are. Antiquated, outdated, worthless." The words were a twisting sword in Jarvis' gut. He turned his head away, tears like a river flooding his cheeks. 
 
    When he turned back, Thompkins was gone. Later, he heard the boy was working in a fast food restaurant as a bus boy. He heard he couldn't get anything else. As the years went by, Jarvis thought less and less about him till Thompkins, who could have achieved such success, was simply only a memory. 
 
      
 
    Moral: Don't put all your begs in one ask it. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    OF HUGS AND HANDLEBARS 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there was a man named Aristophanes Papadopoulos who had two passions in life, bicycles and other men—especially young, well-built and handsome men. 
 
    Now Ari himself was not handsome; he was plain. He was not especially well-built. He was a little too thin, in fact, almost emaciated. 
 
    The reason he was emaciated had to do with his passion for bicycles. Just as a person who runs a great deal can look like a racing cadaver, a person who rides a bicycle hours and hours each day can look like a cadaver on wheels. 
 
    Nevertheless, Ari was a nice young man, with a pleasant smile and a warm personality. He cared about people, spending the hours he wasn't working at his bike shop or riding his own bicycle, volunteering at local hospitals and nursing homes, working with sick people and generally being a good sort of man. 
 
    This, however, wasn't enough to account for a rather astounding fact. It was that men and women he barely knew often came up to him, especially when he was out bike riding, and embraced him. 
 
    He didn't understand, but, of course, he didn't complain. In fact, he took to riding his bike through the gay sections of town whenever he could. It was there he received the most hugs. He tried to analyze why but couldn't figure this out either. Certainly, he was gay, but so were a lot of other people, who didn't receive nearly as many hugs as he. And many of these men were handsomer, better built, and just as kind-hearted and generous. 
 
    He thought about the phenomenon more and more and realized it was when he did trick-riding that he was much more likely to have people try to embrace him, sometimes hardly waiting till he'd come to a stop. 
 
    Why would trick riding attract so many people and make them behave so physically? It wasn't that the tricks were all that unusual. He rode up and down steps; but so did lots of people. He spun in circles, but so did other riders he observed, and nobody much hugged them. His favorite trick was what had come in the 1960s to be called a wheelie. That is, he rarely rode on two wheels anymore, preferring to balance the front end of the bike in the air and ride only on the back one. 
 
    It was kind of like riding a unicycle and it saved wear and tear on tires. Even though he owned a bike shop and so could buy his own tires wholesale, Ari was a thrifty sort of person, who'd always heeded the advice to "waste not, want not." 
 
    He'd often thought of actually getting a unicycle, but he was much more comfortable with a two-wheeler, and besides he needed the security of something to hang on to—the handlebars—when he wasn't hanging on to another man who was giving him a hug. 
 
    Well, Ari went on for years and years, receiving embraces wherever he went, and he remained puzzled about the reasons. But he never wanted things to change. But then one day, he decided he was too old to do tricks anymore and took to riding sedately. 
 
    And suddenly the embraces stopped. Well, they didn't stop completely. His friends still hugged him, but no longer did complete strangers rush up to embrace him, except in that rare instance of mistaken identity, which caused nothing but embarrassment on both sides. 
 
    Ari often longed for those old days when men practically stood in line to hug him. But then he discovered Reggie, the light of his life, and they settled down to live happily ever after, the unexplained embraces a thing of the past. Yet sometimes late at night in the darkest hours before dawn, Ari would sit bolt upright in bed remembering the embraces, wondering about them, puzzling over them. But then he'd snuggle close to Reggie and go back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    Moral: The wheelie Greek gets the squeeze. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    THE HIGH-PRICED SPREAD 
 
      
 
    Long ago in the land of Peoria lived a young man named John. Well, actually, he wasn't that young. He was thirty-two years old and all his relatives wondered why he had never married. 
 
    At family reunions cousins and aunts would ask: "Found a girlfriend yet?" or "When are you going to get hitched up and give your poor mother a grandchild?" 
 
    Yes, John was the only child of a widowed mother, with whom he lived. He was a devoted son, who treasured his mother above all others, the reason perhaps being that she didn't question him about marriage. She accepted him for what he was and didn't try to change him. He was certain his other relatives would not have been so charitable. 
 
    John was gay, utterly, irrevocably gay. He'd worried about that for years, feeling guilty that he never would have children. For years he went from one psychiatrist to another, seeking to change from gay to straight. Not that he didn't like being gay. He did; it was only that he felt he was somehow a great disappointment to Mom. 
 
    One evening after their dinner of pheasant under glass (John's father had left them well provided for), his mother, for the first time, broached the heretofore unbreeched subject. "Look, John," she said, "I don't care one iota that I won't have grandkids. One kid was enough. And I'd never find another as good as you." 
 
    "Aw, Ma," John said. He was a shy boy, a waiter by trade. "You embarrass me." 
 
    "Don't mean to," she said in a no-nonsense voice. "Just thought we should get this out into the open. Clear the air, so to speak." She smiled at him benevolently. "I understand the reasons, and it's okay." 
 
    "You mean you know that I'm—" 
 
    "Queer?" she asked. 
 
    He looked down at his plate. "Yes," he mumbled. "Though I wouldn't put it exactly that way." 
 
    She chuckled. "A rose by any other name smells just as sweet. And you're my rose." 
 
    "Aw, for God's sake Ma, I ain't nobody's rose," he said. English had always been his worst subject in school. 
 
    "Well, you know what I mean." She paused, clearing her throat. "We'll talk about this now and never again, is that understood?" 
 
    He glanced at his mother's face, laugh lines around her eyes, her full lips, her marcelled hair. "Okay," he said, knowing maybe it was worth suffering through if it would never be brought up again. 
 
    "I've known for years," she said. "Ever since that Brooks boy in high school." 
 
    "Brooks Johnson, you mean?" 
 
    "Whatever," she answered. "And that other guy named Brooks. The one who lived down the street for a time?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I remember," he said. "Brooks Schwartz." 
 
    "Why the hell is it anyway," his mother asked, "that every damn boy you're interested in is named Brooks?" 
 
    "I don't know," he mumbled. "The name, I guess. Turns me on." 
 
    "What did you say?" 
 
    He looked up at her again, his face burning. "The name I said," he practically shouted. "It turns me on somehow. Maybe I'm weird, I don't know. And if you think it's easy to find all that many people named Brooks, you're sadly mistaken." 
 
    "Okay, okay," his mother soothed. "I didn't mean to get you upset." 
 
    "Sorry," he answered. "I can't explain it. I mean for years the only Brooks I ever heard about was Brooks Atkinson. The critic. I didn't even know what he looked like or anything, but the name. Ah, yes, the name." 
 
    His mother shifted uncomfortably. "Maybe it wasn't such a good idea to bring this up." 
 
    "Maybe not," he said, anxious now to leave the table. 
 
    "But just one more thing, John. This is as embarrassing for me as I'm sure it is for you. But I wanted to tell you ..." 
 
    "Tell me what?" He felt himself beginning to fidget. He wanted to be out of here, up in his room listening to records, down at the restaurant working an empty shift. 
 
    "I know you've been sneaking around, seeing your ... your— Is boyfriends the proper word?" 
 
    "Oh, Ma." 
 
    "I was young once too." 
 
    John turned away to stare at the wall. 
 
    "What I'm saying is you don't have to sneak around. There's the extra bedroom upstairs, next to your room. Bring in your friends. Entertain them there." 
 
    He swallowed hard. Had she emphasized the word "entertain?" He wasn't sure. He glanced at her. 
 
    "You know what I mean," she said. "There's that beautiful old bedspread there. The one that belonged to your grandmother. All I ask is you treat it with care and respect. Do you understand?" 
 
    John's face felt hot, absolutely aflame. He jumped up, ran to his room and slammed the door. He sat on the edge of his bed, breathing hard. He couldn't understand why she'd said those things. She'd never done anything like that before. How could he ever face her again? 
 
    Then he remembered he hadn't cleared the table. He sighed. Setting and clearing the table were his jobs, and he had to do them, particularly considering the meals Mom always fixed. He walked out to the hallway and down the steps. 
 
    "Honestly, John," his mother called. "You'd think I were the younger generation, not you. I thought people your age believed in having things out in the open." 
 
    "I don't know, Mother. I suppose so." He'd hoped it was over. 
 
    "Look, John, I'm trying to make it easier," she said. "You bring your friends here from now on." 
 
    He didn't say a word as he went about his chores. 
 
    In the days that followed, he thought more about what his mother had said and finally talked himself into it. Why not? It was often difficult to go to Brooks' place because one particular Brooks lived with two roommates, another with his family, another with a married sister. 
 
    So before long he started to bring them home, even introduce them to his mother. And he did follow her urgings to use the extra room. 
 
    Weeks later he came home from the restaurant one day to find his mother furious. 
 
    "Damn it, John," she said. "I told you I'd not bring this up again. But I have to. I said you could entertain your friends in the extra room, but to be sure to be careful of the bedspread that belonged to my mother. It means a great deal to me; I thought it would to you too." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "I don't like to launder it. That wears it out. And dry cleaning's getting so expensive." 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "That Brooks boy the other day had mud on his feet; the one two weeks ago came straight here from the garage with all that grease on his clothes. And that Brooks character you met at the restaurant had all that goop in his hair. I didn't think anyone used that crap anymore." 
 
    "I'm sorry, Mother." 
 
    "Sorry doesn't quite rectify things. You know!" 
 
    "What are you getting at?" John was angry too. After all it had been her idea for him to bring friends home. 
 
    "I made a mistake. I thought I could trust you, but I find I can't. So you'll have to go somewhere else. You and all those damn Brooks characters. You've practically ruined the bedspread; it's so filthy it'll never get clean. And if it does, it will be so worn it will fall apart." She stared at him a moment, burst into tears and ran to her bedroom. 
 
    John walked into the living room, turned on the TV set and stared at it without comprehension. 
 
      
 
    Moral: Too many Brooks soil the cloth. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    THEY WERE REAL HAMS 
 
      
 
    Once in a magic kingdom called Las Vegas, a man named Mr. Jeffrey decided to produce a show. 
 
    There was nothing at all unusual about this because in this magic kingdom there were all sorts of shows running every day of the year—shows with beautiful women and beautiful men. 
 
    Each show tried to be more fantastic and magical than any of the others so that hundreds of show boys and show girls flocked to this wonderful land to seek their fortunes in the world of make-believe. 
 
    Because each show was so lavish, producers came up with one gimmick after another—wild costumes, wild animals, wild humor. One or two of the most successful and magical of all the shows involved guys in drag. 
 
    This is what gave Mr. Jeffrey the wildest, most extravagant and most fantastic idea he'd ever had, even when producing plays in the abandoned school building that served as a little theatre back in Wheeling, West Virginia. His penchant for the unusual is actually what drove him out of Wheeling. Strangely enough, the local audiences simply would not accept an all-male cast appearing semi-nude in Tennessee Williams' Glass Menagerie. 
 
    So Mr. Jeffrey, or as he was known then, Jeff Johnson, issue of Molly and Sam Johnson whose other son was a successful city councilman, was not-so-politely asked never to show his face at the theatre again. 
 
    Head high, he hiked to the Greyhound Station and took a bus straight through to the magical kingdom, where he just knew his innovations would wow the most difficult audiences, and so he'd live happily ever after. 
 
    At first it was rough going. He wasn't exactly a young man—close to fifty actually. But he managed to talk his way into a few auditions and even a few bit parts in musical extravaganzas. Soon he gravitated to the drag shows where he was eventually hired as assistant director, then director. Well on his way to "happily-ever-after," despite Sam and Molly's dire warnings that he should "shape up and forget all the homo stuff," he soon became a producer. 
 
    Tennessee Williams in the semi-nude was nothing to what he imagined now. And to Mr. Jeffrey, to imagine was to create. His hits became legendary. Finally, it came time to produce his masterpiece, the boldest, most imaginative project ever. But what could he do? Well, instead of a few wild animals like Siegfried and Roy used to have, he'd involve dozens, scores, hundreds of untamed animals. 
 
    Costumes for human and beast alike would be the most lavish ever seen in Las Vegas. The final result would be an extravaganza involving five hundred young men in drag performing in sketches, songs and dance with five hundred wild animals. 
 
    Working day and night at a feverish pitch, Mr. Jeffrey planned the production to the minutest detail. It would be incredible! Young men in drag would dance with gorillas. Scores would simultaneously insert their heads in the mouths of lions. Each act would be even more outstanding and wondrous than the one preceding it. 
 
    It took all Mr. Jeffrey's talents to plan and organize, to see to the details of procuring and casting all the wild animals, as well as the wild young men. 
 
    The most utterly fantastic act would be the last. Two hundred men in Carmen Miranda costumes would ride wild boars from deepest Africa. The ride would be a ballet in intricate patterns of circles and spirals. 
 
    Unbelievably, Mr. Jeffrey had found a wild boar trainer who promised his animals could learn any dance ever choreographed. All that was needed was a person to guide each boar through his paces, so to speak. 
 
    Then at the very end of the dance, all the other animals and human performers would fill the stage in a "danse extrordinaire." 
 
    Mr. Jeffrey was so excited by the prospects of the show that he could barely sleep. He sent announcements to all the trade papers that he wanted males to audition for parts. Most would appear in drag, except for those with the bodies of gods who would simply wear platinum jocks and perhaps a golden armband or two. 
 
    The animal trainers said they'd wait to see who was selected for the production before they chose the animals. They wanted to be sure to match temperament with temperament. And this is where the trouble began. 
 
    Mr. Jeffrey decided to cast all the other animals and humans first before trying to put together the final number. Dozens, hundreds, even thousands of would-be "girls" showed up to audition, each more talented and more beautiful than any he'd ever seen. 
 
    As the time for the final selections drew near, Mr. Jeffrey was so excited he had trouble breathing and his heart pounded like thunder. 
 
    The trainer of the boars and his assistant were standing by just waiting for the cast to be selected before matching human and porcine. At last Mr. Jeffrey was satisfied. He nodded for the trainer to bring on the boars. And that's when disaster befell the project. 
 
    The boars saw the humans and started to squeal and race through the aisles, completely out of control. It took hours to round them up. 
 
    The trainer was so angry with his charges that he threatened to serve them with eggs to hotel guests the following morning. It was the old question of temperament. The boars were jealous. They confided to the trainer—this was a magical kingdom, remember, and, of course, the boars could talk—that they felt they were being slighted by not being chosen first. 
 
    Their ringleader told the trainer: "We've never been so insulted in our lives. We think the human performers, the `girls,' should have been selected to match our talents and abilities and not vice versa. So we're simply withdrawing. We won't go on, and that's final." 
 
    Well, Mr. Jeffrey was ruined, absolutely ruined since he'd spent so much of his own fortune on trying to mount the production. And without the final number, it was simply another Las Vegas show. 
 
    To avoid his creditors, Mr. Jeffrey had to slink out of town in the early hours of daylight, when the high rollers are just thinking of going to sleep, and the moms and dads are just thinking of taking their kids to Boulder Dam. 
 
    He tried to go back to Wheeling to the community theatre for more Tennessee Williams but found he still wasn't forgiven. And so he spent the rest of his days wandering from one corner of the continent to the other, telling whoever would listen what might have been. Finally, in disgrace and utter poverty, he settled in the town of Boarshead, Arkansas, not for any hidden meanings but simply because he'd come to the end of his strength, a truly pathetic man. 
 
      
 
    Moral: Don't cast the "girls" before the swine. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
    THINGS AREN'T ALWAYS 
 
    WHAT THEY SEEM 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time in the country of Dallas lived a handsome prince named Maynard. He was a bronzed young man with hair the color of shifting sand and eyes as green as a deep mountain well. Tales of his beauty spread far and wide. Yet he acted like a twit. It seemed that he cared about little else than preening in front of a mirror or organizing parades in which he marched in full dress regalia. 
 
    Much to the chagrin and disappointment of his parents, King Winslow and Queen Roberta, Maynard wasn't interested in settling down and taking a life companion to rule with him when Winnie and Bob retired. 
 
    The king and queen realized, of course, that their son was gay, but they wondered what was wrong with his libido since it simply wasn't natural for a healthy young man of twenty-four to spend his time, when he wasn't parading or preening in front of others, locked up in his royal bedroom gazing out his window. 
 
    Alas, they simply didn't understand. Prince Maynard wasn't really a twit. Instead, he felt inadequate. So he either pretended to be stupid or over-compensated by parading his beauty. 
 
    One day Winnie and Bob summoned Maynard to the royal gardens. It was a beautiful spring day, the sun shining through spun glass clouds, the grass and leaves deep green. Maynard had seen Queen Bob and King Winnie trying on bright Hawaiian clothes; had seen them poring over racing forms, had witnessed the royal cardsmaster teaching them the subtleties of twenty-one and poker. So he knew they'd soon be off to Tahoe or Hialeah and he would have to be king. 
 
    And that meant he had to have a mate. What was he going to do? 
 
    "Son," Bob said as Maynard sat on a wrought iron bench, "your father and I have served this country for many years, and we're tired." 
 
    "What your mother means," Winnie said, "is that it's time for you to choose—" 
 
    "I don't want to," Maynard interrupted. 
 
    "Maybe not, young man," Winnie answered, "but—" 
 
    "Your father is trying to tell you that you have to grow up; you have to assume responsibilities." 
 
    "And so," Winnie continued, "we've sent announcements far and wide to summon eligible bachelors. Now we're not about to tell you who you must choose. It's up to you. All we're saying is you have to choose immediately." 
 
    "Because," Bob said, "on Sunday morning will be the royal ceremony of unification." 
 
    "The what?" Maynard asked. 
 
    "Aw, hell, you know," Winnie said. "We can't call it a wedding. That's for a man and woman. We know you don't want a woman." 
 
    Maynard blushed. "Are you ashamed of that? Ashamed of me? I didn't think in this present age of enlightenment that anyone—" 
 
    "Of course not," Bob said. "We simply want you to be happy." 
 
    "But we want you to be happy with another person." 
 
    "You don't understand." He looked at his father's face and saw the frown lines deepen. 
 
    "Just what don't we understand?" King Winnie demanded. 
 
    "Nothing," the prince said. He couldn't tell them. 
 
    "Look, honey," Bob said, "it's not just for us or even for our subjects." She gave him a half-smile. "We're thinking of you. We want you to be happy." 
 
    "But Mom," he whined. 
 
    Winnie interrupted. "It's final, Maynard. You have no choice. Starting tomorrow morning at eight, you'll interview suitors. Understood?" 
 
    "Yes," Maynard whispered. 
 
    "Then I suggest you get some sleep," Bob told him. "Tomorrow's going to be a big day." 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was a terrible day, the worst of his life. One gorgeous hunk after another appeared before him, and he wanted them all, but he couldn't take the chance of choosing any. During lunch break he raced back to his room and threw himself on the bed. 
 
    Bob pounded on the door. "Come on out, sweetie," she said, "you have to eat some lunch. You're going to make yourself ill." 
 
    "Leave me alone," he yelled. She didn't answer, and a little while later he heard her footsteps echoing down the hallway. 
 
    The afternoon was a repeat of the morning, each young man breathtakingly handsome. 
 
    Winnie came up and whispered in his ear: "If you don't choose someone and do it soon, Bob and I will choose for you." 
 
    As he concentrated on strong bodies and muscular arms and legs, Maynard felt stirrings he'd tried to suppress. He decided he'd simply choose a young man at random. 
 
    "You," he said, pointing to the next in line, a slender youth, with straight black hair and teeth as white as the ice of a mountain stream. 
 
    "Yes?" the young man said. 
 
    "You are the one I—" The prince broke off, sick at the thought of what would happen once they went to his bedroom. 
 
    "Come to my room," he finally continued, "and we'll get acquainted." He was nearly unaware of the disappointed looks on the faces of the hundreds of young men still in line. 
 
    "What ... What is your name?" Maynard asked as they left the throne room. 
 
    "Prince Billy Sam," the young man answered, "from the kingdom of Austin." 
 
    In his royal bedroom, Maynard could hardly swallow. "Please sit d-d-d-down," he told Prince Billy Sam, "and tell me about yourself." 
 
    "I was hoping for a little action," Billy Sam answered. "Not just some talk." His voice was almost a sneer. 
 
    "Oh, God," Maynard muttered, sure that he'd chosen terribly wrong. He should have been more perceptive, tried to find someone sensitive. 
 
    "But I need more information," Maynard pleaded, trying to stall, knowing he sounded like a dolt. 
 
    "Oh, yeah?" Billy Sam said. "What kind of information?" 
 
    "Tell me about yourself." 
 
    At first it appeared that Billy Sam might not answer. He simply stared, as if he couldn't believe what was happening. Then he rolled his eyes. "Not much to tell. I'm the eighth son of the king of Austin." 
 
    "The eighth son?" Maynard blurted. 
 
    "Yeah, what about it?" 
 
    "I was just startled, that's all, at your having such a large family." 
 
    "Got a couple of sisters too. Are you going to make something of that?" 
 
    "Of course not," Maynard answered. He'd wondered why a prince would want to seek his hand in unification, a prince who someday might be king of his own land. Now he knew the answer. Unless his brothers were trampled to death in a stampede of wild horses, Billy Sam could never hope to rule the country of Austin. 
 
    "All right then, let's get to it," Billy Sam said. 
 
    Maynard couldn't pretend not to know what he meant. "Will you please turn your back?" he asked. 
 
    "You got to be kidding." 
 
    "Please." 
 
    Billy Sam rolled his eyes. "If you insist." 
 
    Maynard threw off his clothing and scurried under the covers. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad. Maybe— 
 
    Sheet pulled up over his chest, he glanced at Billy Sam, and his breath caught. The man was beautiful, with broad chest, tapered waist, strong legs and— 
 
    "You like what you see?" 
 
    Maynard swallowed hard as Billy Sam threw back the covers and froze, mouth agape. Then he started to laugh, coarse guffaws, one after the other. "Your thing," he wheezed. "It looks just like a noodle, a strand of spaghetti." He laughed and laughed. His face turned red, then purple. "But ... it ... can't ... be ... a ... strand ... of ... spaghetti." He could gasp out only one word at a time. Still he laughed and pounded his knees with both fists. "It's ... much ... too ... short. Hah! Hah! Hah!" He doubled over, veins popping out in his forehead, tears streaming down his face. Suddenly, he straightened, a puzzled look on his face. Then he keeled over. 
 
    Maynard jumped up and rushed toward him, but Billy Sam was dead. 
 
    Later, when questioned by the royal coroner, Maynard shamefully told what had happened and why. The man, a kind soul who'd served the royal family for more than fifty years, promised not to reveal Prince Maynard's secret. As the cause of death, he simply recorded this: 
 
      
 
    Moral: A little thing is a dangerous knowledge. 
 
      
 
    Historical Footnote: Winnie and Bob postponed their retirement for a time so that Maynard could seek psychiatric help. Instead, he and Dr. Sigmund fell immediately and irrevocably in love. A very wise man, Dr. Sigmund taught the new king that appearances can be misleading since in a man's life, the right sort of stimulation always brings about growth and change. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    OH, WELL 
 
      
 
    Fred and Mort were in love, more in love than they'd ever imagined it possible to be, and that was strange because all their lives they'd avoided entanglements. Fred was fifty-seven and Mortin was sixty-one, but they simply couldn't get enough of each other. There was room in Fred's world only for Mort, in Mort's world only for Fred. 
 
    It was fortunate that they had the occupations that they did, and that they both had been successful and earned lots of money. Fred was an artist, working in oils and watercolors; Mort was a writer of novels and cookbooks. 
 
    Each had a nest egg, money to last them, if they were careful, all the rest of their lives, so their days could be spent simply billing and cooing. 
 
    Like the poet, they felt the world was too much with them soon and late, and so they planned their escape. A house in the mountains, a honeymoon cottage that would last till the end of eternity. 
 
    They found their perfect mountain, a spot in the Alleghenies of Western Pennsylvania, back a twisting trail all but untraveled. 
 
    Here they built their tiny cottage. Here they furnished it carefully and here they planned to stay, living only temporarily in a nearby motel till the project was completed. And because they wanted no intruders and planned to leave only monthly for needed provisions, they swore the contractors and builders to secrecy about the location. 
 
    The mountain setting was exotic, tall pines surrounding a small clearing, mountain laurel blooming just down the slope. Deer and grey squirrel ventured in to explore. 
 
    Each day Fred and Mort stood by and watched the place take shape. Each night they held each other, whispering strange nothings into each other's ears. A hundred times a day Fred, grey-haired with a white moustache and a lumberjack's build, told Mort that he loved him dearly, loved him more than a thousand love songs could tell. A hundred times a day Mort, bushy-haired with a brown van dyke and the build of a wrestler, embraced Fred and told him he loved him completely, loved him more than the whisperings of a thousand lovers could tell. 
 
    Each could hardly wait till the cottage was done, the electrical wiring completed, the well drilled. For then they could be alone, away from the world at large, communing only with selves and nature. 
 
    The last board nailed in place, the last strand of wiring installed, they heaved a collective sigh and gazed long and deep into each other's eyes. 
 
    As soon as the driller finished their well, their world would be perfect. But here's where the problem arose. Each morning the driller started his drilling—bumpa, bumpa, bumpa, bumpa—he assured the two lovers it should be the last. 
 
    But it never was. He went to a hundred feet, 150 feet, 200 feet, 210, 240, 295, and still there was no water. Mort and Fred grew impatient. "When will it end?" Fred asked Mort. "When will it be over?" Mort asked Fred. 
 
    At first they were impatient, then slightly alarmed, then frightened, then panic-stricken. The well was costing a fortune. What were they to do? Almost faster than Fred could tell Mort: "I love you madly;" almost before Mort could tell Fred, "You mean more to me than all the seeds of a pomegranate tree," their savings were depleted. 
 
    Finally, at 191,622 feet, the well driller struck water. By then it was almost too late. Oh, Fred and Mort moved into their cottage. But they had little time for each other. Fred painted and Mort wrote, hour after hour, day after day, month after month, year after year. 
 
    Finally, they had recouped their losses. Fred was now eighty-seven, Mort ninety-one. But at last they had time for each other, time to live and love in their honeymoon cottage on the top of the Allegheny Mountains in Western Pennsylvania. So, of course, they lived happily ever after, though at their age, that didn't mean a hell of a lot. 
 
      
 
    Moral: Drilled water runs steep. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    SELDOM IS HERD 
 
    A DISCOURAGING WORD 
 
      
 
    Axton and Avery were lovers; they also were entrepreneurs. As a matter of fact, they had a friendly competition going to see who could make the most money. 
 
    More than anything ... well, almost anything, each man loved the other's cooking, so much so that Axton was always trying to get Avery to cook their meals and Avery was trying to talk Axton into the same thing. 
 
    They even tried to bribe each other: "If you cook our dinners this month, I'll do the laundry for two months," Avery said. 
 
    "If you cook our dinners this month," Axton replied, "I'll scrub the floors for three months." 
 
    It was no soap, though, on either side. For both men, though they could qualify as master chefs, absolutely hated to cook. But they were competitors. And so they hit upon the scheme of matching one entrepreneurial scheme against the other. They'd each come up with a plan, set a certain time limit and see who had made the most profit from their efforts. The loser had to cook every meal for a set amount of time. 
 
    Though the two men loved each other dearly, winning meant almost as much as did their love for each other. 
 
    Throughout the later years of their relationship, the competition became more and more intense. Neither man seemed really to gain the edge. Just after Avery lost, he'd win. Just after Axton won, he'd lose. 
 
    Of the same age, when they'd been together more than forty years and were nearing the age of retirement, they decided to have one last competition. The result would be that from then on when the winner so demanded, the loser would have to cook for him. 
 
    The pact they made had no loopholes. The winner could, if he so desired, take pity on the loser and give him a night off. But that depended entirely on his mood and the goodness of his heart. Because this was to be a one-time thing, each was determined he would win. 
 
    What would they do to raise money? they wondered. They'd started dozens of businesses. They'd backed entertainers and entertainments. They'd owned professional baseball and basketball teams. Actually, there was little they hadn't tried. 
 
    Yet neither of them had done much work with animals, except for a trained dog act or two. Since this was a new realm of endeavor, they decided it would be fitting to end their careers and their working lives in this manner. 
 
    But what could they do? Avery would like to have talked it over with Axton. Axton would like to have discussed it with Avery. Yet neither wanted to give anything away. They were playing for awfully high stakes. 
 
    Avery finally hit upon the idea of establishing a "natural" habitat for off-world animals. Now this had never been done for the simple reason that no one had ever discovered complex life-forms on other planets. 
 
    However, this didn't deter Avery. He took a big chunk of his savings and poured it into research and development. His scientists devised interplanetary rockets capable of finding other-world animals, and developed methods duplicating the living conditions necessary for their survival. Then he purchased a large piece of land in Nevada and divided it into sections. He planned to bring back only one herd of animals but wanted to be ready for any contingency. He hired horticulturalists and botanists to see to the planting and maintenance of off-world plants. 
 
    He had zoologists and biologists study off-world animal behavior so the animals would be able to adapt. 
 
    Needless to say it took years of work, but Avery's efforts paid off. His teams of scientists did discover strange animal life on dozens of planets—everything from furry-footed fishing worms to scaly-skinned behemoths. Finally, Avery decided to go with the behemoths, elephant-like creatures, green and pink in color, from a planet far from our solar system. 
 
    Throughout all this time Axton did little. He simply sat around reading or watching TV with a smug little smile on his face. 
 
    "Why aren't you planning something?" Avery asked. "Surely, you're not simply going to sit back and let me win." 
 
    "Just never you mind," Axton said. And no matter how hard he tried, Avery could get nothing more out of his lover. 
 
    It was rapidly approaching the agreed-upon deadline and still Axton did nothing till one day he announced that he'd hired a big brass band and a few animal trainers and purchased a herd of elephants. 
 
    "For what?" Avery asked. 
 
    "Now have I bothered you about your little venture?" Axton asked. 
 
    "Well, no, you haven't," Avery answered. 
 
    "But, of course," Axton continued, "everyone knows what you're planning. It's been in all the papers; written up in countless scientific journals. You've created a jungle, a bush environment with weird trees and wild plants and gathered a herd of animals from some distant planet." 
 
    "Well, yeah," Avery said, a little bit insulted that Axton knew what he was doing, but he wasn't able to find out anything about his lover's plans. He simply couldn't believe what Axton had told him. 
 
    Yet, it turned out to be true. On the day that Avery's exhibition opened in Nevada at the cost of billions of dollars, Axton began to stage parades—like circus parades, but without the jugglers and clowns. They consisted simply of a herd of elephants surrounded by marching musicians—and not very good ones at that. 
 
    He staged parades in all the major cities of the world; in county seats across the land, in isolated hamlets. And people flocked to see them. Dozens, hundreds, millions of people. And, of course, being an entrepreneur Axton charged for this—ten cents a head for kids under twelve; twenty-five cents for adults. And the money poured in by the bushel, the barrel, the carload. 
 
    At the same time Avery's exhibit opened in Nevada, much more exotic than Axton's parades. Here were strange colored animals, polka-dotted trees, platinum-colored flowers and leaves. 
 
    At first, it looked like Avery might make a lot of money on the scheme. But he didn't. Oh, he did recoup what he'd spent. But people quickly tired of traveling to see his exhibit. Day by day it recovered expenses but made little profit, actually only about half of what Axton made with his stupid parades. So Avery knew he was doomed, doomed to a life of cooking. 
 
    But out of curiosity he asked Axton how he'd known what would happen. "It's pretty apparent," Avery said. "Something you should have known. And here is what Axton said: 
 
      
 
    Moral: A herd in the band is worth two in the bush. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
    UNDERCOVER JUDGE 
 
      
 
    Once in the far-off kingdom of Big Apple lived a very compassionate judge named Keene Foote. Endowed with the wisdom of a Solomon, the compassion of a Gandhi, the patience of a saint, he nevertheless had one peculiarity. He liked to dress in the type of clothing more appropriate for little girls and skip through the streets of Big Apple. 
 
    Now you might think he had ulterior motives in mind, but he didn't. He lived happily in Uptown Big Apple with a lover of many years. In fact, it was only when his lover was out of town on business that Keene indulged in his strange behavior. It greatly excited him to go undercover this way, dressing in pinafores, curly wigs, patent leather shoes and white socks. 
 
    Although he and his partner Tedmond loved each other dearly, Keene was sometimes glad to see him leave for a few days, so he could don his strange clothing. 
 
    For years he had been engaging in this sort of behavior, and no one had ever discerned who he was. In fact, since the Big Apple is such a large kingdom, he seldom saw friends, relatives or acquaintances. When he did, they averted their gazes, apparently not wanting to become involved, and, of course, not recognizing who he was. Yet, he was always careful, covering most of his face with the wig, his body with the clothing so that little of the real Judge Foote showed. 
 
    So he went on his merry way, night after night, year after year without mishap or interference. Until one time he was skipping along, humming a song from Mary Poppins, when he felt someone grab his arm. A mugger, he thought. But when he turned, he saw it was a policeman. And not just any policeman but one he'd had as a witness many times in his courtroom. 
 
    Clancy, for that was his name—Clancy Bukowski—looked as if he couldn't believe his eyes. "Judge Foote!" he said. "What in the world are you doing dressed in this getup? Going to a costume party?" 
 
    "No," Keene freely admitted, actually feeling relief that his worst nightmare had come true, that indeed he had been recognized. "No, I just like to dress up this way." 
 
    "Judge Foote," Clancy said, shaking his head, "I'm afraid I'll have to take you in." 
 
    The judge held out his wrists. 
 
    "That won't be necessary," Clancy said. "I'm sure I can trust you." 
 
    Keene often had wondered what it felt like to be on the opposite end of the law. Now he knew. Stuck in the back of a cruiser, a grill between him and Clancy, he felt ashamed. And worse. What if this got into the papers? What if his colleagues found out? His family and friends? His lover? 
 
    They pulled up in front of the precinct house. Clancy got out, opened the back door and helped the judge from the car. With a pitying look on his face, he led Keene inside the building. 
 
    "What is this?" the sergeant asked. 
 
    Clancy hesitated. He was embarrassed and didn't know what to say. "It's the judge. Judge Foote. I found him dressed like this, skipping through the streets of the Big Apple." 
 
    "You'll have to let him go," the sergeant said. "Immediately. You've made a terrible mistake. We simply can't charge him for this. We absolutely can't. Now, get him out of here this minute." 
 
    "But why?" Clancy asked. 
 
    "Out, out, right now!" the sergeant screamed. 
 
    Clancy shrugged and steered Keene out the door. Of course, Keene was relieved. And so was Clancy, because when he thought about it, he knew he'd been wrong in bringing Judge Foote in. The reason he was wrong? 
 
      
 
    Moral: You can't book a judge by his cover. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    A PAINFUL EXPERIENCE 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there was a sadist who lived in the kingdom of Toledo, Ohio. He liked nothing better than to tie up other men and whip them. He didn't do this viciously; for he was rather a kind sort of sadist. He didn't want to cause real pain, only to pretend to do so. For when he saw real pain reflected in anyone's eyes, he went all to pieces and wept in empathy. 
 
    One day, sitting on a stool in the leather bar, looking at the local gay paper, he saw an ad under "Personals." "GWM, 32, good looking, smooth body ..." The more Quentin read, the more intrigued he became. The man said he was a bottom looking for a top. But more than that he liked nothing better than to be controlled, to submit totally to another man. 
 
    Before he lost his nerve, Quentin rushed to the pay phone and called the listed number.  
 
    "Hello, this is Stephen speaking," a voice answered. 
 
    "Stephen," Quentin said, "I saw your ad, and I hoped we could get together." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I mean what I said, sir. I need to be trained, dominated, shown who's boss." 
 
    Stephen went on to list all the things he liked. The longer he talked, the more excited Quentin became. They set up a time for Stephen to come to Quentin's apartment. 
 
    As far as Quentin was concerned, it was love at first sight. Stephen was absolutely gorgeous with a boyish face and piercing green eyes. Their first session went wonderfully well, or so Quentin thought. As usual, so far as he was concerned, it was all fantasy, with no pain. He only pretended to inflict pain on Stephen, to whip him, to torture him. 
 
    Stephen seemed to like Quentin. At least he said he did. He told him right off that he fulfilled his deepest fantasies of the type of man he knew was good for him. An older man, in his early forties with a hairy body and black beard. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later Quentin called Stephen again. "Hello, this is Stephen speaking," the voice said. 
 
    "Stephen," Quentin gushed, "it's me." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Quentin." 
 
    "I don't know any Quentin. I think you must have made a mistake." 
 
    "But you were at my apartment just the day before yesterday." 
 
    "Hey, man," Stephen said, "what sort of scam are you trying to pull?" 
 
    "Surely, you remember— Your ad in the paper?" 
 
    "My ad. You've got to be kidding. I've had no response to that." He sounded angry. "It was wasted time and effort." 
 
    "You're pulling my leg, aren't you?" Quentin asked. "You're putting me on." 
 
    "Hey, buddy, I'm going to hang up, and I suggest you don't bother me again. I have a brother-in-law who's in the police department—" 
 
    Quentin was terribly disappointed. He thought he'd found the light of his life, and now the light had gone out. "Hey, Stephen, if you don't want to see me again, just say so. Okay? I mean, I care about you. I care a lot. But if that's the way—" 
 
    "What are you, man, some kind of nut?" Stephen replied. "I don't know you and that's that. Now I'm telling you, bug off." He slammed down the receiver. 
 
    Quentin didn't give up. He phoned again and again. Usually, there was simply no answer. Or else Stephen hung up. 
 
    For days Quentin was depressed. Finally, he talked to his buddy Sheldon about it. 
 
    "I'm not surprised," Sheldon said. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Quentin asked. They were at the leather bar, drinking Bud. 
 
    "I know how you are, pal," Sheldon said. "With you it's all pretend, right?" 
 
    "Well ... yeah." 
 
    "Okay, there's your answer. Stephen wasn't lying. So far as he was concerned the two of you had never met." 
 
    "I'm afraid I don't understand." 
 
    "It's simple," Sheldon said. "I'll try to explain." 
 
    And so he did. And here is what he said: 
 
      
 
    Moral: What you don't hurt won't know you. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    PENNY WISE 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there was a man named Benny Penny, a terribly unhappy young chap who lived in a posh apartment in Scarsdale. With one exception he had everything a young man could ask for—scads of money (left to him to a doting great aunt), intelligence (no tests had yet been devised to figure out how high it was) and manly good looks (a handsome face, a muscular body, white even teeth, ebon hair). 
 
    The only thing Benny had that he didn't like was 550 pounds of extra weight. At 6'2" he weighed nearly 750 pounds. More than anything in the world he wanted to lose weight and find a young man with whom to spend the rest of his life. 
 
    Yet because of the way he looked—like a gargantuan hunk of sausage ready to burst its casing—he despaired ever of finding someone to love. In fact, so despondent was he that he rarely left his posh apartment. On those rare occasions when he did leave, he made sure there was no moon. 
 
    He'd wander the darkest areas, trying to stay as far away as he could from the merest slice of light, pretending he was cruising so he could find a fair young man to carry him off to a magic kingdom where sorcery could melt away his excess poundage. Still, he knew if such a man arrived and tried to carry him off, most likely the only result would be a sprained back. 
 
    Benny Penny realized that his fantasy had no chance of coming true; it was simply a dream. But to give up dreams is to give in to despair. Watching cars speed past on distant streets, he wished with all his being to have someone to care for, a man who would care for him in return. 
 
    On one of Benny's late night excursions, he stumbled into a pothole and fell, badly spraining his ankle. He tried to rise but couldn't. Then he wondered why he should even bother? Nobody cared what happened to him, least of all himself. Why not just give in to the pain and end a lifetime of suffering? He'd simply roll over on his back, facing the cloudless heavens, his head on a rock and wait for the end. 
 
    It was a good plan, he thought, except the rock was too uncomfortable, and the rumbling of his gut couldn't be ignored. He was in pain and he was hungry. And so he began to crawl, glancing toward the faraway street. The distance seemed more than twice infinity. Pieces of gravel imprinted themselves in his palms and knees. Tears came to Benny's eyes, squeezed out of the corners, ran down his cheeks and dripped off his chin. At last he reached an embankment and tried to scratch his way to the top. He was winded; he was in pain. And so he stopped, laid his head in a nest of nettles and closed his eyes to garner his strength. 
 
    Suddenly, a car pulled to the side of the road, a door slammed, and someone scrambled down the bank. Benny looked up to behold the most gorgeous creature he'd ever seen, more handsome than Michelangelo's David, more beautiful than a deep cherry pie with whipped cream. 
 
    Benny judged the man to be in his early thirties, with cotton candy hair that framed a perfect face—lips like dripping honey, cheeks the color of cinnamon buns, a moustache like shredded wheat. Benny realized it had been more than an hour since his last snack—two large pizzas with double cheese and sixteen toppings. 
 
    "Are you all right?" the young god asked. 
 
    "I sprained my ankle," Benny answered. He felt ashamed of how he must look. 
 
    "We'll have to get you to a doctor," the man said scrambling, down the bank. 
 
    How could that be accomplished? Benny wondered. He weighed too much for the man to try to help him to his feet, far too much to lean on him for support. 
 
    "It was lucky I saw you down there." The man pointed to the direction from which he'd come. "Just at the curve," he said, "there's a view down the embankment, and at first I couldn't believe my eyes when I saw what I knew to be a young man with everything—brains, looks and intelligence—stretched out halfway to the top." 
 
    "Me?" Benny said. "Moi?" 
 
    "Who else but you?" the man answered. 
 
    "But I'm so— So— So—" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "So awfully ... fat." Benny turned his head away, tears again flooding his cheeks. 
 
    "Come on," the man said, bending over, tugging on Benny's arms. He was surprisingly strong as he raised him to his feet. 
 
    "Oh," Benny exclaimed. "So manly, so handsome, so strong." 
 
    The man laughed. "Vitamins." he said, "and pure thoughts." He threw Benny's arm across his shoulder and helped him up the bank. "Say, what is your name anyway?" the man asked. 
 
    "Benjamin Penny," Benny told him. "But everyone calls me Benny. Or they used to, before I got so fat. Now they don't call me anything, because I don't let anyone see me." 
 
    "Just as I suspected. Ben Penny. My name's Nigel, and I want to take you home, care for your needs till your injuries are healed, and love you the rest of my life." 
 
    "Oh, my goodness," Benny said, "oh, my goodness. That's wonderful, marvelous. For at first sight of you, I fell madly, totally, irrevocably in love. You truly are my knight in shining armor." 
 
    "Hardly," Benny's rescuer said. "I'm just a simple man with simple feelings." 
 
    "Oh, bliss," Benny answered, "yet—" 
 
    "What is it, my pet?" 
 
    "I'm so fat; how can anyone love me?" 
 
    The man chuckled. "It makes no difference to me. I'd love you the same, no matter what you weighed. Yet, if you come with me and we live our lives henceforth together, you'll find that all your excess poundage will simply melt away." 
 
    Benny didn't believe him at first but later found it was true. On their tenth anniversary as a couple, both lithe and handsome, one dark and the other fair, Benny Penny asked his lover Nigel how he knew what he'd known. 
 
    "I suspected it from the beginning," his lover said. "Then when you told me your name, I was absolutely certain." 
 
    "How?" Benny asked. "Why?" 
 
    "Elementary, my dear," Nigel answered. "Isn't your name Benny Penny?" 
 
    "Of course, it is. You know that, my love." 
 
    "Well then ..." And here is what his lover told him, which he certainly should have known himself. 
 
      
 
    Moral: Take care of Benny Penny, and the pounds will take care of themselves. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    A TIMELY DECISION 
 
      
 
    Once upon a—strike that! Once upon many times a quantum physicist named Bert Stein discovered a way to travel to alternate worlds and different times. Now Dr. Bert was a cautious man who believed in being prepared—his shrink had actually referred to him as obsessive/compulsive. So he didn't simply take off in all directions at once. Rather, he gathered together a team of eight other scientists, realizing that other worlds and other times would differ greatly from his own and so would require much investigation and study. He assembled all the necessary equipment and supplies, duplicating everything in case one set was lost or unusable. 
 
    Finally, he and his team purchased a large bus in which to travel. Then they began their adventure, rolling from world to world, from past to future, gathering data, writing reports, meeting with the natives, some quite similar to themselves, others vastly different. 
 
    All went well until they came to a world called Eros, a wonderful world, a world of fantasy. Here the eight members of Dr. Bert's team and Dr. Bert himself found the objects of their deepest desires. 
 
    Now this particular world on which Dr. Bert and the eight team members dallied was rather primitive; no one had yet invented the steam engine, or even the wheel. But who needed them when the days could be passed in dallying with the object of fantasies? 
 
    The team wished to linger forever, Bert included. For his new lover Reginald was of the stuff of dreams—tall, tanned, perfectly formed, and without blemish. 
 
    Yet the scientists knew they had a mission, an obligation to share their knowledge with their own world, and so they were torn. "Perhaps," Bill the biologist said, "we can take these people back to our own world. For the bus is big enough, to be sure." 
 
    "What a wonderful idea," Bert said. 
 
    Yet the natives refused to go. In fact, they were incensed by the suggestion; they were enraged. As Bert's lover exclaimed, "Leave our perfect world for one of overpopulation, pollution, and silly sitcoms. You must be out of your mind. And besides," Reginald added, "we want you here with us. We refuse to allow your return." 
 
    "What?" Bert asked. 
 
    "What?" Gloria, the entomologist asked. 
 
    "What?" Bill the biologist asked. 
 
    "What?" Ruth the anthropologist asked. 
 
    "What?"—well, you get the idea. 
 
    All the lovers of the team members had gathered, along with scores of others, then hundreds, then thousands. They surrounded Dr. Bert and his team of eight. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this?" Bert demanded. 
 
    "You come here, toy with our emotions and then simply want to leave?" Reginald said. "It shall not be." 
 
    "No way," the crowd shouted. "Never." 
 
    Dr. Bert realized they'd gotten themselves into a pickle. "We are leaving!" Bert said. "It's difficult; we love you, we surely do. Yet our own world has need to know the results of our explorations." 
 
    "Nay," Reginald shouted. "Nay. You are confined to your bus until you begin to see the light." He held out his hand. "The keys, please," he said. 
 
    With downcast eyes, Dr. Bert reached into his pocket. 
 
    "No," Gloria said. 
 
    "No," Bill said. 
 
    "No," Ruth said, and so on. 
 
    "We have no choice but to obey," Dr. Bert replied, and so they allowed themselves to be herded into the bus. 
 
    Yet, hadn't Bert been called obsessive and compulsive? Hadn't he been the kind of man always to check the burners on the stove at least three times before he went to bed? Hadn't he gathered duplicates of all their supplies? Yes, indeed, he had. 
 
    So he simply inserted the second ignition key, and the bus roared into life. Faster than a flutter of a hummingbird's wing, they were in a modern time, a world of wonderful smog and littered streets. 
 
    And so it came to pass that Dr. Bert and the eight other scientists were awarded joint Nobel Prizes and, despite their nearly being killed by restless natives, lived happily ever after. 
 
      
 
    Moral: A switch in time saves nine. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    GAYS' PRIDE 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there was a gay couple named Adam and Steve, and they lived in a glorious garden right in the middle of a vast jungle. The garden was located somewhere to the west of Eden among a forest of holly trees. 
 
    Actually, Adam and Steve were the first and only gay couple in the world, and life was perfect. Although there were no gay bars, the two men had plenty to keep them entertained. They made friends with all the other animals, the monkeys, the bears, the anteaters and the titmouses. Yet their favorites among the beasts were the lions. 
 
    The climate was warm and mild, so Adam and Steve, like all the animals in the Hollywood West of Eden had no need of clothing. On those rare nights when a chill entered the air, they simply cuddled with a lion or two, allowing the big cats' fur to keep them warm. 
 
    They loved the lions, perhaps because they were such noble beasts, possessed of dignity and elan. As a matter of fact, Adam and Steve came to think of these magnificent beasts as the epitome of pride, and gradually "the pride of the lions" shifted in meaning to become "a pride of lions," meaning a flock or a gaggle. 
 
    Now just as further to the east one of the Eden kids went elsewhere to seek a wife, Steve started one day to think that perhaps there was more to life than being with Adam. Why give in to monotony, routine, downright boredom when somewhere off in the jungle was excitement, glamour, life? 
 
    Thus it came to pass that one day when Adam was making a costume out of grass and coconut shells for a holiday he was planning to invent and which would be held on October 31 of each year, Steve decided to trot on out to the far side of the jungle where neither he nor Adam had ever ventured. 
 
    As he wandered along, he saw many wonderful sights, exotic flowers, strange animals, and—oh, joy and rapture—another young man. The most beautiful he'd ever seen, besides his lover Adam. In fact, the only one he'd ever seen besides his lover Adam. 
 
    His heart pounded, blood rushed to his head, he felt faint. The young man sat apparently engrossed in watching water trickle over rocks and splash into a sun-drenched pool. 
 
    Since cruising hadn't yet been invented, Steve wasn't sure how to approach the other young man. But he decided to take the simplest path: walk up and introduce himself. 
 
    "Hi, there," he said, "my name's Steve. What's yours?" 
 
    "Oh, hi, Steve; I'm Jerry. I didn't expect to see anyone else around these parts. Do you come here often?" 
 
    "My first time, how about you?" 
 
    "Well, yeah, I live just over the hill there. Not the best of neighborhoods, I guess. But you know, it's awfully expensive, I heard, over in Hollywood West of Eden." 
 
    "Anyway, Jerry, I'm real pleased to meet you." He held out his hand. They shook, Steve reluctant to let go. "Can I buy you a drink?" 
 
    "Buy? What does that mean? And anyhow there's a cool mountain pool just below these rocks." He pointed. 
 
    More than anything in the world at that moment, Steve wanted ... he didn't quite know what. To be with the other man, but what did that mean? To be with him as he was at night with Adam? Yes, he admitted, that was it. And then, despite never having tasted of the fruit of knowledge, he felt a twinge of something unpleasant. Like he was doing something ... wrong? But what did "wrong" mean? And why did it make him feel so ... guilty? What the hell was that? 
 
    Instead of pursuing things further, he turned and ran straight back to Hollywood West. 
 
    As he neared the garden, he saw Adam rushing toward him. "Oh, Stevie, honey," he said. "I was so worried; I didn't know where you'd gone. And then to make things worse the whole pride of lions started to leave as well. Then suddenly they turned back, chomping grass and berries as if nothing had happened." 
 
    That night as Steve lay in Adam's arms spent from their lovemaking, his thoughts wandered once more to the young man he'd met. He started to tell Adam about it, then quickly decided that wasn't the thing to do, though he didn't know why. 
 
    The next day as Adam was putting the finishing touches on his costume, Steve once more wandered off, headed for the hills where he'd first seen Jerry. 
 
    Meanwhile Adam noticed that shortly after Steve left, the entire pride of lions left too. He threw down his thorn and thread and the half-sewn costume and raced after Steve. 
 
    Well, shock of shocks, he soon came upon his lover and—another man? How bizarre. He was certain he and Steve were the only two in existence, except those heteros over in Eden. Steve and the other man stood with their arms around each other. 
 
    "Ahem," Adam said, and both men turned startled. "Well, Steve," Adam continued, "aren't you going to introduce me to your friend?"               
 
    Steve's face turned bright red. "Oh, sure. Adam, this is Jerry. He lives just over the rise. Jerry, this is my lover, Adam." 
 
    "Lover? What's a lover?" Jerry asked. 
 
    "Well," Adam said, hands on hips, "that's one question I'm sure I'm not going to answer." And he realized he'd arrived just in the nick of time to prevent Jerry from finding out the answer on his own. Just in the nick of time to prevent his lover falling into ways of the flesh. And he wondered: Without eating the fruit that damned snake keeps pushing, is it possible to sin, to fall from grace? Is man incapable of purity? Is original sin inherent in his being, and if so, must he of necessity succumb to it? They were very deep thoughts for a man unaccustomed to thinking. 
 
    He didn't want to take any chances. Instead, he rushed forward, grabbed Steve's hand and pulled him along the path to Hollywood West. 
 
    Ever after that Adam had to be on his guard. Of course, he couldn't keep an eye on Steve every second of every day or night. But he began to realize he didn't have to. Any time Steve felt strange urgings, urgings which would lead to his downfall, all the lions as if of one mind, stopped whatever they were doing—eating, sleeping, roaring—and en masse left Hollywood West. So after the first time or two, Adam never worried. He knew he could count on the lions. He could follow after Steve and see to it that he remained pure, that he did not give in to his baser nature. 
 
    Steve for his own part was grateful, for deep inside he would not have wanted to hurt poor Adam for they truly were meant for each other. 
 
    In the years that followed the two men continued their blissful ways. As for Jerry, he met this real cute gorilla who told him to hang on for a few centuries and he'd change into a man, and then they too could live happily ever after. 
 
    And the moral of this tale? It's something Adam had realized years before. 
 
      
 
    Moral: The pride always goeth before a fall. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    THAT OLD DEMON CAKE 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there was a man named Victor who was editor of the best gay newspaper in town. He was the most conscientious editor to be found in the entire continental United States of America, except that he had one problem. That was a sweet tooth. 
 
    Now he wasn't gluttonous; he didn't gorge himself on other foods, but he did love his sweets, especially cake, any kind of cake. Carrot cake, angel and devil's food cake, rum cake, fruit cake, spice cake, lemon chiffon cake—just so it was sweet. 
 
    Often in the midst of editing a story or putting the paper to bed, Victor would have an uncontrollable urge to have a piece of cake. More often than not, he found himself unable to resist such urges. So right in the middle of a sentence or while interviewing Mr. Gay Leather or doing the layout, he'd stop and rush to the nearest bakery or supermarket, grab the closest cake and gorge, gorge, gorge. 
 
    Now Paul, the publisher, considered himself lucky to have such a good editor as Victor, who could have commanded any salary anywhere. Yet, he was troubled by the frequency with which Victor left his duties to buy a cake and immediately devour it. 
 
    In fact, people were complaining. Pages of the paper were being delivered smeared with chocolate or walnut icing. Young men were opening to the gossip section only to have a pageful of crumbs deposited on their laps. And all too often, Victor was missing deadlines. 
 
    One day as the urge struck, Victor jumped from his desk to come face to face with Paul. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Vic," Paul said, "but I've had it. I'm giving you an ultimatum. Either you do something about your addiction or I have no choice but to can you." 
 
    Victor knew Paul wasn't kidding. But what could he do? He loved editing; he loved cake. Besides, he needed the money ... and yeah, the wonderful feeling of a bellyful of cake. 
 
    Yet, he realized, like Paul, he had no choice. He sat back down at his desk, opened the phone book, found the number he wanted and made his call. 
 
    "Cake eaters anonymous," a voice answered. 
 
    "Hi, my name is Vic," Victor said, "and I'm a cake eater." 
 
    Many years have gone by since that moment, many years in which Victor has not strayed from the narrow path. Lest he forget and give in, he attends weekly meetings, drinks tons of coffee and silently rises to tell the others: "Hi, my name is Vic, and I'm a cake eater. I have a story to tell. I was the editor of the best gay newspaper in town, and then one day, my publisher ..." 
 
    Yes, Victor has managed to put aside his addiction, realizing the horror that could have befallen him. Victor continued in his job, winning three Pulitzers for his work on bringing the perils of cake addiction to the reading public. Yes, Victor is a lucky man, because early on he realized: 
 
      
 
    Moral: You can't have your cake and edit too.  
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